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      “I’ve already told ye, I dinnae have the time—”

      Arran Duncan strode through the corridor of his father’s keep with determined steps. The more distance he could put between himself and his responsibilities, the better. He wasn’t one to complain, but his father’s demands could be exhausting.

      He knew these stones well. He’d been roaming Cawdor’s wilds since he was a lad, but the young man at his side had only just been welcomed into the fold, and he was struggling to keep up.

      Good. 

      A few quick turns and he would lose the lad. 

      “What d’ye mean y’dinnae have time?”

      Despite Arran’s best efforts, Connor Duncan’s lighthearted approach to everything was growing on him. The lad was only a few years younger than him. Just another bastard from a corner of Scotland that should have remained forgotten along with the conquests Andrew Duncan had made there on his road to glory. 

      Connor’s arrival at Cawdor had come as a surprise to no one. Unlike most men, the Thane of Cawdor was quick to claim his bastards. It helped that Connor was the mirror image of their father.

      “D’ye have somethin’ else tae do?” Connor lengthened his strides to keep up.

      “Does it matter?”

      “The Thane of Cawdor doesnae think so.”

      Arran made a face.

      “Of course not.”

      Connor ducked under a torch to keep pace with his elder brother. “I dinnae know why y’think ye have a choice.”

      “I’ve been ridin’ all over this bloody country on his errands. Am I not allowed tae have a moment of peace?”

      Connor laughed, and Arran rolled his eyes. Their father’s disregard for any opinion that was not his own was well known. 

      “What does he want?” 

      “Y’think he’d tell me,” Connor snorted.

      Obviously, his father wouldn’t say anything. Claiming a bastard was not the same thing as trusting one. 

      “Fine.”

      Connor stopped in his tracks, but Arran kept walking.

      “Ye’re goin’ the wrong way,” Connor called after him.

      “Aye,” Arran growled.

      His pace did not slow, and he gritted his teeth as Connor jogged to keep up with him.

      “So, where’re y’goin’?”

      “The Thane of Cawdor can wait.”

      Connor laughed and Arran glanced over his shoulder to glare at the lad who walked at his side. 

      “And what has our father decided yer business will be here?”

      Connor shrugged. “I cannae say. Right now, I’m just a messenger. I suppose I should be grateful tae have been noticed at all.”

      Arran could not argue with that. The thane’s wore his collection of bastard children as a mark of pride.

      Connor might have been the newest arrival at Cawdor, but Arran had a feeling that he wouldn’t be the last.  

      “When he asked for me, how did he seem?” Aaron asked abruptly.

      Connor did not flinch as Arran’s hand fell upon his shoulder. 

      “As he ever is,” he replied. “The laird wi’him wasnae so calm.”

      Arran chuckled. Connor’s jovial attitude was infectious, and a welcome change at Cawdor. He could not help but feel lighter in his presence. If nothing else, Connor might help take some of the pressure off him. His father depended on Arran to be his voice and authority outside of Nairn, and it was exhausting work.

      “Who was it?”

      “Sutherland. A weasel of a man, isnae he?”

      Arran snorted. “I’ve never liked the man.”

      “Aye. It seems the Thane feels similarly.”

      Connor’s chuckle was as familiar as his face. There was far too much of their father in him. It was a wonder he hadn’t been brought to Cawdor sooner, but he suspected there was more to the story than anyone was letting on.

      “Y’can call him father, y’know.”

      Connor nodded. “I Know. It’s still hard tae see him as anythin’ but a lie my mother’s been tellin’ me since I was a wee lad.”

      Arran had grown up at the keep. He had no idea what sort of uncertainty the other Duncan bastards had lived with before they were brought to Cawdor. 

      “Will y’come back tae see him, then?” Connor asked. The change of subject was a welcome one and Arran sighed heavily.

      “Aye, I suppose I will.”

      “Good. I didnae fancy havin’ tae tell his Lairdship a lie about not bein’ able tae find ye.”

      “He’s lucky I didnae go north tae Orkney when I had the chance,” Arran growled.

