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      Arya Furlough of Dunrobin has been betrothed to Laird Jared Stewart against her wishes. With her faithful maid and companion she begrudgingly embarks on a voyage to new lands to marry the laird her father has determined will prove a fruitful alliance with her their clan. Alas, the ship she is on does not weather a storm well, leaving her cast upon the sea.

      

      Laird Duncan McAbee of Duffus is mourning his father on the shore when he notices a body bobbing among the waves. Little does he know, the body he pulls forth is a raven-haired spitfire of a lass with a steel will of determination not to marry her betrothed. He is caught unawares when she wields a poker and even further caught offguard when she manages to broach his defenses and capture her heart.

      

      How is he supposed to recover when she chooses to leave him for Laird Jared Stewart?
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      The sound of Arya’s footsteps bounced off the walls as she raced down the hallway. Her chest squeezed tighter and tighter with every breath she took. Although each step brought her closer to the sanctuary that was her room, she knew she could never escape her fate so easily.

      How could they?

      She wept, running the back of her hand across her cheeks to clear away the tears before anyone could see them.

      This is nae fair; it is nae right. How could they steal me happiness like this? What did I ever do to them? If I was born a man, they would nae force this on me.

      Pushing herself to go faster, she turned the corner and flew past the guards stationed at the base of the staircase. The men knelt before her, but she was not paying any mind. Her thoughts were not locked on the traditions of the clan or the courtesy she owed them for guarding her father’s house. Seeing them lower themselves to her as she passed only caused her wound to open wider.

      Donnae ye see, I wish to be free from all this? I donnae want to be shackled to the fate me father bestowed on me this night. Why can ye nae see that?

      Arya flashed daggers at the men as she passed them. She did not care if they watched her climb the stairs or if they abandoned their posts for some reason or another. All she wanted was the peace and tranquility she could find in the sanctuary of her room.

      The clopping of her feet on the wooden floor bounced off the walls and only ceased when she turned toward the last door on the right. With a quick shove, she pushed through her bedroom doors and sealed herself inside her room. The wooden doors moaned in protest as they slowly shut. The clack of the latch was reassurance she was alone.

      Glancing about, she spied her favorite things, which should have given her consolation to her plight, but nothing served to cheer her. Nor did they give her the peace she longed for, and the hole in her heart opened like a chasm. She dropped down to the floor, allowing her grief to consume her. Wrapping her arms around her legs, she wept until there was nothing left to come out.

      Slowly, she lifted her head and allowed her eyes to linger on her possessions. The canopy of soft fabric draped over her bed, the vanity table in the corner of her room with the oversized mirror. The trinkets her father had made for her over the course of her life. All these things were hers and gave her a sense of home.

      “How could he do this to me?” she cried, slamming her fist against the wooden door. Chewing on her lower lip, she rose to her feet and moved to her bed. The soft fur of the bear her father had slain years ago draped over her bed and cushioned her fall as she dropped down.

      “What would make him think I would want to leave this place? I love me home. This is where I belong. Nae in some foreign part of Scotland I have never seen before.” She lifted her head to find the small wooden sculpture of her horse settled on her bedside table. She reached for it, then turned over to her back, studying the wee figurine.

      “And how does he expect me to love someone I have never met? What was going through his mind, Caoineag?” she asked the wooden horse. She ran her fingers over the polished wood as a low howl of the wind whistled through the window.

      Her eyes darted to the window as a thought formed in her mind. By the time she jumped to her feet, the idea was solid.

      “Me father cannae make me marry Jared Stewart if I am nae there, now can he?” she said, narrowing her eyes to the open window. The soft orange light filtered through and cast a golden glow over the floor.

      Slowly, Arya moved to the window, turning the figurine around in her fingers and stroking the sculpted mane. Vast fields stretched out before her and filled her eyes with soft grays and lush greens. Beyond the fields, the ocean awaited her. The height of the window was not the only obstacle she faced. She knew crossing the river that separated her father’s territory from the freedom she so craved would be dangerous. But it was a danger she was willing to face.

      She leaned out into the space of the window and peered down to the ground. Her father was no fool. He built the Dunrobin castle to be mighty and strong. Brushing away the last remnant of tears that stained her face, she stared at the mossy ground beneath her window.

      “I would like to see them try and get me on that ship,” she mumbled as she stepped away from the ledge. Her mind raced while her eyes scanned her room for the tools she needed to make her escape.

      She sucked in a deep breath, rushed to her dresser and pulled out her riding clothes tucked away in the drawer. Swiftly, she peeled off her dress and slipped into the thicker material. She knew better than most how quickly the weather changed, and there was no way she would last a day on her own. She needed provisions.

      “Think, Arya. What would be the best way to go about this? Ye cannae only have the proper dress, ye need food,” she said to the empty room. Suddenly she saw the fringe of her plan like a string so easily pulled that would unravel everything.

      Twisting her head, she stared at the bedroom door. Slow and steady, she turned. Walking with her shoulders back, she paused, her hand on the latch. Pulling in a deep breath, she closed her eyes.

      “Go down to the kitchen, bypass Father’s study, donnae look at him, donnae make eye contact. Simply secure what ye need and go.”

      She nodded once and pulled open the door. The cool air from the castle swirled about her face and tickled her nose. Standing straighter, she closed the door behind her as she executed her plan. She passed the guards at the bottom of the stairs, wondering what they must think of her. In a few short hours, they would not matter anymore. Nothing which held her to his place would.

      “Och, Arya, what ye doing out there?”

      She froze in place as her father’s voice scraped against her ears. Her father. Braydon Furlough, Laird of Dunrobin. Every ounce of her being wanted her to run, but she dared not do it.

      “And where do ye think yer going?” he asked, storming out of his study to meet her in the corridor.

      “Riding.”

      “Ye think I am dimwitted? Ye donnae think I ken what yer up to, yer planning on bolting are ye nae, lass?”

      “Nae,” she lied, keeping her hands balled into tight fists at her side.

      “Och, I will nae allow it.”

      Her eyes flashed while her jaw clenched. Heat flooded her face as she stared at her father. Although she promised no eye contact, she could not help it.

      “Is it nae bad enough yer making me marry a stranger, now yer forbidding me to ride?”

      “Aye, I am. I ken ye plan to run first chance ye get, and I will nae let that happen.” Braydon stared at his daughter for a long moment.

      Arya’s lips twitched as she felt the searing tears well in her eyes. “Fine.” She threw her arms over her chest and broke eye contact. “Can I at least get some scran? Or is that also off-limits?”

