
        
            [image: cover]
        

    



Wings 

of 

Morning 



Kathleen  Morgan 


These Highland Hills 
Book 2 



[image: 9781441201782_0001_001]



© 2006 by Kathleen Morgan 

Published by Fleming H. Revell
 a division of Baker Publishing Group
 P.O. Box 6287, Grand Rapids, MI 49516-6287 

Printed in the United States of America 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—for example, electronic, photocopy, recording—without the prior written permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

Library of Congre Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

 Morgan, Kathleen, 1950–

 Wings of morning / Kathleen Morgan.

p.     cm. —(These highland hills ; bk. 2)

 ISBN 0-8007-5964-8 (pbk.)

1. Scotland—History—16th century—Fiction. 2. Highlands (Scotland)—Fiction. I. Title.

PS3563.O8647W56 2006

 813´.54—dc22                                                                                2005019747 



This book is dedicated to Kelli Standish,
a great champion of Christian fiction.
Your deep and unstinting love for
 God and the ministry of Christian fiction
 is so very much appreciated, my friend.
Thank you from the bottom of my heart.



Contents

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

Don’t miss book 1 in These Highland Hills Series



1 

STRATHYRE HOUSE, CENTRAL SCOTTISH HIGHLANDS, JUNE 1566



All was in readiness.

The bedchamber was spotless, the linens so recently washed the faint scent of sunshine and fresh air clung to them still. The stout oak bedstead had been hand-rubbed with oil until it gleamed. The stone floors were scrubbed and laid with newly cut, summer-sweet marsh rushes.

Beeswax candles, impaled on tall, iron stakes, flickered and burned on either side of the bed. A fire smoldered in the hearth, adding its own warmth and light to mute the chill darkness of stone-damp castle and dreary summer night.

Still, seventeen-year-old Regan Drummond shivered, clasping her arms protectively about her night-rail-clad body. Gooseflesh tightened her fair skin. The thin, lawn fabric was, after all, not meant for warmth but enticement. Regan could only hope, after tonight, her wedding night, she’d be able to put away the ridiculously impractical gown forever.

But not just yet. Tonight, no matter how senseless all the bedtime ceremony seemed, she’d grit her teeth, keep her opinions to herself, and do her duty. Aye, do her duty, and not give dear Roddy cause  to question her devotion to him. Already he was in such a state of agitation over their impending coupling, Regan had all but forced him into the arms of his inebriated younger brother and other male wedding guests.

“Give me a time to prepare myself,”  she had urged her new husband. “A cup or two of wine won’t harm a braw lad like ye,”  she then added, motioning Roddy away. “Indeed, it’ll ease the night to come for the both of us.” 

Misgiving in his warm brown eyes, Roddy had reluctantly joined the party of revelers, leaving Regan to her maidservants and the bedtime preparations. If the truth be told, she was in no hurry for the marital consummation. If the truth be told, she was as frightened and unsure of what this night held as he.

With a sense of foreboding, Regan walked to the big, four-poster bed, climbed in beneath the cool, linen sheets, and pulled the down comforter up to her chin. The sound of raucous male voices echoed down the long, stone corridor, voices thick with drunkenness and loud with crude songs. She shivered. It was the wedding party, at last delivering Roddy to his bride.

It was only for a night, Regan reminded herself, and only for a short while at that. Roddy would manage his husbandly duties, then fall asleep beside her. On the morrow, they’d rise, share breakfast, and fall back into the comfortable routine and relationship they had always known before.

Aye, Reagan thought. It was only for a night—well, the worst of it, leastwise. It was also, in the total scheme of their lives, a very small part indeed.

The singing and shouts grew louder. The remarks came again, crude and ribald. Hot blood warmed Regan’s cheeks. The boors. The vulgar, insufferable boors!

Then they were at the door, kicking it open and spilling into the bridal bedchamber like a horde of Viking marauders. Hair disheveled, shirts wine-stained and half hanging from their kilts, the group of twenty or so clansmen, led by Roddy’s younger brother, Walter,  slid to an abrupt halt at the sight of her. Roddy, carried aloft by the other revelers, looked up from his perch and blinked in surprise.

It took only a moment, however, for his surprise to transform into a drunken leer. “Och, there ye are, my bonny bride,”  he managed to slur. “Ready and waiting for yer man to make ye a woman, are ye?” 

At that, Roddy’s companions roared in laughter and resumed their unsteady trek toward the bed. Regan watched them approach, their grinning passenger held overhead like some precious cargo, her desire to dive beneath the covers warring with the impulse to leap from bed and pummel the lot of them. Only her fierce Highland pride held her where she was. That, and the hurt Roddy’s insensitive acquiescence to this ridiculous performance stirred in her.

She had begged him not to allow the traditional activities that always culminated in drunken men milling about, making bawdy comments in the marital bedchamber. And he had given his word that no such escapades would mar their wedding night. Yet here he was, as inebriated and lewd as the rest, joining in with the most unseemly—and traitorous—enthusiasm.

But there was no time to dwell on his hurtful betrayal. The MacLaren men halted at the foot of the big bed. With suddenly the greatest of care, they lowered their laird and deposited him there. Apparently oblivious to Regan’s murderous glare, Roddy immediately rose to all fours and crawled up to meet her.

“A wee kiss for yer husband,”  he growled, his liquor-bleary gaze roving over her. “Show me how badly ye want me, lass.” 

Regan steadily traded glances with him. “First, send them on their way,”  she said, her voice low but taut with fury. “What’s between us, if indeed there’s aught to be salvaged this night, isn’t for the sight of others.” 

As if trying to fathom the meaning beneath her words, her husband blinked stupidly. A light of comprehension flared, signaling that a shred or two of sense still remained. He nodded slowly, then, half turning, looked behind him.

“Away with ye,”  he snarled. “I’ve better things to do than celebrate with the likes of ye.” 

“But ye haven’t even crawled between the covers!”  one of Roddy’s compatriots shouted. “And we’ve yet to verify ye’re properly bedded.” 

Roddy turned back to Regan. She could see the liquor beginning to regain its foothold, the uncertainty rise. “Send them away,”  she whispered. “Please.” 

“She said ye must leave,”  he muttered thickly, never taking his gaze off her.

“And since when does a wife tell her husband what he can and cannot do?”  a voice rose from somewhere beyond the foot of the bed.

“Aye, bridle the filly before she takes the bit, and she’s forever out of control,”  another man yelled. “Teach her to obey now, or ye’ll never tame her!” 

“And ye’d know that better than most, eh, Fergus!”  yet another added, and they all laughed.

At that, something hardened, went dark and shuttered in Roddy’s eyes. Despair rippled through her. She had lost what little influence she may have had over him. Or, leastwise, this night anyway.

The laughs and suggestive comments rose again, until Regan felt smothered in their dreadful, demeaning cacophony. She shut her eyes, attempting to block it all out. And then Roddy leaned close, took her chin in one hand, and slammed his mouth down on hers.

His kiss was rough and awkward. The taste of wine, the odor of smoke and sweat, was on him. Nausea roiled in her gut.

Suddenly, Regan couldn’t breathe. Panic seized her. She struck out frantically.

Roddy tumbled backward, falling off the end of the bed. For a fleeting moment, his companions fell silent, then roared all the louder in laughter. It snapped the last thread of maidenly modesty and decorum Regan possessed.

With a cry of rage, she leaped from bed and grabbed one of the tall, iron candlesticks. Pulling the beeswax taper free, she tossed it aside. Then, swinging the candle stake’s pointed end in a wide arc before her, Regan advanced on the clansmen.

“Out of here, I say,”  she screamed. “Get out before I run ye through with this!” 

The sight of an enraged, night-rail-clad woman must have finally been enough to sober the assembled men, at least temporarily.

They fell silent; their mouths dropped open, and they stared. She knew, though, she must press her advantage while she still could.

The candle stake held before her like some battle spear, Regan advanced on them.

“Get out, ye leering, liquor-besotted swine,”  she all but shrieked. “Out! Out of my bedchamber!” 

She punctuated her demand with a sudden lunge forward with her lethally pointed weapon. With an indignant gasp, the men parted before her. Another sharp thrust, and they began to crowd backward toward the still-open door.

Like she would with a flock of sheep, Regan slowly but surely herded them out the way they had come. When the last man stepped back over the threshold, she finally set aside her weapon. Taking the door, she slammed it shut and bolted it.

There were a few defiant shouts and muttered curses, but from the footsteps now echoing down the corridor, it was evident all the revelry had at last ebbed from Roddy’s clansmen. Soon, silence reigned once more. It took a time for Regan’s anger to cool and her heart to resume a more placid beat. At last, though, the candle stake in hand, she turned back to the bed.

Roddy was sitting on the floor where he had fallen, a crooked smile on his lips. Though most times that boyishly endearing look was enough to erase any lingering anger or exasperation Regan might still harbor against her dearest friend, this night there seemed nothing behind that smile. Nothing, leastwise, that could come close to justifying what had almost happened.

“Are ye planning to impale me on that wee spike, lass?”  her now apparently contrite new husband inquired. “It wouldn’t sit well with the clan, ye know, killing the bridegroom on his wedding night.”  

“Yet almost ravishing me before half the men of the clan would?” 

He gave what looked to be a half-apologetic shrug. “Well, mayhap I let things get a wee bit out of hand . . .” 

Regan gave a disdainful snort. “A wee bit?” 

Roddy heaved a weary sigh. “Fine, it got far too much out of hand. And I’m sorry, lass. Verra sorry.” 

All the fight drained from her in one big rush. “Ye . . . ye promised, R-Roddy.”  Despite her best efforts to contain it, her voice quavered. “And ye knew how badly I didn’t want such a degrading spectacle on our wedding night. Yet ye . . . Och, how could ye go against yer word?” 

“Lass, lass.”  He shoved to his feet, swayed unsteadily, and had to grab for one of the bedposts to keep from toppling over. Once more, a sheepish grin split his handsome face. “Let me make it up to ye. Come here. Come to me, for I fear I’ll surely fall and crack my skull if I try to walk verra far.” 

She knew what would happen if she went to him. Yet, despite what had just transpired, despite the lingering pain at his vow breaking, Regan knew she couldn’t avoid the inevitable forever. And at least the bedchamber door was now firmly bolted against any intruders . . .

“I’m not thinking ye deserve aught from me this night,”  she muttered, even as she made her way back across the room, “but if ye give me yer solemn vow ye’ll never do that again—” 

Just as soon as she came within arms’ length, Roddy grabbed her and pulled her to him. “Wheesht, lass,”  he said to silence her. “I promise. It’ll never happen again.” 

With that, he lowered his head toward her. At first the kiss was gentle, even tentative, but as Regan moved close and yielded to him, his mouth slanted harder and more insistently. He crushed her lips  with an increasingly savage intensity. His hands began to rove over her, touching places no man had ever touched before.

She wrenched her mouth away. “Roddy . . . please. Ye’re hurting me!” 

He lifted passion-glazed eyes to her. “Wheesht,”  he mumbled, his voice gone hoarse and frighteningly unfamiliar. “Ye’ve had yer apology. It’s time ye give me what I’ve been wanting for years now. It’s time ye begin acting the obedient wife.” 

Whirling around, Roddy forced her up against the foot of the bed. Regan fought to keep her balance, but her husband’s greater weight and strength inexorably bore her back until they both fell onto the bed. And then his hands were tugging at her night rail, wrenching the delicate fabric until it tore.

The sound of the ripping cloth sent Roddy past the point of reason. He threw himself atop her, his fingers entwining in her hair to twist the long locks painfully in his hands.

“Roddy,”  Regan cried. “Stop! Ye’re going too fast!” 

Her husband—the gentle man she thought she had married—was no more. A madness the like of which she had never seen before came over him. Terror filled Regan. Panic rose to nearly strangle her. Instinctively, she fought back, pounding at him, striking his head and face, all the while screaming for him to stop.

And then, he did. He went limp and slumped over her. At first, all Regan could do was struggle to catch her breath. Gradually, though, as her heart eased its pounding and the room ceased its crazed twirling, Regan realized he hadn’t stopped of his own volition. Roddy had either succumbed to the vast amounts of wine he had surely imbibed this eve, or she had inadvertently knocked him out in her terror-stricken thrashing.

She shoved him off her and, for a long moment, lay there beside him. Then, rolling away, Regan slid from bed.

His face relaxed once more, Roddy looked again like the friend she had grown up with all these years. He looked familiar, comforting, kind—nothing like the madman of a few minutes ago. But it  didn’t matter anymore. She had seen a side of Roderick MacLaren she didn’t like. Didn’t like at all.

Regan glanced down at her nightrail. Nausea welled. Suddenly she couldn’t bear to be in the same room with the stranger who was now her husband. She shrugged from the ruined garment, hurriedly dressed, then ran from the room.
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“The alarm’s been raised, m’lord. Reivers have attacked Shenlarich and taken the cattle.” 

Not another village, Iain Campbell thought late that evening, and that only a fortnight since the last attack. Though he loved the Highlands dearly, there were times when he grew mightily weary of all the lawlessness, plundering, and blackmail that were such an integral part of the Highland way of life. He had suffered enough at the hands of power-maddened, narrow-visioned men. All he wanted was to live in peace.

But apparently the fulfillment of that particular wish wasn’t in the offing anytime soon. With a sigh, the laird of Balloch Castle and tanist to his cousin and clan chief, Niall Campbell, glanced up from his spot in the chapel pew. “And have ye word, as well, Charlie, as to which clan’s doing the thieving?”  he asked.

“It’s likely the MacLarens, m’lord.”  Charles Campbell’s mouth lifted in an apologetic grin. “I’m sorry to be disturbing ye at prayers, and this well into the eve and all, but if we’re to have a chance of catching them . . .” 

Iain closed his prayer book, set it aside, and leaned back in the pew. “Dinna fash yerself. Clan honor won’t permit such a humiliation. Best we see to the task forthwith.” 

“Shall I call out the lads to ready themselves then?” 

Though understanding for his reluctance burned in his captain’s eyes, Iain knew his men would leap at the chance to avenge the thievery. They’d be eager for a late night’s rousing ride, thirsty for retribution against a band of other clansmen likely out for naught  more than a bit of excitement and a few cattle to prove the mettle of their manhood. Still, the crofters who had lost their beasts were poor folk and could hardly spare even one less animal. Even more importantly, they were Campbells and looked to him, as their laird, for a reckoning.

“Was any crofter seriously injured or killed?” 

Momentarily, Charlie’s weathered brow furrowed in thought. “Nay. Daniel, the smithy, was banged upside his head, and old Angus got a foot stomped on by a passing horse, but no one was much in the mood to defy armed men. Most just stood back and watched.” 

Things might not go quite as peaceably for the MacLarens, Iain well knew. Once his men’s blood was stirred to recapture their cattle, the possibility was strong that lives might be lost. MacLaren lives, as well as the lives of his own men.

Iain grimaced. He’d had enough of fighting and death in the past two years to last him a lifetime. He’d had enough of treachery and misguided Highland honor. Yet few seemed to share his sentiments. Few Highlanders, at any rate.

“Well,”  he said, rising, “though we didn’t start this absurd custom of reiving, we’ve no other choice but to end yet another instance of it.”  He shook his head. “As if Roddy MacLaren and his clan are on the verge of starvation, now that he’s gone and wed that Drummond heiress.” 

“Mayhap he intends to present the cattle to his wee bride as a wedding gift.”  Charlie chuckled. “The MacLarens are themselves, after all, poor as church mice. And a man, even a poor one, has his pride.” 

Iain gave a snort of disgust. “So a stolen bridal gift is better than no gift at all, is it? Nay. I don’t see it that way, and never will, Charlie.” 

The older man stepped aside for Iain to slip from the pew and head down the aisle of the ancient, stone chapel. “Nay, m’lord,”  he  softly called after him. “But then, ye’re not like most men, are ye?  And thanks be to God that ye aren’t. Aye, thanks be to God!” 
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“R-Regan? Regan, are ye all right? Regan, wake up!” 

Cold, stiff, and miserable, Regan awoke in the pale light of dawn to a sweet, childish voice. For a fleeting instant, disorientation, as thick as the morning mists hanging heavy on the air, swirled about her. Then, as she tried to stretch her drawn-up legs—and found she couldn’t—remembrance returned.

She was in the garden, crammed between the high stone wall and the yew bushes that formed a backdrop for the fountain with its crumbling statue of an archer. Her gown and woolen cloak were damp with dew. Her toes, clad as they were in a pair of thin leather slippers, were numb.

“Regan?” 

She looked up and, through the parted branches, saw Molly. Roddy and Walter’s little sister gazed back at her with frightened eyes. Regan’s heart went out to the seven-year-old. Likely she had heard the noisy celebration last night. And, just as likely, she had been awakened in the wee hours to Roddy roaring about like some wounded lion. No wonder the bairn was confused and afraid.

“I’m fine, lassie.”  She attempted a reassuring smile. “I was just playing a game with Roddy and Walter, that’s all.” 

Molly’s pert little nose wrinkled in puzzlement. “But Roddy’s not even here, nor is Walter. So why are ye still hiding?” 

Good question. “Och, well, I suppose I dozed off while I was waiting. But now there’s no reason to hide anymore, is there?” 

“Nay, there isn’t.” 

With a sigh, Regan rolled to the side and crawled from her hiding place. It was past time she face the world again, whatever time it actually was. Fortunately, no one was about in the garden, and the mists effectively blanketed her from view of the tower windows.

As she climbed to her feet, however, a chill breeze swept through  the little, enclosed courtyard, sending needles of ice to pierce her sodden garments. Regan shivered and wrapped her arms about her. If she wasn’t careful, she’d surely catch the ague from the past night’s sorry refuge in the garden.

Served her right, she supposed, for running out on Roddy last eve. Not that he had long remained in his drunken stupor. Scarcely a half hour later her husband had roused and taken to storming though Strathyre House, shouting her name and demanding she join him posthaste. For his efforts, Roddy had stirred anew his still-inebriated clansmen, who had then proceeded to add to the pandemonium.

Not that any of the blustering and threats had pried her from her secret bower. Regan was no fool. Roddy was a man changed when under the influence of liquor. A man whom she had only recently discovered she neither liked nor trusted. Or, leastwise, didn’t like or trust when he drank. No matter how he bellowed and pleaded, she had refused to face him again last night.

One betrayal in her life was far more than she could bear. She’d not risk her heart again.

At the irony in that thought, Regan’s lips lifted in what she imagined was a parody of a smile. Roddy’s abandoned promises last night had been an unexpectedly savage wounding. It might indeed take a long time to heal, if it ever did. But she hadn’t really been thinking of his shameful behavior. She had been remembering an even more troubling, long past ordeal.

Odds were, though, that Roddy and his clansmen would return soon. After a time of searching the tower house, her husband had given up his efforts to find her. He and his men had ridden off, apparently in pursuit of the nearest tavern. She only hoped the drunken lot had managed not to fall from their horses and been trampled in the doing. That’s all she needed. A hungover and injured husband.

“Er, shouldn’t we be going inside?”  Molly asked just then. “It’s verra chilly out, ye know.” 

Regan glanced down at the little girl. With a mop of long, blond curls, big, blue eyes, and the sweetest smile, Molly was the sister Regan had never had. She had been born late in Roddy and Walter’s father’s second marriage, and her birth had killed her mother. Regan, with the help of the servants, had essentially raised her.

“Aye, ye’re right as always, lassie,”  she replied. “It is verra chilly out.” 

Taking Molly’s hand in hers, Regan skirted the flower beds that angled out from the fountain, then headed down the flagstone path between the two, long rows of herbs and vegetables leading to the ground-floor entry. Slipping inside, she made her way to the turnpike stair leading up to the first floor, which opened immediately onto a large kitchen. Cook and her two helpers were already hard at work, preparing what Regan realized, with a start, was the noon meal.

“And what’ve ye been about,”  the older, pleasantly plump woman demanded as she caught sight of her, “to be slinking into my kitchen like this?”  She shot Molly then Regan a quick, assessing glance before returning her attention to the bread dough she was kneading. “Ye look a drenched cat, ye do, Regan MacLaren. Best ye hie yerself up to yer bedchamber and have Isabel draw ye a nice, hot bath. Meanwhile, I’ll prepare ye a wee bit of breakfast to tide ye over, and have it sent up. The young lord has yet to return. Ye’ve still time to prepare yerself, not to mention gather yer wits about ye.” 

Regan could feel the warmth flood her cheeks. She looked down at Molly. “Why don’t ye go over and see if Sally has any sweets left from last eve’s meal?” 

The little girl seemed to like that idea and scampered off. Once she reached Sally’s side, she tugged on the woman’s apron.

“And why would I be needing to gather my wits about me?”  Regan asked then, sidling up to Cook even as she faced the humiliating realization that her and Roddy’s marital spat was indeed known by all.

“Why else than to show that man of yers the proper way of  things?”  Cook gave a hoarse laugh. “He acted the craven boor last eve, and well ye know it. Ye mustn’t let him off lightly. Not if ye’ve even an ounce of pride in ye, at any rate.” 

Cook meant well. Indeed, over the years living at Strathyre House she had been the closest thing to a mother that Regan had had. In the end, though, she was now a MacLaren. Her first loyalty must ultimately be to Strathyre’s laird.

“I’ve my pride,”  Regan muttered. “But I’ll deal with my husband in my own time and way, thank ye verra much.” 

The expression on the other woman’s face fell. “Och, I beg pardon, m’lady. I didn’t mean aught by my comments. Of course ye must deal with the young lord as ye see fit.” 

She had bruised Cook’s feelings. Compunction filled Regan. “Och, I didn’t mean aught by my unkind comments! I value yer advice, truly I do. It’s just that . . . well, I’ve a lot to think on before Roddy returns.” 

“Aye, that ye do.”  Cook smiled in sympathy. “And it’ll all go better after ye’ve had a bite to eat and a nice, hot bath.”  She made a shooing motion with her flour-dusted hands. “So off with ye now. Just as soon as ye hie yerself to yer room, I’ll send up my two lasses with the buckets of water.” 

Regan’s mouth quirked in gratitude. “Thank ye. I don’t know what—” 

A cry went out from high overhead. It was the sentry walking guard on the tower house parapet. Regan and Cook’s gazes met. It was surely Roddy and his men, headed home at last from their night’s escapades.

Now that the moment was upon her, Regan wasn’t so certain she was up to facing her husband. Perhaps it was best to take to her chambers for a time, then find Roddy in a less public moment. But that smacked of some beaten dog slinking away to hide, and she had nothing to hide or be ashamed of.

She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. “The time for gathering my wits, I see, has passed. I must go and greet my husband.” 

Understanding flared in Cook’s eyes. “Aye, m’lady, ye must. Naught else would be fitting, would it?” 

“Nay, it wouldn’t.”  Regan hesitated, her glance alighting on Molly now seated at the table, her face smeared with strawberry jam from one of the tarts she was eating. “Best Molly stay down here. Until I’ve had a chance to speak with Roddy.” 

Cook nodded. “Aye, best she does. We’ll keep an eye on the lass, we will.” 

“My thanks.”  With that, she turned and left the kitchen.

Though Regan’s intent to have it out with her husband had sounded confident back in the kitchen, as she made her way to the stairs, then up another flight to the Great Hall where she intended to await the men, fresh doubts assailed her. How should she receive Roddy? What should she say, or should she say aught at all? Might it not be best just to let him do all the talking?

One thing was certain. He must understand, and understand thoroughly, that his behavior last eve was reprehensible and wouldn’t be tolerated ever again. He must, or there was no hope of salvaging their marriage.

She removed her cloak and laid it on a bench as she passed into the Great Hall. Her gown was still damp, but no one would likely notice in the excitement of the homecoming. There wasn’t aught to be done about her hair, but then, the dampness only made the thick mass of chestnut locks even wavier, and Roddy was well used to that. Regan doubted he’d note aught amiss in her appearance. 

Drawing up before the hearth fire, she first took a seat in one of the high-backed, carved wooden chairs placed there. Finally, however, when it began to seem Roddy and the others were taking an interminable amount of time to come inside, she stood and began to make her way across the wide expanse of rush-covered floor. Before she could traverse even half of the room, however, the MacLarens walked in.

Regan jerked to a halt. Between the double file of clansmen, they carried what looked to be a length of tautly stretched plaid. For an  instant, she stared at them in puzzlement. In the yet gloomy day, it was difficult to make out what they carried between them. Then, as the men drew nearer, Regan saw a body lying on the plaid.

She noted now that many of them were bloodied, their shirts torn, and some wore bandages. Fear stabbed through her. What had they been about last eve?

Her glance searched them more closely now, seeking but one face in the mass of men approaching her. Walter, his face twisted in anguish, strode along at the side of one of the men carrying an end of the plaid. Regan’s hand went to her throat. Nowhere did she see Roddy.

And then she knew. They carried Roddy!

With a strangled cry, she ran to them, shoving her way past the men, crowding up to stand beside her husband. The men halted, and she could finally see what had been hidden before. Roddy lay there, pale and unmoving. She reached out, touched his cheek. It was cold.

“How?”  Regan forced out the word. “How did this happen?” 

No one replied.

“How?”  she repeated on a thread of hysteria. “How?” 

“He wanted to prove himself to ye,”  Walter said at long last, moving to her side. “He wanted to make amends by giving ye a fitting bridal gift. So we went on a wee ride into Campbell lands to lift a few fat cattle.” 

She turned a horrified gaze to Roddy’s younger brother. “Ye . . . ye went reiving? On my wedding night?” 

“It wasn’t my idea, lass,”  Walter said. “I tried to talk Roddy out of it. Ye can ask any of these lads here. They’ll vouch for me, they will.” 

“What happened?”  Regan dragged in a shuddering breath. She gestured to the lifeless form of her husband. “How did this happen?” 

“The Campbells weren’t in a verra forgiving mood when they caught up with us. We found ourselves fighting for our lives. Finally, Roddy cried out to the Campbells that we yielded. That seemed to  satisfy them, once we had thrown down all our weapons. I thought then that we might actually live through this, especially when the Campbell leader next ordered us to depart. Things got a bit confused then, in the darkness and all, and I lost track of Roddy. Soon thereafter, a shot rang out.

“The clouds momentarily parted and, in the moonlight, I saw Roddy fall. I wheeled about just in time to catch a flash of a silver pistol in the hand of the man who had just fired it. Fired a bullet into my brother’s back.”  His mouth contorted in hatred. “The cowardly, cold-blooded knave!” 

Time stilled. Blood pounded through Regan’s skull until she thought she’d scream. All the while, though, a chill calm spread through her. Roddy was dead, and the man who had murdered him still lived.

“Who?”  she gritted out the demand. “Who killed Roddy?” 

“The laird of Balloch Castle, no less,”  Walter hissed. “None other than Iain Campbell himself.” 
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It’s strange what kinds of thoughts enter yer head when ye least expect them, Regan mused three days later as she watched the final shovelfuls of dirt tumble down onto Roddy’s casket. Rather than dwell on the morbid scene of glum MacLaren clansmen or the still wailing bean-tuiream —professional mourning woman who had followed the coffin to the kirk graveyard—Regan chose instead to consider her current options. Mayhap it was just her way of distancing herself so she might cling fast to the tattered remnants of her control. Or mayhap she truly was, in the end, as cold-blooded and hard of heart as Roddy sometimes accused her of being.

One way or another, Regan knew she had to maintain her sanity, had to survive. That resolve hadn’t changed but only evolved over the years from a childish, unthinking instinct to one of now-conscious intent. With Roddy gone, however, the only question remaining was should she continue on here or attempt once again to return to her own clan? Unfortunately, the decision was no simpler than it had ever been.

Walter had already made it clear that her place was here, that in everything but birth she was now a MacLaren. And there was some truth in the fact that Strathyre House, whether she had ever wished it so or not, had long ago become her home.

She had been only five when her parents had brought her here  to stay with one of her mother’s cousins, a dour-faced, imposing woman who was by then Roddy and Walter’s stepmother. But only for a few months, her parents had assured her, while they journeyed to Edinburgh to attend the widowed queen, Mary of Guise’s, appointment ceremony as Governor of Scotland to rule in the place of her young daughter, Mary, until she came of age. Though that day had been over twelve years ago, Regan recalled it yet as if it had been yesterday.

She had begged her parents until she was hoarse, then screamed and wept until her voice was gone, pleading with them to reconsider and take her with them. But they had remained adamant, promising to return just as soon as they could. Their departure had sent Regan to her bed for nearly a week, in which she refused to eat or be consoled. Indeed, what could be said that would justify such desertion? It was a wounding the likes of which she hoped never to experience again.

But experience it she had, but three months later, when word came that both of her parents had died of typhus. All good intentions aside, they had never returned for her. They had never even set out on the road back home, having died in some miserable, louse-infested lodging in Edinburgh.

This time, Regan was inconsolable. Though but a child, she knew the truth of what had happened. Her beloved father and mother were gone, headed for a distant place she could never reach in this life. They had left her behind. They had rejected her. They didn’t love her.

But neither had Regan found much comfort or love from her two caretakers. Roderick senior had been too busy trying to provide for his family to spare the grieving five-year-old much time. And his wife, for some reason still unknown to Regan, found a strangely sadistic pleasure in taunting her at every turn, accusing her of driving her parents away and, in the process, inadvertently causing their deaths. The cruel words, however, didn’t long suffice.  And then the beatings began.

Not that Clan Drummond, her father’s people, appeared to bear her any true sort of love either. Though at the time of her parents’ untimely demise Regan had been too young even to think about returning to her ancestral home, much less even care to do so, factions had soon risen within the peevish Drummond clan over who should or shouldn’t assume the now-vacant clan chieftainship. And, with several uncles to contend with—all of whom, for one reason or another, felt their claim was the most legitimate—no one had given much thought to a wee girl child’s own, even more valid, claim. No one had lifted any hue and cry, for that matter, that she should even be returned from the temporary—and presumably far safer—care of the MacLarens.

In her heart of hearts, despite the brutality of Roddy and Walter’s stepmother, Regan knew she had always been far safer at Strathyre than in her own lands. It was why, over the years, she hadn’t ever seriously broached the matter of returning home. And it was why she gave it only passing consideration now, as she stood at Roddy’s grave, contemplating what path her life should next take.

She was now a MacLaren and would live her life as one, until the day came when some other man would take her as his wife. She wasn’t a fool. Her only value lay in whatever future suitors saw in her. After all, having squandered the one opportunity to become impregnated with Roddy’s heir, Regan knew Walter would now inherit Strathyre and its lands.

He could never wed her himself, though, if he even desired to do so. Highlanders were an independent lot and frequently ignored the laws and social strictures of their cousins to the far south. The taking of one’s widowed sister-in-law in marriage, however, wasn’t one custom easily discarded. Especially not when the Kirk itself also frowned on such a practice.

For that reason alone, Regan had little worry Walter would ever consider her as a possible wife. Unfortunately, he also lacked the funds to put together sufficient dowry to entice any other potential husbands. Only her claim to the Drummond fortune would offer  any hope for future suitors. If they were of a mind to go to war with her uncles over it.

In the distance, thunder rumbled. Regan lifted her gaze to the pewter gray skies. Rain was in the offing, as it frequently was this time of year. Best they hie themselves home while they still could, or soon be trudging through a torrential downpour and the resulting mud. 

Not that Strathyre offered any promise of respite, Regan thought as the gathering finally began to disperse. Even on the sunniest of days, it was still a damp, dreary, rundown place. Once the seat of a mighty clan, Strathyre, perched on the shores of Loch Voil, was a superbly defensible tower house that had, in the last century, been additionally fortified with two additional conically capped turrets on opposite corners from the already existing gabled watchtowers.

As she headed up the hill toward the old stone dwelling, Regan’s gaze lifted. A four-story, square tower topped by an attic and a garret story beneath its steeply pitched roof, the building’s seven-footthick walls had withstood numerous assaults in the three hundred years of its existence. Made of local stone, the dark gray house was a sophisticated balance of intricacy and symmetry. It was also, however, a dwelling of few comforts or amenities.

The ground floor, which held storage cellars, a small armory, and two prison cells, was dark and dank, its only illumination three narrow, vertical, defensive loopholes. A turnpike stair led to an L-shaped first floor, which housed the kitchen, several more storage rooms, and a general workroom. It at least, though, had three windows and a garderobe. The Great Hall on the second floor, plastered and painted with rapidly fading scenes, was even more brightly lit, with windows in each wall, two with stone seats, a fine fireplace, and garderobes at both ends of the south wall.

On the third floor, in addition to the two, large bedchambers with fireplaces, was another, smaller bedroom in one of the turrets that had always been Regan’s. Or, leastwise, she thought sadly, her room until her wedding night, when she had gone to join Roddy in the largest of the two main bedchambers. Access to the lower  stories of the turrets—which additionally held garderobes—was also available from the third floor.

The fourth story was the attic. Besides offering entry to the upper stories of the turrets, in inclement weather the attic was used to hang the wash from ropes strung from the rafters. It had also been, throughout the days of her girlhood, a favorite place for her to play.

At the memory, Regan’s lips curved in a sad little smile. Many the times she had escaped up there to hide from the wrath of Roddy and Walter’s ill-tempered stepmother. Perhaps the woman had been dull-witted enough never to suspect the attic as a hiding place. More likely, though, with her ever-increasing corpulence, she lacked the energy to climb the additional flights of stairs on the twisting, circular turnpike.

One way or another, the attic had become Regan’s haven. From its imposing height, she could peer out the windows on each wall and see for miles in every direction. Sometimes, when the weather was particularly miserable, Roddy and Walter would even deign to entertain her childish pleas to play with her. Together, they’d create all sorts of scenarios, of knights and ladies, of heroes and dragons, and sometimes, though not as often, of saints and martyrs.

High up in the lofty heights of the attic, for a short while Regan was temporarily able to set aside the raw wound of her grief, the ever-present doubts and questions about her role in her mother and father’s deaths, the waking nightmare that had become her life. In those blessed, highly imaginative moments, she could almost believe her parents were yet on their way home. She could almost believe that they’d soon be reconciled as the loving, happy family they had once been, and all the misery and fear would disappear as if it had never, ever happened.

Those fleetingly happy times with the two brothers, however, had soon faded. Roddy’s interests rapidly turned to more carnal ones, and he began spending what seemed both day and night pursuing  every maiden in sight. And Walter, but two years younger, wasn’t long in joining him.

By that time, wee Molly had been born, and Regan soon had her care to preoccupy her. So Regan watched the two brothers’ escapades in curiosity, then shook her head in bemusement, secretly grateful they continued to view her as naught more than their little foster sister.

The day came, though, when all that changed.

“R-Regan!”  a male voice, unsteady most likely from the exertion of running up the steeply winding hill to Strathyre House, rose from several feet behind her. “Hold up, l-lass. I need to speak with ye.”  

It was Walter. She heaved an inward sigh. Notwithstanding that she didn’t always get along with Roddy’s self-absorbed, eternally calculating younger brother, she was in no mood right now to talk. All Regan wanted to do was retire to her little turret bedchamber, be alone with her thoughts—and especially her regrets—and shed some more tears.

Still, Walter was grieving too. Perhaps he but wished for a few words of comfort, for assurance that all would someday be right again with the world. Problem was, Regan wasn’t convinced of that herself.

Nonetheless, she halted and turned to await his arrival. Walter soon drew up at her side.

His dark brown eyes skimmed her slender form and, as always, Regan couldn’t help but wonder what direction his thoughts were taking. She soon discarded that consideration. No one could ever really be certain what Walter was thinking. To dwell on it was a pointless waste of time.

He was as tall as his brother had been, but instead of Roddy’s sturdily muscled form, Walter was thin and wiry. His hair was brown, but a drab shade, with none of the glinting highlights of Roddy’s wavy mane. And there was nothing of singular appeal about his face. He was neither handsome nor ugly. The best and worst that could be said of Walter MacLaren was that he was . . . average.

“Aye?”  Regan met his impenetrable gaze with an open, steady one of her own. “What is it?” 

He stepped around to her side and took her by the arm. “As I said, lass. I need to speak with ye—in private. Come,”  he said, tugging now on her arm. “I’m thinking the library would be best.” 

Irritation at his suddenly high-handed manner surged through her. Did he think, now that Roddy was gone and he was laird of Strathyre, that he could begin ordering her about? But then, perhaps Walter, who had always stood in Roddy’s shadow, was but unfamiliar with being in a position of authority. She shouldn’t misjudge him so quickly.

“As ye wish.”  She fell into step beside him.

It wasn’t long before they reached the big tower house and climbed the stairs to the third-floor library. Tucked in one corner off the Great Hall, it was a cozy, if windowless, room, lined with two half shelves of books, a long, high-backed oak settle, and two plainly fashioned wooden benches.

The room always had a musty, closed-in smell, but Regan didn’t care. Few people frequented the little library, save for a private conversation or meeting, and so she generally—and quite happily—had the place all to herself.

She entered, and Walter followed, closing the door behind them. Regan walked to the settle, took her seat on one end of its wooden expanse, and quickly smoothed a fold of her most elegant gown, its severe lines of gray wool adorned with but a bit of lace at the edge of the high-collared neck and ends of the long sleeves. It was, at the very least, five or more years out of date compared to the current fashions at Queen Mary’s court. Fine dresses these days, though, came dearly for the now almost penniless Clan MacLaren. Not that it mattered much to her. She had long ago learned to content herself with the everyday dress of a simple clanswoman.

Only the silver cross, rich with openwork scrolls and flourishes, that she wore constantly about her neck reliably alluded to her higher standing in the Scots’ nobility. At the cross’s center was a  tiny hinged compartment for keeping a written prayer close to the heart. It was a parting gift from her mother, and though the script on the enclosed scrap of yellowed parchment was now faded with age, Regan kept it still. As she’d likely do until the end of her days, she imagined, her fingers touching it fleetingly before falling once more to her lap.

She cocked her head at Walter, who hadn’t yet exited his spot by the door. “Well, what is it? Ye’ve never been one to mince words before, so what’s holding ye back now?” 

He inhaled a deep breath. “Now that Roddy’s been prayed over and buried, we need to talk about what to do about the man who murdered him.” 

Regan went still. Och, holy saints and martyrs! What would going after Iain Campbell accomplish now at any rate? Roddy was dead, and no amount of talk of revenge or reliving that fateful night would bring him back.

But mayhap Walter needed to speak of this. And mayhap, in the speaking, it would ease a bit of his pain.

He had always kept his feelings close, not sharing much of his heart with anyone. Indeed, she was perhaps the only person who had ever been privy to any of Walter’s thoughts, and even that was a rare happening. But she saw the look that had haunted his eyes since Roddy had first been brought home, already cold and lifeless. It was there still, gnawing at him like some relentless beast that refused to release its fallen prey. In his own way, Walter had likely loved his older brother far more deeply than Regan—and perhaps even Roddy—had ever realized.

“Aye?”  she prodded when he chose not to continue with his unsettling pronouncement. “And what of it? Roddy’s dead. What more is there to say?” 

“It’s one thing to die fighting yer enemy face-to-face. There’s some honor on both sides in that.”  Walter paused and glanced away yet again. “But when yer enemy chooses to spare yer life and sends ye on yer way, only to then backshoot . . .” 

For a long moment, Regan just stared at him. She knew now where Walter was going with this. Roddy’s murder was grounds for a feud. No Scotsman worthy of calling himself a Highlander would deny there wasn’t just cause to call out the clan. But to go up against the mighty Campbells . . .

“Aye, ye’re right.”  Regan expelled a long, slow breath. “At the verra least, Iain Campbell must be brought to justice.” 

Walter gave a harsh, high-pitched laugh. “And who’d dare bring the Campbell clan’s tanist to justice? He’s cousin and dear friend to the clan chief, and once even saved his life.”  He shook his head with a savage vehemence. “Nay, we’d get no support from anyone in accusing one of the Campbell nobility. The queen dotes on those two, she does.” 

Regan knew Walter spoke true. As if Mary’s favor in itself didn’t squelch any hope of legal justice, Niall and Iain Campbell were both powerful lairds in their own right, owned highly fortified castles, and could commandeer hundreds of men with but a few days’ notice. And if the MacLarens declared a feud, clan loyalty would then require the entire Campbell clan join with their two clansmen.

“Aye, we’ve no hope of bringing Iain Campbell to legal justice,”  she finally replied. “Yet, in all honor, we’re bound to do something to avenge Roddy’s murder. And murder it is, now that we know how he truly died.” 

