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			To Mrs. Feia

			For believing in this story from the very first draft 

			And telling me it needed to be published

			It took six years, but it has come at last

			Thank you

		


		
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			THIS story began as a simple idea, based on a couple of images from Pinterest—which is a great place to find inspiration for stories none of us have time to write. There are only so many that can be penned, but I am glad to say that Princess of the Highlands is one of them. In fact, it was the very first original story I wrote that was longer than a few thousand words. 

				I typed out the first chapter at my aunt’s house in Florida, where we were vacationing back in 2016. I finished the first draft a year later at some 34K words. I deeply apologise to whoever read that first draft, where thirteen-year-old me didn’t know what she was doing. This book has since grown to 99K words in several rounds of serious edits over the years as I’ve grown in both age and skill as a writer. Thanks to my friend, Sary, this story also became not just one book, but three, with more stories set in the same full tale playing around in my head. But all these explanations regarding this book’s origin are boring.

				The story, while based on a general time of the Danish occupation of Scotland, around 800 A.D., is not set in any particular era. None of the people, places, or events existed or happened—to my knowledge, anyway. For those of you who have read my debut, Between Two Worlds, if you’re expecting a very particular, historically detailed novel, you may be disappointed. Consider this instead to be a type of mediaeval period drama. Which brings me to the other important point of accents. 

				Yes, this book has plenty of Scots English, and it varies from character to character. Those for whom it is a second language, it is not as thick. Most of the Danish characters, on the other hand, speak in plain English, for which I imply they are speaking in their own tongue. 

				This book and the characters in it mean more to me than anything else I’ve ever written. It is a tale full of tragedy, but also joy and hope and love and the beauty of life. If you finish this book and its accompanying novels, I hope you are touched in some way. 

				But I digress. 

				Come. A princess without a crown, a harper without his sight, and a boy tortured by the past are waiting for us. 

		


			
			

		


		
			PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

			Most names in this book are of Scottish or Welsh origin.
The pronunciation of trickier words and names are below. 

Tip: a common sound in both languages is a soft guttural sound in the throat, marked by a ch. A c is almost always pronounced like a k, and a g as a hard g sound as in “get.” 

			Athair-cèile — ah-har kay-luh

			Annag — ahn-nugk

			Carbinenth — car-bih-nehnth

			Cymraeg — come-rige

			Cymreig — come-rayg

			Cymru/Cymry — come-ree

			Daibhidh — day-vee

			Dìlseachd — jeel-shoch-d 

			Eachann — ae-chahn

			Fionnuala — finn-oo-la

			Lachlan — laach-lan

			MacClydno — mac-klid-no

			McCurragh — mic-kur-rah

			Nuith — noo-ith

			Sabhal — sa-val

			Sgàil — skahl

			Sioned — shee-on-nid

		


			
			

		


		
			
			

		


			“Faithless is he who says farewell when the road darkens.”

			~ J.R.R. Tolkien ~

		


		
			PROLOGUE

			CRIMSON DAWN

			THE sun rose over the sloping Highlands, tainting reddish-gold the swathes of fog that lay in the valleys. The bittersweet smell of salt rolled in on the chill morning breeze, and one could hear faintly amidst the silvery birdsong the distant murmur of the sea. Emerald hills glowed in the warm light, and when the war host crested the rise, the northern horizon twinkled like dazzling gold as the sun glanced off the rippling waves. 

				Douglas McCurragh inhaled the tangy air, relishing his first sight of the sea. It was odd how peaceful the scene was. For he knew, with a heaviness in his chest, that this tranquillity would soon be shattered with the clash of steel upon steel and the cries of dying men. 

				It had only been a few hours since their scouts had brought word of Danish warships in sight of this beach. Only a few months since they had known of the threat—of the burnings and the carnage of animals, fields, and human beings that the Danes left in the bloody wake they called victory. 

				It would be cowardly to stand back and wait until the Danes came to them. Divided, they would fall, clan by clan. Mere pride and self-assurance would do nothing against the Danish numbers. Unified, though, they stood a chance against the raiders from the sea; thus the sending out of the Cran Tara, the king’s call to a war hosting, the like of which had not been seen since the days of their forefathers. That was why the Scots were here now, assembled on horse and foot to defend their country, their homes, and their families.

				But Douglas had no wife and children of his own. He was only a few moons past sixteen years, scarcely of age to fight in a war, though he had been trained well. As young as he was, he did not feel a special passion for his country as the men beside him did, even if he would one day be king of Scotland when his father went beyond the sunset. 

				No, he would fight only to protect his sister, whom he loved more than anyone else in the world. 

				The wind whipped his brown hair into his eyes as the Scots descended the hill. Ahead of him, he could see the company of horsemen trotting ahead of his own band of foot soldiers. He shut his eyes tightly for a moment, not wanting to be distracted from his purpose as they marched. But the remembrance of his sister was more poignant in the early hours of this dawn, which perhaps would be his last.

				A bouncing lass with springy red curls and a smattering of freckles across her small face, she was the only one who could always make him smile, no matter how tired he felt after training. Despite her eight short years, she had already attained a realistic view of the world, and her thoughts and comments on the happenings of Scotland often astonished him. He wondered now what she would tell him at this moment...probably to be courageous, and make her and their father proud. 

