
[image: image]

copyright © 2022 Mandi Grace

ISBN: 978-1-957620-06-0 (Paperback)

ISBN-978-1-957620-07-7  (ebook)

First Edition November 2022

Cover by Stone Ridge Books LLC
Mandigraceauthor.org


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Tragedy of the Traitor (A Robin Hood Story)

Prologue

Part 1

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Part 2

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Part 3

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Part 4

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Part 5

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Chapter 72

Chapter 73

Chapter 74

Chapter 75

Chapter 76

Chapter 77

Epilogue

[image: image]

FORWARD

Since publishing the first of these rewritten novels I have gotten into the habit of adding a forward to explain the history of the book in your hands and how it came to be. That first forward flowed from my fingertips with ease...but to be honest, each subsequent forward has been harder to write. I am bound to repeat myself, but I will hope it isn’t too redundant for those of you who take the time to read these words.

I was seventeen when I first became entangled in this Robin Hood world of my own creation. Seventeen when I first dove into the realm of self-publishing with no idea what I was doing.

To those of you who might have read the original series, I say the biggest and most heart-felt THANK YOU. I will always be floored that anyone took the time to fall in love with my characters as I had. To those of you who have no idea what I am talking about, let me explain...

When I started my self-publishing journey, I did so under the name Amanda Grace. The series I lovingly refer to as the OG Robin Hood series, five books in total, were all under that name. Allen’s book was, and is, book four of the series.

Eventually I switched over to writing under Mandi Grace, but I left my old books behind me for several years. The sequel Robin Hood series (Return to Sherwood) was my only Mandi Grace work. And then one day I decided to move all of my books under one name—and while doing so, revisit and rewrite the old ones to give them a more polished story and brand new covers. This is what you hold in your hand today.

Rewriting Allen’s story was more fun than I should probably admit, giving how I tortured his character so much more this time around. But it’s true: I had a blast rewriting this book. His story, his tragedy is not a particularly happy story but his struggle to let go of the ghosts from his past and the memories of the fateful fire that destroyed everything was one that broke my heart, and I hope will break yours, too.

to the girl fighting ghosts

to The Tragedy of the Traitor
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Prologue
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The wind was screeching outside, making the wooden frame of the house shudder. The frigid air caused Robin to pull his hood tighter around his shoulders. The fire crackling across the room threw a cheery light into the darkness, leaving friendly shadows dancing along the walls. On the floor in front of the hearth opposite him sat two children and an elderly woman.

At the table next to Robin, his wife Marian lifted a mug of steaming tea to her lips and smiled at him. “It could be worse.”

“Yes.” Robin pulled his cloak even tighter around himself, trying to ward off the cold. “We could be living in the forest in this weather.”

Robin glanced toward the other side of the room again. His daughter Mari-Lu was pressed up against Aunt Lucy, undoubtedly her favorite person in the world. Aunt Lucy was actually Robin’s grandmother, but she answered to ‘Aunt Lucy’ to several generations of children who grew up in Nottingham and the surrounding villages. Robin had adopted the title as everyone else had. Aunt Lucy stroked Mari-Lu’s hair as they both watched the other child–Edmund, a family friend–drawing a likeness of Aunt Lucy.

Edmund bit his tongue and leaned forward slightly, enough that his curls fell into face. As Robin watched, Aunt Lucy reached out and ran a withered hand through Edmund’s hair as he concentrated on his drawing.

“Will you tell us a story?” Mari-Lu asked, turning her head to look up at Aunt Lucy’s face as she leaned against her shoulder. “Please?”

A familiar smile crossed Aunt Lucy’s wrinkled face and she glanced toward Robin. He had yet to make any move toward putting his daughter and Edmund to bed for the night, and undoubtedly Aunt Lucy was gauging whether there would be time for one of her long tales.

Robin gave her an encouraging nod and Aunt Lucy winked at him.

“Alright. I will tell you both a story.” Aunt Lucy shifted position and Edmund set aside his drawing, moving to snuggle up beside her as Mari-Lu was.

“Which story will you tell us?”

“Which story would you like to hear?” Aunt Lucy asked, brushing Edmund’s curls from his face again.

“I want to hear about Dusty!” Mari-Lu said.

Robin smiled at his daughter’s enthusiasm. There were few who didn’t enjoy sitting and listening to Aunt Lucy wax poetic about her days fighting alongside the famed Robin Hood and band of outlaws, but no one loved her stories more than Mari-Lu.

Marian shifted next to Robin, taking another drink from her warm beverage. “What story do you think she’ll choose?” she whispered. Robin grinned at his wife and shrugged, turning back to watch the trio by the fire.

Edmund remained thoughtful for a moment, and as Robin watched Aunt Lucy tilted the boy’s chin up to see his solemn face more clearly.

“Have you decided, my young friend?”

Edmund nodded.

“Well?”

“Could you...could you tell us about my great-grandfather? About Allen of the Dale?”

“Oh do!” Mari-Lu clapped her hands. “We haven’t heard that one!”

Aunt Lucy closed her eyes for a moment, lost in her memories. It was always the same with her whenever she told one of her stories–she would sit for a moment, pulling all the memories to the forefront of her mind, and then her tale would begin.

Aunt Lucy had become the keeper of the family histories, and as the last surviving member of Robin Hood’s gang her stories held a great deal of weight–both within the family, and without. Robin suspected she was training his own daughter Mari-Lu to become the next keeper of the stories and it warmed his heart to see the two of them reposing together. His daughter couldn’t remember the rest of the gang–most had died before she was born, and those that hadn’t had died before she was old enough to retain memories of them. Aunt Lucy was all she had, and though she likely didn’t know the importance of every precious moment spent together, Robin cherished the memories for her.

“Alright,” Aunt Lucy said, opening her eyes and looking down at the two children who stared up at her with wide eyes. “I will tell you about Allen of the Dale. Yet you must be warned, this is not the happiest of tales...”

“But it has to have a happy ending,” Mari-Lu said. “They all do.”

“You will see...”
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The Innocence
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Chapter 1
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London, England. September, 1188.

Allen walked along the busy street, his hood up and covering his face. The people around him all seemed to have a purpose. Merchants moving with confidence toward their establishments, soldiers swaggering with pride as they prepared to fight for their king, nobles walking along the street with light feet and bright smiles.

There was a fortress of pain between Allen and the sense of purpose he saw in the people on the street. He could not share it with them, locked as he was behind his own defenses.