A grim smile tugged at the corners of Walter’s thin lips. “There are many forms of justice, some legal and some not. But the final result’s the same.” 

As if a chill breeze had found its way into the room, Regan shivered. “What are ye suggesting?” 

He chose that moment to walk over to stand before her. Presentiment brushed Regan before skittering away to cower in some dark corner of the room. She looked up and met his suddenly piercing gaze.

“Iain Campbell must suffer the same fate as Roddy. It’s only fair, wouldn’t ye say?” 

“Aye,”  she replied warily. “But because he’s a cold-blooded murderer doesn’t mean we have to become one in the doing.” 

“Och, lass, lass!”  With an exasperated sound, he took a seat beside her on the settle. “It’s not murder. It’s justice! The only difference is, instead of taking him to the High Court in Edinburgh for trial and hanging, we’ll instead be his judge and executioner. And only because there’s no other way to bring him to justice.” 

She eyed him with misgiving, even as a part of her agreed with him. Iain Campbell, because he was a Campbell, would indeed likely get away with his cowardly attack on Roddy. And a part of her dearly desired revenge. But it wasn’t just because Roddy had died. It was also because she felt she had played a part in his death. If she hadn’t rejected him, run and hid where he couldn’t find her . . .

Somehow, the act seemed nearly one and the same with whatever she had done long ago to drive away her parents.

As if summoned by her memories, Roddy’s voice came to Regan, still unsteady from the copious amounts of liquor he had imbibed that night, plaintively calling for her. Calling for her like some wounded child—like a child she had once been—confused and hurt because he had been left alone, and he couldn’t quite comprehend why. If only . . . if only . . .

Tears welled at the recollection. With a savage effort, she choked them back and forced herself to return to the matter at hand.

“What ye propose is verra dangerous,”  she said. “Even if ye were to succeed, ye could be discovered. And then the Campbells would descend on us like a plague of locusts. All honor aside, is it worth the risk to the clan?” 

“It is to me. And it’s not just for Roddy, ye know. It’s for ye too.” 

“Me?” 

“Aye, sweet lass.”  As he spoke, Walter lifted a hand and, with his fingertip, tenderly stroked her cheek. “I know ye well, I do.  Yer heart’s aching for Roddy, but it aches as well over yer guilt in sending him out that night.” 

It was as if his finger had suddenly turned to flame. Regan jerked away. “I-I don’t know what ye’re talking about!” 

“Aye, but ye do, lass,”  he said, his voice deepening to the thickest honey. “I know what ye did. I heard my brother staggering through the house, calling for ye. He loved ye, he did, and he thought ye’d abandoned him.” 

She turned away from him then. Please, don’t say that. Please, don’t make me remember . . . 

“It wasn’t like that,”  Regan whispered, wrapping her arms about her. “I just . . . just wanted to give him time for the whiskey to leave him. He wasn’t himself that night. I don’t know why, but he just wasn’t my Roddy.” 

Hands settled gently on her shoulders. “Wheesht, lass. I know. I only said what I did because I wanted ye to understand why this is so important to me. I wouldn’t do this for any other reason. I’m not a bloodthirsty man. But I also won’t stand by and see what matters most to me ruined.” 

A great weariness crushed down on her. She didn’t know how to sort through this terrible mess anymore. What, indeed, was the right thing to do, and what was wrong? Where was there any fairness in any of it?

“Do what ye think is right,”  Regan said at long last. “Whatever happens, it’s only just.” 

“Aye,”  Walter murmured, a strange, oddly triumphant note in his voice. “It’s only just.” 
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The attack on Iain Campbell took a time in coming. Walter wasn’t fool enough to ride up to Balloch Castle and demand a battle to the death with the Campbell chief ’s finest warrior. His particular gifts lay in less physical pursuits than sword practice and sweat. Which was well as it should be. As the days, then weeks, passed,  Regan had a gradual change of heart and began to hope he’d not hold fast to their plan.

Finally, Walter’s spies returned with news that the Campbell tanist would depart in two days’ time for a short visit to the nearby town of Fortingall. Walter immediately moved to gather his men for the long-planned ambush.

By midday, they were armed and ready to depart. Watching them mount up from the front door of Strathyre House, Regan was filled anew with misgiving. Too many times to count in the past weeks, she had reconsidered her acquiescence to Walter’s bloodthirsty plan. If anything went wrong with this undertaking, after all, it wouldn’t bode well for Clan MacLaren.

He must have seen the uncertain expression on her face. After a few final words to his captain of the guard, Walter strode over.

“A wee kiss for the departing hero?”  he asked, taking her by the shoulders.

“Aye,”  she murmured distractedly and allowed him to press his lips to her cheek. When he finally pulled away, however, Regan met his dark gaze. “Are ye certain this is the best of all solutions? The more I think on this plan of yers, the more uneasy I feel. Mayhap we should—” 

“Wheesht, lass.”  He pressed a gloved finger to her lips. “It’s natural for ye to have yer doubts and fears. It’s the way of women. That’s why it falls to men to be the doers of the braw deeds. Once we make up our minds, we don’t waste time wondering if it’s the right decision. We take action.” 

Stung by his belittling appraisal of her reservations, Regan opened her mouth to speak her mind. Then she thought better of it. What, indeed, did she know of men’s ways when it came to things of this nature? The only weapon she had ever learned to use was a bodice knife, and that but in self-defense. She truly didn’t have any better solution for what to do about Iain Campbell.

Regan pulled his hand away. “Then at least promise me ye’ll  abort this plan if it appears there’s any chance of failure. There’ll be other opportunities. Don’t risk yerself needlessly.” 

“Och, and is that concern I hear?”  he asked, a broad grin splitting his face. “One would almost imagine ye’d feelings for me.” 

There was something behind that lightly given statement that troubled Regan. A fleeting expression of eager expectation, of primal hunger? Whatever it was, the look was so quickly hidden that she questioned what she had really seen.

“Ye’re my brother and the only one, besides wee Molly, who’s left now of my true family,”  she chose to reply instead. Lifting on tiptoe, Regan gave him one final hug, then released him and stepped back. “What would Molly and I do if we lost ye too?” 

“Well, that’ll never be.”  He grinned. “I’d crawl back on my hands and knees, I would, to return to a bonny lass such as ye.” 

Walter paused to don his blue bonnet and adjust it until the large, soft, woolen cap sat somewhat sideways on his head. As the new laird of Strathyre House and its lands, and hence a gentleman of the nobility, he now proudly wore one eagle feather on his bonnet. Indeed, it gave even plain-faced Walter a certain flair that he had never possessed before.

Regan knew he had long desired that feather, which, until a few weeks ago, had been the sole prerogative of his brother. But no more, she reminded herself as she watched him turn and swagger off to mount his horse. Naught was as it had once been. Naught would ever be the same again.

In those minutes that next passed, Regan’s emotions ranged far and wide. Then, with a shout, the men reined their horses around and rode away. The wind picked up and, as if a shroud had passed over the sun, clouds darkened the sky. She shivered, as much from the sudden chill as from the unreasoning fear that washed over her.

“Ye’re wrong to let him go,”  a gravelly voice rose from over her  shoulder.

She wheeled about and found Father Henry standing there. The  bald, old priest, his threadbare, black robes fluttering about his ankles in the rising wind, stared calmly back at her. Guilt flooded her.

“Ye know Walter well enough to know he’ll do what he wants.”   Regan brushed a lock of dark cinnamon-colored hair from her eyes. “And justice must be done.” 

“Aye, justice,”  the elderly priest said. “But whose justice does Walter truly go out to mete? His or the Lord’s? The murderer shall surely be put to death, but mayhap not in the time or manner ye now imagine. And it may not even be the man ye imagine.” 

He turned then to leave. Regan reached out and grabbed his arm.

“What do ye mean?”  she asked, her voice going taut with apprehension. “And what have I to do with it?” 

Father Henry looked deep into her eyes. “Lassie, ye stand on a threshold this day. Whatever ye do or do not do, ye can never turn back. I only pray that ye choose the true path. The path that, in the end, will lead ye where ye’ve always been meant to go.” 

“And where exactly would that path lead me?”  she demanded hoarsely, her heart hammering, her palms going damp.

With the gentlest of touches, the priest pried her fingers from his arm. “Wherever ye wish, dear child. To yer healing and happiness, if only ye’ve the courage to face and survive the journey. If only ye discover who ye’ve always been meant to be.” 
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Mathilda Campbell, hands on her hips, glared over at her son. “Well, ye’ve the luck of a charmed man, ye do, and once more have managed to escape the matrimonial snares I’ve laid for ye. Thanks to this foul weather, there’ll be no visiting Lord Fleming and his family this day. And, since they’re hoping to set out for Edinburgh on the morrow . . .” 

“Och, don’t go on so, Mither.”  With a wry twitch of his lips, Iain turned from the deep, stone-cut window overlooking Balloch’s inner courtyard and his view of the rain sluicing down from the leaden skies. “If the truth be told, when have I once refused to meet any of the bonny lasses ye’ve chosen for me? Can I help it if, this time, the capricious Highland weather—which ye’ve allowed to cancel yer plans for the trip to Fortingall, not I—prevents my willing participation? Or that Lord and Lady Fleming choose to race through this part of the Highlands, with barely a pause in their journey?” 

“Nay, ye’re a good son, ye are,”  Mathilda Campbell replied, then shook her head and sighed. “Meeting someone’s a far, far cry from courting, though, and nearly a lifetime away from marriage.

And correct me if I’ve misstated the situation, but ye’ll be a score and eight in another two weeks and have yet to take a wife. Why,  oh why, won’t ye have pity on yer poor mither and make her a grandmither?” 

“And would that be with or without the services of a wife?”  He shot her a grin, then walked to the small table beside the hearth in his mother’s bedchamber. A pottery pitcher of sweetened, mulled cider and two cups stood there. “Care for a wee sip?”  Iain asked, holding the pitcher aloft.

“Nay.”  His mother shook her head once more. “I’m so restless and frustrated I fear naught will satisfy me this day. I’d so looked forward to that visit—and not just for ye to meet Fleming’s two marriageable daughters. After all those years in Edinburgh, I confess I still miss the stimulation of court life.” 

Iain made a sympathetic sound and proceeded to pour himself a cup of cider. After nearly ten years at Court, his high-spirited, gregarious mother must indeed find it difficult to adapt to the far quieter, commonplace life of a rural estate as was Balloch’s. Not to mention that the castle, which she had first come to as the new wife of its laird, Duncan Campbell, likely still held many painful memories.

His father, after all, had been a distant, coldhearted, self-serving man. A man who bore no loyalty to family, be it to his older brother, who had been clan chief, nor his nephew, whom he had plotted against for years to prevent from him ever assuming the clan chieftainship, nor even his wife and son, whom he had used to his own ends as well.

But that had all ended with Duncan Campbell’s death now almost two years ago. Well, all but the lingering pain and anger, at any rate, which Iain struggled with still, as he knew did his mother.  Though her strong religious faith never permitted her to sever her marital vows, she had finally put a physical distance between herself and her philandering husband by moving to Edinburgh to serve the then-regent, Mary of Guise. After the queen mother’s death in 1560, Mathilda had remained on in Edinburgh until the daughter, named Mary as well, arrived from France to take up the throne of Scotland.

 By the end of 1565, however, Mathilda had finally had her fill of all the political intrigue and machinations of the Scottish court, not to mention the increasingly unpleasant presence of Queen Mary’s alcoholic and adulterous second husband, Henry, Lord Darnley. Indeed, she had eagerly accepted Iain’s invitation to return home to Balloch.

Nonetheless, though it was apparent his mother was glad to be rid of the less savory aspects of court life, Iain knew she struggled still, even after six months, to find enough here to entertain her. It was likely why she had taken to playing matchmaker with such zeal.

“Mayhap we can pay Niall and Anne a wee visit,”  he said by way of consolation. “Indeed, it’s been nearly a half year since I was last at Kilchurn. Niall will begin to view me as a shoddy tanist if I don’t soon make an appearance there.” 

“Truly?”  His mother wheeled around and hurried over to join him. “We can pay Niall and Anne a visit? When? And for how long might we stay?” 

Iain took a deep swallow of his cider, then lowered the cup and smiled. “Och, at least a month, so as I can assist Niall with any pressing issues he’ll be needing my help with. One way or another, we have to return home before the harvesting begins.” 

“It’ll be time enough, it will.”  Mathilda smiled in happy anticipation. “And mayhap Anne will have a few eligible lasses in mind for ye to meet while we’re there. I’m certain she wants to see ye happily wed as dearly as I do.” 

“Aye, mayhap she will,”  Iain murmured, then took another sip of his cider.

His thoughts flew to Niall’s beautiful, silver-eyed and auburnhaired wife. He had been in love with her himself and, along with Niall’s suspicions that Iain was involved in the treachery that swirled around him at the time, Iain’s friendship with Anne had caused a serious and almost fatal rift between them. But Anne’s love for Niall had never faltered. Even Iain finally had to face the inescapable fact that Anne would never be his.

It was one of the reasons he had kept his distance from Kilchurn for nearly a year after his father’s death, in as much to allow his wounded heart to heal as to permit Niall the time he needed to solidify his position as the new Campbell clan chief, without his presence to muddy the waters. It was the least he could do after all the trouble he had caused his cousin, however inadvertently. For Niall and for himself.

Problem was, though Iain had finally come to terms with his unrequited love for Anne Campbell, he still compared every woman he met to her—and all had been found lacking. Despite his mother’s untiring efforts to the contrary the past several years—for she had worked as tirelessly in absentia as she had in person—Iain was beginning to wonder if he’d ever find a woman to equal Anne. And he wouldn’t wed unless he did.

“There’s a woman out there for ye, son,”  Mathilda’s voice came of a sudden, drawing Iain back to the present. “A woman who’ll be yer soul mate until the end of yer days. A woman chosen just for ye by the dear Lord above.” 

“Aye, I’m sure there is,”  he said softly. “It’s one of my most frequent requests of the Lord, it is. I but hope to have the good sense to recognize her when the Lord finally does bring her to me.” 

Iain set down his cup and walked back to the window. If He ever does , he silently added, staring once more at the rain pouring from the skies.
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Regan rode hard and fast, following the trail left by Walter and his men until the rain came and washed it away. Then, when she was finally drenched through to her skin, the winds picked up, chilling her clear to her bones. The meager sunlight soon faded as the day drew on to dusk. She was finally forced to slow her mount to a walk or risk the animal stumbling on the now mud-slick cow track.

Darkness fell. Clouds scudded across the moon, blocking its light more often than not. After a time, Regan began to wonder  if she were even on the path anymore, or headed in the correct direction. Her teeth chattered, her fingers and toes grew numb, and she alternately cursed Walter for his foolish plan and herself for thinking she’d had a chance of catching up with him, much less stopping him.

For a time, the wind lessened. Moonlight managed to thrust past the clouds, and she thought she might yet find her way up the northwestern side of Loch Tay along the route Walter had told her he and his men would take. And then thunder rumbled, the wind quickened once more, and the rain came again. This time, though, lightning accompanied it.

At first, the bolts of light danced several miles south of her. But not for long. As she entered yet another stretch of forest, the thunder lumbered ever closer, until the air fairly sizzled with repeated, jagged flashes. Her horse alternated rearing in terror and threatening to race off with her. It was time to take shelter, but where?

The trees offered no haven, yet she was just as vulnerable out in the open. What she needed was to find a cave or rocky overhang under which to hide. As the trees once more thinned, Regan searched the surrounding hills now looming before her. Then, blessedly, a burst of lightning illuminated the terrain, and there, up a gently sloping hillside, was a dark opening in a large jumble of boulders. An opening at least large enough for her, if not also for her horse.

She reined her mount to the left and urged it up the hill. Around her, as if the storm had decided to unleash at last the full force of its fury, lightning struck. The air crackled. An ear-splitting explosion engulfed her.

Her horse squealed in terror, reared, and, in the slippery grass, lost its footing. Regan scrambled up on the animal’s neck, throwing her weight forward in a futile attempt to add counterbalance and keep the horse from toppling over. Almost overhead now, lightning exploded again. The animal shrieked, lurched to one side, and fell.

The last thing Regan remembered was trying to leap free, but her foot caught in the stirrup. Then her head struck hard, and everything went black.
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Iain closed the ledger, set down his quill pen, and, with a sigh, leaned back in his chair. The rain that had begun yesterday had continued off and on through most of the night, culminating in a horrific storm before finally ceasing. In its wake, however, the moisture-saturated air had given rise at dawn to heavy fog. Even now, nearly midday, though the sun and bits of blue sky were at last peeking through the dense vapors, mist still lay heavy in the low spots, swirling and churning like steam rising off some witch’s brew.

It was past time, Iain supposed, that he ride out and meet with his farmers about the status of the grain fields. Then he needed to check on the progress of those drainage ditches, not to mention he had yet to get in much sword practice this week.

Balloch Castle’s laird shoved from his chair. There were always responsibilities to keep a man occupied. Responsibilities he had assumed at an early age, thanks to his father’s decided lack of interest in Balloch and its lands. But then, Duncan Campbell had always had bigger fish to fry and no time for the simple cares of a country laird, much less those of a husband and father.

Iain, on the other hand, was quite content living at Balloch and working hard to improve its lands and the lot of his people. Life was difficult enough in the Highlands, a vast amount of the ground either rocky and ill-suited for farming or consumed by inland sea lochs, marshes, and peat bogs. Still, there was much that could be done if one but took the time, studied the land, and patiently coaxed out its fullest potential. Much like the care required to please a wife and raise a son.

His mouth twisted in grim irony. His father had been blessed early in life with a wonderful, loving wife and excellent mother for  his son, and he had all but tossed her aside after a few short years. And he , who wanted with all his heart to find such a woman, had yet to do so.

Not that the women weren’t there for him. He just couldn’t seem to discover the soul mate he sought in the bevy of eager but largely empty-headed beauties who came his way. He was yet a man in his prime, though, and his mother and Anne frequently assured him there was still hope.

In the meanwhile, naught was accomplished in mournful thoughts or pointless worrying. There was work to be done, and lots of it. He had best—

A fist rapped smartly at his door.

“Aye?”  Iain called.

“It’s Charlie, m’lord. There’s a problem downstairs. Seems one of the crofters was out chasing down a runaway cow and came upon this woman . . .” 

Frowning in puzzlement, Iain strode immediately to the door. “Aye?”  he asked when he had opened it to confront the older man. “And what of this woman? Is she dead or injured?” 

“Och, aye. She’s injured, and no mistake. Angus found her lying beside her horse, who was grazing quite peacefully. The lass’s foot was still caught in a stirrup.”  Charlie stepped aside and motioned for him to go ahead of him. “Angus thinks she was dragged a goodly distance, and she looks in a verra bad way.” 

“And where is this woman now?” 

“In the Great Hall, m’lord.” 

“Fetch my mither,”  Iain said. “In the meanwhile, I’ll go down to see the lass.” 

Charlie nodded. “Aye, m’lord.”  He then turned on his heel and strode away.

These things happened from time to time, Iain knew. A herdsman was trampled, a maid was kicked while milking a cow, or a rider either fell from his horse or suffered some similar accident.

As he hurried down the corridor and then the broad sweep of stairs  leading to the second floor and the Great Hall, Iain chastised himself for not asking Charlie who the woman was and if her family had been notified. But no matter. He knew every clansman and woman who lived on Balloch’s lands. Once he saw her, he’d soon ascertain her identity.

She was lying on a shabby blanket atop one of the trestle tables in the Hall. A small group had gathered around her, their voices low and solemn. They quickly parted, however, when Iain drew near. 

A quick appraisal was all he needed to ascertain this woman was indeed in a bad way. Her hair was long and colored a deep chestnut shot with red. It was also tangled, smeared with bits of leaves and a generous coating of mud. Dried blood from a few deep cuts and some nasty abrasions had mingled in several spots with the mud, leaves, and hair.

Her skin was fair and had taken on a pallid cast, in stark contrast to her blue lips. Her nose was short and pert, and appeared the only place on her face not bruised and swollen. The ankle that had likely been caught in the stirrup was canted oddly, and Iain felt certain it was broken. Her long woolen cloak was dirty and torn, as was the gown she wore beneath it.

And he didn’t recognize anything—from her features to her clothing—about her.

From the head of the stairs, Iain heard his mother, accompanied by one of her maidservants, heading their way. He looked about him.

“Gather up the blanket ends and let’s take her upstairs. Gently now,”  he was quick to caution when the four burly men proceeded to jerk the woman up rather roughly from the table. “She may be as badly injured within as she is on the outside. We don’t need to make matters worse.” 

Mathilda was at his side before they were halfway back across the Great Hall. “Whatever happened to the poor lassie?”  she asked, drawing up to walk beside the girl.

“Seems she was injured in being dragged by her horse. I’d hazard  a guess she was caught out in that storm last night, and her horse spooked.” 

As they entered the entry area and better light, Iain cast a sharper look at the woman. She was indeed a lass, he now realized, no more than twenty. Her frame was slender, and she wasn’t overly tall. Her clothing, he now realized, wasn’t elegant but was well made. She wasn’t likely a crofter’s wife, or even a servant.

His glance met his mother’s. Mathilda arched a questioning brow. Iain shook his head.

“I don’t recognize her.” 

“Well, she is rather a mess at present. Mayhap when we get her cleaned up, and she wakens . . .” 

If she wakened, Iain thought grimly, sparing the mysterious woman yet another considering glance. She had a large purpling knot on the left side of her head, her clothing was drenched, and her color wasn’t good at all. Chances were strong the woman might well die before they ever discovered her identity.
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From a place far removed, the woman woke to an irritating buzzing sound. She grimaced, turned away, and was immediately rewarded with a sharp pain in the side of her head. She turned her head quickly in the opposite direction, and the throbbing, that she now realized had always been there, intensified until she thought her skull would burst.

A moan rose from deep within her and was caught and strangled in the raw, dry depths of her throat. She licked her lips and found them cracked. She swallowed and realized she was parched.

“W-water . . .” 

The word escaped as a harsh croak, startling her. That didn’t sound like her—or did it? She suddenly realized she didn’t know.

Indeed, she didn’t know aught, not where she was or what had happened.

“H-help! Help me!”  she gasped.

She tried to open her eyes but couldn’t. They felt too full, too heavy. Was she blind?

She moved her legs and found her right ankle immobilized in something stiff and hard.

Panic seized her. She tried to push to a sitting position, found her strength insufficient for the task, and flopped back like some helpless babe. A scream clawed its way upward, fighting to break free.

“Wheesht, lass,”  a voice came of a sudden from the blackness encompassing her. “It’s all right. Ye’re all right. Ye must just give yer poor body time to heal.” 

From somewhere to her right, she heard something being dipped in water, then rung out. A cool cloth touched her forehead, then was gently stroked down the side of her face. Heavenly, she thought. Och, but it felt heavenly!

“What . . . what happened?”  she whispered. “Am I blind . . . and why does my head throb so?” 

“Och, lass, lass,”  the voice, a woman’s voice, came again. “Of course ye’re not blind. It’s just that yer wee face is so bruised and swollen that yer eyes cannot open. And, besides a broken ankle, ye’ve a huge knot on the side of yer head where we think ye must’ve struck hard when yer horse ran away with ye. But in time, the swelling will abate and all will be well again.” 

The woman sounded kind, motherly even. Somehow, that realization brought on a surge of tears. She felt them slip from her eyes and trickle down her cheeks.

“Now, none of that,”  the older woman crooned, wiping away the tears with the damp cloth. “Ye’re safe here, among friends.” 

A hand slid beneath her head, and she felt herself lifted slightly from the bed.

“Take a sip of this. It’s something our healer prepared for ye to ease yer pain.” 

A cup was pressed to her lips, and a cool liquid flowed into her mouth. She swallowed it down without even tasting it, desperately  needing the wetness it provided, if not also the promised pain relief. All too soon, though, the cup was pulled away.

“M-more,”  she cried, reaching out blindly to find and grasp the cup. “I’m s-so thirsty!” 

“Aye, I’d imagine ye are, lass. But give that swallow or two a few minutes to see how it rests in yer stomach. Then I’ll give ye more.” 

As the woman spoke, she ever so carefully lowered her back to rest on the bed. For a while, all was silent. Then the woman spoke again.

“Yer name, lass. If ye’d but tell us who ye be, we could send for yer family. They’d surely be a comfort to ye at such a time.” 

Her name . . . Aye, that made sense. Her family would come, and they’d know what to do.

She opened her mouth to speak her name when a terrifying realization struck her. It was indeed worse than she had first imagined. Her mind was blank. She had no memory of a name or a family or even of a past life. It was as if she had never lived.

“I . . . I don’t know!”  The cry was wrenched from the depths of her being. “I don’t know my name. I don’t know who my family is. And when I try to remember, everything’s black!” 

She reached out, grasping at empty air, seeking to latch on to something—anything—solid and sure. Hands captured hers, held them tight. The human contact seemed the only anchor left her, securing her to the tattered remnants of her rapidly shredding sanity. So she clung to this unknown, unseen woman with all her might and sobbed until she finally slipped back into exhausted, blessed oblivion.
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“We’ve a wee problem, lad.” 

Brush in hand, Iain turned from his horse. It was early evening, and he had just returned a few minutes ago from his ride out to  the drainage ditches. As was his way, he had immediately seen to the care of his horse.

“We do, eh? And what’s the problem this time, Mither? Have vermin been found in the food stores again? Or is someone sneaking down to the cellar to tap off a few more pitcherfuls of wine?” 

Mathilda gave a snort of disdain. “As if I couldn’t handle such minor difficulties on my own! Nay, it’s the wee lass. She finally awoke about an hour ago.”  She sighed. “Her poor face is so bruised and swollen now she cannot even open her eyes. At first, she imagined she was blind.” 

Iain’s heart filled with compassion. “But that problem will surely abate in time. What matters is do ye think she’ll live?” 

“Aye, if all goes well and she doesn’t catch a chill from being out all night in the rain, the chances are good. She doesn’t appear to have suffered any internal injuries.”  Mathilda paused. “That isn’t the problem I was speaking of, though. The lass has lost her memory. She recalls naught—not who she is or where she came from.” 

He grimaced. “Now that does pose a difficulty. In time she may well regain her memory—and we can easily care for her here until that occurs—but, in the meanwhile, her family will be frantic, not knowing where she is. Not to mention we haven’t any idea what to call her.” 

“I’ve found something on her that might give us a wee clue in that regard.” 

His mother extended her closed hand and turned it palm up toward him. In it was a nearly two-inch-long, embellished silver cross on a silver chain. At its center, where the crosspiece met the upright bar, Iain could make out a tiny hinged compartment. He carefully flipped it open to find a scrap of folded parchment in its depths.

“I removed that while we were bathing her,”  his mother continued.  “Most other times, I’d never have pried into what might well be a private matter, but once I knew she’d no memory, I thought this one time to take a wee liberty in hopes it might tell us something about her.” 

He glanced up. “So ye’ve taken out the parchment and read it?” 

“Aye. On it was written ‘Dear Lord Jesus, be ever near my beloved daughter Regan.’ ” 

Iain frowned. “And do ye think that’s her name then? Regan?” 

Mathilda shrugged. “It seems as likely as any. Though she’s young, she’s old enough to be a mither. But why would she be wearing such a prayer, rather than giving it to her own daughter to wear? And the parchment seems well aged, so I’d wager it was written for her when she was but a child.” 

“But there was no surname? Nothing else we could use to at least attach her to some neighboring clan?” 

“So ye’re convinced, are ye, she’s not a Campbell?” 

He shrugged. “Nay, just that she’s not ours. And several clans border us, ye know. She could just as easily be a Menzies, Murray, Moncreiffe, or Stewart. And that’s assuming she hasn’t come from farther south. Then she could be a Drummond or MacLaren even.” 

“It seems unlikely a lone woman would be traveling that far afield, especially on a night like last.” 

“Aye,”  Iain said, “verra unlikely without some verra serious reasons. Nonetheless, we’ve enough other clans close by to make this a difficult undertaking.” 

“Well, there’s no rush in sending out riders to query those clans. It’s enough we’ve some sort of name that might possibly be hers. And, if the use of it doesn’t jog her memory, leastwise we’ll now have something to call her.”  Mathilda put out her hand again. He laid the cross and its chain back in her palm. “It’s best I was returning to check on the lass. And to return her cross to her.” 

Iain nodded. “Aye, best that ye do. It may bring her comfort during these first, trying days. Mayhap we should also ask Father John to pay her a visit.” 

“That might be well advised.”  She cocked her head. “And what of ye, lad? As laird of Balloch, it’s fitting ye also greet and welcome her to yer home.” 

He had suspected that request was coming. And it was fitting he greet and welcome all guests to their home. Still, Iain was strangely reluctant to do so.

There was something unsettling about the lass. He had sensed it the instant he had laid eyes upon her, and he didn’t know from whence the feeling came. Mayhap it was just the first shock at seeing the wretched state she was in. Yet over the years he had encountered people in far worse condition, and though sight of their pitiful forms had touched his heart, they hadn’t disturbed him as deeply as she had.

It was the only reason Iain could find to justify his hesitation at seeing her again. Not that his ever-practical mother would accept such a weak excuse. For the time being, however, Iain wished to keep his true motives private.

“There’s time enough to visit when she’s feeling better,”  he replied at last. “Allow her at least to get her sight back before she’s subjected to additional strangers in her bedchamber. Especially men.” 

Mathilda eyed him curiously for an instant, then nodded. “Aye, likely ye’re right. For a time more at least, she’s better off with quiet, soft-spoken women about her, rather than a big lout like ye stomping in, smelling of horse and sweat, and bellowing to the high heavens.” 

Though he hardly imagined himself a big lout who bellowed to the high heavens, Iain let the majority of his mother’s less than flattering assessments pass. “Och, and surely I don’t smell that bad, do I?”  he asked with a grin.

She laughed then. “Och, nay, lad. Right now, ye smell far worse.”  



4 

Late the next afternoon, Walter and his men arrived back at Strathyre House. Thanks to the heavy rains and last night’s ferocious storm, the cow tracks had turned to quagmires and the rivers they’d had to ford on the return trip had become swift and treacherous. What should’ve been half a day’s journey evolved into nearly an entire day.

He was soaked to the skin, cold, ravenous, and in the foulest of moods. And he didn’t like the thought of having to inform Regan that all his fine plans to avenge Roddy had miserably failed. Even worse than losing a fight, there had been no fight at all. It was hardly the most auspicious way to impress Regan, much less commence his own courtship of her.

But was it his fault that conceited Campbell popinjay was so fussy about the weather? One would almost imagine him born in the Lowlands, rather than a true Highlander, to let a bit of rain forestall his plans.

Well, there was naught to be done for it, Walter consoled himself as he tossed his horse’s reins to the stableman and strode into Strathyre. Leastwise, not once his men, who hadn’t been overly pleased about reentering Campbell lands in the first place, soon began making noises about returning home. It wasn’t as if he could ambush Iain Campbell all by himself.

For all his prissy good looks, Balloch’s laird was a formidable warrior. Walter fingered the ragged scar on his chin. He had Campbell to thank for that, and all over some peasant wench he had taken a liking to, now six years past. He had been eighteen at the time, and Iain Campbell but a few years older. Both had accompanied their fathers to a gathering of clan chiefs and their lairds at Kilchurn Castle. Walter had found it the most impressive massing of Highland nobility he had ever seen.

He had also met a particularly bonny lass who was equally as impressive, as impressive as he had imagined she viewed him to be. Yet when he had finally enticed her to leave the others and walk with him into the forest, Walter soon found his advances most forcefully rejected. Mayhap he had let his anger at her teasing ways get the best of him, but she was only a peasant lass, after all.

Her screams, however, must have alerted others. One moment he was holding the lass close, silencing her with what he thought was a commanding, manly kiss, and the next he was wrenched back and thrown to the ground. When he finally cleared the scattering of stars dancing before him, Walter looked up to see Iain Campbell standing there.

With a roar, he launched himself at the other man. The battle, unfortunately, was shamefully brief. And then, like some strutting peacock, Campbell offered his arm to the lass and strode off, leaving him lying there with a broken nose, split lip, and gashed chin.

To this day, Walter’s teeth clenched and his hands fisted whenever he recalled that humiliating incident. He had learned from his mistake, though. In dealing with more physically proficient men like Iain Campbell, one turned to using one’s head instead of one’s brawn. And, when it came to cleverness and cunning, Walter was certain he was now the match and more of that particular Campbell. He’d had plenty of time over the years, after all, to learn and practice those skills close to home.

All he needed was the right place and opportunity, and he’d have his revenge. A revenge that had grown apace with each and every  recollection of what Iain Campbell had done to him, and with each and every time he saw his scar and his permanently misshapen nose. A revenge that combined very nicely with his other plans, plans he had already set into motion and had now but to bring to their sweetest fruition.

For the first time, as he paused inside the second-floor entry and glanced into the Great Hall, Walter noticed how dark and cold the house seemed. No fire burned in the huge hearth. No candles had been lit, and it was nigh onto dusk.

He frowned. Regan never let the servants neglect their duties. Something was amiss.

Striding into the Great Hall, Walter found no one about. He took the stairs and descended to the kitchen. A pot of something rich and savory bubbled on the hearth. A loaf of bread lay on the worktable, covered with a cloth. But there was no one there save Cook, who dozed on a chair in the corner.

“What’s happened here?”  he demanded, roughly grabbing the woman and jerking her awake. “Why’s there no fire in the Great Hall, or any servants but ye in attendance?

Cook gave a squeak of surprise and leaped up, sending her chair tumbling over. “Och, by the bones of St. Columba!”  She blinked in surprise, apparently finally recognizing him. “I-I don’t know, m’lord. Mayhap the other servants thought that, since ye and Regan were both gone, there was no need to hang about. But I, not certain when either of ye’d return, felt it necessary to keep something hot and nourishing ready for ye. Not to mention, there was still wee Molly to feed and all.” 

For an instant, Walter thought he had heard wrong. Regan was gone?

His grip tightened on Cook’s arm. “What do ye mean, Regan’s gone?” 

“Why, she rode out not long after ye, m’lord. We didn’t know what to think, but she apparently said naught to the servants, for I questioned them all.” 

“And she’s not back yet?” 

The woman’s eyes grew wide. “Nay, m’lord.” 

“And her escort? Have any of them returned?” 

Cook’s face turned a sickly green. “From what I was told, m’lady didn’t take any escort. She rode out by herself.” 

Fury exploded within him. “This is beyond belief! With me gone, how could ye and the others permit Regan to leave here without escort?”  He released her and motioned impatiently. “Go, fetch all the servants. Have them meet me in the Great Hall in ten minutes’ time. I’ll get to the bottom of this, I will. And, if any thought they’ve had an easy time of it for the past day, they’ll soon rue that mistake.

“Aye, they’ll rue it day and night until Regan’s found and returns, safe and sound, to Strathyre House!” 
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It took two days for the swelling to subside enough for Regan to see again. As soon as she looked into a mirror, though, she almost wished she could’ve foregone that experience for a week or two more. Her eyes were frighteningly bloodshot, and purple-red smudges encircled both sockets. There was a bruise on one cheek, and a wide, scabbed abrasion on the other. The knot on the left side of her head made her hair stand out a bit from her face, and though her hair had been washed, it was still an unsightly mess.

Her arms and legs ached whenever she moved them. There were several spots on her ribs, back, and hips that were very tender to the touch. She couldn’t walk without being all but carried, thanks to her broken, splinted ankle. And her memory, even with the return of her eyesight and Mathilda Campbell’s revelation that her first name was likely Regan, was as empty as ever.

The pretty silver cross the older woman had placed back around her neck hadn’t jogged anything loose in her mind. Neither had its contents. That admission disturbed her far more than her probable  name. The cross was obviously hers, even if it was still unclear who the little note was from and to whom it had been written.

But no more surprising, she supposed as she gazed out the bedchamber’s window from a chair they had settled her comfortably in after a breakfast of porridge and cream, than the fact she could look out on the rolling hills and verdant meadows beyond this castle and not recognize any of it. Surely she couldn’t live that far from here. Yet Mathilda had assured her that her son, who was Balloch Castle’s laird, knew every one of the people who lived on his lands, and didn’t recognize her.

But perhaps it was her current battered state that made her face unrecognizable. Regan hoped so. This blank state of mind was most disconcerting. If only she could find her family, she’d be happy to accept any of their recollections about her until her own finally returned. Just to belong somewhere, to know who you were and where you fit into other peoples’ lives, would be a comfort of sorts.

In the meanwhile, Mathilda and her servants had treated her kindly. The tall, gray-haired matriarch of Balloch Castle with the spare frame and gentle hands had seen to every detail. Regan’s bed was soft and warm. The soups and fresh-baked breads had been both delicious and fortifying. Even if she had never before lived such a life, Regan knew she could easily come to like it very much.

But for all she knew, she could be some poor peasant woman, wed to a man who struggled to eke a meager living from the frequently inadequate Highland soil. She could have a brood of scrawny, illfed children, though she thought perhaps her flat belly at least belied that notion. Still, there was no way of knowing anything for certain.

There was nothing to be done for it but, as Mathilda had told her, be patient with herself, trust in the Lord, and focus first on her physical healing. When she least expected it—if she didn’t try so hard—her memory would begin to return until, like some riddle, everything would finally be solved. And whatever her life had been, it would surely be as dearly grasped and loved as it was before.

There was some comfort in that, Regan thought, reaching up to clasp the silver cross in her hand. A comfort she must cling to with all her strength as she walked this dark, empty tunnel that was now her mind. Whatever the dear Lord had in store for her, surely it would lead—

Words, spoken by a voice she didn’t recognize but somehow knew she should, suddenly filled her mind. “I only pray ye choose the true path,”  the voice—a man’s voice—said. “The path that . . . will lead ye where ye’ve always been meant to go . . .”  

Unnerved, Regan glanced around. There was no one there but Jane, the little maidservant sent to remain with her and see to her needs. And Jane sat across the room, dozing in her chair by the door.

Her hands clenched now in her lap, Regan turned back to gaze out the window. The unexpected words had been passing thoughts, snatched from the depths of her memory. She smiled. Though the words had been cryptic, they were the first ones from her past. How long ago they had been spoken was a mystery, but it didn’t matter. She was beginning to regain her memory!

Knuckles rapped unexpectedly on the door. Regan jumped almost as high as Jane, who was startled awake. She, however, didn’t fall off her chair as did the rattled serving girl. From her spot now on the floor, Jane looked to her.

“Sh-should I see who it is, ma’am?” 

“Aye, that’d be best, Jane,”  Regan replied. “I’m a guest here, after all, and since I’m fully clothed and wide awake, I’ve no justification to refuse any who might wish to enter.” 

Jane nodded, climbed to her feet, and opened the door. A man’s deep voice rumbled some request, then the servant bobbed a nervous curtsy and all but danced back to swing wide the door.

“It’s m’l-lord, ma’am,”  Jane stammered in her apparent excitement. “He wishes to pay ye a wee visit, he does.” 

He was tall, blond, and very broad of shoulder. That much Regan could tell from across the room. In the shadowed doorway,  however, she couldn’t quite make out his features, though he appeared relatively young. He was also, she well knew thanks to Jane’s introduction of him, the laird of Balloch Castle.

“Pray, bid him enter, Jane.”  Regan straightened in her chair and plastered a smile on her face. A fleeting consideration that her appearance was far from passable filled her before she flung it aside.

Balloch’s laird was but paying her a courtesy visit, and no more. His mother had already regaled her with tales of how busy he was, how devoted he was to his lands and people, and that it was the reason he hadn’t, until now, been able to find the time to visit. Regan’s mouth quirked at the memory of how proud Mathilda had seemed as she spoke of her son. But then, wouldn’t any mother speak so?

At her request, Iain Campbell strode toward her. He wore a white linen shirt open at the throat, knee-high hose and shoes, and the belted plaid common on most Highland men. The bulk of the fabric, forming both kilt and mantle, did little to hide his long, lithe, superbly fit form—or the coiled strength and power emanating from him.

Still, if his imposing size and athletic stride weren’t intimidating enough, as he passed from the shadows and into the sunlight streaming in from the window, his face only completed the effect.

He looked to be in his late twenties and was one of the handsomest men she had ever seen.