      “Go then and fill yer belly, but donnae think I donnae have me eyes on ye, lass. Yer me kin, and I ken how ye think.”

      Her nose wrinkled, she tried not to say another word. Despite all the vile things she wanted to unleash, she knew there was no point. Her father would always have the last word.

      Rushing down the hall, she turned the corner. With her father’s eyes no longer boring into the back of her head, she felt as if she could finally breathe.

      “Collect what ye need, naught more, naught less,” she told herself as she entered the kitchen. Each shelf had more than enough provisions for her, but there was only so much she could carry. She knew she had to limit what she took and pray that wherever she was going would have all this and more.

      She found herself wishing she could access the armory and collect a sword for the road. She was quite a swordswoman, even her father’s head of guard proclaimed it as such, but she could not risk being discovered collecting a weapon.

      Arya sighed and quickly grabbed pears, grapes, and a loaf of bread. Dropping the items on the wooden table in the center of the room, she scanned around for a burlap sack to pack her supplies. In the corner of the room, hanging from the shelves, she found a small brown sack.

      “This should work,” she said, pulling it from the shelf. The sack was not too big where it would be a bother carrying, and it was not too small where she could not fit the food in it. She quickly crammed all she could into the bag and hoisted her riding dress up. Carefully, she tied the bag to her waist and concealed it from prying eyes with the fabric of her dress.

      Only once she was certain none would see it, did she make her way back to her room. Her father’s eyes locked on her the instant she crossed his path. In the room, she could hear his throat clear, and for a moment, she wondered if he would come storming out once again.

      “Donnae look. Keep yer eyes straight. Donnae talk to him,” she cautioned herself in a whisper.

      She made it past the study and exhaled. She knew if her father wanted to come out, he would have stopped her in the doorway. Now all she had to do was get back to her room.

      The guards posted by the stairs seemed unconcerned with her passing this time. They did not even stop to take note of her strange steps. With the sack of food lodged beneath her skirts, climbing was restrictive. After reaching the top step, she stole a glimpse at the guards. They had not budged, giving her the reassurance she needed.

      “That is right, lads, ye keep on,” she said with a smile as she bolted down the hallway and rushed into her room. Carefully, she closed the door so as it would not slam and give away her anxiousness.

      Her eyes darted to the bed.

      The loose fabric hanging from the ceiling and the sheets covering her bed were all she needed for her escape. Quickly, she hoisted her dress up and untied the sack, letting it drop to her ankles. The last thing she needed was the extra weight hanging off her as she tried to pull the fabric from the ceiling.

      With a mighty yank, she tugged with all her strength. The fabric flitted down onto the bed with a rip. Her eyes shifted to the door, hoping none other than herself heard the sound. Certain that her actions were still a secret, she swiftly twisted the fabric into a rope and tied one end around the post of her bed. Each piece was tied to the next until she had a trail of fabric drifting in the wind outside her window.

      “Courage donnae fail me now.” She tested the line by giving it a solid yank. The bed moaned as it moved slightly across the floor. To Arya, the sound was that of thunder. She froze, ears perked, listening for the storming of feet coming down her hallway.

      “Better take precautions,” she said, dropping the rope of fabric. She moved to her vanity table.

      “If they did nae hear the bed, maybe they will nae hear this.”

      She hoisted the large vanity table up as high as she could. The wooden legs scraped and moaned against the floor as she dragged the table to the door.

      “There.”

      Her muscles ached, but it was the last thing she needed to worry about before climbing out the window.

      “Let us see them try to enter.”

      She dusted her hands on her thighs. Looking at the brown sack, she collected it from the floor and moved toward the open window. She stole one last look down and swallowed hard.

      “Get it over with or yer never going to leave.” She dropped the sack. The bag fell through the air as she counted.

      “Thirteen counts to the ground, that is all yer going to get,” she warned herself, curling the sheet around her wrist and holding on to it for dear life. Slowly, she climbed up to the windowsill and sat. One leg went over with ease; it was the second that seemed to be like bricks, keeping her chained to her room.

      “Come now,” she urged herself.

      Closing her eyes, she forced the other leg over. With both feet dangling out of the window, she could not help but feel vulnerable. Doubt twisted and clawed its way into her thoughts, trying to strangle the courage from her being.

      “Now.”

      She threw herself out of the window as she clung to the lifeline. The roar of the bed moving violently across the floor rumbled in her ears. She knew if she could hear it from outside, certainly the guards would as well.

      Keeping her eyes locked on the white fabric before her, she climbed down. Her arms wobbled as fear stole their will. For a moment, she wondered if she was strong enough to make it down. Suddenly, the fabric at the window began to rip. The sound echoed in her ears. She forced herself down the line, quickly as possible.

      “Lady Arya,” the guards shouted, pounding on her door.

      A smile slipped over her lips as she congratulated herself for putting the vanity in their way.

      “Sound the alarm. Call the laird!”

      “Fools,” she hissed as she ran out of line. She looked down. Her feet swayed with the line as the rope edged down. There was no other way to go. She could not climb back up, nor would the guards be able to pull her back up on a sliver of fabric. She sucked in a deep breath and jumped.

      Her dress fluttered about her body as she plunged through the air. Suddenly, the ground came under her feet, and she had no choice but to collapse. Her feet buckled under her, then she rolled down the mossy embankment and slid under the shrub.

      “Arya,” her father’s voice boomed, rattling slumbering birds from their nests.

      A flock took to the sky, rustling the shrub she hid under. For a moment, she wondered if her father could see her through the cover of leaves and twigs.

      “How could ye let this happen?” her mother exclaimed.

      She rolled to her stomach to catch a glimpse of her mother beating her fists against her father’s chest.

      “How was I to ken the lass would go and do such a foolish thing?”

      “Yer the one to force her into marriage.” Her mother still slapped her hands on the laird’s chest.

      “Aye, and she shall marry that man, if it is the last thing she does,” Braydon growled as he stepped out of view.

      She sucked in shallow breaths, trying to strain her ears to hear her father’s commands. No question he would send every able man after her. She glanced over her shoulder to the river flowing not more than a few yards from her feet. Her eyes darted to the sack that had landed inches from her fingertips. Stretching out, she clasped the bag of supplies and held it to her chest as the rushing sound of water slapping the jagged rocks on the riverbank filled her ears.

      Sucking in a deep breath, she paused a moment and studied the flowing water. The waters seemed violent and tormented. The black water crashed around the rocks and rushed downstream as if on a dark mission. From her window, they had not appeared nearly as angry as they did now, under the pale moonlight.

