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        In the gripping historical romance, It Began with a Kiss, author Sherry Ewing weaves a tale of passion, duty, and trust in a world torn apart by clashing loyalties.

        Sometimes you need to listen when your heart begins to sing…

        Aiden of Clan MacLaren, a warrior seeking purpose, finds himself in the service of King Henry II. Tasked with a mission that will shape his destiny, he never expects to cross paths with Lady Iona Ferguson, a woman burdened by her duties as the wife of a powerful clan chieftain. A chieftain who died when Aiden takes over her husband's castle.

        When tragedy strikes and Iona's castle falls into enemy hands, she must flee to the village with her young son. However, in the chaos of the turmoil, something unexpected stirs within her—a forbidden attraction to Aiden, a man torn between his loyalty to his English and Scottish heritage and his growing affection for Iona.

        As Aiden takes charge of Iona's home and seeks justice for her late husband, their lives become intertwined in ways neither could have predicted. Battling their inner demons and the opposing forces that threaten to tear them apart, they embark on a treacherous journey that forces them to question their loyalties and the true nature of their feelings.

        Will their love conquer the boundaries of clan, country, and duty? Or will their differences tear them apart forever? Find out in this spellbinding tale of two souls colliding against the backdrop of war and romance. It Began with a Kiss is a mesmerizing enemies-to-lovers story that will leave readers breathless and yearning for more.
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        Your patience and continued support while you waited for years for me to finish this story has been appreciated. I hope you enjoy Aiden’s story. This one is for you!
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        The Year of Our Lord’s Grace, 1183

        Summer, Dunborough Castle, Scotland

      

      

      A child’s laughter rang out in the early evening breeze giving testament to the boy’s delight as he made his way along a narrow path. Lady Iona Ferguson followed alongside her husband and laird, Ewan, a basket with the remains from their picnic swinging from the crook of her arm. Their young son Gregor ran ahead, picking up several small rocks and tossing them over the edge of the cliff they traipsed upon.

      “Be careful, lad.” Iona shouted to be heard over the roaring surf below.

      Her husband chuckled. “Ach, Iona, ye coddle the boy too much. He is doing naught but what all young boys his age is doing.”

      “He is a mischievous imp and ye know it.”

      “He is nine summers, lass. Of course, he is mischievous.”

      She playfully punched her husband in the arm, but he only laughed again. ’Twas not as though she could hurt the brute, Ewan’s arm being heavily muscled along with the rest of him. “I have the feeling our son has inherited that trait from his father,” she murmured gazing up into the face of the tall Scot before her.

      Iona had married the laird of Dunborough Castle, a much older man than herself. Not that she was old at a score and eight. They had said their marriage vows and, before she had time to feel married, she was pregnant. But no matter their difference in age, she had come to love her husband. How could she not? Ewan was a handsome man, with his dark hair peppered with hints of grey, and a devoted husband and father. She could not ask for much more than that.

      His brown eyes twinkled with merriment when he leaned down to kiss her. “Aye, wife. Gregor does me proud, he does. I only wish we could have another so as tae ensure my name lives on long after I am gone.”

      Iona linked her arm with Ewan’s. The weight of having one child to inherit Dunborough weighed heavily on her mind. She was unsure why she could not conceive again but she would leave it to God to decide if they were to be blessed with more children. “I do not think I could stand more than two of ye cut from the same cloth in our keep, my laird,” she teased, hugging his arm close. “Besides, I could always give ye a wee daughter. What would ye be thinking then when her suiters came tae call once she was of an age tae marry?”

      “Bah! They would need tae prove their worth, of course,” he muttered, even whilst he unconsciously reached for the hilt of the sword that swung from his side.

      The sound of falling rocks interrupted their teasing of one another. They looked up in shock to see their son dangling precariously close on the edge of the cliff.

