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      Murky rays of light filtered into the dreary interior of the Blethering Bowman. The sunbeams highlighted the motes of dust that floated amidst the tabletops and illuminated the wear and tear that was so often obscured under cover of night. While usually filled with patrons after dark, mid-morning at the tavern was far from lively. Only a handful of men took up residence in the quiet, lonely corners, most hiding their faces either from their fellows or from the rising sun. For many, it was both.

      Tucked in the deepest shadows of the common area, one such man swirled his tankard in his hand, allowing the meager dregs to splash up against its pewter sides. The stale ale was left over from the night before, the bartender too lazy or perhaps just unwilling to open a fresh cask so early in the day. Even now, the burly proprietor stood in silent vigil behind the bar, eyeing his guests as if any of them might be more trouble than their meager tips were worth.

      Aiden gave up actually nursing the mug soon after tasting the bitter contents, and now his musculature tensed against his light leathers as he shifted in his seat, uncomfortably warm in the heavy woolen cloak he wore to obscure his features. Forcing himself to relax his grip on the mug, he passed one calloused hand through his warm brown hair. He’d clipped it recently to further distinguish himself from his brother, who wore his hair very long and tied back in a handsome braid or tail. Streaked with auburn highlights, it was shorter, but not shorn close against his scalp as some of his fellow clansmen were fond of doing. He may have wanted a different look to accompany his new position, but he was too vain to rid himself of his hair completely.

      Aiden wasn’t on clan business now, however. This was personal, as much as he hated to admit it. He used to love his outings into Auburn, but now his visits left the ashen taste of regret in his mouth. He was here not as a free man, not as the brother of a kind and just laird, but as a prisoner. As a traitor to his own kin.

      As a spy, of all things, for the English.

      A bitter taste settled into his mouth.

      He glared into the depths of his tankard. He knew he was a lot of things, and most were far from perfect. He was used to coming in second but never had he felt so bested, so broken, as he had in the last few weeks. He struck when he should have stayed his hand, killing a man he should never have attacked, and now he was trapped, his rash behavior getting the best of him at last. He’d been a wanted man until he was given a cursed alternative by the devil incarnate.

      A flood of light spilled into the tavern as the front doors pulled open. As though summoned, the contact Aiden had been waiting for strode through, his heavy boots echoing too loudly against the wooden floorboards as if to announce his presence.

      He was a tall, spindly man with long limbs and long hair that was pulled back into a leather cord at the nape of his neck. The bartender’s eyes narrowed as he recognized the newest addition to his establishment.

      Stationed in the town of Auburn, Caleb Smith was the not-so-clandestine representative for the English. The proprietor turned, begrudgingly cracking open a fresh barrel of ale along the wall behind him and filling a clean tankard with cool liquid.

      Caleb’s thin lips stretched into a calculating smile as he tossed a few too many coin on the counter and scooped up the ale with his free hand. Taking a sip of the frothy golden liquid, he surveyed the room, his eyes finally landing on Aiden in the far corner. His face lit up in greeting as he locked his green eyes with Aiden’s brown gaze and strode to the table as if taken by surprise at the chance meeting. It was the same every time they met, even though it was always in the same place, around the same time, the same day of every week since the incident that brought the two together.

      Aiden’s nostrils flared with indignation as Caleb slipped into the seat opposite him. For a brief moment, he considered his knife, so well hidden under the low tabletop, but he swallowed, banishing the otherwise comforting thought of ridding himself of this unwanted relationship. Caleb himself was a cad, but he wasn’t the problem. Without him, another would only take his place—someone that might be even less amicable to working with Aiden.

      “Aiden, my friend,” the Englishman said warmly, his smile barely reaching his calculating gaze. His crisp speech, while soft, sounded foreign and out of place, and Aiden wished the man would at least pretend to belong in the highlands.