      “Get up,” she urged herself. She scrambled out of the brush and raced to the water’s edge. She knew the river’s bank like the back of her hand. Left would lead her to the fishing village where she could certainly find shelter for the night. If she went right, she would find the same loyal bunch eager to bring her back.

      Catching her breath at the water’s edge, she looked toward the horizon. There was only one way she could go that her father would not follow. She stepped into the current of the river as she clung to her sack of provisions.

      She paused a moment and glanced over her shoulder toward the only home she ever knew. Her heart broke as she looked up to her room. She allowed her thoughts to drift to her mother. She could no longer see her, but she knew her mother was somewhere in the castle completely distraught over the current events, but she could not let that persuade her to change course. The water rushed around her ankles, stealing the warmth of her body.

      “I am sorry,” she whispered as she turned her attention back to the water. “But I cannae stay. Please understand, and please forgive me.”

      The clanging of metal against metal startled her. She knew the bridge to the outer wall was rising, and soon the area would be flooded with her father’s men, all hunting for her. She had come too close to freedom to allow herself to be caught now.

      Carefully, Arya put one foot in front of the other and started across the turbulent waters.
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      A thin white blanket of fog drifted over the ground, concealing the various rocks and crevices that cluttered the area. Duncan pulled back on the reins, causing his horse to stop short. With keen eyes, he scanned the area.

      To the north, green shrubs peppered the terrain, as did spruce trees, with their twisting limbs reaching toward the sky. To the east, far in the distance, he spied gray smoke rising high into the air distorting the rusty sunset. His heart pounded in his chest as his mouth popped open.

      “Please tell me that is nae smoke,” his brother, Ewan, said drearily as he stopped beside him.

      Glancing over his shoulder, Duncan peered at his younger brother with consternation. He pressed his lips into a tight line and nodded once.

      Panic flashed across Ewan’s eyes. He sucked in a quick breath. “Father is there. The elders mentioned he had gone to the town for supplies with some men.”

      “Then we need to get down there quickly, for I fear Father’s life may be in danger.” Duncan dug his heels into the side of his horse. The horse reared up on two legs. He held tight as it lunged into action and bolted down the rough terrain, heading toward the fire. It seemed as if he could not go fast enough.

      Ewan and several of their men followed, all on their own steeds.

      Duncan became highly aware of his broadsword slapping against his leg as he charged toward the burning village. Pushing his horse faster, he secretly prayed for his father’s safety, but the closer he came, the harder reality jabbed at him.

      Flames licked the sides of the huts, consuming every bit of tinder. Cries filled the air as the villagers scrambled about, trying to flee for safety. Men and women alike rushed past him without a second glance, and he noticed the black smudges streaked across their faces.

      “Tell me what happened,” he cried out, trying to stop a villager as they ran past him.

      “The Stewarts,” a man said, whipping his head back toward the burning village. “They are burning everything to the ground.”

      “Are ye certain?” Ewan asked, withdrawing his sword from its sheath.

      “Without question. They came at dawn.” The man rushed to an elderly woman’s aid.

      “Get to the castle and warn the elders of what is happening. Tell them to send more men,” Duncan ordered as he turned his horse toward the huts. He drew his broadsword and sharply tugged on the reins of his horse as three young children darted out of a burning hut, startling his horse. “Ye as well. Get to the keep, quickly,” Duncan commanded as three men with torches came around the inferno and glared at him. Grunting, he charged at them with vigor.

      “Look out!” Ewan shouted as he brushed against Duncan, thrusting his sword high into the air. The tip of Ewan’s blade deflected an arrow and sent it toward the ground.

      “Ye need to find Father quickly,” Duncan shouted, plowing through the men, only to come around once again. With his mighty sword in hand, he slashed through the air striking two of the three men.

      “What about ye? Surely, there are more men around here,” Ewan said as he took care of the third.

      He slid off his horse and slapped his hand across its side, sending it charging away. “I can take care of meself. It is Father who needs our help. Go, seek him out in this melee, and bring him back home.”

      Ewan nodded and turned to the right. Smoke and darkness shrouded Ewan from Duncan’s eyes as he stealthily approached the center of town. More men came out of the houses with torches in hand. Carefully, one by one, Duncan picked them off until he turned the corner of the last house.

      He froze.

      Men and women were being held in the center of the town, surrounded by men in blue garb. The children clung to their mothers as the men tried to hold off their attackers.

      “What is going on here?” he demanded as he stepped up to the foes.

      The men turned their attention to Duncan and sneered as he clasped the hilt of his sword. One by one, the men charged. Metal clashed against metal, sending shards of sparks flying around them as each blow sliced through the air with precision and accuracy.

      “Run,” Duncan ordered the villagers as he kept several of the invaders at bay. The women grabbed their children into their arms as the men ensured their escape. “I donnae ken what yer doing in these parts,” Duncan said. “But ye need to leave.”

      “I need to leave? Ye first.” A tall, burly man sneered as he raised his sword to Duncan.

      “This is me father’s land. It is ye who will be leaving.” Duncan slashed, catching the man’s arm.

      The sword dropped from the enemy’s hand. He stumbled back and fell to the ground, quickly retrieving a length of wood he now wielded as a club.

      Duncan ducked under the swinging club and drew his leg up high, knocking one man back before twisting around to block another’s sword coming down upon him. His breath was steady and even, despite the violence surrounding him. There was no point in shedding innocent blood, for Duncan could see in the eyes of these men that their hearts were not in this battle. In a desperate and bold move, he slammed the tip of his sword into the soft, moist ground and rolled his shoulders back, standing in defiance against the men that surrounded him.

      “What is it ye want?” Duncan demanded, startling the enemy.

      “These are our lands,” a voice answered. “And it is yer kind that are trespassing here.”

      Duncan turned to his right and noticed a thin, lanky man stepping past the men with clubs and swords.

      “Ye wear the crest of Stewart,” Duncan noted, spotting the iron bird emblem made of steel that clasped on to a link on the man’s chest.

      “So ye are educated in the clans, good. Now, listen,” the lanky man said, narrowing his eyes. “Yer father has overstepped his bounds and has taken land that was nae his. These villagers claimed to be a part of yer clan and under yer protection. But I say they are trespassers and will die.”

      Trying to keep his distance between his foe and himself, Duncan stepped back as the man stepped forward.

      Uncertainty filled his heart while he studied the man approaching him. “These people have done naught to ye. Why torment them for merely existing?”

      The man raised his sword and glared at Duncan. “Ye clearly have forgotten the boundaries and where the lands split. I am here to see to it that the lines are restored under Laird Jared Stewart’s rule and to take back what has been stolen.”