				Douglas smiled, and then it faded away as the memory of their parting came unbidden to his mind.

				“Keep yerself safe, Fiona, and donnae forget the footwork I taught ye.” He grinned, trying to make light of the seriousness of it all. He kissed her on her forehead. “And keep yerself free until I get back. I must make sure tha’ yer future husband is acceptable,” he added with a wink.

				They laughed, the merry sound ringing off the cobblestones of the castle courtyard.

				“I donnae think I’ll be wed yet, brother,” she returned, still giggling. “I’m only eight.”

				He stuck out his tongue teasingly. “Jist to be sure.” Then his face sobered as he turned to their father and stood, head bowed, as King Daibhidh repeated the ancient blessing: 

				“May the road rise to meet ye and may the wind be always at yer back.”

				Fiona added, “And may the road bring ye back safely to us; but till then, keep yerself safe, my brother.”

				He had replied with a laugh—such a stark contrast to his current mirthlessness, “I will, sister, dear.”

				His breath hitched in his chest and he swallowed hard, looking with wide eyes at the spreading grey sea before them. Even from this distance, he could see the black ships and their black sails, full and flowing in the morning breeze. The sun caught on the gory scarlet embroidery, fearful ravens and dragons and other mythical beasts seeming to fly in the wind toward the Scottish war host. Soon, men with axes and garishly painted shields would disembark from those ships and pour themselves like an ink stain upon the beach, leaving crimson wreckage in their wake. Who knew whether the Scots would prove victorious that day or not? Whether they would keep Scotland safe from this threat of invasion. Whether he would live to see Fiona again. 

				Douglas glanced up at the sky, an anxious tingling shooting through his fingertips. He had only ever practised with swords against straw-stuffed figures. Would he weaken at the sight of blood? Would he turn coward in the inevitable fight? 

				These thoughts had tormented his mind since they had first heard of the Danes’ arrival in Scotland, since his father had said he could go with the war host. He remembered how he had longed to go, longed to prove his worth as a man, longed to defend his country with the rest, and how Fiona had looked at him with a quizzical expression on her innocent face and asked him why he would want to leave her and die far from home. 

				Her question had startled him. Why would she ask such a thing? It was never guaranteed that one would die in battle, though it was never said one would survive it, either. But the swiftness with which she had jumped to that conclusion.... Even now, the memory sent a chill racing up his spine, and he shivered.

				Glancing at the beach opening before them, he inhaled sharply, determination striving against the fear that those incoming ships bore in on the tide. He had made a promise to his little sister, and he meant to keep it as best he could. Yet, in the battle that was before him, how would it be possible to do so?
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				Blade against blade, the battle swiftly descended into chaos. Douglas hardly remembered the order in which they had marched towards each other just a short time ago. Everything in him deadened itself to the world, and he was only aware of his beating heart and any nearby threat to his life. He thrust as if into straw and tried to ignore the softness of sword plunging into flesh, the hardness of hitting bone, and the sticky warmth of blood on his hands.

				The two armies struggled for dominance on the body-strewn beach as all the while, the sun climbed hot in cloudless skies.

				A cold sickness twisted in Douglas’ belly, and his grip on his sword hilt kept slipping. His arms were tiring—he wondered how much longer he would be able to keep on fighting. Snarling faces pressed close on every side and the din of the battle deafened his ears, ears that longed to hear only the peaceful sound of the sea and birdsong that had rung out over these hills just that morning. 

				He let out a choking sob as someone rushed in from behind, ramming their shield into his elbow. His sword flew out of his hands and landed several paces away. His chest tightened in panic, the air too thin to breathe. He would not be able to regain it in time, not before someone saw his helpless state and came to his destruction. He was only a boy; few would hesitate to finish him off. 

				Douglas reached for his dirk, the only weapon he had left. He glanced around frantically, his heart hammering in his throat, ready to spring at the first sight of danger.

				He did not wait long.  

				A mountain of a man with a beard that matched his bloodied blade came at him, harsh laughter echoing in his eyes. 

				Douglas’ chest tightened in rising panic, nearly suffocating him. He was surrounded on all sides by Danes, any Scots near him dying. He was separated from the host, armed only with a dirk, and facing certain death. But in that moment, instinct kicked in. Years of training came rushing back. The panic ebbed away like the bloodied tide, leaving clear-headed calm in its wake. 

				The Dane shouted something in his own tongue—a challenge, perhaps—but Douglas understood none of it. 

				A memory came to him in a fleeting instant: his sister waving goodbye from the top of the battlements, held up by her nurse, worry written on her face as the sun shone fiery red on her hair. 

				A tear slipped down his face. I am so sorry, Fiona. 

				Without waiting for the other to attack, Douglas let out a cry and rushed in, thrusting his dirk into an opening in the man’s chainmail, underneath his armpit. 

				The Dane let out a howl of pain and instinctively swung his sword, plunging it deep into Douglas’ stomach.

				It was cold, at first, like winter’s breath. Then it flamed. 

				The Dane withdrew his sword, moving onward to shed more lives for the red harvest before he bled out himself.  

				Douglas sank to the crimson sand, gasping for breath. How it hurt! He had never in his life felt pain like this! Burning and burning, as if someone had lit a fire within him. 

