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Chapter One

 


“Father, I
will not marry this Duke.”

“Isla.” My
father rubbed his temples, his heavy golden rings glinting in the
light from the hearth. “It is not yur choice. This pairing will
ensure yur continued survival in a house as a lady.” He drew a
ringed finger along the carved wooden armrest. “Would ye rather
live as an unwed spinster?”

“Of course
not,” I shot back, my eyes darting to Angus, who stood sentry
beside my father. The lines around his eyes spoke to the pain this
conversation was inflicting on both of us. “But I want a say in the
man I am to marry.”

“No. You are a
daughter of a nobleman. Such affairs are…” He waved his hand
around. “. . .political and certainly not to be debated by a
woman.”

“I
refuse.”

Smoothing his
heavy purple robes, he eyed one of the other guards standing by the
door.

Angus met my
gaze then, his deep chocolate eyes like bottomless holes under his
furrowed brow.

“I tire of yur
defiance,” my father continued. “This matter has been decided. Ye
will marry the Duke of Argyll in one month’s time. Ye depart this
afternoon with Angus and Sydoc. We are honored to have one of the
Templar Knights here as an escort. Tis not a luxury granted to
many.”

Angus tipped
his head. A black curl wrapped around his ear taunted and my
fingers itched to touch it. “It is I who should be honored,” he
said, his voice clear and deep. “To return to the house that raised
me and be entrusted with such a precious cargo…” He paused and
looked up at me. “It is a privilege beyond any I have been tasked
with.”

My thoughts
brought me to a time years before when Angus was not a Templar
Knight.

“What is it
about the water ye love so much?” My head rested on Angus’s large
chest and the steady beat of his heart pounded under my ear. The
sound of the Loch beside us crashed and rolled against the
rocks.

“The sound
I suppose. And the freedom of it.”

“Freedom?”
I repeated and popped up on an elbow. The grass was damp, the
moisture having seeped through the woolen blanket we laid on. Our
view across the loch was endless, the gulls that hovered in the
wind dipped in place, as though suspended by some ethereal
hand.

“Aye,” he
said and continued staring up at the sky. Clouds rumbled past,
releasing a drizzle that accumulated on our eyelashes. “It does as
it pleases. Thunders and crashes. Or rests as a pane of
glass.”

I touched his
eyelashes, the gentle roll of the hair like a thick black wave.
“Are ye feeling trapped? In Galloway? Are ye thinking of leaving
me?” I had meant it as a joke, but he didn’t respond. “Angus?”

He blinked
rapidly when I went for his other eye. “The life of a page is not
something I am drawn to. Not naturally. There has to be more.”

I was drawn
back to reality when my father spoke.

“Yur father
would be a proud man, my son.” My father’s weathered face creased
deeply when he smiled. “A proud man indeed.”

“Thank you,
your Grace.” Angus’s accent was different from the rest of ours
even though he had lived within our house for fifteen years. He
picked up the odd word occasionally, an aye here and there, but his
speech was tinged with hints of an English tongue. Unnerving to
some but accepted without question by my family. “But you are the
only Father I have ever known. Your kindness lights my heart. Your
hand has guided and given me the courage to pursue this path.”

“Ye are a good
man, Angus. We shall miss having ye around.”

The smile
melted from my father’s face like wax to a flame when he looked
over at me. “Leave me now, Isla. I will discuss this matter no
more.”

I held my
fists rigid, nose in the air, tears burning behind my eyes.
Although the news that Angus would be accompanying me settled some
of the stones in my chest, I still did not want to leave my home.
And for what? To be wed to a man near his death bed. “He is twice
my age. I am but twenty-two.”

 “He is a seasoned Highlander,” my father cut in
sharply. “Who hae lost his wife to consumption. His three young
sons need a mother. Tis a good match. Ye will grow accustomed.” His
lips tightened, signalling the end to the conversation. “I will
hear no more of yur objections. If ye do not go willingly, I will
hae the guards carry ye out.” He paused, his deep aqua eyes
narrowing. “Make yur choice wisely, Isla.” He waved a finger at
Angus. “Angus, see Lady Isla to her chamber.”

Angus stepped
forward with a bow, hand on his heart. “Certainly, my grace.”

My face
burned, the tears a lump in my throat, and I curtsied with the
absolute minimal bend. “Very well, father. I will pack my
things and prepare for my enslavement.” I spun then, my
skirts ruffling around my legs, and marched out of the great
room.