      “Naught was stolen. Nae land was taken. Yer mistaken.”

      “Hear that, men? We are mistaken,” the lanky man said as the crowd around them chuckled.

      “State yer name, sir, so that I may have the privilege of kenning whom I shall kill this day.” Duncan’s fingers curled around the hilt of his sword, testing its security in his hand as he kept his eyes glued to the man in front of him.

      “Elrod is who I am. The second cousin of the Laird Jared Stewart, and at his request, I have come to claim what yer family have taken from us.”

      “Let the people go, and we shall settle this like men,” Duncan said, holding his ground. For a heartbeat, he shifted his gaze from Elrod to the villagers still scrambling for their lives. And in that very moment, he realized he had shown his vulnerability.

      Elrod scoffed.

      From the corner of his eye, Duncan spied the glint of metal rising high above him. He stepped back swiftly and turned, raising his sword to clash with Elrod’s as it flashed down upon him.

      “If ye want these lands so badly, ye have to go through me,” he declared. He lifted his leg and slammed his boot into Elrod’s side, forcing the air from his opponent’s lungs. The lanky man reared back, gasping for air, and fought to compose himself as he pulled his shoulders back, ready for the second attack.

      “We shall settle this, and when I send ye crawling back to yer laird broken, ye can tell him I will always defend this land.”

      Elrod glared at him, sidestepped, and shifted his sword from one hand to the next. Duncan kept his eyes locked on the man before him, ready for his advance. With each heartbeat, Duncan kept his head clear and his body limber.

      “Will ye honor an agreement?” Duncan demanded, watching with a keen eye.

      “It will be yer blood split, nae mine,” Elrod said, his sword shooting forward and grazed past Duncan’s chest.

      He twisted in the air, wielding his broadsword high above his head before dipping low and slashing into Elrod’s leg. His foe stumbled back and dropped to the ground, releasing his death grip on his sword. The men gasped as he moved slowly to the man cowering under the thin blanket of fog that still rose from the ground.

      Slowly, he put his sword to Elrod’s neck and glared at him. “Take yer men and leave now. Blood was spilled, and ye must go, nae I.”

      He stepped back, allowing the man room to rise. A wicked laugh escaped Elrod as he drew his hand to his mouth and stuck his fingers between his lips. A loud whistle exploded from Elrod’s lips. The signal was sharp, cutting into the air. The horde of men that had come to battle cheered wildly.

      Duncan glanced up toward the night sky, noticing the strange dark cloud blocking out the sky.

      “Duncan!” Ewan’s voice was muffled by the cheers and roars of the invading army.

      Turning his head to the left, Duncan spied Ewan pushing through the horde. “It is an ambush!”

      Duncan twisted his head back to Elrod, only to watch as the man limped toward his own people and jerk his head once with a snap.

      They were outnumbered. His heart turned to stone.

      “The blood of these villagers is on yer hands,” Duncan said as five men from the crowd charged him. Spinning around on one foot, Duncan had but a moment to assess which individual would die first. All he needed was one strike, one blow, one kill, to open up a pocket for his escape. He turned quickly and found his first victim, moved through him swiftly, before going onto the next, battling his way toward Ewan. He knew that their only choice now was to get their father and make it back to the castle to regroup.

      Shoving past a tall, burly redheaded adversary, Duncan ducked as an ax hurtled past and clipped the crown of his head. Rising up, he drove his broadsword into the man and yanked it out in one fluid movement. With the pocket Duncan needed finally open, he rushed to Ewan’s side.

      “Where is Father?” Duncan asked in the midst of the fray as he and Ewan took on the pitiful fools that attacked them.

      “I have nae seen him, but I ken he is here, he must be.”

      “Then we fight until we find him, is that understood? Every last man here will stand their ground until we locate him.” Duncan lifted his foot high into the air and drove his heel into a new enemy before his sword clashed with yet another one.

      A loud horn rose above the clattering of metal and cut through the screams of agony men bellowed before Duncan and Ewan. Their eyes shot to the south. Immediately his jaw went tight as every muscle in his body tensed.

      “Nae,” Ewan said as they spied their father on top of a wooden wagon.

      His father stood next to Elrod.

      “This is who yer looking for?” Elrod shouted, seizing their father by his hair. “This is our land. Laird Stewart proclaims it. And so it shall be.” Elrod drew a dagger from his waistline and drove into the chest of the man standing beside him.

      Duncan’s father.

      Agony rippled through Duncan’s body like an avalanche, nearly crippling him. It took all the strength he had to keep from crumbling to the ground.

      “Lord help him.” Ewan’s voice was faint, almost dreamlike, as Duncan watched his father drop to his knees.

      “Brother, come. Ye have to go now,” Ewan said, grabbing hold of his arm, yanking him as a sword sliced through the air.

      With a cold glare, Duncan turned to Ewan and shook his head. “We are nae leaving without our father.”

      “Are ye daft? We are nae match for this many. Now come, we have to go.” Ewan tugged on his arm as he deflected the blows from the men rushing toward them.

      “Coward!” he shouted, shoving Ewan off, then charging Elrod.

      “Ye donnae want to do this,” Ewan shouted as Duncan lunged toward his nemesis.

      “Gie it ladly,” Elrod announced, jumping off the wagon to face Duncan.

      Rage filled him. With a sure and steady swipe, he cut through the several men until he reached Elrod, and stood before him once again. The fire from the village scorched his face and burned his eyes. Although the smoke stole the air from his lungs, he stood fast, willing, and ready.

      “Ye will nae leave this battle alive,” Duncan swore as he crouched into a fighting stance; his sword felt like an extension of his arm. Taking slow and steady breaths, he tracked his enemy’s movements, waiting for him to strike first.

      “Duncan.” The voice of his father was shaky and weak, but Duncan did not dare look at the old man who lay on the wagon. It would give Elrod the opportunity to cut him down.

      “Please, son, ye must think of the clan.”

      Elrod laughed. He threw his head back, his menacing gaze holding Duncan in place. “How grand it would be if I were to return with yer entire realm. Laird Stewart certainly would reward me for something so magnanimous. I might even be the new laird of these lands after I destroy yer family.”

      “Donnae let him bait ye. Ye must go now,” his father begged.

      “Father is right. We must leave.” Ewan’s arms crashed around his shoulders like a vise. Ewan restrained Duncan and jerked him away from Elrod.

      “I will nae leave Father here.”

      “Take the dead man with ye and show yer clan what we do to those who are disposable. I am sure me laird would allow this one kindness. Bury yer dead, but mark me words, we will have this land and soon enough,” Elrod said.