				He reached down to where the pain spread out over his abdomen and his fingers met hot, sticky blood.

				Sobs wracked his frame, not only from the pain of the wound but because of how much he had failed. Failed his country, failed his father, failed his sister. As a prince, it was his duty to protect the kingdom. As a chieftain’s son, it was his duty to defend his land and honour. And as a brother, it was his task to keep his sister safe from harm. 

				Douglas closed his eyes, tears streaming down his face, broken moans escaping his lips. The sounds of the battle were fading away. The skirmish must have moved on, or perhaps it only seemed so because he was dying. He knew he was dying. Men did not receive such wounds as this and live. Not even in the legends. 

				A sharp tran-tara was heard, a horn’s call breaking across the beach filled with dead and living men. But Douglas scarcely gave it thought. It was not meant for him. It did not matter what the signal meant now. 

				It was getting harder to breathe. Every intake felt like dragging a cart over rough stones, and the burning only grew more intense, drowning out his senses, drowning out his thoughts. 

				The end was coming fast.

				Douglas McCurragh closed his eyes in agonising pain as the last cold tears spilled down his dirtied cheeks. 

				“I am so sorry, Fiona,” he whispered. “I am so sorry...” 

		


			
			

		


		
			1

			A FORGOTTEN PRINCESS

			FIONA McCurragh reined in her horse and paused at the top of the rolling hillside, looking out over the treeless glen. A misting rain fell from the clouded heavens, hiding Tor-na-Cruithne in the distance behind a silver veil. The rain was as soft as snow—though not as cold—and the fitful wind tossed Fiona’s flaming curls about, carrying with it a hint of the bygone summer.

				She fiddled with the bright sword at her waist, her fingers finding their position on the familiar hilt. But she did not pull it out. Not yet. 

				It was an old habit of hers to wait a few moments before she performed the stunt that her only sibling had once patiently taught her. Ever since he had passed away six years ago, she had relentlessly practised it—practised it to perfection, as if somehow she kept alive the memory of her beloved brother by doing so. 

				The rising foothills to the southwest lay dark blue and dim, dense drifts of fog hiding their peaks. Her horse, Sgàil, a grey gearran, tossed her silvery mane and gently played with the bit between her teeth. The mare’s velvety nostrils twitched at the rain and heather-scent hanging between the heavens and the earth, the air heavy like the sense of fear and danger always lurking within Fiona’s breast. 

				She pursed her lips, looking out at the vast, empty moorland. The ever-present bitterness, the longing for the old days that seemed only to be put at rest when she escaped into this verdant wilderness, threatened to overwhelm her senses before she rode on down into the glen. Even now, she could hear her brother, Douglas, saying, “No’ yet, Fiona! If ye let it out now, ye willnae hae any left fer facing yer enemy!” No one had been willing to teach her weaponry as her brother used to. 

				She smiled grimly, the memory painfully precious, as all memories of her brother were. 

				Fiona clenched her eyes shut for a brief moment. The mere remembrance of her family’s fate brought back so much grief that she hardly dared to think of them, and yet she had nothing else worth thinking of. She alone was left, the sole survivor of the McCurraghs, once the rulers of Scotland. The Danes had destroyed her family, slaying her brother with the sword and her father with grief; her mother, farthest from her mind, had died at Fiona’s birth. And soon, unless Fate decreed otherwise, Fiona would join her family beyond the sunset. 

				Her eyes fluttered open as a warm gust of wind blew into her face, scattering wet droplets of mist on her dampened cheeks. Lady Nuith was only waiting until the right time to seize her crown by disposing of its last living threat—Fiona—thus carrying out in full the treachery begun by the Danes six years ago. 

				Fiona barely remembered it, barely remembered her father’s marriage to the Danish woman, his attempt to bring peace to the war-torn country. She had been so distraught over her brother’s death that everything else had only been a tear-stained blur. But she remembered the whispers, the concerned looks, and she remembered her father’s death and what followed after.

				Three years since then, she had been locked up in the east tower at Caerloch, once the capital of her father’s kingdom, save when she was occasionally let out to ride on the moors where no one dwelt. She had no friends, and even the servants that she had known from birth had been sent away or silenced in ways she could only imagine. 

				Her crown stolen, her family murdered or conveniently dead, her existence forgotten by the Scots once loyal to her, Fiona had little hope of survival. Once Lady Nuith had a child by which to claim the throne instead of the Scottish princess, whom Nuith insisted was not the late king’s daughter, it would be over. And since Nuith’s marriage to the Danish Lord Erland, it was only a matter of time before the threat became tangible. 

				Life was never so precious as when one would soon be dead. 

				Fiona swallowed, banishing the morbid thoughts. She must focus, even as her brother had always said, and not let her bitterness get the better of her. Flipping her thick locks of hair behind her shoulders, Fiona leaned forward on her horse and whispered a few words in the mare’s ear. Then she sat up straight and dug her heels into Sgàil’s flanks, spurring her forward. Together, they raced onward towards a few scraggly and barren bushes beside a small burn, which still flowed this late in the year.

