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	Once Forbidden

	A MacKendimen Clan Novel

	A Highland woman desperate for a hero...

	A Highland warrior destined to save her...

	Will love be enough to unite them forever?

	Anice MacNab barely survived the brutal treatment of her wedding night, leaving her with a shattered life, body and soul. Now, the death of her husband forces her to flee another planned political alliance, seeking the help of the only man she trusts….

	Robert Mathieson, raised as the son of a steward,  discovers instead that he is the son of the MacKendimen laird. Denied recognition and refused his heritage, Robert still finds himself drawn into the intrigue surrounding Anice and wanting the one person he cannot have—his half-brother’s wife.

	Secrets of the past threaten the MacKendimen Clan and vows made will be broken as Robert and Anice claim the love, once forbidden, that could destroy many lives or could unite them forever.
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	-- NYT Bestselling Author Bertrice Small

	“Ms. Brisbin explores the deep emotions between her characters and tackles issues, such as abuse and estrangement, with sensitivity. “—Romantic Times Magazine

	Robert Mathieson is chosen as an RT K.I.S.S. hero (Knight in Shining Silver) for "Pushing the boundaries of love and winning the heart of the woman he adores is what makes Robert Mathieson a hero to remember."
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	 — Romance Reviews Today

	 


Dedication

	To those friends who made my RWA 2000 experience so much fun and whose enthusiasm fired me up to write this story—Colleen Admirand, Mary Lou Frank and Susan Stevenson. May you always have chocolate for your bananas and an Irish pub nearby for emergencies!

	 

	 


Acknowledgments

	My thanks, once again, to Jody Allen. Her insight into Scottish culture, her knowledge of Scottish history, and her network of sources were incredibly helpful to me while writing this book and answering the many “what if” questions that arose. Any mistakes are my own.

	 

	 


Contents

	Copyright * About Once Forbidden * Praise for Once Forbidden * Dedication * Acknowledgements

	Prologue * Chapter 1 * Chapter 2 * Chapter 3 * Chapter 4 * Chapter 5 * Chapter 6 * Chapter 7 * Chapter 8 * 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 * Chapter 25 * Chapter 26 * Chapter 27 * Chapter 28 * Chapter 29 * Chapter 30 * Chapter 31 * Chapter 32 * Chapter 33 * Epilogue

	About the Author * Other Books by Terri Brisbin

	 

	 


Prologue

	Dunnedin, Scotland

	August 1351

	If Anice could only make it to the door. Wave after wave of dizziness and pain passed over and through her, making the room spin before her eyes. Step by step she inched her way across the chamber. The door. Safety. Someone would help her, must help her.

	The edges of the hand-embroidered nightgown dragged on the floor, soiling them even more than the blood and the spilt wine had. Her mother would not be happy at the condition of her wedding gift. Bare feet crunched on the rushes as she took one step after another; making it to the door was her only clear thought.

	As she reached out to lift the latch she noticed that her hands shook. She laughed out loud at her trembling fingers and wobbly legs. If the clan saw her now—the proud (too proud, some would say) Lady Anice MacNab, beaten into begging by her husband of one night—would they look on her with respect? With pity? She would not take pity from anyone. Not even in this condition. Not even because of the monster in that bed.

	The rustling of the bedcurtains scared her from her reverie and forced her to make the final step to the door. Taking a deep breath, she lifted the latch as quietly as she could, trying to escape the madness of the last hours.

	“Going somewhere, my dear wife?” Evil dripped from his honey-coated words.

	Anice didn’t hesitate—she knew her life was at stake. She used the last ounce of her strength and pulled the door open. The look of horror on her maid’s face told her how truly bad things really were. Firtha jumped to her feet and ran towards Anice, but Sandy got there first.

	“Now, Anice, it is too early on the morn after our wedding night for us to be apart.”

	He wrapped an arm around her neck and dragged her back into the room. Gasping for breath, she fought their movement back to the bed. His steps slowed and he swayed, tripping on the bedclothes strewn in his path. He released her and she crawled away, seeking safety in the distance between them. She saw Firtha standing at the door, fear and confusion on her face. Sandy saw her, too.

	“You are Anice’s maid?”

	Firtha simply nodded.

	“Get her cleaned up while I break my fast in the hall.” Sandy sat on the edge of the bed and pulled his trews up and tied them at his waist. He leaned over to pick up his shirt from the floor, but fell to his knees and laughed.

	“Too much of your fine honeyed mead, Anice, and too much of you, too, I suspect.”

	Another drunken laugh and he found his shirt. Regaining his feet, he stumbled in her direction. Still panting from her efforts to escape, she scrambled to her feet. Damn her pride, but she would meet him straight on, not crawling like an animal on the floor before him.

	Sandy staggered into her and grabbed her arms for support. Anice fought him, pulling backward, but his grasp grew tighter.

	“You still have some fight left in you? Excellent!” Without warning he swung out at her and knocked her to the floor.

	“You will await me here, dear wife. Get cleaned up for my return.”

	She peeked at him from eyes nearly swollen closed and watched him lumber to the door. She thought he was gone when he turned back to her.

	“I will be bringing my guests back to visit with us. I plan to show them all the wonderful tricks I taught you during our wedding night.”

	She felt the darkness swirling around her, trying to claim her. She shook her head, knowing that losing consciousness would endanger her. He must have seen the gesture and misunderstood it, for he charged back into the room.

	“You are my wife now, to do with as I please. If you please me in this, I may keep you for myself. Displease me and I will share you with every man I brought here from England.”

	The blow surprised her—she could see his fist moving through the air towards her. Through the haze of pain and blood she saw it move slowly. She thought she had plenty of time to dodge the blow.