William had left for France two weeks earlier and Allen was alone in the world.

Not that he minded. He hardly deserved companionship.

As the sun made its way across a blue sky dotted with clouds, Allen paid for a room at a local tavern and settled by the window in the common room downstairs to watch the happenings on the street outside.

Women were scurrying by with baskets over their arms or children trailing behind them. The men were marching up and down the street going about their business. People were smiling, laughing. Living life as though nothing would ever go wrong for them. As if they didn’t know it could all change in an instant.

Allen grimaced as he brought a mug of mead to his lips; he had lived like that once, taking it all for granted.

Allen scowled as he plunked his mug back onto the table. William was right; the Crusades were a good idea. Allen needed to distance himself from this grief, this lifelessness, this useless existence. He needed a change. If he was lucky–which was unlikely given the curse he no longer doubted–he could die an honorable death fighting for the King of England.

Allen listened to conversations in the dining room of the tavern, sipping from his mug and scowling at anyone who dared make eye contact with him. He didn’t want anyone to talk to him, but he tuned in to specific conversations around him, in particular those pertaining to the Crusades and Prince Richard’s army.

From the talk around him, it seemed he needed to go to Dover eventually, a port along the English Channel. It was there young men would sign on to sail with the King’s fleet to march on the Holy Land to take back Jerusalem. Allen had little interest in the religion or politics of what was coming; he merely wanted an excuse to get away from his past and potentially end his miserable existence in the most honorable way he could.

When he retired to his room that night, darkness pressed on his mind, the shadows of the dark room around him seeming to come to life and twist into the haunting shapes of his wife, his sister, his mother. As he lay in his bed, the rattling wind outside his window sounded no different than baby Duncan’s thin wailing cries.

Allen pushed the memories aside, fighting against the gentle smile on Eri’s face and the sparkling green eyes of his sister Alice.

He shoved it all down, refusing to acknowledge it for fear of falling to weeping and never being able to stop.

When the weak light of dawn began to filter through his window, Allen gave up on sleep. With weary limbs and heart, Allen rose to prepare for his day.

Hordes of young men came en masse to London in the days and weeks that followed. The onslaught had begun before Allen arrived, and continued long after he’d been there. The tavern where he was staying was soon filled to the brim with them–they spoke cheerfully and zealously of the war to come. Allen could not share in their passion, but he was eager for the war all the same–eager for the solace he might find in death.

Training in London began, which Allen eagerly joined. He knew how to use a sword thanks to his father and William, but there was always space for improvement. And so he trained, his days long and hard, and he went to bed each night more sore than he’d ever been before–and tired enough he wouldn’t dream of his family.

The summons finally came and the hordes of young men left London and marched to Dover where the King’s fleet would be waiting to take them across the channel. The Crusades were truly beginning.

Scotland. July, 1171.

The sun was high in the cloudless sky, burning down on the field where Duncan was currently leaning against a black cow, trying not to think about his wife.

“Do ye think she is alright?” Duncan asked the cow.

The cow ignored him.

Duncan sighed, brushing a hand across his forehead. “Ye should be more sympathizin’. My good wife, she is givin’ birth today.”

Still, the cow ignored him.

Duncan surveyed the field in front him; the rolling green hills of the pasture that housed his cattle surrounded him, farther off he could see the waist-high plants of runner beans and beyond that a vibrant vegetable garden. Looking in the opposite direction he caught a glimpse of the wooded area beyond his lands, and closer to his pasture the fruit orchard. To the south were the fields where he would grow barley and wheat depending on the time of year, and then another set of fields for his potato crop. His land was vast, covering a great distance and housing more than one small village of tenants who worked the fields and tended the animals for him. The hills and valleys were many and varied, especially the closer his land drew to Edinburgh.

Duncan was the head of one of the more prestigious families in the area–the Logan clan. He closed his eyes, shutting out the sight of his wealth and feeling the warm air on his face, trying to imagine having a son or daughter at his side the next time he surveyed his lands.

It would never happen.

His clan was cursed.

Duncan opened his eyes, glancing around the open pasture again. The sun was casting its cheerful hue across the field, but Duncan could not find any cheer in his heart despite the fact that his firstborn might be coming into the world at that very moment.

“Duncan!”

Duncan’s heart leaped to his throat, his palms instantly going clammy at the sound of his best friend’s voice. He turned around, keeping one arm draped across his cow as he watched William approaching.

“What ye be doing here, William?”

“I came to see how your wife is faring.” William approached with a smile on his face. He was tall and lean, his face weathered by years and his dark hair bearing hints of grey.

“I cannae tell ye.”

“But you are worried, I imagine.” William patted the cow’s rump and then crossed his arms, smiling at Duncan. “Never fear, my friend. Women give birth all year round.”

“Aye, and if they be of the Logan clan they die...or the bairns do. There’s no two ways about it: we’re cursed.”

“So you always say. I seem to recall you having two perfectly healthy parents.”

“I was a true blessing child, I was.”

“I was here when you were born,” William chuckled. “I know what you believe, my friend, but I have faith your little one will be a blessing child, too.”

“They all die.” Duncan rubbed his forehead, shaking his head. “The bairns or the mothers. They cannae both live, not in the Logan clan.”

“Except, as I said, in your case. I do not believe your family is cursed.”

“Ye ought to believe it; ye have witnessed it enough.”

“Evanna will be fine. Your child will be fine.”

“Osla’s stillborn seven months past?”

William shook his head, unconvinced.

“Ricard’s wife died a year ago; he’s raising his wee bairn on his own now.”

“I am not saying there have not been tragedies; I’m saying you aren’t cursed. I have faith Evanna will be fine.”

“Master Duncan, sir!” a small voice cried out.

Duncan and William both spun around at the sound of the child’s voice. Nevin, a servant boy, was running up the path between the fields waving energetically. The cow didn’t take any notice, but Duncan’s heart rate increased exponentially as he held his breath.

“What is it, lad?” William asked as Duncan tried to find his voice.

“Ye...yer...wife...” The boy ran up to them, doubling over and gasping for air.

“Och, nae!” Duncan’s legs buckled beneath him, and he nearly fell but for William grabbing his arm.

“Steady, man.” William pulled Duncan upright. “Let the boy catch his breath. He’s winded from running, that is all. Now, Nevin, what is that you have to say?”

“The lady has given birth to a boy,” Nevin said, standing up and grinning at Duncan. “You have a son, Master Duncan.”

