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For true love believers.

 


And to AAW & BEK welcome to the world,
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The best thing to hold onto in life is each
other.

~Audrey Hepburn
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Winter’s wrath banged the shutters on the
old inn’s windows. Keith Sutherland groaned at the incisive noise.
He’d wanted a wee bit of shut-eye and hadn’t slept for more than a
few hours in days. There was no better place to get rest than at
Jumpin’ Joe’s Tavern and Inn. His good comrade kept rooms in the
back strictly for his use. Yet he wouldn’t get a wink of sleep with
the shutter banging repeatedly. He shot a disgruntled glance at the
window casement and pulled the cover higher over his head. The
noise jarred him awake, but he wouldn’t leave the warm bed to
correct the issue. It was too darned cold to traipse to the window.
And besides, the bed was too comfortable and the woman next to him
too alluring to leave.

Another bang came. Keith shouted an
expletive and disturbed the lass he’d spent the night with. She
shifted the covers over herself and grumbled but didn’t fully
awaken. If he ignored the bang, he might fall asleep again. At
least, that was his hope. By the sound of the wind, it was unlikely
the shutter would close on its own. The annoying clash would
persist to drive him mad, unless he did something about it. He
pulled the cover higher and groused because there was nothing to do
but secure the damned shutter. The wooden closure flew open and a
gust of frigid air flowed into the room. Snow speckled the window
ledge and floor.

Another bang came. He left the bed and
marched with heavy, ireful steps on the frigid floor to the window,
secured the latch, and muttered under his breath. “Bollocks.”

The chamber door burst open and Grady
Mackay, his longtime comrade, entered. He stood by the door
threshold and grinned. “Didn’t you hear me knocking?”

Keith returned to the bed and peered crossly
across the small chamber. “I thought it was the shutter. You
should’ve come a minute sooner then you could’ve secured the damned
window.”

Grady raised his dark brows and chuckled.
“Aye? You need to roust yourself. There’s a visitor in the tavern.
Where are your garments? No wonder you’re freezing your arse off.”
He snatched his garments from a nearby chair and tossed them to
him.

Keith shot a loathsome glance at his friend.
“I never sleep with garments on and I’m not about to start now.
Leave me be. I need to sleep.” He hastily lay upon the bedding and
burrowed beneath the heavy covers and closed his eyes. “Be a good
chap and bank the fire and shut the door on your way out. It’s
getting bloody cold in here.”

Grady bellowed a laugh. “Did you not hear
me? You have a visitor and you need to roust now. He awaits you in
the hall. You might want to meet him before he takes to drinking
and is too sotted to speak to you.”

Keith muttered another curse. “I’m not
leaving my bed. Who dares to bother me in the middle of the
night?”

“It’s not the middle of the night, my
friend, but only nears the supper hour. Why it’s only just getting
dark.” His comrade gripped the cover and yanked it from over him.
“You should leave your ladylove and rejoin the living.” Grady
chortled in laughter.

“Keep your voice low or else you’ll wake
her. She’s had a long night.” Keith peered at her but she didn’t
move, awaken, or show signs of being bothered by their low-voiced
discussion.

Grady chuckled humorously. “I would wager
she has. Come on, move your arse.”

Keith wanted to thrash him, but instead, he
threw his legs over the side of the bed and rubbed the sleep from
his eyes. There was nothing to do but dress and find out what the
visitor wanted. Mayhap he could then return to his bed and get
needed rest before he woke his amorous partner.

“Bloody hell, I’m up. Cease nagging me.”

“Uncle Chester came an hour ago. He says he
has a message for you.”

“Chester? Why would your uncle bring me a
message?” Keith pulled a tunic over his head, belted his tartan at
his waist, and tugged on his boots.

“Well now, I suppose it’s from your aunt,
but Chester didn’t say.”

“Couldn’t you take the missive and bring it
to me? If it was dire, wouldn’t he tell you? It must not be
important. Tell him to leave it and I’ll read it in the morning.”
He was about to turn around and head back to bed.

Grady scoffed, held onto the door, and
opened it wide. “He said he needed to put it directly in your hand.
You know how persistent your Aunt Ophelia is. And Chester wants to
see you, so you’d best hurry.”

He tried to make sense of it, but why bother
when he’d see the man in a few minutes. Keith opened the door and
snatched his heavy tartan to set around his upper body. The room he
stayed in was located at the back of the inn, and there wasn’t an
opening that led into the main tavern area where Chester awaited.
They had to trek around the building in the blustery cold to the
front and enter through the main entry.

Jumpin’ Joe, a childhood comrade, purchased
the inn when he came into an inheritance. His comrade got his
nickname by chance when as lads they had camped near the Sinclair
holding. They’d challenged Joe to run through the fire embers of
their camp. Joe couldn’t run through it because the embers were
still bright with heat and he jumped over the pile and shouted
curses. Ever since that night, he and his comrades called him
Jumpin’ Joe. The name stuck. He was a good sort and often gave them
a roof over their heads.