	She was wrong.
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	“Dear God in heaven!”

	He should have been expecting this. He should not have been surprised. And, as the one who led the clan MacKendimen into many battles, he shouldn’t be sickened by blood or injuries. But he was.

	From the pallor of her skin, she must have lost more of her blood than she kept. The bedclothes piled at his feet were saturated with it. One eye was swollen closed and her face was bruised and cut. Lying unconscious in the huge bed, she looked much, much younger than her seventeen years.

	“The rest of her looks much the same, Struan. Cuts and scratches on her stomach, breasts, and back. Bruises on her arms and legs and back. And torn....” The clan healer looked at him with serious eyes. “She looks as if she was mauled by a beast.”

	“God forgive me, he is a beast.”

	As difficult as it was to acknowledge that his own flesh and blood did this, he knew the truth. Sandy, heir to the clan MacKendimen, was a beast, a depraved monster. And he, Struan, current laird, had unleashed it on this innocent.

	“What will ye do?” Moira gently placed another wet cloth on another bleeding and bruised spot and looked at him, through him.

	“If Robbie sees his daughter looking like this, marriage or no’, there will be war.”

	“’Tis the morning after. The MacNab and his wife will be here to see their daughter. Ye willna stop them.”

	Struan ran his hands through his graying hair and looked once more upon the ravaged face of his daughter by marriage. Five years ago, he had taken action against his son for the good of the clan. Now, he faced the same decision again. It was good that his wife, Edana, was dead now and did not have to learn the truth about their son. The sight before him now would surely have killed her.

	“Will she live?”

	“That is no’ my decision, Struan. But, I will do as much as I can to help her.” Moira paused and stared at him, awaiting his words.

	He reached down and touched Anice’s hand. The lass mumbled and moaned in her stupor. He leaned down nearer to her mouth, trying to understand her words. Hearing them, in the breathless, terrorized whisper, was worse than seeing the damage. Anice was begging... pleading with her husband to stop his unspeakable attack.

	Struan knew what he had to do. The clan was the most important thing. He would send his son back, now, to England. There he could little damage the honor of the clan MacKendimen. There he could not harm this child more than he already had.

	And when the MacNab arrived, Struan would pledge on his honor that no more harm would befall the lass. Mayhap that would forestall any repercussions from Anice’s parents.

	“As will I, Moira, as will I.”
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	“What do you mean I cannot go into my wife’s chamber?”

	“Sandy, yer faither asked me to bring ye to him. He waits for ye at the stable.”

	“Brodie, get out of my way. My wife awaits me here. I’ll see to my father later.”

	The warrior simply blocked the door, keeping his cousin from entering. His uncle, the laird, did not want Anice disturbed. His orders were to bring Sandy as quickly and quietly as possible to the stables where Struan awaited them.

	“Yer faither said something about a gift ye must see for the king.”

	“Now? Nay, Brodie, he can wait. What awaits me inside here will not.”

	Sandy took a step towards the door and Brodie nodded his head to the two soldiers across the hall. They took hold of Sandy, who put up a brief struggle. The knock on his head from behind put an end to it. More soldiers took their place before Anice’s door.

	“What is happening, Brodie?” the younger guard asked as they hauled the laird’s unconscious son out of the castle.

	Brodie thought a moment before answering. He had a very good idea of what was going on, but it was not his place to talk about it with anyone except the laird. From the look of things, Struan was trying to keep this business with his son quiet.

	“I dinna ken, Iain. Just follow the orders ye have.”

	A few minutes later, the heir of the clan lay sprawled at his father’s feet on the packed-dirt floor of the stables. Brodie watched the laird circle his son, a stony look on his face. He had never seen his uncle like this and, for a moment, he felt pity for his cousin. It was a short moment.

	If only Alex were the heir, he thought. The impostor who had lived and trained with them for months was a better man than this one. ’Twas not meant to be, for Alex was gone and the clan was left with this excuse for a Scot.

	“Tie his hands behind him, Brodie.” He did so, quickly and efficiently.

	“Wake him,” Struan ordered.

	Brodie scooped up a bucket of water from the horse trough and threw it on his cousin. He grinned as Sandy screamed, coughed, and sputtered. Had poor Anice screamed during the night?

	“What the bloody hell do you think you are doing Brodie?” Sandy looked at him and Brodie saw the dawning perception of danger on his cousin’s face. “Father, tell him to untie me. Now!” Sandy rolled on the floor, trying to gain his balance and get to his feet. With a foot on the heir’s shoulder, Brodie pushed him back to the floor.

	“Stay!” roared Struan.

	Brodie smiled as he saw Sandy finally realize that he was in trouble, deep trouble.

	“What ye and yer Sassenach friends did to the whore  was a disgrace, Sandy,” Struan began. “But to treat Anice in this way is an abomination. She was an innocent coming to yer bed and ye injured her terribly.”

	“You have no right to chastise me about my wife, Father. No right at all.”

	Sandy’s voice rose in pitch, sending waves of revulsion down Brodie’s throat. He felt like puking when Sandy acted so... English. Five years in London with David the Bruce, who was being held hostage there by King Edward III, and he had lost every bit of his Scottish pride. Brodie ached, understanding Struan’s pain and disgrace in facing this disappointment for a son and heir.

	“I have every right, ye lousy bastard. I am yer laird and yer faither and ye will obey me.” Struan’s voice lowered, his expression more furious than before.

	“I can raise my hand to her when she needs correction, Father. Even you used your hand on my mother.”

	“Aye, Sandy, I did once. And I regretted it every day of my life.”