“And the lady herself?” William asked as Duncan wrung his hands.

“She is fine. She has been askin’ for Master Duncan. Florie sent me to fetch ye.”

Duncan took off running down the path, not waiting to hear more. He could hear William laughing behind him, but that didn’t slow his feet as he pounded down the path away from the fields toward the manor house not far from the pasture.

As he ran up to the house, he cried out, “Evanna!”

There was no response, but he didn’t slow his pace. Duncan pushed open the front door of his two-story home, only to have Florie–his family’s faithful cook and the village midwife–grab his shoulders and push him back outside.

“Nae so fleet, Duncan. Nae, ye dinnae.”

Florie was not a small woman; she was far stronger than Duncan and easily pushed him outside without even trying. Her dark hair was pulled back into a tight bun, though curls leaked out here and there, and her grey eyes were flashing.

“Florie, ye best let me through. My good wife, she is in there!”

“Och, I ken that well enough. But ye cannae come in, nae til she be cleaned up, and the’ little laddie has had a bathin’.”

“Florie–”

“I’ll tak’ nae argument from ye, Master Duncan. Ye will hold yer horses right ‘ere til I say otherwise.”

“Nevin said ye sent for me.”

“Ye came faster than I imagined ye would.”

Duncan sighed. There was nothing he could do to fight her. Florie had the rule of his house and they both knew it.

“Do nae shift from ‘ere.” Florie gave him a stern look before disappearing inside where Duncan could not follow.

The wait was not long, however. Florie soon reappeared and pulled Duncan into his own house rather roughly. “There now, she is waitin’ for ye.”

Duncan darted through the open room at the front of the house that contained only a wooden table with stools and benches around it and a hearth along the far wall. There were tapestries hanging on the wall embroidered with the daring tales of his clan, and his claymore was mounted over the fireplace. He ignored all of it as he rushed to one of the three doors that led out of the spacious front room–the one on the right would lead to Florie’s kitchen, the one to the left opened into a stairway that led to the second floor. The third door was his target, the bedroom he shared with his wife.

Despite rushing across the room, Duncan paused before the closed door, unable to bring himself to open it. Florie reached around him with a chuckle, opening the door and pushing him inside.


“Do nae be too loud. I expect ye to let her rest. See yer good wife and then git.”


Duncan moved cautiously toward the bed. His wife was sitting up, propped against several pillows, her brown hair a matted sweaty mess and a sheen of sweat across her forehead. She looked exhausted.

“Evanna...”

She turned toward him, a smile lighting her face. “‘Tis a fine wee lad I have for ye, Duncan.”

Duncan moved to the edge of the bed and ran his fingers gently down Evanna’s cheek as he glanced at the bundle in her arms. “Is it now? Does he have a name, my lassie?”

“Allen, after yer father.”

“‘Tis a fine name.” Duncan gazed down at the small, red, wrinkled babe in his wife’s arms and felt a warmth flood his chest.

“Are ye happy?”

“Aye,” Duncan kissed Evanna’s head. “That I am, lassie.”

More than happy. The curse had been avoided. It was a miracle, and Duncan had a blessing child after all.
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Scotland. August, 1184.

Thirteen-year-old Allen looked at the list Florie had written out for him, and then glanced around the busy street market looking for the next vendor he would need to approach. The rolling green hills, sharp crags, and deep valleys that housed the growing city spread out around them but Allen ignored the wider surroundings and focused on the booths in front of him.

His nine-year-old sister Alice shifted the basket in her arm as she trudged along beside him, moving through the busy market at the edge of Edinburgh. “Are we almost done, Allen?”

He smiled at his sister. “Almost. We need a couple more things.”

Allen watched as Alice’s lower lip protruded as she turned to survey the crowded marketplace–merchants at their stands calling out to attract buyers, women with baskets over their arms and children clinging to their skirts, men with swords at their sides and serious expressions on their faces. The sun was shining down on them all as their voices filled the air with a chaotic hum of activity.

Alice had begged to be allowed to go to the market and Evanna had agreed on the condition that Allen went too. Allen could still recall how Alice’s face had lit up with triumph; she had been ecstatic. But now she was tired and her basket was getting heavy, her green eyes falling to a darker shade the more frustrated she became with her predicament.

“We were nae supposed to have to work,” Alice sighed, her red curls almost drooping about her face.

“As long as we were comin’ we might as well help Florie,” Allen replied. He glanced at his list again and then grabbed his sister’s hand. “Come on! We’re almost done.”

Allen led her to another merchant and handed his list to the man so he could fetch what Florie needed. Allen and his sister were recognized on sight by most people in Edinburgh, considering their father, Duncan, was one of the wealthiest and most respected nobles in the area.

When they’d bought the last item on the list from Florie, Allen and Alice weaved through the crowded marketplace headed for home. As they moved through the crowd, however, a woman stepped in front of Alice and stepped on her foot which in turn caused her to jerk away and knock Allen into someone behind him.

Allen righted himself and turned around to apologize. He froze when he turned, however, and not a sound escaped him.

It was a girl, one he’d never met before. She had dark brown hair that was pulled back in a braid and her eyes were a deep blue, like the sky at twilight. She smiled, and a single dimple appeared in her left cheek.

“Sorry about that,” she said with a giggle. “The crowds always make me bump into people.”

Allen wanted to say it wasn’t her fault. He’d bumped into her, not the other way around. But he couldn’t speak.

Beside him, Alice started laughing. “Close your mouth, brother, before a bug flies in there.” Turning to the girl, she grinned. “I’m Alice. This is my brother Allen.”

“I’m Eri,” the girl said, her smile widening.

“I haven’t seen ye around before.” Alice shifted her basket out of the way of a man passing by her and stepped closer to Eri so they could continue their conversation despite the jostling of the market crowd.

“My family just moved to the area,” Eri replied.

“Do ye have brothers and sisters?”

“Nae. ‘Tis just me and my parents.”

“Ye should come to dinner at our house,” Alice said. “My mama will nae mind.”

“I’ll have to ask my parents. What is yer father’s name?”

“Duncan of the Dale.”

“I’ll tell my father. Maybe I’ll see ye for dinner. And if nae, I’ll see ye here again perhaps.”

“I hope so,” Alice replied.

Eri smiled, her single dimple coming out again. And then she was gone, skipping off into the crowd, presumably in search of her family.

Allen resumed breathing.

“Why were ye so dumbstruck?” Alice laughed, pulling her brother through the market and toward the road out of town.