His wavy hair was dark blond and brushed loosely away from his face to curl thickly down the back of his neck, almost to his shoulders. His eyes were a rich, deep blue and reminded Regan of the waters of some bottomless, inland loch. The expression in them, though, was fiercely assessing and intelligent. His brows were thick and tawny, his nose straight and strong, his jaw square with just a hint of stubbornness.

His lips were well molded, and as he finally drew up before her and smiled, she noted his teeth were white and even. It was the dazzling brilliance of his smile—warm, open, and welcoming—and  how it spread all the way to his beautiful eyes that were Regan’s true undoing.

She swallowed hard and forced herself to offer him her hand. “I’m honored finally to meet ye, m’lord,”  she said, her voice sounding tight and odd. “I’ve wanted to thank ye for yer hospitality. I don’t know what would’ve become of me if ye hadn’t taken me in.” 

He grasped her hand in a large, callused palm, gave it a gentle squeeze, then released it. “Ye’re most kindly welcome, lass. But we would’ve never turned away anyone in need.” 

Regan managed a wan smile. “I know it’s the Highland way, but nonetheless, I may never be able to repay ye. Even if I do have any money . . .” 

“Well, with or without yer money, none of that matters. Indeed, we’d be insulted, my mither and I would, if ye ever attempted to repay us. What we offer is given freely. We serve strangers as if they were the Lord Jesus Himself. It can be no other way.” 

So, he was a God-fearing man, was he? The realization comforted her, as did the compassionate look of understanding in his eyes. The last bit of apprehension over being in a strange place without even the solace of her memories faded. She was safe.

“Have ye time to sit and talk with me a while?”  Her gaze moved past him to where Jane stood by the open door. “Fetch m’lord a stool or something, will ye, lass? It isn’t proper that he should be left standing in his own home.” 

Jane immediately hurried over with her own stool. “Will this suit, m’lord?” 

Iain smiled. “Aye, it would, but only if ye’ve no further need of it. I’ll not take yer own seat from ye.” 

“Och, dinna fash yerself, m’lord. It’s past time I was folding the clean laundry, it was. So I’ve no further need of my stool.” 

The servant handed over the little seat, and Regan noted how she blushed and lowered her gaze. Regan couldn’t help but smile herself. If Iain Campbell was always this considerate of his servants, she suspected half the women in the castle were secretly in love with him.

As Jane bustled off to the far side of the bedchamber near the clothes chest and laundry basket, Balloch’s laird placed the stool several feet in front of Regan and took his seat. He then lifted his striking gaze to hers.

“So, what would ye like to speak of, lass?”  he asked.

Simple curiosity gleamed in his eyes, which only disarmed Regan the more. Her pulse quickened, and her mouth went dry. Then reason returned with a daunting rush.

Her response was worse than ridiculous. It was daft. No matter how attractive or gentle natured he seemed, this man was a total stranger. She was alone and, for all practical purposes, at his mercy. Or leastwise, she grimly added, until her memory returned.

“That was verra kind of ye to think of Jane’s comfort,”  Regan said, casting about for some way to segue into the issue uppermost in her mind.

“Why? Because she’s but a servant?”  He shook his head. “Well, mayhap we do things a wee bit differently than some folk, but I find respect rendered is respect returned a hundredfold. And even if it weren’t, I try to remember that we’re all beloved by God and do my best to act accordingly. Not that,”  he was quick to add, likely seeing the disbelief in her eyes, “I do all that well most times. But I keep trying, knowing the Lord sees my well-meant intentions and forgives my weaknesses.” 

This man was too good to be true. And she was used to a far different way of doing things. Yet, just as soon as the realization struck Regan, she stopped short. How was it possible she was so sure, when she had no memories to support it?

An uneasy feeling filled her, and she firmly quashed it. The answers would come in time. In the meanwhile, she must get to the topic of the help she needed from him.

“Aye, mayhap I am one of those folk who are used to a different way of doing things,”  she said. “Yer way of doing things, though, has a great deal of merit. But I’m digressing from what I truly wished to speak with ye about.”  Regan paused to take in a deep breath. “I  greatly desire to regain my memory as quickly as I can. And, since yer mither has informed me that ye don’t recognize me, and ye know all the folk on yer lands, I can only surmise that I came here from somewhere else.” 

“It would seem so, lass.”  He leaned forward and rested his forearms on his thighs. “The mystery is why would ye have come so far, on such a miserable night, alone? Were ye fleeing from or toward something or someone?” 

She tried to pierce the blackness of her mind to discover even the tiniest scrap of information that might answer his question—and found nothing. She sighed. “I don’t know. And I want so desperately to know. Even if the truth is horrible, I want to know it. Only then can I begin to change my life. Only then can I live it in mayhap a better way.” 

Tears filled her eyes. She averted her gaze and angrily blinked them away. Had she always been so emotional, she wondered, or was this but a consequence of her injury? Whatever the cause, Regan hated it. She needed to think clearly, objectively, and she was far from being able to do so.

“It doesn’t matter, lass,”  his deep voice came. “All the answers will return in God’s good time. In the meanwhile, what can I do to help ye?” 

Och, but there was such kindness, such concern, in his voice! It made her want to climb into his arms and weep out her fears and frustrations. But she couldn’t. She didn’t dare. Or did she?

Regan turned back to face the blond-haired man. “When I’m better, mayhap if someone could take me to the edges of yer lands and beyond, mayhap I might finally see things that would be familiar to me. I know it’s an imposition, but I don’t know what else—” 

“Aye, that sounds like a fine idea,”  he said, cutting her off. “First, though, I thought to compose a letter to be sent to the clans nearest me, asking if anyone had come to them about a lost daughter or wife. I’d give them yer description and what ye were wearing that night. It might be enough to discover who ye belong to.” 

Gratitude filled her. “Aye, it might. It just might.” 

Balloch’s laird rose then. “It may take some time to receive replies, so best I do so posthaste.”  He grinned of a sudden, and once more Regan was caught up in the heart-stopping beauty of him. “Who knows, lass? Ye might be back safe and snug in yer own home sooner than ye think.” 
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“So, ye finally managed to find the courage to pay our wee invalid a visit, did ye?”  Mathilda Campbell said that evening as they dined. She paused to smile briefly at some comment from one of their guests at table, then took a sip of her wine, set the crystal goblet down, and turned back to eye her son. “Pray, how did it go?” 

Iain chuckled. “Well enough. But then, ye already knew that. If Regan didn’t tell ye, I’m sure Jane did.” 

“Aye, it was Jane,”  she admitted with a touch of impatience. “But she was across the room, and so wasn’t privy to the particulars. And I want the particulars, as well ye know.” 

He cut a piece of the roast chicken that was the main course of the evening’s meal, put it in his mouth, then proceeded to chew it slowly. Beside him, Iain could feel his mother fume, the tension building within her like water about to boil. At long last, he swallowed his now well-masticated meat and reached for his own goblet of wine. No sooner had he placed the glass back on the table, however, than his mother grabbed his wrist.

“Cut another piece of that meat, and yer life’s forfeit,”  she muttered in her best maternal warning voice.

Eyes wide, Iain turned to her. “And what was it we were discussing then? I seem to have had a momentary lapse of memory.” 

“Don’t play games with me, Iain Campbell.”  Mathilda glared at him. “Tell me about yer visit with the wee lass and be done with it.” 

“Och, aye. My visit with Regan.”  He exhaled deeply. “Well, she  seemed quite sweet, and of course verra concerned over her lost memory. I offered to help her search out her people.” 

“And how do ye propose to do that?” 

“Well, this verra day I wrote letters to the chiefs of clans Murray, Menzies, Moncreiffe, Stewart, and Robertson, asking them to inform me if any of their clansmen come to them asking about a missing woman. Those clans seem the most likely lands from which she may be, after all.” 

His mother frowned. “It might take a time to see what comes of yer letters. What with waiting on the clan chiefs to get back to us, and all.” 

“Aye, but once Regan’s in better health, I also agreed to send her out with an escort to see if aught looks familiar to her. And if that takes riding until they come to other clan borders and past, so be it.” 

“Good.”  Mathilda returned her attention to her plate and began to cut her meat. “That’s how it should be. I was beginning to worry that ye were avoiding the lass. But now I know my fears were groundless.” 

One of her cousins, visiting from the south, chose that moment to ask a question. Iain’s mother turned away from him. The two women were soon deep in conversation, which suited Iain well.

His mother had hit closer to the mark than she may have imagined. Though he had finally brought himself to pay their guest the requisite laird’s visit, his feelings about Regan hadn’t changed. On the contrary, and against all reason, now that he’d had the opportunity to talk with her, Iain only felt the more unsettled.

There was an aura of sadness and vulnerability about her that plucked at his heart. Indeed, he hadn’t long been in the room with her before a strong urge to take her in his arms and comfort her filled him. To whisper words of hope and encouragement. To vow always to protect and defend her.

Even as he admitted to the ludicrous feelings, Iain wondered at his strange response. He had never felt this way about a woman before, not even about Anne. But then, he added with a wry grin, Anne was hardly sad or vulnerable. And she certainly wasn’t helpless.

Not that Regan actually seemed helpless. But a few days since her nearly fatal accident, she was already struggling mightily to regain her memory and had even formulated a plan on how to go about it. Nay, it wasn’t aught specific that gave rise to his strange feelings. If the truth be told, the feelings almost appeared to come from outside himself.

Och, Lord, Iain thought. Surely this isn’t the woman Ye mean for me to take as wife? I know naught about her, and might not ever know, if her memory’s permanently gone. She could be a member of some clan who’s the sworn enemy of the Campbells. She could even be another man’s wife and a mother to his children. Or mayhap she’s a murderess who was fleeing capture that night she was injured. In the Highlands, far stranger things have happened. 

Almost as soon as he finished the last thought, Iain nearly laughed out loud. He knew the Lord likely wished for him to wed and father children. It was the way of most men, and he certainly had never felt called to holy orders at any rate. But to interpret his uneasiness about being around some poor, if mysterious, woman as a sign from God that she was his soul mate was worst than ridiculous. It was daft!

The real explanation for his uncharacteristic response was far simpler. Her horrific condition, when they had first brought her to Balloch, had unsettled him more than he cared to admit. No person—and certainly no woman—should have to endure what Regan had endured. His naturally protective nature when it came to women and children had somehow reacted far out of proportion to anything he had ever felt before. And, as she healed and regained her memory, he’d regain his own emotional balance as well.

In the meanwhile, he had been wise in his initial decision to avoid her as much as possible. It was only proper, after all. To show exaggerated interest in a female guest would be unseemly, especially considering her vulnerable state. There was no need to seek her out again, at any rate. With minimal prompting on his part, Iain felt certain his mother would keep him well informed of Regan’s progress.

Aye, he decided, returning to his meal with renewed appetite, it was all so simple really. He hadn’t anything to worry about.



5 

“M’lord will see ye now,”  the manservant said, even as he looked down his long, thin nose at Walter’s less than sumptuous apparel, then opened the door to William Drummond’s private meeting room and motioned him in.

Gritting his teeth against the impulse to backhand the man for stepping beyond himself in sneering at one of the nobility, however impoverished, Walter strode past him with head held high. The man and his opinions weren’t worth his time or concern. He had bigger fish to fry.

Across the room, William Drummond was ensconced in a high-backed chair, his feet propped on a padded stool where they warmed before the hearth fire. The eldest of Regan’s uncles, he was an impressively large man, a bit on the corpulent side if the truth be told, and close to fifty, if the generous gray at his temples and frosting in his thick beard were any indication. He was also, and more importantly, the titular chief now of Clan Drummond.

“Come, come, MacLaren,”  the older man said jovially. “Pour yerself a cup of claret over there on the sideboard and come sit with me. It’s yet another miserable day to be out and about, what with this tiresomely incessant rain of late, and ye look as if ye could use something to warm yer innards.” 

Though Walter had no intention of allowing liquor to cloud his  mind or spoil the intended purpose of his visit, he supposed one cup of claret wouldn’t do any harm. He quickly poured himself a generous serving and then ambled over to the chair opposite the Drummond and sat. For a time William didn’t press him, but allowed, as was proper hospitality, Walter to drink and warm himself.

Finally, though, Walter set his cup on the little side table and met the other man’s eyes. “Regan’s been gone for over a week now, and no one seems to know where she is. Has she mayhap come home to her clan then?” 

William’s eyes narrowed, and he leaned forward. “Nay, I’ve had no word from her since her letter about Roddy’s death. Has aught happened to the lass?” 

There was a gleam of almost eager anticipation in the other man’s eyes, a feral light that gave Walter pause. He had known for a long while now that William, ever since he had all but assumed total power, had no desire for Regan to return to Drummond lands. Though clan holding most times passed directly to the son and heir, thanks to the ancient law of succession of King Malcolm MacKenneth, if there were no sons, primogeniture did allow for the oldest daughter to become heiress to her father’s estates. And, even if William’s close kinship also gave him some legitimacy to that same claim, it did little to negate the inescapable fact that he was—and had always been—immensely unpopular within his clan.

Indeed, in this particular case, there were likely pockets of clansmen who’d rush to Regan’s side if and when she chose to assert her own right to this very house and its lands, not to mention the chieftainship. Yet until this moment, Walter hadn’t fully recognized the hatred—and fear—William had for Regan.

His claim isn’t as strong as he makes it out to be. Nor is his position in the clan as secure as he’d like either. 

He filed the information away for possible future use. First things first. Without Regan, after all, there would never be opportunity to take over Clan Drummond.

“I’d like to think she’s safe and sound, wherever she may be,”  Walter replied. He sighed. “Poor lass. If she isn’t here, and ye’ve had no word that she’s been seen anywhere else on Drummond lands, then I must presume the terrible events surrounding my brother’s death have driven her away. But where else she’d go, I don’t know.” 

“Well, as I’ve already said, Regan’s not turned up anywhere in this vicinity as far as I can tell.”  William paused to take a deep swallow of his claret, then met Walter’s gaze with a hard one of his own. “I don’t wish the lass ill, but let’s put aside all the niceties and speak of her future. A future I hope will never involve her return to Drummond lands.” 

Walter smiled thinly. Here it comes now. “She is the heiress of this house and lands, and first in line for the chieftainship.” 

His host gave a disparaging snort. “As if a lass, any lass, could rule this fractious clan! Ye know as well as I that I’ve no less than three brothers and five other cousins who’ve laid claim to the clan chieftainship. At best, if Regan returned, she’d soon become an unwitting pawn in one of their hands, until she was needed no more. And then she’d likely have an unfortunate accident.

“Not that I’d ever do such a thing to the wee lass,”  he hurried to explain when he apparently saw Walter’s gaze darken in anger. “But what power I hold in the clan, I hold only from sheer force of will and might of sword. I can’t be everywhere at once, however. And I tell ye true, MacLaren. I won’t brook any opposition from her if she got it into her head to join with one of our other relatives.” 

“One would almost think ye’re threatening Regan’s life,”  he offered mildly.

“Take it how ye wish. Just know that, as long as she remains with ye and yers, the lass is safe. And be happy that I’m a generous, kindhearted man. The Drummonds could easily ride to Strathyre House and burn it to the ground, with ye, Regan, and the rest of yer family within.” 

Walter stared blandly back at him. “And is a clan feud with the MacLarens in yer best interests right now, what with all the opposition ye claim ye’re dealing with within yer own clan?” 

His host gave a harsh laugh, drained the contents of his cup, then set it aside and locked gazes with him. “Of course not, and I’d be the last man to wish a feud with my neighbors. I just want Regan, if the lass is still even alive, to remain with ye. Is that such a difficult thing for ye to do?” 

“She’s my sister-in-law. It’s not proper she continue to live at Strathyre indefinitely. I’m not married, after all.” 

“Then find yerself a wife, man. It’s past time ye were wed, especially now that ye’re Strathyre’s new laird.” 

Excitement thrummed through Walter’s veins. “Aye, and well I know it. But I’ll confess this to ye, and no other, that I’ve long loved Regan. I’ll take her, and no other, to wife.” 

“Hmmm, that does present a wee problem.”  William templed his fingers beneath his chin, and his brow furrowed in thought. “It’s not proper ye wed yer brother’s wife.” 

“Aye, it’ll require a papal dispensation at the verra least.” 

“Still, I’ve always thought that a ridiculous law. Ye’re not really related to Regan by blood, only by marriage.” 

“I agree.” 

The other man finally glanced his way. “I might be of assistance in gaining that dispensation for ye. As one of Regan’s blood family and all.” 

Walter smiled. “I hoped that ye would. It’d help the both of us, wouldn’t it?” 

His host nodded. “Aye. And mayhap, this time, the clan could provide a yearly stipend, since we’ve already supplied her with a dowry when she wed Roddy. A liberal amount to help keep my sweet cousin in circumstances more suitable to her true station in life.” 

It was a generous offer, help with obtaining a dispensation as well as a stipend. Not that William Drummond couldn’t afford that and more. Clan Drummond was a wealthy clan. It would suffice for the time being, however.

“I’d be beholden to ye for aught ye might be able to do,”  Walter said. “I truly do love the lass and want her to remain at Strathyre.” 

“Then we’re in agreement.”  William reached across the distance separating them and offered his hand.

Though Walter felt as if he were shaking hands with the devil, he did so nonetheless. Problem was, none of what had been discussed here this day could come to fruition if he didn’t find Regan. And now, certain she hadn’t come home to Drummond lands, he had no idea where to begin looking for her.
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She watched them carry in the man on the strip of plaid, then ran toward them, halting at his side. He was deathly pale, his eyes closed, his body unmoving. She inched forward, watching his chest for any sign of movement, but she saw none. Then she touched him. He was cold. Stone cold.

A wail rose in her throat, bubbling up from the tumult roiling within her, escaping in a choked scream. And then, as if from some place far, far away, she saw herself gather the dead man to her and shriek out her agony. And saw, from that far, faraway place, the blood on his back, clotted and darkening with age, staining her fingers.

Regan awoke with a gasp. Her breath came in short, shallow breaths. Her heart hammered in her chest, and she realized she was bathed in sweat.

For a passing instant, she stared out into the blackened room, disoriented and terrified. Then her gaze snagged on the open window. In the distance, the sky was already losing its sharp edge of black and softening toward dawn.

Relief flooded her. She was at Balloch Castle, snug in her bed, as she had been every night now for the past two weeks. Jane was but a shout away, sleeping on her pallet in an alcove to the right of the door. The castle was well fortified, guarded as it was by the formidable Iain Campbell and his men. She was safe. No harm would come to her here.

But harm had come to the man in her dream, and she had played some part in it. How Regan knew this was a mystery, but she knew  it, and knew it well. That this man had been very important to her was also clear. But who was he? A brother? A husband? Or just a dear friend?

Whoever he was, Regan sensed he was someone from her past. Whether the event in her dream had actually happened or not, she couldn’t be sure. Perhaps it was but symbolic of some deep-seated fear or other trauma in her life. Still, whatever the dream represented, it held an important clue to her past. She just didn’t know what it meant or how to interpret it.

Regan shoved up in bed, clasped her arms about her legs, and rested her chin on her knees. Perhaps if she calmed herself and didn’t fight so, clawing frantically at the wall separating her from her former life, the memories might more easily return. She inhaled a deep breath and willed herself to relax and wait.

Minutes passed in lumbering slowness. The silence pressed down, squeezing in on her. She willed her ever-tightening muscles to loosen. Relax, she ordered herself. Take in deep breaths. Keep yer mind a blank. 

Yet, as hard as she tried to block out the dream, it returned again and again. Panic filled her. Death . . . blood . . . guilt . . . Over and over the images assailed her, stretching her emotions until they were bowstrung taut.

She climbed from bed and, balancing on her good leg, lit the candle at her bedside. Then, hopping around and holding on to things, Regan proceeded to dress. Jane finally stirred awake and rolled out of bed. She padded over in night rail and bare feet.

“What’s wrong, ma’am?”  the servant asked, blinking groggily.

“Naught,”  Regan muttered, throwing a plaid over the simple dress and shoving her stockinged feet into a pair of soft leather shoes. “I just can’t sleep. I need to go for a walk.” 

“In the dark?”  It was evident from the disbelief in Jane’s voice that she thought that idea a tad daft. “Shall I dress too, then, and accompany ye? Even with that tall, stout stick to lean on, ye’re still a bit unsteady on yer feet.” 

The maidservant’s question gave Regan pause. Though she had managed to become reasonably adept hopping about with the special stick old Charlie had made to help her keep her balance, it was an entirely different thing to do so in the dark. And where exactly did she plan to go at this hour, anyway, that would give her sanctuary from her terrifying thoughts?

“Aye, Jane,”  she replied. “I need ye to come with me and carry the candle to light the way.” 

“And where do ye intend to go at such an hour, ma’am?” 

“Where else?”  Regan asked softly. “To the chapel. I’ve a need to spend some time with God.” 
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As was his wont, Iain paid an early morning visit to the chapel before beginning his pre-breakfast walk around Balloch’s grounds. It was the fitting start to his day, consecrating all his actions to the Lord, praying for wisdom and strength to be an able steward of his people and holdings, and just plain getting his mind centered on what was really important.

He knelt there for a time, his gaze fixed on the altar, his thoughts lifted heavenward, before turning to pick up the book of prayers he had set on the bench. As he did, out of the corner of his eye, Iain caught an unexpected movement. Instinctively, his hand dropped to the side of his lower leg, where his woolen hose held the ever-present sgian dubh .

In one swift, smooth motion, Iain turned and pointed the blackhilted stocking knife before him. Even then, Regan was just pushing herself upright in the pew behind him.

Her cinnamon-colored eyes widened. “Och, I’m sorry to have startled ye, m’lord,”  she hurried to say, clutching her hands protectively before her. “But I fell asleep and didn’t hear ye come in, and then I didn’t realize ye were even here until ye bumped the pew when ye leaned back. And that startled me awake, and I jumped up and—” 

“Wheesht, lass,”  he said, shoving his sgian dubh back into his stocking. “Ye don’t have to say aught more. It was but a misunderstanding on both our parts.”  He settled back sideways in the pew so he could face her, and cocked his head. “But why were ye here, sleeping in chapel rather than in yer own bed?” 

A most becoming blush spread up her neck and into her face. On closer inspection, Iain noted her features were no longer swollen, the abrasion now but faint red marks, and the bruises had faded to yellow. She was quite lovely, from her high cheekbones and sparkling, long-lashed eyes, to the small chin and lush, pink mouth. Though her long mass of chestnut hair was a bit mussed from sleeping in the pew, it framed her face and complemented her eyes perfectly before falling in luxuriant waves down her back.

He had been wise to avoid her as much as possible these past two weeks, only catching glimpses of her at the evening meal, where she always sat on the other side of his mother. Even then, he had barely allowed his glance to linger on her before turning it away. In the end, though, what had he imagined he was accomplishing in the doing? Only strengthening his response to her, when next he met her like this morn?

A fierce yearning swelled within Iain. She was so very beautiful, and he wanted her. Wanted her with an intensity as strong as he had once wanted Anne Campbell.

And ye’re a fool if ye lose yer heart to this woman, he savagely chastised himself. Ye know naught about her. And, with yer unusual good fortune when it comes to women ye give yer heart to, she’s either already wed or she’ll not want ye in return. Have a care. Have a care . . . 

“It’s . . . it’s difficult to explain,”  Regan finally began, averting her gaze. “I woke from a nightmare and, try as I might, I couldn’t shake it. So I thought to come to the chapel and spend the wee hours with the Lord, hoping He’d dispel the terrors.” 

“And did He?”  Iain forced himself to ask, clamping down on his renewed yearning to take her into his arms and comfort her. “Help ye, I mean?” 

“Aye. He gave me no insight into the meaning of the dream, but as I prayed, I felt better. So much so,”  she added with a soft laugh, “that I finally became drowsy and, as ye can see, fell asleep.” 

“Would ye tell me what yer dream was about? And was it aught that might shed some light on yer identity?” 

Regan paled. “I don’t know how it would help.”  She shuddered. “It was so horrible . . . and sad.” 

Compunction immediately filled him. “Then I retract my request. Truly, I’ve no wish to make yer experience any worse. I but thought mayhap two heads might be better than one in discerning yer dream’s meaning. But ye should never feel as if ye must tell me aught. Yer thoughts—and dreams—are yer own.” 

She shot him a considering look. “I thank ye for that. And mayhap ye’re right. In such a situation, two heads may well be better than one.”  Once more, she glanced away.

When Regan paused, Iain said nothing and continued to wait patiently. Taking a deep breath, she at last turned the full force of her open, trusting gaze on him.

“I dreamt of a man brought to me who was already dead, shot in the back somehow. And, though I didn’t know who he was, I knew I must mourn him and that . . . that I’d played some part in his death.”  She clasped her arms tightly about her and shook her head. “But that was all, and now the unanswered questions surrounding this dream are worse than the dream itself.” 

Her glance turned pleading. “What am I to do? What am I to think? Och, what if I killed him?” 

As loath as he was to admit it, the same thought had crossed Iain’s mind. It couldn’t help but do so, after his own questions earlier about her. What if she were indeed some murderess fleeing justice?

Yet, as he continued to stare deep into her tormented eyes, a strange certitude filled him. Regan was no killer. She might bear guilt over something she regretted, and mayhap her overwrought mind had translated that into a dream far more horrible than what  had actually occurred, but he knew she was no more a murderer than he was.

Impulsively, palm up, he extended his hand to her. Her eyes wide and wary, she hesitated, then reached over to place her hand in his. He closed his fingers around hers.

“Don’t do aught, sweet lass,”  he said, his voice gone husky. “At a time like this, as yer poor mind struggles so hard to sort through all the riddles and questions, all the disjointed pieces of yer returning memory, there’ll likely be moments when things become unfathomable and even exaggerated. Aye, there mayhap might be clues in that dream, but I wouldn’t take it at face value.” 

“But it seemed so clear, so real, like I’d seen it, experienced it before!” 

“And do ye imagine ye’re an evil person, lass? Are ye capable of murder?” 

Misery clouded her beautiful eyes. “Nay, but what do I truly know about myself? What if my life until I came here was a hard, painful experience? What if I was wed to a brutal man who beat me? Or what if someone tried to harm someone dear to me? What would anyone do in such a situation?” 

“The best they could, lass,”  Iain replied, his heart twisting at her quite evident distress. “But that wouldn’t be murder then, would it? That’d be self-defense.” 

Regan withdrew her hand from his. “Aye, it would. And I suppose it’s best if I do as ye say, and not dwell on it so. Time will tell, after all, what parts are real and which aren’t.” 

“Ye can’t do aught until ye can distinguish one from the other.” 

She exhaled deeply. “Aye. Ye’re right. Thank ye for listening, and for yer wise counsel.” 

In her gentle way, she was signaling she wished to end this particular topic of conversation. Iain took her lead.

“Would ye like to remain here a time more,”  he asked, “or have me assist ye back to yer bedchamber?” 

“Thank ye kindly, m’lord.”  Regan managed a wan smile. “But I’ve prayed all the prayers I have within me, leastwise for the time being. And I’ve also kept ye from yers far too long.” 

Pushing awkwardly to her feet, she balanced on one leg, then reached for her stout walking stick. Iain was far swifter, however, and came around to her pew to grasp her stick and hand it to her.

Once again, their hands touched, and neither pulled away. Her smile deepened, became warmer. “Thank ye, m’lord,”  she said. “For everything. Ye give me hope that, in time, all will be as it should be.” 

Knowing the only proper thing left him was to release the stick, break contact, and move away, Iain forced himself to do so. “It will be, lass. I know it.” 

She moved then, turning and leaning on her stick to hop from the pew and out into the aisle. Halfway to the door, Regan finally turned and looked back.

“There is one more favor I’d ask of ye, if ye don’t mind, m’lord.” 

Iain’s heart gave a great leap. “And what’s that, lass?” 

She grinned. “Could ye open the door so I might leave without having to hop to and fro doing so myself? It would aid me greatly.” 

He nearly knocked over the pews in his eagerness to do so, then watched as she made her way down the corridor until she turned the corner and disappeared from sight.
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Walter reined in his horse at the little parish kirk two miles down the road from Strathyre House. He hadn’t been to Mass since Roddy was buried, and then only because Regan had insisted on the ceremony prior to his brother’s burial. He didn’t intend to attend today either, but he did plan to speak with the priest just as soon as the services were over.

At long last the chapel doors opened, Father Henry, dressed in all  his finery, stepped out, and the few pious followers began to depart, greeting him as they did. Walter waited patiently in the shadow of a stand of birches growing by a nearby burn, until the old priest finally bid the last person farewell, then turned and reentered the chapel. Walter gave Father Henry and his straggling churchgoers an additional five minutes, then dismounted, tethered his horse to a tree, and headed toward the little kirk.

He found the priest kneeling at the railing up near the altar. At the sound of his footsteps echoing up the stone-paved aisle, Father Henry cast a glance over his shoulder. His eyes widened in surprise; he crossed himself and rose, then hurried down the aisle to greet him.

“And what brings ye to our bonny kirk, Walter MacLaren?”  he asked with a welcoming smile.

“Naught that has to do with God, ye can be sure,”  Walter snarled. “I was told ye’re the last one to speak with Regan the day she rode out to parts unknown. And, since it’s been two weeks now since any last saw her, I was hoping ye could shed some light on where she may have gone.” 

 “Och, I didn’t know that she hadn’t told anyone where she was headed.”  The old man sighed. “I’m so sorry, Walter. If I’d known, I’d have come to ye posthaste.” 

“Aye? So ye do know where she went?”  With only the greatest difficulty, Walter managed to keep his rising anger in check. “By mountain and sea, man, tell me! She could’ve been taken by outlaws, or be lying in some ditch, hurt and helpless.” 

“We talked about ye going out to ambush Iain Campbell.”  Father Henry met his gaze with a calm, steady one of his own. “That there was no true justice in taking it into yer own hands. And then I left her.” 

“So she didn’t tell ye where she was headed then?”  Frustration filled Walter.

“Nay, not in so many words. But I heard she left soon afterward,  so I can only surmise she headed out after ye, to stop ye from committing murder.” 

“What?”  He almost choked in disbelief. “Ye sent Regan out after me, without an escort, riding straight into Campbell lands and a fierce storm, no less?” 

“I didn’t send her anywhere, lad,”  the old priest replied. “If anyone sent her, it was the Lord, working through her conscience.” 

Walter reached out and grasped the priest’s cassock, roughly pulling the priest to him. “Ye old fool,”  he ground out, his fury boiling over now. “She could’ve lost her way in the dark. She could’ve gone in some entirely different direction. She could be anywhere!” 

“I’ve kept her in my prayers ever since I heard of the lass’s disappearance. As ye must as well.” 

Enraged, Walter found it was all he could do not to throttle the old man right here and now. But even that would steal precious time from setting out to search for Regan. He released Father Henry with a jerk, sending him sprawling backward to slam into a pew.

“Prayers never helped me, and they’ll not help Regan,”  he cried. “Only action will help her now. But know one thing, priest.” 

“Aye?” 

“If she’s dead, she won’t be needing yer prayers anymore, will she? And, in that case, neither will ye, for I swear I’ll see ye dead just as soon as she’s properly prayed over and buried!” 

Walter turned on his heel and stalked down the aisle. “Think on that, priest,”  he flung after him, “when next ye say yer prayers! 

“Think on that , if ye dare!” 
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As the summer days eased into late July, Regan’s strength returned and her ankle finally healed enough to begin walking on it. Bits of old memories continued to arrive from time to time but in confusing, disjointed jumbles. She still lacked the key pieces, she realized, to join them all in some cohesive whole that would give her back her past life.

In no particular order, replies arrived from the clan chiefs Iain had first sent letters to, and none of them reported missing women matching Regan’s description. She began to feel as if her family had fallen from the face of the earth. It was time, she decided, to approach Iain Campbell about the second part of their plan.

Though he seemed very busy of late, she finally managed to track him down late one morning, having seen him ride in with a group of his men. Following their voices, Regan made her way to the stables. The odor of manure and horse drew her up as she approached the large, open door, and then she realized that not only were the smells familiar, but she actually liked them. They were good, honest smells, after all, and came with horses and riding across open meadows and having the wind in your hair and the sun on your face.

A sudden image of herself astride a pretty bay mare, a dark-haired man galloping beside her, shot through her mind. She stopped  short, grasping at the memory as it raced away and faded. He was the same man of that awful dream, now almost two weeks past. Until today, she hadn’t recalled him again. But who was the man, and what was he to her?

Frustration filled her, but with a sigh, Regan relinquished the battle. Naught was served trying to force herself to remember. What came, came when it did, and she had finally learned to accept that. Most times, now, she actually did a pretty good job of it.

She knew she had the Campbells, Iain, Mathilda, and their kinsmen, largely to thank for that. They had all accepted her so readily into their midst and made her feel welcomed and loved.

Indeed, over the past weeks, Mathilda and she had grown so close that Regan felt as if the older woman had become almost a mother to her. And, though she saw Iain little enough, what she did see and hear about him from his mother and the servants only reinforced her growing esteem. Of late, he even seemed to go out of his way to stop and speak a few words with her whenever their paths crossed. And her feelings, which had at first been those of awe and respect, had gradually evolved to a great sense of ease and pleasure in his presence. Not exactly that of a brother or even a friend, because he always took great care not to be overly familiar with her, but, nonetheless, there was something special about their relationship. 

Or perhaps it was just she was no different than half the women in Balloch and was simply falling in love with the handsome, generous, exceedingly kind man. Aye, that was it, Regan decided with a roll of her eyes. She was falling in love with a totally unattainable man, just like all the rest of them.

Striding into the stables before her foolish imagination next had her wed and bearing his children, Regan walked down the strawlittered aisle until she found the stall housing Iain’s big horse. As expected, Iain was there, bent over, picking out his mount’s hooves.

She watched him in silence until he had finished all four hooves and straightened, keeping a tight rein all the while on her thoughts about his fine, strong form. Then she cleared her throat.

Iain whirled around. “Och, it’s ye, lass.”  Straight, white teeth gleamed in his sun-bronzed face. “I didn’t hear ye come up.” 

“I didn’t wish to disturb ye while ye were so busy with yer horse.” 

Regan smiled. “Besides, I like being in a stable and around horses.

It feels verra natural to me, it does.” 

He arched a dark blond brow. “Indeed? Does that mean ye’re hinting ye’d like to go riding sometime soon?” 

She laughed. In many ways, Iain Campbell already knew her very well. “Aye, I’d like that verra much. Which brings me to the reason I sought ye out. We’ve had no luck so far in discovering where I came from. I thought mayhap it was time to begin visiting the lands surrounding yers, if ye’re still of a mind to assist me in that undertaking.” 

Iain paused to remove his horse’s bridle and offer the animal a handful of hay. Then he walked from the stall and latched closed the door.

“Aye, I’m still of a mind to assist ye,”  he said as he ambled over to her and halted. “In fact, I’ve a plan to begin so three days hence, if ye’re interested.” 

Gazing up at him, his sun-streaked blond hair and blue eyes a most pleasing contrast to his tanned face, Regan felt her stomach plummet to her toes. Och, but he was so tall and powerful and so very appealing! If only she was some noblewoman and worthy of his consideration . . .

“Of course I’m interested,”  she replied instead, squeezing the words past a suddenly tight throat. “I’ve imposed on yer hospitality overlong as it is.” 

“Then what say ye to imposing on someone else’s hospitality for a time? A new setting and new people might do wonders for yer memory.” 

Though he likely hadn’t meant to sound that way, Regan couldn’t help the twinge of pain at what seemed Iain’s sudden eagerness to send her away. To balk at his proposal now, though, would appear as if she were unappreciative of all he had already done for her.

“I’d gladly accept whatever ye had in mind, m’lord.” 

“Then it’s done, and ye’ll accompany my mither and me to visit my cousin, the Campbell clan chief, and his wife.” 

She stared up at his smiling countenance, struck dumb by what he had just said. He was taking her to stay now with the Campbell clan chief?

“I . . . I don’t understand,”  Regan finally managed to stammer. “Yer cousin lives at Kilchurn Castle on Loch Awe, does he not?” 

“Aye, that he does.” 

“But that’s so far afield from any lands I may have come from. So far, indeed, as to be impossible. Why, it’s at least a good two days’ ride from here, it is.” 

“More like three, if one’s in a party and traveling at a more sedate pace. Which we’ll be doing. My plan’s not just to pay my cousin a long-overdue visit but also to traverse a path ye may well have taken in coming here. Since it seems that ye’re not from the clans north and east of us, mayhap ye’re instead a Mac Nab or even a Breadalbane Campbell.” 

He arched a brow in inquiry. “It is what we’d talked about, riding out to view other areas in the hope it’d jog yer memory, is it not?” 

The relief that flooded her almost made her dizzy. So, he wasn’t intent on ridding himself of her. He was just trying to help her as he had promised.

“Aye, it most certainly is.”  Regan smiled. The time hadn’t yet come when they must be parted, and she realized, with a start, that particular fear had gained great import over the past month. “It sounds a wonderful plan, m’lord.” 

Some emotion flickered in his deep blue eyes. He offered her his arm. “Come. We’ve lingered overlong in this less than aromatic place. Would ye favor me with a short walk in the gardens?” 

Regan laughed then. “Och, I wouldn’t say the stables lack in aroma, m’lord. Just mayhap not the most pleasant of aromas.”  She  took his arm. “But a wee walk in the gardens would be wonderful. The roses are in full bloom now, ye know.” 

“I noticed that just the other day,”  Iain said as he began to escort her from the stable. “I go for days at a time so busy that I observe almost naught of the gentler aspects of Balloch. And then I reach a point when my heart and mind scream out for a bit of respite, and I make myself take a day or two away from the more burdensome tasks of being a laird.” 

“Such as today?” 

“Aye, such as today.”  He shot her a quick glance, then looked back to the path leading to the rock-wall-enclosed garden. “And I’d like verra much to share a part of it with ye, if ye’ve no pressing duties.” 

“Yer mither and I were planning on spending the afternoon embroidering that tapestry she’s making.” 

Iain chuckled. “Somehow, I think I can prevail upon her to allow me an hour or two with ye. It’ll soon be time for the midday meal, and I thought that afterwards ye might enjoy a wee ride. It’s past time ye begin reusing yer riding muscles, or ye’ll find our impending journey rather unpleasant for the first day or so.” 

Regan giggled. “Aye, I imagine I would at that.” 

They reached the garden gate and paused while Iain slid the bolt and pushed open the little door. Then, after another pause while he closed and bolted the gate behind them, they set out down the flagstone footpath.

The garden was large, consisting of herb and vegetable beds near the back door leading to the kitchen. A waist-high boxwood hedge delineated the herb and vegetable portion from the flower gardens, in which they now walked. Purple clematis climbed high wooden trellises behind fragrant lavender bushes. Deep, purple-pink bell heather grew among bright yellow broom bushes and silver green artemisia. Cobalt blue bachelor buttons nestled among white lilies and daisies. It was the myriad rosebushes, filling the two opposite 

sides of the garden, however, that always caught and held Regan’s attention.

As soon as she reached the first roses, she slipped her hand from Iain’s arm and knelt to cup one of the light crimson blooms. She inhaled deeply of its sweet fragrance.

“Do ye know aught of roses, lass?” 

She glanced up at Iain standing there smiling down at her. “Verra little, I’m sorry to say. Wherever I came from, we must not have raised them.” 

“Well, that particular rose is what is considered a Gallica rose,”  he said. “Romans and Greeks used to grow them, so of course they’re verra ancient. And that particular one is known as the Apothecary rose. It can be turned into jellies, powders, and oils, and was believed to cure a multitude of illnesses.” 

“Indeed?”  With renewed interest, Regan glanced back at the beautiful flower. “I didn’t know roses were so verra useful, aside from making perfumes and as cut flowers.” 

“Then now ye know differently. Would ye care to learn about some of the other varieties we’re fortunate to grow here at Balloch?” 

“Och, aye!”  Accepting Iain’s proffered hand, she climbed back to her feet. “In addition to all yer other considerable talents, I didn’t realize ye were also a gardener.” 

He chuckled softly. “I hardly have the time to tend this formidable garden, but when I was a lad, my mither taught me about the roses. She’s the gardener in the family, though even she now has help in the services of a full-time gardener.”  He tugged on her hand. “But come, let’s move on to the next variety.