	“Anice will learn to please me soon enough. She will learn my ways and obey me. The stupid girl thought to naysay me on my wedding night,” Sandy continued, completely unaware that he was driving his father to the brink of his self-control. Brodie thought for a moment about warning him off. Another very short moment.

	“She knew she had to prove herself a virgin after her actions with that impostor. She resisted my efforts to see if her maidenhead was intact so I hit her. It is my right.”

	Sandy never saw the first punch coming. His nose, broken before, spurted blood down his face and into the dirt where he landed. It was followed by several more blows and then a final kick. The very air in the stables sizzled as Struan’s fury poured out of him.

	“She came here and served our clan faithfully. She waited for ye faithfully. She married ye, doing her duty to our clan and hers. And ye beat her on her wedding night like she was some wild animal. Well, Sandy, how does it feel to ye?”

	Brodie let Struan land two more solid hits before he stepped in to stop him. He knew that Struan wanted to punish Sandy, not kill him. Struan was panting and blowing from the exertion and strain of beating his son.

	“His damned English friends wait for him outside the gates. Tie him on the horse if ye must, but get him out of Dunnedin now.” Struan wiped his brow and turned away. No one said another word.

	Brodie nodded and with the help of the other guards he did just that—tied the unconscious man over the saddle and led him to the gates. When the iron gate had been raised, Brodie slapped the horse sharply and it skidded through the gate and down the path. The English escort, aware of Struan’s intent to rid the clan MacKendimen of its heir once more, galloped after the spooked horse.

	Good riddance to bad rubbish, Brodie thought as he watched his cousin leave the clan once more. And this time, in addition to his plea that Sandy was gone for good, Brodie begged one more boon from the Almighty. Surely, He could find a fitting heir to follow after Struan and lead the clan MacKendimen.

	Surely.

	 


Chapter 1

	Six months later

	“Do you think we need more flour, Calum?” Anice counted as she pointed to the barrels stacked along the wall. “We have but eight left.”

	“Eight should get us through the worst of the winter, my lady. We can purchase more at the spring festival.”

	Anice slid her hand down her back, aching now from bending and twisting in the cramped storage room, and straightened up to face the cook. Pulling the edges of her plaid shawl back up onto her shoulders, she wrapped it more tightly around her to keep out the coldness. Normally, she enjoyed the bite of the winter’s cold, but this winter was not normal for her in any way.

	“Calum, I have told you to call me Anice.”

	“Forgive me, my... Anice. I didna mean to offend ye.” The large man stuttered his words, shifted on his feet, and wouldn’t look her in the eye.

	She knew that she would still see pity there and would rather him look away from her than gift her with that.

	“No offense taken. Now, have we checked all the foodstuffs?”

	“Aye... Anice, we have.”

	“And you have the list I’ve drawn up?” Some supplies were short and would not last through the winter. She took full blame for the mistake. As chatelaine, she should have kept a better watch during the harvest and the salting times. She could have made arrangements to purchase what they didn’t have. But those times were a blur in her mind, a walk through darkness that...

	Anice shook her head, clearing her thoughts. She would not think about those times. They were in the past and done and now she would pick up the pieces.

	“Did ye forget something... Anice?”

	She smiled at him, at his discomfort in using her given name. She had the right to be called “my lady.” She had it by her birth and by her marriage. But “my lady Anice” was someone else, someone she used to be, someone she would never be again. No, she was just “Anice.”

	“Nay, Calum, the list is complete. I will speak to Struan to make the arrangements. Oh, good Lord! I forgot that the laird summoned me to the solar. Come, Calum, help me move these boxes back.”

	“Anice!” Struan’s deep voice echoed down the hallway leading to the storage rooms.

	“Here, Struan, I am in here.” She started pushing a pile of wooden crates out of her way when she saw the laird come through the door.

	“Good God, lass, stop where ye are! Calum, move those boxes now. Now!” Struan bellowed when Calum didn’t move quick enough.

	Anice hesitated, staying where she was until the path was clear. Nodding her thanks to Calum, she walked to the laird.

	“I beg your pardon, laird, for keeping you waiting. I got caught up in taking an inventory of the supply rooms.”

	“And how many times have I told ye not to do this?”

	She looked at his face and saw the concern under his bluster of not being obeyed. The flash of pity that followed caused her to look away. Fighting back the burning of tears, she tugged on her shawl and wrapped a bit of the old pride around her once again.

	“Again, I beg your pardon. The tasks were not done in the autumn when they should have been and I feared that we would not have enough to make it through the rest of the winter.”

	“Calum, leave us.”

	The cook nodded and ran from the room, as fast as his bulky body would carry him. Poor man, he did not want to be in the middle of another battle between the laird and his daughter-by-marriage. The gossip of the last one still made the rounds in the castle and in the village beyond the walls of the keep.

	“Sit. Here.” Struan pulled out a large cask and ordered her to it. She obeyed without resistance. Her back did ache and her feet were beginning to swell. A short rest before going on to the next room would be a good thing. Anice sat down and straightened her plain gown around her and pushed the loose hairs behind her ears. When she had gathered herself she looked at the laird.

	“I have told ye more times than I can count, Anice, not to do this work yerself. We have more than enough servants and clan here in the castle to do this for ye.”

	“Struan, I can do this. I feel fine.”

	“Ye work yerself like a slave when ye are a lady, Anice. There are others who will do these duties.”

	“I told you when Dougal was taken ill that I could handle it, Struan. Do you have a complaint about the way I do things? About things not getting done?” She allowed herself some measure of pride in her ability to get things done. No one could complain about that.

	“Things have changed since then but ye refuse to change with them.”

	“I have told you... I am fine.” A glance at his face would have warned her about the coming explosion but she hadn’t bothered to look.