      “Gregor!” they yelled in unison and Ewan quickly lessened the distance between them. Grabbing Gregor by the scruff of his shirt, he hauled the boy back to land on even feet upon the treacherous footpath.

      Iona sunk to the ground in relief, hiding her tears of concern in her hands. She hated the way to the castle, but this narrow spit of land between the mainland and sea was the only real access to their home. Sometimes Iona wished she still resided in her own humble cottage within the nearby village, but her status had changed drastically when she had married the laird of Dunborough Castle.

      ’Twas easy to understand why no one ever invaded the castle rising upon the rock formation at the edge of sea. No one in their right mind would attempt to climb the dangerous cliff, and the narrow path between the mainland and the gate of the castle was not meant for an invading army. The knights guarding the keep could see for miles around, so sneaking up on its inhabitants was not likely.

      “Mama, I am fine. Ye need not fret,” Gregor said, coming to kneel at her side. His small hands took hers, but she could tell he was also trembling in fright.

      She grabbed her son, giving him a shake before pulling him down into her lap. “Ye shall be the death of me, sweet Gregor,” she proclaimed and began smothering her son with kisses.

      “Ma! I am too old for ye tae be treating me like a small bairn,” Gregor protested. The boy gave her a fast hug before he took himself from her arms, running ahead to disappear inside the open postern gate.

      Ewan held out his hand and Iona was pulled from the ground and into his arms. “Ye canna continue tae show such affection tae the lad, wife. He will be ridiculed by all the other boys his age.”

      “He almost fell off the cliff, Ewan. That is enough tae be concerned for his welfare.”

      “Aye, concern, for ye are his mother, but beyond that ye must refrain so the boy will grow tae be a fine warrior. Now come, let us get inside our gates before they close for the eve. If ye remember, I invited my brother Broden to the keep. I have a matter of import tae discuss with him. I am sure he is anxiously waiting in my solar for our return.”

      Iona brushed the dirt from her gown and looked ahead to the castle. There were times when she hated this place, despite the fact she now called the castle home. “I wish we could have stayed at my old lodgings. Times seemed so much simpler than now, especially when I must needs remind myself that I am lady of the keep.”

      “We should give the place tae one of the neighbors who are in need of finer dwellings, but I promised ye that we could keep yer lodgings since it made ye happy.”

      “Ye make me happy, Ewan,” she replied but her concern must have shown on her face since he halted their progress and lifted her chin to stare into her eyes.

      “What is troubling ye, Iona,” he whispered, brushing her lips with his thumb.

      “I shouldna say anything.”

      “Voicing yer opinion never stopped ye before. Tell me what is on yer mind, wife.”

      Iona gave a weary sigh. “I know Broden is yer brother but I like not how he stares at me when he knows ye are not watching.”

      Ewan chuckled and took her arm as they began to walk. “Broden is one of the most carefree people I know. Ye are imagining such nonsense, Iona. Let the matter rest and let us away,” he replied good naturedly.

      “I like not staying under the same roof as Broden. Ye may say my thoughts are nonsense but I know what I see,” she huffed, even as the gate behind her closed with a loud clang of a metal bolt being put into place.

      They both turned to stare at the door. When Ewan looked down upon her and saw her concern, he appeared to be pondering her words. “Mayhap ye have a point.”

      “’Tis about time ye listen to me.”

      “I listen,” he grumbled.

      “Not always but that matters not, at least for now,” Iona said. They made their way into the kitchen that normally would be bursting with activity. ’Twas oddly silent. She set the basket down on a table and they continued to make their way through the keep until they reached their bedchamber.

      Ewan went to the hearth and began building a fire to take the chill from the room. Once a blaze began to heat the chamber, he stood and looked over his wife. “I will not be long.”

      “Do ye promise?” she asked, shivering with the thought of being anywhere near her brother-in-law. His outside appearance always appeared happy enough but there was something about the man that set her on edge whenever he was around.