				As they darted across the fading emerald landscape, Fiona unsheathed her sword and, leaning nearly parallel to the racing ground, began to veer to the left. Sgàil, who was familiar with this, swerved to the right as they drew near the small burn.

				At the last instant, Fiona straightened, swinging her right leg over her saddle with one fluid motion and diving headlong off her horse. But instead of falling to the ground, she somersaulted through the air and landed on her feet, her sword held firmly high above her. The strange calmness of battle frenzy flooded her veins, every movement seeming clear and yet distant, only her rapid heartbeat disturbing the windswept silence.

				She had practised this move countless times, but it was her first attempt while wearing a dress instead of one of her brother’s kilts. She was glad she had managed it without falling, not only for her own sake, but also for her brother’s, as it was Douglas who had taught it to her. In some unexplainable way, succeeding in doing it right was the only way she could cope with his death, for he had died before he had seen her do it perfectly. 

				Having caught her breath, she swung her sword behind her smoothly and brought it in front of her in a whistling arc before proceeding with other similar moves that Douglas had taught her at this very burn so long ago. Each stroke, each turn of the blade thrust back the murky fear that edged on her conscience, familiar repetition of practice bringing reality clearer into focus. Perhaps one day, this same swordplay might save her life. 

				The lass swung her sword around once more—save this time the blow was blocked by something behind her, a metal clang shattering the peace of the moors.

				Fiona whirled around in sudden panic, meeting her opponent: a lad roughly her age, with hair as dark as peat and eyes as piercing blue as a cloudless September sky. 

				He looked at her with something akin to a wry smile. “Excellent,” he said, startling the silence. His low, melodic voice had a pleasant ring to it, but still Fiona kept her guard, her eyes wide in terror. Before he could say anything else, she swiftly slid her sword off of his with a harsh grinding noise, stepping back and centering her weight. Heart hammering in her throat, she waited in suppressed terror for his next move. 

				Had Lady Nuith sent this lad to threaten her into never leaving Caerloch again? 

				Fiona swallowed against the panic rising within, anticipating this stranger to advance, a quick movement that might end her life forever.

				But the lad only slammed his blade home into its scabbard in one fluid motion.

				Slowly lowering her sword arm, Fiona likewise sheathed her weapon as they both stared at each other for several moments without speaking.   

				“Ye almost lopped my head off,” she sputtered at last, her eyes never leaving his face. 

				“Nae, I had nae such intention,” he replied soberly. Then he grinned, the swift change seeming like mockery. “Well, ye’re a bonnie lass.” 

				The blood rushed to Fiona’s face, but she did not smile back. “I thank ye,” she returned in a cold tone of voice. She was not used to anyone complimenting her these days, especially complete strangers in the middle of uninhabited moorland.  

				She scrutinised him more closely as he leaned against a leafless tree on the banks of the gurgling burn. He gazed back at her, his silence almost intimidating, as if he dared her to judge his appearance. His clothing was clean and finely-woven, that of a chieftain’s family, not a lower-ranking clansman. And his sword, what little she had seen of it, was a good blade, not a dented relic from the last war, but something to be cherished, the sort handed from father to son. Unless he had stolen it. 

				Her throat tightened. He seemed young to be an outlaw, but it was possible. If he was so skilled a thief to be well-clad, what sort of threat did he pose to her? Perhaps she should not so quickly have sheathed her sword. 

				But that was not the only thing that struck her as outlandish. Of all the times that she had ridden upon the uninhabited heaths of the Highlands, this was the first time she had seen another human being. Few other individuals from Caerloch ever came this way.

				The grin slowly vanished from the lad’s face and he stared, not at her face, but at the plaid which was draped over her left shoulder, as was the custom. Then he said, “I noticed tha’ the brooch ye’re wearing on yer plaid is that of the McCurraghs’ emblem. And I also recall tha’ that clan was ended about three years ago, was it no’?” An unspoken challenge rang out in his words, a challenge that sparked in his bright blue eyes. 

				Fiona glanced down at the silver pin with its small boat delicately carved into the metal, a mark of her clan as much as the tartan pattern woven into her plaid. Her thoughts raced, her mouth dry as she scrambled for an answer. 

				Wherever this lad came from, he was surely no Dane. None of Lady Nuith’s people could speak the Gàidhlig without a trace of accent. If he was a thief, he was still a Scot. Perhaps he still had some shred of honour. At the worst, he would simply turn her in to the Danes for a reward. At best, her name would have no meaning to him—but she doubted that. Any dignity her ancestors might have had was squandered when her father married Lady Nuith, losing all respect in the eyes of the Scots. McCurragh was now a byword, used for speaking of someone who had abandoned honour. 

				“I am Fiona McCurragh, the last of tha’ line,” she said at last, a note of despair hanging in her words. “And who might ye be?” she added nervously, her eyes searching to see how he would respond to all she had said. 

				No emotion crossed his face, whatever he might be thinking inside. He only bowed his head slightly, saying with a note of grandeur, “Angus McCladden, son of Donald McCladden, High Chieftain of the Lowlands.”

				Fiona’s eyes went wide in surprise. So his father had given him that sword after all.... When the War against the Danes ended in failure and succeeded in tearing Scotland apart, the McCladden clan had become the rulers of the Lowlands. Down south, they had managed to keep some semblance of order like there had been before the War, but in the Highlands, the Danes were the rulers and the Scots their subjects—or in some cases, such as hers, their prisoners. 