      Ewan yanked and pulled on Duncan.

      “Let them be,” Elrod’s voice boomed over the crowd as his hands lifted high into the sky. “We have our lands back and have conquered this day. Let them scurry back into the holes and rocks. We will flush them out soon enough.”

      Ewan released Duncan and rushed over to their father. The old man stretched out a weak hand as Ewan tried to hoist him to his feet.

      “We are taking ye home, Father,” Ewen said, throwing his father’s arm over his shoulder and moving slowly past the men who chuckled and sneered as they retreated.

      The sound of wood snapping and popping as houses collapsed filled Duncan’s ears. Smoke swirled around him, and with each inhale, he promised to avenge his father.

      Sword in hand, he moved slowly backward, keeping his eyes locked on his new enemy. “I will see yer face again,” he swore. “And the outcome will nae be the same.”

      “Ken this, it was yer negligence that killed yer father,” Elrod said with a hearty laugh as Duncan moved closer toward his horse and mounted the steed. Reluctantly, he turned his horse, and noticed Ewan mounting his own spooked horse, their father precariously perched in front of Ewan.

      “Father is fading fast.”

      “Get him back to the castle quickly,” Duncan said, turning his attention once more to Elrod.

      “Yes, do get him back. The dead should be buried properly.” Elrod chuckled as the men joined in.

      “I will nae make it.” His father clutched his chest where the blade had cut through to the innermost part of his being.

      “Donnae say that,” Ewan begged, digging his heels into the horse.

      Duncan stayed a moment longer, eyeing the villain before him.

      Elrod sneered. “Go on, run home while I still find the mercy to let ye go.”

      “Ye shall regret this day.” Duncan’s lips twitched with the anger he carefully reined in. Turning his horse sharply round in circles, he glared at the men before him, daring them to strike. Only when none moved did he drive his horse away from the burning embers that once was the village called Foghorn. The pounding of their horses’ hooves on the ground filled the air as they passed the villagers scrambling to make it to the castle walls. The ride seemed to take forever, and only when he spied the towers of Duffus did he exhale.

      “Hold on, Father, we are almost there,” Ewan called as their horses cut through the open gates and rushed toward the steps of the castle. He knew that all eyes were on them as they raced to the keep. Worry and concern were etched on the faces of the people Duffus Castle protected, and he knew that their worries were justified, for their leader had been mortally wounded.

      “What happened here?” The thick, heavyset adviser rushed down the steps toward them. The man’s face flushed beet red as he tried to regain his breath at the bottom of the stairs.

      The adviser, Hugh, panted as he hurried toward Ewan’s horse to help pull Edward from it.

      “He was to negotiate better supplies, nae get himself killed,” Hugh said, throwing out his arms to help pull Duncan’s father from Ewan’s steed.

      “Hugh…” Ewan shook his head as his father groaned in pain. “Jared Stewart’s men were there. They have taken Foghorn.”

      “Impossible,” Hugh said, dropping his torso to allow the laird’s arm to curl around his neck.

      Carefully, Ewan stepped to the left of the laird to help support him. Slow and steady, the three men climbed the steps as servants called for the physician.

      He slid off the horse and rushed up the steps as the elders surrounded them.

      “Give way, ye old windbags, the man needs air,” he said, pushing the elders and councilmen away from his father as they climbed over each other to see for themselves what happened.

      “Stewart’s men—” Duncan’s father, the laird, gasped before his eyes rolled back into his skull.

      “His lung has collapsed,” the physician said, ear pressed to the laird’s chest. “Quickly to the dressing room.”

      Ewan and several men hoisted his father up and got him out of the grand hall.

      “Who did this? Who declared war against us?” Hugh asked as the laird was whisked away into the physician’s area.

      “Stewart sent his cousin to reclaim lands that we supposedly stole.” He could feel the fire in his words as they scorched his breath. Agony swelled within him as he tried to hold Hugh’s gaze. Grief tore through his body.

      For a moment, he wondered whether he would be able to continue standing. Despite the pain in his chest and the mountain of worry crushing him to the earth, he remained steadfast and upright.

      “While yer father is being tended to…” Hugh paused as if touching on a sensitive matter and treading with care. “Duncan, yer next in line.”

      “Ye think I donnae ken this?”

      “The clan is looking for yer guidance,” Hugh said, dropping his head.

      “Then we gather every able man and reclaim what they have taken from us. We storm Jared Stewart’s castle and end this, once and for all.”

      “That is foolish, brother, and ye ken it. Chances are that Stewart would be expecting that. I donnae ken if that is the smart thing for us to do. We need to focus on Father,” Ewan said, stepping around the corner.

      “Yer brother is right,” Hugh said. “We cannae afford to be hasty. We must be wise about this. Ye must think of the realm and what is best for all. Leave yer revenge for now.”

      Duncan’s eyes narrowed on the heavy man. He opened his mouth, then closed it when the sound of rushed footsteps bounced off the stone walls as the physician pushed past Hugh and bowed.

      “What is it?” Duncan hissed. By the slow response, he already knew what the issue was. He could see the answer in the physician’s eyes as they darted around, but never on him. “Out with it.”

      “Laird Edward McAbee is gone. The wound, it was… Och, it was too deep and there was naught I could do for him. If I had seen him sooner, perhaps…” the physician said in low, hushed tones.

      All eyes turned toward Duncan. He could feel the weight of the world crashing down on his shoulders as his father’s passing began to spread like wildfire throughout the room. Soon, the whole realm would know what had happened.

      “Yer wrong,” Ewan said, stepping forward, ready to charge the physician. HIs hands were balled into tight fists, ready to strike.

      Duncan stepped forward and pressed his hand on Ewan’s chest, restraining his brother from exacting his sorrow on the poor man. “There was naught he could do, brother,” he said. “Ye saw the wound as I did. It was a deep cut.”

      “But…” Ewan stared at the physician a moment longer before dropping his head.

      The elders in the room moved back.

      Ewan stepped away from Duncan.

      “The realm is yer responsibility now,” Hugh said. “It is ye who must lead us.”

      “Father was a great man,” Duncan said. His heart was broken as he raised his head and watched Ewan walk out of the grand hall. “It will be difficult to fill his shoes.”

      “What are we to do about Stewart?” Hugh asked. “If what ye say is true, and he has indeed taken Foghorn, we must reclaim it. That port is vital to trade.”

      “Ye think I donnae ken this?” Duncan snapped.