      Warm arms enveloped her and she rested her head upon her husband’s chest to hear his steady heartbeat. “Aye, Iona. I promise I will not be long.”

      With a quick kiss, he left the chamber, leaving Iona to wrap her arms around herself. Hours later, Iona was still waiting for him as she stood in the shadows of the room, too worried to even bother to keep the fire lit in the hearth. She had the oddest premonition that tonight would turn her world in a completely different direction than the way she lived now.
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      Aiden of Clan MacLaren peered above his head into the darkness to find his next handhold. He must have lost his wits to be attempting to climb a cliff in the dead of the night. The rocks bit into the palm of his hands whilst he pulled himself up onto the next fragment of narrow ledge that gave purchase for his feet. The things I do for king and country, he angrily mused. An English king could grant him much, if he was to overtake this stronghold, but his Scottish roots warred within him, knowing he would be considered a traitor in the eyes of his father’s ancestors.

      Memories assailed him as Aiden continued his climb. He could in no way condemn his twin sister for falling in love with the very enemy who had laid siege to Berwyck Castle many years ago. Berwyck should have rightfully belonged to him. Yet, what had that siege left him except no title, nor lands to call his own? Everything had been stripped from him and his need to make his own way in the world had caused Aiden to leave Berwyck some time ago. A brief visit here or there was all he could bear, considering all he had lost.

      He puzzled over how long his absence from his homeland had truly been. He had always come back, however. Home was home. His sister, Amiria, was happily married. He and Dristan had come to a common accord. Besides, they now had children and Aiden could never stay away for long. He wanted to be able to spoil his nephew and niece whenever the chance arose.

      Aiden shook the memories from his mind and once more peered at the rising obstacle before him. He must needs make haste else his plan would all go awry. He had chosen only his sword and a dirk in this attempt to gain access to Dunborough. The weight of his heavy chainmail would only hinder his ascent and there was a need for speed. Hence, he was attired only in tunic and hose. He felt naked and vulnerable, yet there was no time for regrets. He must needs gain entry and reach the hidden postern gate before being discovered. His men awaited the opening of the door.

      Hand over hand, he began again, quietly inching his way upwards like a spider climbing a silken thread in order to capture his prey. He slipped, and his bare feet scraped along a rock until he found his footing once more. He knew the routine of the castle. He knew when the guards would change their posts. Had he not been watching closely, these many weeks, for such an opportunity as tonight? No moon would shine down upon him this eve. Nay, the overhead clouds would only add to his concealment and gain him that which he sought. An easy entry, with little to no bloodshed. Or so he would hope.

      No one in their right mind would be looking for someone to scale the side of the steep cliff in order to gain access into the security of the castle walls. Only a fool would risk such an endeavor and Aiden was beginning to doubt his own sanity yet again whilst he balanced at such dizzying heights. Dunborough was, for the most part, sitting on an island with only a small stretch of narrow land connecting it to the mainland of Scotland. Most would look for an attack from the barbican gate and not from an enemy in the interior. He only hoped that the laird of the keep, Ewan Ferguson, would not be vigilant to Aiden’s actions.

      At long last, he reached the top. Hoisting himself up and over the wall, he slid down into the castle grounds and wasted only a few moments to catch his breath, leaning against the very wall that could have been the end of him. Overhead, he heard the knights walking along the narrow parapet whilst they changed their positions, their clinking chainmail muffled any noise he may have made.

      Crunch, crunch, crunch! The out of place noise made Aiden reach for his dirk. He peered above him into the darkness. There, sitting on the edge of the wall just as nonchalantly as he could please, was the silhouette of a lad of no more than ten summers. Swinging one leg, he was carelessly perched on the very edge that had almost been Aiden’s downfall. Crunch! The boy bit into his apple again all the while keeping his eyes trained on him as though he had not a care in the world.

      He finished his apple and tossed the core over the side. “’Tis a long way down,” he whispered, wiping the juice from his chin with his sleeve. Did the lad actually hold back a laugh? “Thought ye were a goner ’bout halfway up, I did.”