	“Ye are no’ fine, Anice. Ye look pale and ye have no’ been eating as ye should.”

	She closed her eyes and let his words pass over her. They had been through this before—it was not new ground to them.

	“And, ye havena been sleeping and ye canna fit into yer shoes any longer.”

	Her eyelids popped open at this newest charge and she tucked her stockinged and wool-wrapped feet under her skirts. Damn that Firtha! The woman should learn her place. The anger must have shown on her face.

	“Dinna think to rebuke your maid. No one else can keep a watch on ye as she can.” Struan glared at her. Then, taking her hand in his, he continued, “Ye canna ignore that carrying yer babe is causing ye problems. Moira says ye need to try to rest more, off yer feet.”

	“You have spoken to Moira about this?” Would nothing about her ever remain private? She knew the answer before she asked the question—not while she carried a possible heir of the clan in her belly.

	“Aye, I have. She wants ye to visit her in the village.”

	“No, Struan. She may come here but I will not go there.” Anice shivered at the thought of her last visit to the village— the furtive glances, the questions on the faces of the clan, the pity in the eyes of those who knew. No, she would not go.

	“Ye will, lass, if I have to drag ye there myself.”

	She stopped herself from laughing out loud at his threat. He truly meant well. He cared about her in his own way. But under it all was his soul-deep commitment to the future of the clan. And she may well be carrying that future inside her now. She knew he wouldn’t relent in any matter where the clan stood to lose.

	She stood and gathered her shawl around her, rubbing her arms to warm them. Taking a deep breath, she faced her father-by-marriage and nodded.

	“I will see her, Struan.”

	“Today. Now.” His voice was insistent.

	“Aye, Laird, today.”

	“Now that’s a good lass.” He took her arm and wrapped it around his to escort her out of the storage room. “Yer maid awaits ye in the hall with yer boots and cloak. She will walk with ye to the village.”

	Realizing that she had no choice in this either, she walked without resistance up the stairs and through the kitchen rooms. Without conscious thought, she placed her free hand over her belly and pressed against the movement from inside. Would this babe be a girl or boy? If it was a boy would he carry all of his father’s traits? That fear had driven her to Moira the last time. If only there was an answer for her, a resolution to her fears.
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	“Come in, lass, come in.” The door swung open and Anice entered the cozy warmth of the healer’s cottage. There was a blazing fire in the hearth and it called to her. Warmth, so good for the coldness that lived inside her now. She tugged the leather gloves off and rubbed her hands together near the heat. When she turned back to the door, her maid was gone.

	“Where is Firtha?” The woman’s presence gave her peace of mind.

	“I have asked her to run an errand for me to Pol.”

	“And she went?” Firtha usually held herself separate from the villagers, as Anice had for so long.

	“Well, Pol is at his brother’s house.” Moira’s eyes twinkled. Anice felt she was missing the joke.

	“And?”

	“Ramsey is a widower with three children. His wife died of the fever last year.”

	“Moira, I still don’t see your point.” Anice shook her head. She kept to herself, steered away from gossip.

	“Ramsey haes an eye for Firtha. He is going to ask her to be his wife.”

	“What? Ye canna be serious! Firtha and Ramsey? She does no’ ken him—she canna be his wife.”

	The steel-strong hold over her feelings, her dreams, her fears slipped—and her accent did too. Many years of tutoring had rid her of most of her accent. She had wanted to be the perfect wife for the heir of the clan, a man who had spent five years at the English court. She had learned the English customs, English dress, and English speech. If she were ever to be presented at Edward’s court by her husband, he would not be embarrassed by her behavior. She slipped only under great stress.

	Stress like this. Like the thought of her faithful maid Firtha putting herself under the control and power of a man. Shaking her head, she clasped her hands tightly to keep them from shaking. And such a large and powerful man. Anice remembered watching the two brothers work side by side one day in the village last summer. Huge men, with bulging muscles, wielding the enormous tools of their trade in the overpowering heat of the smithy. They had to be strong to do what they did but the thought of them turning that power against someone else, a woman...

	“I beg yer pardon, Anice. I didna mean to tell tales about Firtha. I thought ye ken’d about her attraction to Ramsey.”

	Anice struggled for a moment to regain control of her thoughts and fears. She told herself that she would have to trust Firtha in this.

	“Come, lass, sit here.” Moira dragged a chair to the place where she stood by the fire. “Ye should sit as much as ye can with yer feet raised like so.” Moira placed a small stool by her feet and lifted them into place. The clan healer knelt by her legs and looked at her. “May I?” Moira pointed to the boots she wore.

	After a moment’s hesitation and preparation for the onslaught of emotions that accompanied any touch, she closed her eyes and nodded. Moira pushed Anice’s skirt to her knees and tugged at the straps holding the boots in place until they were loose enough to remove, leaving only her woolen stockings behind. A sigh of relief escaped from her reluctantly.

	“Are ye drinking the water as I suggested?” Moira touched and prodded her swollen feet.

	“I try, Moira,” she lied smoothly.

	“Are ye resting on yer side with yer legs drawn up?”

	“Mmm-hmmm.” Moira’s prodding turned pleasant, if touching could be pleasant. Anice felt herself drifting away, into the sleep that never came at night.

	Peaceful.

	Safe.
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	“Anice ’tis time to return to the keep.” She shook herself awake and rubbed her eyes. Looking around, she noticed that Firtha was back. Anice stretched in the chair and wiggled her toes. She could not believe that she had fallen asleep like this. Without warning, it had crept up on her while Moira rubbed her feet.

	“Aye, Firtha, it’s time to go. Can you help me with my boots?”