				“I heard tha’ the line of the McCurraghs was dead,” Angus repeated, snapping the lass back to attention. The challenge was still afire in his eyes. 

				Fiona glanced up quickly. “Nae, nae. The present laird wishes it so.”

				“Why?” he questioned, the challenge now married with curiosity.

				Sgàil trotted up, having attempted to graze despite the bit in her mouth, and nudged Fiona lightly in the shoulder. The princess’s gaze flew to the ground, the words sticking bitterly in her throat. “Would ye wish to hae any possible threats to yer throne kept alive?” When Angus did not reply, she continued, “They donnae hae any real claim to the throne as they still lack a born heir. They cannae jist murder me without threat of reprisal from any loyal to the true throne of Scotland. So they keep me in hiding.” She swallowed hard against the fears threatening to resurface. “My one solace in my imprisonment is that I may sometimes ride alone out on the moors. Does that satisfy ye?”

				He shrugged carelessly, his eyes never leaving her face, seeming to study her closely despite his air of nonchalance. “I suppose so. Yet I still wonder how a lass like ye, wi’ yer story, ends up riding in the northern reaches of the Lowlands, especially armed wi’ a sword. Lady Nuith and her husband hae their realm in the Highlands, unless places hae changed since my father spoke to me about it.”

				Fiona was flustered. “They donnae ken I am armed; I keep it hidden in a dry bank a league from the castle.... But the Lowlands? I had nae idea tha’ I was this far south.” Panic set in the depths of her heart. If Lady Nuith found out....   

				Angus looked up from his musings. “Aye, ye’re in the Lowlands. Is tha’ such a bad thing?” 

				Fiona backed away into her horse, a knot entangling itself in the pit of her stomach. “I must be gang.”

				“Why?” Angus’ dark brows drew together in confusion. Or was it fear? She could not see past any expression he chose to wear.  

				“If Lady Nuith discovers I hae been down this far south, she willnae hae mercy. And she will ken if I return too late to Caerloch.”

				“But—” He began to walk towards her, attempting to lay a hand on the mare’s bridle. 

				“I cannae stay longer!” Without another word spoken, she swung herself onto her horse and rode off, her fiery locks of hair streaming out behind her in the autumn wind. 

				The brown and parched moorlands raced by as the leagues vanished beneath Sgàil’s hooves. The sky had swiftly turned to dark grey, and a chill breeze began to rise, harsh and gusting. Fiona paid no heed. 

				I must get back. I must get back. I must get back. 

				She did not know for certain what Lady Nuith would do if she discovered Fiona had ridden to the Lowlands—let alone armed and talking to the son of the Danes’ most powerful rival in Scotland besides herself. She might excuse the first thing, for Fiona only ever rode to this burn that Douglas had shown her long ago, but as for the second? She had little hope of mercy. It all reeked of rebellion, and Fiona feared what consequences that might incite. But it was not a rebellion, was it? Exchanging a few words with someone who was a complete stranger to her did not exactly mean revolution, did it? 

				As the leagues sped away, her heart was filled with confusion and mystery. It was not rebellion in any logical sense, but fear did not follow logic, and if Lady Nuith was afraid that Fiona had become too dangerous, the princess’s life would be over—with or without another heir.

				At the same time, a small shred of hope kindled itself in the depths of her heart. Surely this meeting with the son of McCladden was no accident? Surely there was something more to this whole encounter that was significant, something meaningful, something that would have impact at some point in the future, even if she did not know what it was yet. For, even though her father and brother could never return from the grave, she yearned to no longer remain a slave to Lady Nuith’s wishes and in constant danger of being swiftly and silently murdered. Perhaps a rebellion was truly coming, and she would be freed. 

				Fiona shook her head, blinking against the wind in her face. It would never happen. As Angus had said, the line of the McCurraghs had ended, and she with them. She was not even a figurehead, only a lost princess doomed to fade out of memory. Her people had forgotten about her—such a rebellion would never happen in her lifetime, if it ever did at all. 

				For after the disaster that had followed the War, no one would attempt to overthrow the Danes now. 

		


			
			

		


		
			2

			SHADOW OF THE PAST

			CAERLOCH rose dark and ominous against the stormy horizon as Fiona and Sgàil drew near. The growing winds and the pounding hooves beneath Fiona did nothing to soothe the questions in her mind. The grey clouds loomed threateningly above the bleak and imposing towers that sprawled around the thick castle walls. Guards paced on the battlements, their black armour dim spots against the paler stone. But they did not take special notice of the red-haired princess approaching the gates; perhaps Lady Nuith had not realised Fiona’s long absence after all. 

				As Fiona crossed the bridge running over the deep and muddy moat, the guards slowly raised up the creaking iron portcullis, permitting her to pass without asking questions. She exhaled softly, some of the worry sliding off her shoulders and remaining outside the castle walls. Perhaps it would be all right. 

				But then the dim daylight caught on the crimson raven emblem on the guards’ shields, drawing Fiona’s gaze and sending a familiar fear whispering across her skin. 

				Whether Lady Nuith knew of that afternoon’s happenings or not, it did not lessen the danger the princess was in. 