“She’s beautiful.”

Alice giggled. “Oh nae, you are nae fallin’ in love, are ye? Florie will nae like that.”

Allen grinned. “Father will though. If I’m going to have the land when he dies, I must have a family to go with it.”

Alice shook her head. “Father is nae dyin’ anytime soon. And ye should nae be thinkin’ about marriage yet.”

“I’m thirteen, Alice. I’ll have to think about it soon. Father will undoubtedly already be planning a strategic marriage with the nobles in Edinburgh or beyond.”

Alice frowned and stopped walking, her green eyes swirling with emotion. Allen paused beside her, waiting.

“But if ye have a wife...I will nae be yer favorite. Ye will nae tell me all yer secrets or spend all yer time with me anymore.”

Allen wrapped an arm around Alice’s shoulders. “Ye will always be my favorite, Alice.” After a pause, he added, “Next to Florie, of course.”

Alice swatted his arm, but she laughed all the same, her green eyes sparkling once more. That was all Allen needed. They resumed their walk home, Allen taking the heavy basket from Alice so she could move more freely.

Eri and her family did not come to dinner that night, which disappointed Allen, but he did not have to remain disappointed for long as they came a few days later.

Duncan fell into easy conversation with Murdoch, Eri’s father, and Allen was happy to see that his mother Evanna seemed to feel just as at home with Senga, Eri’s mother. Allen was less dumbstruck at his second meeting with Eri and he, Alice, and Eri kept each other laughing throughout the meal.

“How old is yer lass?” Duncan asked Murdoch somewhere in the midst of their conversation.

“Twelve years,” Murdoch replied, turning to watch his daughter. Allen tried not to be obvious as he turned to watch the men. He did not miss the way that Murdoch’s eyes lit up fondly as he watched his daughter talking to Alice.

“She’s the sweetest thing ye’ll ever meet.”

“I think ye’ll find that honor belongs to my own lass.” Duncan grinned as he said it.

By the end of the meal, Allen was more convinced than ever that he wanted to marry Eri, and the way his parents and hers had gotten on so well throughout the evening gave him hope that they might consider it.
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Scotland. September, 1184.

It was nearly a month before Eri and her mother came for another visit. It was a windy day, but in spite of this Allen had taken his wooden sparring sword into the grassy area behind the house to practice various stances and movements that William had been teaching him recently, so he did not see Eri and her mother arrive, but it wasn’t long before Alice and Eri came running around the house to where he was practicing.

He stopped when he saw them, lowering his sword. “Eri!”

“Oh do nae stop!” Alice laughed. “Show us what ye can do, Allen.”

Allen grinned, and with a sly glance toward Eri he began to demonstrate what little he knew of swordplay. He swung his sword first in a slow and measured horizontal cut, and then again in a downward, vertical motion before bringing it up with another slow measured movement.

The girls both clapped their hands and Allen grinned.

Allen bent his knees and brought his sword arm close to his hip, pretending to anticipate an opponent’s next move. Allen then began to move more quickly, as though he were in a real sword fight. He sliced quickly to the right, above what would have been the belt of his imaginary opponent and then swiftly struck to the left. He pivoted slightly and with practiced motion his sword cut to the left, where his imaginary opponent’s legs would be and then just as swiftly cut to the right.

Alice plopped onto the grass to watch him as Eri clapped again.

Allen slowed his arm movement and focused on his stance, moving his feet, legs, and upper body into several different defensive positions. Eri seemed quite impressed.

“Ye are quite good.”

“Nae,” Alice said. “Ye should see father with his claymore. That is an impressive sight.”

Allen grinned. “Someday I’ll be just as impressive.”

“I would believe it,” Eri said, her dimple showing again.

“We should get the claymore!” Alice said suddenly, green eyes lighting up with mischief. She jumped up and grabbed Eri’s hand.

“We are nae supposed to play with it,” Allen replied.

“But father is in town on business,” Alice said. “All it would take was distracting mama. Ye could show us what ye ken and Eri and I can do it, too. Ye with the claymore and us with your sparring sword.”

Allen thought about that for a moment. He wasn’t sure it was a good idea, but Alice’s green eyes were sparkling and how could he say no to that?

Slowly, a grin spread across his face. “Ye distract mama, I’ll get the claymore.”

Alice’s eyes were twinkling, but Eri was slightly more appalled. “Will nae we get in trouble?”

“Nae,” Alice laughed, waving her hand to dismiss the idea. “Father might scold a little, but mama will stop him. Besides, this way Allen can teach us.”

Eri shrugged, finding no other reason to object.

Alice darted around the house and Allen and Eri followed more slowly. Alice went running inside and threw herself into her mother’s arms while Eri’s mother Senga watched with amusement. Evanna had been sewing, fixing some of Duncan’s shirts that had acquired holes, and she laughed when her daughter jumped into her lap.

“Easy, lass. Watch the needle!”

Alice grinned and began chattering away about Allen’s impressive sword skills, sliding off her mother’s lap and taking hold of her hands. Allen and Eri peered through the doorway to watch her progress.

Alice continued to gush about Allen and as she did so she walked around her mother. With her hands held hostage by Alice, Evanna had no choice but to turn in her chair until she was facing her expressive daughter. Alice didn’t let go but just kept giggling and talking. Senga turned to watch Alice as well, seeming amused by her antics.

Once Evanna’s and Senga’s backs were to the doorway, Allen handed his wooden sword to Eri. He stepped carefully into the room and tiptoed over to the hearth, above which hung the claymore. He gently lifted a wooden chair and carried it closer to the fireplace as Alice continued to chatter away on the other side of the room.

Allen held his breath as he slowly set the chair on the ground near the mantel, trying not to make a single sound. Then he stepped onto it and reached up for the claymore. He gently lifted it off of the pegs that it rest on, and pulled it down. His father’s large sword was much heavier than he’d anticipated and it dipped dangerously toward the ground. His heart was pounding in his ears and he held his breath, stepping off of the chair with his father’s sword in his hand.

The women continued to listen to Alice’s chatter. Allen moved as swiftly as he dared without a sound across the room and out the front door where Eri was waiting. As soon as he was outside, he hurried toward the back of the house as quickly as he could stumble with the weight of the claymore in his hands. Eri followed him.

Only a few minutes later, Alice appeared.

“Now teach us!” Alice beamed.

Allen held his father’s claymore in front of him, testing. It was heavy; still, he could probably manage. Allen nodded. “Okay, who’s first?”

