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          ISOBEL

        

      

    

    
      The castle rose from the mist like a thing born of the rock itself, dark and blunt against a sky the color of old pewter. Isobel Douglas drew her mare to a halt at the top of the ridge and stared.

      It was nothing like home. The Douglas keep perched in broad green country, where the fields rolled gently and the light fell clean through the windows. This place clung to a granite hillside above a black loch, its walls streaked with rain and lichen, its towers squat and heavy as clenched fists. Smoke threaded from a dozen chimneys. Below the curtain wall, a scattering of cottages huddled like sheep in a storm. A track of churned mud wound between them, rutted deep by cartwheels and hooves, and a thin burn cut across the lower slope, dark with peat.

      Isobel’s mare shifted beneath her, stamping against the cold. The wind tasted of rain that had not yet fallen and of the loch below, mineral and faintly metallic, nothing like the warm green smell of the Douglas fields in summer. She flexed her fingers inside her gloves. They ached from four days of gripping reins through sleet and fog, and the leather had gone stiff with the damp.

      Her father’s voice played in her memory. Ye’ll do yer duty, Isobel. As every Douglas before ye has done.

      She had not argued. Duty was the language of her family, as familiar as Latin or French, and she had been raised fluent in it. The betrothal had been arranged by letter and sealed with her father’s hand, and there had been no question of refusal. The MacKenzie alliance would secure the northern trade routes and keep two clans from bleeding each other dry over disputed borderlands. Isobel was the instrument. The ink. The wax.

      What no one had asked, because no one thought to ask, was whether the wax had opinions about the seal.

      She pressed her fingers against the leather strap of her satchel, feeling the hard edges of her journal beneath. It was the one possession that was entirely hers. Everything else in the saddlebags belonged to the life she was leaving behind. The silk-wrapped bundle of pressed herbs from her mother’s garden. The small wooden box of quills and ink, a parting gift from her tutor, who had wept as he handed it over. The set of combs her younger sister had tucked into the lining of her trunk, accompanied by a note that read Come home soon in a child’s careful hand.

      The journal belonged to none of that. It belonged to the life she meant to keep.

      “My lady.” Her escort, Callum, a grizzled Douglas man-at-arms with a face like a weathered fence post, brought his horse alongside. His hand rested on his sword hilt by habit, not in alarm. “We should ride down. They’ll have spotted us by now.”

      She nodded and loosened the reins. The mare picked her way down the track, stones shifting beneath iron shoes, and Isobel leaned back in the saddle to keep her balance on the steep grade. The wind cut through her woolen cloak and found the seams of her traveling gown beneath.

      She had been riding since before dawn, the last morning of a journey that had taken four days through country that grew wilder with every mile. The coaching houses had smelled of boiled mutton and damp rushes. The beds had been hard, the blankets thin, and the innkeepers’ wives had stared at her with frank curiosity, as though a young Lowland woman riding north toward MacKenzie country was a creature rarely seen and best approached with caution.

      The track leveled. The castle gate stood open, the iron-banded timber scarred from some old siege, and the courtyard beyond was cobbled with uneven stone that gleamed damp in the flat grey light. A knot of men waited in a loose formation. Their plaids were dark against the walls, deep greens and blues shot through with threads of black, and they wore them belted and pinned in the Highland manner, great swathes of wool wrapped around the body and over the shoulder. Several had dirks at their belts. One had a claymore strapped to his back, the leather wrapping on its hilt dark with use.

      At the center stood a man who could only be Lachlan MacKenzie.

      He was taller than she had imagined, and broader. The letters exchanged between their fathers had described a chieftain of good character and sound judgment, which had conjured in Isobel’s mind a figure of moderate build and moderate temperament, the sort of man who might preside over a council table with quiet competence. This man was neither moderate nor particularly tempered.

      He stood with his feet planted and his shoulders squared beneath a heavy plaid pinned with silver, and he watched her approach with an expression that gave away nothing at all. Dark hair, darker eyes, a jaw that looked as though it had been cut from the same granite as his walls. There was a stillness about him that was not calm but controlled, the deliberate steadiness of a man who had learned to hold himself in check and did so now as naturally as breathing.