	“Stay there, lass, I’ll get them.” Her maid looked to one and all a formidable woman, but she was one of the gentlest creatures in the world. And Anice appreciated every kind act and gesture of concern from her.

	“Anice, may I show you something that may help ye to sleep better?”

	What could she say—no, but thank you? No one knew the true terror that the night held for her. Nothing Moira showed her could rid her of the fear she carried. But Moira meant well.

	“Of course, Moira. What do I have to do?”

	“Sit on the edge of yer bed or in a chair and spread yer knees like this.” Moira demonstrated on the footstool. “Now, bring yer elbows down onto yer knees.” After Anice took that position, Moira called to Firtha, “Stand in front of her, Firtha, and use yer hands like so on her back.”

	Anice began to pant. She knew not why but a wave of panic raced through her, and what began as a motion of comfort raised every hair on her body. Gooseflesh covered her and she fought the scream that pushed up her throat as well as the bile from her stomach.

	The next moment she was looking up from the floor of the cottage. Firtha’s face came into focus and Anice grasped the hand held out to her.

	“What happened. Did I pass out?”

	“Aye, Anice, that ye did,” Moira answered. “Sit here and have a sip of this water.”

	Anice sat back on the chair and took several deep breaths, trying to calm her rapid heartbeat. The babe kicked and rolled, as agitated as she at the memories dragged to the surface by that position and touch. Moira, with her discerning eyes, watched her closely. She could almost believe that the clan’s seer knew the truth of that night.

	“I feel fine now. Firtha, let’s go back now.”

	“Wait, lass. Pol is outside and I want him to walk with ye back to the keep. If anything happens to ye, Struan will have my head.”

	“Moira, there is no need for—”

	“There is every need, Anice. Ye just fainted dead away in front of me. If it happens again, ye will need someone to help ye. Pol will do that.”

	A shiver of fear shook her body at the thought of his touch, those big hands on her....

	“Pol kens no’ to touch ye, lass,” Moira whispered in her ear. “He’s a good man and he will protect ye. Trust me, Anice.”

	She did trust Moira. Moira and Firtha were the only two on this earth who had her trust. The only two who knew her secrets. Well, most of her secrets. She worried, too, about the babe. The fainting was becoming more frequent in the last weeks. She would not jeopardize her babe.

	“Pol may come with us.” Anice nodded at Moira.

	“That’s a good lass. Now go afore Struan himself charges in here looking for ye.”

	Anice walked to the door and passed through it. Turning back, she looked Moira over. The woman’s long brown hair formed a braid that fell below her hips. Not a wrinkle marred her face, nor could a gray hair be seen among any of those on her head.

	“How is it that you make me obey you as I obeyed my mother when I was a child? You use that tone of voice and I believe that you are so much older than me. But you are not, are you?”

	“’Tis my natural talent, lass. Ye are right, I am no’ much older than ye.” Moira laughed as she answered. “Come again and I’ll teach ye how to use it so ye can ready yerself for yer bairn.”

	Anice laughed with Moira and it felt good. She walked the path through the village with Firtha and Pol at her side. She looked at the ground, watching her step among the ruts in the frozen mud. That’s what she told herself, but she knew it was to avoid seeing the looks on the faces of the villagers.

	The pity in their eyes for the once over-proud Anice MacNab.

	 


Chapter 2

	“Robert, a messenger awaits ye in the hall.”

	The young boy’s voice rang out in the tense quiet of the evening. Guards had been posted around the mill and the northern edge of the clan’s holdings and all was in readiness. Let those damned MacNeils try a raid this night!

	“Robert, did ye hear me?” The voice grew in strength.

	“Aye, Kevin, I heard ye, and so did every man from Aberdeen to Skye.” Deep guffaws added to his own. The laird’s page waited on his answer. “Tell the laird I come directly.”

	Robert Mathieson made his last review of the defenses and strode towards the main door to the keep. He looked down at his filthy plaid and knew the laird would pardon his appearance—once he reported his findings to Duncan MacKillop, laird of the Clan MacKillop and ally to the MacKendimens and the MacLarens, he would have time to clean up.

	He took the steps two at a time and approached the door. The guard nodded and pulled it open for him. Running up another flight of stairs brought him onto the main floor of the keep and into the entrance of Duncan’s great hall. Normally filled with people and food and activity, it was quieting down for the night. Those of the clan who slept within the walls of the main building were rolling out their pallets for the night.

	Robert made his way towards the dais where the laird and his son stood talking with the messenger. He pushed his long black hair behind his ears and walked up the steps. A servant came forward immediately with a goblet of ale. He smiled his gratitude at the girl who was so late about her duties and turned his attention to his leader.

	“Ah, Robert, ’tis about time ye joined us.” The laird reached out to clasp his arm and bring him into the conversation. “Why is my castellan running over our lands like a common soldier this night?”

	“The damned MacNeils do no’ rest so neither can we, Laird.” Robert drained the last of the ale and handed the goblet back to the servant. “They attacked the mill on the far side of the village.”

	“In the middle of winter? Are they daft?” James MacKillop, his friend and heir to the clan, interrupted his report.

	“We already ken they’re daft, Jamie. They attack when they please. The miller and his family were frightened more than injured. I brought them into the castle until their home can be repaired.” He looked to Duncan for approval.

	Duncan nodded and pointed to the man who was seated at the table stuffing food into his mouth. “This messenger is for ye, Robert. Sent by the MacKendimen from Dunnedin.”

	An immobilizing tightness began in the pit of his stomach and spread throughout his body. He clenched his teeth and waited for the news from “home.” His parting from the clan had not been pleasant—Struan had insisted that he should train... and live... elsewhere. Away from the man who raised him, away from his clan. Away.