				Fiona spurred Sgàil onward, shutting away the image of those bloody ravens as she glanced up out of habit at the dark murder holes in the stone arch above her head. While grim reminders of Caerloch’s double function as both a residence and a defensible fortress, she never knew when something might be hurled through those holes intended for her. She did not think Lady Nuith would stoop so low as to have her murdered in such a way, but she did not know how or when Nuith would dispose of her. That fear of the unknown constantly wormed its way into her thoughts whenever she was enclosed behind the walls of Caerloch; it was only on the moors that Fiona felt truly free. And who knew how long those tastes of freedom would last. 

				A cold gust howled across the courtyard and Fiona shivered as she dismounted; she had forgotten to bring her cloak. A scowling stable hand came forward and led her horse away without saying a word to her. Fiona was used to being ignored and took no notice.

				The courtyard was mostly empty, save for a group of white doves pecking at some grain left on the ground for them. Thin tendrils of smoke drifted up from the open windows of the kitchens, which were below ground, but that was the only sign of life. Even the blacksmith’s forge remained oddly silent, and Fiona shivered again, though this time not because of the wind. 

				Whether Lady Nuith was waiting for her or not, Fiona walked across the echoing courtyard and entered the foot of the tower, the remaining daylight vanishing behind the closed door. It was dim inside, the only light coming from the small slits in the wall meant for archers. There were no windows on the ground floor, and the torches in their respective brackets were not lit. It all gave a horrible, oppressive feeling, and Fiona ran up the spiralling stairs as if she could escape it if she went fast enough. 

				Inhaling deeply to better prepare herself for whatever encounter with Nuith awaited her, Fiona entered her apartments, stepping into a small, narrow corridor. The torch on the wall was not lit here either, and a cold draft came through unseen cracks in the stone.  

				The princess hesitated. 

				Lady Nuith rarely came here, preferring instead for Fiona to go to her. But an air of waiting hung about the whole place, as if something were about to happen. It was not just in the empty courtyard, but in the unlit torches, the dark hallways, and the onerous silence. 

				What was going on? 

				Without further hesitation, Fiona opened another door to her chambers, a much broader room with oaken panelling along the walls and high windows that revealed the fading light outside. There was not much else save her bed, a sturdy chest that contained her clothing and other belongings, and a few chairs. A fire burned in the small fireplace in one wall, lighting and warming up the room as the evening chill approached and filling the place with the welcome scent of apple logs.  

				Fiona blinked in surprise. The Danish woman was not waiting for her. Her shoulders loosened with the breath she had not known she had been holding, the tension fading away. 

				But the relief did not last long.

				Stepping farther into the room, the floor creaking slightly beneath her step, she saw someone sitting in the gloom by the window. 

				“Fiona?” It was a male voice, not a young one, and certainly not one she recognized. 

				Her heart leapt into her throat, nearly choking her with panic. Had Lady Nuith sent an assassin to kill her? But then, he would have already struck and not simply sat there and asked her name. Unless it was all a trick. None of it made sense. 

				Fiona stepped closer, gripping her dirk so tightly she feared she might break the handle. She wished then that she had her sword with her, not left behind in its hiding place, but a sword would do little good in combat this close. 

				The man remained seated, as if waiting for her. Dried mud caked his boots and the hem of his cloak, as if he had journeyed far. She could not see his face, which was mostly obscured by the hood of his large cloak, but she noticed that he bore no weapon. Unless it was the strangely shaped bundle beside him. No, that looked like a harp within its carrying cloth; no blade was shaped like that. 

				Faint memories came to Fiona’s mind, a character who was only a shadow in her mind, a ghost from the days before the War. 

				“Rhiada?” she asked, daring to speak and yet not letting down her guard. Her hand still clenched the dirk at her side. 

				The individual in question smiled and flung back his hood, hair the colour of a raven’s wing falling to his shoulders, though grey laced a beard she did not remember him having before. The flamelight danced across his face, harshened by exposure to the elements, shadowing empty sockets where his eyes should be. 	

				Fiona stared in horror at his face, biting back the exclamation that screamed to escape her throat. 

				“Aye, Fiona McCurragh, ’tis the same.” He spoke her tongue well, though with an accented lightness that almost seemed harsh despite his warm voice. 

				“What happened to yer eyes?” she forced out at last in a hollow whisper, not wanting to offend, but unable to repress the longing to know. 

				Rhiada hesitated. “Ye would no’ remember; it was so long ago. But in the days before the War, I was a messenger between yer father and the king of my country, Cymru. Yer father hoped they would ally against the Danes, should they ever invade Scotland. When on a mission in the Highlands, I was caught and blinded as a spy. I was fortunate to be left alive at all.”

				“I am sorry,” Fiona murmured at last, not knowing what else to say. She pulled up a stool and sat down by him, unsure whether she should stare at the fire or at Rhiada’s mutilated face. Of course, he would not know either way, but she found it rather disconcerting to look at.

				Smoothing out the wrinkles in her skirt, she gazed into the depths of the fire, the flickering light gentler to her eyes than Rhiada’s scars. “Why did ye come back to Scotland? My father has been dead fer three years and his second wife has long since remarried. There is nothing left fer ye here, unless ye would play the part of a traitor to my father’s cause.” Her words were morose on her tongue. 