Alice grabbed Allen’s wooden sparring sword out of Eri’s hand and immediately swung it as hard as she could in Allen’s direction. Allen was momentarily surprised by her sudden attack, but not so much that he couldn’t easily bring the claymore up to meet it. The blades met mid air with a loud crack as the claymore bit into the wooden sword.

Not three seconds later, Florie came barreling out of the kitchen’s back door. She had flour in her black hair and covering her apron and arms, and the frown on her face and fire in her eyes made Alice drop the sword in her hand immediately.

Florie glared at her and snatched the claymore from Allen’s grip. “What do ye think ye are doin’, young rascal?”

“Just practicin’, Florie,” Allen said. Florie glared at him and he cowered before her gaze. “Do nae tell, father, please.”

Florie huffed and marched back into the house, claymore in hand. Alice giggled when she’d disappeared.

Eri sighed. “Do ye like to get in trouble, Alice?”

Alice grinned. “I like to get away with it, that’s the most fun. But making Florie angry is fun, too.”

“Nae, that is false,” Allen sighed. “I hate making Florie angry. She’ll complain to William and then he’ll...talk to me.”

“Ye do nae like William to talk to ye?” Eri asked, confused.

“It is nae that,” Alice laughed. “He just wants William to look at him like an equal, man to man.” Alice rolled her eyes, as though she thought this was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard of. “He hates when William scolds.”

“I guess we’re done for the day,” Allen said.

The three of them were nervous when they went inside for dinner that day, but neither Senga nor Evanna said anything, which made Allen believe Florie hadn’t mentioned the incident to them. The claymore was hanging in its spot above the mantel once more. Duncan greeted them cheerfully when he saw them, and when Florie served the food, her conspiratorial wink made Alice grin. It seemed she hadn’t told any of the other adults.

Allen smiled to himself, stuffing a bite of Florie’s food into his mouth to hide his delight. Florie might fuss and wail, but she wouldn’t betray their secret. How she got the claymore back in its resting place without his mother noticing was something he could hardly guess, but for now at least trouble seemed averted.

In the months that followed the claymore incident, Eri became almost a permanent fixture at Allen’s house. She came for many a visit, and more often than not her mother came as well. Eri and Alice got along splendidly, but being closer to Allen’s age Eri enjoyed his company more, or so Allen thought. Still, the three of them were nearly inseparable.
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Chapter 4
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Scotland. November, 1185.

Allen couldn’t sleep. Not because he wasn’t tired–he’d fallen asleep almost immediately after crawling into bed late in the evening after a long day trying to assuage Alice’s concerns while also catching Eri’s eye. Alice and Eri were friends, but sometimes Alice made it clear to Allen that she felt he was replacing her and she did not appreciate it.

It was a lot to balance and he’d been emotionally exhausted by the end of the day. Yet though he’d fallen asleep so easily, now he was wide awake once more.

He could hear low voices in the room next door, his father’s room where his books and maps were kept. The voices he heard were those of his father and Eri’s father Murdoch. Allen assumed that was what had awoken him.

“...is of age now.”

“And for the dowry?” Duncan’s muffled voice asked.

“The two fields...discussed...” Allen strained to hear what Murdoch was saying, but his voice was even more muffled than his father’s through the wall.

Allen sat up, his heart pounding as he stared about the darkness around him. The moon was casting a slight light in one corner of the room as it spilled through a window, but otherwise it was all darkness. Allen leaned against the wall, hoping to be able to make out their conversation better. They were discussing a dowry, a wedding.

That meant father was preparing to marry off either Allen or Alice, and considering he was speaking to Murdoch–whose only child was Eri–it seemed clear whose wedding they were making plans for.

“...agreeable?” Murdoch asked.

“Aye,” Duncan replied. “I’ll speak to Evanna and then to Allen tomorrow.”

“We’ll set the betrothal for later this year, and the marriage sometime after?”

“Aye. It is a blessin’ they are already friends.”

“Indeed.”

Allen pulled away from the wall.

His father and Murdoch had just come to terms for his wedding.

Allen plopped back on his bed, staring at his ceiling in the dark room. A slow grin spread its way across his face. 

Marrying Eri was exactly what Allen wanted to do.

The next day Duncan told Allen the news, and he did nothing to hide his excitement. Later that day, however, he found Alice crying in the pasture with the horses.

Allen sat down beside her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “Ye love Eri, why are ye upset at havin’ her for a sister?”

Alice buried her face in her hands. “I do nae want you to forget me.”

“That would nae happen.” Allen kissed her forehead. “Ye are my beloved sister and that has not changed.”

“Ye’ll love her more.”

“I’ll love ye both deeply; differently.”

––––––––
[image: ]


Scotland. April, 1186.

The sun was partially hidden behind a few fluffy clouds, but the day was bright and clear and to Allen’s mind seemed to match his feelings perfectly. A little nervous, but eager and excited as well.

When he’d gone for a walk that morning to release some of his excessive energy, the grass had been growing green and tall in front of the house. His mother Evanna’s flowerbeds, so carefully tended, were beginning to bloom. Sheep were bleating somewhere in the near distance. The day was perfect in every way.

Now, however, he wasn’t outside enjoying the perfect weather and the feeling it ignited in his chest. Instead, he was inside the house, surrounded by a group of people that had gathered to share in the most momentous occasion of his life to date.

Despite the warmth of the day, a fire was burning in the hearth. Allen’s father Duncan was standing in front of the fireplace, his claymore not on the wall but rather hanging at his waist as he wore his best clothes. Allen’s mother Evanna stood beside him, wearing a new dress of a deep purple. Senga and Murdoch stood nearby, and William was there in his chainmail, his sword on his belt, looking every bit the knight that he was.

Allen took a deep breath to try and keep calm, though he felt ready to burst out of his own skin. He glanced around again, noticing Florie standing by the kitchen door–not on equal footing with the rest of the guests, perhaps, but present for the ceremony regardless. She’d braided her black hair around her head, and her eyes were shining with tears.

Allen looked away from the tears and toward his siter Alice who was beside their mother, in a new dress of deep green. Her first “grown-up” dress, cinched at the waist and with sleeves that were tight until the elbow where they opened and draped nearly to the floor. Her fly-away red curls had been slightly tamed by being pulled back with a green ribbon.

Alice flashed him a grin, and Allen felt himself relax further. He stood in the center of the group with Eri, and next to them stood Friar Roderick who’d been sent for from his abbey on the outskirts of Edinburgh.