Angus followed
closely, the sword at his side clicking against the armor on his
thigh.

“My lady,” he
whispered when we were out of ear shot. “You should not defy the
Duke so openly.”

I stopped and
backed against the wall in the long corridor, the coolness of the
stone seeping through the material of my dress. “What does it
matter? I am to be shipped away. If someone were to cut out my
heart, it would hurt less.”

He glanced up
and down the corridor. “You must do as your father requests. To
deny him would be treason.”

I inhaled the
metallic scent of his armor, the earthy leather of his gloves and
stared at the large red cross stitched into his white mantle.
“Imprison me then. Lock me away in the dungeon with the other
fodder. It would be better than being shipped off to the other side
of Scotland.”

“Why do you
fight it? This has always been the way.” He paused, his plump lips
a tight line. “A woman has no place to question her father.
Relinquish this madness before he has you committed.”

Heat flashed.
“Ye condone this? I am being forced to disregard my heart. Why is a
woman deemed mad if she is expressing an opinion?”

“If you do not
concede, I cannot guarantee your safety.” His forehead creased. “I
could not live with myself if you lost your life because of this.”
He glanced up and down the corridor again, his strong jaw peppered
with prickly whiskers. “I am fortunate the Grand Master permitted
my leave from Ballantrodock to accompany you. At the very least, I
will be with you on this part of your journey.”

I had once
dreamt of a time when Angus and I might be together as man and
wife. His presence as my escort was not appeasing my bleeding
heart. “Disregard yur vow of chastity, Angus. Love me. Marry
me!”

Madness spewed
from my mouth, but I could hardly hold it. Such a thing would be a
death sentence for him as a Templar Knight and me as the daughter
of a Duke.

Angus pursed
his lips. “Keep your voice down. Let us continue this conversation
in a safer location.”

My heart
hammered. “My bedchamber. Now.”

The click of
shoes sounded on the stairs across the hall, and Angus bowed before
stepping away. “As you wish, my lady.”

With a flip of
his white robe, he hurried away in the opposite direction of the
footsteps when one of my mother’s attendants, Sydoc, appeared in
the corridor.

“Lady, Isla,”
Sydoc said with an awkward bow, her eyes darting to Angus’s
retreating form. “I thought I heard yur voice. Do ye require
assistance to prepare yur things for travel?” She pressed her thin
hands together and bowed her head. “I am honored to be traveling
with ye.”

Although I
wanted to scream, I nodded instead and said, “Thank ye, Sydoc but I
am quite capable of packing my things. Go from me. Please.”

Sydoc bent her
head, the long red braid in her hair twisted into a bun. “As ye
wish, my lady.”

****

As I laid one
of my favorite dresses into a wooden travel box, atop of the others
I’d fished from my wardrobe, the grinding of stone on stone drew my
attention and I glanced over my shoulder.

Angus stepped
from behind the portion of wall that slid open, his handsome face
lined with worry.

“Angus,” I
breathed, tears shuddering my words as I threw the dress down and
ran to him. “I cannae do this.”

He caught me,
his chain mail shirt like ice against my palms and he drew me into
his chest. “You can.” He kissed the top of my head. “And you will.”
With his nose buried in my hair, he drew a deep breath. “I will
remain with you as long as I can.”

“How
long?”

“As long as
the order allows.” His gloved hands gripped my arms gently as he
urged me away.

“Why do ye
push me away?” I pushed against him again, refusing to be moved.
“Remember how we would spend hours in each others’ arms? Stroking
each other’s naked skin?”

“Isla.
Stop.”

I stared up at
him. “How ye kissed my flesh. Flicked yur tongue inside. . .”

“Enough!” he
yelled, and I jumped. Stepping away, he strode to the window and
rested an arm against the stone frame, head on his forearm. “I have
made a vow to the Knighthood.” He squinted out the window. “Swore
an oath of poverty, of obedience.” He glanced over, his face rife
with pain. “Of chastity. This is a test. I will not give in
to temptation. I am here as your guardian. Nothing more.”

“I thought
perhaps ye had returned for me. Because ye love me.”

“I do love
you, Isla. But not in the manner you seek.” He fished around under
his chain mail. “I have something for you. A gift.” When he found
the item, he walked back over, hand tightly fisted. “Hold your hand
out.”

I did as he
said and what ever he placed in my palm was hard and warm. “Know
that you will always
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