	“Well, man, what’s the news from Dunnedin?” He was ready for anything now. But if Dougal thought that by making demands he would be successful in forcing Robert’s return, he was sorely mistaken.

	“...for some weeks now.”

	“I didna hear ye, lad. Would ye say that again?” Robert was so busy with his own thoughts he had missed the start of the message.

	“The MacKendimen sends his greetings to the MacKillop and asks that this request be considered in light of the dire circumstances. Dougal Mathieson, faithful steward of the clan MacKendimen, was struck down by a seizure of the brain and lies near death.”

	Robert gasped and the messenger stopped his recitation. Of all the things he’d imagined he’d hear, this was not one of them. He waved his hand to make the man begin again. His chest tightened and would not allow him to breathe. A knot grew in his gut as he listened to the rest of it.

	“The illness overtook him some weeks ago but his condition haes worsened and the healer fears that he willna recover. Ye, Robert, are bid return to Dunnedin as soon as possible. The laird requests that ye come and take over yer faither’s duties since ye are trained in them. The MacKendimen kens this may be a hardship to the clan MacKillop, but begs their indulgence until he can find a suitable replacement.”

	“Good God, Robert! Yer faither struck down? Ye must go to him before ’tis too late.” Duncan grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him.

	The news did not seem real, did not seem possible. His father near death? Not Dougal. He would never make it this easy for Robert to return to Dunnedin. Without recriminations? Without the hatred and accusations? It could not be this easy.

	As he forced a ragged breath in and out, the ringing in his ears grew louder. He had to leave before he embarrassed himself before his laird. “I will leave tomorrow. If ye will excuse me, I have arrangements to make.”

	Robert waited for permission. He saw the quizzical frown on Duncan’s face, but refused to acknowledge it—he would not answer questions about... home. Duncan finally nodded and Robert walked away from the table, down the steps, and around the sleeping bodies on the floor.

	Passing through a smaller side room, Robert followed the smells into the kitchen rooms. A fire still blazed in the huge hearth, giving off heat on this frozen February night. ’Twas weeks past the day of Imbolc, the Celtic feast that Ada celebrated along with the old ones of the clan. He’d not missed it in the eight years that he’d served the MacKillops.

	“Robert, yer back from yer search? How goes it?”

	Old Ada limped over to him. She was a part of his life here. She had taken him in when he arrived here—no more a child and not yet a man. Her own children had died and she needed someone to tend. He never knew his own mother and needed one to care for him. They served each other’s needs and watched each other’s backs. It had worked well for years.

	“The miller and his family have moved onto the grounds. Their house was damaged by the raid.”

	“I’ll see to them in the morn. Now, I have a hot bath ready for ye in the alcove. Come, take off those horrible things ye wear.”

	“Ah, Ada, I do love the way ye care for me.” He followed the old woman through the cooking area to another small room near the laundry room. Robert could see the steam rising from the large tub of water.

	“Put yer rags in that basket and I’ll get rid of them. Ye smell as if ye have been rolling in horse manure.”

	“And what if I have?” He challenged her, rising up to his full height.

	“Makes no difference to me, lad. Ye have a way of cleaning up nicely. Climb in afore the water cools.”

	Robert peeled the sticky, smelly clothes from his sweating body. Winter or not, the long hard ride left him as winded and soaked with sweat as his stallion who was even now being tended in the stables. Ada’s look was that of a mother’s as he stripped before her. He threw the rags into a basket and stepped into the tub—moaning loudly as the heat slowly crept into his feet, then legs. After a moment, he sat down and submerged as much of his body as he could.

	“If ye dinna stop making those noises, people will think more is going on here than really is.” Ada picked up a bowl of soap and a washing cloth. “Here now, wet yer head so I can lather ye.”

	Robert sank below the water for a moment and let the hot water soften the grime in his hair. He did not enjoy the filth, but he did as he must in his duties. As he opened his eyes and saw Ada approach, he knew that telling her the news wouldn’t be enjoyable either.
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	The rest of his bath was accomplished in the warm quiet of the alcove. Over and over in his mind, he hashed out the words he needed to say to Ada. Later, he would need to use them again on the lass who waited in his bed.

	“Ye are too quiet, Robert. The news from yer faither is bad?” Ada held out a drying cloth to him as he stepped from the tub.

	“’Twas certainly no’ what I expected.” He rubbed most of the wetness from his body, then his hair. Ada offered a clean shirt to him and he pulled it over his head. It would be sufficient to cover him until he reached his room.

	“Well, open yer mouth and speak. I could only overhear bits and pieces of it from the doorway.” She swatted his behind as she spoke.

	He smiled at her admission of spying. Ada meddled wherever and whenever she thought she needed to—particularly if it involved him. Robert offered up another quick prayer of thanks to God for placing her here for him. Robert took her by the hand and led her to a bench. Sitting down next to her on it, he took a deep breath and found that the news from Dunnedin came forth from him in a rush of telling.

	“Struan haes called me back to Dunnedin. Dougal is ill and is no’ expected to live.”

	“Will ye go?” Her voice quivered with fear.

	“Aye. He’s my laird—I must follow his command.” That was the safest approach—the claim of duty.

	“Oh, pish. I ken too much of the sad tale to believe that ’tis the only reason ye go to Dunnedin. Tell me what I dinna ken.”

	“Since this will be but a temporary stay, I thought...” Robert hesitated to put into words his deepest desire.

	“Ye thought what, my boy?” Ada looked at his face, looked deep into his eyes, discerning the truth before he spoke it.

	“I hoped to get to ken my true faither.”

	“Nay, Robert, ye hope that yer real faither will acknowledge his natural son afore the clan.”