Joe’s brother though, John, the local
priest, was a vexing man who berated anyone he chanced upon about
their sinful ways. John preached about damnation and the saving of
their souls. But none at Jumpin’ Joe’s tavern wanted to receive his
religious preaching, not when their cups were the only solace they
sought. Keith grinned to himself as he thought about the titles he
and his comrades gave the brothers―the Saint and Sinner of
Wick.

The brothers were opposites too. Joe had
light hair, his brother dark. Joe had green eyes and his brother
had brown. If they stood next to each other, one wouldn’t
distinguish whether they were related, let alone brothers. If he
had a wee bit of luck on his side, he’d avoid the Saint this
day.

Snow fell lightly, and he suspected soon,
the ground would be white with its flakes. By the time Keith
reached the inn, the cold penetrated his garments and he
shivered.

“Let’s get inside before we freeze to death.
It’s too cold out this night. Oh, bollocks, there’s Father John.
Let us hasten inside, Grady, before he reaches us.”

He opened the door to Jumpin’ Joe’s and once
the door closed behind him, he breathed a sigh of relief at
avoiding the Saint. The Father derided people for sins even if they
hadn’t committed an offense. John was aware of the many sins he’d
committed, and he didn’t want to answer for his misdeeds, not this
day. He’d probably commit a few more sins before the day was
through.

A fire blazed in the hearth at the end of
the great hall. The warmth from within instantly eased him. Rows of
tables flanked with benches set the confines, and though it was
early evening, partakers drank and filled the hall to capacity.

“Jumpin’ Joe, I mean to settle my debt
soon,” he said as he approached his comrade and clasped his arm in
greeting. He hadn’t paid for his room or for the large tab he’d
surmounted in the tavern. All his coins were safely tucked away at
his father’s keep, and he’d have to retrieve some to keep him
housed. His comrade was patient though, but Keith detested being
indebted to anyone.

Joe guffawed. “Aye? You keep telling me
that, but you’ll sort it. I know you’re good for it.” He yelled at
a patron who fell back off the bench on which he sat. “You
blighter, get out. These sots never know when to leave. Go on, get
yourself home.”

Keith clasped his hand and nodded. “My
thanks, Joe, and if I can’t come, I’ll send the coin for the amount
I owe you.”

Joe nodded and set off to throw the patron
from the inn. Keith spotted Chester at the farthest table, the one
as far from the fire as could be. A shiver wove its way through him
as he scrunched his eyes in objection at having to leave his bed
for nonsense.

Chester Mackay was well-groomed, his
slightly graying beard trimmed neatly, and his garments in an
impeccable state. He took care of himself, and Keith suspected he
did so because he was interested in the ladies. There were rumors
he spent a good bit of time with them, probably as much as he and
Grady did with the fair lasses.

He grumbled again at the inconvenience of
being pulled from his bed. “This better be important.”

Keith slid upon the bench across from
Chester, and Grady took the spot next to him. Grady didn’t resemble
his uncle in looks at all, and he’d taken after his mother with his
almost black hair and eyes and darker skin tone. Chester often
boasted with pride that he had the Norse blood of his ancestors and
was much fairer than his nephew.

“Chester, what brings you here? Grady says
you have a message for me.”

Chester raised his blood-shot eyes and
grinned. “Och, lads, finally, I thought ye’d keep me awaiting all
night. Here,” he said and handed him a sealed missive. “I visited
your clan, Keith, and saw Lady Ophelia, the sweet woman asked me to
deliver this and to put it directly in your hand.”

Keith set the missive on the table and
instead of reading it, he reached for the pitcher of ale. It was
still warm and newly batched. Jumpin’ Joe made the finest ale in
the north, which rivaled what the monks made. He poured a tankard
and filled it to the rim. Before he attended to his aunt’s news, he
drank his fill and swiped his hand over his sparsely whiskered
chin. Grady shoved him and reached for the pitcher.

“Damn it, Keith, you hardly saved me
any.”

Chester laughed and motioned to a servant
for service. “There be more where that came from, Grady, cease your
complaint.” He raised his hand and twitched a finger to the serving
lass, who finally noticed him. Within minutes, another pitcher was
placed on the table.

Keith waited for his comrade to finish
taking his share and snatched the pitcher again. He and Grady were
alike in that neither could out drink the other. They’d been close
since at the age of eight when they were sent to foster with the
Sinclairs for training-in-arms. Throughout their childhood, Grady
had confided in him about the discord between him and his father.
He was probably the only person who understood Grady’s sentiment on
the matter.

Keith shot a glance at the missive but was
hesitant to find out the news. “Is this bad news? If it is, I’d
rather not read it now. I’m in too good a mood.”

“Phee… ah, Lady Ophelia seemed in fine
spirits when she gave me the missive. She’s as bonny as ever.
Mayhap it bears good news. If you open the missive, ye might find
out.” Chester turned to Grady. “Och lad, how are you? You haven’t
been home in a while. Your da mentioned he might call for ye
soon.”

“Aye? Tell him to kiss my arse. I’m not
returning to Mackay land, ever. I have nothing to say to him. Tell
him that when next you see him.”