      “Once again, I am nae yer friend,” Aiden growled quietly into his own mug. The fresh scent of Caleb’s brew made his own smell even more sour, but he threw back the rest of the contents, nonetheless, pushing the tankard aside when he was through.

      “Now, now. I’d say I may be the only one you really have at this point. The only one who truly knows you, anyway. After all, what would your compatriots think if I told them of these meetings, hmm?”

      Heat rose to Aiden’s cheeks as he looked away from the intensity of Caleb’s gaze. It pained him to know the man was right.

      “Really, Aiden,” the contact sighed, taking a slow sip of ale. “Must we go through this every week? When will you just accept your fate and do your job, like the good little lap dog you are.”

      That was too far.

      Aiden slammed his fist onto the tabletop, shaking the tankards. The few lingering members of the morning crowd turned to stare, drawing unwanted attention to his dark corner. He withdrew his arm, settling back into his seat. The bartender glared, and Aiden raised his hands apologetically in his direction. Accepting the gesture, the man went back to polishing mugs behind the bar.

      “That’s better. Get that all right out of the way and onto business,” Caleb said as he sat back, satisfied that he had made his point.

      Aiden rolled his eyes and crossed his arms over his chest. “Is that what ye call it? Business?” He leaned back in his chair, rocking it onto its rear legs. He forced his shoulders to relax and took a deep breath as he adopted a more casual posture. His usual intimidation tactics didn’t work on Caleb. The man had the upper hand against Aiden, and he knew how to take advantage of that. If only it weren’t so often a threat to his identity.

      “What else would you call it?” Caleb asked, his expression curious.

      “Extortion.”

      Caleb chuckled, but his eyes didn’t reflect any joy. Instead, they darkened, touched ever so slightly with anger. “Such harsh words. No. An exchange. That is what this is.”

      Aiden raised a skeptical eyebrow in response. “Och, really?”

      “You give me useful information, and in exchange, I keep your name and likeness off the wanted papers. ‘Tis a good deal. One you eagerly agreed to, I might add.” Caleb reached into his coat, pulling out a piece of folded parchment. He slid it across the table to Aiden with two fingers. “Speaking of which, what do you make of this?”

      Reluctantly, as if it were a vicious snake poised to strike, Aiden accepted the missive. He unfolded it in his hands and looked over the contents. “‘Tis a map,” Aiden observed dryly, smoothing it out onto the tabletop.

      “Astute,” Caleb answered, his voice tinged in frustration. “But I’m hoping for a little more.”

      Aiden looked back down, dropping his smirk as he examined the series of small arrows and hash marks that crisscrossed the page. “Troop movements, maybe?” he guessed, sliding the map back to Caleb.

      “That’s it? They donnae look familiar?”

      “Should they?” Aiden lied, recognizing some of the landmarks on the page. They related to raids his brother had helped orchestrate against English troops over the last few months, but he couldn’t risk telling Caleb that much.

      Not yet anyway.

      “Hmm. Pity.” Caleb took back the piece of parchment, folding it and returning it to the interior of his coat. “If it becomes familiar, I hope you will not hesitate to enlighten me.”

      “Aye, I’ll do just that.”

      “Very well,” Caleb said. “And the keep? What sorts of activities are the McArthur clan getting into as of late?”

      Aiden shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Caleb’s voice was soft, but it reverberated between them at a higher volume than Aiden would have liked. “As I said before. I have nae been involved. He’s wanted me to keep me distance, since…”

      “Since your untimely execution of Edward Addams?” Caleb added helpfully.

      Aiden scowled at the mention of the name, again too loud of comfort. “Aye,” he muttered, confirming the sentiment under his breath.

      “Such a shame.” Caleb threw back the rest of his mug of ale, settling it back on the table between them.

      “Aye, it is.”

      “I do hope you’ll rectify things soon. After all, what good is a spy with no useful information?”

      The word, while accurate, caused Aiden’s mouth to go dry with the bitter taste of it against his tongue. “I’m trying,” he bluffed.