				“Wheesht, Fiona!” Rhiada cried. “Donnae assume evil of every stranger who seeks food and shelter beneath yer roof.” He shifted his position on the hard wooden chair before he leaned back and continued in a lower tone. “Fiona McCurragh. First of all, I am to teach ye the harp, and aye, I hae Lady Nuith’s permission. In return, ye will play fer them and earn more worth in their eyes than jist being their prisoner.”

				Fiona swallowed, confused by the sudden turn of events. Rhiada was almost a stranger to her; what did he mean by this, to be her teacher? “Lady Nuith wishes me to become a harper?” She looked from the fire to his face, searching for any sign of dishonesty and finding none.

				“’Tis an honour to be one, especially in a king’s court. In my country, harpers—good harpers—are in high demand.” He sighed and said something in his own native Cymraeg tongue. “Lady Nuith cares little whether ye play well or no’, but the guise of a teacher is the only way I can speak to ye. Ye might even take a fancy to it; ’tis a beautiful instrument.” He smiled, a strange sight on the face of one so disfigured. “But I hae my own reasons fer wanting to speak wi’ ye.” He leaned closer to Fiona. “I hae been recently down south in the Lowlands. They are talking of rejoining the throne of the Highlands and reuniting together to be Scotland once again.”

				Fiona stared at him, hope and disbelief mingling in a shockwave that left her stunned in its wake. Surely it could not be mere coincidence that she had run into the son of Chieftain McCladden that very day! “W-wha’?” she stammered. “How is tha’ even possible? They swore never again to reunite under the throne after wha’ my father did! Why are they changing their minds now?”

				“Aye, I didnae believe it when I first heard about it either. But they are serious about this, though they hesitate. They donnae believe that any of the McCurraghs are still alive.”

				Fiona started, her foot scuffling against the floor. No, it could not be mere coincidence after all. That meeting had been intentional. There was no other explanation—there could be no other explanation. The only question was whether it was all some great, evil trickery.... 

				“Ah!” Rhiada exclaimed. Perhaps he had heard the scuffle. “Something has happened. Tell me.”

				“Sometimes Lady Nuith permits me to ride out on the moors since I promise only ever to go to one burn, far from human habitation. My brother—ye may remember him—taught me first how to use a sword there.” 

				“Sa ha, I remember him. But come, what happened?”

				“I stumbled upon a lad, whom I found out later to be Angus McCladden.”

				The briefest of smiles passed across the harper’s face, though perhaps it was only her imagination and the uncertain light of the fire. “I ken the lad and his family.”

				Fiona waited for him to say more, watching him closely for any tell-tale sign of deception, but he was silent. “Angus asked me who I was and I told him the truth, and wha’ had happened since the War.”

				“Excellent,” Rhiada said under his breath, but she still heard him. “Fiona,” he began again, a strange edge of excitement in his voice. “The sooner Scotland kens that ye are alive, the sooner Scotland will be one country again and ye will be queen, ruling o’er yer father’s throne.”

				Fiona’s eyes widened in surprise. Her heart skipped a beat; surely she was dreaming! Either this was an elaborate, wicked scheme to harm her worse than the Danes could or an unbelievable reality—the former seemed more likely. “Wha’ do ye mean?”

				“I told ye that Scotland wants to become one again; Donald McCladden was the one who spoke up fer all those in the Lowlands. And, more importantly, they want ye, if ye’re still alive, to be placed back on the throne that is rightfully yers. They willnae hae their country ruled by a Dane. However, I’m a-thinking that it will take more than the lad’s word of seeing ye fer them to believe ye are still alive.” He leaned back in his chair. “Aye. We’ll hae to smuggle ye down there.”

				“But how? And when?” Panic crept into her voice as an overwhelming wave of new changes and possibilities swept over her, dragging her along with its heavy surge. 

				“Och, Fiona! All things in their due time.” He rose to his feet. “I will speak wi’ ye on the morrow. A servant should be bringing ye supper soon; ’tis getting late,” he added as he made his way to the door with the help of his carved wooden stick.

				“Rhiada?” Fiona questioned before he left, her voice under control once more.

				“Aye, Fiona?” He turned towards her, his empty sockets black holes in the dimness.

				“Forgive me fer saying this, but how do I ken if I can trust ye?” She paused. These were difficult words to say, exposing her vulnerability to someone little better than a complete stranger, even if she had known him in the past. “I ken my father did, but wi’ all the mistrust of the Danes and traitorous Scots, I am afraid to trust anyone anymore—let alone a forgotten acquaintance from my past. How did ye even remember me?” 

				He approached her, his soft footsteps matched with the gentle thump of his walking stick. He reached out with his hand, floundering for a moment before resting it on her shoulder, as he was a head taller than her. “I saw ye many years ago when I still had my sight. Ye were but a wee lass then. Yer brother always spoke of ye fondly and was always asking King Daibhidh to be excused from council meetings so he could be wi’ ye.” His hand left her shoulder and grasped her hair gently. His voice whispered, as if to no one in particular, “Still a flaming gold?”

				Fiona fumbled for a response, wondering what this had to do with answering her questions.