Chester took a chunk of bread from a platter
the serving mistress placed in the center of the table. “This rift
between you and your father must end soon, especially if ye’ll take
over the chiefdom when your da passes. Now is the time to make
amends, before it’s too late.”

Grady’s dark eyes stared at his uncle until
he bellowed a laugh. “I’d rather be run through with my sword than
deal with him. I’ll go to my grave before I make amends with that
fiend.”

“Ye always were a stubborn lad,” Chester
said.

“Keith,” Grady called, “Open the damned
missive so we can send Chester on his way. I won’t listen to his
prattling about my father, and I want to know what your news
is.”

After Keith finished his second tankard of
ale, he set it down with a bang. He took the missive and cracked
the seal. His eyes scanned the short lines his Aunt Ophelia had
scrolled. Philly, as he liked to call her, had gone into little
detail. “She writes that I should come home. My father has news and
my days of carousing are ended.”

“That’s all?” Grady laughed. “When does she
expect you?”

They glanced at Chester for an answer, but
he wasn’t forthcoming until their glares forced him to appease
them. “She said nothing to me about how soon ye need to come or why
your father calls you. The woman never tells me what’s on her mind.
Och, methinks you might want to get home soon, especially before
the storm reaches us. We may get heavy snows with this one.”

Keith detested traveling in snow. “Then
we’ll leave this night.”

Grady smirked. “To hell with that. I’m not
going with you. You can travel with Chester since he’s headed that
way. Mayhap I’ll stop by in a fortnight to see you, or perhaps when
the weather warms… Spring will be soon enough. And besides, a lass
is warming my bed.”

He glared at him with envy. Grady would have
a woman awaiting him, and he wished he didn’t have to hail off. He
would’ve entertained the woman warming his bed this night too, but
instead, he’d be freezing his arse off on the journey home. Keith
expected he’d have to one day return home and take on duties for
his father. Now was as good a time as any. As laird, his father
ruled a large clan with a vast area of land. Guilt plagued him
somewhat that he hadn’t helped his father much in recent months,
years even in the caring of their clan.

He wondered if the Mackenzies were giving
his clan troubles. Their rival was always pestering one clan or
another. Perhaps his father needed his aid. It was the first time
he’d asked, and Keith cared for his da and all those within his
clan. He wouldn’t say nay, and besides, he’d had enough carousing
to last him a lifetime. He was ready to settle himself and return
to clan life. Duty awaited him.

Since he’d turned fourteen winters, he’d
just about been on his own. With no mother to gainsay him, and his
father busy handling laird duties, he left home and lent his sword
to the Sinclairs. That was how he met Callum Sinclair, his good
comrade whom he often stayed with. Years of training prepared him
to lead his father’s army and to defend their clan against their
enemies.

For fourteen years, he traipsed the northern
region of Scotland and took on jobs and duties at whatever keep he
and his comrades visited. He and his comrades had even journeyed
across the channel and offered their service as guards for clergy
and political figures for a few years. They’d had an adventure and
gained enough coin to weigh down their horses. It was high time to
end his adventurous life and return home.

Keith missed Philly too. Though he saw his
aunt occasionally in the village, and infrequently stopped to see
her at his father’s fief, he hoped she was well. The woman aged,
yet still beheld beauty and a sharp wit. Her teasing endeared her
to him, and he missed their banter. That got him to thinking; he
needed to stop in the village before he headed home. After a few
hours of listening to Chester try to convince Grady to return to
his clan, Keith had enough.

He threw his hand out to Grady, who shook
it. “I’ll see you soon then at my keep. Don’t dally, though. Who
knows what I’m walking into? You might want to come at the soonest
to find out.” Keith grinned and motioned to Chester. They left the
warm confines of the inn and walked the village lane.

“I’ll meet you at the stables and will get
the horses readied,” Chester said and marched off.

Keith reached the cottage he sought. A small
bell alerted the hawker of his arrival. He ducked beneath the
doorway and entered. Inside, a small fire lit the hearth. The abode
darkened and few candles offered light. Scents drifted about and he
recognized the herbs and floral odors. Situated around the chamber
were tables laden with goods the mistress made. She was reputed to
be a wise-woman or a white witch and made concoctions and remedies
for those needing it.

Wynda also made jewelry of all sorts and
sold the items to enrich her purse. She had remarkable talent and
her craftsmanship above any, at least, of those in nearby towns. He
perused the tables for the perfect object as a gift for his aunt.
As he walked along, he passed by the small bottles of potions,
pouches of scented items, and various medicinals.

When they were children, he’d often
protected Wynda from the village lads who were bent on making
mischief. They teased Wynda and often made her cry. Keith and his
comrades took an oath as part of their warrior training to uphold
chivalry and vowed never to harm a woman, though she wasn’t yet a
woman at the time. Still, it gave him a sense of pride to aid
her.

Wynda approached and pulled the length of
her long brown plait over her shoulder. Her face was somewhat bonny
and her light brown eyes softened as she peered at him.

She smiled widely. “Good eve, Keith. You
haven’t come here in a while. What brings you by?”