      “Then that’s all I can ask for, isn’t it?” Caleb spread out his hands magnanimously, then went to stand. “Try harder, little lap dog.” He said, his voice so low only Aiden could make it out. “Or we will see how long you survive.”

      Aiden swallowed and watched as Caleb turned and exited the tavern without another word. He’d managed to stall again. How long he could keep this up, he didn’t know.
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      The sun rose over the eastern horizon, its light reflecting through the emerald and olive leaves that hung low from dark and creeping branches. It created a dappled effect on the forest floor that shifted ever so slightly with each wayward gust of wind.

      Cora’s breaths were small and shallow. The fallen foliage barely crunched under her light leather boots as she crept along the thicket of holly that edged the meadow beyond. At its center, the buck raised its heavily antlered head from the grass, his ears twitching. She was downwind, of that she was sure, but even the slightest sound might startle the beast. He was a beautiful creature, one of the many deer that roamed the great expanse of undeveloped land along the road to Auburn.

      One animal of this size, properly handled and stored, would feed her family of four and the servants of the house for weeks. Mama Ashlyn could make buttons from the antlers that would sell well at the market, and the leather from its silken coat possessed a myriad of uses Cora could barely bring herself to name.

      She gathered herself and raised her handmade long bow, nocking an arrow. She drew the string back, the fletching between her two leather gloved fingers, until she just barely felt the feathered ends near her right ear. Her eyes on her target, she took one last breath, aimed the steel tip of her arrow, and released.

      Freed from the bow, the sleek arrow rocketed forward, striking the buck squarely in its lower ribs. Startled, he leapt into the air once, twice, and then settled, falling smoothly to the forest floor.

      Cora carefully extricated herself from the bushes of spiked holly leaves and made her approach, careful not to further spook the wounded animal. He lay on his side, his glassy eyes unfocused, as his breathing came to a slow, measured stop. She slung her bow over her shoulder and tucked a stray strand of long hair behind her ear. The rest was pulled back in a long braid, then twirled and piled into a crown around her head to keep the tendrils off her neck. She knelt and reached forward to the spot her arrow had struck. It was a perfect shot, right through the ribs and into the heart below. The beating had stopped and blood pooled at the entry wound.

      They would eat well this evening, that was certain.

      A buck of that size was not an easy haul for a lone lass to handle by herself. Leaving it in the meadow, for now, Cora tracked her steps backward through the brush, following the animal trail that had led her to her quarry. It was a thin trail and might have been difficult to find if not for her years of training. The walk back was quicker now that she wasn’t worried about her noise spooking her prey. After a few minutes, the crowded branches opened up into a field of low heather that stretched out before her, the stalks waving in the wind like water in a current. A dappled brown mare was tied up to the remnants of an old fence that once would have separated the field from the forest. Decades of disuse had rotted away much of the dividing structure, and today the outer fields were left to grow wild so close to the tree line.

      Cora strode to her horse and untied its tether. Her mount huffed loudly as if anticipating what was next.

      “Och, come now, Bairn, ye ol’ lass. ‘Tis just a wee buck. Ye’ll be fine,” Cora teased the horse. She’d had the mount since she was a slight foal and raised her up herself. They’d thought Bairn was a goner that fateful night. Her mother had been attacked by wolves, and Cora and her adopted father worked against time to deliver the tiny baby horse into the winter’s night. The mother did not make it, but Bairn did, thanks to Cora. They’d been companions ever since.

      The young huntress took hold of the mare’s reins and led her back through the brush. When they reached the buck, Cora removed the arrow, then hoisted the heavy animal up and over the horse’s back. Bairn whinnied but settled quickly as Cora secured the carcass to her back. Then, she led her mount back along the deer path, carefully navigating to avoid thorns and sharp holly leaves. Once back among the open heather fields, Cora swung up into the saddle and pressed her heels into the horse’s ribs. She took off, spurring Bairn onward through the tall grasses and toward the hills to the east and the rising sun.