	He could only nod at her insight. His eyes and nose burned with the unshed tears of that lost boy. His throat tightened, making it impossible to speak. The feelings of the fifteen-year-old, almost a man but still a boy, confronted with the truth of his birth washed over him again. Disbelief, denial, anger. Pain and humiliation. For himself, for his mother, and for Dougal.

	“I canna say how things will go but ye have no choice in the return. Please, Robert, do no’ set yerself up for disappointment. Go and see what comes yer way.”

	He nodded agate at her words. The tightness was passing; he swallowed deeply to clear his throat. “I will try, Ada.” His voice was low and gruff, filled with more feelings than he would admit.

	“Remember, the MacKillop awarded ye the position ye hold because of yer skills. Ye will always have a place here.”

	“Aye, Ada, I will remember that.” He paused and looked at her. She was worrying for him and not about herself. “But who will care for ye while I am gone?”

	“Ah, my boy”—she reached up and caressed his face—”I was here afore ye came and will be here after ye leave. I, too, have a place here that no one will take away. I will wait for yer return.”

	He stood and helped her to her feet. They walked arm in arm down the hallway that paralleled the great room until they reached the stairs. His room, suitable for the castellan, was on the second floor. Hers, on this lower floor, with the other women of the keep.

	“I willna see ye go so I give ye leave now. Send for me if I can be of service to ye in yer duties for the clan MacKendimen. I will await yer return, Robert. Godspeed go with ye.”

	He leaned down to her and pressed his lips to her weather-and age-roughened cheek. Stepping away, their eyes made contact for a moment, and more was said without words. They turned from each other and he ran up the tower steps.

	He feared his next farewell would not be as easy.

	If this one could be called that.

	[image: Image]

	The fire burned low in the brazier in the corner, casting rippling shadows on the walls. Robert walked to the window and peered through the thick glass. Frosted over by the frigid air outside and the warmer air inside, he slid his finger around in the moistness on the surface. Duncan had spared no expense with this inner tower. Glass filled the windows in the private chambers as well as the large solar. No skins over the openings for the laird of the MacKillops!

	Although just as rich, and higher in rank than Duncan was, the laird of the MacKendimens didn’t spend his money on his own comfort. Unless he had changed it, Struan’s chamber was a plain one—containing only the furniture the laird needed. Struan balked at tapestries on the walls, rich rugs underfoot. The laird used all his riches for the betterment of the clan. None in the village went hungry or cold. A place and a keeping was found for any and all in the clan. Struan saw to the survival of his people first.

	Struan was a good leader for his clan, a man to be proud of, to be admired. Struan was... his father.

	Even the thought hurt. The pain of the truth still haunted him, pain made worse by the truth having been kept secret by those who knew. Hated by the father who raised him and denied by the man who fathered him. Mayhap going back into the fray was not the best of ideas. But, as he told Ada, he had no choice. His honor demanded he obey the call from Dunnedin.

	A rustling of the bedcovers broke his concentration. He turned back and saw Helena sitting in his bed, her long blond hair flowing over her naked breasts. His body stirred in reaction to the inviting pose she struck.

	“Robert, I was waiting for ye but fell asleep. Come, ’tis late.” Helena pushed back the covers, exposing more very comely naked limbs to his view.

	Pulling his shirt over his head, he accepted her invitation. She settled into his arms and he covered them both with the heavy woolen plaids. He felt her leg slide over his and the warmth of her body spread through his own as she lay curled up at his side.

	“Will ye be gone for long?” Her soft voice broke into the comfortable silence of the chamber.

	“I dinna ken how long.” He would be honest with her; he had always been so.

	“Will ye come back?” She tilted her head back, watching his face as he answered.

	“I do no’ plan to stay in Dunnedin. I will come back.”

	“Should I wait for ye?”

	They had spoken of this before. The miller’s son wanted her as his wife, in spite of her sharing the castellan’s bed. The young man’s presence now in the keep stirred the pot.

	“I canna offer ye marriage, lass, ye ken that. Mayhap my leaving will be for the best for ye and...”

	“Bain.”

	“Ah, yes, Bain. He willna hold this”—he squeezed her tighter in his embrace—”against ye?”

	“Nay, he willna. As long as I am faithful to him once we marry, he haes sworn to forget my past.”

	“Can ye do that? Be faithful to him?”

	“Aye, Robert, I can. I will.”

	“And will ye forget it as well?” He thought of the many nights they had spent in his bed—talking, fighting, loving. He would regret losing her, but she deserved the happiness that a life with Bain could offer.

	“I dinna think I will forget it or ye, but I will make him a good wife.”

	He made note in his mind to provide her with a small dowry. He earned his own money and owed her at least that for their time together.

	“Are ye too tired to love tonight, Robert?”

	He was never too tired for a good bout of love play, but he found the urge to be inside her heat had disappeared. He would not feel right about lying with another man’s wife, or almost wife.

	“I would rather just hold ye this night, Lena, if ye do no’ mind?”

	“I do no’ mind, Robert.”

	She turned on her side and he fit behind her, draping his arm and leg over her body. Her breathing soon deepened and began a steady rhythm. Sleep tried to claim him, but his thoughts were still too strong. It was a long time before he gave in and surrendered to the quiet of the night.

	 


Chapter 3

	“I did it for ye, lass.”

	“Oh, Struan, I canna believe ye are replacing me in my duties.” Anice’s voice rose in pitch and her accent was back. Struan knew she was mightily upset with him and his decision. But she had left him no choice.

	“Ye canna continue to drive yerself into the ground, Anice. Ye are a woman breeding and ye must consider the babe.”