“Fair lass, it’s been a long time, hasn’t
it? I seek a gift for my aunt. Have you something she might like?”
He scanned the broaches and didn’t give her another glance.

“Oh, I saw Lady Ophelia last week. She
stopped in and admired the blue-stoned broach there,” she said and
pointed to the one that drew his interest. She picked it up and
handed it to him.

It was finely made and golden, with one
large blue jewel in the center. Around the edges, a delicate scroll
etched its luster. He nodded. “I’ll take it. How much is it?”

“Two pence… I mean four pence. So you’re
going home? She mentioned she hoped to see you soon. I got the
sense she had news, but she didn’t speak of any.”

“I wasn’t aware my aunt was in the village.
How did she appear? Did she come to you for a medicinal?” Keith
grew concerned because if Philly visited Wynda, she must’ve had a
good reason. His aunt rarely left Sutherland land and only visited
the village perhaps once a month. He only hoped she didn’t have an
ailment.

“She sought herbs for the Sutherland cook on
her monthly visit. Do you want me to wrap that in a cloth?” Wynda
gazed at him with bright eyes and a winsome smile on her lush
lips.

“Nay, I’ll take it as is. It was good to see
you, Wynda. You’re as bonny as ever. Good day.” Keith dropped four
pence on the table and secured the broach inside his tunic.

“I haven’t seen you in a while. Will you
return to the village soon?”

“Nay, I’m headed home and won’t likely
return for a time.” He gave a quick wave and left hastily when she
appeared to want to keep him there with idle conversation.

Wynda was a peculiar woman. The way she
watched him and spoke to him made him uneasy, but likely he made
more of her looks than what she intended. Perhaps she was attracted
to him, but Keith didn’t find the woman to his liking. She’d never
drawn his regard in a romantic sense. If rumors were to be
believed, for a price the lass made hexes and potions for people to
use against others. He was uncertain if such a thing was possible,
but he wasn’t about to ask or find out firsthand, if there was
truth to the rumors.

Keith met Chester by the hostelry and took
his horse’s reins from him. Winddodger was eager to get on the
trail and snorted for him to hurry. Once he mounted, he rode from
the village in a swift gallop. “Philly better have a damned good
reason for calling me home in this weather.”

Chester grunted, but otherwise, he remained
silent during the ride.

Night prevented Keith from taking in the
enchanting view he knew to be there along the route. As they rode,
the snow fell heavier, and by the time he reached his clan’s lands
in the early hours of the morn, there were a few inches on the
ground. His upper tartan was covered with a dusting of white. He
was pleased he’d made good time and wasn’t hampered much by the
weather.

Chester left him when they reached the cross
path where the Mackay land bordered the Sutherland’s. The man’s
eyes appeared tired, and he suspected Chester would seek his bed as
soon as he reached home. That’s what he planned to do as well.

Keith continued onward to his clan’s holding
and another hour later, he stopped at the gates. Marc, the gate
watchman, let him inside. The muscular man wore a tartan at his
hips, but nothing on his chest. How the man wasn’t affected by the
frigid air, Keith was unsure. It was beyond him, but Marc always
was a strange fellow and rarely wore a tunic or tartan on his upper
body, regardless of the season or weather.

Marc tugged at his dark beard and grunted a
greeting. “Och, it’s the wee Sutherland, home at last? Good to see
you, Keith. Welcome home.” He threw a hand out in greeting and
Keith took it.

“Good to see you, Marc. I’ll come by later
and we’ll catch up,” he called over his shoulder, nodded to him,
and continued on to the stable.

There, Emmett, the stable master, took his
horse’s reins. He bowed his head to Emmet. The man’s long
light-brown hair hung over his face when he returned the gesture.
He’d grown to a spry young man and had a neatly trimmed beard, but
he reeked of horses. As Keith strolled away, he heard Emmett
grumble at his horse who nipped at him. Winddodger didn’t like many
people, and he hoped Emmett didn’t have a hard time with his
steed.

Four tall towers set the corners of the main
keep’s building. Many windows were situated between the towers on
the three floors that seemed to reach the sky. Flattened stone
flanked the ground in the courtyard that led to the steps. The
heavy, ten-foot door was closed, but he quickly entered. Inside,
the main entry was darkened, and it didn’t appear anyone was up and
about yet.

Keith reached the great hall and hastened to
the fire. There, he held out his hands and warmed himself. Someone
had banked the fire, and the heavy flames sent welcomed warmth
throughout the chamber. Memories of his childhood flooded him. He’d
spent many an hour beneath the large trestle table in the center of
the room playing with his wooden soldiers.

With no other siblings, his childhood was a
wee bit lonely. It might have been enjoyable if he’d had a brother
or even a sister to share those times. Yet his parents only had
him, and his mother died when he was but four in years. She’d
perished from an illness, an outbreak of the Black Death which
fortunately quickly subsided in their region. His father was
brokenhearted. Vera was the love of his father’s life, and he
refused to marry again.

In view of the table, remembrance of a lass
who had stayed at his father’s keep came. He recollected days of
relentless torment on her part. Marren, a lass who was placed with
his aunt for fostering, followed him everywhere he’d gone. From
what he recalled of her, she was a sweet lass, and perhaps a wee
bit bonny. He wondered if she’d left the holding, but his thoughts
were interrupted when a sound came from the hallway that led to the
great hall.