      Connor choked on a laugh. “Orkney? Why would ye go there? That’s too far north fer the likes of me. My southern blood would freeze in my veins before I even stepped off the boat!”

      “My aunt seems happy enough,” Arran said with a shrug. “Married tae the Thane of Orkney, wi’ two bairns of her own and another on the way.”

      “I’m sure there were no challengers fer that seat,” Connor chuckled. “I cannae think of any man hard enough tae take up that position.”

      “I think there’s only one,” Arran admitted. “And he’s Lord of Birsay now. I didnae think my aunt would stay, but she seems tae love it more than Nairn.”

      “Impossible. The woman is lyin’.” Connor’s laugh, so similar to their father’s, echoed off the stone corridor as he clapped a hand on Arran’s back. “Come on, then. Let’s find out what the Thane of Cawdor would have of his eldest bastard.”

      “Let us hope whatever it is will be over quickly,” Arran said. “The thought of another tedious assignment tae dispense the thane’s justice is makin’ me thirsty.”

      “Aye, I could use a cup of ale.” 

      Connor pushed his brother back the way they had come. “The faster we find out what the thane—our father—wants, the sooner we can get drunk enough tae forget it.” 

      Arran laughed at his brother’s hasty correction. He would get used to his new position soon enough, and then, just like the others, it would seem like he had always been there.

      “Here’s tae the hope that there is a simple solution tae whatever Sutherland’s problem might be,” Arran agreed. He doubted that his luck would ever be so good. Whenever the lairds came begging at the Thane of Cawdor’s door, they were always looking for one of two things. 

      To collect on a promise made in the heat of battle—promises like that were easily forgotten, and Andrew Duncan never went back on a promise.  

      Or a desperate plea for help.

      Roland Sutherland had already collected on his promises, so his presence at Cawdor could only mean one thing.

      Desperation.
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      “Y’have tae understand, I’m at the end of my rope wi’ her!”

      Roland Sutherland’s voice was too loud, and from the way he was sprawled casually across the table, it was more than obvious that he had been drinking since he had arrived. Andrew Duncan, Thane of Cawdor, stared at his old friend with an expression on his face that was a mixture of mirth and disbelief.

      “Y’have daughters, Duncan, y’know what I’m talkin’ about—”

      “Aye, I have daughters,” the thane drawled.

      He beckoned to his sons without looking at them and Arran straightened his shoulders before he entered the great hall. Connor was at his elbow, no doubt relieved that he had been able to deliver on what their father had demanded.

      Andrew Duncan was used to getting what he wanted, and from his reaction to Roland Sutherland’s pleading, things were not going as planned.

      Arran strode to the table and crossed his arms over his chest. “Y’sent fer me.”

      Sutherland lurched back, startled by their arrival.

      “What would y’have me do, Roland?” the thane asked. 

      “My daughter needs a husband,” the beleaguered laird cried. 

      A jolt of shock rippled through Arran’s spine. “Did y’call me here tae tell me I’m tae be married?” he blurted out. “I’ll not have it!”

      Connor snorted and then tried to hide his laughter with an ineffectual cough, and Arran glared at him. 

      Andrew Duncan blinked in surprise and then threw his head back and laughed loudly. “Dinnae ye worry, boy. I’ll not be marryin’ ye tae some spoiled girl,” he choked out between his laughter.

      “Here now,” Roland spluttered. 

      “Ach, man. Y’know she’s a terror. Otherwise ye wouldnae be here beggin’ fer my help.” The thane braced his elbows on the table as he grinned at his oldest friend. “Now. How far away would y’like tae send her?”

      Roland glared at him and refilled his mug of ale.

      Connor took it upon himself to bring two more cups to the table and Arran nodded as his brother filled the cups. He would need a drink after a scare like that. Marriages made for alliance were nothing new, but he was certainly not ready to have his freedom, such as it was, bartered away.

      Besides, daughters were for bartering. Not sons.

      Sons were for securing alliances in more—permanent ways. 

      “What about Inveraray?” the thane mused as Connor leaned over to refill his cup. “The laird’s eldest son is of an age tae be in need of a wife.” He glanced at Arran and his smile twisted. “Bannon McLeod still hasnae forgiven me fer sendin’ my sister north tae Orkney all those years back. He’d had his heart set on marryin’ intae the family.”