      “I meant nae disrespect,” Hugh said. “I was merely stating that Stewart attacked that area for a reason. He was smart, but we must be smarter. Going up against him right now is probably what he is hoping for. We must nae play into his hands.”

      “What do ye suggest we do then?” Duncan asked as the physician stared at him with a somber expression that reflected the pain in his soul.

      “Prepare yer father for burial,” Hugh said. “Let us honor his passing first. Surely, Stewart will give us reprieve for a moment.”

      “Aye, that would be the proper thing to do. See to it then, physician. Take care of me father’s body and prepare for the ceremony.”

      “Where are ye going?” Hugh asked as Duncan turned on his heels.

      “Let the poor lad grieve. The clan will be here tomorrow. Send word out that the succession has shifted,” one of the elders announced.

      Duncan pushed through the wooden doors and stepped out into the cold night air. Despite the open space, he felt the world collapsing around him, the air in his lungs tightened, and his soul ached.

      “I promise ye, Father,” he said to the stars above him. “I will nae stop until that man is dead.”
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      Arya’s body quaked as the frosty morning dew covered her body like a blanket. Her eyes fluttered open. Quickly, she rubbed the sleep away and greeted the rusty orange sky with a yawn. In the back of her mind, she knew that her father had not rested his pursuit. With her heart sinking fast into her stomach, she rose in haste, knowing her journey was far from over. But to continue, she needed substance. Reaching into her sack, she pulled forth the bread that she had stashed for the journey and stole a few bites before stuffing it back into the satchel.

      Climbing out from under the shrub, she scanned the area and exhaled. Her back and legs hurt, but she knew she could not give up. She had to keep going. She glanced over her shoulder while an image of the fate she left behind flashed through her mind. Resolved she had made the right choice, she turned her attention toward her destination with determination.

      Mustering all the strength she could, she began to trek through the marshes, heading west. With the sun on her back and nothing but open space before her, she felt as if she could do anything. After all, she had crossed the river. At that moment, she felt as if there were nothing impeding her any longer. Climbing up and over the rough terrain, she could practically taste her freedom with every step.

      “This has to be the last one,” she said as she clawed her way up the mound of dirt and plopped down on the rock situated at the top. Hope rose when she spied the smoke rising high into the sky from various chimneys on the outskirts of the town. Her heart raced with joy. Her destination was but a measure away.

      With new vigor, she rose to her feet, sucked in a deep breath, and made her way down the slope toward the town. The closer she drew to it, the more wondrous fragrances filled her nose. It was not only the salt from the fish that was caught the night before being hauled off the ships in the port, or the temptation of honey that swirled about her, coming from the loaves of bread pulled from the ovens of the bakers. Breathing in deeply, she was convinced the town itself gave off its own aroma of spices and the like to lure people toward it.

      With the wee bit of coin that she had in her sack, and the fresh new day giving her the freedom that she longed for, she trotted boldly down the main road, taking in all the splendors that surrounded her. Everything from bakers to seamstresses to fishermen and blacksmiths, each called out their wares to anyone passing by. Although she did not know whom to talk to about getting passage across the sea, she knew that the farther away she traveled from Dunrobin, the better chances she had of holding on to her newly found freedom.

      “Och now, what do we have here?” a rough, raspy voice spoke, causing her blood to run cold.

      She turned slowly, fearful of whom she had unexpectedly run into.

      The large scruffy man crossed his arms over his chest as his lips curled up into a mischievous grin the moment her eyes fell on him. “If it is nae the young lady of Dunrobin herself. I hear yer father is looking for ye, wee bird. Lo and behold, here ye are, bold as brass. I cannae help but wonder what his lairdship would say about that.”

      “Ronan,” she gasped as she stumbled back.

      Ronan stretched out his arm quickly and snatched her by the shoulder before she could make her escape.

      “How? Out of all the places I could have gone,” she asked, trying to shrug the man off.

      “Come now, where else would a wee bird like ye go? The world is nae as big as ye think it is, lass. I have kenned yer father some time, and ye have his spirit. From there, it was simply a matter of outpacing. Me men and I rode all night to get here first, and here ye are as anticipated. Now, let us go. Yer father will be wanting ye back.”

      “I donnae think so.” She lifted her leg and slammed her heel into the top of Ronan’s foot.

      Ronan grimaced. In that single moment, his grip faltered, giving her what she needed to slip from his grasp.

      She darted through the sea of faces and swiftly turned the corner, ducking behind one of the many huts that lined the main thoroughfare. Gasping for air, she paused, realizing the passage across the sea had been blocked by Ronan’s appearance. Her mind raced with a different route.

      “Surely, there has to be somewhere me father’s arm donnae reach.” She glanced around the corner.

      “Run all ye like, wee bird, there is nowhere we will nae tread,” Ronan’s voice boomed, causing the townsfolk to stop and take stock of the situation.

      She prayed that none of them would look twice at her. After all, she did not stand out in any shape or form. Yet, in the pit of her stomach, she knew she was an outsider that none had seen before and would be easy to point out.

      In fear of Ronan detaining her and dragging her back to Dunrobin, she clung to the shadow of a vendor’s stall, head down, fidgeting with her bag.

      “Can I help ye, lass?” the woman behind the wooden structure asked.

      Arya’s head jerked from side to side as she glanced over her shoulder, scanning the crowd for Ronan. Despite her aching legs and her weary body, she was not about to give in or give up on her dream of an adventure. She pushed out of the shadow and scrambled through the crowd as quickly as possible, trying not to bring too much attention to herself. But as she turned the corner, she spied her father’s men, checking down the side alley.

      “Good people,” Ronan shouted. “Hear me. There is a young lass with raven black hair and eyes the color of honey. She will be a newcomer to these parts. The laird wishes for her return. Disclose her to us, and ye shall be handsomely rewarded.”

      Her heart drummed in her ears as she heard Ronan’s proclamation. There was no question in her mind the people around her would surely turn on her swiftly if she did not make it out of the town soon.

      Glancing around the corner, she spied Ronan in the midst of the crowd, holding a black bag filled with coin. By the way it jiggled in his hand, any man or woman would be willing to sacrifice their left arm for its contents. Quickly, she threw the hood of her cloak over her head to mask her hair, and kept her head down, trying to blend in with the crowd around her.

      “Come out, lass,” Ronan shouted as fingers curled around her shoulder, catching her by surprise. Turning abruptly, she gasped to find a large man towering over her.

      “Please,” she pleaded as the stranger’s grasp tightened. “Ye donnae ken what yer doing.”

      He shook his head, a mischievous smile on his lips. “Here,” the man shouted, dragging her into the crowded streets.