Keith didn’t hear anyone approach, but he
turned hastily when his name was called.

Aunt Philly ambled forward. His aunt always
looked the same. Her short grayish-brown hair stuck out in places
beneath the head wrap she wore. Her dark-blue eyes beheld affection
in their gaze. She was a slight woman who wore austere garments.
Rarely did she drape a tartan around her shoulders. Though she
possessed beauty, she’d never married. He thought she was meant for
the church, but Philly never left their holding or owned to want to
be a nun. Keith had never asked why.

“Ah, lad, let me look at you,” she said and
held his face in her hands. “You’re as handsome as ever. You
haven’t changed. You still have your mother’s coloring with your
fair hair, and her beautiful blue eyes, and your father’s height
and build. Oh, but your hair is a wee bit long. You might need a
cut soon.”

“Philly, I’ve missed you.” Keith snatched
her in his arms and swung her around. Her squeal sounded and she
shouted for him to put her down. “I have a gift for you.” He
reached inside his tunic and handed her the broach.

“You always do. Oh, it’s the broach I eyed
at Wynda’s. It’s lovely, my thanks. I shall wear it with pride.”
She held the item as if it was worth a fortune, and her eyes shone
as she peered at it.

“Why have you called me home? I came as soon
as Chester gave me your missive.”

His aunt’s cheeks brightened. “All is well
and there’s nothing to cause worry. Sit with me and I shall speak
with you before you seek Hendrie.” Philly moseyed to the table and
sat in her usual chair, the one nearest the fire.

Keith took the bench on the side and
appreciated the heat that overwhelmed the hall. He sat back and
watched her curiously. “You asked me to come and here I am. Say
what you will. Is my father ill? Has this to do with him?”

His aunt firmed her lips, and she didn’t
have the typical shine to her eyes. “Your father is of good health.
Nay, it’s his wanderlust. He aims to take to travel and wants to
leave the clan.”

“This is the first I’ve heard of his desire
to travel. He cannot leave the clan, he is the laird.”

She shook her head. “No longer, my lad, your
father has relinquished his role. He is laird no more.”

“What are you saying?” He drew a frown at
the news. Why would his father give up the lairdship? Did that mean
he was no longer the heir and wouldn’t one day rule his clan? A
hundred questions plagued him at once, but he had to be patient.
Philly would tell him all.

“I’m saying, lad, it is time you took the
position as the laird. You have had plenty of time to gallivant
with your warrior comrades. Surely you’ve learned all you need to
know about life by now.”

“Is this what Da wants?”

Philly clutched his hand. “Aye, for he has
said so. My brother is tired. Hendrie has given his years in
service to the clan and only wants his last years to be a comfort.
He will speak with you about it further.”

Four serving lasses entered the hall and
placed the morning fare on the table. He leaned forward to snatch a
piece of warm bread, but Philly smacked his hand. “You need to meet
with your father at the soonest.”

“I’m ravenous. Can I at least eat something
before I go to see him?”

“Clan matters before pleasure, my lad. I’ll
set aside a trencher for you.”

The lasses giggled as they hurried away.

Keith scowled when his stomach grumbled.
“You don’t intimidate me, Philly. I will have a piece of bread
before I set off to meet him.” Keith disregarded her frown and took
a sizeable chunk of bread. He smeared it with a fruit mixture and
shoved it in his mouth.

“Come and find me after you visit with your
father. There is more we shall discuss and there is someone here
you’ll want to see.”

Her eyes took on the shine she was renowned
for and he raised a brow. He quickly swallowed the bread. “Why
don’t we discuss whatever you want to say now? Who is here?”

“Nay, you won’t get it out of me, but I
shall tell you later. Be gone with you. See to your matters and we
will speak later and I’ll reveal the rest of the news.” Philly
pulled a trencher forward and dismissed him with a wave of her
hand.

Keith smacked her face with a quick kiss and
left her. He removed the weighty, damp tartan he’d worn on his
travel, and set it on a bench by the stairs. With heavy steps, he
took the stairs two at a time and reached his father’s solar. He
knocked and heard his father’s voice. On his approach, he looked
for signs of his da’s ailment. Surely that was the reason he had
called him home, but Keith saw none.

His father appeared healthy with good color
in his face. The dark strands of his hair grayed a good bit and his
face wrinkled in places by his eyes and mouth. Yet the brows that
often scowled at him as a lad when he’d reprimanded him, remained
dark and full. His father hadn’t fattened around the middle and he
was lean, but perhaps his muscles were not as rigid as they once
were.

“My son, you have returned,” his father said
as soon as he spotted him. “Come and join me. I’m taking in the
view of the grounds. It is always bonny after it snows.”

Keith joined him at the windowpanes and
peered at the sweeping landscape of his home. It dawned on him how
much he’d missed the land and his family. “The view is as
enchanting as ever. How are you, Da? What is this I hear about your
wish to travel?”