      “Did not your mother ever tell you to not talk to strangers?” Aiden asked in disbelief that all his plans could go astray with just one shout out from a small wee lad.

      The boy shrugged, all the while studying him. “I only stayed tae see if ye would manage the cliff or ye would plummet tae yer death. I truly dinnae think ye were gonna make it, but here ye are.”

      “Come here, boy,” Aiden urged, wondering if he could get a hold of the lad. He had gumption he did. A trait Aiden could admire but not at the cost of sounding an alarm.

      This time boy did indeed laugh out loud. “I dinnae think so.”

      Before Aiden could reply or make a grab for the child, the lad took off into the night causing Aiden to begin running. He knew an alarm would sound at any moment once the youth told the knights above of his ploy.

      On silent feet, he raced near the perimeter of the walls until he reached the gate. With little effort or noise, he opened the door and silently motioned to the dozen men who had accompanied him. The fact these knights had made it thus far was a testament of how silently they had approached the castle one at a time in the dead of night.

      Aiden rose two fingers to gesture at his eyes, then pointed toward the parapet. Four men, just as quietly, detached themselves from the group and disappeared into the eve to capture the knights above who were on guard. Another held out Aiden’s boots and chainmail. Quickly he slipped on the boots and accepted assistance with donning the heavy protection over his tunic.

      Ready to do battle, Aiden and his men silently made their way into the keep. He needed to apprehend the laird who was responsible for this land and place him under guard. Aiden prayed the man would see reason, although he had his doubts since he himself would not easily give up that which was under his care.

      They began creeping through the passageways, silently opening doors, looking for Ewan but only espying empty rooms. This was one part of his plan that he knew was dangerous, for how was he to know who occupied which chambers when he did not know the inside workings of the castle? The outside, aye, but nary the interior. Now that he and his men were within, Aiden knew time was of the essence. One more mistake could alert and rouse the keep’s inhabitants of an attack. He could not afford the chaos that would surely ensue.

      ’Twas as if fate decided to point out the stupidity of his thoughts as the tower bell sounded the alarm. One mistake had been enough, the damn child! No sooner had he taken a step towards the next chamber than the door he was about to reach out for was pulled open. A shriek rent the air and Aiden, without haste, clamped his hand upon the person’s mouth.

      “Find him,” Aiden ordered. He gave a jerk of his head and his men wasted no time in their attempt to find Laird Ewan. There was now no need to remain quiet. Their moment of opportunity was lost as Aiden heard his men drawing their swords down the corridor.

      Sharp teeth sank into his hand. “God’s blood,” Aiden cursed, shoving the person back into the chamber and slamming the door. Shaking his hand to get some feeling back into his bruised fingers, he barely ducked in time to miss the iron poker from the hearth that was aimed at his head. He must be losing his edge if he did not see that one coming.

      His assailant’s shadow moved across the dimly lit room like a specter from the underworld wanting to lay claim to his soul. But Aiden’s mission was just, and he was in no way prepared to meet an early demise. Nay, no one would halt his mission to become victorious with the rising sun, including the person who began throwing any object in his direction.

      “Cease your madness,” Aiden warned, only to dodge a heavy chalice that ricocheted off the wall. By damned, enough was enough.

      Aiden advanced with an angry stride, causing another shriek of outrage to erupt from the person he stalked. But the chamber was not overly large and there was no place to hide from Aiden’s growing wrath. His quarry was trapped in the darkest corner of the room. Without further thought, Aiden leaped forward. A knife slashed through the air. Aiden whirled, wrapping his arm around the person’s waist, but not before he felt blood beginning to run down his arm. He tightened his hold and his senses immediately gave him surprising news about the person he was holding.