“Mither liked to plant the same types of roses near each other,”  Iain said as he drew up next before a bush of particularly striking, crimson and pink-and-white-striped roses with bright golden stamens. “This is also a Gallica rose, called Rosa Mundi. It’s said to be named after Fair Rosamund, the mistress of King Henry II of England.” 

He removed his sgian dubh , bent, cut a flower free, then handed it to her. “A fair rose for a fair lady.” 

She could feel the heat steal into her cheeks but said nothing and accepted the lovely blossom. Lifting it to her nose, Regan breathed in its perfume. Then, because Iain continued to stare at her with a most intense expression, she smiled and, using the rose, pointed past him.

“Are there more? More varieties of roses, I mean?” 

For an instant longer, he stared at her. Then, as if rousing himself, he nodded. “Aye. Come along and I’ll show ye.” 

They spent another good half hour touring the garden, examining and discussing roses. Regan found it the most delightful experience. She learned of the Damask rose, thought to originate in the Middle East, likely near Damascus, that was brought back to England by the Crusaders and was used for the production of attar of roses in perfumes. And she couldn’t help but be equally taken with the pink and red varieties of those highly fragrant roses, especially with the one Iain called the Autumn Damask, which had a wonderful, exceptionally fragrant wine scent.

“How did ye come to own so many roses?”  Regan asked after they had completed a walk around the flower garden and she had learned of yet another variety of roses, the Albas. By now, her hands were full of samples Iain had cut for her. She held a shellpink Maiden’s Blush that had an exceptionally sweet fragrance, a creamy white Alba Semiplena, as well as the Rosa Mundi and an Autumn Damask.

“Well, it began with my grandmither, actually, and my mither learned the art from her when she wed my father and came to live at Balloch. I think, aside from me, they were one of her few comforts living here.” 

Regan frowned. “But Balloch’s a wonderful castle. Why would yer mither not find many pleasures—”  She cut herself off. “Och, I beg pardon, m’lord. I didn’t mean to pry into something not of my concern.” 

His lips went tight for an instant, then he sighed and shook his head. “It’s all right, lass. It’s no secret what kind of man my father  was, or that he died trying to steal the clan chieftainship from my cousin, Niall.” 

“Och, I’m sorry to hear that. It must have been a great source of pain to both ye and yer mither.” 

“To be sure,”  he muttered, his expression going dark. Then, as if shaking off the unpleasant memories, he turned back to her and smiled. “But then, we all have our difficulties in life to overcome, don’t we? And what matters is that we don’t let them embitter us or turn us from the Lord and His loving ways.” 

At that moment, gazing up at his beautifully hewn face and into eyes that burned with such fierce resolve, Regan thought him the most wonderful man she had ever known. How she knew this, unable as she was to recall all the men of her past life, she couldn’t say, but she knew with an unshakable certainty. And knew at that moment, as well, that she truly was falling in love with him.

Not that she cherished any illusion she was a fitting mate, or that Iain viewed her as aught more than a poor waif whom he, in his tenderhearted kindness, had taken in and intended to help. But she didn’t care. She’d love him from afar and urequited, for she couldn’t help it. What woman could, if ever she had opportunity to know him as she had?

“Aye,”  Regan softly replied, gazing down once again at the lovely flowers she held. “We all have difficulties to overcome. The Lord grant us all, though, the courage to find our way past them to His truths and love.” 

Just then, the bell rang out for the midday meal. She looked up and gave him her brightest smile. “We’d best be going, m’lord. Cook doesn’t like her food to get cold, waiting on stragglers.” 

He laughed then. “Aye, best we should. But one thing first, lass.” 

She angled her head. “Aye, m’lord?” 

“My name’s Iain. Would ye call me that from here on out?” 

Regan’s gut clenched. “Aye, if ye wish, but it seems an impertinence, ye being the laird and all.” 

“It’s no impertinence if I give ye leave, is it?”  he asked, moving to her side and taking her by the elbow.

“Nay,”  she slowly replied, “I suppose not.” 

“Good. Then it’s settled.”  And with that Iain set out, guiding her through the summer-sweet garden toward the kitchen door.
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Breathless with excitement, Walter paid the man and sent him on his way. After all this time, nearly five weeks since Regan had seemingly disappeared off the face of the earth, he finally had information that she was alive. He had sent out several of his clansmen north into various parts of Campbell and other neighboring clan lands, with orders to inquire after a missing lass. And all but one man had finally returned with no word of Regan.

All but Fergus MacLaren, who had stumbled onto a Murray laird with news worth every penny of the bribe money Walter had given each of his men. Though his heart had nearly stopped in his chest when he had learned the name of the Campbell who had sent out letters inquiring about a lass who fit Regan’s description, one of which had come into the Murray laird’s possession, it was, in the total scheme of things, of little import. What mattered was Regan was alive!

Still, it was most strange that she now resided at Balloch Castle with Iain Campbell and his mother. And, Fergus had next informed him after taking the initiative to then ride to Balloch and spy out the situation a bit further, from all appearances, Regan seemed quite happy there. She wasn’t being held prisoner and could come and go quite freely. She even went out on rides with Iain Campbell himself, no less.

After some thought, and about four cups of wine later, Walter finally hit on the answer. Rumor had it that Iain Campbell had once been in love with Niall Campbell’s wife, who, for a time at least, had been suspected of witchcraft. Indeed, she had barely escaped burning at the stake after being tried and convicted as a  witch. Perhaps Iain was in league with her, had become a warlock to her witch, and had cast a spell over Regan.

It seemed the only plausible explanation. Regan was as loyal as they came. She’d never willingly remain in the lair of her worst enemy, the man whom she imagined had killed her beloved husband.

The trick, though, would be in extricating her from Balloch Castle. Walter couldn’t, after all, just ride up and demand her release or lay siege to the place. Not only did he lack sufficient men and arms, but any attack would soon bring Niall Campbell and the rest of his clan down on them.

Nay, Walter realized, he needed to find some other way to rescue Regan. But how?
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The day they set out for Kilchurn was clear, bright, and warm. Iain and Charlie took the lead, with Regan and Mathilda riding directly behind them. Jane had been chosen to accompany the two women as a serving maid to be shared between them. Two pack animals carried the necessary clothing, including extra cloaks in case of rain. Bringing up the rear were eight more armed clansmen as escort and protection.

Iain was heavily armed as well, with his huge claymore slung across his back, a shorter sword hanging from his belt on one hip, and a powder horn and bag of shot on the other. In addition, he had a pair of “daggs”  or heavy, single-shot, wheel-lock pistols in large, leather holsters attached to the front of his saddle on each side.

He had shown the daggs to her earlier, after she had asked about the key on a long cord that he wore around his neck. The pistols’ wheel-lock mechanism would fire by spinning against a piece of flint, he explained, creating a spark that would then ignite the powder. The steel wheel was spring loaded, however, and required the key or “spanner”  to wind the spring each time it was to be fired. “Lose the spanner,”  he then added with a grin, “and ye’re out of luck, laddie.” 

She could barely repress a shiver as she looked at the long, silver barrels with their fine wooden handles. Imported from Holland, they were, Iain said before shoving them back into their holsters, and worth a pretty penny to boot. Still, at close range, they had proven their value several times already, and likely would again.

Regan knew he spoke true. Even a journey that would take them primarily through Campbell lands was one fraught with danger. The powerful Campbells weren’t without enemies, and then there was the always very real threat from thieves and bands of broken, clanless men who roamed the Highlands. Somehow, though, she felt perfectly safe in Iain’s company. From all she had heard at Balloch, he was as fearsome a warrior as he was a prosperous laird. He hadn’t been chosen the Campbell chief’s tanist and chosen successor without good reason.

“Ye’re looking deep in thought this day, ye are,”  Mathilda’s voice intruded just then. “Are ye already trying to discern if aught around us appears familiar?” 

“Och, it all appears familiar just now.”  Regan grinned and glanced over at the older woman. “We’ve only just left sight of Balloch, and Iain and I’ve ridden this direction several times already. But it didn’t appear familiar the first time I rode out with him, if ye’re wondering that. Not here, or for mayhap a good half day’s ride in this direction, which is as far as we’ve gone until today.” 

“Well, that’d make sense. Considering ye were found nearly that far away when ye had yer accident.”  Mathilda sighed. “Likely there’s no chance then of ye living closer than a half day’s journey from here in any direction.” 

Regan opened her mouth to ask a question that had been plaguing her of late, then closed it, then decided to ask it anyway. “What if . . . what if I never fully regain my memory or discover who I truly am? Or is that even possible?” 

Iain’s mother shrugged. “I don’t know the answer to that, child. I suppose it’s possible.”  She smiled. “But dinna fash yerself. It’s only been a bit over five weeks since ye came to us. There’s still time.” 

“It’s not as if I don’t want to remember,”  Regan said by way of explanation. “But I can’t continue to live off yer generosity much longer. It’s not right or honorable.” 

“And has anyone at Balloch led ye to believe ye’ve worn out yer welcome? Because if they have, I want to know and I’ll soon silence such inhospitable chatter.” 

“Och, nay!”  Regan flushed in embarrassment. “No one has said an unkind word. But I feel badly about this, I do.” 

“And exactly what would ye be suggesting then?” 

She suddenly didn’t know. “Well, mayhap if there’s some servant’s position at Balloch that I might fill. That young kitchen helper—Bessie’s her name, isn’t it?—is soon to be wed. Will she be staying on after that?” 

Mathilda laughed. “So, ye’ve got designs on poor Bessie’s job, do ye? Well, though ye’re willing to do aught that’s asked of ye, I’m not thinking ye’re suited for kitchen drudgery. Not to mention, I doubt Iain would hear of treating ye in such a dishonorable way.” 

“But I’ve my honor too!”  Regan cried in frustration. “And I’m not some fine lady unsuited to hard work. Indeed, I’m not verra fine at all.” 

Her companion arched a graying brow. “Aren’t ye? I saw yer hands when ye came to us. Soft and refined beneath that mud and grime ye were dragged through. And ye can read, lass, not to mention yer clothes, though not of the most costly fabric, weren’t those of a simple crofter’s either.” 

“Then why hasn’t anyone come looking for me? Even a simple crofter’s wife or daughter deserves better than that!” 

Mathilda shook her head. “I don’t know, child. It’s most puzzling.”  She sighed. “Well, mayhap the answers lie just over the next horizon. Or mayhap someone will recognize ye at Kilchurn. Far more folk pass through there, seeking audience with the Campbell for all sorts of favors and resolution of grievances. If naught else, ye’ll be exposed to many more faces there than ye ever would if ye’d remained hidden away at Balloch.” 

“Aye, I suppose so,”  Regan muttered even as she thought that, as long as Iain was there, she wouldn’t mind staying hidden away the rest of her life.

“Och, don’t go on so, child.”  Mathilda laughed. “Ye can’t imagine the fun ye’ll have at Kilchurn. Anne’s close to yer age, if mayhap a few years older, and Caitlin, Niall’s sister, is likely but a few years younger, so ye’ll have two young women with similar upbringing and interests to spend time with. Much as ye seem to enjoy my company, surely by now ye’re yearning for a few friends yer own age.” 

“I’ve been verra happy at Balloch, m’lady.”  Regan shot her a quick smile. “And I feel verra comfortable in yer company.” 

“I’d like to think we’ve become friends.” 

There was a note of pensive yearning in Iain’s mother’s voice. It surprised Regan. It almost sounded as if the older woman sincerely desired her friendship.

“Och, aye,”  she said. “I cherish yer company, m’lady. That I do. I just didn’t want to presume . . .” 

“Well, it’s settled then,”  Mathilda stated firmly. “We’re friends, and friends don’t speak of imposing on each other. Agreed?” 

She had been tricked and maneuvered into ending the issue of her overstaying her welcome at Balloch, Regan realized with no small amount of chagrin. Not that it didn’t please her to be considered Mathilda Campbell’s friend. It just wasn’t right to become a useless burden anywhere.

There was naught more she could do about the problem just now, though, so best she leave it be. But only for a time more.

Regan turned to Mathilda and nodded her acquiescence. “Agreed.” 



7 

It indeed took them three days to reach Kilchurn. Three days spent out in the warm sunshine and fresh air, enjoying the wildflowers blooming in the meadows, the heath washing the hills in lavender and pink, the sparkling burns flowing through the glens, and the eagles soaring overhead. Three days that she spent in Iain’s company, if not actually riding at his side, and cherishing every minute of it. 

Not once, however, did Regan recognize any village or town they passed; nor did any terrain appear familiar. Perhaps it should’ve upset her more than it did, but she was becoming used to, if not comfortable with, the memory gaps of her past. It was almost as if she had resigned herself to building a new life in the here and now, a life that day by day was fashioning a past of its own.

Since inns in the Highlands were almost nonexistent, nights on the road were spent within the safe, snug confines of the homes of local if lesser Campbell lairds or tacksmen—she, Mathilda, and Jane in one bedchamber, the men all in another. She imagined she and the other women got the best of that bargain, knowing most of the men ended up sleeping on the floor wrapped in their plaids. Not that such arrangements were unusual for Highlanders. That was how most of them slept when away from home and out of doors. 

At twilight of the third day, to the eerie plaint of the peesweep and harsh call of ravens, they finally approached Kilchurn Castle.  That great stone fortress of Clan Campbell, perched on a spit of land jutting into freshwater Loch Awe, was dominated by the towering twin peaks of Ben Cruachan, which, Regan knew, was the inspiration for the Campbell battle cry of “Cruachan!”  Her gaze lifted from the mountain’s wooded, lower slopes, until the trees thinned and disappeared, revealing a bare, lumpy peak split into two cones. Mighty Ben Cruachan, a fitting symbol of the majesty and might of what was now one of the most powerful of Highland clans.

One side of Kilchurn’s earthen-hued edifice was surrounded by grassy meadow and trees. The other sat close to the gently lapping waters of the loch. Regan thought she could easily spend hours visiting Loch Awe in the days to come, shaded by some of the trees that grew close to its edges a ways down from Kilchurn. She had always found great peace, she realized, sitting by a loch, gazing out onto deep waters.

The loch that came to mind, however, wasn’t Loch Awe or even Loch Tay, which Balloch Castle overlooked, but some other loch entirely. A much smaller loch, to be sure, but studded around its edges with scattered forests and presided over by its own towering mountain peak.

For a moment, as they rode toward Kilchurn’s huge wooden gates, Regan closed her eyes and gave herself over to the image in her mind, trying to put a name to the place. And, as always, even as she struggled to bring it into sharper focus, the image began to crumble at its edges and fade. Finally, with a sigh, she let it go.

As they rode through the gate and its high curtain wall defended by round towers at each of its corners, their party was greeted with a courtyard ablaze with light. Myriad torches encircled a large area that led to the steps of the keep. On those steps stood a tall, darkhaired man and an auburn-haired woman, their arms entwined about each other’s waists. Beside the woman stood a girl with long, ebony hair.

“That’s Niall and Anne,”  Mathilda whispered, leaning toward Regan. “And the girl is Niall’s sister, Caitlin.” 

Her stomach aflutter with sudden nervousness, Regan could manage only a nod in response. As they drew to a halt, servants ran over to hold their horses. Iain and Charlie quickly dismounted. Charlie came around and graciously helped Mathilda down. Iain walked up to Regan.

“May I be of assistance, lass?”  he asked, looking up at her.

She flushed. “Thank ye, m’lor—Iain,”  she said, not wishing to appear ungrateful for his gallant offer. She surrendered her reins to the boy who had come up to hold her horse. Then, leaning over, she extended her arms to Iain.

He took her to him without any apparent effort, swinging her gently down until her feet touched ground. His gaze was tender, and he didn’t release her right off but continued to grasp her arms as if he didn’t want to let her go. For a few precious seconds, with everyone bustling around them, Regan felt as if she were in a sweet, secret world that included only her and Iain.

Then he released her and stepped back.

“Come, lass,”  he said, offering her his arm. “It’s past time ye were meeting my cousin and his family.” 

Hungry for some continued contact with him, Regan eagerly took his arm. “I’d like that verra much.” 

With Charlie escorting Mathilda alongside them, they proceeded to march up the steps, halting only when they were but two steps below their hosts. Niall Campbell grinned, then fisted his hands on his hips.

“Ye were wise to pay us a visit when ye did, cousin,”  he growled. “I was about to send my men to drag ye here to fulfill yer proper duties.” 

“Were ye, indeed?”  Iain laughed. “Well, then as always, my timing’s perfect.” 

Niall’s mouth quirked in amusement. “Aye, in the past ye always were verra good at showing up at the most inopportune times. Or, leastwise, at the times I didn’t want ye around. But nowadays, when  I do want ye around, ye ride off to sequester yerself at Balloch for months at a time.” 

“No one about anymore to take yer ill temper out on, is there?” 

“Exactly!”  And then Niall threw back his head and gave a shout of laughter.

“That’ll be enough of the manly blustering, husband.”  Anne Campbell stepped forward. “Ye and Iain can arm wrestle or flay each other over a game of chess later. For now, our guests languish out here on the steps, and it’s time we were asking them to come inside.” 

“Och, aye.”  The Campbell shot Regan a look of curiosity. “First, though, it’s only proper Iain introduce us to the bonny lass he has on his arm. Eh, cousin?” 

“This lady’s name is Regan. She’s been our honored guest for the past month and a half.”  Iain graced her with a quick, reassuring glance. “Now, may we enter and mayhap have something to rinse the dust from our throats?” 

“Och, ye’ll get more than that,”  Niall said. “We’ve prepared a fine feast to welcome ye, we have.” 

“But first,”  Anne injected, “we’ll see ye settled in yer proper bedchambers, where ye can wash, change yer clothes, and have a wee drink before the supper meal’s served in an hour’s time.” 

With that she turned her husband around. Together, they led the way into the keep.

Iain grinned down at Regan. “Not much for formality, are they?” 

She chuckled. “It’s good to see that ye’re so close, ye and Niall.” 

“Aye,”  he muttered wryly as he began to lead her up the last few steps and through the keep’s open doorway, “and if we were verra much closer, we’d be celebrating our reunion rolling around on the ground, beating in each other’s heads.” 
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The next morn as she lay in bed, savoring the comfort of the feather mattress after the last two nights on straw-stuffed mattresses at the various inns, Regan glanced languidly around her bedchamber. Everything in Kilchurn was so beautiful and fascinating, from the magnificence of the building itself to her bedchamber with its big tester bed, stunning wall tapestry of a forest and lake, carved clothes chest, and cupboard for toilet articles, with its prettily painted pottery basin and ewer and pewter chamber pot. In anticipation of their arrival, the stone floors had been swept then strewn with fresh rushes mixed with lavender and rosemary clippings. Everything was clean and sweet smelling. Once again, as at Balloch, she couldn’t help but revel in what seemed like the height of luxury.

Kilchurn’s five-story keep was large, spacious, and even more sumptuously appointed than Balloch’s quite ample environs. Essentially a large tower house enclosed by a good-sized courtyard, with a private garden on the house’s backside situated between the keep and the outer walls, it was similarly structured with a belowground cellar, dungeon, and servants’ quarters.

The ground floor housed the kitchen and additional workrooms; the second floor, which the outside stairs led up to, was comprised of a large entry that opened on one side to the Great Hall and on the other to a library and two small reception rooms. A wide staircase at the back of the entry led to the next floor and two corridors of bedchambers, as well as the chapel. From that floor, in the rear of the building, a turnpike stair climbed to a combined garret with several large windows and the attic.

The contrast between the wealth in which she now lived and that which had apparently been lacking in her past life, however, was of little concern anymore. If the truth be told, Regan was beginning to care less and less if she ever regained her memory. Some instinct warned she might well be disappointed when she did. And, even  more than losing the accommodations and the company of the refined people she now enjoyed, she dreaded the very real possibility of having to leave Iain in the bargain.

She soon tossed that daunting consideration aside and, throwing back the covers, sat up on the side of the bed. Her movement must have alerted Jane, who was busy stoking the hearth fire against the morning chill.

“Och, ye’re finally awake, ma’am,”  the little maidservant said. She climbed to her feet, wiped her hands on her apron, and ambled over. “So, what’s it to be? A nice hot bath to wash off all the road grime, or breakfast?” 

“A bath, of course.”  Regan grinned. “If ye can rouse the kitchen staff to heat water at this early an hour.” 

Jane chuckled. “It’s not as early as ye imagine, ma’am. It’s just the mists lie heavy this morn and make it seem grayer. Sunrise was well over four hours ago.” 

“Truly?” 

Regan felt her face go hot. She never slept so late. What would her hosts think of her? Yet she had stayed up until nearly midnight, listening in avid interest to Iain, Mathilda, Anne, and Niall’s animated conversation. And that after a day’s ride that had begun at first light, so as to reach Kilchurn before dark.

“Aye, truly, ma’am.” 

“Then breakfast is long since past. I’ll have to wait until the midday meal now.” 

“Nay, the lady Anne sent up some food a few hours ago.”  Jane pointed to the covered tray sitting atop the clothes chest. “She said not to wake ye, though. That she knew ye must be verra weary after such a long journey and all.” 

Gratitude for the other woman’s kindness filled Regan. “Then more the reason to get on with my bath. I need to seek out the Lady Anne and thank her.” 

“I’ll be off to the kitchen to fetch yer bathwater then.”  With that, Jane bustled across the room and out the door.

An hour later, her hair still damp from her bath, Regan headed downstairs. She halted the first servant she encountered. “Is yer mistress about?” 

The old woman nodded. “Aye, ma’am. She’s in the kitchen, talking with Maudie, the head cook.” 

“And which way would be the kitchen?” 

“Down the stairs. Ye’ll find it easily enough by the smells.”  The servant indicated a hallway just beneath the wide wooden staircase. “Ye’ll find the stairs at the end of the hall, ma’am.” 

“Thank ye . . .”  Regan paused. “I’m sorry, but I don’t yet know yer name.” 

“It’s Agnes, ma’am.”  She smiled. “I’m Lady Anne’s serving woman.” 

“Well, it’s verra nice to make yer acquaintance, Agnes.”  Regan returned the old woman’s smile. “Now, if ye don’t mind, I’d like to find yer mistress before she leaves the kitchen.” 

“Aye, ma’am.”  Agnes curtsied, then turned and continued on her way.

The back stairs were easy enough to find, as was the kitchen. And, true to Agnes’s prediction, Kilchurn’s hostess was indeed there. Regan waited just inside the doorway until Anne and Maudie were finished discussing the menu for the evening meal. Then, as Anne turned to go, Regan joined her.

“Well, ye look quite refreshed and rested,”  Anne Campbell said, quickly surveying her. “I take it the bed was to yer liking?” 

“It was heavenly, m’lady.”  Regan smiled. “As was the wonderful bath I had this morn. And the breakfast.” 

“I’m glad. And if there’s aught more ye need, don’t hesitate to ask. Ye’re our honored guest, and we want yer stay to be pleasant in every way.” 

Are all of Iain’s relations so gracious and warm? Regan wondered. If so, he was indeed blessed. She paused to study the other woman.  In the brighter light of day, Regan realized Anne Campbell was even more beautiful than she had imagined last night.

Her long hair was a rich auburn and plaited into one thick, fat braid to hang down her back. Her skin was ivory and flawless, her nose straight, short, and charming, her lips full and pink, and her figure slender but womanly.

It was Anne’s arresting silver-gray eyes, however, that drew Regan time and again. Framed by thick, dark brown lashes, they gazed back at her with an open honesty. There was no guile or subterfuge in Anne Campbell, Regan realized. She felt she could trust her and, given time and familiarity, easily become friends.

She paused to glance around the big kitchen. A huge, arched hearth with an iron spit and two chimney cranes to swing pots into position over the fire stood at both ends of the long room, as well as an attached brick oven for baking. A large wooden table filled the center of the kitchen, at which four assistants now stood, two chopping vegetables and two kneading bread. A huge washbasin was inset on the outside wall, its drain emptying into the garden.

Myriad pots hung from an iron rack over the worktable, and in a tall, open cupboard, Regan could see chafing dishes, frying pans, graters, mortars and pestles, in addition to piles of plates and platters. Several wooden boxes stacked atop each other on one shelf likely held the eating utensils. A block of wood in the middle of the table contained all the cutting knives.

“I can’t think of aught I’d need that hasn’t been provided,”  Regan said, turning her glance back to that of Anne’s. “I’d like verra much, though, to be of any assistance I could in yer household. What with the extra guests, I’d imagine yer staff ’s a bit overtaxed. And I’m no fine lady, though Iain and Mathilda have treated me as one since I first came to them.” 

“And so will we, for ye’re their friend and our guest. But yer generous offer’s most appreciated.”  Anne laid a hand on her arm. “I could use some help in the garden, though, if ye’re of a mind for a short walk outside. I thought to cut flowers for the high table for this eve’s meal.” 

“Och, aye, m’lady.”  Regan could barely contain her eagerness to  be of help. “And I’d dearly love to see yer garden, as well. Iain has taught me much of the flowers that grow in Balloch’s garden. I’d be verra interested in seeing what kinds ye grow in Kilchurn.” 

“Then come, let’s be gone.”  Anne turned and, leading the way, hurried across the kitchen to the back door. It opened directly onto the garden.

Regan followed her outside, then halted, taking in the abundance of flower beds and hedges, all radiating from a large round fountain at the center. “Och, it’s so verra beautiful, m’lady.” 

“Anne. Pray, call me Anne.” 

“What?”  Regan wheeled around. “Och, but I couldn’t. It’d be too forward of me.” 

“Yet ye call Iain by his given name. How’s it any different?” 

The question gave Regan pause. “Well, I suppose there’s not much difference, save that ye’re the Campbell’s wife and all. And I’m . . . I’m not sure who or what I am.” 

Compassion flared in Anne’s striking eyes. “Iain told me a bit this morn of yer predicament. It must be verra hard, not remembering who ye really are or where ye came from. And yer poor family. They must be beside themselves with worry.” 

At mention of her family, Regan felt a twinge of guilt. She’d not willingly cause anyone pain, and especially not those who loved her. But over time and what with the few bits of memory that had returned, she had begun to doubt she had been that much loved, or even missed. It was a terrible observation to broach to anyone, though, and so she hadn’t—and wouldn’t. She felt the certitude, nonetheless, to the marrow of her bones.

“Aye, it’s been verra hard,”  she said, looking down. “But living with Mathilda and Iain and being the recipient of their kindness has made it bearable. Indeed, there are times, not being altogether sure of where and from whom I came, that I almost wish I might never know.”  Regan lifted her gaze. “It must sound strange, me saying that, but I cannot help but think I’ve never been so happy as I’ve been at Balloch. Or, leastwise, not for a verra long time.” 

In spite of herself, her eyes filled with tears. “I don’t mean to sound as if I’m taking advantage of Mathilda and Iain. Truly I don’t. But the longer I’m with them, the harder it becomes to imagine leaving them. I . . . I just care for them so.” 

Anne’s grasp on her arm tightened. “Come. Let’s sit for a time and talk. There’s no rush in getting the flowers.” 

“A-aye,”  Regan whispered, savagely swiping away her tears. “I wouldn’t want anyone else to see me weeping. Especially not Iain.” 

They walked down the footpath until they came to a rose arbor just large enough for two people to sit within. Deep enough to hide their presence, it provided the perfect shelter from curious eyes.

“Now, tell me why you’d think anyone would imagine ye’re taking advantage of Mathilda and Iain?”  Anne asked as soon as they were both seated. “And why ye wouldn’t want Iain to see ye weep? He’s one of the most tenderhearted men I know, and wouldn’t take offense. Indeed, knowing him, he’d be the first to take ye in his arms and comfort ye.” 

Regan sucked in a strangled breath, then proceeded to choke on it. Her face, which she knew had immediately colored at mention of Iain taking her in his arms, only turned the redder with her prolonged bout of coughing. Finally, though, she was able to catch her breath.

“Aye, Iain’s most certainly a tenderhearted man,”  she said as she brushed her freshened tears away. “But I’ve been enough of a burden to him in the past weeks and don’t wish to cause him additional distress.”  She paused then, reluctant to reveal more of her private thoughts about Iain. Thoughts like how she never wanted to leave him, yet knew she must.

Anne leaned back, a considering look in her eyes. “The way he talked about ye this morn, not to mention how protectively he acted about ye last eve, I’d wager a guess he doesn’t view ye as a burden. Not any burden at all.” 

Regan swallowed hard. “He’s but an exceedingly kind man. He’d treat any person in need exactly the same way.” 

“Well, to some extent, that would be true.”  Her hostess smiled. “But I know Iain, and it’s different with ye. Would ye think me too forward to ask ye how ye feel about him?” 

Panic seized Regan, and all she could do was stammer. “I . . . I don’t . . . He’s a dear friend . . . And who wouldn’t find him the most wonderful . . . ?”  Frustration filled her. “Och, it doesn’t matter how I feel about him! I’m so far beneath him that even to dream of aught more is presumptuous, not to mention a fool’s quest.” 

“Yet ye cannot help what yer heart tells ye, can ye?” 

The softly couched question drew Regan up short. Dear, sweet Lord, she thought. Anne knows. Och, she knows! 

Suddenly, she couldn’t look at her companion. Regan’s head dropped, and she stared down, unseeing, at her lap. “I don’t know why I told ye what I did. I hardly know ye, after all.”  She looked up and met Anne’s understanding gaze. “I’d beg ye, though, not to say a word of this to Iain. I’d die of the shame, I would, and it’d ruin what friendship we do have.” 

“And why would it ruin it?” 

“Because it’d change everything! And . . . and I couldn’t bear his pity.”  She reached out and took her hostess’s hands in hers. “Och, please, Anne! I know ye’re first and foremost Iain’s friend, as well ye should be. But it’ll do him no harm not to know this. Indeed, it’d only distress him, not knowing how to act around me anymore. And I couldn’t bear it. If his friendship’s all I’ll ever have, it’s enough.”  

“Ah, but there ye’re wrong, my friend. It won’t be enough. It’ll only tear out yer heart in the end, and ye may even come to hate Iain for not returning yer affection.” 

“Nay!”  Regan shook her head with fierce resolve. “I’ll never hate him. I’ll leave him before I ever let that happen!” 

For a long moment, Anne studied her with thoughtful deliberation, then sighed. “Well, this doesn’t concern me at any rate, does it? What will happen between ye and Iain will happen if it’s  meant to. But I will say a prayer for ye. That ye find what ye’re truly seeking.” 

Once again, similar words rose in her memory, and this time she saw the face of a man of God speaking them. Father . . . Och, his name was on the tip of her tongue! But whatever his name, his words seemed just as cryptic as Anne’s did just now.

“What ye’re truly seeking . . .”  

Indeed, what was that? Only one thing was becoming increasingly clear. It wasn’t just her memory that had been lost. There was a big, gaping hole in the middle of her chest, the result of something very dear being ripped away.

Regan only wondered if that hole would be filled anew and her life be complete once more when her memory finally did return.
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“Ye and I must have a wee talk, and we must do it here and now,”  Mathilda Campbell informed her son a week later.

Iain paused to glance up from the document he was poring over in Kilchurn’s large library and eyed his mother with no small amount of exasperation. “And this is something that can’t wait a time, until I discover the information Niall’s asked me to find for him? I’m here to assist him, as any tanist must, ye know, and my days at Kilchurn should be spent in his service, not my own.” 

“And since when is Niall some unfeeling despot, driving ye mercilessly from dawn to dusk?”  His mother walked around the table, pulled up a chair beside him, took her seat, then met his gaze. “Not to mention, I am yer mither, and ye owe me the proper respect.” 

“Fine.”  With a resigned sigh, Iain rolled up the parchment scroll, retied it with a piece of ribbon, and laid it aside. Then, folding his hands on the tabletop, he looked to her. “Now, what’s so important that ye insist we must speak of it here and now?” 

“What else but Regan?” 

He eyed her in puzzlement. “And what’s the matter with Regan? Last I saw her, which was just this morn, she looked hale and hearty.” 

Mathilda rolled her eyes. “Och, and why is it the man’s always the last to know?” 

The first stirrings of unease rippled through Iain. “Know what, Mither? Has her memory returned? Or does something else altogether trouble her?” 

She gave a snort of disgust. “Och, aye, something indeed troubles her. Ye trouble her.” 

“What?”  Iain’s gut clenched. “What’ve I done? Tell me, and I’ll straightaway seek her out and make amends.” 

“And can ye mend a heart that’s fair to breaking over love for ye? If so, ye’re a far better man than any I’ve known in my life.” 

His gut did more than clench this time. It twisted, flip-flopped, then did backspins. Regan loves me? It isn’t possible. 

“I think yer imagination’s a wee bit overwrought here, Mither,”  he finally found voice to say. “We’re but friends.” 

“And is that yer feeling for her, or yer perception of how she feels for ye?” 

Iain opened his mouth to reply, then caught himself before he flung himself unheeding into her trap. A trap he couldn’t escape without either lying or admitting to the true depth of his affection for Regan. And, though he wasn’t ashamed of his growing love for her, the matter was best settled first between them before sharing the news with others.

“This is a private issue between Regan and me, Mither,”  he finally ground out.

“Och,”  she cried, throwing up her hands. “I knew it. I knew it!” 

He sucked in an irritated breath. “Stay out of this, Mither. It’s none of yer affair.” 

Mathilda wheeled about in her chair to face him. “Isn’t it? Don’t I love ye both? Indeed, Regan’s like the daughter I never had. And ye tread on dangerous ground here, lad. Ye truly know naught  about her. What if she’s already wed? What will ye do then, when her memory finally returns?” 

“Do ye think I haven’t thought about that, agonized over such a possibility?” 

“Ye must guard yer heart, lad.”  She laid a hand on his arm. “I know it’s a difficult thing to do. Regan’s a dear, sweet lass, without a shred of meanness or guile in her. But ye must keep yer distance—for her sake as much as for yers.” 

“I am trying, Mither,”  he cried. “Even knowing, from the first time I saw her, there was something verra special about her. And ye yerself chided me in the beginning for what ye imagined was my rudeness in avoiding her. Yet even then I knew. I knew . . .” 

“Knew what, lad?” 

“That she was the woman the Lord had chosen for me.” 

Mathilda paled. “Nay. That’s but yer heart shaping things to justify what ye want. Ye can’t be certain the Lord has chosen her for ye. Not two years past, ye were madly in love with Anne. Did ye then imagine the Lord had chosen her for ye as well?” 

He shot her an exasperated look. “Two years ago, I wasn’t as concerned about what God did or didn’t want for me in my life. Ye know that, Mither.” 

“Aye, I do.”  She sighed. “Have a care, though, lad. Just because ye now seek to do the Lord’s will doesn’t mean it’s that much easier to know it. And the desires of our hearts can trick us into doing their bidding, rather than that of the Lord’s.” 

“I’m doing the best I can,”  Iain muttered, nearly at the end of his patience. “How long must I wait then for Regan’s memory to return before I can reveal my true feelings to her? Another six months? A year? Five years? And what if her memory never returns? What then?” 

“She asked me the same thing, about her memory not returning, as we journeyed here. She wondered what would happen then. She even,”  Mathilda added with a chuckle, “offered her services as one  of our servants, so distressed was she at continuing to profit from our hospitality, now that she was again physically able.” 

“I hope ye told her to banish such thoughts from her head. I’ll not have her repaying us by working as a servant.” 

“Aye, I told her. But she’s an honorable lass, and I fear she won’t let the matter lie for long. Indeed, Anne told me that Regan offered to help in Kilchurn’s kitchen the morn after we arrived.” 

He cursed softly.

“She’s trying to make a new way for herself,”  his mother said. “Though I think she loves us both like family, she also knows we’re not her true family. The true family who has apparently made no effort to try and find her. And that hurts her verra much.” 

“Well, that settles it. Just as soon as we return from our visit here and the harvest’s in, I’m taking Regan and we’re going to ride until we find that blasted family of hers, even if it means covering the entire Highlands!” 

“An overly ambitious plan, to be sure.”  Mathilda released his arm and leaned back in her chair. “But it won’t hurt to have tried everything ye can to find Regan’s family, even if that takes some extended journeys. And if ye start soon after harvest and travel out mayhap in a hundred-mile radius from Balloch, well, that’s a good four to five days’ travel in every direction. It’s verra unlikely she could’ve come from any farther away than that.” 

The plan heartened him. If luck was with them, they’d be back at Balloch before the heavy snows came. And mayhap, just mayhap, if Regan did bear some affection for him, they could even be wed by Christmas.

“Aye, it’s verra unlikely Regan’s family would live even that far away, but at least it gives us a fair range,”  he replied, well aware his hopes and dreams were getting away from him. “And surely, if her memory hasn’t returned by then, it isn’t coming back. By then, if she’s willing, she’ll be mine for the taking.” 

“It’d seem a fair and reasonable plan.”  Mathilda pushed back her chair and stood. “So we’re agreed then, are we? That you’ll neither  do nor say aught to encourage the lass until all efforts to discover her past have been exhausted?” 

Iain looked up at his mother. She was a clever one, and no mistake. Once again, she had maneuvered him into another trap. If he agreed, it would likely be another four months, at the very least, before he could approach Regan about his true feelings. Four more long, frustrating months.

“I’ll do my best, Mither,”  he said, meeting her searching gaze with an equally resolute one of his own. “For Regan’s sake, if not for my own.” 
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Five days later, Anne asked Mathilda, Regan, Iain, and Caitlin to meet her and Niall in the library just before the evening meal.

“Do ye have any idea what this is all about?”  Mathilda asked her son as they descended the stairs from their bedchambers.

He smiled and shook his head. “Nay. But all will be revealed in good time, won’t it?” 

“Aye, I suppose so.”  She immediately turned to Regan, who was walking on her other side along with Caitlin.

“And what of ye, child? Have ye any inkling of what this meeting’s about? It’s all so private that I worry there might be bad news.” 

Though Regan did indeed have an inkling, she wasn’t about to ruin Anne and Niall’s surprise. In the past days, once she had learned of Anne’s special skills as a healer, she had begged her to teach her some of the healing arts. In the process of the lessons, which generally began early in the morn when most herbs were best harvested, she had soon discovered that Anne had been suffering for several weeks now with a queasy stomach.

“I’d imagine, as much that goes on here, Niall being clan chief and all, that it could be one of several things,”  she replied. “But I haven’t seen any long faces of late, so I’d wager the news will be good.” 

The older woman harrumphed, then admitted Regan was likely  right. Mathilda next turned to query Caitlin, but just then they drew up outside the library.

Iain opened the door, motioned them in, then followed, closing the door behind him. Anne and Niall awaited them before the curtained windows. Mathilda wasted no time in hurrying over to them.

“Well, what is it?”  she immediately demanded. “I’ve been dying of worry ever since ye sent word to meet ye here, and that ye’d something of utmost importance to tell us.” 

Anne looked to Niall, and their gazes locked momentarily in joyous anticipation. Then, as Iain, Regan, and Caitlin drew up at last at Mathilda’s side, Anne turned to them.

“I’m with child,”  she said, breaking into a breathtaking smile. “We’re going to be parents sometime in early February.” 

As Mathilda staggered backward and would’ve lost her balance if not for Regan and Caitlin’s quick response in catching her, Iain leaped forward to take Anne into his arms. “Och, lass, lass,”  he whispered, holding her close. “I’m so happy for ye. So verra, verra happy!” 

“And why is it ye’re always grabbing my wife and so conveniently forgetting all about me?”  Niall groused from behind them. “I vow if I didn’t like ye so well, cousin, I’d be taking great offense right about now.” 

With a laugh and quick kiss to Anne’s cheek, Iain released her and quickly strode over to Niall. They grasped each other, hand to forearm, and grinned.

“Ye always were a jealous lout,”  Iain said. “Not that I ever had a chance with Annie at any rate. But my heartiest congratulations nonetheless. Ye’re going to be a father then, are ye?” 

Niall returned his grin, though it was one of sheepish bemusement. “Aye, so it seems.” 

By then Mathilda had regained her composure and had replaced Iain at Anne’s side, hugging her in happy excitement. Caitlin rushed up and threw her arms about her brother.

“Och, lass,”  Iain’s mother all but wept. “I’m so verra happy for ye. Whatever ye need, ye just have to ask. And if ye wish me to attend ye at yer lying-in, just say the word and I’ll be at yer side. Och, lass, lass!” 

Watching them, Regan couldn’t help but smile. They were such a close, loving family, and would do aught for each other. It would be so verra good to belong amongst them.