His da enfolded his arms around him in an
embrace and slapped his shoulder. “I’m well. You’re looking in good
health…and fit. God, how you resemble your mother. She was so
bonny. I vow I fell in love with her at first sight. ‘Tis good you
came quickly for I mean to leave soon.”

“Philly told me that you want to travel.
This is the first I’ve heard of your desire to go off on an
adventure.” His da motioned for him to sit. Keith settled on the
thickly padded chair, stretched his legs out, and folded his hands
over his stomach. He waited for his father to speak his peace. “Da,
what’s this about?”

His father sighed. “I have given my life to
this clan… but now that I’m beyond in years, I long to travel, to
fish, and to visit with my comrade Calvin MacDonald. He lives on
the isle… on Skye and has invited me to stay for a spell. It’s time
ye took your place here, son. I’m afraid time has battered me and
without your ma here to comfort me, I long to be away.”

Keith’s chest tightened at his father’s
words. “Da, I shouldn’t have stayed away. I should have come home
sooner. I am sorry you were lonely, without close family, save for
Aunt Philly.”

“Ah, the desires of youth had you ensnared.
I understood and didn’t want to rush ye. But there comes a time
when a man must take on his responsibilities, and for you that time
is now.”

“I won’t disappoint you, Da. You never
mentioned Calvin. Who is he?”

“Och, he’s a comrade who I fought with years
ago, when I was but a lad when we supported the Bruce’s son in
keeping our independence. You’ll make me proud, won’t ye?”

Keith took his da’s hand. “Of course I will.
If this is what you want, then I’ll support your decision. You
really want me to be the laird?”

His father leaned forward, turned his hand,
and placed in it his ring. Keith scowled at the silvery object
because it was a ring handed down from laird to laird, from father
to son, since the inception of their clan. Its significance brought
a lump to his throat. The ring held a large ruby, and he’d
remembered it well from his childhood.

With a nod from his father, he pulled back
his hand. “You will wear this with Sutherland pride, lad, and be a
good and just laird. I have never doubted that.”

“Are all in agreement with me taking over? I
won’t have any opposition?”

Hendrie shook his head. “None will oppose
ye. I have spoken at length with the elders of our clan. All are in
favor of you taking control. The younger men are thrilled at the
news since you’ve made a name for yourself. It’s a fact that you’ve
fought alongside the Sinclairs and Mackays. Peace has reigned for
some time here in the north. Our only adversary, the Mackenzies,
have been quiet of late. We’ve had no squabbles with them, but it’s
always best to be prepared.”

“I’ve heard the Mackenzie’s war with the
Roses. There’s an issue with the land borders. But you’re right, we
should be prepared, should they come to seek war. When do you plan
to leave? It’s not a good time to travel with winter at its
harshest, and I wish to spend time with you before you go.”

“Calvin expects me soon. I will hold up at
his keep until the spring melt and then he and I shall embark on a
trip farther north. We’ll visit our comrades in Norway for a spell.
I leave the clan in your capable hands. There’s just one wee thing
that must be done before the matter is settled…”

“What matter?”

His da rose and peered through the
windowpane with his back to him and his hands clasped behind his
back. After a minute of silence, he spoke, “Our clansmen worry that
you’re irresponsible because ye stayed away and hadn’t returned to
take to duties. You’re quite young and our clansmen stand firm that
something must be done to ensure you remain here. They insist you
prove your loyalty. There were a few worthy suggestions, but all
agreed to one stipulation… To become laird, the only covenant the
clansmen insist upon is that ye… You must take a wife.”


​ Chapter
Two

 


 


The overwhelming scent of herbs permeated
the solarium. Marren Macleod stood at the table where she concocted
scents which she consigned to the local village hawker to sell.
She’d gained a good amount of coins from her diversion. The long
strands of her brown hair kept restricting her vision as she bent
over the table. She pulled her hair back and secured it with a
ribbon she obtained from her overdress.

The solarium was the quietest and most
relaxing place within the castle. Marren gazed about the solarium,
the only place she felt solaced. Though it was unroofed and open to
the elements, the cold didn’t seem to penetrate her warm, heavy
cloak. Stone walls on two sides butted the castle walls and kept
the gusty wind from breaching the area. Sections had been left open
to afford sun and rain to nourish the many plants that were
situated about in wooden boxes and various planters.

A brisk chill set the air and whipped at the
evergreens at the solarium’s entry. Even the cold day did little to
dissuade her from attending to her tasks. With three layers of
garments, she was warm enough. The exit of the solarium led into a
massive garden that overflowed with flora and fauna when the
weather warmed. Hues of bright greens and various other colors
faded to browns and black on the leaves and stalks. Lanes made for
a walkway past the ornate bushes and fancy shrubs that were tended
to by two men Lady Ophelia employed when in season.

Her favorite part of the garden boasted
several types of roses in almost every possible shade of color. Now
and then, Marren snatched a few rosebuds to add to her collection
and hoped Lady Ophelia hadn’t noticed. She’d never hear the end of
it, had the lady realized her thievery, because she wasn’t one to
share her blooms.