Allen was in a new set of clothes. His hair had been brushed, and Florie had scrubbed his face half a dozen times so he was as clean as could be. Florie and his mother were insistent that this day be perfect in every way, but to Allen’s mind it would have been no matter what he was wearing or what he looked like.

Eri, like so many others, was in a new dress. It was violet colored, similarly designed as Alice’s; cinched at the waist and with tight sleeves that opened and draped from the elbow. Her gown was also adorned with intricate needlework of golden flowers and trees along the hem and the sleeves. Her hair was pulled back into a braid and there were flowers woven into it.

She was the most beautiful thing Allen had ever seen.

Allen caught Eri’s eye and grinned, and she shyly returned his smile.

It was the day of their betrothal ceremony. The wedding would take place later in the year.

With direction from Friar Roderick, Allen pulled a simple silver band from his pocket and slipped it onto Eri’s middle finger. She would receive a new one at the wedding. This was merely a symbol of their betrothal.

Eri’s hands were shaking as Allen placed the simple band on her finger, and he clasped both her hands, squeezing gently in the hope of calming her nerves.

As they held hands, Friar Roderick spoke a blessing over them. Allen was impatient for the formal ceremony to be over so he could say he was betrothed to Eri. The words of the blessing, the rites being spoken that day, meant nothing to him. All he cared about was Eri.

After Friar Roderick was finished, Duncan and Murdoch shook hands, and that was that.

Florie brought food from the kitchen and a small feast commenced. Allen’s joy never abated. He dug into his food heartily, and continued to grin whenever he caught sight of Eri beside him. She remained quiet throughout the meal, though occasionally she returned his grin with a smaller smile.

William clapped a hand on Allen’s shoulder. “I suppose congratulations are in order, young man.”

Allen grinned, glancing toward Eri. “Never thought I’d beat you to it.”

Something that looked like sadness flashed across William’s face as his gaze darted toward where Florie was serving food at the other end of the table. Whatever it was seemed to pass and he grinned at Allen. “Having watched your father grow up and get betrothed and then married to Evanna, and now you...I am beginning to feel I am finally getting old.”

“You don’t look it,” Allen said.

William shook his head. “Perhaps not. Listen...cherish every moment with her, Allen.”

“I intend to.”

When the meal was over William accompanied Friar Roderick back to Edinburgh. Duncan and Murdoch went upstairs to Duncan’s study to discuss the finalization of Eri’s dowry.

Alice ran her hand along the smooth surface of her dress, giggling. “Ye should get betrothed every day, Allen. I love gettin’ new dresses!”

“And that one really is gorgeous!” Eri said.

Evanna and Senga got up from the table and went outside, deep in discussion about Evanna’s flowerbeds. The three youngsters remained at the table as Florie cleared the remains of the meal.

“Yers is pretty, too,” Alice told Eri.

Eri fingered the needlework on her sleeve. “‘Tis the most beautiful dress I have ever owned.”

Allen glanced between them, wondering what he could add to such a conversation.

“Ye’ll likely have an even better one for the weddin’!” Alice said, excitement permeating her voice and face.

“I didn’t know it would be such a fuss and bother,” Allen chuckled. “The betrothal and the wedding.”

“That is silly,” Alice said. “Of course there’s a fuss and bother. It’s a marriage!”

“Do ye like our new dresses?” Eri asked.

Allen shrugged. “They look nice. You are both beautiful.”

“I’m happy ye will be kin,” Alice slung an arm around Eri’s shoulders.

“I’m happy, too,” Allen said. “Are you happy, Eri?”

“Of course I’m happy,” Eri said softly, though she barely met his gaze and her cheeks grew pink with obvious embarrassment.

Allen bit his lip, unsure what to make of that. Was Eri not as excited as he was to be betrothed?
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Chapter 5
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Allen leaned against the doorframe of his house, watching Eri and her mother walk down the path away from Allen’s home. They had come for a visit and were headed home now, the sunset hues of lilac and orange spreading across the horizon behind them.

Eri had been quiet during the visit. She had never been as exuberant as Alice, perhaps, but she used to engage in conversation more. Allen had spent the whole visit trying to get her to talk to him.

Alice crossed her arms and leaned against the opposite side of the doorway, glaring at Allen. “That was an interesting visit.”

“Why are you giving me that look? What did I do?”

“Ye spent the entire night glued to Eri.”

“She seemed out of sorts and I was trying to get her to talk to me.”

“Well I was trying to get ye to talk to me.”

“What do you mean?”

“Ye seem to be forgetting these days that I am yer best friend.”

“Eri is going to be my wife.”

Alice rolled her eyes, glaring at Allen once more. Allen sighed, reaching out to put a hand on her shoulder.

“What do you want me to say? You are my best friend, but Eri will be my wife. I can’t ignore her just to spend time with you. And anyway, I see you every day and Eri only when her family visits ours. I have to make the most of every visit–particularly on days like today when she is out of sorts and I don’t know why.”

Alice’s lower lip protruded in a pout and her green eyes shone with unshed tears. Allen didn’t know what to do–why was she so upset?

“Alice...”

Alice spun away from him and marched into the house and to her bedchamber. Allen watched her go but didn’t follow after her. They’d already talked about this before and Allen didn’t know why Alice couldn’t let it go.

In the weeks that followed, Allen noticed two things: Alice continued to be jealous of his attention toward Eri, and Eri remained more shy and hesitant in their friendship than she had been before the betrothal. He wasn’t sure what to make of either situation, so one day he asked for William’s advice.

They were walking along the path that led between the various fields and orchards on Duncan’s estate, the sun high in the sky and the wind blowing across the hills.

“I don’t know what to do about either of them,” Allen sighed after explaining the situation to William.

“It seems to me Alice is just worried you won’t care about her now that you have a wife. I think it is understandable for her to fear such a thing. You have always been her favorite person, and she yours. Now that the dynamic of your relationship is changing, it makes her nervous.”

“But of course I still love her! She shouldn’t worry about that.”
“Yet she does worry about it, Allen.”
“So what do I do?”

William looked thoughtful for a moment before he answered. “Find ways to continue to show your affection and reassure her. It is true that your relationship may change now, but let her know that it won’t end.”

“Telling her I still love her doesn’t seem to work.”

“Then don’t use words, my young friend.”

Allen sighed, pausing in their walk to lean against an apple tree covered in white blossoms that would later become fruit.