      Arran snorted and refilled his cup.

      Roland Sutherland spat on the flagstones and glared across the table at his friend. “Tae a McLeod? Ye’d give my lass tae a bloody McLeod? I’d sooner see her married tae a Campbell!”

      “Well, I dinnae have any Campbells that need tamin’,” the thane sighed. “So it’s a McLeod or… an Englishman?”

      “An English—” Roland’s cup smashed down onto the table and Connor hid his laughter behind his cup. Arran wasn’t impressed by the laird’s temper tantrum. Andrew Duncan was playing with the man. They had been friends for many years, and this was how they always argued. 

      Roland was easily irritated, and the thane couldn’t help himself.

      Andrew Duncan grinned and took a sip of his ale. “So, Inveraray doesnae sound so bad now, does it?”

      “No,” Roland grumbled. 

      “If ye’d come tae me last spring, or earlier— I could have found someone much more appealing.”

      Roland made a dismissive gesture and then held out his cup for Connor to refill it. “Dinnae remind me.”

      “Are we in agreement?”

      Andrew stared unflinchingly at the drunken laird across from him. There was a long silence, and then, finally, Sutherland nodded. 

      “Aye. Aye, tae Inveraray.”

      Andrew slapped his palm onto the table and drained his cup. “It’s settled then. Arran will escort her south. He’ll see that she arrives unharmed tae her new laird.”

      Arran was about to choke out an argument when Roland chuckled into his cup of ale.

      Arran’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

      “She willnae like that one bit,” he replied.

      “A pity,” the thane said briskly. He very clearly felt no pity for the lass. “It has been decided. I’ll send word when the agreement has been drawn up.”

      “Can we go?” Connor asked.

      “Aye, get out,” Andrew laughed. “Yer brother looks like he could use somethin’ stronger than ale in his cup.”

      Connor shoved at Arran’s shoulder. “Come on. Whiskey is callin’ y’er name.”

      “Aye,” Arran muttered as Connor pushed him toward the door.

      “Y’can bargain wi’him later,” Connor muttered. “It cannae be as bad as all that? Take a spoiled lass south tae her new husband. Easy.”

      Arran shook his head, but couldn’t be bothered with arguing. These assignments were never easy. If they were, his father would send someone else to do it. The fact that he had been selected for the job meant that trouble was expected.

      And if Andrew Duncan expected trouble, that only meant one thing.

      “I dinnae have anythin’ stronger than whiskey,” Connor said warily.

      “Whiskey will do,” Arran growled. 

      His father had a lot of explaining to do.

      There wasn’t any need for him to escort the lass south. Her own father could do that well enough. But if the thane had decided his presence was necessary, there was something more behind it, and Arran couldn’t shake a feeling that his father knew more than he was willing to say. Cawdor and Inveraray had always been at odds, and though the request seemed simple enough, Arran could not help but feel a pinch of dread—what was he going to be walking into? 
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      Rain. 

      Always rain.

      Isobel shivered and pulled the coverlet up to her chin. It was late in the afternoon, but she could not bring herself to leave the warmth of her bed.

      Servants bustled about the room and she felt suddenly smothered by all the attention. 

      Why couldn’t she just be left alone?

      “What will y’be wearin’ for the journey tae Cawdor?”

      “A nice flour sack, I think,” Isobel said brightly. “Could ye pick one out for me? D’ye think the Thane of Cawdor will mind if I come tae see him barefoot?”

      The woman’s face pinched as Isobel beamed at her. 

      Isobel leaned back against the pillows and let out a heavy sigh. “Or is it too cold for flour sacks yet? I cannae tell anymore.”

      “My lady—”

      Isobel closed her eyes and tightened her grip on the coverlet. “Yes, Maggie?” 

      “The laird has given his instruction—”

      “Then why wouldye ask my opinion on what I should be wearin’?”

      She was very well aware that it was not the servants’ fault that she was being forced to go to Cawdor and be presented to the thane. But there was no one else to take her frustrations out on. 