      Isobel dismounted before anyone could offer a hand. The ground was uneven, slick with old rain, and she landed harder than she intended. Her ankle turned on a cobblestone. Pain flared, brief and sharp, through the joint. She caught herself, shifted her weight to her other foot, and lifted her chin. First impressions mattered. She would not arrive clinging to a saddlebow like a child set down at a stranger’s door.

      Lachlan MacKenzie came forward. Two steps, three, and then he stopped at a correct distance and inclined his head. The silver brooch at his shoulder caught the light, an old piece, finely worked with a pattern of interlocking knots that spoke of age and careful keeping.

      “Lady Douglas. Welcome to Duncarron.”

      His voice was deeper than the letters had prepared her for. Low and rough-edged, like water moving over river stones. There was courtesy in the words but not warmth. A man doing what protocol required and nothing more.

      “Laird MacKenzie.” She dipped her head, matching his formality. “I thank you for your welcome.”

      A silence stretched between them, a beat too long for courtesy. His clansmen shifted. Callum cleared his throat behind her. The wind snapped at the pennants above the gate, and from somewhere beyond the stable wall came the metallic ring of a hammer striking an anvil.

      Then the hound bolted.

      It came tearing out from behind the stable, a great brindle creature baying at nothing, and it cut directly across the path of Isobel’s mare. The horse screamed and reared, iron shoes flashing against the grey sky, and the reins tore from the hands of the groom who had been leading the animal away. Isobel was standing three feet from the hooves.

      A hand closed around her arm and pulled her sideways.

      She did not scream. She went still instead, every muscle locked, her weight caught against a chest as solid as the castle wall behind it. Lachlan MacKenzie’s grip was firm at her elbow, his other hand braced against her shoulder, and for a single arrested moment, his face was very close. Close enough that she could see the faint scar tracing the edge of his jaw, white against the weathered brown of his skin. The roughness of his cheek where wind and rain had done their patient work. The slight widening of his eyes as they found hers.

      Dark eyes. Not brown, as she had first thought, but the deep grey-green of the loch below, with a ring of gold near the center that the flat light caught and held.

      The mare settled. The hound vanished around a corner, still baying. The groom swore in Gaelic and dragged the horse toward the stable. The courtyard exhaled.

      Lachlan’s hand remained at her elbow. His palm was warm through the layers of wool, and his fingers curved with a steadiness that surprised her. Not gripping. Steadying. There was a precision to the pressure that spoke of long practice, a man accustomed to handling things that were strong and breakable both. Horses. Hawks. Blades.

      She was close enough to feel his heat through the wool, to catch the scent of woodsmoke and damp leather and something clean beneath, like cold water running over stone. His plaid was rough under her hand where she had braced herself against his chest, and she became aware, with a clarity that felt like stepping into bright light, that her palm rested flat against him and she had not moved it.

      Isobel pulled her arm free. Carefully. With what she hoped was dignity and not the breathless hitch she felt beneath her ribs.

      “I thank you, Laird MacKenzie. Your hound has a lively disposition.”

      Something shifted behind his eyes. Not a smile. But the ghost of one, as if it had been considered and turned away at the door.

      “That is nae my hound,” he said. “But I’ll see she’s kept from yer path.”

      She. So it was a female. Isobel filed the detail away the way she filed everything, in the neat compartments of her mind where observations were sorted and stored for later examination. His reflexes were quick. His hands were careful. He spoke of the hound with a note of familiarity that contradicted his denial of ownership. And his grip, when it had closed around her arm, had carried no trace of roughness. He had pulled her clear of a rearing horse the way another man might lift a book from a shelf.