But she must not let herself long so desperately for what wasn’t hers to have. She must be content even having the opportunity to get to know them and share in this happy moment. Knowing now of Niall’s loss of his first wife and son in childbirth, she could guess that the news Anne was carrying his child was bittersweet for Niall. Yet life, love, and renewed hope had given him the strength to go on, until he had once more been granted another chance at fathering a family. Love and hope in his beloved Anne—and in the Lord.

Someday, she might have that same chance to begin anew. Not with Iain, of course, but perhaps with some other man. Some man she might even already know and had yet to rediscover. But to do that, she also needed to place her hope and trust in the Lord. In the end, that was all she could do.

Amidst the excited chatter and congratulations, it took a moment for Regan to realize someone was knocking on the library door. One glance back at her friends and she knew they were unaware of the unexpected visitor, so she headed across the room and opened the door.

Charlie stood there, a worried look in his eyes.

“Is there aught I can do for ye?”  Regan asked.

His glance strayed past her to the jubilant gathering across the room. Then he looked back to her. “Er, Brady the stableman just brought me this sealed document. Seems some rider delivered it but a few minutes ago, with orders for it to be delivered to m’lord.” 

Regan hated to have Anne and Niall’s happy moment interrupted just then. “Can’t it wait for a time? Until at least after the evening meal?” 

The old man shook his head. “Nay, ma’am, it can’t. The messenger said this letter had to be delivered immediately. And, since he was sent from the queen, I daren’t disobey.” 

“The queen? Queen Mary?” 

“Aye, the verra same.” 

She stepped aside, wordlessly waved him in, then watched as he hurried across the library. As he approached Niall and the others, they seemed finally to notice him. All fell silent. Regan closed the door and followed in Charlie’s wake.

“A letter, m’lord,”  Charlie said as he drew up before the Campbell. “A letter from the queen.” 

His expression gone serious, Niall accepted the missive, opened its sealed leather case, and extracted the rolled parchment. He lost no time unfurling it and reading the contents. The seconds ticked by in the now stone-silent room, and Regan could hear her heart pounding in her ears.

Finally, after what seemed an eternity, Niall lifted his gaze and met that of his wife. A slight smile twitched at the corner of his mouth. “We’ll be having a royal houseguest in two weeks’ time.  Seems the queen is paying us a visit.” 
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Every letter from Fergus of late, Walter thought, crumpling the latest missive and throwing it into the fire, seemed to convey increasingly worse news. It was bad enough that Regan appeared to be developing a close relationship with Iain Campbell and had made no attempt to escape. But now Fergus had recently watched them depart for what appeared to be an extended visit to Kilchurn Castle, the seat of Campbell power. Regan was not only getting farther and farther away from him, but he feared she was also coming so deeply under Iain Campbell’s spell that he might never be able to bring her back.

It was time he cease hiding behind his spies, Walter resolved, and try and make contact with Regan himself. Kilchurn, after all, saw all sorts of strangers pass through its gates, most in the hopes of gaining some special favor from the Campbell. He might just as easily pass through them unnoticed and finally speak with Regan.

What he hoped to accomplish if she truly were bespelled, Walter didn’t know. But there was a local healer who might have some charm to protect him, as well as some magical potion to remove Regan’s ensorcelment. Still, even the consideration of drawing near to such devilish taint made Walter’s skin crawl. There was naught to be done for it though.

For the sake of his bonny Regan, he was willing to risk even that.
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Though he found the act distasteful, if not downright cruel, Iain managed successfully to limit the amount of time spent in Regan’s company for the next week to an hour or two during and after the evening meal. And that time was spent in the presence of others, forcing his conversation with her to be general rather than personal. The rest of each day, he either buried himself in the library researching documents or holed up in private conference with Niall, interspersed at times with riding with him to survey Campbell landholdings or to meet with Niall’s various lairds and tacksmen.

Regan, however, must have found the brief interactions with him as frustrating as he did. On the morn of the seventh day, almost as if she were lying in wait for him to appear, she hurried down the keep’s front steps just as he led his horse from the stables.

“And where are ye going this fine morn?”  she asked, finally drawing up before him. “Another ride out to survey Niall’s domain for him? Or mayhap he’s sent ye on yet another mission altogether?”  

A wry smile tugging at the corner of his mouth, Iain gazed down at her. Her cheeks were most becomingly flushed, and her chest heaved from what was likely her race to catch up with him before he departed. But there was a fire in her eyes as well, and he wondered if it wasn’t fueled by anger. But whether it was anger at him for his failure to spend much time with her of late—which he secretly hoped was the case—or from some other cause, Iain didn’t know. 

“Actually, I’d planned a wee ride around Loch Awe to one of my favorite spots,”  he replied. “Niall’s busy with Anne at the moment, fine-tuning the plans for Queen Mary’s visit. And, as complex as that will be, what with all her royal needs, I’m free for the morn.”  

Her face fell. “Och, so ye’ll be wanting some peace and quiet for yerself then, won’t ye?” 

He knew he should agree with her assessment, even as he sensed she wanted to spend some time with him, but suddenly Iain didn’t care what he had promised his mother, or what was likely the best and honorable course to take with Regan. What harm could possibly come, after all, from a wee gallop together around Loch Awe?

“Would ye like to ride with me, lass?”  He angled his head and smiled. “Because if ye would, I’d be most pleased to have ye along.” 

Regan’s expression brightened. “Aye, I’d like that verra much.”  She hesitated. “But can ye wait fifteen minutes more, while I go and prepare myself?” 

“Sounds like just enough time to tack up yer mare.”  Iain made a shooing motion. “So get along with ye, then. The morn draws on even as we stand here and blather.” 

With a laugh, Regan gathered her skirts and raced back toward the keep.

True to her word, fifteen minutes later she returned, dressed in a simple, blue wool gown and Campbell plaid wrapped around her shoulders and fastened in place with the smaller silver version of the Campbell clan crest he had gifted her with just before they had departed Balloch. With her long, reddish-brown hair plaited into a single braid and then twisted into a tight bun at the nape of her neck, she looked so lovely, and so much a Campbell lass, that she took Iain’s breath away.

He had an instant’s misgiving about agreeing to take her on the ride, then shoved it aside. He was a grown man, after all, and could well control his more carnal impulses. Besides, he’d never intentionally do anything to cause her harm or pain.

Iain helped Regan mount, and they were soon galloping through Kilchurn’s massive gates and out and around the loch. It was a glorious early August day, the heavens scrubbed to a fresh, clear blue from last night’s rain and the windswept clouds shredded bits of white strewn across the sky. They rode for a time, content in each other’s company and in the beautiful day. Finally, though, not quite  across the loch from Kilchurn, at a spot where they were just able to catch a glimpse of one of its towers, Iain halted.

Swinging off his horse, he dropped the reins to let the animal graze on the verdant grass and walked over to her. “Come down, lass,”  he said, lifting his arms to her. “I want to show ye one of my favorite places at Kilchurn.” 

She tossed down her own horse’s reins and gladly came to him. Unlike that eve they had first arrived at Kilchurn, as soon as her feet were firmly on the ground, Iain lost not a moment putting her away from him. He tried to ease what might be taken as avoidance by grabbing her hand and tugging her forward, down to one side of a small burn that eventually emptied into the loch.

Huge, ancient oaks spread their gnarled arms across the chuckling little stream, the sunlight piercing their foliage in spots to send bursts of dazzling brilliance glancing off the water. Summer wildflowers, including lavender-hued wild orchids and purple thistle, grew in the rich, green grass. In the distance behind Kilchurn stood mighty Ben Cruachan, its bare, wind-scoured peaks jutting toward the sky.

She turned to him. “It’s lovely. I can see why ye like to come here. Thank ye for showing this spot to me.” 

“I brought Anne here, just after she’d first arrived at Kilchurn. In those days, she’d just agreed to handfast with Niall in order to bring an end to the feud between her clan and ours.” 

“Aye, Anne told me of yer kindness in those early days, and the quick bond ye formed.”  Regan grinned. “Indeed, if I didn’t know she was madly in love with her husband, I think I’d almost be jealous of yer special friendship.” 

Iain chuckled. “Would ye now?” 

“I might, if I didn’t know yer first love was Clan Campbell and aiding Niall in every way ye can. No woman, even the likes of Anne, can ever hold a candle to that.” 

He frowned at the slight edge to her voice now. “And why would ye say that, lass?” 

She shrugged, disengaged her hand from his clasp, and turned to gaze out over Loch Awe. “Why else? Save for Niall, no one has hardly seen ye this week except for the evening meal. Or is it just me? That ye no longer have time to spend with me?” 

And how was he supposed to answer that? Iain wondered. To tell her he was purposely avoiding her because he feared the consequences of revealing his true feelings for her would only complicate things for the both of them. Yet to admit he didn’t wish to be around her was a lie.

“It’s verra complicated, lass,”  Iain replied, choosing to take an entirely different tack in the hope she’d fashion an alternate reason for his continued absences of late. “It’s been over two years now since my father, Niall’s first tanist, died. In the aftermath of that death, several of Niall’s lairds and other kinsmen cautioned him about his plan to name me his next tanist. I was, after all, the son of the traitor who had plotted and planned for years to seize the chieftainship, not only from Niall but from Niall’s father, my father’s own brother. Who was to say that I, too, didn’t secretly covet Niall’s position?” 

“And it’d be dangerous for Niall to keep ye too close,”  Regan offered, turning back to him, “and hold ye in the private confidences he’d need to if ye were his tanist.” 

“Not to mention, as long as Niall had no heir, and I was his chosen successor, if aught happened to him, I’d automatically be next in line for the clan chieftainship.” 

“Yet he chose ye nonetheless.” 

“Aye, he did, and for a time, several lairds looked none too favorably on me.” 

“So what did ye do? Just wait them out?” 

Iain nodded. “In a sense, aye. I returned to Balloch and lay low, aiding Niall as best as I could from afar. Indeed, in the two years since he first named me tanist, this is only the second time I’ve returned to Kilchurn. Hence,”  he added with a grin, “why there’s so much work when I do pay Niall a visit.” 

She smiled. “And it explains, as well, some of his rather barbed comments toward ye when we first arrived. I wondered why Niall chided ye so about sequestering yerself so long at Balloch, and threatened to send his men to drag ye here.” 

“Aye.”  Iain sighed. “Mayhap I did wrong in not advising him of my plan to stay away for a time, but I didn’t want to add to his burdens. He didn’t need the sight of me hanging about, stirring up his other lairds, who feared another Duncan Campbell, albeit a younger version, might be in their midst.”  

“It must be hard, two years since yer father’s death, still to be paying the price for his deeds.” 

“Och, in some ways, I fear I’ll be paying the price for him the rest of my days!”  he said with a sharp laugh. “As will my mither, in the pain he caused her. It’s why she finally left him, when I was almost a man. She did her best all those years of my boyhood and youth to protect me from my father’s cruel, callous acts, even as she silently suffered as his wife. Indeed, whatever sort of man I am today, it’s because of my mither and her loving ways. But never, ever, thanks to aught my father did, for he never had any time or interest in me. Or, leastwise, not until I was a man and could be used to further his own ambitions.” 

Suddenly, all the old frustrations and seething anger swelled anew. Iain couldn’t bear for her to see him like this, so he walked the few feet more to stand at the edge of the loch. A sudden breeze whipped the water’s surface, sending agitated ripples across its darkling expanse. Just like the state of his soul just now, he realized. A soul that, for the most part, was at peace with his failed relationship with his father, but so easily stirred once again to discontent and restlessness with but the slightest touch of memory.

“I thought—hoped—I had forgiven him when I gave my life over to the Lord,”  he said, hearing Regan come up to stand behind him. “But over and over, with but a passing reminder or provocation, the anger rises anew, and I know I’ve never fully forgiven. It’s a thorn in my flesh, it is, that I’ve a limit to the amount of times  I can be hurt or betrayed before I forever pluck a person from my heart. It seems I lack the courage—or love—sufficient to forgive seventy times seven.” 

Anguish flooded him. “Och, what must the Lord think of me, Regan? That I’m a coward, a liar, a false friend? And why can’t I finally and forever let my father go?” 

Of a sudden, her arms came around his middle to hold him, and he felt her small body press against his. She laid her cheek against his back.

“I read something once, or mayhap it was something someone told me,”  she said. “About forgiveness sometimes being a journey. A journey as much directed inward as it was outward toward the person we were to forgive. And that, as we circled ever deeper and deeper toward self-knowledge and toward God, we came to forgive more completely. In a more Christlike, totally self-forgetting way.” 

He placed his hands over hers and clasped them to him, savoring her nearness, her touch. “Then I’ve a verra long way to go on my journey to God. I think that realization, more than aught else, is what distresses me so in times such as these. Not that I’m far from the holiness the Lord wishes of us all, but that I’ve failed Him.” 

“He understands, Iain,”  she whispered, her voice now clogged with tears. “After what ye’ve been through at yer father’s h-hands . . .” 

Dismay filled him. He pulled her hands free to turn and face her. Regan tried to hide her countenance from him, but he grasped her chin and gently forced her to look up. As he had suspected, she was indeed weeping.

“Lass, lass,”  he cried, his gut twisting at her pain. “It’s not as bad as that. Och, I shouldn’t have told ye all this! I never meant to make ye weep!” 

She gazed up at him with tear-bright eyes. “It’s fine. I’m fine. But just for a moment, the image of ye as a wee lad crossed my mind. Of ye running to yer father to show him something ye’d found—a pretty pebble or a cleverly fashioned bit of wood—and having him  turn and walk away. A-and ye were such a bonny wee lad, with yer pale yellow hair and rosy cheeks and bright blue eyes, and I imagined the look on yer face, and it f-fair to broke my h-heart.” 

“Ah, sweet lass,”  Iain crooned, pulling her to him. “Whatever I experienced, it’s over now. And all of us have our special hurts as we grow, but we don’t have to allow them to twist us into the poor, unhappy folk that inflicted them. I told ye all this once before, and I meant it.”  He paused, cursing the self-pity that had led him to this moment, even as it touched his heart that she seemed to care so much for him. “In most ways I’m content with my life. I’m blessed with such abundance in my home and lands, my family and friends, and in the knowledge that, in spite of all my missteps and failings, the Lord Jesus will never cease to love me.” 

“Och, Iain,”  Regan whispered, “and I’m so blessed in knowing ye.”  She leaned back in his arms. “Ye’re the most wonderful, honorable, loving man I’ve ever known!” 

Her beautiful brown eyes were filled with such ineffable tenderness that, for a passing instant, Iain was undone. Almost as if drawn to her by invisible cords, his head lowered toward her soft, slightly parted lips. And then, as if Regan finally realized that he meant to kiss her, she closed her eyes and tilted her head back in willing acquiescence.

Then one of their horses, grazing nearby, must have trod on its reins. The animal snorted, jerked back, and shook its head. Leather squeaked; a bit jingled.

The spell was broken. Realizing what he had almost done, Iain released Regan and took a quick step back. Her eyes snapped open. 

“We need to return to Kilchurn,”  he barely managed to grit out through clenched teeth. He forced himself to glance toward the sun, nearly at its zenith. “As it is, we’ll just make it back for the midday meal.” 

With that, Iain turned on his heel and strode over to gather up both horses. It was a long while later, however, before he could banish from his mind that look of wounded disappointment on Regan’s face and the heady memory of her eager mouth lifted to his.
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Four days later, Walter watched the party depart Kilchurn. Two men and women rode out, followed by another man driving a cart. If the empty cart following in their wake were any indication, they were likely bound for the village of Dalmally, just two miles down the road, and its Saturday morning market. One of the women he recognized as Regan. Like some leech who couldn’t long survive without his source of sustenance, Iain Campbell rode at her side. The other woman, who rode behind them with an older man, he guessed to be the Campbell’s wife, if her famous flaming hair were any indication.

“Och, lass,”  he whispered from his hiding place in a thick stand of birch trees, “between the witch and her warlock, ye haven’t a chance. It’s past time I speak with ye. Past time I try and break their devilish spells.” 

He allowed them to pass and, after a short wait, set out after them. Wherever they were headed, it was evident their outing was but for the day. And he could easily follow their tracks, wherever they led.

Aye, one way or another, Walter resolved, today was the day he’d rescue his beloved Regan from the clutches of her unholy captors.
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“Och, look, Regan,”  Anne exclaimed in excitement as they stood in the midst of Dalmally’s bustling market. “What do ye think of these candles? The proprietor claims they’re made of the purest beeswax. Do ye think the queen would find them pleasing in her bedchamber?” 

Regan stepped over to examine the candles. Tall and thick, they  gleamed with a creamy luster that bespoke the highest quality. These candles would fill the room with a delightful fragrance, not drip or smoke, and burn for a good hour or more with a warm glow. They were also, Regan knew, very costly.

“I doubt Mary would find any better candles in the land,”  she said, looking back to Anne.

“Aye, that’s what I was thinking as well. And Niall said to spare no expense, so I think I’ll buy them.” 

The man wrapped six candles of various sizes in soft cloths, then placed them in the wicker basket Anne carried. She paid him and turned to Iain, who had just rejoined them.

“These are verra heavy.”  She smiled up at Balloch’s laird. “Would ye be a dear and carry them to the cart so Regan and I can continue our shopping?” 

Iain accepted the now candle-laden basket. “Gladly. It is why Niall asked me to come along, after all. As escort and errand boy.” 

“And ye do both as admirably well as ye do everything else,”  Anne said with a laugh.

He grinned and, wheeling about, began to thread his way through the ever-thickening crowd.

Regan watched him until he finally disappeared from sight. Strange, she mused, how she never tired of seeing him, being near him. Indeed, every time she was with him, it seemed she discovered yet another endearing aspect of his personality. Given the rest of her life with him, she thought she always would.

Still, since that day he had taken her to that favorite spot of his, Iain had once again been avoiding her. And avoid her he had. She knew that now. A soft smile touched her lips. No matter how hard he had tried to cover up his intent, her woman’s instincts told her he had meant to kiss her. And, she knew as well, it was only a matter of time until he actually did.

“Enough of pining after Iain,”  Anne’s amused voice cut into her reverie just then. “He won’t long be gone, and ye’ve still the entire ride back to be with him.” 

Embarrassed to be caught in a daydream, Regan whirled around. She couldn’t help the hot blood in her cheeks, however, no matter how hard she pretended surprise over Anne’s comment. “I’d dearly appreciate it,”  she muttered, glancing down, “if ye’d quit teasing me about that.” 

“Why? Afraid Iain might hear me sometime?” 

Regan jerked up her head. “Ye promised ye’d not say a thing to him!” 

“Well, actually, I didn’t promise. Ye just asked me not to do so, and I haven’t. Though I don’t see what a terrible thing it’d be, Iain knowing and all.” 

“Anne, please!”  she wailed in dismay. “Please don’t!” 

Her friend chuckled and laid a hand on Regan’s arm. “Och, I won’t. But I think ye should tell him. If ye did, I wager ye might be verra pleasantly surprised.” 

For a fleeting instant, Regan was tempted to ask Anne why she thought so, then quashed the impulse. It didn’t matter. Until she regained her memory and knew who and what she truly was, she had naught to offer a man such as Iain Campbell. To do aught else would be cruel and self-serving.

“Mayhap I will, when the time’s right,”  she replied instead. “But it must be when I feel it’s right.” 

Anne shrugged and smiled. “Suit yerself. Now,” —she paused to glance around her—“there’s still a passel of foodstuffs to buy in order to feed the queen and the entourage she’s sure to bring with her.”  She tore her parchment in half. “Here, ye take this” —Anne handed one piece of the list to Regan—“and start shopping for those items, and I’ll proceed to find what’s on mine. That way we can purchase everything in half the time.” 

Regan glanced down at her list. She needed to buy ten pounds of sugar, five different kinds of spices, forty pounds of flour, and about ten each of halibut, salmon, and cod. “Just as soon as the men return, will ye be sure and send one to aid me?”  she asked, meeting her friend’s gaze.

“Hmmm, and which one of the two would ye like to serve as yer errand boy?”  Anne furrowed her brow in exaggerated thought. “Hmmm, Charlie or Iain?” 

“Och, and well ye know who I’d choose!”  Regan replied with a laugh. “Send me Iain, of course.” 

With that, the two women parted. Regan spent the next fifteen minutes haggling with the itinerant spice merchant over the cost of cloves, cinnamon, ginger, nutmeg, and pepper. When she was finally satisfied that she had extracted the best possible prices, she had the man fill individual leather pouches full of the spices and tie them closed. Once back at Kilchurn, the valuable spices would be locked in a wooden spice box for safekeeping.

As she finished paying the merchant and tucking the spice bags into her basket, a hand settled on her shoulder. Someone leaned close to whisper in her ear.

“Don’t make a scene, lass,”  a masculine voice said. “Just turn around as if ye’re going about yer shopping, and come with me.”  

The voice was familiar, yet Regan knew she hadn’t heard it in months. A memory flashed through her. She was standing in a courtyard, gazing up at a man. He wore a blue bonnet decorated with one eagle feather, identifying him as a gentleman of the nobility.

“I’d crawl back on my hands and knees, I would,”  he’d said, “to return to a bonny lass such as ye.”  

Walter!

Her heart thudding beneath her breast, Regan forced herself to do as he asked. Already he was striding away, headed toward an alley between two of the wattle-and-daub-constructed buildings. Wracked suddenly with uncontrollable shivering, she glanced about for Anne or Iain. It was now the height of market day, however, and she failed to see them among the jostling bodies crowding around nearly every stall and table.

Well, mayhap that was for the best, she told herself. Time enough later to find them, once she met and talked with Walter. Walter  . . . her brother-in-law. Walter, a MacLaren, which made her, as well, a MacLaren.

As soon as Regan neared, he grabbed her arm and drew her into the shadowed alley. For a long moment, he said nothing, only searched her eyes.

“Ye don’t look bespelled,”  he muttered at last.

She stared up at him, bewildered. “Of course I’m not bespelled.

Whatever would make ye think such a thing?” 

“And what other reason would there be, then, for ye keeping company with Iain Campbell all these past weeks? The verra man who murdered yer husband.” 

Her husband?

For an instant Regan’s mind was so filled with memories, coming now one after another in rapid succession, that she feared her skull might explode. The face of the dead man in her dreams appeared before her, and this time she knew him. Roddy! Och, Roddy, Roddy! 

Nausea seized her. The world spun suddenly around her. Her knees buckled, the basket dropped from nerveless fingers, and, if not for Walter’s firm grip, Regan would’ve gone down.

“Now, none of that, lass.”  He gathered her into his arms and carried her to a rickety old bench. Placing her there, he shoved Regan’s head between her knees.

“Take some slow, deep breaths,”  he ordered, his voice now sounding curiously far away. “And keep yer head down until it clears.” 

Three separate times, Regan did as she was told. Then, just when she thought she was finally feeling better, like a sharp punch to the gut, all her long-lost memories would return. Once more dizziness and nausea would overwhelm her, and she’d have to put her head back down. Finally, though, the chaotic onslaught of her newfound recollections sorted themselves out a bit, and she began to calm.

“Let me up,”  she croaked at last. “I’m . . . I’m feeling better.” 

He released her, and she slowly straightened. For a second or  two more, everything twirled about her, then settled. She looked to Walter, managed a wan smile.

“It’s so good to see ye again.”  Tears welled. “So verra, verra good!”  

“What happened to ye, lass?”  He leaned close, touched her cheek, his dark eyes filled with worry and compassion. “Why didn’t ye come back home to Strathyre House?” 

She felt the moisture trickle down her cheeks but didn’t care. “I-I couldn’t. That night I went out to find ye, I fell from my horse and hit my head. And, when I awoke in Balloch Castle, I found I’d lost all memory of my past life.” 

“Sounds to me more like witchcraft, it does,”  he growled.

“Och, nay. I was sore injured, with a huge knot on my head and a broken ankle, not to mention all my other scrapes and bruises.”  Regan took his hand. “Blessedly, though, I was found by one of Iain’s clansmen and brought to Balloch, where Iain and his mither most kindly took me in. It’s where I’ve been all this time, healing, while I struggled to regain my memory.” 

She paused as additional memories assailed her of that night she had ridden into that storm, trying to catch up with Walter and his men. “What happened? I tried to reach ye, to stop ye from lying in ambush for Iain, but I never found ye. And it’s evident ye failed in yer attempt to kill him.” 

He gave a snort of disgust. “They never left Balloch. Seems the foul weather put them off. And then the men began to grumble, so I decided it best to try again some other day.” 

“Och, if only ye, instead of that Campbell crofter, had found me! I wouldn’t have spent these past two months not knowing who I was . . .”  And not ever knowing and coming to love Iain, either, Regan realized. The man who may have killed her husband.

“Well, what’s past is past,”  Walter replied, interrupting her anguished thoughts. “All that matters is ye now know who ye are, and we can head back to Strathyre this verra day.” 

Head back to Strathyre? Leave Iain and Anne and Mathilda?  Regan swallowed hard. The thought sent a shard of agony piercing clear through to her heart. Yet wasn’t this what she had been working toward and praying for all these weeks? Finally to know who and what she was?

“Aye, mayhap that’d be best,”  she said, her voice strangely tight. “But first, I must find Anne and Iain and tell them what’s happened, that my memory’s returned.”  She stood, walked to where she had dropped the basket, and retrieved it. “Aye, that’s what I must do. I owe them that much at the verra least.” 

Walter leaped to his feet and hurried to her side. “Nay, lass. Ye daren’t tell them! They’re in league, they are, bound by the evil craft they both pursue. If ye tell them—indeed, if ye even dare return now to them—they won’t let ye leave. It’d break the spell they’ve cast about ye, it would!” 

She eyed him with puzzlement. Whyever did Walter continue to go on so about witchcraft and spells? It made no sense.

“Anne and Iain aren’t witches, I tell ye.”  Regan dug beneath the neck of her gown and withdrew her mother’s cross. “And, even if they were, this would protect me. But ye needn’t worry. Both Anne and Iain are good, God-fearing folk. They’ll be happy that my memory’s returned. It’s what they’ve all wanted for me since I first came to them.” 

“Regan! Where are ye, lass?” 

From the market stalls fronting the alley, Iain’s deep voice came. It was filled with concern, and Regan’s heart twisted. She’d never wish to cause him worry or pain.

Instinctively, she turned to go to him, only to have Walter grasp her arm and pull her back.

“Ye’d return to him then? Yer husband’s killer?”  he rasped in her ear.

His words drew her up short. Once more, roiling confusion muddied her thoughts. Iain . . . Iain had killed Roddy? Then she remembered. The pistol shot to Roddy’s back as he and his men tried to escape the Campbells . . . Campbells led by their laird. Balloch’s laird. Iain Campbell. 

“Regan! Answer me, lass!” 

Once more Iain cried out for her, his beloved voice washing over her heightened awareness like honey flowing over the tongue. She yearned to go to him, to see once again that boyishly endearing smile, to beg him to take her and hold her close. Och, to hide away in the haven of his arms, to drink deeply of his strength and reassurance that all would yet be well . . .

Perhaps that dream was gone forever, crushed beneath the terrible weight of her hard, heavy memories. It was too soon to be certain of that, though. And too soon to turn her back on what yet lay before her.

“I cannot go with ye today,”  she said, looking at Walter. “I need time to think, to sort it all out.” 

“And that can only be done within the Campbells’ foul lair?” 

“For a time more, aye.”  Resolve hardened within her. “Can ye meet me this time two days’ hence?” 

A joyous, eager light flared in his eyes. “Where?” 

His question gave her pause. Where could they meet that would be safe from prying eyes? Inspiration struck her.

“Not far from Kilchurn, on the shores of Loch Awe, there’s a small burn whose banks are lined with huge oaks. Ye can just see the trees from Kilchurn’s gates. Meet me there.” 

“Gladly.” 

Regan had turned to go when Walter’s grip tightened. “Aye?”  She cast a glance over her shoulder at him.

“One thing more. Whatever ye do, don’t tell the Campbells, and especially not Iain, who ye are or that yer memory’s returned. Best ye wait a bit on that, until ye’ve sorted everything out.” 

She considered his advice for a moment, then nodded. “Aye. Ye’re right. Best I wait.” 

He released her then, and Regan made her way back down the alley toward the market stalls.
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For the next two days, Regan felt as if she were in a waking nightmare. Nonetheless, when she wasn’t hiding in her bedchamber, staring out the window and crying, she went about her usual daily routine if for no other reason than to avoid unnecessary questions or concern. Everything she did, though, felt forced, drained of all joy or energy.

Not that anyone appeared to notice, what with all the busy anticipation of Mary’s arrival on the morrow. Which was just as well, Regan thought, once more in her bedchamber shortly after the midday meal on the day she was to meet once again with Walter. If Anne or Mathilda had even touched on her less than happy countenance, she feared she’d have broken down right there and confessed everything. And if Iain had had the opportunity to speak with her in any context, she might have begun shrieking at him and never stopped.

Regan felt strung so tightly she thought she might snap at any moment, pulled first one way and then the other. All memory of her past life had now returned, its recovery set into motion by her encounter with Walter. She had been wed before, but no longer. She had loved Roddy, but never, ever like she had come to love Iain.

Yet Walter claimed Iain had killed Roddy with a single, wellplaced pistol shot to the back. And Iain owned not one, but two,  fine silver daggs. He had also led, according to Walter and several of their clansmen, the Campbell party that had pursued them. All evidence pointed to Iain as Roddy’s killer. Few others, save the wealthier nobility after all, could afford such expensive weapons. 

It still strained belief that Iain would’ve committed such a coldblooded, brutal act, that he was a murderer. He had spared the MacLarens when his superior force had overwhelmed them, then sent them on their way. Why would he then choose to shoot Roddy in the back?

Yet he was apparently the only one with pistols.

For hours on end Regan struggled with that dilemma. Perhaps Iain thought he had reason for what he did. Perhaps he imagined, at the last minute, that Roddy and the others were turning back to attack them. Perhaps it was best just to confront him and demand the truth.

But could she believe it—would she believe it—if he denied his involvement in Roddy’s murder? Or would the doubts hang between them for the rest of their lives?

One thing was certain. Roddy deserved justice. Deserved that his killer be punished. But not as Walter had intended that day he had ridden off after Iain and set this whole, convoluted, painful mess into motion. Nay. Only a court of law could sort through it all and arrive at a just verdict.

But who’d dare convict a member of one of the most powerful clans in the Highlands? A man who was an influential laird in his own right, not to mention the Campbell chief ’s cousin as well as tanist? Only a king—or a queen—might dare look past the Campbell clan’s trappings of power and wealth to the eventual truth.

Regan’s heart commenced a trip hammer beat. The queen would arrive on the morrow. The timing was so perfect as to be almost a divine intervention. They had come to Kilchurn at the most opportune time; she had met Walter and regained her memory just two days ago, and now the queen would soon be here.

It was a bold plan, but likely Regan’s only chance to win justice  for Roddy. And, though the accusation would humiliate Iain, the resulting investigation might well exonerate him as it uncovered the true killer. Or it might convict him.

The consideration chilled her to the bone. Was she willing to risk seeing Iain sent to trial, found guilty, and sentenced to hanging or worse? Dear, kind Iain, the man she loved?

Or rather, had once loved. Perhaps she had never really known him. Perhaps he was but a superb dissembler, a handsome, charming man who had long ago learned how to manipulate and deceive others. If the truth be told, he’d had a superb teacher in his father, the faithless, callously ambitious Duncan Campbell. Perhaps Iain had learned from him all too well.

Hot tears stung her eyes. What was she to do, to think? What was truth, and what were lies? It was beyond her ken, she well knew. But it wasn’t beyond the Lord’s.

Regan swiped away her tears, rose from her window seat, and headed across her bedchamber. Kilchurn’s chapel was on the same floor and but a quick five minutes’ walk away. Surely, in one of His holy sanctuaries, God would listen and answer her prayers.

Thankfully, no one was about in the chapel. Regan hurried down the aisle until she reached the first pew and slipped into it. Kneeling, she clasped her hands before her and gazed at the altar in fervent supplication.

Och, Lord, she prayed, help me, I beg of Ye. I’m torn between Roddy and Iain and don’t know what to believe, what to do. Is Iain a killer? My heart tells me nay, but the evidence against him is so damning. A part—a verra selfish part—wants to let it be, pretend I know naught about Iain’s possible guilt. To allow things to take their natural course, which, now that I remember who I am and that I’m free to take another husband, could well lead to a marriage between Iain and me. 

He loves me, Lord. I know he has yet to speak the words, but I saw it so surely in his eyes that day by Loch Awe. But if he’s guilty, of what value is his love? And what of my first commitment to Roddy, to seek a just retribution for his death? What manner of woman am I if I shirk my responsibilities, my honor? 

She pressed her forehead against her now fisted hands and clenched shut her eyes. Help me, Lord. Och, help me! 

The minutes in the stone-silent chapel passed with lumbering slowness. The sweet, clean scent of the beeswax tapers on the altar filled the air. An errant fly buzzed in some dark corner. And Regan’s heartbeat pulsed in her ears.

But no whisper, no still, silent voice came to fill her with hope or reassurance. To fill her with the answers she craved. Not then, or later, as she knelt there until she was stiff from kneeling and numb from the cold.

At long last, Regan rose and left the chapel. If God wouldn’t tell her what she must do, then she’d have to decide on her own. And it was past time she rode out to meet Walter.
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It was harder than Regan had anticipated, leaving Kilchurn in the middle of the afternoon. But then, at the time she had made the arrangements with Walter, she was inundated with all the market chaos and noise, Iain was nearby, calling her name, and she had just barely reestablished some semblance of equilibrium after having her memory, rife with all sorts of momentous implications, return. Fortunately for her, everyone was still preoccupied with all the lastminute preparations, and no one questioned her as she tacked up her horse and rode from the castle. Equally as fortunate, she hadn’t seen either Iain or Niall at the midday meal, which likely meant they were holed up somewhere in some sort of deep discussion.

Only when she was a goodly distance from Kilchurn did Regan finally begin to relax. She wasn’t some prisoner, after all, and had every right to go for a ride. If questioned later, she’d just claim she hadn’t wanted to impose on anyone, what with them being so busy and all.

Still, Regan couldn’t escape the stab of guilt at her deliberate  deception. She was sneaking off to plot and plan with Walter. The act made her feel dishonorable, but she could see no other option. She couldn’t do what needed to be done alone, yet she daren’t risk seeking an ally in Kilchurn.

Mathilda was Iain’s mother and loved him dearly. Anne was his fiercely devoted friend. And Niall was not only Iain’s cousin, but he was also a loyal chief to his tanist. There’d be no support or understanding from any of them.

But Walter understood and would support her. He wanted Roddy’s killer brought to justice just as dearly as did she. And if, after the accusation was taken to the queen, something should “accidentally”  happen to silence her, Regan at least had the comfort of knowing Walter would still be out there to raise a hue and cry.

Not that she truly expected the Campbells to stoop to such a dastardly ploy as having her killed to protect Iain, Regan thought as she rode along. Anything was possible, but she believed Niall and Anne to be honorable people. And she was, after all, a guest in their home, protected by the Highland code of hospitality. Notwithstanding the fact that such a powerful clan as the Campbells would be unlikely to risk such a horrible stain on their honor, to do so in the very presence of the queen would be unthinkable.

Nay, Queen Mary’s presence guaranteed her safety. What Regan dreaded was the inevitable moment of confronting Iain, of looking into his eyes as the accusation was made. Of facing Mathilda, and Anne and her formidable husband. Of the recriminations for her lack of gratitude for what they had done for her, especially Mathilda and Iain for taking her in and caring for her.

She had so cherished their kindness and friendship. Friendship that would be forever swept away in the impending floodtide of shock, disbelief, and pain. It would never, ever be the same again.

For a fleeting instant as Regan caught sight of the burn flowing down to Loch Awe and glimpsed Walter and his horse in the shadows of the oaks, she wavered once more in her resolve. She had known such joy and contentment in the company of the Campbells  these past two months. A joy and contentment she well knew, with the return of her memory, that she had never experienced since her parents’ deaths. Even with the satisfaction of gaining justice for Roddy—if that ever happened—she’d never find that again, leastwise not at Strathyre House.

But, in the end, she wasn’t doing this to obtain joy or contentment. She was doing this because her honor would tolerate no less. She was doing this for the sake of justice. And she was doing it in order to assuage her guilt over her part in Roddy’s death. She had been his wife. This was the last thing she could ever do for him.

Walter hurried over as Regan drew up and dismounted. Meeting his excited gaze, she knew he fully expected her to return to Strathyre House with him this very day.

“I’ve decided what I must do,”  she said, lifting a hand to forestall the question she sensed was forthcoming. “Queen Mary arrives at Kilchurn on the morrow.” 

A look of impatience flashed in his eyes. “Aye, it’s all the talk in Dalmally. But what’s that to us?” 

“I intend to bring my demand for justice for Roddy’s death to her. And ye can be sure I’ll include the evidence against Iain in my accusations.” 

He went pale. “I don’t like it, lass. It’s too dangerous for ye. There’s got to be some other way.” 

“Such as going back to yer old plan of lying in wait to ambush Iain?”  Regan shook her head. “Nay, I’ve already paid a terrible price for that escapade of yers. And I won’t stoop to the same despicable actions of the man who killed Roddy. His murderer must be brought to trial.” 

“But once ye accuse Iain Campbell of such a vile deed, yer life’s well forfeit. If naught else, the Campbells stand by each other. Not to mention, with their powers of witchcraft, yer death can be made to look an accident.”  Walter took her by the arms. “Och, I won’t hear of it, lass. I’ll not lose ye as well as Roddy.” 

“Dinna fash yerself. I’ll be in no danger. The queen will protect  me. And besides, just as soon as I set this all into motion, I intend to depart Kilchurn. The Campbells, for their part, will be more than happy to send me on my way.” 

“So ye want me to await ye here in Dalmally? Is that it?” 

Actually, Regan realized with a stab of disappointment, she had wanted Walter to offer to accompany her back to Kilchurn. She had then intended to set her plan into motion by first revealing her memory had returned and that Walter was her brother-in-law. Next, on the morrow, she hoped to have him stand beside her as she begged for Mary’s aid in finding Roddy’s killer and told her of Iain’s possible involvement in that death.

But then, Regan quickly reminded herself, if, in spite of her certainty that nothing would happen to her, something did, she needed Walter on the outside. And surely he had already thought of that and assumed she had too.

“Aye,”  she replied, her mind made. “That seems the best plan, unless ye can think of aught better.” 

“The only better plan I can think of is ye discarding this daft idea and returning to Strathyre with me posthaste. Molly’s been beside herself these past months, missing ye, crying her wee heart out. She needs ye, Regan. Needs ye verra badly.” 

An image of a cherubic, pink-cheeked face flashed across Regan’s mind. Ah, Molly, Molly, she thought with a sharp pang. How could I have forgotten about ye? 

“I’ll soon be back home with Molly,”  she said. “This only postpones our return by another few days at the most. I didn’t say I wasn’t riding back with ye. Just not today.” 

“But think on it, Regan.”  His grip on her arms tightened, and once again the excitement flared in his eyes. “If the Campbells don’t even know yer memory’s returned, they don’t know who ye really are. And, since MacLarens rarely if ever have opportunity to see them under normal circumstances, they might never know what became of ye. Ye can plead yer cause to Queen Mary just as well through letters, and the Campbells won’t ever know it’s ye.” 

His quite evident concern for her touched Regan’s heart, banishing the last, lingering doubts over what seemed his unwillingness to stand at her side when she went to the queen. He was her true family, he and little Molly. And they both loved her and wanted her back home.

Walter’s idea was very tempting. She’d not have to confront the Campbells, see the pain in their eyes, hear their angry protestations and counterattacks. Indeed, his proposal was more tempting than she cared to admit. But it was also cowardly, dishonorable.

“Nay, if I haven’t the courage to look them straight in the eye and face them down, then I don’t deserve to accuse them. And an accusation through letters will also give our cause less weight with Mary, I’d wager.”  Regan met his dark gaze. “This is the best of all plans, Walter. I’m certain of it.” 

He released her then with a sigh and stepped back. “Have it yer way then, lass. I just have a bad feeling about this. A verra bad feeling.” 