	Her face drained of all color; she wore the look of a wounded animal. He felt ill at ease hurting her feelings this way but, as laird, he had to step in and stop her. The next generation of the family lay in her belly and he would protect it as he should have protected her.

	“I am no’ replacing ye, Anice. The new steward will need yer guidance until he finds his way here. Ye will still have yer work.”

	He watched as she approached him. Her eyes darted back and forth, her breathing was irregular, and her skin took on a gray pallor. Fear was overtaking her—he had seen this before. She reached out to take his hand and then stopped cold as she realized what she almost did. She must be desperate— she never tried to touch anyone. Not since...

	“Please, Struan, dinna do this to me. I have been faithful to the clan, to ye. I have done my duty well. Please, I need my work. I need my duties. It keeps me... going.” He knew the word she stumbled on: sane.

	“Lass, yer belly is getting bigger by the day and ye canna keep up the pace ye’ve set yerself to for much longer. The new steward will help ye now that Dougal canna, and he will carry on yer duties when ye are in yer childbed.”

	She must have realized that he would not back down from this, because her eyes lost their wildness. He could see her regain control over herself bit by bit until the Anice known to the clan was back facing him.

	“Who have you chosen for the position, Laird?”

	Struan saw that the terrified child was gone and Anice was back in control. He prayed to God nightly that she would rid herself of the paralyzing fear that still ruled her life. That she would begin to enjoy life within the clan again, especially before the babe came. But, so far, the Almighty was ignoring his pleas.

	“Robert Mathieson, Dougal’s... son.” It did not matter that eight years had passed since the terrible argument that had revealed the truth. Struan could not allow himself to think of Robert in any other way.

	“Dougal haes a son? I did not know.”

	“He left Dunnedin long afore ye came to us, Anice. He went to the MacKillops for training and now serves as their steward.” The old excuse still worked; he would make use of it.

	“And he will stay on here?”

	“Nay, he will no’.”

	Without meaning to, Struan raised his voice in denial. Robert could not stay here after he fulfilled his duty. Too many problems, too many lies, too many mistakes from the past would lie open. Nay, he could not.

	“The MacKillop wants him to return as soon as he is no’ needed any longer here. So, ye see, Anice, ye will have yer duties back after ye recover from the birth of yer bairn.”

	With her head bowed, she nodded. “Yes, Laird,” she whispered. “I will obey your commands.”

	Oh, dear God, what he wouldn’t give to have the old Anice back. The one with the noble airs and the infuriating tone of voice. The one who insisted on being addressed as “milady” and who never trembled in fear before any man.

	“Robert will arrive in a few days, Anice. Can ye find a suitable chamber for him to use during his stay?”

	She smiled at him and nodded, obviously pleased to be given a task, however mundane it was. He watched her turn to leave the room, when she stopped at the door.

	“Struan, may I ask a boon?”

	“Anything wi’in my power to give ye is yers, Anice.” He meant it.

	“Can we keep my dealings with your... son a private thing?”

	“Aye, Anice, there’s no need for Robert to be privy to yer private life.”

	“Thank you, Laird.”

	One day, long ago, he had waited for the day this lass would finally call him Father. He had waited for the day she would joyfully give him many plump grandchildren to carry and spoil. ’Twas not meant to be. He regretted that more than anything else ruined by his son.

	Sandy, as it turned out, was the despoiler not only of virgins, but also of dreams. Struan shook his head in regret as Anice turned and left the room.
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	Anice made her way to Dougal’s chamber. The poor man was withering away before their eyes and no one could slow his deterioration down a bit. Moira tried all the potions and herbal concoctions she knew how to brew and it was all for naught. Well, Anice thought, at least his son would see him before he passed over.

	The door was open and Moira was tending the dying man, wiping his brow and face. Anice had tolerated Dougal in his role of steward, but she had never liked him, although that thought felt uncharitable as the man lay near death. At least he had lived a long, full life and God had granted him a son.

	Her hand moved to her belly as it always did now when she thought about children. Would this be a son for the clan or a daughter for her? If only Moira would share her knowledge.

	Instead she always answered that things would work out for best. But whose best? Hers? The babe’s? God forbid, Sandy’s?

	“Does the bairn move inside ye?” Moira’s voice broke into her thoughts.

	“Aye, he moves much more now than before.” She always called the babe “he” as if she knew the matter had already been decided. She rubbed her fingers over the spot that moved.

	Moira stood as she approached the bed. The healer reached out towards her belly but paused, waiting for permission. Moira was one of few whose touch she could bear, but the woman always asked first. Anice nodded her consent and Moira’s hands encircled the bulge of the babe and spread outward. She pushed lightly against the movements from within.

	Anice smiled as Moira continued her poking and prodding. For some reason, Moira’s touch soothed her and she felt the tension of the encounter with Struan leave her body. Moira stopped with her hand on top of the mound and smiled, too.

	“All is well?” Anice asked, hoping for some small clue.

	“All is well. Have ye been resting?” Moira met her glance.

	“I try.”

	“Ye are a liar, Anice MacNab, and no’ a verra good one at that.”

	“When the new steward arrives, I will have nothing to do but rest, Moira.”

	“New steward? Haes Struan spoken of him to ye, lass?” The news of the visitor seemed to excite Moira.

	“Aye, Moira, Dougal’s son is coming home to serve in his faither’s place. Until I recover from the birth of the babe.”

	Moira walked around her and sat by the bedside again, tending to Dougal. Anice could see she was deep in thought about

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg








images/image-2.jpeg





images/image-1.jpeg
TERRI
BRISBIN

USA TODAY BESTSFLLING AUTHOR





images/image.png





images/image.jpeg





images/LuckenboothPress_Logo_Banner.jpeg
iy

@LUCKENBOOTH PRESS