      She became aware that his men were watching. A dozen faces, perhaps more, arranged along the courtyard in a loose half-circle. Some curious. Some openly skeptical. A barrel-chested man with a red beard and arms like oak branches looked her over with the frank appraisal of a buyer at a horse market and did not trouble to hide his doubt. Behind him, a younger man with a narrow face elbowed his companion and muttered something that made them both look away when Isobel turned her head.

      She met the red-bearded man’s gaze. Held it for a breath. Two. She did not know his name or his rank, but she knew the type. Every great hall had one. The man who tested newcomers because he believed it was his right, and perhaps because it was. She let her expression say nothing, which was its own kind of answer, and then turned back to Lachlan.

      “The journey was long. If there is a place I might wash the road from my face, I would be grateful.”

      “Aye.” He gestured toward the keep. “You’ll be housed in the family wing, Lady Douglas. So you may grow accustomed to the life you’ll be sharing.”

      The words landed with a weight that was not unkind, but was not warm either. The life you’ll be sharing. Not your new home. Not our home. A life. Something to be grown accustomed to, like a pair of stiff new boots or a window that let in the cold.

      She followed a serving woman through a low passage that smelled of peat smoke and rendered tallow. The smoke hung in the air in thin blue layers, motionless in the still corridor, and the tallow scent was strong, coming from the rushlights set in iron holders along the wall. Their flames were small, orange, barely enough to see by. The stone floor was worn smooth and faintly damp. They climbed a narrow stairway, the steps bowed in the center from centuries of feet, and emerged into a corridor that was marginally warmer and marginally lighter. The serving woman, a silent creature with reddened hands and a linen cap pulled low, opened a door and stepped aside.

      The chamber was cleaner than Isobel had expected and colder than she had feared. A narrow bed stood against the far wall, dressed in heavy hangings of dark wool, the mattress likely stuffed with heather or straw. A washstand held an earthenware basin. A chest of dark wood sat beneath the window. A single window of thick glass, slightly warped, rattled in its lead cames. Beyond it, the loch stretched silver and black under the fading sky, and the mountains on the far shore were nothing but shapes in the mist, vast and featureless, dissolving into cloud.

      The serving woman set down a basin of water and a linen cloth and withdrew with a murmur that might have been courtesy or might have been a prayer for patience. The door closed. The latch fell. The sound was very small and very final.

      Isobel stood alone in the center of the room and listened to the wind press against the glass. The stone walls were two feet thick at least. She could feel the age of them, the weight of all the lives that had been lived and ended within their shelter. Generations of MacKenzie women had slept in this room. Had dressed here in the grey morning light. Had looked out this same window at this same loch and wondered what the day would bring, and whether they would be equal to it.

      She washed her face and her hands. The water was cold, drawn from a well, and it smelled of iron. She dried herself on the linen cloth, and the fabric was rough against her skin, honest in its way. Not the soft cloths from home. She unpinned her traveling cloak and draped it over the chest beneath the window, then sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress rustled beneath her. Heather, as she had guessed. The scent rose faintly, sweet and green and wild, and it was the first thing in this castle that did not smell of stone or smoke.

      For a moment, she simply sat and let the silence settle around her. It was not the silence of emptiness. The castle breathed. The wind moved through the corridors below. Timbers creaked above. The faint, muffled sounds of the household carried through the stone like voices heard through water. This building was alive in a way her father’s keep was not, alive with the accumulated presence of centuries, of births and deaths and ordinary days. She could feel it pressing in, not hostile but immense, indifferent to the small Lowland woman sitting on its heather-stuffed mattress with her satchel on her lap.

      She unstrapped her satchel and drew out her journal. The leather cover was soft from years of handling, the pages thick and cream-colored, bought at considerable expense from a bookmaker in Edinburgh. Her mother had called it a vanity. Her father had called it harmless. Neither had understood that it was the truest thing she owned, the one space in her life where she was not a daughter or a betrothed or an alliance in a blue wool gown. The place where Isobel Douglas existed as herself, unobserved and unedited, with all her fears intact and all her questions unanswered.

      She opened to a fresh page and dipped her pen in the small traveling inkwell she carried, a cunning brass piece no larger than a walnut that her tutor had given her alongside the quills.