The domain was strictly for Lady Ophelia’s
pleasure, but she allowed her entrance. The lady’s father, the
previous Laird Sutherland, had the solarium erected for her use.
Lady Ophelia adored gardening and tended to the greenery throughout
the year, regardless of the season. Ophelia tutored her and gave
her one table for the practice of her passion. Marren was fortunate
the lady gave her a table at all. All called the place a solarium,
but the lady called it her secret garden.

Marren had a talent for mixing the more
alluring scents women often used to keep odors at bay. But the
batch she’d mixed this morn was dreadful. She couldn’t get the
ingredients right and was about to dump the mixture when Cassie,
her dearest friend, strolled into the garden.

“There you are. I tried to find you. I
should’ve known you’d be here.”

“Good morn. Where else would I be? What are
you about this day?” She barely glanced at Cassie as she took
another whiff of the scent she created and blanched at the awful
mixture.

“I’m hiding from Lady Ophelia. She’s in rare
form this morn and you would do well to hide from her as well. I
went to tidy her chamber, but it was already done.”

Marren frowned at that. As Lady Ophelia’s
chambermaid, Cassie was responsible for all things within the
lady’s bedchamber. That included cleaning it, emptying the chamber
pot, making the bedding, and keeping the lady’s garments laundered
and ready for her use. Cassie also helped their lady to dress each
morning. That the lady hadn’t awaited Cassie signified something
was amiss.

“I wonder what has our lady up and about
this early in the day. She never rises before the morning fare is
set upon the hall’s table.”

Cassie snorted a derisive laugh and hoisted
herself up on the table. She swung her legs over the edge and
picked up a sprig of chamomile and took a whiff of it. “She’s been
awaking earlier these days. It appears her nephew has returned. I
heard the hall maids talking about it, shrieking more like. Lady
Ophelia is having a feast this eve to welcome him home.”

Marren dropped the container of the scent
she held and it spilled down the front of her cloak. “Oh, drat, now
look at what I’ve done.” The mention of the laird’s son caused her
clumsiness. Keith returned? How she longed to see him again. She’d
always been infatuated with Keith. For years, she hoped he would
come home, and he had on occasion, but he never stayed long enough
to visit with her. She’d missed seeing his handsome face and him
jesting with her.

Marren continued to clean up, but wistfully,
she set the cloth she held to her chest. In the years since she’d
been at the Sutherland’s keep, she’d seen Keith a handful of times.
The first time, she was wee and only about eight years in age. Then
he’d teased her as children often did. Even then she found him
endearing. Each time he came for a visit, she found herself longing
for his attention. Why did her heart have to betray her and fall
for the only man she couldn’t have?

“I’ve never met him, but the hall maids are
all a-gush over him. They wouldn’t cease talking about him and
their giggles were more akin to shrieks. They’re a bevy of hens if
ye ask me.”

She chuckled at her friend’s jest. “Aye,
perhaps they are? Well, he is handsome and I suppose he’d cause a
stir amongst them.”

Cassie set the chamomile twig down and
laughed. “You never confessed that to me, that he’s handsome. I
have never seen him. What’s he like?” She pulled her knees up to
her chest and closed her arms around them to keep her legs
secure.

“I have known him since we were young. He’s
kind enough, I suppose. When we were younger, he’d often tease me
as lads are wont. When he got older, he went off and I hardly saw
him. He’s only returned a few times for short visits.” Marren
smiled to herself as she recalled the first time she met him. She
was newly arrived at the Sutherland keep. He had pulled her hair,
tripped her, and he was annoying as lads often were at such a young
age. But otherwise, he was a quiet sort and barely spoke to anyone
besides his aunt. His demeanor then had been somewhat sullen or
perhaps he’d been a shy lad. “Lady Ophelia adores him. I imagine
she’s excited he has come for a visit.”

“Oh nay, he’s not here for a visit, but here
to stay. Milady has all the maids giving the entire keep a thorough
cleaning for his welcome home feast.”

“So that’s why you’re hiding in here.”
Marren laughed at her friend’s impish grin. Cassie detested
cleaning with the maids.

“I would rather empty a hundred chamber pots
than spend a moment with those silly maids. Milady comes, oh I must
hide.” Cassie jumped from the table and hastily hid beneath the
cloth over her expansive worktable.

Marren would have joined her, but she wanted
to find out what was going on. Often, she’d hid beneath the table
in her hope to escape Lady Ophelia when she was in a state of
displeasure too. Yet, the news of Keith’s return was too tempting
to hide from the lady. She wanted to know what was going on and why
he’d returned. Her lady breezed into the solarium with her usual
enthusiasm. She typically wore a serious mien, but this day she
smiled and there was an unmistakable shine in her eyes.

“Good morn, Marren.” Lady Ophelia approached
but stopped short. “I see you’ve been at your concoctions. What is
that awful odor?”

Marren glanced at the lady briefly but
continued about her task of cleaning up the table. She peered down
at the stain of the liquid on her cloak. Her lady had a good nose.
“It’s a scent I was trying to perfect but I couldn’t get it right.
I spilled most of it on myself, but it matters not because I was
going to dump it anyway.”