      Slowly, the abandoned heather turned to cultivated wheat as the horse grew closer and closer to the Ramsey Keep. The farmland surrounded the relatively large structure that had been her home for the last fourteen years, ever since Ashlyn and Magnus had taken her and her baby brother in. They may not have been blood, but they were as much family as Cora had, and they loved both the siblings as if they were their own.

      The keep rose up on the horizon before her. It was no great monument, more a manor house than a castle, and the single stone wall was more accustomed to keeping out stray dogs than mercenary soldiers. That is, it would when the gate was secured at night. During the day, they stayed open, a welcome sight to guests and travelers that ventured off the main trek to the nearby settlement of Auburn and paid a visit to the Ramsey household. The single wide tower rose into the sky, the rest of the building short and stout, flanked by a long stable, a small herb and vegetable garden, and the sprawling chicken coop.

      Bairn trotted her way around to the kitchen entrance in the back, where Cora dismounted, pulling the body of the buck down after her. Old Todd, the household cook, met her at the entrance.

      “Some catch ye got yerself there, lassie.” He appraised the weight and whistled.

      One of the stable hands looked up from his work shoveling hay and dashed over. The two of them managed to wrestle the beast between them.

      “I’ll take care of the butchering. Get on then. Yer father is looking for ye,” Todd said, hefting his half of the weight.

      “Thank ye,” Cora replied, giving Cook a small smile. She walked Bairn over to the stables, removed her saddle and bridle, and rubbed her down. Even if Magnus were looking for her, she couldn’t just leave the loyal mare to be taken care of at the stable hand’s whim. He was a good lad, but Bairn was her charge. Her responsibility. Once she was finished and the horse was set up with fresh oats and water, she slipped into the kitchen, stashing her bow and quiver in the corner of the entryway before heading through the servant’s passageways toward the central rooms.

      As she approached the doors to the main audience chamber, Cora heard whispers echoing through across old wood and stone. She couldn’t make out what was being said, but as she grew closer, she could tell it was the voices of Ashlyn and Magnus. She crept toward the entryway and ever so gently pushed open the door but a hair. The whispers immediately grew louder, and without the barrier, she was able to make out what they were saying

      “... the last shipment should be on its way.”

      “Through Edinburgh?”

      “From London, aye.”

      “Do we ken when yet?”

      “I was hoping it would be with this latest supply, but it appears nae.”

      “I pray we have enough time. A kenned route does us naught if we have no day of arrival.”

      “Aye. But once we do ken, we’ll need to get to the information to—”

      She’d heard enough. She liked to be nosy but didn’t want to intrude on actual intelligence sharing between the two spies. If there was one thing she didn’t need to know, it was the names of their contacts. She pushed the door open the rest of the way and stepped through into the room. If Ashlyn and Magnus were startled by her presence, they didn’t show it, but Cora did catch a note being slipped nonchalantly into her adoptive mother’s pocket.

      “Cora, lass. There ye be.” Magnus smiled, but the creases around his eyes carried a sense of worry.

      “Ye wanted to speak with me?” she said, curious.

      “Och, aye.” He paused, his next words tentative. “‘Tis about dinner... and a possible suitor.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Aiden took a deep breath, steadying himself. It had been a long time since he’d been so intimidated by the simple wooden door that separated the great hall from the private chambers beyond. Back then, he’d been but a child and he and Connor had often lingered outside this very room, eavesdropping on the adult conversations being held between their father and his men in the space beyond. The topics were rarely all that interesting for a ten-year-old—crop surpluses, tax payments, and other mundane circumstances—but every once in a while, they’d overhear talk of battles with the English or rival clans.