“What about Eri?”

William crossed his arms, studying the apple blossoms for a moment, and then turning back to Allen. “Women are fascinating creatures that I am still trying to understand.”

“But when Florie is upset and won’t tell you why, what do you do?”

“I know Florie. I understand her very soul–if she is upset, chances are I always know why.”

“I don’t have that with Eri.”

“You will.”

“Okay, but I don’t have it yet. So what do you think could possibly be wrong? We were all good friends, but since the betrothal Eri won’t banter with me as she used to, and Alice is always angry with me. I thought this marriage would be a good thing, that I could merge the two families I love so much, but it seems to only bring trouble.”

“I cannot say for sure what is bothering Eri, but from my perspective–what I have seen is a shy girl who likes you.”

“But she won’t talk to me.”

“Be gentle with her; she’s a delicate thing. I do believe she cares for you, Allen, and that is part of why she feels so shy around you now.”

Allen sighed. “What am I supposed to do then?”

“Just keep being yourself, and keep convincing her you care.”

They stood in silence for a time, listening to the summer birds chirruping around them. Eventually, Allen broke the stillness.

“Why won’t you marry Florie?”

William winced. “I cannot.”

“But why?”

“I don’t wish to talk about this, Allen.”

“But–”

“It’s none of your concern!”

“Okay, okay. You don’t have to shout.”

William sighed, taking a step away from Allen and running a hand down his face. “Sorry.”

For a moment they were both quiet, and then William cocked his head to the side and stared at Allen with wide eyes. 

“What?”

“I’ve just noticed...your accent.”

“What of it?”

“You seem to be losing it.”

Allen bit his lip, glancing at his boots. “Yeah...”

“Are you intentionally not speaking like your family, like a Scotsman?”

“Yeah.” Allen glanced up. “I wanted to talk like you.”
“I’m English, Allen.”
“I know.”

“And you're Scottish.”

“I am aware of that.”

“It’s important to know who you are, my young friend, to hold onto your roots. A tree can’t survive without them.”

“I’m not a tree. And you’re...well, you’re William.”

William raised his eyebrows, his eyes twinkling. “Oh?”

“I just...I respect and admire you and I want to be like you when I become a man.”

“You’re already becoming a fine man, and one I am proud to call friend.”

Allen nodded, feeling heat radiate from his face. He kept his gaze on his toes.

“I am flattered you wish to emulate my speech as well as my character. Just don’t lose yourself, Allen. You don’t need to be William; you need to be Allen of the Dale, heir to Duncan of the Logan clan.”

“I think I can manage to be myself and still learn from you.”

“I’m sure you can.”
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Allen plucked a blade of grass from the ground, slowly ripping it to shreds and letting all the pieces fall back to the earth. He was sitting in the open pasture behind his house with Alice and Eri, both of whom were sending furtive glances his way.

He’d hoped today’s visit would be simple; everyone would get along like they used to and they’d get up to antics like the day they’d stolen his father’s claymore. He was disappointed to discover that the tension building between the three of them was not assuaging, no matter how much he tried to reassure both girls that he cared for them.

Allen wanted to talk to Eri, to get to the bottom of her shy behavior, but he didn’t want to bring it up in front of Alice, who flatly refused to leave his side while Eri was visiting.

Allen grabbed another blade of grass and began tearing it up.

“Why are ye bein’ so aggressive with the grass?” Alice asked, crossing her arms and watching Allen shred another blade of grass.

“The truth? I am trying to relieve my frustration.”

“Why are ye frustrated?” Eri asked, her face glowing bright red as her gaze dropped to where she was wringing her hands in her lap.

“We used to all three get along so well, but ever since our betrothal things have changed–and not for the better.”

Eri’s wringing hands stilled, though her gaze remained lowered.

“I want us to be as we were, all three of us. Yet we are not, and nothing I do seems to help and I am feeling frustrated.”

“I want things to be as they were as well!” Alice said.

“Then why do you act as you do?” Allen ripped up a handful of grass. “You mope and you whine and you cling to my side like you believe you’ll be abandoned.”

“I do not!”

“You do though–it’s been going on for weeks!”

“Well I guess I won’t spend time with ye after all, brother.” Alice hastily stood, marching away from Eri and Allen and around the corner of the house, out of sight.

Allen sighed. “That is not what I wanted either.”

Eri said nothing.

“What about you?” Allen turned to her. “How can I offend you?”

“Ye do nae offend me.”

“Why aren’t we friends anymore?”

“We are.”

“It doesn’t feel like it.”

“I...” Eri took a deep breath, her blush returning.

Allen scooted across the grass to be closer to her. “What is it?”

Eri’s hands began their anxious movement again and Allen reached over and laid his hand atop her clasped ones, hoping to ease her discomfort.

“You can talk to me, Eri. I’m going to be your husband.”

“Does that bother you?” Eri asked, finally lifting her face to meet Allen’s gaze.

“What?”

“Being my husband.”

“Why would that bother me?”

“We were friends, but everything got weird after the betrothal...”

“That’s exactly what’s been bothering me!”

“But I thought...I mean...did it get weird because ye wanted to be friends, nae...nae my husband. I ken our fathers arranged everything...ye did nae have a choice.”

“Of course I want to be your husband! Don’t you know I care about you?”

“I...I was nae sure...”

“Eri.” Allen cupped her face in his hands. “Nothing pleases me more than the fact that you are going to be my wife.”

Eri’s blush deepened, but she smiled up at him, her eyes sparkling. “Truly?”
“Truly.”

Edinburgh, Scotland. September, 1186.

It was a rather dreary day, the sun hiding behind dark clouds hanging low in the sky. Allen kept a wary eye on the storm clouds as he stood on the steps of Friar Roderick’s abbey. Friar Roderick was beside him, standing before the doors of the abbey as they waited for Eri and her procession to arrive. Allen’s parents were standing to one side of him, as well as Alice.

Allen looked away from the storm clouds to where Alice stood, her green eyes watching him thoughtfully. He wondered when that storm would break, and if clear skies would ever shine over their relationship again. Things had been strained for months. He missed his carefree sister.

William stood beside Alice, smiling broadly. He’d seen Allen’s father married, and now it was Allen’s turn–Allen was curious if William would live long enough to see Allen’s own children get married, too.

Various members of the Logan clan were gathered outside the church waiting for Eri’s procession, as well as different friends and connections of Allen’s father. Today was a momentous day.