      The MacKenzie stronghold is as I feared, she wrote. Cold. Stone. Unadorned. The people watch me with suspicion, which is fair, as I watch them with the same. The chieftain himself is much like his castle. Forbidding without and difficult to read. Though his hands are gentler than his countenance would suggest, he moves with a care that seems at odds with his size.

      She paused. The pen hovered above the page, a bead of ink trembling at the nib. She thought of the courtyard. His hand at her elbow, steady and warm through the wool. The way his dark eyes had widened for that single unguarded moment before his expression had closed again like a gate drawn shut. The smell of woodsmoke and cold water that clung to his plaid.

      I did not scream, she added, and the ink gleamed wet in the last of the daylight. I wonder if he noticed.

      She set the journal on the bed and moved to the window. Below, the courtyard was emptying. The MacKenzie men drifted toward the hall in twos and threes, their voices carrying faintly through the glass as a low, indistinguishable rumble. A woman chased a goat from the kitchen garden with a broom, her curses sharp and colorful even through the warped glass. Somewhere a child laughed, high and bright, and the sound bounced off the stone and dissolved into the wind.

      This was real. There would be no courier bearing a reprieve. No sudden change in the political winds to carry her home. She was here, in this cold stone room, in this fortress at the edge of the world she knew, and in a matter of weeks she would stand in the chapel somewhere below and bind her life to a man who steadied strangers with careful hands and spoke to hounds he claimed not to own.

      The question was whether she would be anything more than what she had been sent here to be. Ink. Wax. A name on a contract.

      She pressed her palm flat against the cold glass and breathed. The glass fogged beneath her fingers. Outside, the first torch was being lit in the courtyard below, a point of orange warmth in the gathering grey. The supper bell rang, distant and iron-tongued, and its echo rolled off the castle walls and out across the loch and into the mountains beyond, where it was swallowed whole.

      I am here, she thought, and it was neither prayer nor lament but something in between, a statement of fact offered up to the empty room and the ancient stone and the darkening sky beyond the glass.

      Now I must decide what that means.
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          LACHLAN

        

      

    

    
      The Douglas woman was going to be a problem.

      Lachlan stood at the head of the great hall and watched her enter through the arched doorway on the arm of her escort, and the thought struck him with the force of a war hammer. She wore a gown of deep blue wool, travel-creased but well-cut, and she had done something with her hair that made it look less like a woman who had ridden four days through mud and more like a woman who had merely stepped out of a warm room.

      Her chin was lifted. Her eyes swept the hall with the cool, cataloguing gaze of a scholar entering a library she intended to memorize.

      He did not trust that gaze. It saw too much.

      The hall was full. His people had gathered to take the measure of the Lowland bride, and they were not troubling to be subtle about it. Seamus, his senior warrior, sat at the lower end of the table with his red beard bristling and his arms folded across his chest like a man preparing to be disappointed. Moira, the herbwife, had claimed her usual corner by the hearth and was watching with the bright, unblinking eyes of a kestrel spotting movement in the grass.

      Fiona, wife of his cousin Jamie, had positioned herself beside the empty seat that would be Isobel’s and wore the polite, impenetrable expression of a woman who had already formed her opinion and was waiting to see if it would need revising. Even wee Hamish from the kitchens had found an excuse to carry in an extra platter of bannocks, though the boy had no business in the hall and everyone knew it.

      Lachlan pulled out the chair beside his own and waited. The Douglas woman crossed the hall with a straight back and a steady step, her hand resting lightly on old Callum’s arm. The escort gave Lachlan a nod that was courteous enough and held the weariness of a man who had spent four days in the saddle with a charge who asked too many questions and slept too little. She sat without fumbling. Her hands folded in her lap. Her expression betrayed nothing.

      Good, he thought. She’ll need that composure here.