“Naught about this sad, sorry mess is going to be easy or pleasant. Ye must have faith that justice will prevail.”  She managed a smile. “Now, I daren’t stay overlong outside Kilchurn or someone’s bound to notice my absence. I must be going.” 

“I’ll await ye in Dalmally then, at the lodging of the town butcher,”  Walter called to her as she turned and headed back to her horse. “And don’t tarry in yer task, lass. Remember, Molly needs ye. And so do I.” 

Regan reached her horse, mounted, then met Walter’s suddenly piercing glance. “I won’t forget. I promise.”  With that, she turned her horse and set off back toward Kilchurn.

[image: img]
Queen Mary’s arrival the next afternoon, though she brought only the most minimal retinue, threw all of Kilchurn into an uproar. Regan pled a sick headache and didn’t even go down for the formal  greetings. The queen, after all, had come to visit Campbells, and she wasn’t a Campbell.

It also didn’t sit well with her to stand beside them, pretending an allegiance she no longer felt. Not that she held Anne, Niall, and Mathilda guilty of any blame. Far from it. She just knew, in such a close-knit family, to turn against one Campbell was to turn against them all. And it was past time she begin distancing herself from them, physically as well as emotionally.

There was no way she could avoid attending the grand feast welcoming Mary to Kilchurn that eve, however. She only hoped she could fade into the background, what with all the attention and talk turned to the queen. That and retire early, just as soon as was proper.

Mathilda had apparently been waiting for her outside the Great Hall. She hurried over just as soon as she caught sight of Regan descending the stairs from the bedchambers.

“Och, there ye are, child,”  Iain’s mother said. “I was sorry to hear ye didn’t feel well enough to attend Mary’s arrival, but it’s just as well. There was so much confusion and folk milling about that ye likely wouldn’t have been able to greet her anyway.”  She paused to search her face. “Are ye feeling better? Ye look a mite pale, ye do.” 

Regan forced a smile. “Aye, or leastwise well enough to attend the feast. I may not be up to a late night of it, however.” 

Mathilda patted her on the cheek. “Dinna fash yerself, child. Mary will understand.” 

Regan glanced down to hide the sudden moisture that sprang to her eyes. Och, don’t be so kind to me, she thought. I don’t deserve it. 

The fiddlers, who were to play during the meal, began a lively jig, signaling the meal would soon begin. Mathilda grabbed Regan’s hand.

“Come, child.”  She began to pull her along. “We need to take our seats, as the queen will enter last. And ye’re to sit beside me, four seats down from Mary on her left.” 

Dismay filled Regan. She had assumed, what with all the dignitaries present, she’d be at the end of the main table or even seated at one of the lesser ones. Four seats down from the queen was not at all conducive to fading into the background.

“Och, I couldn’t take a seat from someone far more worthy to sit at the main table,”  she protested. “I’m not even a Campbell, after all.” 

“It was Iain’s wish, child,”  the older woman said briskly, “and he’d brook no protest. So ye sit next to me.” 

Regan swallowed hard. Iain. Why, oh why, did he persist in his kindness to her? It only made the coming confrontation so much harder to bear. But then, once the truth was out, she expected she might finally see what he was really made of. And that would almost be a relief.

The Great Hall was ablaze with light, from the sputtering pitch torches on the walls to the thick candles on tall, iron spikes standing at each end of the main table to the pretty centerpiece of a single, pure beeswax candle surrounded by pine boughs, summer flowers, and the strongly aromatic bog myrtle, clan plant of the Campbells, placed on the table where Mary would sit. A long, white linen cloth covered the length of the main table, which was placed upon a dais above the other tables and set with pewter plates and cups, linen napkins, spoons, and finger bowls.

Regan followed Mathilda and took the seat she indicated. Gazing out at the assemblage of diners already at the four long tables below, she drew in a deep breath. The room was filled to capacity with invited guests, and Regan was nearly overcome by an impulse to get up and run from the room. She didn’t belong here. Didn’t deserve the honor being paid her.

In that irrational, panicked instant, she almost hated Iain for putting her into this position, knowing it would make her ultimate betrayal of him—for treachery it would be in the minds of Clan Campbell—all the more reprehensible. Yet it was so unfair. All she was trying to do was obtain justice for her murdered husband.

Closing her eyes, Regan took several long, deep breaths, then opened her eyes again. But a few days more, she told herself, and it’ll all be over. But a few days more for Roddy . . . 

Then, with a dramatic flourish, the fiddlers abruptly ended their song. All eyes turned to the doorway at the end of the Hall. Mary, queen of all Scotland, stood there, her hand in her escort’s, the ever-loyal Lord Seton. She was tall and beautiful. Everyone inhaled in admiration.

Once more, the fiddlers began to play, a solemn, regal piece that filled the room with music. Mary looked to Lord Seton and then, as one, they entered the Great Hall.
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The next afternoon, after another private conference in the library with the queen and Lord Seton, Niall and Iain headed out together for a short ride along the shores of Loch Awe. The ride was as much for the freedom to speak their minds in private as it was for the opportunity to remove themselves for a short time from all the ongoing chaos of the queen’s presence and the resultant constant agitation of Anne and Mathilda, who were striving to care for Mary’s needs in every way they could. For a while, both rode in silence, mulling over the queen’s current plight and her plea for their support.

“She can’t get in a much worse position,”  Iain finally said, glancing over at his cousin. “The lords at Court dare to murder her personal secretary in her verra presence, with her husband’s full support no less, and now Mary’s all but estranged from him because of it.” 

Niall made a disgusted sound. “Darnley was always a dissolute, irresponsible man. Likely he began to fear he was losing favor with the queen and blamed poor David Rizzio for it. I’ll wager it didn’t take Lord Ruthven and the rest much to convince Darnley after that. Still, ever since, Mary has aligned herself with Bothwell, and I’m not so certain that won’t ultimately be a mistake as well. In his own way, he’s a verra ambitious, self-serving man.” 

“But ye’ll support Mary nonetheless?” 

His cousin sighed. “Aye. She’s now mother of our future king, as well as ruling queen in her own right. I fear, though, what this next year might bring. Mark my words. Between Darnley and Bothwell, her position’s not as stable as it once was.” 

“She needs to divorce Darnley,”  Iain muttered.

“That’d be the wisest course, to be sure.” 

Once more, they fell silent, enjoying the late summer’s day. Already, Iain could see a change in the leaves as the days began to grow shorter. Autumn wouldn’t be long in coming.

“Anne says ye’re verra taken with yer ward,”  Niall of a sudden said. “That ye’re in love with her.” 

Iain shot his cousin a startled glance. Niall had never been known for playing the matchmaker, so his unexpected observation likely had some other motive behind it. “And what of it?”  he asked at last, well aware there was no point in pretending ignorance. He did make a mental note, though, to have a wee talk with Anne at the verra next opportunity. “Regan’s a bonny lass and suits me in every way.” 

“Well, I suppose ye cannot play on the young ward ploy too much longer, even if she is, what—ten or so years younger than ye? Considering she came to ye under such mysterious circumstances and all.”  He looked at Iain, squarely meeting his gaze. “But aren’t ye treading a thin line, cousin, in giving yer heart to a woman ye know absolutely naught about? What if she planned this loss of memory, with the intent to win ye over all along? Or what if her memory returned a while back, and when she saw yer interest and the fine life she’d have as yer wife, decided to continue to play the helpless maiden to yer gallant rescuer?” 

Iain could feel his anger begin to rise, but he clamped down hard on it. Niall meant well, he told himself. Though it was none of his concern, he meant well.

“I know all I need to know about Regan,”  he muttered. “With or without a memory, her true essence, her soul, shines through  as brightly as sunlight off a polished sword blade. And I trust her to tell me when her memory does return. Indeed, I think she has feelings for me too, and but waits as I do to regain her past.” 

“Mayhap.”  Niall shrugged. “Just have a care for yer tender heart.

Anne’s worried about ye, ye know. And, for some reason,”  he added with a grin, “she has a great need to see ye settled and happy.” 

Iain chuckled. “Aye, she does. If all goes as planned, come Christmastide, I may be well on my way to that verra state of wedded bliss.” 

“Indeed?”  Niall asked with an arch of a dark brow.

“Indeed,”  Iain replied, then settled back to enjoy the ride and lose himself in happy contemplation.
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Standing at Queen Mary’s side in the private study just off what was currently the royal bedchamber, Regan waited in rising dread for Niall and Iain to put up their horses and answer their sovereign’s summons. It had taken her until just before the midday meal, directly after Niall and Iain had finished their first meeting of the day with the queen, to get a note requesting a private audience with Mary. Three hours later, to Regan’s astonishment, the queen’s lady-in-waiting had come for her, saying Mary would see her now.

Gazing into Mary’s sympathetic eyes, Regan found it a surprisingly easy thing to tell the queen all that had happened to her in the past three and a half months, from her marriage to Roddy, to his death, to how she had come to Balloch Castle and finally regained her memory. Mary was, after all, only seven years older, and had had her fair share of trials—indeed, more than any young woman deserved.

Mary’s expression, however, as Regan proceeded to tell her of Iain’s possible involvement in her husband’s murder, gradually changed from that of open regard to a more shuttered one. And, when Regan’s tale finally ended, Mary had rather flatly stated that it was only fair that Iain be brought before them to share his side  of the story. She had next sent off her lady’s maid to fetch him and the Campbell chief. Fortunately—and not—the two men had just returned from a ride and sent word they’d meet with Mary posthaste.

As the seconds ticked by, Regan’s heart pounded ever more rapidly beneath her breast. Her palms grew clammy and her throat tight. The moment she had so dreaded was nearly upon her. She began to fear she might soon faint or empty the contents of her stomach, shaming herself before them all.

Help me, Lord, she prayed with all her might, hoping at least this time He’d hear her and respond. Grant me the courage I need to see this through. It’s the right thing to do, after all. Seeking justice in a legal way. And it’s how Ye’d want me to do it, isn’t it? 

The prayer gave her fleeting comfort, just long enough to keep her there, standing at Mary’s side, until a knock finally came at the door and the lady-in-waiting rose to answer it. And then Niall and Iain were walking in. Almost immediately, Iain’s gaze slammed into hers, and his eyes widened.

Niall next caught sight of her. He frowned slightly and glanced at his cousin. Iain shrugged and shook his head.

It didn’t take them long to cover the short distance to stand before the queen. Both men bowed, then straightened. Niall looked directly at the queen.

“We came as ye requested, Majesty. What is it ye desire?” 

Mary turned to Regan. “This young woman has just told me a most disturbing tale. A tale of memory lost and finally found. Of a man wed and murdered, shot in the back one night when he was out reiving cattle. Worst of all, though, she now accuses a Campbell of doing the dastardly deed.” 

Queen Mary paused then, her gaze shifting to Iain’s. “She accuses you, my friend. So I ask you now. What have you to say in yer defense?” 
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It was almost as if Iain hadn’t heard the queen speak to him. He continued to stare at Regan in stunned disbelief. Finally, though, he found his voice.

“Yer memory’s returned then, has it? When?” 

She glanced nervously to the queen, who, with a slight nod, gave her permission to answer. “But f-four days ago,”  she stammered.

“And why didn’t ye tell me, lass? Why?” 

His dark, sorrowful gaze seemed to pull her in, dragging her down into the anguished depths of his heart. Regan opened her mouth and found she had no words.

“I’ll tell ye why she didn’t tell ye,”  Niall snarled, his voice filling the tension-fraught silence. “It’s as I warned ye, Iain. She’s known all along who she really is. She but awaited the right moment to drive her claws into ye. And, even if she’d planned it from the start, Mary’s visit here couldn’t have given her a more perfect opportunity.” 

Regan jerked her glance from Iain to meet Niall’s furious countenance. “Nay,”  she said, struggling to throw off the almost mindnumbing pain she had seen in Iain’s eyes. “I spoke true. Until four days ago, I didn’t know who I was. But then—” 

She caught herself before she revealed meeting Walter at Dalmally’s market. Best she leave him out of it for as long as she could. “But then,”  Regan forced herself to continue, turning back to Iain,  “like water rushing over a fall, it all came back, one memory after another. I remembered I was Regan MacLaren, that I’d been wed to Roddy MacLaren. And that he and his men had ridden out on our wedding night and ended up in far more mischief than was wise. And that . . . and that he came back to me, dead from a single pistol shot, and ye were there when he died. And ye own two pistols.” 

“Aye, I own two pistols,”  he replied hoarsely. “I’ve never hidden the fact from ye. And I was there that night. Roddy MacLaren was trying to lift Campbell cattle. Of course I’d be there. But I didn’t shoot yer husband. After all this time, I thought ye knew me better than that. I thought ye—”  He caught himself, clenched his jaw, then shook his head. “Apparently I was mistaken about a lot of things.” 

Pain, reproach, and the first flickerings of anger shone now in his eyes. Though Regan had known it would come to this, that Iain would forever close his heart to her, until this moment as she saw him emotionally withdraw, she could only imagine how it would feel. But now she knew. It was as if a dark shroud had fallen between them. As if all the light and life had flickered out, died.

If she had been anywhere else, Regan thought she might’ve fallen to her knees and shrieked out her sorrow. But she was standing before the queen, facing two men who had likely just become her worst enemies. Only her instinctual need for self-preservation held her together now.

“As was I, m’lord,”  she said softly, catching and sending back the meaning-laden barb he had cast at her. “Mistaken about a lot of things.” 

Mary, apparently desirous that the unfortunate meeting move back to its original purpose, chose at that moment to clear her throat. Three gazes swiveled in her direction.

“Allow me to review what I think has been said here,”  she began. 

“Regan has accused Iain of murdering her husband. And you,”  she said, looking to Iain, “claim you didn’t. Have I perceived everything correctly so far?” 

Both Regan and Iain nodded.

“Well, we all know how costly daggs are these days,”  Mary then continued. “So it’s safe to assume few, if any, other men that night carried them. And Regan has already informed me of the single shot in the middle of her husband’s back that apparently killed him, for he bore few other wounds, none of which would’ve been fatal. All, however, including your admission you were present the night Roderick MacLaren died, is but circumstantial evidence.”  Slowly, Mary moved her gaze from one person to the next, finally alighting on Regan. “It’ll take more evidence than that to convict Iain, I’m afraid.” 

Regan’s heart sank. Her worst fears had come to fruition. No one, not even the queen, would take a stand against a Campbell. Righteous anger rose within her.

“I’m not asking for Iain to be convicted, or not convicted, from the evidence I’ve presented,”  she said, clamping down on her fury and frustration. “All I’m asking is that my husband’s death be investigated more thoroughly. Someone killed him. That someone should be brought to justice. If he’s guilty, even if he’s a Campbell, he deserves punishment.” 

“Even if he’s a Campbell!”  Beside Iain, Niall Campbell’s face purpled in rage. “And exactly what is that supposed to mean? We’ve never put ourselves above the law, and certainly don’t mean to do so now, even for the sake of some young fool who brought his own death upon himself. Iain was within his rights to kill or imprison them all when he and his men caught up with those thieves. But instead, he just retrieved his cattle and let those reivers go.” 

“Mayhap he did,”  Regan replied, glaring back now just as fiercely at Niall as he was at her. “All I’m asking is that whoever murdered my husband be brought to justice. Unless ye’d just like to sweep away the whole sordid affair and risk a clan feud.” 

Niall gave a harsh laugh. “Now, that’s a thought. Clan MacLaren threatening Clan Campbell.” 

Something went cold within Regan. The arrogant dog! How dare he be so belittling? “In case the entire import of all this has yet escaped ye, m’lord , I’m also heiress to all the lands and the chieftainship of Clan Drummond. And Clans Murray, Mac Nab, and Menzies are our sworn allies. So though ye may look down yer nose at the MacLarens, I say think twice about doing so at the united strength standing behind Clan Drummond!” 

“Och, and don’t you look like two banty roosters about to do battle?”  Mary chose that moment to interject with a chuckle. “You Highlanders are all far too quick to threaten feuds and retribution, you are. And I never said I wouldn’t investigate further into your claims, lass. I just find it very difficult to believe Iain would backshoot anyone. He doesn’t need to. His battle prowess is unrivaled. Not to mention, I’ve never met a more honorable man.” 

Relief surged through Regan. “Then ye’ll oversee this investigation and bring in impartial reviewers? That’s all I’ve ever wanted, Majesty. That no Campbell influence taint the inquiry.” 

“There ye go again,”  Niall growled, “insulting Campbell integrity.” 

“Let it go, cousin,”  Iain tersely cut in just then. “Regan says naught that other clans not friends of Clan Campbell wouldn’t say. Let the truth see the light of day. I know my innocence. I’m not afraid.” 

“Aye, but well ye should be. An impartial investigation’s in the eye of the beholder. Especially at Court.” 

“It’s in the Lord’s hands, cousin. Let it be.” 

Regan watched the two men lock gazes, saw the battle of wills that raged between them, and saw, as well, the deep love they had for each other. Her throat clogged with tears, knowing she had set a course of events into motion that might have long-reaching, even horrific, consequences. Nay, she quickly corrected herself, the murderer had set the events into motion. She had but moved those events along, after they had nearly foundered in fear and apathy.

“Then we’re all agreed,”  the queen said, looking once again at each of them. “An official investigation will commence immediately,  led by Lord Seton. His loyalty is first and foremost to me, so I trust his impartiality implicitly. In the next two weeks, I’m certain he can thoroughly question all Campbells involved in that lamentable night, both the ones who accompanied Iain here and the ones yet at Balloch. Then, under Campbell escort, he can next ride to your home.”  She paused and glanced to Regan. “Where did you say you and your late husband lived, lass?” 

“Strathyre House, on Loch Voil, Majesty.” 

“Yes, Strathyre House.”  Mary nodded. “Another week or so there, and Lord Seton should be able to return with his verdict. I’ll await him here in the meanwhile, if it’s no hardship on you, m’lord?”  she asked, turning next to Niall.

Niall straightened. “No hardship at all, Majesty. We’d be honored to have ye for as long as ye wish.” 

“Good. I must confess I’ve more than one motive in that request. Not only do I think it best to have this matter settled before I leave, but I’m also in no hurry to return to Court and have to deal again with my husband.”  Her mouth quirked. “Still, my prime concern is to lay to rest threats of a major clan feud.” 

“Aye, Majesty.”  Niall shot a narrow glance at Regan. “That’s a prime concern for us all.” 

“I ask leave to return home to Strathyre House, then, Majesty,”  Regan said, deciding this was the proper time to broach that subject. “So as to make arrangements to have all those concerned on the MacLaren side identified and gathered for Lord Seton’s arrival. It’d expedite his investigation, it would.” 

“Rather, Majesty,”  Niall immediately spoke up, “in the cause of justice and impartiality, I think it better if the lady remained here throughout the investigation. Not being certain of her true motives, I’d prefer she not have opportunity to return home and ‘poison the well,’ so to speak.” 

Regan sucked in an indignant breath. “How dare ye—”  She halted as the queen held up a hand.

“And how, pray tell, do you see her doing that?”  Mary leaned forward. “You tread in dangerous waters here, m’lord.” 

“Aye, true enough, Majesty,”  Niall replied with not, Regan noted, a shred of compunction in his eyes or voice. “But my cousin’s life may well be in jeopardy here, and we all know how evidence can be twisted in the wrong hands.”  He gestured toward Regan. “Long have I already puzzled over the strange circumstances surrounding this woman’s arrival at Balloch Castle, and of her growing relationship with my cousin, which now has taken such a villainous turn. It is all most puzzling, and most suspect.” 

Her brow furrowing in thought, Mary settled back in her chair. In the ensuing silence, which seemed to drag on and on, resentment at the unfairness of it all filled Regan. Of any of them, she was the most innocent, the victim, yet Niall had cleverly managed now to make her appear almost as suspect as Iain. And all because she had ridden out that day to try and prevent Walter from ambushing and killing Iain!

But to reveal the true reasons behind how she came to Balloch would be to implicate Walter. And she wouldn’t do that. As wrong as he had been in his plan to seek retribution in such a manner, at the time he hadn’t been thinking clearly. His judgment had been clouded by his grief for Roddy. She’d not risk bringing down Clan Campbell’s wrath on him as well.

Finally, the queen exhaled a long, considering breath. “Your words have merit, m’lord. I think it best, for the sake of impartiality,”  she said, meeting Regan’s gaze, “that you remain here until the investigation’s finished.” 

Regan felt the blood drain from her face. “To remain here now is to dwell among my enemies,”  she whispered.

“And do you feel, in doing so, your life’s in danger?” 

The queen had given her the perfect opening to hie herself fast and far from Kilchurn. Regan knew it, and so did Mary. But there was something deeper being asked here than just what appeared on the surface. Was she truly convinced Iain was capable of murder? And did she believe, in her heart of hearts, that Niall was a dishonorable man?

In that moment of hesitation, Regan’s gaze skittered to Iain. He stared back at her, calm, guarded, appraising; and overlaying it all was that deep, dark pain. Och, if I’m wrong, Iain, I beg pardon, she silently cried, her heart’s remorse in her eyes. I beg yer deepest pardon! 

Yet even as she opened her mouth to answer the queen, Regan knew she couldn’t lie. Not even to please Walter, not even to escape the long days and nights to come with only her own doubts to keep her company. Not even if her very life depended on it.

“Nay, Majesty.”  Regan wrenched her gaze from Iain’s and turned back to the queen. “My life’s in no danger, leastwise not from Campbells, if I remain here.” 
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“Haven’t ye aught that needs attending to at Balloch?”  Niall asked, sidling up to Iain two days later as he stood on the roof walk, gazing out over Loch Awe. “Lord Seton’s well done with questioning ye and Charlie, and is set to leave for Balloch on the morrow. Mayhap ye could be of service to him there, easing his way in the investigation and all?” 

Iain turned to meet his cousin’s innocent gaze. So innocent as to be suspect, it was. “Tired of my company already, are ye? If so, why not just come out and say it? I’ve never known ye to mince words before.” 

Niall rolled his eyes. “Ye need to stay away from that MacLaren woman. And, to my mind, the farther ye are from her right now, the better!” 

“She won’t even see me, much less speak to me, Niall. I’m in no danger.” 

“Aye, mayhap for a time she won’t, but I think she but plays upon yer kind heart. She’ll come around to ye soon enough, she will.” 

“And whatever for?”  Iain expelled a frustrated breath. “To force a  confession from me, mayhap? Because there’s not much more Regan can do, is there? I’ve already dictated and signed my statement of the events of that night, and it’s now in Seton’s possession.” 

“I only wish ye hadn’t mentioned that ye’d fired both yer pistols that night,”  Niall muttered. “It lends further credence to the possibility that one of them was used against MacLaren.” 

“Even if they were both fired earlier, when we first engaged them?”  Iain gave a sharp laugh. “Well, I refuse to lie. Besides, everyone knows the likelihood of me having time to reload is next to impossible. And if Seton’s smart, he’ll now know to inquire at Strathyre for any men who may have received gunshot wounds that night.” 

“And what if ye missed both times ye fired? It was verra dark. Ye said that yerself.” 

“Then mayhap we both should lift a wee prayer that the Lord guided my aim that night.”  He sighed and shook his head. “I said what I did, and I’m at peace with it. Let it be, Niall.” 

“Fine. I suppose it is pointless, repeatedly revisiting that night.”  His cousin leaned on the waist-high wall enclosing the roof. “Will ye at least consider returning to Balloch with Seton then?” 

Iain couldn’t help a smile. “Nay. Just as ye didn’t think it fair to permit Regan to return to Strathyre, just in case she’d try to manipulate the evidence, it’s no more fair for me to be at Balloch during Seton’s investigation.” 

Niall fell silent for several seconds. Finally, though, he turned to Iain. “If ye imagine she’s finally playing fair, ye’re mistaken. Even now, she continues to scheme behind yer back.” 

He shot his cousin a sharp look. “What are ye saying?” 

“She’s had some sort of contact outside Kilchurn, with someone it appears she has been communicating with, if not secretly meeting.”  Niall smiled, but the smile never quite reached his eyes. “I’ve had her watched since the day she accused ye. Yesterday, she apparently paid one of the stable boys to deliver a message to someone in Dalmally.  Unfortunately, my man lost the lad in the market crowds. By the  time we found the boy back at the stables, learned where he had been in Dalmally, and returned there, the man was gone.” 

“Could the lad at least give ye the man’s name?” 

Niall shook his head. “Nay. Regan was too clever for that. She only told the boy to deliver the message to the man lodging at the town butcher’s home. And, not surprisingly, the butcher didn’t know his guest’s name either. Whoever he was, he was a clever one, and no mistake.” 

With heavy heart, Iain turned back to gaze out over Loch Awe. It was a gloomy day, with ominous clouds building in the west. Trees swayed to and fro in the gusting winds, and choppy waves rippled in endless succession across the lake. A storm was on the way.

He felt as unsettled as the day, pulled to and fro by wild, chaotic emotions. On one hand, there was the still raw wound of Regan’s sudden change of heart, of her not only rejecting him but also all but naming him a murderer. And, on the other, there was that stubborn hope that, beneath it all, somehow she still loved him. He had seen something in her eyes that day they had stood before Mary. Sadness, remorse, even a look of entreaty. It hurt, and hurt badly, that she hadn’t trusted him enough to come to him and tell him the truth. But he knew, as well, that she was as much a victim in this sad, sorry mess as was he.

Or, leastwise, he tried to believe that. But now . . . now to learn Regan had been in communication with someone outside Kilchurn was almost more than Iain could bear. Had Niall been right all along? Had Regan planned all of this—even her loss of memory—from the start? And had she always had an accomplice?

“There can be several explanations for the presence of that man in Dalmally,”  Iain replied at last. “Indeed, the man, whoever he is, could’ve been the one to plant the seeds of doubt about me. Mayhap he even had a hand in her husband’s murder.” 

“By mountain and sea!”  Niall threw up his hands. “Do ye hear yerself? That woman all but has her ring in yer nose, and ye convinced that she can do no wrong, no matter how many times she  stabs ye in the back and then twists the knife deeper!”  He grabbed Iain by the arm. “Does yer mither realize how besotted ye are with this woman? Does Anne?” 

Fury exploded in Iain. He jerked away. “Keep them out of this, Niall! It’s bad enough ye’re so involved. And I’m not so besotted that I can’t think straight.” 

“Ye are when it comes to Regan!” 

Iain shook his head, the pained bewilderment swamping him yet again. “It’s almost as if, of a sudden, she’s two different women. Yet still I see, hidden deep within this woman whom she has apparently always been, the woman I first came to know. I see the inherent goodness in her, buried as it now seems to be beneath years of hurt, confusion, and life’s cruel vagaries.” 

“The way she was before she lost her memory—if she truly did—is how she really is, cousin. Ye must face that, or set yerself down the road to yer own destruction. Even more importantly, even if she finally does accept yer innocence, can ye ever fully trust her again?” 

“I don’t know. The Lord admonishes us to forgive our trespassers.”  

“Aye, that He does, but does forgiveness also entail having once more to trust that person? To my way of thinking, forgiving doesn’t require us also to become fools.” 

“Mayhap not.”  Iain straightened. “Ye’ve given me a lot to consider. And consider it I will. Now, if ye’ll excuse me, I think I need to spend some time in the chapel.” 

Niall smiled. “Aye, that is the best place to find answers, isn’t it?” 

He nodded. “It is.”  With that, Iain turned and headed for the stairs.

No one was in the chapel, which didn’t surprise him considering it was well into the afternoon. With a warm sense of having come home, Iain slipped into one of the pews midway down from the altar. He clasped his hands, lowered his head, and closed his eyes. 

Just then, the door opened and closed behind him. Normally, he wouldn’t have turned but instead given the visitor his privacy. But some instinct, some sense of a special someone, told him to turn. His gaze locked with Regan’s.

For a long, wordless moment, they stared at each other. Shock, anguish, then tears filled her eyes. He half rose, opened his mouth to beckon her to him, when she wheeled about, wrenched the door back open, and fled down the hall.
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From her bedchamber window, Regan watched Lord Seton and an escort of armed Campbells ride out the next morn, headed, she well knew, to Balloch Castle. From that same window, eight days later, she also saw him return. Allowing for two days hard riding to and from Balloch, she knew he had spent a total of four days there.

Whether or not that had allowed him sufficient time to thoroughly question all who might have accompanied Iain the night of Roddy’s death, Regan didn’t know. She hoped so. In the end, she knew she’d have to trust in Seton’s word that it had. So much of this was, and had always been, out of her hands. That realization frustrated her. Frustrated her greatly.

At least Iain hadn’t accompanied Lord Seton back to Balloch. She had almost suspected he would, or if not him, Niall. But both men had remained at Kilchurn. Perhaps they had done so in the cause of fairness. Or perhaps they knew the verdict even before the investigation had barely commenced. Who’d choose, after all, to believe a woman from some minor clan over the Campbell chief and his tanist?

A knock came at her door. Since no one in the past week and a half had demanded to see her, Regan supposed it was just Jane bringing in some fresh linens or another pile of wood for the fireplace.

“Enter,”  she called out, not even bothering to turn to greet the  maidservant. There was no point at any rate. Nowadays, Jane spoke only when spoken to, and the rest of the time she was tight-lipped and averted her gaze.

The door opened, then closed. Leather-clad feet crossed the bedchamber and came to stand behind her.

Regan sighed. “Aye, what is it now, Jane?” 

“It’s not Jane, Regan. It’s Anne.” 

With a gasp, Regan wheeled around. Niall’s auburn-haired wife stood there, gazing solemnly back at her.

“I-I beg pardon, m’lady,”  Regan choked out, rising to her feet. “If I’d known it was ye, I would’ve answered the door. But aside from Jane, I’ve not been receiving visitors of late.” 

“Ye’ve never been confined to yer room, Regan,”  Anne gently replied. “And I have tried to visit ye, several times in fact, but ye never answered until today.” 

“I-I didn’t know it was ye.”  She lowered her gaze. “But then, I didn’t wish to speak with anyone, even through the door. Especially if it were Niall or Iain.”  Realizing how her words might be construed, Regan looked up. “Och, I didn’t mean aught against yer husband, m’lady,”  she hurried to explain, “this being his home and all. There was just naught more to be said that wouldn’t have been hurtful, and I’ve caused enough pain as it is.” 

“Aye, and I’d wager ye’ve tasted yer fair measure of that pain as well.”  Anne paused. “I’d like to stay a time and speak with ye, if ye’d be willing. There are yet some unanswered questions that still gnaw at me.” 

The last person—well, almost the last anyway—Regan wanted to speak with was Anne. Anything she told her would go straight back to Niall, and perhaps even Iain. Yet Regan wouldn’t lie.

She indicated the chair she had been sitting in. “Ye may sit there if ye wish, and I can bring over a stool. But I tell ye true, there’s not much more to be said. Leastwise, naught I’d care for others to know.” 

“If ye don’t wish me to tell Niall what we speak of, I won’t. I just  can’t bear to think of ye up here all alone and bereft of anyone to talk to. Indeed, if ye want, we can just speak of other things entirely, like two friends.” 

Regan’s gaze narrowed. Did she dare believe her, or was Anne pretending concern so as to lull her into revealing something that might be of use to Iain? Still, aside from speaking about Walter’s involvement, there wasn’t anything else she could inadvertently reveal that wasn’t already known.

“Have it yer way then.”  Regan headed across the bedchamber to retrieve the stool, which she then placed across from Anne’s chair. “Sit, if ye will,”  she then said, indicating the chair.

They sat there for a time in silence, Regan not having any idea what to say next. Finally, Anne spoke up.

“I think my wee bairn moved yesterday.” 

Regan couldn’t help a smile. “Indeed? And how did it feel?” 

With a dreamy look in her eyes, Anne looked out the window and into the distance. “Like the flutter of a butterfly’s wings. It was so swift and so slight, the first time I didn’t think aught of it.

But then it came again, deep within my belly, and I knew. Knew it was my bairn.” 

Such a simple, commonplace, happy event, Regan thought, a mother’s first sense of new life within her. And perhaps even more so for Anne, who had struggled for the past two years to conceive the children and heirs her husband so deeply desired. Niall had already endured the loss of one bairn and wife in childbirth. Anne didn’t want him to suffer, on top of that loss, with a barren second wife.

But no more. The Lord had finally blessed their union with the first conception of what they hoped would be many children. Their happiness—and life—would soon be complete.

For a long, anguished moment, Regan was overcome by such an intense yearning to have her old life back, to just have things the way they once were, that she thought she’d cry out from the pain. Anything was better than what she had now, which was nothing but a huge, gaping hole where once had beat her heart. Her heart  . . . Iain . . . Mathilda . . . Balloch Castle . . . and the friends she had made.

She blinked back tears. “I’m verra happy all goes well with ye and yer bairn. Truly, I am.” 

“I know ye are, my friend.”  Anne reached down and laid a hand on Regan’s cheek. “I know.” 

At the gentle, caring touch, something disintegrated in Regan. Walls crumbled, floodgates opened, and tears, long held in check, burst through. She began to weep, and try as she might to call back the tears, she couldn’t. Cradling her arms about her head, Regan buried her face in her lap and sobbed uncontrollably.

With a soft sound of compassion, Anne was on the floor beside her, gathering her into her arms to hold her close. Which only made Regan weep the harder, so starved had she been in the past week for kindness and human companionship. Weep until all that remained were body-wracking, hiccupping sobs that finally dissipated into renewed silence.

“Och, lass, lass,”  Anne crooned as she tenderly stroked Regan’s head. “I’m so sorry. So verra, verra sorry all this has happened to ye. It tears my heart out to see ye in such a way. As it does Iain, who’s equally worried about ye.” 

At the mention of his name, Regan tensed. She drew in a deep, steadying breath, then pushed Anne’s hands away and sat up. “Is that why ye came here, then? To find some way to speak to me of Iain?” 

“I care about ye both, and hate to see the two of ye in such pain over this matter.” 

Regan gave a harsh laugh. “The only pain he feels is the fear he might yet be found guilty. One way or another, though, Iain’s washed his hands of me. If he feels aught for me now, it’s hatred.”  

“And do ye care? If he hates ye now?” 

She blinked in surprise. “What does it matter what I care? I knew the consequences of accusing him. But I had to, Anne. I’ve never admitted this to anyone, but I drove Roddy away on our wedding  night, when he came to me drunk and tried to take me in a less than gentle way. I hid from him, and when he couldn’t find me, he rode out to reive some cattle for a bridal gift. In the hopes of making it all up to me.”  Suddenly, the shame was too much to bear, and the tears began to flow again. “He’d be alive to this day, he would, if I hadn’t refused, in my pride and stubbornness, to go to him when he called for me.” 

“So it was yer doing, was it, that made Roddy try to steal someone else’s cattle?”  Anne sighed. “Och, Regan. Roddy was a grown man. He made the choice that led to his death, not ye.” 

“Then why do I feel so . . . so g-guilty?”  she sobbed. “As guilty as the man who actually killed him?” 

“Because ye’re a good, moral person, and ye loved Roddy and regret what ye see as yer unkindness to him that night. And ye didn’t get to say good-bye, and ye feel cheated. And because ye’ve no way left to make amends now, save to bring his murderer to justice.” 

Regan took out a handkerchief and blew her nose, then managed a sad little smile. “It’s all verra complicated then, isn’t it? Guilt, I mean.” 

“Aye, it frequently is,”  her friend said. “Guilt, however, can also cloud one’s judgment and make one do illogical things. Like mayhap refuse to see the truth about Iain and his innocence.” 

“As can affection also cloud one’s judgment and prevent one from doing the right thing, no matter how hard it may be!” 

She knew where Anne was headed with this, and she refused to revisit the painful considerations again. Indeed, she should’ve known better than to allow Anne to lead her back to the topic of Iain’s innocence. Of course, Anne’s first loyalty would always be to him.

“Och, if ye only knew how long and hard I agonized over what I felt I must do!”  Regan cried, her frustration and sense of Anne’s treacherous manipulations searing her heart. “Despite what anyone—especially Iain—thinks, my decision wasn’t one easily made.” 

“I never thought it was.” 

Angrily, Regan brushed away the remnants of her tears. “Well, then ye’re the only one who doesn’t.” 

“Despite what ye may imagine, Iain also realizes the difficulty of yer situation. And he doesn’t hate ye. He’s not a fickle man. He doesn’t flee love for hate as easily as some.” 

Regan stared, dumbfounded, at Anne. Had she heard her correctly? Nay, she must have misunderstood. No man, and certainly no Campbell, would tolerate a betrayal such as hers.

“If what ye say is true,”  she finally found the words to utter, “then I’m grateful for his understanding. But it doesn’t change what I must do. I’m committed to discovering my husband’s killer.” 

“As would I be,”  Anne said, “if the same had happened to Niall. But what will ye do if Lord Seton’s findings exonerate Iain, or at worst, don’t present conclusive enough evidence to bring him to trial? How will ye feel about Iain then?” 

Regan lifted a puzzled gaze to the auburn-haired woman. “If Lord Seton can offer indisputable proof that Iain’s innocent, then I’ll be satisfied. I don’t wish Iain ill. But to convince me that Iain didn’t kill Roddy, Lord Seton must also bring proof that another is the murderer.” 

Anne sighed and shook her head. “Sometimes it’s not as easy as that, my friend. Sometimes the real killer is never discovered. Must Iain then forever bear that taint in yer heart?” 

Regan climbed to her feet and walked the short distance to stare once more out the window. “And if he must,”  she asked softly, “what does it matter? He’ll be free, and I’ll return to Strathyre. And that’ll be the end of it.” 
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Lord Seton remained at Kilchurn two days, then left once more, this time for Strathyre House. Regan didn’t expect to see him again for about another week, and she settled down to her now usual routine of avoiding Kilchurn’s residents as much as she could. She took to saying her prayers in the chapel before sunrise, followed by a brisk stroll around the roof walk in the first light of dawn. The rest of the day was spent in her room.

With a late afternoon nap to fortify her, she’d then venture from her bedchamber at about 10:00 at night, when most if not all the residents were abed, and after more time spent in the chapel, she’d risk a few hours in the library. It wasn’t much, but it kept her from going mad, cooped up constantly in her bedchamber.

Her schedule permitting, Anne also began spending a part of each day with Regan. The two women would talk and embroider or play a game or two of chess. Though they hadn’t spoken again of Regan meeting with Iain, Anne nonetheless kept her apprised of all the castle’s goings-on, including what Iain was doing. Regan wasn’t able, however, to gain any information on what Lord Seton had garnered from his visit to Balloch. Anne didn’t know, nor did anyone else save perhaps the queen. 

The question, however, was foremost in Regan’s mind. She woke with it and went to bed at night with it still hovering at the edge of her thoughts. And now that Seton was likely at Strathyre, she mused early one morning as she began her walk around the roof’s confines, it seemed she couldn’t keep her mind off the investigation.

How was Walter holding up beneath Lord Seton’s questioning? And had the queen’s man yet uncovered any information that shed conclusive light on the murderer’s identity? As she walked along, she clenched her hands in frustration. Och, but the waiting, the not knowing anything, was beginning to erode not only her patience but also her tightly held control. Indeed, it wouldn’t take very much at all anymore—

 A sound—footsteps—echoed suddenly in the deep silence. Regan wheeled around and realized someone was coming up the stairs. She panicked, glanced wildly around for someplace to hide, but there was none. Aside from a stone bench placed at the best vantage point overlooking the loch, and the small, enclosed stairway entrance, the entire roof was out in plain sight.

“Easy now,”  she whispered in an attempt to calm herself. “Likely it’s but Jane or Anne, searching for ye.” 

And then her worst nightmare exited the stairway enclosure. Iain paused, glanced around, and found her. If the truth were told, at that moment Regan wanted nothing as desperately as to faint dead away.

Unfortunately, her usually well-appreciated, strong constitution failed her most miserably. The best she could manage was total loss of her tongue and an inability to move.

Iain, however, appeared to suffer no such infirmities. His gaze turned resolute, his shoulders squared, and he strode toward her. 

“So, Jane was right,”  he said, drawing up before her. “Ye do take clandestine, early morning walks up here.”  

Though her heart was clamoring in her breast and her knees were quaking, somehow Iain’s particular choice of words irked Regan enough that anger gave impetus to her speech. “My walks are hardly clandestine,”  she managed to choke out, not quite looking at him. “I just prefer my privacy, that’s all. Now, if ye don’t mind,”  she added, gathering her skirts and beginning to sidle around him, “I’m finished with my walk and must return to my bedchamber.” 