      It was childish. She knew that.

      But with the way her father had been treating her, she felt entitled to a little petulance.

      It only took a moment of silence for Isobel’s guilt to outweigh her frustrated anger and she opened her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m sure whatever you choose will be perfect. The journey isnae far, after all.” She made a face. “Though it’ll probably still be rainin’.”

      Maggie looked relieved at her sudden change in demeanor and her smile was cautious but warm. 

      Isobel pushed back the coverlet and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. “And why is it, d’ye think, that I’ve been summoned tae Cawdor? Why wouldnae my father just… come home? He always comes back wi’ some new scheme or other.”

      She shook her head ruefully. Her father’s closeness to the Thane of Cawdor was well known, but Isobel was not entirely sure that their friendship was a mutually beneficial one. Andrew Duncan had been glad enough to have the support of the Sutherland clan during his raids and wars of conquest—but now that he was thane, what use did the Duncans have for a Sutherland alliance?

       “I couldnae say,” Maggie replied, but she could not meet Isobel’s gaze. “But we’ve put out two gowns fer ye tae choose from. The dark blue looks so well against yer hair—”

      Isobel stared at her bare toes and pushed them into the lambskin that had been thrown over the stone floor at the side of her bed. “Aye, it does.”

      “There’s water fer washin’,” Maggie continued briskly. “If ye’ll have somethin’ tae eat, and get dressed, I’ll send fer the wagon.”

      Isobel looked at her in surprise. “Am I to leave so soon?”

      “Aye, as soon as ye’re ready tae ride. His Lairdship sent word that ye were tae leave at once.”

      Isobel let out a bitter snort. “Did he now?”

      “Aye—”

      “Leave me to it, then. If my father wishes tae have me delivered tae Cawdor as soon as possible, then I should not tarry.”

      Maggie flinched at the sharpness of Isobel’s tone, but she said nothing in response and Isobel was left to fret about what her father might want that would command her presence at Cawdor. She had only been there once, as a girl, when the thane had returned and was declared the victor in whatever mess he had created for himself. He wasn’t a king, not by any means, but he controlled the loyalty of the largest and most influential clans in the Highlands.

      One of the highest among them was her father. He had made few demands on the new thane, and his only rewards had come in the form of horses and flocks of sheep and cattle that had been taken from their defeated foes. 

      With a heavy sigh, Isobel pushed herself up to her feet and tiptoed across the cold stone to dip her fingers into the water that had been set out on the washstand. It was not as hot as she would have liked it, but she had stayed in bed too long, and she only had herself to blame for its temperature.

      She glanced at the woollen gown that had been laid out for her and grimaced. So much for any freedom she thought she might have had while her father was away. It was not the summons that bothered her, it was the haste.

      Haste was always suspicious. Especially when her father was involved.
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       Washed and dressed, but feeling no less wary of what lay ahead of her, Isobel waited in the courtyard for the wagon Maggie had summoned to take her to Cawdor. It was not far, and she could have ridden without any trouble, but her father had insisted upon the wagon. 

      It was not until she was settled into the back with blankets and cushions to make the rumbling journey more comfortable when she realized the wagon was not empty. 

      Four wooden boxes, freshly made and strapped securely to prevent their movement during the journey, shared the space in the back of the wagon.

      “Maggie— Why is there—”

      The woman’s face was red from the cold and her smile, which should have been reassuring, was anything but.

      “Nothin’, my lady,” she said quickly. “His Lairdship requested some things be sent wi’ ye tae Cawdor.”

      “What things?”

      Her voice sounded shrill in the courtyard and Isobel could feel the stares of the other servants and men that crowded the space. 

      “It is nothin’ at all that should concern ye. Ye’ve got yer dresses and a new pair of boots packed wi’ye. Jane saw to it?” Maggie’s smile did not falter and Isobel’s eyes narrowed.

      Isobel’s suspicion was not satisfied, but she could not argue. She patted the carefully wrapped bundle beside her. It was enough clothing for two days, which reassured her that it would not be long before she would be back at Brigend and could be left to her own devices once more. “Aye.”