“Aye? It is not as pleasant smelling as what
you usually concoct.” Lady Ophelia pulled a stool from the wall and
placed it a safe distance downwind from the odor of her cloak.
“I’ve come to seek your aid. This eve I shall have a welcome home
feast for my nephew, and I would like you to meet with the cook to
ensure the meal is planned and served on time. There’s much to do
and I haven’t time to see to it.”

“Of course, Milady, I would be pleased to
handle that for you. Is there anything particular you would like
served?”

“I’m certain you can come up with a
delicious meal menu.”

Marren nodded. In the years she’d fostered
under Lady Ophelia, she’d learned everything about keeping a home,
being a laird’s wife, and all the duties required of such. Day
after day, she toiled under the lady’s tutelage, and the woman was
relentless in her pursuit to teach her all she needed to know. Most
of which was easy, like changing the rushes, doing launder,
directing the servant lasses, and such. It was the keeping of the
castle’s stores of goods, ensuring all within had enough food, and
handling important festivals and feasts that were tiresome.

“I shall be gladdened to help. So he’s
finally returned, has he?” Marren smiled to herself. She took a
cloth and brushed the scattered remains of the chamomile leaves to
the ground. She’d sweep them up later, but now she wanted to hear
about the lady’s nephew. “I imagine you’re thrilled, but he’s
returned before and left again. What makes you think he shall stay
this time?”

“Oh, he must stay. He will be named the
laird by the day’s end. We shall have a grand feast this eve to
celebrate. Be sure to arrive for supper early so you don’t miss it.
Oh, and garb yourself suitably. Ye might want to launder your cloak
or wear another if you must.” Ophelia winked at her. “Make certain
you clean up well before you’re through here. There’s no time to
dally. Now, I must be off. There’s plenty to do and I must make
certain all is ready.” Without another word, the lady left as
hastily as she’d come.

Marren liked order and cleanliness and
didn’t need to be reminded by her lady to clean up the mess she’d
made. She never left disorder in the solarium. Ophelia had often
remarked that she was efficient, dependable, and a stickler for
order. It was just her nature to be so and not due to the lady’s
encouragement or command. She found if her surroundings were
orderly then so too would her life be, except her life was in
somewhat of a shamble.

“You can come out now. She’s gone.”

Cassie crawled from beneath the table and
stood. “She sounded rather chipper, didn’t she?”

Marren smiled. “Aye and she has a good
reason to be, I suppose.”

“When you’re finished with the cook, come to
your chamber and I shall help you get ready for the feast. You’ll
need to be garbed in a fine gown.”

“I could use your advice on what to wear.”
She wasn’t one to be frivolous in her attire or to have a care how
her hair was done, or even to take notice if she’d worn matching
stockings. Such things hadn’t mattered to her, and she focused more
on her scents and the order of her herbs and flora. Her workstation
was never out of sorts, but her attire left more to be desired.

On the outside, she was plain, at least to
her she was. She wasn’t one to flirt or be brazen with men, so her
desire to attract Keith’s attention was nil. It wasn’t that she
wasn’t a passionate woman. She wanted love, wanted to love, and
hoped to one day have a kiss worthy of causing her heart to
flutter. She hoped to one day have a husband and children where
love abounded. Perhaps a romantic stirred beneath her lackadaisical
manner.

“With your bonny dark hair, I’d say a
light-colored gown would be best. Perhaps we’ll choose a
cream-colored or white gown. You shall look like a grand lady.
Here, let me,” Cassie said and took the broom from her. She laughed
as she swept the remaining flower petals on the floor. “Lady
Ophelia has put you in a state of nerves, hasn’t she? Usually, she
leaves you alone when you’re in here. She didn’t give you any other
direction besides attending the cook? I vow she makes you attend to
the duties to keep you busy and to do those she doesn’t have a care
for.”

Marren sat on the stool, certain her face
showed her confusion. “Nay, she doesn’t like to deal with the cook
on a normal day, let alone this one. But she didn’t give me the
task of the day… It’s strange, because with the feast this night,
you would think she would have a list as long as her arm…”

Cassie pulled her light blonde hair over her
shoulder and continued to sweep.

“I suppose our lady is beyond excited to
have Keith home. Did you hear what she said? That he’ll be named as
the laird by the eve? I never thought he’d return for good, but I’m
pleased he has. I just hope Laird Hendrie is well and that an
ailment hasn’t caused him to step down.”

Cassie snickered as she went about sweeping.
“The laird’s son had to come home eventually. Oh, I hadn’t thought
of that. Hopefully, our laird doesn’t ail, but let me guess… You’re
thrilled Keith has returned as well and not because he’ll be the
laird? I always thought you were smitten with him and saw the way
you looked when he was mentioned. He’s all you ever talked about
when it concerns men.” She shoved her shoulder and laughed.

“I cannot help it. He’s too handsome and I…
You know how I feel about him. Yet I cannot do anything about it
because I’m going to marry a Mackay.”

Her friend scrunched her brown eyes and
smiled. “Don’t despair. It might not be as ill-fated as
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