      A collective sigh followed by grumbles of the poverty-stricken crowd filled her ears. She had witnessed many taken to the hangman’s noose and felt the same desperation of those souls.

      “There ye are,” Ronan said, brushing past the crowd to collect her. Ronan tossed the bag of coin to the stranger without a word as she was thrown into Ronan’s custody.

      “Ye shall nae be escaping me again.” He curled his strong arm around her tiny frame and hoisted her up over his shoulder.

      “Let me go,” she screamed, pounding her fist against his back as her legs kicked wildly about.

      Ronan laughed at her feeble attempts to squirm out of his grasp.

      She lifted her head up and glared at the stranger counting his coin. “That is blood money. And may it be a curse on ye and yer kin.”

      The stranger chuckled and shook his head. “Ye donnae ken what it is to be cursed, child, and ye have nae business here,” he scolded.

      Ronan walked away from the crowded streets with a distressed Arya across his shoulder. Each step he took caused the delightful smells to fade from her nose, and before she knew it, the hints of honey and salt were replaced by manure and rotten food.

      Her heart thumping wildly in her chest, she grunted when Ronan strung her across the back of his black stallion and quickly hoisted himself up behind her. With one hand, he bound her wrists like shackles as his other reached for the reins draped over the horse’s neck.

      She stole one last glimpse of the town she had hoped would liberate her and found only contempt for it as Ronan turned the horse to lead her back to Dunrobin.

      “I must say I am impressed,” Ronan said as they trotted out of the town. “I had told yer father to keep his hopes low. That ye would nae have made it through the night. I told him how we would probably find ye huddled in some hole of a tree, half frozen and begging to be brought back. Yet here ye are, alive and thriving.” Ronan chuckled. The vibration rocked her. “Yer as stubborn as yer old man.”

      “Whatever me father’s paying, I shall double it. Please release me.”

      Ronan let out a hearty laugh that rattled her nerves and grated on her more than it should have.

      “With what coin? The funds that ye would pay me would without question come from yer father’s treasury, to begin with.”

      “What makes ye so sure that I donnae have me own coin?”

      “Aye, right, lass.”

      “Then, is there naught I could say that would secure me release from yer captivity?”

      “What is the matter, young bird? Yer gilded cage becoming too small? Ye have all the freedoms of the world at yer fingertips and all the joys that half of those people would gladly trade their lot in life for, and yet here ye are throwing it away like some spoiled bairn.”

      “Go on mock me then,” she said through clenched teeth. “Truth of the issue is, I envy those pitiful souls. At least they are able to marry for love and nae from some duty thrust upon them.”

      “Yer duty is to serve yer parents and to strengthen alliances. By and by, if ye were me daughter, I would bend ye over me leg and break that spirit of yers like I would break a horse.”

      “But yer daughters would marry for love, would they nae?”

      Ronan paused.

      She could feel his eyes on her as they rode on.

      “Does it matter how I would raise me own flesh and blood? For it does nae change yer fate, young bird.” Ronan dug his heel into the flank of the horse.

      Arya grabbed on to the horse’s mane as it sped through the terrain, bringing her back to the place she dreaded the most. The river cut through the land separating her father’s realm from her freedom, and not too soon did she spy Dunrobin’s dreary stone walls rising toward the sky.

      “We are back so soon?” She gasped, staring at the wooden bridge that stitched the lands together. The clop of the horse’s hooves over the planks of the bridge filled her soul with sorrow. A long blast of trumpets announced her return as they rode toward the main gates and entered the sanctuary of her father’s castle.

      Ronan pulled gently on the reins as they came closer to the entrance of her father’s house.

      “So yer aware,” Ronan said as the horse came to a stop and the stable lads rushed to assist her off the horse, “I would allow me daughter to marry for love, and ye should be able to as well. But yer the daughter of a laird who has nae sons. ’Tis yer duty to produce them, and if that means marrying some man ye donnae ken from a place ye have nae been, then ye must learn to accept yer fate.”

      She glowered at Ronan as she slid off the horse and stomped toward the wooden doors that sprang open. Her father glared at her.

      “Ronan, thank ye. I should nae have doubted ye would be the one returning her to me unscathed. Was there trouble?”

      “Nae, sire. None.”

      “Good,” the laird said, keeping a keen eye on his daughter. “Arya, to yer room. I have nae kind words for yer actions.”

      Arya started to open her mouth but knew that it was of no use, her father’s mind was made up. Although she had tasted freedom for a moment, she knew that one day she would get it again. She simply did not know how.

      “Och, me daughter.” Her mother rushed down the steps and encompassed her in a cocoon of love and affection. “Ye had me so worried. Where have ye been? Yer deathly cold. Quickly to yer room, freshen up. I shall have the servants bring warm water and start a fire.”

      “Aye, clean yerself, and in an hour’s time, ye will be on a ship with nae further delays. Ye have a wedding to attend to, whether ye want to or nae.”

      She pressed her lips into a tight line as her body went rigid. She scowled at her mother, knowing that the tender, sweet woman had no say in the matter and would provide her with not further reprieve from the laird’s wrath.

      “Why must this happen?” her mother pleaded with her father as Arya stormed up the steps to her room.

      Although she knew the outcome and the reasons behind the alliance her father had made, she did not understand. Jared Stewart’s castle was across the way in a realm she had only read about. But as she entered her room, she tried with all of her might to keep every memory of her beloved home locked away in the deepest recesses of her mind.

      Tears streaming down her cold cheeks, she threw herself on the bed and allowed herself a moment to weep for her old life. The gentle rapping on the door would not stop the tears from flowing. As the door creaked open, she prayed that she could sink into her bed and disappear.

      “Och, lass, ye certainly gave it a good run.”

      She shot up from her bed and turned to find her maid, Bess, standing at the door, looking as glum as she felt.

      “Forgive me,” she said, running the back of her hand across her wet cheeks. “I should have taken ye with me. I did nae think about it. But there was nae time to delay. I had to go.”

      “Donnae fret. I ken. And how was it?” Bess asked, moving nearer after she closed the door behind her. “How far did ye get before they crossed yer path?”

      “Nae far enough, but I could smell the salt of the ocean and many other splendid things.”

      Bess took a seat beside Arya on the bed and began relieving her raven hair from the knots that wound through every lock.

      “Maybe it will nae be so horrid. Going, I mean,” Bess said. “What if Laird Stewart is nae as bad as we think he is? Our information could be false, and he could be sweet. He could even be handsome.”

      “Donnae try and make this better. Furthermore, do ye think that looks have any effect on me? Even if he is handsome, that donnae mean that his heart will be. We donnae ken his character.”