      “Then ye’re well set,” Maggie exclaimed. She gestured to the driver and the man jumped up into his seat. “Off wi’ye now.”

      Isobel was not convinced that all was well, but she could not very well jump out of the wagon and demand to know the truth. They would only laugh at her. Even if her father was away on whatever business he might have, she was not in charge of anything—not even herself.

      She pulled up the hood of her cloak and glared up at the stone walls of the keep to ignore Maggie’s cheerful wave of farewell.

      

      Isobel watched the keep shrink behind them as the wagon rumbled over the dirt road. It was a good thing that Cawdor was not far away, otherwise she would arrive stiff and sore and in no mood to stand in a great hall and listen silently while old men laughed and carried on conversations over her head.

      It was very difficult not to be angry. 

      Very.

      She had always had trouble hiding her emotions, which was never a good thing. But, for better or for worse, no one was ever left in doubt about how she felt about them.

      The driver did not seem concerned with what she was doing, and Isobel’s curiosity gnawed at her insides. She kept her eyes on the driver as she rose up to her knees and moved slowly and carefully toward the boxes that had been secured in the wagon with her.

      The boxes had been hastily made, and the one closest to her was only closed with a few leather straps. She worked at the straps quickly and glanced over her shoulder at the driver.

      Her father had not been at Cawdor long enough to cause any trouble, but he had also not been there long enough to require anything to be delivered to the thane’s keep that he would not already have access to.

      There was no shortage of cheese, ale, or wine at Cawdor. She knew that for certain.

      The hinge on the box lid creaked as she raised it and Isobel froze in place, certain that the driver would have heard it over the noise of the wagon, but the man seemed oblivious to anything but what the horses were doing. 

      She eased the lid of the box back and grimaced as the rough wood scraped against the side of the wagon.

      Inside the box were bundles of linen and embroidered cloth, items that she recognized. She reached into the box and bit down on her tongue as her fingers rubbed over the familiarly smooth edge of a box that she usually kept under her bed.

      “What—”

      Her confusion was immediately replaced with furious rage as she realized what was happening. 

      There were three boxes in the back of the wagon, and she moved quickly and quietly to check all three. Every one of them had been filled with her belongings. The contents of her chambers, items that had belonged to her mother. Gowns, riding clothes, sturdy boots. Every stitch of clothing that had been made for her, and bolts of fabric that had been purchased to make new ones for the coming winter.

      “That bastard,” she muttered.

      With another quick glance at the driver, Isobel secured the lids of the boxes back in place and settled into her position once more. Anger seethed through her as she tried to regain control of her breathing. Her cheeks burned and her hands shook.

      Whenever she argued with him or challenged his decisions, Roland Sutherland had threatened to pack her off to the first man who would take her. She had always laughed at him and continued to flout his authority. He would never just choose someone and send her away.

      She was the only surviving Sutherland child. The heir to Brigend—whether he liked it or not. 

      As much as they argued, she knew his threats had no teeth. 

      At least, that was what she had always told herself.

      She pressed her palms to her hot cheeks and took a deep breath. 

      If this was her father’s grand plan—to bring her to Cawdor and give her away to whoever he had chosen to be her husband—then she would make certain that he regretted that decision. And to do it in front of the Thane of Cawdor? If her father expected that she would not make a fuss in the great man’s presence, he was sorely mistaken.

      

      Isobel’s last visit to Cawdor had been in the days following her mother’s death. She had only been a girl at the time, and it had felt strange to stand still and quiet while the people around them had given her father their condolences in the same breath as they suggested their own daughters as possible candidates to fill the empty space in his bed.

      To her father’s credit he had declined them all, but the memory of it still stung. Isobel would never forget how he had smiled and laughed with the other men over cups of mead and ale while her mother lay wrapped in delicate linen in the keep’s cold stone chapel to await her burial. 

      But that had been a very long time ago, and the walls of Cawdor did not seem quite as high as they had when she had last set foot in the courtyard. It had not seemed as busy then, either. Market stalls crowded together at the gate and the smell of animals and cooking food overwhelmed her senses. Had it always been so loud here?