He neatly stepped in her way. “And what’s the hurry? It’s not as if ye’re all that busy these days, going hither and yon about Kilchurn.” 

He had moved close, and Regan found her eyes at chest level to him. She didn’t want to meet his gaze but knew there was no way now of avoiding it. Ever so reluctantly, she looked up.

Deep blue eyes stared back at her. Eyes that held neither a look of hatred nor affection, but rather were mildly amused and considering. She wasn’t so sure, though, that she liked that any more than she would animosity or compassion. 

“We’ve naught to talk about, and well ye know it, Iain Campbell!”  Regan finally spat out. “So, unless ye find some sort of cruel pleasure in tormenting me, let me go.”  She made a quick move then to dash around him, but he was quicker still.

“On the contrary, sweet lass,”  he said, taking her now by the arms, “we’ve quite a lot to talk about. And since I tire of waiting for ye to come to me, I thought it time for me to come to ye.” 

She hadn’t realized how much she had missed him. Missed hearing his rich, deep voice. Missed his touch. Missed his manly scent of sandalwood and leather and wool.

At this moment, as she stood so close she could feel his heat, hear him breathe, soak in, even if just one time more, that bright, wonderful energy he always seemed to exude, Regan thought it surely worth whatever was next to come. She had been so long bereft of him, and needed, oh, how she needed, the sustaining essence, the soothing balm that was Iain! Almost as if some force drew her, Regan leaned toward him, her need for bodily contact all but overwhelming her. 

Then, like the chill splash of water on an icy morn, reality returned with all its sudden, disconcerting might. She reared back. “Let me go, I say!”  she cried, twisting in his grip. “Ye’ve no right to lay hands on me, much less hold me here against my will!” 

His grip on her tightened. “Are ye such a coward, then, that the strength of yer convictions isn’t enough to provide sufficient courage? Indeed, it speaks verra poorly to the rightness of yer cause if ye cannot face me and hear what I’ve to say.” 

He wouldn’t let it be, Regan thought. He must persist in reaping yet again and again a harvest of anger and pain and hard words, when all she wanted to do was spare him whatever she could.

“Fine,”  Regan said with a sigh of resignation. “I suppose, since the last time we spoke we were in the queen’s presence, I robbed ye of the opportunity fully to vent yer spleen on me. So pray, get it over with. Tell me of yer anger, yer disgust and hatred. That I’m the most ungrateful and unfeeling woman ye’ve ever known, and a liar and backstabbing traitor in the bargain.”  She paused to drag in a swift breath. “Have I left aught out?” 

To her surprise, he chuckled. “Nay, that pretty much sums it up or, leastwise, what ye imagine I think of ye.” 

Regan didn’t know what to say. Her mind raced, trying to anticipate what Iain’s game might be, and when and how he’d drive the knife of his own attack into her. For a game it must be. No man would tolerate what she had done without retaliating. Leastwise, no man she had ever known.

Roddy had a quick and violent temper, and his pride would brook no dissent or disloyalty. It was an anger quickly over, though, if one survived the initial attack. Walter’s anger, on the other hand, was of a far quieter and more lethal kind, long simmering as he considered every possible way to take his revenge. And, when his vengeance came, it was always far more vicious and enduring. It also frequently appeared at the most unexpected time, long after the slight had been forgotten and the other party had moved on to other things.

Which way would Iain react? Well, one way or another, she’d soon know. 

“Then get it over with, will ye?”  she demanded, glaring up at him. “Obviously, I haven’t a notion what ye’re really thinking. Tell me what ye came to say and be done with it!” 

“I don’t hate ye, lass.”  His eyes burned with a fierce intensity. “I’m hurt, confused to be sure, but I don’t hate ye. I just want to understand . . . understand why, after all the time we’ve spent together, after what I thought was growing between us, ye’d imagine I was capable of murder. That’s all, Regan. That’s all I want to know.” 

He only asked what she had asked herself over and over again in the past few weeks. Yet what answer could she give him, save the same ones—that all evidence pointed to him, that it wasn’t personal, that she just needed to obtain justice for Roddy’s death. But Regan realized now, perhaps just because Iain had finally asked it, that the answer was a lot more complex than just that.

She wasn’t the same person she had been before, when her memory was gone and everything seemed far more simple. She was now the old Regan, wary and self-protective, mightily guarding the portal of her heart. She had closed herself off from others and backed away, choosing to keep a wide distance. And an empty ache deep within her throbbed. Och, how it throbbed! 

“I’m not the woman ye first knew,”  Regan finally replied. “Indeed, I was never truly that woman. So ye don’t know me, Iain. If ye did, ye’d understand why I’m capable of accusing ye of murder. And ye’d see that I’m not at all the sort of woman ye’d ever care for, much less love.” 

“Och, but of course ye are, lass!”  He pulled her to him, held her tight. “Ye’re both those women, to be sure. The part of ye I saw when ye’d lost yer memory is how ye’d have been if yer life had taken a different course, with different people to love and care for ye. And aye, I see how ye’re now, marked as ye were by different people and experiences. But both women are parts of ye, lass. I know it’ll be difficult, but nonetheless it’s up to ye to choose which aspects to keep and which to discard.”  

She clung to him, though she knew she shouldn’t, drinking in the feel of his big, strong body, hearing the reassuring beat of his heart, encircled in the safe haven of his arms. Here, at this moment in time, Regan almost imagined what he said was possible. That she wasn’t forever bound to the old habits and ways of seeing things, that she could choose who and what she wanted to be.

But she also knew Iain saw the world far differently than she did, that old Regan whom she had known the longest. She was safe, comfortable in her old skin. She knew how to react, what to do and think. And that happier, more innocent girl she had temporarily been was already beginning to recede, to shred and dissipate. Indeed, even now, Regan could barely remember her.

The only part of her that lingered on was her love for Iain. Somehow, that had remained strong and clear, never wavering, no matter how hard she tried to kill it. But kill it she must. The real Regan MacLaren wasn’t worthy of a man the likes of Iain Campbell. How could she be? Her parents had left her, her own clan didn’t want her, and she had all but driven her husband to his doom. At the very least, she was death to any who dared love her.

Breaking contact with Iain, Regan pressed against the barrier of his arms. “Ye don’t understand,”  she said, forcing herself to meet his gaze. “I have chosen who I want to be. And I’m not the woman for ye. Leastwise, not anymore and, in truth, not ever.” 

For the first time since he had found her here, pain twisted his features and uncertainty darkened his eyes. She could see the battle he waged, the doubts, the questions, the fear. At any second, Regan thought, Iain would arrive at the same conclusion, and the wall would finally rise before his heart.

A wild impulse to stop him, to call back her lie, shuddered through her, and she almost succumbed to it. But if she did, where would that leave Roddy’s retribution? Where would it leave Walter and, even more importantly, little Molly, who saw her as the only mother she had ever had? 

She knew how to be Regan MacLaren. She didn’t know how to be that girl Regan, the clanless, family-bereft waif Iain and his mother had taken in. And she would never know how to be the sort of wife a man like Iain Campbell deserved and needed.

“And I think ye’re wrong, lass. About not being the woman for me,”  he said softly, even as he released her. “Verra, verra wrong.” 

She stepped away from him. “Let it be, Iain. I’ve caused ye enough pain. Let it be.” 

“And what of yer pain? Do ye really wish to return to that, to live the rest of yer life with it?” 

“And why not?”  Regan’s laugh was strained and strident. “It’s all I know, after all.” 

“But it doesn’t have to remain that way.” 

Och, but he spoke so sweetly, and the look in his eyes fair to took her breath away. But he didn’t understand. How could he? He was so very, very different than she.

“Will ye force me, then, into some mold ye’ve formed for me?”  she whispered.

“Nay! Never!”  Iain gave a savage shake of his head. “Never would I do that to ye!” 

“Then let me be, Iain.”  Tears filled her eyes, and she didn’t bother to hide them. “Let me be.” 

With that, Regan darted around him and fled toward the stairs. This time, Iain didn’t try to stop her. She started down the steps, weeping now, and almost collided with someone in the staircase. With a mumbled apology, Regan eased past the woman.

Only later, when her tortured thoughts had had a time to settle, did she realize the woman had been the queen.
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A week later, Lord Seton returned late in the afternoon. No sooner had he dismounted and his horse was led away than Niall escorted him into the queen’s presence. Regan began to pace the confines of her bedchamber, her anxiety mounting with each passing minute. Finally, an hour later, Anne came to fetch her. 

“Have ye heard aught?”  Regan asked her as they headed down  the corridor toward the main stairs. “About what Seton found or what his final conclusions are?” 

Niall’s wife shook her head. “Nay. Seton immediately sequestered himself in the library with Mary. Even Niall wasn’t privy to their discussion. And now he’s busy fetching Iain even as I’ve come for ye. We’ll all hear the results of Lord Seton’s investigation together.” 

The sudden realization that Iain’s fate would likely be decided this very eve filled Regan with a curious mix of apprehension and dread. She wanted very much to know who had killed Roddy, to see that person punished. She just didn’t want it to be Iain.

Not that there was anything she could do now to change the outcome of Seton’s findings. That die had been cast the instant she had opened her mouth to accuse Iain. There was naught left her but to see this whole, sorry mess through to its natural end, and accept the outcome.

“I’m so afraid, Anne,”  she whispered. “I don’t know anymore what I want out of this.” 

“No more afraid than I, my friend,”  her companion whispered back. She reached over and took Regan’s hand, giving it a quick squeeze. “It’s in the Lord’s hands now, as it’s always been. We must trust in Him.” 

They reached the stairs just then and began to descend them. Below, and off to their right, Niall drew up with Iain at the library door. Both men paused to turn and gaze up at them.

There was some indefinable light in Iain’s eyes as his glance met hers. Not fearful. Not angry. Regan puzzled over it for an instant and decided it was one of acceptance. Whatever the findings, she realized, Iain was already at peace with them.

She only wished she felt so calm. Instead, her heart pounded almost painfully in her chest, and fear clutched her insides with a cruel, twisting grip. Her head spun with conflicting emotions until she almost feared she was on the verge of losing her mind. 

They halted a few feet from the two men. Niall all but impaled her with a steely glance, then turned and opened the door. Mary and Lord Seton sat across the room, the queen at the head of the long, oak table with Seton in the chair to her right. Three rolled and ribbon-bound parchments lay before him. Once they were all inside and Niall had shut the door behind them, Mary indicated the chairs lined up down the length of the table.

“Come,”  the queen said. “Seat yourselves and we can commence. Lord Seton has been most thorough, and I’m well pleased with his work.” 

As she took her place on Anne’s other side, Regan could only wonder at what Mary meant by that comment. Did it imply Seton had actually discovered the identity of Roddy’s killer? Or was Mary just satisfied with the outcome, whatever it was?

For some reason, Iain ended up directly across from her. Regan had no recourse but to meet his gaze, however briefly. He smiled at her, a kind, concerned smile without any trace of anger or rancor. She managed a swift, wan smile of her own, then immediately fixed her attention on Lord Seton.

The nobleman waited until all were settled and quiet. Then he cleared his throat, shot Mary a questioning look, and began speaking after she nodded to him. “The past three weeks have been long and arduous. I have tried, though, to the verra best of my ability, to be thorough and leave no stone unturned.”  He paused, reached over to the parchments that lay before him, and took up one. After unrolling it, he began to read.

“Report of my findings at Balloch Castle. All men queried agreed that the night in question was dark, due to heavy cloud cover that only rarely parted to shed any moonlight. Though several admitted to hearing pistol shots, there was great discrepancy as to how many shots were fired and when. Some claimed to hear two gunshots, others, three. Some thought two were fired in close succession, some thought two were fired at different times during the course of the fighting, and some thought two were fired in close succession and then one more at a later time.” 

As Regan listened to Seton’s Balloch report drone on, she realized that no conclusive information would come from it. Finally, Lord Seton finished reading that parchment, rerolled and tied it, and set it aside. He then picked up a second parchment.

“This is my report from Strathyre,”  he next began, and proceeded to deliver an almost identical report. “A survey of all wounded MacLarens,”  he finally said as he neared the end of the document, “revealed one man—in addition to the deceased—who had suffered a pistol shot. No one saw anyone in their midst with a pistol. No one, including Walter MacLaren, the current laird, admitted to owning a pistol, and once again there was great disparity as to the amount of gunshots heard that night. All agree, however, that all shots were heard in close proximity to the other, suggesting only that the shots had come from either or both the Campbell and MacLaren camps.” 

He finished, rerolled and tied that parchment, and picked up the third and final one. As Regan watched him, her thoughts raced. So, two or three shots had been fired that night, yet it was unlikely Iain had had sufficient opportunity to reload his two pistols. Two men had received pistol wounds—Roddy and another MacLaren clansman. If only two shots had been fired, all evidence pointed to Iain, even though he claimed he had fired both pistols in rapid succession earlier in the fighting, long before Roddy was shot. If three shots had been fired, and Iain’s claim were true, Iain may have missed once and hit one man, and the third shot had come from somewhere else. The third and last shot that likely killed Roddy.

“A summary of my findings and conclusion are as follows,”  Lord Seton finally spoke up again, and essentially began to repeat exactly what Regan had just surmised on her own. “In conclusion, due to the poor visibility that night, the discrepancy in accounts as to the number of gunshots heard, and that no eyewitnesses as to who fired the pistol used to kill Roderick MacLaren are available, only circumstantial evidence now links Iain Campbell to the murder. And circumstantial evidence, as ye well know, isn’t sufficient to convict.” 

With that, he rerolled the parchment, tied it, and added it back to the pile. In the sudden hush, all gazes turned to the queen. She closed her eyes, looked down, and for a long moment was silent. Then, with a sigh Regan couldn’t help but imagine was at least partially one of relief, she glanced up and opened her eyes.

“So, no one has been found guilty?”  she asked, meeting Lord Seton’s gaze.

“That’d be correct, Majesty.” 

“Then you’re no longer a murder suspect, Iain.”  She turned to smile at him. “Congratulations.” 

His face expressionless, Iain answered with a slight nod. “Thank ye, Majesty.” 

Niall grinned. “In that case, if there’s no further work to be done here, may I suggest we adjourn to the Great Hall? From all the savory scents coming our way, I’d say the supper meal’s nearly ready to be served.” 

“One moment more, m’lord.”  Mary placed her arms on the table and leaned forward. “There’s yet one small matter to discuss.”  Her glance moved from Iain across the table to Regan. “You’re a widow now and, as the Drummond heiress, will soon be considered by many as a potential wife. What are your plans, lass?” 

All eyes turned to Regan, and she could feel her cheeks flush fire hot. “Why, they’re just as I’d mentioned before, Majesty,”  she managed to reply. “Return to Strathyre House. The MacLarens—Walter and his sister, Molly—are the only real family I have. I can hardly remember any Drummond relatives, after all, and few have ever visited me over the years I remained at Strathyre, much less ever requested I return home.” 

“Yet you cannot wed Walter MacLaren. He’s your brother-inlaw.”  

“Aye, that’s true, Majesty.”  She shrugged. “I suppose, in time, some suitable man will take me as his wife. However, I’m in no hurry to wed again.” 

“Nay, I suppose you’re not,”  Mary replied. “Still, I’d prefer you wed well, rather than poorly. And, if someday you wished to try and reclaim Drummond lands from your mess of squabbling relatives, it’d be wise to have a strong husband, from a strong clan, to aid you, wouldn’t you say?” 

Regan wasn’t quite sure where the queen was going with this, but some instinct warned she’d had some plan in mind all along. “Aye, a strong husband from a strong clan would be ideal. I’ll be sure to keep that in mind, when and if that time comes.” 

“Ah, but it has, lass.”  Mary’s mouth lifted in a triumphant smile. “Now that Iain has been cleared of all charges against him and found to be innocent as he has always claimed, I cannot think of a finer man for you to wed. Indeed, it’s my greatest desire for you to marry him.” 

The blood drained from Regan’s face. She stared, open-mouthed, at the queen.

“Och, don’t look so shocked, lass.”  Mary laughed. “There are women aplenty who’d swoon from happiness at the chance to take such a fine, handsome man as Iain Campbell to husband. I only wish I had given him more serious consideration myself when I was contemplating a second marriage. But I was headstrong and determined that wiser folk wouldn’t tell me who to wed. And who, indeed, was to tell me otherwise? But you . . . you’re fortunate. Wiser folk can, and will, tell you otherwise.” 

“But yer Majesty,”  Regan all but whispered, so tight now was her throat, “I don’t want to marry Iain. Though he wasn’t proven to be Roddy’s killer, he also wasn’t really proven not to be, either. And I could never marry him while there was still doubt.” 

Mary’s mouth tightened. “Well, in my mind, there is no doubt, and that’s all that matters. As is my will that you two should wed.” 

The room and faces before her began to whirl about. Regan felt hot, then cold, then hot again, and feared suddenly that she might be sick.

Wed Iain? Nay, it could never be. All she wanted was to leave behind him and that illusory life she had once, for a short time, lived at Balloch. All she wanted was to return to Strathyre, to abide once more among folk who were like her, who understood her and would always accept her.

Yet she was also well aware that the queen’s will was tantamount to an order. To refuse her was potentially to bring down her wrath not only on Clan MacLaren but on Clan Drummond as well. There seemed no way, absolutely no way, to decline.

But what of Iain? How did he feel about this? If he were also unwilling, surely the two of them together might sway the queen. Regan looked up, snared his gaze, and sent him a silent entreaty.

He stared back, his glance steady but lit from within by a fierce, burning fire. A fire that was both joyous and exultant. She knew then, even before Mary next turned to him, that her fate was sealed.

“And what of you, Iain Campbell?”  the queen asked, at last riveting the full force of her gaze on him. “Are you equally adverse to the idea of wedding a woman who still doubts your innocence in the murder of her husband?” 

As he wrenched his attention from Regan to Mary, his mouth quirked sadly. “It pains me greatly that Regan still mistrusts me, Majesty. I can but hope that, over time and close association, she’ll eventually see me for the man I am, a man who’d never commit such a dastardly deed. So, in answer to yer question, nay, if it’s yer will, then I’m not at all adverse to taking her as my wife.

“I am, after all,”  he said, inclining his head toward Mary, “yer most loyal and devoted servant.” 
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Though she could have demanded that Regan attend the supper meal, Mary apparently took some small measure of pity on her. Which was likely for the best, Regan thought as she hurried upstairs to her bedchamber. As tumultuous as were her emotions and the state of her stomach just now, if she had been forced to sit at table and even watch the food brought in, she feared she might become physically ill before them all.

It had been difficult enough to endure Seton’s endless droning as he laboriously read through all the parchments, when he could’ve summarized his conclusion in a few, brief sentences. Indeed, he might as well have just said Iain was innocent and been done with it. In her heart of hearts, Regan had suspected that would finally be the case at any rate.

But she had never anticipated that, once the investigation was finished, she’d be all but commanded to wed the prime subject of the investigation. It was beyond belief, much less understanding! And it was so unfair.

Not that a queen had to worry about what was and wasn’t fair, Regan thought sourly as she finally reached her bedchamber door and entered. She could do whatever she wished, and they must all obey. But Mary was a woman as well as a queen and must surely understand a woman’s horror of being forced to wed against her will. Why, oh why, had Mary chosen to turn on her like this?

Regan all but slammed the door closed, only to have someone give a squeak of surprise behind her. She whirled around. For some reason, Jane was there, sitting before the fire apparently warming herself against what had turned out to be a rather chill, mid-September night. Regan, however, was in no mood for company.

“I won’t be needing ye further this eve,”  she forced herself to say in what she hoped was a polite tone. “Ye may go, Jane.” 

“But won’t ye be wanting something to eat later?”  the maidservant asked. “Considering ye don’t seem to be attending the supper meal?” 

Regan choked back a laugh she feared might end up more a scream than anything else. “Nay,”  she ground out, walking over to stare out the window even as she fought to hide her sudden surge of tears. “I thank ye for yer consideration, but nay, I’ve no appetite, and likely won’t for a long time to come.” 

Jane finally must have taken her turned back and extended silence for a dismissal. “As ye wish, ma’am,”  she said at long last and departed the room.

Almost as soon as the door closed, Regan’s tears came. They weren’t, however, tears of sadness, but ones of fury and bitter frustration. They were all in a conspiracy against her! Mary, Niall, and Iain. Perhaps they had planned all this from the start.

Anne was the only one whom Regan doubted had had a hand in this. Regan had seen the shocked look on the other woman’s face, a look that quickly turned to one of compassion and concern as she had met Regan’s gaze after the queen’s startling pronouncement. Next, Anne had swung her glance to that of Iain, her gaze puzzled and questioning. Not that her friend had gained aught for her effort, Regan thought angrily. Iain’s expression had gone carefully blank by then.

Och, but she hated him, she did! Regan pounded her fists on the stone windowsill. He was a devious, cold-blooded manipulator. And he had likely been maneuvering her to his own purposes from the start.

But why? Of what possible use was she to him? The MacLarens had naught to offer. She held no right to any of that clan’s lands, or even Strathyre House. And, though Drummond lands were far larger and more profitable, was Iain really that interested in them? It seemed unlikely, leastwise for any wealth he might think to procure.

Though historically Clan Drummond had always been staunchly loyal to the Crown of Scotland, her cousin William Drummond was known to favor the faction of lords at Court who seemed to be distancing themselves from the queen. Perhaps Mary hoped to regain the allegiance of the Drummonds through Iain and his marriage to the Drummond heiress.

Iain had, after all, admitted he was the queen’s loyal and devoted servant. Perhaps it was his way of agreeing to all Mary was—and wasn’t—saying.

The sense of a trap closing around her filled Regan. Not that that should surprise her. She had been well aware that the exceedingly generous dowry William had sent to honor her marriage to Roddy had been a bribe. A bribe to keep her firmly bound to Clan MacLaren and far away from Drummond infighting and machinations for the chieftainship.

Nay, Regan had known but had chosen to pretend ignorance. She had, after all, wanted the marriage to Roddy. She had wanted to stay where she knew she was welcomed and loved.

But she was also tired of being used as the pawn of ambitious men, as well as now of a queen who was struggling to keep her crown. The problem was how to extricate herself from this newest and most untenable situation. If there were indeed any way to do so. 

Walter would have no influence with the queen, especially not against the Campbells’ overwhelming strength. And even if Regan could assure Mary that Clan Drummond would be loyal to her, with Regan as its chief, there seemed no way for her to secure that chieftainship all on her own. William wasn’t the only relative who’d prefer never to see her step foot in Drummond lands again.

Like a wheel turning on its axis, it all came back around to Iain. Regan’s brow furrowed in thought. If his main motive in wedding her was to gain Drummond support for Mary, perhaps there was some way to bargain with him. If she could procure Campbell aid in winning the chieftainship, with the assurance that she’d then keep Clan Drummond loyal to the queen, perhaps that would suffice to prevent this forced marriage.

It would solve so many problems. She’d avoid wedding Iain. She’d still be free to pursue an investigation of her own as to Roddy’s killer. And, if ever she discovered who that person was, even if it were indeed Iain Campbell, she’d then possess a certain amount of power to seek justice in her own right.

The problem lay in convincing Iain that he didn’t need to marry her to demonstrate his loyalty to Mary. All he had to do was support her in her quest to regain the Drummond chieftainship. There had never been any true affection for her in his heart, though he had been supremely adept at pretending it was so.

She smiled grimly. Iain Campbell was indeed his father’s son.

Regan lifted her chin, inhaled a deep breath, and made up her mind. Somehow, some way, she must convince Iain of the many advantages of her plan. Advantages that would serve both of them well. And, one way or another, Regan knew she must do so this very night.

He was, after all, her only hope of convincing Mary to change her mind. 
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As Iain rose to join the queen, Seton, Niall, Anne, and his mother for some after-supper talk and fellowship before the huge hearth fire at the end of the Great Hall, one of the servants ran up and slipped a note into his hand. He stared at the lad in bemusement, but the boy simply shook his head and hurried away. Only Niall saw the surreptitious act and lingered nearby while the rest of their party headed across the Hall.

“A secret admirer?” 

Iain shrugged and proceeded to open and read the note. As the words registered, excitement rippled through him. “Hardly,”  he replied with a grin, meeting Niall’s intent gaze. “It’s from Regan. She asks to speak with me in the library.” 

Niall gave a snort of disgust. “Have a care, cousin. She’s had time to reconsider and regroup. In fact,”  he added, a hard look darkening his eyes, “I’d better come with ye. Ye’re so besotted with her and the idea ye might finally take her to wife that ye’re in desperate need of a clearer perspective. A perspective from someone who won’t be distracted by a fetching face and form.” 

Iain had had all the unkind remarks about Regan he could take from his cousin. “And I thank ye kindly for yer offer. Her request, though, was to speak with me in private, and I intend to do so. Now, if ye’ll give my regrets to the ladies . . .” 

“Wait.”  Niall grabbed him by the arm, halting him.

Pointedly, Iain looked down at the hand on his arm, then up to Niall. “Leave it be, cousin,”  he growled. “I know what I’m doing.”  

“Ye forget the queen has already made her will in this clear.” 

“On the contrary, I’ve forgotten naught. And, despite what ye may think of me of late, I’m no fool.” 

With a sigh, Niall released him. “Most times, nay, ye’re certainly no fool. But when it comes to this particular woman . . .” 

“She’s to be my wife, whether she wishes it or not,”  Iain said softly. “I don’t need to grant her aught, and I’ll still have what I’ve desired for a long time now.” 

“Aye, true enough, but I know ye too well. Ye want more than her body. Ye want her love. And ye’ve a long way to go to acquire that, my friend. The question is, how much will ye sacrifice in the hopes of attaining it?”  

“I’ll sacrifice everything.”  At Niall’s startled expression, Iain grinned. “Everything but my clan, my queen, and my soul, that is.” 

The look of relief on his cousin’s face almost made Iain laugh out loud.

“Och, in that case,”  Niall said, “I suppose it’s safe to send ye on yer way.” 

“Aye, it most certainly is.”  With that, Iain turned on his heel and headed for the entry hall and the library.

He found Regan already there, standing before the hearth fire, her slender form silhouetted by the leaping flames. His throat went dry with longing, and his palms were suddenly damp, but Iain forced the unsettling thoughts from his mind, focusing instead on the confrontation to come. For a confrontation it would most certainly be, considering the stakes to be won or lost this night.

She must have heard him close the door. Regan turned. From across the room, their gazes locked. He felt something hot and powerful arc between them, but what it was he wasn’t sure. For all he knew, it could well be hatred, leastwise emanating from Regan.

There was naught to be done for it, however, but meet the battle head on. Iain strode toward the hearth and came to stand before her. She didn’t flinch or back away, only stared up at him with those incredibly rich brown eyes of hers, eyes, he noted, that were still a bit red and swollen, most likely from weeping.

“I came as soon as I received yer message,”  he said softly, filled with remorse that he had been the cause—at least partially—of her pain. “What do ye wish of me, lass?” 

She looked down to stare into the fire. “I need yer help.” 

He almost imagined that the entreaty had been all but physically wrenched from her. “If it’s within my power, ask and I’ll do it. But I cannot—I won’t—go against the queen’s desire for us to wed.” 

“Why not?”  Regan jerked up her head to impale him with a piercing stare. “In the end, what matters is that Mary have what she wants, and not the manner of how that’s achieved.” 

He angled his head to eye her. “Exactly what do ye imagine she really wants, lass?”  

“What else?”  She gave a shaky laugh. “She wishes to ensure the stability of her position. She wishes to gather as many allies about her as she can. But that can be done without forcing us to wed, Iain.” 

So, he thought, now we get to the heart of the matter. “How would our marriage help Mary in that regard?” 

“Ye know as well as I that she stands to lose Drummond support if my cousin William has his way. But if I was chosen clan chief—an undertaking only possible with Campbell support—she stands to regain Drummond allegiance.” 

“Aye,”  he agreed slowly, “that might well be part of her plan. A wise ruler hopes to gain more than one advantage from a political marriage. Somehow, though, I think Mary also possesses a tender, romantic side. I think she hopes our marriage will be a more successful and far happier one than she’s ever been blessed with.” 

“Then she doesn’t know us verra well, does she?”  Regan muttered through taut lips.

“On the contrary, she has come to know me reasonably well. I’ve been at Court several times now over the past five years of her reign here in Scotland. My mither, after all, spent four years at Court with her, as well as with her mither before her.” 

“And yer point is?” 

Iain chose to ignore the anger blazing in her voice and gaze. “My point is, Mary’s a friend, and friends help each other the best they can. True, she needs my loyalty and cooperation. But she also cares what becomes of me, cares for my happiness.” 

“Well, she’s mistaken if she imagines ye’ll ever find happiness wed to me!” 

“Indeed?”  Iain couldn’t help it. Regan’s vehemence filled him with amusement. “Yer hope for our wedded bliss is dismal, to be sure, and we’ve yet to speak our vows.”  

“And why shouldn’t it be dismal?”  she cried, rounding on him. “Not only am I still unconvinced of yer innocence in Roddy’s murder, but now ye conspire to marry me for political reasons. Whyever would ye imagine I’d be happy to take ye as husband?” 

“Och, I don’t know.”  He shrugged. “Mayhap because I love ye and would wed ye even without the queen’s command? Because I loved ye even before I knew ye were the Drummond heiress, not that I care one way or another about that even now.” 

She glared up at him for a long moment, speechless, then turned away. “Well, I don’t believe ye. Ye’re naught more than a far more charming replica of yer father. And ye well warned me about him many times already, so I’m forearmed.” 

Pain stabbed through him, and into its gaping hole came fury. “I didn’t tell ye about him so as to have ye turn my words against me, or to feed yer doubts and suspicions,”  he rasped. “Instead, I trusted ye with some of my deepest fears and failings.” 

For several seconds, Iain found he couldn’t go on, his sense of hurt and betrayal was that strong. Then reason returned. Regan had just been commanded to marry; she’d had no say in the matter whatsoever, and this coming on the heels of being widowed, losing her memory for a time, and then learning that the man who had taken her in might well be her late husband’s murderer. Her turning his words against him just now hardly mattered in comparison.

He dragged in an unsteady breath. “Forgive me for my anger,”  he said. “I’d imagine, at a time like this, my professions of love would mean little to ye. But, laying all that aside, the queen’s command is still an insurmountable obstacle. As I said before. I cannot—will not—defy her.” 

“But what if, instead, ye could convince her that I’d guarantee Drummond loyalty?”  She laid her hand on his arm and stepped close, her shining gaze almost his undoing. “What if ye and yer clan promised to help me regain what has always been mine? Then we wouldn’t have to wed, and Mary would still get what matters most to her.” 

“Aye, ye and Mary might indeed get what ye both desire,”  he said, clamping down on his renewed swell of pain. “But what would I, in the end, have for my efforts?” 

She seemed momentarily taken aback by that question. “Why, ye’d have served yer queen, ye would,”  Regan finally replied. “Indeed, we both would have. And isn’t that all that matters in the end?” 

“Nay, not for me, it isn’t.” 

As she stared at him, comprehension slowly brightened her eyes. Color drained from her face. “Will ye present my plan to the queen nonetheless?” 

“And why not just do it yerself?”  he ground out bitterly. “Then ye’ll know it was delivered properly, with no chance of it being twisted into something ye’d not like it to be. After all, I’m a liar and cut from the same cloth as my father. Why would ye trust me to do this in yer stead?” 

Regan had the good grace to blush. “Why else? Mary will receive it more favorably coming from ye. And I could accompany ye to verify my commitment to yer plan. But it must appear as if it were always yer idea.” 

“I don’t like it,”  Iain muttered. “It smacks too much of a lie.” 

She glanced up to the ceiling and sighed. “Then what would ye rather say?” 

He hadn’t even agreed to do this daft thing for her, and already she had him to the point of formulating his presentation to Mary. Still, Iain didn’t want Regan to think badly of him, and if this final effort on his part would soften her heart . . .

“How much will ye sacrifice?”  Niall’s question flashed across his mind. “I’ll sacrifice everything. Everything but my clan, my queen, and my soul . . .”  

Well, Regan wasn’t asking for any of those things. All she was asking was for him to relinquish the hope of ever having her love. His mouth quirked wryly. Mayhap, as Niall had said, when it came to this particular woman, he was indeed a fool.

“I’d rather say,”  Iain replied, his mind made, “that there might be a better way, and then leave the matter up to the queen. If ye think ye could finally and forever accept the outcome, whatever it might be.” 

Misgiving clouded her expression, and Iain could see her thoughts race. At long last, though, Regan nodded. “There’s naught more to be done for it, is there, if this plan doesn’t work?” 

“Nay, it wouldn’t appear so.” 

“Then, aye. I’ll accept the outcome. I may not like it, but I’ll accept it.” 
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Mary would have none of their plan. Regan had to give Iain his due, though. He tried his best to convince the queen of their alternate idea and, for a time, Regan even began to hope he might succeed. Then Mary asked him point-blank if he no longer wished to wed.

He shot Regan an anguished glance, then looked down, mumbling something about how he didn’t care to force her to marry him. The queen apparently saw through his dissembling and reworded her question slightly. “Do you love her?”  she asked.

After a long silence, in which Regan hoped as much for an aye as for a nay, Iain looked up, met the queen’s gaze, and answered that aye, he did indeed love her.

There was no swaying Mary after that. The marriage would take place in a week’s time, she informed them, and she’d honor their union by attending.
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Nothing more could be done after that but begin making wedding arrangements. Letters had soon been sent out to both Strathyre House and the Drummond relatives, requesting their presence at the upcoming marriage. And, to Regan’s surprise, five days later, William and his wife had arrived and then Walter but two hours ago, just in time for the next day’s ceremony. 

“What will ye do?”  he now asked her as they stood up on the roof walk, gazing at pewter-colored Loch Awe and storm-clouded skies. “Ye surely can’t mean to go through with this—this farce of  a marriage. Mayhap tonight, when all the castle’s fast asleep, we can sneak down to the stables and ride out.” 

“And go where?”  Regan sighed and shook her head. “We couldn’t return to Strathyre House. The Campbells would just come after us and likely destroy ye and yer home in the process of retrieving me. The queen has decreed Iain and I must wed, and no one would come to yer aid, Walter. Certainly not my cousin William or anyone else of Clan Drummond. Indeed, it surely suits William verra well to have me back under the control of yet another husband.” 

“Aye,”  Walter muttered, “I’m sure it does. But I can’t stand by and let ye be wed to that insufferably arrogant, back-shooting coward either. I owe ye—and Roddy—more than that poor bit of loyalty.”  

“Och, Walter, it’ll be all right.”  Regan turned and laid a hand on his arm. “Somehow, I’ll find a way through this. Iain’s a fool if he thinks he’s won just because he can finally take me to wife. I’ll never give up until I discover Roddy’s killer. And, living in such close, constant proximity to him as his wife, if Iain truly is the killer, I’m certain finally to discover the proof I need to convict him.

“Nay,” —she gave a sharp, resolute shake of her head—“he’ll rue the day he wed me, he will.” 

“Nonetheless, it sickens me to think of ye living with him. He may well bespell ye yet, and then ye’ll be helpless clay in his hands. And I’ll be too far away to aid ye.” 

“Och, Walter, Walter.”  Regan laughed softly, released his arm, and turned back to the view below. “There’s no one practicing the black arts in Kilchurn. That one worry ye may set aside forever.” 

“Well, be that as it may, I don’t think I can bear to watch ye wed on the morrow. It . . . it’ll sicken me, it will!” 

“Then who’ll stand by me as a representative of my family?” 

“William has already offered.”  Walter scowled. “Indeed, I barely dismounted after arriving here than he was at my side, demanding I tell ye that he, instead, should represent yer family before the queen.”  

She smiled sweetly. “A bit late to be claiming his strong familial bond and love for me, isn’t it? Nay, in this my will’s clear. Iain said it was my choice and mine alone. And I want ye, Walter, to be with me. Yer presence will give me the strength and courage I’ll need to go through with this.” 

He took her hand then, lifted it to his lips, and kissed it. “Then, for ye, sweet lass, I’ll do it.”  He paused, gave a harsh laugh. “Who knows? It may well be the chance I’ve been hoping for to finish off Iain Campbell once and for all. I’ll be near enough to take him by surprise before he has opportunity to react. And no one in chapel will be armed, save mayhap me, if I can smuggle in a dagger . . .” 

Recoiling from him in horror, Regan jerked her hand away. “Nay! Don’t even joke about such a thing! I made the mistake once of allowing ye to risk yer life to avenge Roddy. I won’t do so again. There are other ways.” 

“Aye, there are,”  he growled, his expression darkening, “but none as swift and satisfying as driving a dagger deep into his gut and watching him scream and writhe in his death agony. He deserves that and more, he does, for what he did to Roddy and what he intends still to do to ye.” 

Listening to him just then, a chill washed over her. His hatred of Iain, Regan realized, went much deeper than she had previously imagined. Indeed, as he had spoken of her, his voice had thickened, went husky with something akin to possessiveness, even desire. But that was ridiculous. Walter had never, in all their years of being together, shown even the slightest manly interest in her.

She must be so overwrought right now that she was imagining all sorts of strange things, Regan decided. After all, by tomorrow evening, she’d indeed be dealing with another husband’s marital overtures. She, who was still a maiden, would have a second husband.

“I can bear it, Walter.”  Regan forced a smile. “It’s no more than any woman must endure when she weds. So dinna fash yerself over me. It’s not worth risking yer life for, and certainly no reason to murder someone. We’ll get our chance in time. Just keep that ever before ye. Roddy will be avenged.” 

“But ye don’t understand . . .”  He gripped the top of a merlon and looked down. “It hurts, Regan. It tears at my gut, it does, to let ye go alone into this. Ye’re all I’ve left in this world, and I’ve missed ye. Och, how I’ve missed ye! I need ye home. I need ye home so verra badly!” 

She had never seen him in such pain. Impulsively, Regan stepped close, wrapped her arms about him, and laid her head on his shoulder. “Och, Walter, I know. I know,”  she crooned. “It’ll all work out. The Lord will see to that.” 

“N-nay, He won’t,”  her brother-in-law moaned, pulling her tightly to him. “God’s surely turned His back on us, to let all these terrible things happen to ye and me. And I don’t know what to do anymore. I’ve failed ye, I have. Ye, the only woman I’ve ever—” 

“Well, isn’t this a cozy little scene?” 

At the sound of Niall Campbell’s sardonic voice, Regan gave a gasp and jerked away from Walter. Though their embrace had been innocent enough, and he was her brother-in-law and hence family, she still couldn’t help the hot blood that filled her cheeks. But then, Niall didn’t bother to hide his distaste for her these days either.

“Ye could’ve been polite enough to warn us ye were there,”  Regan said, in her embarrassment taking the offense. “It isn’t courteous to sneak up on folk, ye know.” 

He eyed her with contempt. “But however would I discover such interesting things then? Like ye and yer brother-in-law in such close, loving intimacy?” 

Anger flashed through her. Her fists rose to rest on her hips. “We were in no such thing, Niall Campbell! And shame on ye for yer scurrilous accusations!” 

“Och, so that’s how it is, is it?”  He threw back his head and laughed. “Ye’re to be wed to my cousin on the morrow; I find ye in the arms of another man, and now I’m the villain?”  Niall’s glance narrowed. “Well, spare yer cleverness, madam. It’s wasted on me.” 

He then lifted his dark gaze to Walter. “A word to the wise, MacLaren. Keep yer distance from this woman, or ye’ll deal with me. Whether I like it or not, she’s soon to be my cousin by marriage, and a Campbell, no less. As clan chief, I protect what’s mine. Even,” he added with a scornful curl of his lip, “the likes of her.” 

With that, Niall wheeled about and stalked back to the stairs, leaving Regan standing there, so furious she couldn’t find words to fling at his retreating form. One thing was certain. Niall would waste no time running to tell Iain, and likely half the folk in Kilchurn, if he thought it would make any difference. If he thought it would prevent her and Iain’s marriage on the morrow.

Which wasn’t necessarily, Regan realized with a belated swell of irony, such a very bad thing.
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“Well, Mither?”  Iain asked, spreading his arms wide. “Am I suitably dressed for a grand wedding, with no less than the queen in attendance?” 