      Once, they practically fell over themselves when they heard about a rogue boar wreaking havoc in the marshlands. Immediately, they had clamored to participate in the dangerous hunt so as to be a member of the party forming to take it down. Their father was a good man and a better leader. Usually, memories of his father brought Aiden a sense of pride, and at worst, a little jealousy. His brother had always been the favored son. And for good reason. He and his father were so much alike, after all.

      Now the thought was bitter ash in Aiden’s mouth. How disappointed his father would be in him if he was alive to learn what his youngest son had become. A spy. What a disgrace. He stared at the old familiar door, anxiety rising in his gut as he thought about his brother. He had to give Caleb something meaningful, and soon. What that might be, Aiden had no idea.

      Just as he gathered the courage to knock, the door swung inward.

      “Och, Aiden,” Connor exclaimed, startled at the sudden appearance of his brother in the doorway. He wore their father’s bronze chain on his wrist, and his warm brown hair was plaited back in a low braid. He’d grown out his beard, and it seemed like Connor was looking more and more like their father every day. “I was just about to ask the scouts if they’d heard word from ye. Come in, come in.” He ushered Aiden inside, his welcoming smile offset by the worried creases in the corners of his eyes.

      The old stone chamber contained a desk Connor almost never sat at. Instead, choosing instead, to let his wife, Caitlin, do most of his letter writing for him. More useful was the table and chairs on the other side of the room, where Connor met with his men and received guests on the regular, just as their father had done when he was laird of the keep. Sometimes the table would be so filled that extra stools would need to be brought in to fit them all in the small space, but today only Friar Gaufried was seated opposite the doorway. He stood upon seeing Aiden and greeted him with a warm smile. Kind-eyed, he wore his usual brown friar’s robes and a knotted rope belt around his waist. A rosary of dark wood hung from his neck, the cross heavy and worn from frequent use.

      “Sorry I’m later than I expected,” Aiden apologized, striding in with a semblance of confidence, pushing his self-doubts aside for appearance's sake. Nonchalantly, he pulled one of the wooden stools from the table, spun it around, and sat down, his legs straddling the back. He expected to get some kind of disapproving glare from his brother but was wholly disappointed when Connor simply walked over to the desk, gently placing his fingers against a stack of thin papers.

      Spotting a bottle of wine and spare goblets on the table, Aiden poured himself one, swirling the contents casually in his fingers. The dark liquid smelled heavy and sweet, but as he took a sip, it was dry on the tongue. He took a larger gulp, stopping himself from throwing back the entire cup in his efforts to calm his nerves.

      “I was meeting a man in Auburn,” Aiden added honestly.

      “Aye? What about?” Friar Gaufried asked, his unwanted question friendly and innocent.

      Aiden rolled his eyes. “Naught of import, Friar,” he lied. “A merchant is touting some new armor from east, but I decided I’d stick to me ol’ leathers. They’ve suited me well enough so far.”

      “Ah. Well enough.” Gaufried nodded and resumed his seat. He wouldn’t be interested in talking about armor that Aiden knew, so it was an easy enough lie to keep him from asking more questions.

      Aiden glanced over at the desk, and the papers Connor’s fingers were resting on. He hoped they weren’t important enough for Connor to bring up in conversation. He trusted that whatever reason his brother had been looking to talk to him about was boring and provincial and of complete disinterest to the English spy network. He wanted to stall indefinitely, but he rarely received what he wished for.

      At that moment, Connor observed him noticing the papers. He picked up the small stack and held them out to him. “Letters,” he explained.

      Hiding his reluctance, Aiden took the papers. The less he knew about the lairds’ plans, the less he could pass on to Caleb. He could pretend complete disinterest, but he knew that would be out of character. The old Aiden would have been insulted if he weren’t included in every step of the planning going on around him. It would be more suspicious if he changed his attitude now. His eyes fell on the writing, and he began to skim the contents. To his relief, they seemed to be simple correspondences to and from some woman named Ashlyn Ramsey, detailing life on the farm versus life in the city with her cousin.