      There could be no mistake. This was a woman, for her curves were intimately molded to his body, and Aiden certainly knew when there was a lady within his arms. Her hair was trapped between them and the flowery fragrance of her tresses made Aiden forget, for the briefest of moments, what exactly he was supposed to be doing.

      He inhaled sharply, instantly aware of exactly how long he had been without a willing lass beneath him. Not that she was willing, nor was this the right time to pursue such an endeavor. Yet he could not resist the impulse to lean down and put his nose into her hair and breathe deeply.

      But a gasp of outrage and a well-placed elbow into his stomach caused Aiden to ponder his sanity yet again. Exactly who was this woman?
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      Iona’s chest heaved in outrage that she was being held thusly. How dare this beast of a man handle her in such a way? Just wait until her husband learned of this! She still held the knife in her hand but that did not last for long, for her assailant grabbed her wrist and squeezed. Her fingers instantly became numb, the blade falling uselessly to the floor. At least she had made her one opportunity count. She could only pray the cut she had inflicted caused enough damage, wherever the blade had managed to reach.

      Worried for her wellbeing, she began to struggle. The only outcome was to be pulled firmly across a firm chest that surely must be carved from solid granite. The more she attempted to wiggle herself free, the tighter he held her. Who was this man and how had he managed to escape the guard’s notice?

      “Unhand me, ye fiend,” she hissed angrily. Was that a muffled laugh she heard behind her?

      “I highly doubt you can be trusted with your freedom, lassie,” the man answered, and Iona detected a hint of humor in his voice. But there could also be no mistaking the slight Scottish brogue in the tone of his voice. A Scotsman attacking Dunborough? That did not make any sense whatsoever.

      “Ye have my word,” Iona answered. Already she was thinking of the many ways she could escape his presence to go and find her husband. Surely there was no sin in lying when you were protecting yourself from possible physical harm.

      “You must think I am a fool if you believe I would take you at your word that you would not attempt to escape me,” her captor said with a snide laugh.

      She shrugged, although confused for now the man sounded more English than Scot. “Who am I tae call ye a fool? Mayhap ye are, if ye are attempting tae seize something that does not belong tae ye.” She was spun around so quickly, her breath rushed from her lungs. If she thought having her back to this man was troubling, ’twas nothing compared to having her heaving breasts within close proximity of his muscled torso. She watched in morbid curiosity as his head inched downward as if to place a kiss upon her startled lips. “Nay,” she mumbled attempting to bring her hands up to push him away.

      He halted his movement as if he realized his intent. “Perchance another time, fair maiden,” he declared with a chuckle.

      Before she knew what was happening, she was shoved, none too gently, into a chair. Faster than she thought possible, he pulled at her bed coverings. Taking a dirk from his belt, he tore the linen into strips and tied her to the chair.

      “How dare ye! Release me at once,” Iona demanded, whilst continuing to struggle to loosen the bindings at her wrists and ankles.

      “I think not. No sense alerting all and sundry as to what is going on here.”

      “Just who do ye think ye are?” Was it just her imagination or did the remainder of the glowing embers in the hearth cause her captor’s eyes to eerily glow as if he was possessed by the devil himself?

      He smiled, causing Iona to swallow hard. “Why, I am your new master, of course.”

      “I have no master,” she cried out angrily.

      The man before her laughed. “We shall see…”

      Before she could give another nasty retort, he came to her with the last of the linen. A wicked gleam entered his eyes before he placed a brief kiss upon her lips before he gagged her. She squirmed in protest.

      “Perchance one day we will look back on this brief encounter and remind ourselves that our relationship began with a kiss,” he murmured into her ear before he stepped back to study her intently. In disbelief, she then watched him give her a jaunty bow before leaving her room.

      Iona silently vowed he would pay for what he had done to her once she gained her freedom. Even as she wiggled her hands and fingers in an attempted to loosen the bindings and reach for the knife she kept hidden in her boots, the door opened silently, and her son snuck into the room to come to her aid.
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