      The wagon slowed only a little as it rolled through the gates, and the driver shouted out to one of the guards who stood watch. The man shifted the pike on his shoulder, nodded back down at the driver and shouted something Isobel could not decipher to another guard across the courtyard.

      Her anger had not dimmed over the course of the journey. If anything, she had only grown more enraged as she imagined scene after scene of her father laughing with the Thane of Cawdor while they decided her fate.

      The wagon pulled to a stop, and Isobel snatched her bundle of clothes and stood up. 

      A man approached from the keep and Isobel fixed him with a glare as he approached to speak to the driver. His shoulder-length brown hair was tied back with a leather thong, and Isobel’s eyes widened to see the broadsword strapped across his back.

      Who marched around armed like that at the thane’s keep? Who did this man think he was?

      His shoulders were broad and muscular beneath his tunic, but he was taller and leaner than the other guards who prowled the walls.

      She stepped back and stumbled against the wooden boxes as the horses shifted their position and the wagon lurched forward. The startled cry she tried to bite back caught the attention of the stranger and Isobel tried to catch her balance, but she fell and sprawled across the largest of the boxes.

      The driver and the stranger turned to look at her and Isobel muttered a curse at the smile on their faces as they watched her struggle. 

      Her cheeks burned with anger as she scrambled to her feet and jumped down from the wagon. She landed hard in the mud and grabbed for the bundle she had dropped before struggling to straighten her cloak once more.

      She marched around the side of the wagon and glared up at the men.

      “Thank ye fer yer help,” she said bitterly.

      “Ye’ve survived the journey,” the stranger observed.

      “I’m grateful tae have arrived in one piece,” she snapped.

      He nodded to the driver, who snapped the reins over the horses’ backs. Isobel watched it move through the courtyard and half-wondered where he was taking all of her belongings. Or did she even care?

      “The thane is expectin’ ye,” he said. 

      “I’ll thank ye tae take me tae my room,” she said briskly. “I’ll need washin’ water and somethin’ tae eat and drink.”

      The man snorted and turned away and Isobel stood in the mud, frozen in place, as he strode away.

      “Wait!”

      He glanced back at her, but did not stop. 

      “Where’re ye goin’?”

      “Tae see the thane,” he said. “And y’should be followin’ me, if ye know what’s good fer ye.”

      “What—”

      He clicked his tongue at her, and Isobel gritted her teeth. She was not a mare or a dog to be commanded.

      “No,” she said firmly. “I’ll wash first. I’ll not be taken intae the thane’s presence after travelin’ in the back of a wagon. Ye’ll fetch me what I ask and be quick about it or yer master will hear about it.”

      Some people nearby glanced nervously between her and the man who had been sent to fetch her. 

      She expected him to incline his head and do as she said, but his pace did not slow and he climbed the stairs that led up into the keep without waiting for her. 

      “What—”

      She heard a snort of laughter behind her, but she did not turn to look at the owner of the offending mirth. With burning cheeks, Isobel clutched her bundle of clothing closer to her chest and stormed after the stranger who abandoned her in the courtyard.

      As she came up the wooden stairs, propelled by anger and embarrassment in equal parts, she stopped short as she realized he was watching her. He leaned against the wooden railing, his arms crossed over his chest. 

      “The thane doesnae like tae be kept waitin’.”

      Isobel forced herself to climb the last three steps without breaking eye contact with the scoundrel. “The thane commanded my presence with no warnin’,” she retorted. “He can wait until I’ve rested. Unless Andrew Duncan has forgotten how tae welcome guests tae his keep. Which I can only assume if he sends the like of ye tae meet them.”

      The stranger snorted and his gaze moved over her body. Isobel stood up straighter and glared at him until his eyes rose to hers once more. 

      “Well?”

      “Well, what?”

      “Take me to my chambers,” she sniffed. “Dinnae think I willnae tell yer master that ye didnae take my instructions—”

      His gaze did not falter, and Isobel’s confidence wavered just a little.

      “And who are ye that ye’d expect tae give me instructions?”

      She lifted her chin. “I’m the Lady of Brigend—”

      “Are ye now?”