				“Aye, I remember,” he continued nonetheless. “Flaming hair and shining golden-green eyes; one of the bonniest lasses in Scotland.” He sighed softly. “Of course, that was before it all happened.” He was silent for several minutes, as if his empty eyes could see the past as vividly as if it had happened yesterday. “Fiona, I cannae convince ye to trust me. Nae sound argument would ever succeed in doing that fer anyone, nae matter how sceptical they might be. But I will ask ye to trust me, if only to escape certain inescapable death if ye stay. How much ye trust me is another question. I never failed yer father, and I will most certainly no’ fail ye. Ye hae my word: I willnae let harm come to ye if I can help it.” 

				“Fer that I thank ye,” Fiona murmured back, despite the uncertainty in her heart. She did not feel afraid of him—that was the odd thing—but she remained as fearful of the future as ever. 

				Hope, as fleeting and faroff as it was, had arisen out of the darkness, but she was too timid yet to take ahold of it. 

				A knock sounded on the door before a servant girl entered, bringing Fiona a bowl of stew. She left it in the princess’s hands without a word, her footsteps fading away in the silence. 

				“Now get some rest,” Rhiada said once he was certain the servant was out of hearing. “Things always seem clearer in the morning.” Then he was gone, and only the crackling of the wood on the hearth disturbed the silence. 

				That night, Fiona’s dreams were filled with rain-stained hills awash with morning fog. Scarred harpers whispered in her ear of fates yet unrealized. Dark-haired lads mirrored her fear in their blue eyes. And hope rose like a golden sunrise, chasing away the anxiety of deathly shadows—hope for a future that might still be hers.

				If she could stay alive long enough to see it. 	
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			GROWING DANGER

			FIONA awoke to the skirling of pipes. She sat up in surprise, her heart stirring with long-forgotten emotion; she must still be dreaming. It had been years since she had awakened to that sound. How she had missed it!

				Throwing back the covers of her warm bed, she gasped as her bare feet met the icy stone floor. She stepped gingerly to the window, trying to discern who was playing. It must be very early in the morning, for the eastern sky paled towards dawn and fog lay in a thick curtain upon the ground, hiding all below. Still, she could not espy who was playing the lilting music. 

				Someone rapped on the door, startling her. A man’s voice, muffled by the wood and strangely accented, called out, “Fiona! Get dressed quickly and meet me in the Great Hall.” His words were followed by footsteps shuffling away, echoed by the thump of a wooden staff hitting the stone floor. It could be no other than Rhiada. No other man would dare come near her rooms, let alone one with a staff and a voice like his. 

				There was no use trying to understand what it was all about, for thinking would take far too long, and Rhiada seemed to think his plan was a matter of urgency. 

				Pushing away her sleep-befuddled confusion, Fiona dressed hurriedly. She tied off the loose plait she pulled her hair into, pausing to glance at her distorted reflection in the piece of polished bronze hanging on the wall. She looked presentable enough, she mused. Not that Rhiada would notice, anyway. 

				Closing the door behind her, she walked swiftly through the empty corridors, lit torches leading the way. The air was chill and damp, as always in draughty Caerloch, and she clenched her hands tight to keep from shivering.

				The large, oaken doors of the Great Hall greeted her, and she glanced down the hallway before pushing against the heavy frame. The hinges, stiff with cold, squealed like a pig about to be slaughtered. Fiona froze where she stood, straining her ears to hear any sound that might indicate someone coming to inspect the cause of the sudden noise.

				But she only heard Rhiada’s voice saying gently, “There’s nothing to fear. No one is awake yet except the servants. Come, there are several things that we need to talk about.”

				Fiona closed the door with more care than she had used to open it, before walking across the darkened hall. 

				Rhiada sat on one of the lower steps of the dais, no longer cloaked but dressed in the usual woollen tunic and breeks worn by those who were not Scots. Nonetheless, his boots were still caked in dried mud as if he never cleaned them. She wondered, with a smile, whether Lady Nuith would approve of such dirt upon her dais. 

				The early morning light shone cold and grey through the tall, narrow windows, a strange, uncertain gleam resting upon the ornaments of war and of the hunt hung upon the walls. The polished blades of swords and spears, as well as the metal inlaid on shields, glittered in the pale dawn, sending a shiver down Fiona’s spine. 

				No fire burned in the vast hearth, no heat to drive out the damp nor provide a warm, comforting light. The two long tables and benches running along either side of the wall cast elongated shadows on the floor, seeming more monstrous than they truly were. Fiona felt small and insignificant in this room, whose arched ceiling extended far above her head. Her footsteps, quiet though they were, echoed eerily in the waiting silence.

				She had rarely been to this hall. Her father had never sent for her, and after her brother died, she had no reason to come of her own will. Lady Nuith likewise rarely called her here, and she had always taken her meals in her own room. To come now, at such an hour, for a reason yet unknown, and after she and Rhiada had whispered of rebellion last night.... This place seemed far more foreboding than she remembered. 

				When she reached the dais at last, Rhiada motioned her to sit next to him and she complied, staring at the strange bag he had slung over his shoulder. Was that the covered harp she had guessed it to be last night? Was she to receive her first lesson now, before breakfast? 

				As if in answer to her unspoken
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