      Bess nodded as she tugged her fingers through Arya’s thick hair. “True, but then, what else is there to hope for?” she said, raising one eyebrow and peering deep into Arya’s eyes.

      “Please tell me that yer coming with me. I donnae ken what I would do if I have to face this alone.”

      “Rest easy. Yer father has mentioned something of the sort. But with reservations.”

      A prick of insecurity filled Arya. “And those would be?”

      Bess swallowed hard and dropped her eyes. Pulling in a deep breath, she pressed her lips into a tight line.

      “Out with it,” Arya demanded impatiently. “What further curse could that man bestow on me? What else has he stripped away?”

      “I am to be there and tend to yer needs for the journey.”

      “Then yer nae to stay with me?” Her shoulders dropped.

      Bess shook her head, clearly unable to bring her eyes to meet Arya’s.

      “Of course nae. Of course,” she said, twisting her head away from Bess.

      “It was nae as if I did nae want to go.”

      “Ye have yer life here. And me destiny, apparently, is across the sea.” She stared into the corner of her room, battling the loneliness that stabbed her innermost being.

      “At least one good thing will come of this,” Bess said, trying to make light of the situation.

      She did not answer, nor did she turn to face Bess.

      Bess continued, “It is a new adventure, and think about it, ye have never seen Laird Stewart’s lands before. Perhaps it is as wild and untamable as yer dreams.”

      “Only the moors are as wild and untamed as me dreams. They are the only place where one can go to truly escape.” She glanced down at her fingers and began digging the dirt out from her nails.

      “What are ye saying? Would ye prefer to slip away into obscurity than to see all the world?”

      “I will nae be seeing all the world. I shall be seeing Jared Stewart, and who is to ken what sort of man he is. Chances are, he shall have me locked up, same as Father does.”

      “Ye cannae be sure,” Bess said, running her fingers through Arya’s hair before cupping her hands around her face. “Ye must have hope. ’Tis the only thing that will keep in the darkest times.”

      Bess stared at her for a moment longer and brushed away the tear streaming down her cheek with her thumb, then dropped her hand and rolled her shoulders back, as if shrugging off a shawl.

      “Now, we must get ye packed. There is a long journey ahead of us, and yer father has only given an hour to make preparations.”

      Begrudgingly, she nodded as Bess climbed off the bed and began pulling her clothes from the dresser and stuffing them neatly into a trunk. When the last dress had been packed, and the final trinket stored safely away in the trunks, as if on cue, the door flew open, and a guard stepped into the room.

      Arya’s heart sank.

      “Yer father has requested yer presence. Never mind yer belongings, they shall be brought down for yer departure.”

      Swallowing hard, she nodded and rose off the bed. She stole one last glimpse of her room, trying to burn it into her memory before stepping past the guard and making her way down the long steps. It seemed as if she was walking to the gallows. All the hope that she had in her heart had dropped to her stomach like rocks, then sunk into a bottomless pit. Her hope for love and a new life away from such formalities and rules was gone as she pushed herself to keep walking. Finally, she made it to the grand hall and stood before her parents.

      Her eyes shifted from her father to her mother. Her mother’s eyes were red. Tears streamed down her fair skin. It was clear that her heart was not the only one broken, for her mother looked almost as pained as she did.

      “Speak yer goodbyes swiftly. Yer ship is ready and yer to be off,” the laird said coldly without turning his gaze from the window.

      “Arya, dear, please try and be safe. Donnae forget to write and tell me all about yer new situation.” Her mother rushed toward her daughter and threw her arms around her.

      For a brief moment in time, she felt the warmth and security in her mother’s embrace. She felt the words her mother could never say.

      The laird cleared his throat, and her mother released her from her loving embrace.

      “Listen now, I donnae want to hear a word unless yer announcing yer marriage,” her father said, glancing over his shoulder for but a moment to give his ruling.

      Lips trembling and body weak, she nodded slowly.

      “Away with ye then, and may ye be less burdensome to yer new husband than ye were to me.”

      She turned slowly on her heel and made her way out of her father’s castle and into the carriage that would bring her to the port. To her surprise, Bess was already situated in the coach. She greeted Arya with a wry smile as she stepped inside and took her place next to her maid, who after this moment would also be her only friend.

      She peered out the window as her trunks were loaded, hoping to find her mother standing at the threshold. “I will miss ye, Mother,” she whispered to the empty doorway where she had wished her mother would be waiting, but knew full well that her father would not allow for such a scene.

      As the carriage drew farther and farther away from her home, she closed her heart to Dunrobin and all those who dwelt within.

      “Please donnae cry,” Bess said, squeezing her hand as the castle disappeared behind the trees. “Ye shall see them again, I am sure of it.”

      “I shall nae see them again. Me father wants naught to do with me and will be glad to be rid of me.”

      “Maybe if ye had nae run away as often as ye have, and if ye had nae resisted, things would be different.”

      “Nae, it is me gender that causes his pain. If I were a man, he would see it as if I were conquering the lands and he would encourage me behavior.”

      “Perhaps, but at least yer free of his rule now.”

      “Nae, Bess, I am nae. He will nae see me as anything but a bothersome creature. For even now, as he ships me off to another, he does nae wish me well nor bid me good fortune.”

      “Yer father loves ye in his own way. Maybe nae now, but one day ye shall see that love and how much ye mean to him.”

      “I donnae believe that,” Arya said as the carriage rocked and swayed along the rugged terrain carrying her off to her new destiny.
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      The pale blue sky was quickly fading into soft pinks and oranges. The heavy clouds drifting on the horizon threatened a storm. But Duncan did not care. In actuality, he would consider it a bad omen if it did not rain as the funeral procession started from the great hall in the castle and marched out into the valley where loved ones were laid to rest.

      Duncan felt odd, leading the way. Although he had no issues with being at the front lines during a fight, his broadsword unsheathed, plowing through the enemy lines, this was different. There were no men standing in his way for him to cut through. No battle cries to get his blood pumping and make him eager to strike down. This time the way was clear, and the only cries he heard were from the villagers as they lined the streets to pay their respects to their old laird and protector.

      “This is odd, is it nae,” Ewan said, taking a few quick steps to catch up to Duncan. “I never in a million years would have thought this is how Father’s legacy would end.”

      “Enough, Ewan,” he mumbled, eyes focused ahead, refusing to let the event prick his heart. If he let down his guard for even a heartbeat, he knew the people would not see him as a strong laird, but a weak one. Word would spread swiftly that he was soft, and then he would never be able to rest. “This
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