      Isobel’s anger reared up once more, spurred on by the discomfort of the journey and the uncertainty that simmered in the back of her mind. She wanted to scream and throw something at the infuriating servant who stood in front of her with his brazen gaze and expressionless face. 

      “Find me someone else, then,” she demanded. “I’ll not be mocked by a servant when I am a guest of the thane—”

      “What makes y’think that ye’re a guest?” he asked.

      Isobel’s mouth fell open as she stared at him. “My father— Roland Sutherland, he is one of the thane’s most trusted lairds. Ye’ll take me tae him at once!”

      “I thought ye wanted a bath,” he said dryly.

      Isobel bit back a frustrated cry. Infuriating man. 

      He shrugged and turned away. “As y’say, my lady. Right this way.”

      “Finally,” she muttered as she followed behind him. 

      His path took them into the keep and Isobel tried to shake off some of her nervousness as they climbed another set of stairs. Her stomach growled, and she was grateful that her requests would finally be granted and she could eat in peace. 

      But any thought she might have had about relaxation, or eating, for that matter, faded away as the muted echo of shouts and voices echoed through the stone corridor. 

      “I— I thought… Ye’re takin’ me tae my chambers,” she stammered.

      “I didnae say that,” her guide replied.

      “But—”

      “Y’asked tae be taken tae yer father, did ye not?”

      “I— yes. But—”

      His smile was brief, and Isobel felt her anger rise to the surface once more. 

      Why did he persist in irritating her?

      She would be certain to report his behavior to the steward. Perhaps even the thane, himself.

      “This way, my lady.”

      She could hear a tone of mockery in his voice, and her spine straightened as the laughter and voices that had been only a dull echo a moment ago grew louder.

      They rounded a corner and Isobel stepped past him to enter the great hall at a pace that was more confident than she felt. She could not let her guide know how much his disrespect had affected her. 

      “My good Lairds, the Lady of Brigend has traveled tae Cawdor at yer request.”

      Isobel flinched as her guide’s voice echoed in the room and all the men who sat and table and leaned against barrels near the enormous fireplace, drinks in hand, fell silent. She looked desperately for her father as her chest tightened with embarrassment. 

      Why was it so hot?

      Her hands were cold, her toes numb from the journey, but her chest and cheeks burned.  

      “Ah! There she is, my thane!”

      Isobel bit back a sob of relief as her father appeared from the crowd of men clustered around the head of the long table.

      Roland Sutherland’s eyes were bright with drink and Isobel swallowed some of her relief. Her father was far too familiar when he was drinking. Andrew Duncan had taken advantage of that more than once, and she did not trust him.

      “When did’ye arrive, lass?” Her father gripped her arm and Isobel tried to smile.

      “Just now, father. I would have like tae refresh myself before comin’ here, but my guide insisted on bringin’ me here instead of takin’ me tae my chambers.”

      Her father glanced at the man with the sword who stood just behind them.

      “Yer… guide?”

      “Aye,” Isobel snapped. “I’d be grateful tae know who I might complain tae about his manners. He should not be sent tae welcome guests of any calibre tae his master’s keep.”

      Roland snorted and then swallowed his laughter and wiped his mouth upon the sleeve of his woolen tunic.

      “Oh, aye, I’d agree wi’ that. But you’ll no be makin’ any complaints, lass.”

      Isobel blinked at him in surprise. “Why not?” 

      “I’d wager that the thane doesnae have any concern wi’ what his bastards do in their own home.”

      Isobel almost snapped her neck as she turned to look at the man who had brought her into the great hall.

      The thane’s bastards were almost as well known as their sire and she had not realized—but that did not excuse his manners. If nothing else, it only made her aggravation sharper.

      His expression did not change—no hint of a smile, no raised eyebrow. Nothing to suggest that he took any pleasure in deceiving her. 

      Or that he cared at all.

      The massive figure strode past them and plucked a mug of ale from the table. One of the other men clapped him on the back, but received barely a glance as his reward for the interaction.

      How did anyone stomach such men?

      “Is that yer daughter, Sutherland?” The thane’s voice echoed over the talk of his men, and Isobel flinched as her father’s hand closed over her wrist and he pulled her toward the head of the table.