Allen heard singing, and turned to watch the street leading into Edinburgh proper. He could see Eri now, sitting atop a horse that her father was leading down the street. She was wearing a gown of satin–one Alice had been eager to talk to her about, the one thing the girls never failed to discuss despite rising tension within the group–from what Allen could see of her as she approached, the gown had fitted sleeves to the elbow which then fluted to her wrists where they draped open. The bodice was decorated with delicate hand beading of glass beads and pearls that ought to sparkle in the sunlight, but there was none today as the low dark clouds hung over everything. Her skirt flowed in elegant waves from her waist to the ground like a shimmering waterfall.

Following behind Eri on foot was her mother Senga, grandmothers Gormelia and namesake Eri, and various cousins and distant relations.

The procession made its way swiftly along the road toward where Allen and his family stood waiting, the women singing as they walked behind Eri.

When they reached the front steps of Holyrood Abbey, Murdoch helped his daughter off of the horse and he and the rest of the procession joined the gathered onlookers. Eri took her place on the top step with Allen and Friar Roderick.

After ascertaining that there was no legal reason that Allen and Eri could not marry, Friar Roderick then turned to Allen. “Do ye, Allen of the Dale, take Eri daughter of Murdoch to be yer wife?”

“Yes,” Allen replied with a grin.

“And ye, Eri,” Friar Roderick turned to her. “Do ye take Allen of the Dale to be yer husband?”

“I do,” Eri said, lips trembling and tears dangling on her lashes.

Friar Roderick then spoke a blessing over the two of them. After the blessing, he instructed Allen to take off Eri’s betrothal ring which he promptly did. Her hands were trembling and he gave them a squeeze to reassure her.

Friar Roderick handed Allen the wedding ring.

“Now, as we practiced,” Friar Roderick said softly, for Allen’s ears alone. Allen straightened shoulders and went about placing the ring on Eri’s finger. He began by putting it on her right thumb and saying, “In the Name of the Father,” and then he moved the ring to her index finger “And the Son,” and once again he moved the ring to the middle finger. “And the Holy Spirit. Amen.”

Allen took a deep breath, taking a moment to remember the words Friar Roderick had instructed him to say next.

“With this ring, I thee wed. This gold and silver I thee give. With this body I thee worship. And with this dowry I thee endow.”

The crowd then erupted with hoots and cheers and Friar Roderick led everyone inside where he then conducted a short service.

After that the whole procession, all of the family and other guests, made their way to Duncan’s home where Florie, with help from hired cooks, had prepared a great feast. Tables were set up outside the house on the lawn, away from Evanna’s flowers so they wouldn’t be trampled. Each table was piled high with food–cock-a-leekie soup, lamb, herring in wine sauce, salmon in a walnut and garlic sauce, roasted chicken, various kinds of cheese, freshly baked bread, stewed cabbage, pies stuffed with spinach, onions, or mushrooms, shortbread, cinnamon and sugar cakes, fritters, oatcakes, fruit pies–more food than Allen had ever seen in his life before.

There were also baskets filled to overflowing with flowers on the tables, and garlands of flowers strung up on poles all around the field along with ribbons of every color that blew in the breeze. The sky was still dark with clouds that threatened rain, but no one noticed.

“Oh, it is heavenly!” Eri gasped when she saw the feast and the flowers.

“Do ye think we’ll even be able to eat all that food?” Alice asked, eyeing the tables warily. The guests had begun filling up the tables and digging into the mountains of food. Allen and Eri, with Alice in tow, took their places at the head table.

“Where do we even start?” Eri asked with a laugh.

Allen grinned and shoved a fritter into his mouth. “Anywhere.”

The feast lasted for several hours. Everyone ate and chatted and ate some more. When Allen couldn’t eat another bite, he leaned back in his chair and glanced at Eri; his wife.

“Are you happy, Eri?”

“Very happy, Allen.”

Eventually everyone made their way to their various homes. Florie and the hired servants set to work cleaning everything up. Murdoch and Senga were the last to leave, saying a tearful goodby to their daughter.

And then Eri was left alone with Allen and his family.
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Allen listened to the birds singing around him, breathing in deeply the sweet smell of the apple orchard. He was seated in the branches of one of the apple trees, enjoying the day. His father Duncan had been making Allen do more business with him—visiting merchants and nobles in Edinburgh, going over ledgers in Duncan’s study, speaking with the farmers and tenants of the land to keep the estate running smoothly. Even meeting with various members of the clan now and again to deal with the strife and tension that sometimes arose with disputes. He was going to be the lord of the lands eventually, and it was past time he learned how.

His days were busy, but he always got to come home to Eri’s dimpled smile and gentle embrace and that made everything worth it.

Hearing footsteps crunching through the grass, Allen looked down from his perch in the tree and saw Alice approaching. She swung herself up into the apple tree beside him and leaned against the trunk of the tree, studying him.

“Do you need something?”

“Only to apologize.”

Allen raised an eyebrow. “I don’t recall you offending me recently.”

“Recently.” Alice rolled her eyes and elbowed him. “But I’ve been driving ye batty since the day father agreed to marry ye to Eri.”

Allen shifted so he could see her face more clearly. “Aye.”

“I’m sorry.” Alice shrugged, her green eyes serious instead of sparkling for once. “Since the wedding...ye’ve been here; still my brother, still lookin’ out for me. And now I have a sister to spend my days with, too. I should nae have been so concerned.”

Allen bumped his shoulder against hers. “Is this an appropriate time to say ‘I told you so’?”

“Nae.” Alice grinned. “But I’ll allow the gloating.”

Scotland. July, 1187.

Allen slumped against the wall, running a hand through his unruly blond hair. He was exhausted from all the pacing he had been doing in front of his house. The sun shone down on him and a gentle breeze tickled his cheek.

“You remind me of your father,” William said, coming to lean against the wall beside him. “He could never stand still when his wife was in labor either.”

Allen glanced at his friend and smiled. “My father would still be pacing if he knew that Eri had gone into labor. He’s lucky he’s in town on business today.”

“True enough. You have nothing to worry about, though. Florie is the best midwife in all of Scotland.”

“High praise, but perhaps biased.”

William chuckled at that.

“Why didn’t you ever marry her, William?”

William sighed. “That is not a discussion for today, Allen.”

Allen wanted to press his friend, but William was always defensive when Allen brought up marriage with Florie, and today he had more pressing things on his mind.

“Do you think Eri is alright?”

“Women give birth every day.”

“Not in the Logan
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