      He sat. The meal began. Venison stew, thick with root vegetables and darkened by the last of the autumn ale. Bannocks still warm from the baking stone. Boiled neeps, mashed with butter. Thin ale in wooden cups, and whisky for those who wanted it, nearly everyone. Duncarron did not stand on ceremony. The food was good, there was enough of it, and that was what mattered when the days were shortening and the stores were not yet full.

      For a time, only the sounds of eating and the low murmur of voices filled the trestle tables. The peat fire crackled in the great hearth, sending columns of blue smoke toward the blackened beams. Tallow candles guttered along the table, pooling in hardened wax, and the light they cast was unsteady and yellow, turning every face into a study of shadow and warmth.

      Lachlan ate mechanically and without tasting. He was aware of her beside him, a presence that occupied more space than her small frame warranted. The way she held her spoon. The way she tore her bannock into precise halves and ate each piece in small, deliberate bites. She reached for the salt without asking permission, which was either rudeness or confidence, and he could not decide which.

      She tasted the stew with the careful attention of someone learning the flavors of a new country, and when she set down her spoon, she did so with a quiet finality that suggested she had eaten exactly as much as she intended, not a mouthful more.

      He caught himself watching her and looked away. The fire snapped. A dog wandered between the tables, hunting scraps. Somewhere a man laughed, and the sound bounced off the smoke-darkened beams overhead.

      It was Seamus who broke the peace.

      “Tell me, Lady Douglas.” The big man’s voice carried the length of the hall with the ease of a man accustomed to being heard. Conversations died along the tables like candles pinched between fingers. “What manner of skills does a Lowland lass bring to a Highland hearth? Can ye spin? Can ye salt meat for winter? Can ye birth a calf if the need arises?”

      A ripple of low laughter moved through the tables. Not cruel, exactly. But testing. The sound of men who wanted to see what the newcomer was made of, the way they might watch a young horse presented for the first time at a fair.

      Lachlan opened his mouth to intervene. He would have, too. Later, he would tell himself that. He would have spoken, would have turned the question aside with a chieftain’s authority, if she had not been faster.

      “I can read in four languages, Master Seamus,” Isobel said. Her voice was clear and unhurried. She did not raise it, but somehow it filled every corner of the hall the way a struck bell fills a church. “I can draft a trade contract that would stand in any court from Edinburgh to Paris. I can identify thirty-seven medicinal herbs by sight and prepare a dozen remedies from memory.”

      She paused. The hall had gone quiet. Not the quiet of indifference. The quiet of attention.

      “I cannot birth a calf,” she continued, with a thoughtfulness that sounded entirely sincere. “But I imagine the calf does most of the work. I would be happy to watch and learn.”

      Silence. A long one.

      Then a bark of laughter from Moira’s corner, the old herbwife slapping her knee with genuine delight, and the tension broke like a wave against a rock. Men shook their heads and grinned into their cups. Fiona pressed her lips together against a smile she did not entirely suppress. Even Seamus looked thrown, his jaw working on a retort that did not come, his red beard bristling as though the hair itself was offended.

      Lachlan did not laugh. But something moved in his chest, an involuntary shift beneath the breastbone, and he covered it by reaching for his ale. The cup was cool in his hand. He drank and said nothing.

      A problem, he thought again, watching her from the corner of his eye as she turned to answer a question from Fiona with that same composed, attentive courtesy. Aye. A considerable one.

      The meal wound on. He caught fragments of her conversation, pieces drifting toward him through the general noise like leaves carried by a current. Questions about the village. About the children, how many, what ages. About the best way to store oats against the Highland damp, a question that made Fiona blink and then answer with more warmth than she had shown all evening. About who tended the herb garden and whether the herbwife might be willing to teach what she knew. Practical, intelligent questions, each one revealing a mind that worked like a well-oiled hinge, opening doors the other person did not realize they had.

      By the time the last bannock was cleared, Fiona was leaning toward the Douglas woman with the easy posture of a woman talking to a friend, and two other wives had moved closer to listen. One of them was asking about the four languages, and Isobel was explaining the differences between French and Latin with a patience that never tipped into
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