      Except that it was clear the cousin was not from Scotland.

      “Why do ye have these?” Aiden asked, his curiosity getting the better of him as he handed the stack back to Connor.

      “Och, ‘tis true they dinnae look like anything special.” Connor set the papers back down on the desk. “But ‘tis a code in the language. Lady Ramsey has been passing along information gleamed from sympathetic parties.”

      “In England?” Aiden surmised.

      “Exactly,” Connor replied with a nod. As if an idea struck, he shuffled through the papers and pulled out one in particular. “Och, like this—”

      “Ye dinnae have to explain, I understand,” Aiden said, trying to forestall more information.

      Connor looked a bit taken aback but put the paper back down. “Verra well. Anyway, ‘tis the reason I wanted to speak with ye. According to Lady Ramsey’s cousin, it sounds like a merchant caravan will be passing through Edinburgh on its way inland. The contents are said to be fabrics, but ‘tis suspected a cache of supplies will be toted along as well as for the English soldiers that have been plaguing the countryside.”

      “And ye are planning a raid, I take it?” Aiden offered.

      “Like old times. Aye, brother?” Connor laughed, but there wasn’t much mirth there. It was obvious his shoulders were heavy with the weight of the rebellions around him.

      “Aye, just like,” Aiden said quietly, remembering the years of raids they’d performed while in exile. It had not been an easy life, but at least it had been simpler. Aiden missed his time as a brigand, stealing from the wealthy and supporting his brothers. That had made sense.

      More sense than what he was doing now.

      “We need more information, though. We need to ken the Ramseys can be trusted.”

      “That’s where ye come in,” Gaufried interjected.

      “I’d like to send ye to Ramsey Keep—get yer impression of the family. If ye think they can be trusted, I want to ken as much as ye can find out about them. So far, their information has been good, but ‘tis a dangerous time for all of us highland folk. I’d hate to find out this was all a ploy to get us out of the woodwork, as it were.”

      “Aye, that makes sense.” A knot started to form in Aiden’s stomach. This was closer than he wanted to be to his brother’s plans.

      And yet...

      “What say ye? Will ye go make their acquaintance?” Connor pressed.

      If the Ramseys were spies, that would be substantial information to pass on to Caleb. And if Connor wasn’t sure about them, that means he hadn’t quite accepted them into his inner circle yet. It would be something he could tell Caleb that wasn’t directly betraying his brother. All he needed was proof of the code they were using, so he could show Caleb they were really spies.

      “Can I think about it?” Aiden asked.

      Connor cocked his head to one side, surprised at his brother’s reluctant response. “Aye, of course. But I’ll need to ken soon.”
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      “A what?” Cora asked, taken aback.

      Magnus and Ashlyn Ramsey stood a few feet apart in what could best be considered the keep’s great hall. In comparison to some, it was not very large, but it suited their purposes just fine. A large hearth warmed the room from the opposite wall, and tapestries hung on either side.

      Behind the couple, the central table possessed a large throne-like chair at the head for Magnus and a slightly smaller version to his right for Ashlyn. The rest of the table was set with less ostentatious chairs for Cora, her brother Graham, and any guests that might visit. It was an intimate, cozy space as far as audience chambers went.

      “A suitor, or at least a prospective one.” Magnus stepped closer to Cora, his right leg dragging behind him slightly—a limp from an old battle injury. His smile was warm. “Please try to give this lad a chance,” he asked, his voice gentle. He cupped his hands on either of her shoulders, giving them a squeeze.

      Behind him, Ashlyn gave her an encouraging smile.

      Cora sighed, relenting to the worry she saw deep in her adoptive father’s brown eyes, so different from her own light grey gaze. “As ye wish, Father,” Cora said, releasing the tension from her shoulders.