      “Aye, my good thane. Come all the way from Brigend at yer command.”

      “Brigend isnae so far away as all that, if ye’ll recall,” the thane said smoothly. 

      Andrew Duncan was still handsome in his later years. A subtle hint of silver had worked its way into his flowing dark locks and into his beard, a stark difference to her own father, who seemed many years older than he really was.

      “It’s why I gave it tae ye,” the thane continued. “I couldnae have ye goin’ back tae yer dear wife’s family. Those Kennedy lands are far too close tae the English, d’ye not agree?”

      Roland grimaced and then nodded.

      “Aye, it’s true.”

      “But we’re no here tae talk about yer home, Sutherland,” Andrew chuckled. “We’re here tae talk about yer lass. She’s grown beautiful like her mam—”

      “Aye, there’s more Kennedy about her than Sutherland,” her father laughed as he pushed Isobel forward. “I think his Lairdship will be pleased with yer choice.”

      The thane nodded. “Aye, he will be. Though he doesnae have much choice.”

      Isobel bit back a bitter comment and met the thane’s appraising eye unflinchingly. “And who is tae be my husband?”

      “Bannon McLeod—”

      “A McLeod,” she choked out.

      Laughter rippled through the room as several pairs of eyes turned in their direction, but Isobel did not flinch. She stood as straight and tall as she could beside her father. Roland’s grip tightened on her arm, but she pulled it out of his grasp.

      “Why would ye choose a McLeod?” she asked.

      “Why?”

      She knew very well that Andrew Duncan’s bemused gaze could become dangerous at any moment, but she did not shy away from it. She needed to know the reason for his choice. 

      He shrugged, and Isobel almost dropped her bundle of clothes. “Inveraray is a precarious seat,” he said. “The man’s son is in need of a wife tae bring him tae heel. Yer father believes that ye’re strong enough tae be a voice of reason in the southern keep.” He leaned forward in his chair to refill his cup of ale and pushed it toward her.

      “Are ye? Strong enough?”

      She stepped forward, grabbed the cup, and raised it to her lips. She drained the cup and set it down upon the table before she dabbed the edge of her cloak delicately against her lips.

      “If my laird believes so, I willnae argue wi’ him.”

      “A first, tae be sure,” Roland laughed. 

      Isobel pretended she did not hear the laughter that followed her father’s pronouncement. Instead, she held the thane’s stare as bravely as she dared. “And when will my husband be comin’ north tae Cawdor?”

      Andrew Duncan shifted in his seat and refilled the cup she had drunk from. “Oh, he willane be comin’ north. I’ll no be hostin’ a weddin’ here. Ye’ll be headin’ south at dawn.”

      Isobel’s knees buckled, and she barely caught herself on the edge of the table. “Dawn?”

      “Aye. My eldest bastard will be seein’ ye on yer way. He’ll deliver ye tae Inveraray and its good laird.”

      “But—”

      “Ye’ll be quite safe,” her father said firmly. He gestured to the stoic young man who had brought her into the keep. “Arran is a fearsome warrior. He carries the word and authority of the Thane of Cawdor across the countryside—”

      “How nice for him,” she muttered.

      Andrew Duncan laughed. “Then it is settled. Are ye pleased wi’ my choice, Sutherland?”

      “Aye!”

      Isobel flinched at her father’s eager shout and the cheer that erupted from the crowd of men. She felt ill.

      “Take Lady Sutherland tae her chambers,” the thane called out. He gestured vaguely and a woman Isobel had not noticed rushed forward to take her by the elbow. 

      “Will ye come wi’ me, my lady?”

      “Aye,” she murmured. 

      It was all too much. All of it.

      The outrage she felt had no outlet, no way to escape, and it churned in her chest and stole away her breath as the woman led her out of the great hall and into the stone corridors that led to the chambers she had been given for her short stay.

      She would be leaving at dawn.

      Leaving everything she had known.

      If only she had been told earlier—she would have begged to have her mare brought with them and her new foal. But it was too late for such things. Too late for everything.

      She had too many questions, and none of them would be answered.
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