      “That’s me bonnie lass,” Magnus replied, and he patted her cheek affectionately. Ashlyn nodded as Cora met her eyes, and the pair shared an unspoken moment. Giving this lad a chance wasn’t the same as marrying him, after all. She could sit and eat with the man if it made her father happy.

      “In fact,” Cora said, a twinkle in her eye. “I ken exactly what we can serve him.”

      “Dinnae tell me,” Magnus said, releasing her arms and shuffling a few gathered papers off the corner of the table. “A pheasant? A few rabbits?”

      “Nay. Better.”

      “A boar?”

      “Alright, perhaps nae that good.” She paused for dramatic effect. “A buck.”

      “Och.” Ashlyn made a delighted sound as Magnus gave Cora an appraising glance, his smile proud.

      “And ye managed to get him back here by yerself?” Magnus asked.

      “With Bairn’s help, but aye. Got him with one arrow. He’s in with Cook now.” Cora’s mouth watered at the thought of venison for dinner. It was almost enough to make her look forward to the evening, despite having to entertain some boorish potential husband.

      “Excellent. That will certainly make a nice show for our guest,” Magnus said as if reading her mind.

      “Aye. Certainly,” Cora replied, plastering a fake smile to her face.

      “With Old Todd now, ye say? I best see what cut we should serve this evening.” Magnus stepped forward, then turned once more to Cora. “Thank ye, lass. No one can ever say ye donnae earn yer keep.” He exited the room, leaving her with Ashlyn.

      Once she was sure he was out of earshot, Cora asked, “Do ye ken who it could possibly be?”

      Her mother’s lips turned up in the corners, her smile one of sympathy. “Someone new to the area, he said. MacLeod, I believe—Angus MacLeod.”

      “I see.” Cora looked down at her hands and absently picked some dirt out from under her fingernails. Her skirt was hiked up to keep it from getting in the way while hunting and her boots were caked in mud. “I suppose I should put on something more... fitting, aye?”

      Ashlyn chuckled. “Aye, most likely.” She took a step closer to her adopted daughter and took her hands in her own. “Although ye are beautiful no matter what ye wear. Anyone worth being with will see that.”

      The corner of Cora’s mouth quirked up in a half-smile. “I hope Father feels the same.”
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      The day passed quickly, and soon evening started to fall over the Ramsey Keep, the orange and red rays of the sun casting long shadows over the courtyard. Cora had changed into a soft linen dress with an overskirt and bodice of green and black striped tartan. She’d combed out her long hair, the braid from earlier leaving her locks crimped and curled effortlessly down her back to her waist. She kept on her bronze-and-silver torc, one of the only items she still had from her birth parents and settled it evenly along her collar bone. She wore it every day, and a special occasion would be no different. While she spent an hour in the afternoon properly cleaning the boots she’d worn out in the forest, she set them aside for the evening. Instead, she slipped her feet into soft, deerskin slippers more suitable for a nice dinner in the stone-floored keep than the loam of the wilderness floor.

      Properly dressed for company, Cora made her way downstairs to the main hall. She thought she’d be able to settle in first, make herself comfortable so that she’d have the upper hand when the visitor arrived.

      He must have thought similarly.

      As she entered through the open doors, she saw Magnus speaking to someone near the head of the table. The stranger’s back was to her, but he was of medium build and wore a fine-looking doublet along with his kilt. His hair was shoulder-length, pulled back into a leather thong at the nape of his neck.

      “Cora lass, there ye are.” Magnus greeted her as she stepped into the room. The stranger, who she presumed to be Angus, turned toward her direction. His face was round and soft, not in the least bit unattractive, although it had a young, inexperienced quality to it. His eyes looked her up and down as if appraising her. “Angus MacLeod, ‘tis a pleasure to introduce ye to me ward, Cora Flannigan.” Cora couldn’t help but notice that he didn’t use the word daughter. She wondered why since he so often referred to her as such.

      “‘Tis a pleasure,” the young man said, inclining his
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