His mother walked over, straightened the Campbell clan crest fastening the smaller shoulder plaid draped across his chest, left shoulder, and back, tugged up the collar of the fine, white linen shirt beneath his jacket and doublet, then stepped back to critically survey him. “Aye, ye’ll do, and no mistake,”  she finally replied. “Ye always did have handsome legs to fill out trews, just like yer father.” 

With a wry grin, Iain glanced down at the fitted, long trousers and his simple leather shoes. “I but hope my bride thinks my legs equally as handsome. She is, in the end, the only one I really care to impress.” 

Mathilda gave a disdainful snort. “That’ll be a long time in coming, I’m afraid, if that day ever comes.”  She shook her head and sighed. “For the life of me, I don’t know what’s come over the lass. I used to think I knew her, and that she loved me as much as I’d come to love her. But not anymore. It’s like . . . like some other woman now inhabits her body. And it’s most certainly not any woman I care much for, much less want marrying my son!” 

“Och, Mither, dinna fash yerself.”  Iain walked over and took her  hands. “The old Regan we knew is still there. We must just give her time to sort it all out.” 

The blue eyes staring up at him filled with tears. “Och, I only hope ye’re right. I’ve waited so long for ye to find the woman of yer heart, and now . . . n-now ye’re to wed a lass who all but hates ye. Och,”  she cried, the tears now coursing down her cheeks, “I wanted so much more for ye, lad, than to end up in as loveless and unhappy a marriage as I had.” 

Compassion filled him, and he gathered her into his arms. “Mither, wheesht, wheesht,”  he murmured, holding her close. “It’s in the Lord’s hands. It’ll all work out, just ye wait and see. I love Regan. In time, I feel certain she’ll come again to love me.” 

“On the contrary, I wonder if she ever truly loved ye,”  Mathilda whispered from the haven of his arms. “Mayhap she truly is the sort Niall worries she is.”  She leaned back to stare up at him. “He told me, ye know, of her conspiring with that man in Dalmally, and that, just yesterday, he caught her up on the roof walk in the arms of her brother-in-law. Her brother-in-law, no less! I can’t think of a more immoral relationship!” 

Iain chuckled. “Well, I can think of a lot of relationships that are far more immoral. Still, be that as it may, just because Regan and Walter were holding each other doesn’t mean there was aught illicit in the act. Though I cannot say I care much for the man, mayhap Regan loves him as a brother. She did all but grow up with him. And they mayhap share a common love—and sorrow—for Roddy.” 

His mother eyed him with affectionate skepticism. “And I say ye’re far too trusting at times, lad.” 

“Och, I wasn’t saying I trust Walter MacLaren. I trust Regan. Trust that she’ll finally realize that she can depend on—and believe in—me.” 

“Well, ye can be certain I’ll be praying day and night for that to happen.”  She reached up, tenderly stroked his cheek, then pushed back against his arms.

He released her. “I was hoping ye’d do a bit more than pray, Mither. I was hoping ye’d warmly welcome Regan as yer new daughter-in-law.”  

“Indeed?”  Mathilda arched a brow. “Warmly? And this for a woman who accused ye of murder and tried to see ye convicted and hanged for it?” 

“I don’t believe it was personal. The circumstances surrounding her husband’s death somewhat implicated me, after all.” 

“She insulted ye and all ye’ve ever stood for, she did!” 

“Well, I’ve forgiven her. Can’t ye do the same?” 

Mathilda scowled. “I don’t know if I can.” 

“Even if I ask it? As a wedding gift to me?” 

She snorted. “I’d something more substantial than that in mind for yer wedding gift.” 

“And what gift would be finer than my wife welcomed into the clan and family?”  He smiled. “Think on it, Mither. How else are we to heal the painful rift that has opened between us and Regan? How else is she to begin to see us for what we truly are, rather than what her doubts, fears, and the lies of others have made us out to be? Indeed, if we don’t first model Christ’s love and forgiveness, when will she ever see it?” 

“Aye, ye’re right about that. She’ll certainly not see it from the likes of that unctuous Walter MacLaren, or from that conniving uncle of hers either.” 

Iain didn’t say anything but waited for her to mull it all over in her mind a bit.

Finally, Mathilda sighed. “Fine,”  she muttered, shooting him a wry glance. “For the Lord’s sake, and for yers, I’ll try once more to be her friend and to make her feel welcome. But if she betrays ye again . . . well, I don’t know what I’ll do then.” 

“We must be patient, and gentle, and understanding. Agreed?”  

She released yet another, even deeper, acquiescent breath. “Agreed.” 

“Good!”  Iain took her by one arm, twirled her around to face 

the door, and proceeded to escort her across the room. “Then let’s be on our way. It’s time we were attending a wedding!” 

His mother laughed. “Ye aren’t a wee bit overeager now, are ye, lad?” 

He grinned. “Nay, not at all. Not at all.” 
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With a disconcerting sense of déjà vu, Regan went through the wedding ceremony, wedding feast, and the entertainment and dancing afterward like a puppet manipulated by its master. She responded politely with a smile most times when spoken to, followed all requests directed her way without protest, and tried not to think too much about what she had vowed before God and the queen to do.

The wedding night would come soon enough, she well knew. Her glance strayed to Iain sitting to her right at table, talking now with Mary, the obvious guest of honor. He had asked her to dance when the musicians had first broken into a lively jig. She had pleaded that her ankle had begun to ache, what with the day-long rain that had come this morn, and didn’t feel up to any dancing. Though he had quietly studied her for a moment, Iain had finally relented and not troubled her about dancing again.

Still, no matter how amenable he had been about accepting her excuse, Regan had no doubt, when it came to consummating their wedding vows later, he’d not be so easily discouraged. And each time the realization managed to creep back into her mind, it filled her with renewed panic. No matter how determined she was to face what was to come with dignity and courage, the longer the evening dragged on, the more upset she became.

Sitting so close to her, Iain must have somehow sensed her rising anxiety. Finally, Regan saw him catch Anne’s gaze and motion to her. Niall’s wife rose from her seat on the queen’s other side and hurried down to him. Because he kept his head carefully angled away, Regan couldn’t quite catch what he said to Anne. His intent became crystal clear, however, when Anne next moved to her and bent to speak in her ear.

“Ye look like all the festivities are wearing ye down,”  her friend said softly. “Come, let’s leave and go to yer bedchamber.” 

Regan looked to Iain, but his head was already turned, once again speaking with Mary. Not that it mattered. She knew what he wanted. He wanted Anne both to calm her and prepare her for his imminent arrival.

“Aye, likely that’d be best.”  She pushed back her chair and stood. After taking her leave of the queen, Regan followed Anne from the Great Hall.

They walked in silence until they reached the bedchamber door and entered. Jane awaited them, but Anne soon sent her on her way. Then, pulling Regan along, she led her to the two chairs situated by the fire.

“Come, sit,”  Anne said, indicating one of the chairs. “Most everyone, the queen included, is so into his cups that none will ever know ye’re gone. And it helps to have a wee bit of time alone to yerself, after all the commotion and excitement of the day.” 

“Before Iain arrives, ye mean, to claim his marital rights.” 

Regan knew there was an edge of bitterness in her voice, but she didn’t care. She was fast becoming weary of being pulled and prodded to satisfy everyone else’s needs. But Anne was right. As tautly stretched as her nerves were, if she didn’t steal a few blessed minutes to herself, she feared she might snap.

Her friend moved close, placed both hands on Regan’s shoulders, and pushed her down into her chair. “Ye needn’t fear him,”  she then said after taking her own seat. “He’s a good, decent man. He won’t force the pace or be rough with ye.” 

“And how would ye know? Ye’ve never lain with him, have ye?”  Regan cried, regretting her outburst just as soon as the words had left her mouth. 

Anne’s expression never changed. “Nay. Never. We’re friends and have always been. I just know Iain, and know that he loves ye. That’s all, Regan.” 

Shamed, Regan lowered her gaze to her hands. “Forgive me,”  she whispered. “I just . . . I just feel like I’ve betrayed Roddy, marrying a man who may have killed him.” 

“But ye haven’t, dear friend. If ye just meet Iain halfway, ye’ll soon see the truth for yerself.” 

Regan lifted an anguished gaze. “It’s not as if I want him to be the killer. But I can’t trust my heart, Anne. It might cloud my judgment, blind me to the truth.” 

“Aye, sometimes it does, indeed,”  the other woman admitted. “But equally as often, if not more so, it speaks truer than any words ever could. The heart, after all, judges what lies beneath the surface of a man rather than what falls from his lips. The heart’s attuned to a silent language, but it’s the surest, truest language of all.” 

“Mayhap.”  Regan gave a sharp little laugh. “But I’ve learned not to hear that language, or trust it. Indeed, I trust verra little anymore.” 

“But ye can learn. Ye can learn again to hear with the ear of yer heart.”  

“How?”  The word was wrenched from the depths of her being. “How, Anne?” 

“By letting naught go by without being open to its true meaning. How else do we grow in knowledge and love of God, than by always being open to His voice, His holy Word? And, as we grow in that life, we do so by seeing and meditating on the fruits of our Savior’s words and actions. We grow closer by working to grow closer each and every day, because we want to.” 

“And that’s how I’ll also come to know Iain for the man ye claim he truly is? By being open to what his words and actions really mean, and by working to grow closer to him each and every day?” 

Anne smiled. “It’s a start, isn’t it? And it isn’t as if ye’re a stupid woman, easily led or deceived.” 

“Nay, I suppose not.”  Regan sighed. “It means seeing everyone and everything, though, in a different way.” 

“Is that such a bad thing? Sometimes, when one begins to view everything with a clearer eye and more open heart, one sees reality a lot more easily. And, in the end, isn’t that what matters, no matter what that reality actually is?” 

Regan knew Anne spoke true. Problem was, it wasn’t as easy to change one’s way of seeing things as she made it out to be. One’s beliefs were built over many years, like rocks piled one atop the other. To risk pulling out one of the lowest ones, one of the ones that all the others were stacked upon, threatened to topple everything. What would be left, if all the rocks upon which she had heretofore built her life came tumbling down? What would she have? What would she be then?

She wasn’t like Iain, who wasn’t afraid of anything. With the return of her long-term memory, Regan realized that now. She had always been afraid. Afraid of the next blow life would give her. The next loss. The uncertainty of each passing moment. And she didn’t know how to change, where to begin, or even if she had the necessary strength and courage.

Because she had no answer, leastwise not right now, Regan chose not to reply to her friend’s question. Instead, she rose, deciding it best—or at least easiest—to change the subject.

“Since we sent Jane away,”  she said, “would ye help me ready myself? I’m sure Iain will be on his way verra soon.” 

Anne smiled and climbed to her feet. “Aye, I’d wager he will. He’s verra happy to take ye to wife, after all.”  She hesitated, drew in a deep breath, then met Regan’s gaze. “I’d ask a boon of ye, if ye would.” 

Regan cocked her head. “Ask it, and if it’s within my power, ye know I’ll do it.” 

The silver-eyed woman looked her straight in the eye. “Be kind to him this night, if ye can. If not for his sake, then for mine.” 

Be kind to him this night . . . What a thing to ask of a woman who had never lain with a man. But then, Anne didn’t know that. And neither did Iain, or leastwise, not yet.

“I’ll try,”  she softly replied. “For yer sake, if not for his, I’ll try.” 
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Iain stood outside the bedchamber door, marveling at how rapidly his heart was beating. He was as nervous as some lad, he was, he, who had never felt the least intimidated by any lass, whether she be peasant or queen. But then, this particular woman was now his wife. Whatever transpired between them tonight might well set the tone for their lifelong relationship.

Did she dread his arrival, or was she just resigned to her fate? Iain felt reasonably certain Regan wasn’t eagerly anticipating his presence in her bedchamber, no matter what Anne’s assurances had been when she had finally returned to inform him his wife was waiting. And no one still present at the wedding festivities had likely thought so either, if the polite smiles and subdued well wishes were any indication.

But none of that mattered anymore. What mattered was Regan and the wedding night to come. He only wanted it to go pleasantly for her. He didn’t hope for anything more.

“Help me, Lord,”  he said softly. “Help me to ease her way this night, and let this be the first step in winning her heart anew.” 

Then, squaring his shoulders, Iain rapped on the door. There was a long enough pause that he began to wonder if she had even heard him, before a low “Enter”  came. He immediately grasped the handle and shoved open the door.

Save for the red-gold light of the hearth fire, the room was swathed in shadow. Iain looked to the bed. Regan wasn’t there. He scanned the rest of the room and found her standing at the open window, her back turned to him. Inhaling a deep breath, Iain walked in and closed the door behind him. 

She was dressed in a long, white night rail, covered by a sleeveless, green velvet bed robe. Her thick mass of hair was loose and hung down her back almost to her waist. Iain’s throat went dry. Standing there, silhouetted by moonlight now that the rain and clouds had passed, she looked beautiful.

So very, very beautiful . . . and his.

He strode over to the low chest placed at the foot of the bed and quickly shed his plaid, jacket, and doublet. Then, clad in trews, shirt, and shoes, Iain crossed the room to stand behind her, placing his hands on her shoulders.

Instantly, Regan tensed, then relaxed. Likely forced herself to relax, he thought grimly. Still, it was evident she was trying, and that heartened him.

They stood there for a time, both gazing out on the star-filled night. Iain considered and quickly discarded several opening gambits, deciding they all sounded either stilted or inane. Finally, though, as his glance caught on a particular constellation, he found himself talking about it.

“That’s Ursa Major,”  he said. “Can ye see it? It looks like some water dipper in the sky.” 

Regan was silent for a long moment, until Iain began to fear she didn’t wish to speak with him.

“Aye,”  she said of a sudden, “now I see it.” 

“Do ye know aught of constellations, lass?” 

“Verra little.” 

“Most ancient cultures saw pictures in the stars of the night sky, and many tales as to the origins of those star groupings soon developed. Indeed, by the fifth century before Christ, most of the constellations had come to be associated with myths. The myth of Ursa Major evolved from the tale of Jupiter and his lover, Callisto, whom Jupiter’s jealous wife, Juno, changed into a bear. She’s the constellation Ursa Major, and her son by Jupiter is the nearby Ursa Minor.” 

She shot him a quick glance over her shoulder. “Ye sound as if ye’ve studied the constellations most thoroughly. Stars and roses. Ye never cease to amaze me with the scope of yer knowledge.” 

“Och,”  Iain replied with a chuckle, “I only know a verra little about a lot of things. Comes with reading most of the books in Balloch’s—and Kilchurn’s—libraries.” 

“I’ve read everything in Strathyre’s library,”  Regan said. “Unfortunately, that only consisted of about ten books. The MacLarens never had much money for such luxuries, after all.” 

“Well, they did the best they could, I suppose. And ye won’t want for books anymore.” 

“Nay, I suppose I won’t want for a lot of things now, will I?” 

Though her words seemed to convey one meaning, the sadness in her voice said something entirely different. His grip tightened on Regan’s shoulders. “I didn’t mean to imply that material goods are the only route to true happiness, lass. Ye won’t lack for love and the warmth of family and friends either. I promise ye that.” 

“So, ye’re all willing to forgive and forget, are ye?” 

“Where hurt has been given, aye.”  Ever so gently, Iain turned Regan around to face him. “As I hope that, someday, ye can do the same. But, more importantly, ye and I begin a new life this day. Can’t ye give me a second chance to prove to ye who I really am?”  

She sighed and shook her head. “I’m not worth yer time or effort. Truly, I’m not.” 

“And I don’t believe that.” 

Regan’s laugh was strident. “Then don’t blame me later, when ye finally do. I tried, after all, to warn ye.” 

He caught her chin in his fingers and lifted her gaze to meet his. “What did they do to ye all those years,”  he demanded hoarsely, “to make ye think so poorly of yerself? By all that’s holy, if I knew who had done this, and if they still lived, I vow I’d soon make them pay for their cruelty!” 

“It’s too late.”  She wrenched her chin away. “And it’s over and done with. What matters is now, this night, and what ye plan to do to me .” 

Her abrupt change of topic took Iain by surprise. But then, on closer consideration, he supposed what she had said was true. The past, however unpleasant it may have been, was tucked away, safe and sound, while tonight still loomed before her.

Iain smiled down at her. “I had hoped we might lie together as man and wife. If ye don’t think that’d be too distasteful for ye.” 

“I suppose I can stand aught, as long as it’s not verra painful, and soon done with.” 

There was something about her reply that gave Iain pause. “And why wouldn’t ye know exactly how it’d be? I’m not yer first husband, after all.” 

“Aye, but ye’re—”  She flushed crimson. “Ye’re the first . . .” 

“The first what, lass?”  he asked, after patiently waiting for her to continue. Then realization dawned. “Are ye yet a maiden?” 

“A-aye.” 

“But how? Ye were wed.” 

“How else?”  Her sharp, short laugh shattered the silence. “On our wedding night, Roddy was too drunk to be gentle with me, and I fought him. The next thing I knew, he’d passed out. I ran off and hid from him after that. And when he couldn’t find me later, he rode away with his men to reive yer cattle.”  She dragged in a shuddering breath. “He returned to me on a plaid carried by his men. Returned dead.” 

Iain choked back his incredulity. Could it be true? But then, what purpose would it serve for her to lie?

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” 

He reached up to stroke her cheek. The skin was smooth, flawless. Almost of its own accord, his finger wended its way to her mouth, which he then gently circled.

“Ye still haven’t answered my question.”  The look she shot him was wary and anger bright.

Iain frowned. “What question?” 

“Will ye be quick about it, and not make it painful?” 

“I won’t force ye, if that’s what ye’re asking. I love ye, lass, and I don’t wish for our marriage to begin with pain or fear or disgust. Indeed, if ye desire, we can wait a time to consummate our vows. Until ye’re more of a mind to do it, I mean.” 

“I just want ye to be done with it!” 

She was so afraid. He could see it in her eyes, hear it in her voice.

“That’s not how a husband and wife love each other, lass. Not in some hurried, furtive, shamefaced way. Our union’s blessed by God, and blessed in every way. What we share between us in the marriage bed is equally blessed—and beautiful.” 

“I-I wouldn’t know.”  Regan clenched shut her eyes. “In truth, I don’t think I want to know.” 

He took her in his arms then, because he couldn’t think of anything else to do to ease her fears. As Iain pulled her close, however, her eyes snapped open, and she stared up at him with wide, wary eyes.

“Would ye at least let me kiss ye, lass?”  he asked, gentling his voice as best as he could. “That’s not such a horrible thing, is it?” 

The terrified light in her eyes seemed to dim a bit. “Nay, I suppose not.” 

Iain slid his hand up her back to cradle her head in one hand. Then, ever so slowly, he lowered his mouth toward hers. When their lips were but a hair’s breadth apart, Regan closed her eyes.

He kissed her with consummate care, tenderly caressing her slightly parted lips, neither rushing nor overwhelming her. After a surprisingly short time, she began to relax. Her hands came up to entwine about his neck. She arched against him.

A sweet, savage joy exploded within Iain. He felt his tightly held control slip a bit and forced himself to pull back, end the kiss.

Regan stared up at him with a sated, glazed expression. She was more ready and willing, Iain realized, than she was even aware of, or leastwise, able to admit. For the first time this eve, he thought there might be hope.

“Will ye trust me that the rest of our coupling will go just as pleasantly?”  he asked, his voice gone husky and deep with a barely contained emotion. “All I ask is ye give me a chance, lass. Just one chance.” 

She eyed him skeptically. “Ye sound verra sure of yerself.” 

He chuckled. “Only on the surface, to be sure. Inside, I’m shaking.” 

“Nay, not ye.”  A wobbly little smile tipped one corner of her mouth. “Not the great Iain Campbell.” 

“But ye don’t understand, wife,”  he said, his own smile slowly stretching into a grin. “It only matters that ye imagine me great. Ye are, after all, the only woman I must please from here on out.” 

As if considering his statement, Regan’s brow furrowed in thought. Then, seemingly having made up her mind, she nodded. “Aye, I suppose ye’re right about that. And, since just this day I did make those holy vows, I likely owe ye at least one chance.” 

Iain laughed and, grasping her beneath her legs, swung her in his arms. “But one chance, and just one chance, only?” 

His suddenness in picking her up must have set all the old terrors into motion again. Regan clenched shut her eyes for an instant, then inhaled a deep breath and opened them.

“Pray, let’s take this one step at a time, shall we?”  she finally asked. “I am a maiden, after all.” 

“Aye,”  Iain replied as he turned on his heel and made his way to the bed. “But only for a verra short time more. A verra short time, indeed.” 



14 

Regan woke the next morn to sunlight streaming in the window, a gentle breeze tugging at the heavy velvet bed draperies, and a sense of immense relaxation and satisfaction. She yawned, stretched, and momentarily reveled in the play of muscles and sinew working out all her body’s nocturnal kinks.

Then remembrance of the past night came flooding back. She froze. Iain . . . their wedding night . . . She looked to her left and found the expanse of bed empty. The imprint of another body, however, was plain on the sheets and second pillow. It hadn’t been a dream.

Yet, as her thoughts flew back, recalling him and his loving, the memories did indeed possess a dreamlike quality. A soft smile touched Regan’s lips. Iain had been true to his word. What they had shared had been blessed—and beautiful.

He was tender, gentle, and exquisitely patient, and she soon thrilled to his kisses, the touch of his hands. Afterward, it seemed the most natural thing in the world to snuggle close to him, lay her head upon his broad, hair-roughened chest, and fall asleep in the protective clasp of his arm. She would’ve almost, she thought with a giggle, had imagined herself some wanton woman, if not for the fact that she was wed. She never imagined herself capable of such an ardent response. 

Some woman’s instinct told her, though, it was the man who elicited such a response in a woman, playing her like some beloved clarsach, his fingers plucking the strings with such care until the harp—and the woman—sang with the most stirring, heartfelt music. And not just any or every man either. Regan knew that now.

Even if Roddy hadn’t come to her that night in a drunken state, she wondered now if he could’ve ever loved her like Iain had last night. Though she had loved him like a brother, Regan also knew Roddy’s heart. He had never, ever, possessed the depth and breadth and richness of character that she had glimpsed in Iain in but a few short months.

Yet Roddy at least had always been forthright with her. Though she suspected he hid one of his motives for wedding her—to prevent her from making any Drummond leadership claims—Regan knew he had done it to spare her feelings, to keep her safe. In his own way, Roddy had truly and deeply loved her.

Iain, on the other hand, she wasn’t entirely sure about. It still made no sense for him to want to take her as wife. True, the queen had commanded it, but Regan felt reasonably certain if Iain had truly wanted to protest that decree, Mary would’ve relented. It was more than evident the queen had a soft spot for Iain in her heart. A very soft spot, indeed.

Regan pushed up in bed and wrapped her arms about her drawnup knees. Did Iain perhaps hope, by wedding her, to silence once and for all the suspicion she had cast upon him for Roddy’s murder? But then, it would suit Mary’s needs as well to silence the accusations—accusations that couldn’t conclusively be proven one way or another—made against one of her most loyal supporters.

She sighed and rested her chin on her knees. Why does it always come back to this? Regan wondered. Even after last night and all the truly astonishing pleasure she had experienced in Iain’s arms, her old, inherently mistrustful nature inevitably regained its hold. Why couldn’t she listen more with her heart, like Anne had suggested she should? What did she really have to lose, when all she had ever loved had either ridden away, never to return, or never wanted her to begin with?

Regan shivered and clenched shut her eyes. Och, she well knew what she risked losing. Iain was the most magnificent of men. He touched her to the deepest parts of her being with his kindness, his humor, his love of learning, and his openhearted, generous nature. And, after last night, he had touched her on yet another level. Now, she was as physically drawn to him as she was emotionally and intellectually.

Someday, though, he’d leave her—or she’d have to leave him. Her deepest fear was that, either way, she couldn’t endure that devastating sort of loss again. Yet what choice was left her but to continue on the path she had begun just yesterday, when she had made her marriage vows before God? More than the queen’s command led her now. She had made her promise to the Lord. That vow bound her more surely than any ever made to man.

Her hands came together in a prayerful clasp. Regan lifted her thoughts heavenward. Dear Lord, the road that lies before me is hidden, and I’m so afraid. I obeyed the queen and married Iain, never once considering if it was Yer will that I do so. If that was wrong, forgive me. Show me what I must next do. And if it was right, give me the strength to face what lies ahead with courage and love. 

Father Henry spoke true, after all, that day he took me to task for agreeing to Walter’s plan. I did stand on a threshold and could never turn back. That day, though I couldn’t see it then, I began a new path, a path I’ve yet to comprehend verra clearly. I only pray that I’ve chosen the true path. 

The path that, in the end, will lead me where Ye’ve always meant for me to go. 
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Though he would’ve far preferred remaining with Regan this morn, Iain couldn’t risk William Drummond leaving Kilchurn before he’d had a chance to talk with him. And, as luck would have it, Iain met the man and his wife walking from the Great Hall just after they finished their breakfast.

He wasted no time in striding over to them. After a brief nod of greeting to William’s wife, Iain looked directly at the other man. “If ye please, I’d like a word with ye in private.” 

William arched a bushy gray-blond brow. “And aren’t ye up rather early on the morn after yer wedding? I’d have thought ye would’ve far preferred spending it in the arms of yer bonny wife than with the likes of me.” 

Iain smiled thinly. “It’s because of my bonny wife that I need to spend this time with ye, Drummond.”  He stepped aside, half turned, and indicated the library. “This won’t take long, I assure ye.” 

The other man shrugged, then glanced at his wife. “Well, Clara, if ye can see to the final preparations for our journey, I’ll soon rejoin ye.”  

She eyed him uncertainly, then nodded and hurried away.

As soon as they were within the library’s secluded confines, Iain motioned for William to take one of the chairs at the head of the table. Iain seated himself in one of the others.

“Since I see ye’re eager to begin yer journey home,”  he then began, “I won’t waste either yer time or mine. Through Regan, Clan Drummond’s now aligned by bonds of marriage with Clan Campbell. Which means, of course, that ye’ve gained some verra powerful allies.” 

“Allies,”  the other man replied smoothly, “Clan Drummond’s greatly pleased to have.” 

“Such an alliance, however, comes with a few requirements.”  Iain leaned forward. “But then, ye’re a practical man, aren’t ye, Drummond? Ye knew that such a privilege was a two-edged sword.” 

The meager smile on William’s lips faded. “What do ye wish of me, Campbell?” 

“There’s been some concern of late over yer political leanings. Rumor has it ye prefer the lords who support the Earl of Moray over his sister.”  

“Mary has made a fool of herself with her marriage to Darnley!”  William’s mouth tautened to a hard-edged smirk. “And worst of all, she’ll never renounce her papist loyalties. Ye know that as well as I, ye who belong to a clan who follows the Reformed Kirk.” 

“Not all of Clan Campbell follows the Reformed Kirk,”  Iain growled. “Still, be that as it may, this branch of Clan Campbell has chosen to cast their lot with the queen. And we expect that same loyalty from all our family, be they of blood ties or marital ones.”  Iain leaned back. “Do I make myself clear, Drummond?” 

The other man’s gaze narrowed to fiery, furious slits. “Aye, ye’re plain enough. And what am I to gain for turning my back on Moray and his friends? Because I’ll need more than just the assurance of yer continued friendship, I will.” 

Iain well knew what Drummond wanted. Still, he wished to hear it from the man’s own lips. “What exactly did ye have in mind?” 

“What else?”  He shrugged. “I’d like the same agreement I made with Roddy MacLaren, before I gave him leave to wed Regan. That ye’ll promise not to allow her ever to make a claim for the Drummond chieftainship.”  William smiled. “Keep her, instead, occupied with matters of yer home and lands. Keep her busy bearing ye the bairns I’m sure ye need to secure yer succession. It should be a pleasant enough task, after all. Regan’s a bonny, well-formed lass. And Roddy certainly saw no difficulties with our plan.” 

“But Roddy MacLaren,”  Iain said silkily, “is now dead. And I don’t care much for yer offer.” 

Drummond’s face turned red, but he wisely held on to his temper. “And what good would it do ye, Campbell, to see yer wife as clan chief? Ye’re tanist. Ye might one day be chief. Ye don’t need our meager wealth or men.” 

“Nay, I don’t, whether I always remain clan tanist or one day become chief. Truth is, though, ye’re in no position to bargain with me. Just do as I suggest in regards to Mary, and that’ll suffice.” 

“So, ye mean to use Regan to gain control of Clan Drummond, do ye?” 

Iain eyed the other man who, if his stiff shoulders, fisted hands, and murderous glare were any gauge, appeared as if he were about to leap across the table and attack him. “Nay, I didn’t say that. I’ve no need—leastwise no personal need—to acquire control of yer clan.” 

William sagged back in his chair. “So ye’ll not permit Regan—” 

“I’ll not encourage Regan,”  Iain was swift to correct him. “I won’t, however, discourage her if she one day expresses a wish to seek control of her clan. Still, if ye’re verra fortunate, mayhap she’ll never wish to do so. Personally, I can’t see why she would. Attempting such an undertaking, after all, would be like wading into a nest of vipers.”  

He shoved back his chair and stood. “So, are we now of a common understanding and commitment, Drummond?” 

William shot him a mutinous glance, then quickly looked down. “Aye, since it seems I’ve little other choice,”  he replied with a sullen edge to his voice, “I suppose we are.” 

“Good. Then I wish ye a pleasant journey home.” 

Iain pushed in his chair and gave the other man a curt nod. Then, without another word, he strode across the library and out the door. 
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Mary and her entourage departed for Edinburgh the next day—according to Anne, most reluctantly. Plans were made, as well, for Iain and his group to return to Balloch the day after. It was past time, he informed Regan, to get back, considering the harvest was all but over and had, of necessity, gone on without his oversight as was the usual custom.

She knew she was to blame for the extended stay at Kilchurn but was grateful nonetheless that neither he nor Mathilda made an issue of it. Still, it was difficult saying her farewells the next morn, especially to Anne, as Niall kept his distance save for a curt but polite kiss on the cheek and proffered wishes for a safe journey home.

“Come back and visit us soon,”  Kilchurn’s lady whispered as she gave Regan one final hug. “We’re cousins by marriage now, as well as sisters of the heart.” 

Regan’s eyes misted with tears. “Aye, that we are. I can’t thank ye enough for yer continued friendship and trust in me, even when things looked their bleakest. Mayhap, in time, ye can come and visit us at Balloch.”  The thought gave her momentary pause, and she laughed. “It still sounds strange, speaking of Balloch like that. As if I now truly belong there, that it’s my home.” 

Anne chuckled. “Aye, it was that way for me as well, once Niall and I wed. That I was truly lady of such a grand place as Kilchurn. But ye’ll get used to it soon enough, ye will.” 

“Aye, I suppose . . .”  At Iain’s smiling approach, Regan’s voice faded.

Both women turned to him. His attention, however, was riveted on Regan, his gaze so intent and loving that she couldn’t help but blush with sudden shyness. Even now, three days since their wedding, the fierce-burning fire in his eyes whenever he looked at her made her heart leap with a giddy happiness.

“It’s time we were going, lass,”  he said in that wonderful, deep voice of his. “We’ve a long three days’ journey back to Balloch, after all.” 

“And what of me?”  Anne demanded just then with a laugh. “Have ye totally forgotten about me, Iain Campbell, now that ye’ve finally found yer lady love?” 

“Och, of course not, lass,”  he replied, wrenching his glance from Regan with what could only be described as a great effort. He stepped over and took Anne into his arms. “Ye’d not allow me to do so, even if I tried. Not that I ever would, mind ye. I love ye, lass.” 

“But only as a sister,”  Anne said with a mischievous grin.

“Aye, of course.”  Iain grinned back. “Niall would sever my head from my neck if I attempted aught else, and well ye know it.”  He gave her a kiss on the cheek, then released her and stepped back. “Fare ye well, lass. I’ll miss ye and that pigheaded lout of a husband of yers.” 

“A pigheaded lout, am I?”  Niall asked, choosing that moment to join them. He sidled up to his wife and slipped a hand about her rapidly thickening waist. Their gazes met, and some silent and very warm and personal message arced between them.

Regan envied them their deep comfort and closeness with each other. She supposed, over time, she and Iain might eventually share such an intimate relationship as well. If she could ever come to trust him and, even more importantly, trust herself.

A touch on her arm drew her attention away from Niall and his wife. Regan turned to Iain.

“Come, lass. We must be going.” 

She nodded, then paused for an instant more to look to Anne and Niall. “Farewell. And thank ye again for yer most wonderful hospitality.” 

Anne smiled. Her husband met her glance with a stern look, the merest tightening of his lips, and brusquely nodded in reply. Then Iain escorted her over to the horses, where he helped her mount. A few minutes more, and they were riding from Kilchurn.

The morning sun glinted off the waters of Loch Awe, reflecting shards of light in all directions. In the distance, Ben Cruachan was dusted with a fresh coating of snow. A chill breeze whipped down, setting hair and cloaks to fluttering. The trees, adorned in gold, rusts, and browns, were already beginning to shed their leaves. Winter wouldn’t be long in coming to the Highlands.

But this year, Regan realized as their party soon left behind the great stone fortress of Kilchurn Castle, she’d spend the frigid winter months far from all that she had known and loved. She’d spend it as the wife of a man she’d have never, in a hundred thousand years, imagined now to be calling husband. Yet the consideration, as much as she strove to deny it, wasn’t all that unpleasant.

Nay, not that unpleasant at all.
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After three days of rain alternating with sleet, they finally arrived at Balloch Castle. At Iain’s insistence, the three women immediately entered the keep to get out of the inclement weather, while he and the rest of the men unloaded their belongings and put up the horses. Regan and Mathilda had no sooner removed their damp cloaks and handed them to Jane, however, than Margaret, the head cook, hurried over to greet them. 

“Och, yer timing couldn’t be better, m’lady,”  Margaret said, halting before Mathilda. “I’ve a pig roasting on the spit, in the hopes ye’d be here this eve, but there’s still the accompanying dishes to prepare. Would ye prefer cullen skink with some chunks of smoked haddock or yesterday’s Scotch broth for the soup? And would stovies and cabbage do for the vegetables, besides a nice raisin and spiced bread pudding for ‘afters’?” 

Iain’s mother opened her mouth to reply, then paused. “Of course ye wouldn’t know this as yet, Margaret, but Regan and Iain were wed just a week ago at Kilchurn. So ye really must now defer to her in all household matters.” 

As the cook murmured her congratulations, Regan turned a shocked gaze on Mathilda. True enough, as Iain’s wife, she did now outrank his mother as lady of Balloch. But she hadn’t thought Mathilda would care to relinquish her authority, much less do so quite so quickly.

“Ye needn’t do this,”  she said in a low voice. “It doesn’t seem right, much less fair to ye.” 

“And do ye imagine yerself unsuited to take on these tasks, child?”  Mathilda arched a brow. “Because if ye do, ye must soon learn them at any rate. Whether ye wish it so or not, it’s the proper way of things.” 

“Well, over the years, I’ve pretty much taken charge of Strathyre’s household when I lived there,”  Regan said. “Balloch, however, is far larger, and I’m sure the running of it’s also more complex. I’d appreciate any advice ye might be able to offer.” 

“Even in deciding what we’re to have for the supper meal?” 

Struck by the ridiculousness of that minor undertaking, Regan laughed. “Och, nay, I suppose I am up to that particular task.”  She met Margaret’s considering stare. “Save yerself the extra work. Yesterday’s Scotch broth will be even tastier today, so let’s have that for the soup. And all the rest of yer suggestions are most appropriate too.”  She paused. “Is there aught more ye’d ask of me, Margaret?” 

The woman shook her head. “Nay, m-m’lady. That’ll do nicely. With that the head cook backed off a few paces, then bobbed a curtsy and hurried away.

Jane, still clutching the cloaks, sidled over. “Er, excuse me, m’lady,”  she said, glancing from Regan to Mathilda and then back to Regan. “Now that we’re home, would ye both be wishing for me to continue to wait on ye, or would m’lady Regan prefer some other serving maid?” 

Regan wasn’t sure how to answer her. She looked to Mathilda. 

Iain’s mother smiled. “Likely Regan will need her own serving maid, but until we can talk over her needs in the next day or so, ye can continue to serve us both.”  She glanced at Regan. “If that’s to yer liking, of course, child?” 

“Aye.”  She nodded. “That’s most satisfactory.” 

As the men finally walked in with the bags of belongings, Jane curtsied and left with the cloaks. “We need to sit down and work through the details of both our new roles here, don’t we?”  Regan asked her companion.

Mathilda nodded. “Aye. It’d help the transition and lessen the staff confusion, it would.”  She watched the men carry the bags up the stairs to the bedchambers, then turned back to Regan. “Why don’t I have one of the kitchen help prepare us both a nice mug of hot cider and bring it up to yer bedchamber in about a half hour? That’d give us about an hour or so to discuss the basics before the supper meal. Then, on the morrow, we can continue with the details.” 

Relief flooded Regan. Though Mathilda had been most courteous since Regan and Iain’s wedding day and had warmly welcomed her into the family, Regan had still felt a certain reserve from Iain’s mother. Despite that continuing reserve, it appeared the older woman was willing to help rather than hinder her transition into her married life at Balloch. It was more than she had dared hope for.

She smiled. “That’d be most appreciated, m’lady.” 

“Mither.” 

Regan frowned in puzzlement. “I beg pardon?” 

“If ye would, I’d like ye to call me Mither. If ye’d feel comfortable doing so, of course. If not, Mathilda will do. But I’m not above ye now, child. If aught, I’m below ye.” 

“Nay!”  She flushed. “Never, never, think that. It’s I who feel the usurper, and a most undeserving one in the bargain.” 

“Yet ye’re now my son’s wife, and he is lord of Balloch Castle.” 

Unable to meet Mathilda’s steady gaze, much less comprehend why the other woman would offer her such kindness, Regan looked down. She felt shamed and humbled. No matter the pain she had caused the son—and she had, no matter how justified she had felt in doing so—the mother still treated her with fairness and courtesy.

Regan knew she could do no less.

“Will ye help me, Mither?”  she asked at last, meeting Mathilda’s now piercing appraisal. “To be a fit wife and mistress of Balloch? I’d try to do so, but I fear I cannot do it half so well as ye without yer support and assistance.” 

“For Iain’s sake, aye, I’ll do so and gladly.” 

So, the barriers were still there, Regan realized. But at least Mathilda was willing to try. It was a beginning, and it was more than enough.

“Thank ye, Mither.”  With a nod, Regan turned and made her way up the stairs to her bedchamber.
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As Iain’s wife, Regan soon discovered she was no longer permitted to use the old chamber she had been given when she first arrived at Balloch. Or, leastwise, she learned that just as soon as Iain finished seeing to the unloading and care of the horses and found her in her old bedchamber.

Luckily, Mathilda had the sense to figure out where she had gone and met Regan there a half hour after they last parted. They discussed castle affairs until time for the supper meal. Afterwards, she joined Iain and Regan for a short while and sat before the fire in the Great Hall. She soon, however, pleaded exhaustion and retired. Not long thereafter, Regan’s lids began to droop.

“Time for bed, is it?”  her husband asked, amusement in his voice.

Regan was instantly awake. “Och, nay. I’m good for another two or three hours, I am.” 

Iain chuckled. “Well, be that as it may, I’m not.”  He rose from his chair and extended a hand.

She looked from it back up to him. “Aye? Must I go to bed because ye wish to?” 

“Normally, nay. But once I leave, there’ll be no one to carry ye up to bed when ye fall asleep. Which ye and I both know ye’ll soon do. So, best ye come with me now.” 

There was no point in arguing, she supposed. And she was weary. Regan just didn’t know if she was ready for another physical encounter with her husband. Between the onset of her women’s courses the day after their wedding and the lack of privacy on the journey home, she and Iain hadn’t lain together since that first night. But they were safe and soundly home now, and her courses had ceased. There was no further excuse possible for avoiding him.

Not that she in truth wished to avoid him, Regan admitted to herself as she took his hand, rose, and made her way across the Great Hall. Not out of fear or loathing at any rate. Well, not out of fear of him . What she feared were emotions, emotions that threatened to seize her heart and send her careening down a similar path to renewed loss and pain.

With each passing day, it became harder and harder to remain closed to Iain, to maintain her objectivity. Since their wedding night, he had seemed to relax around her, become again the man she had come to know during those early days and weeks together. He laughed again, was ever solicitous of any and all of her needs, and his love for her shone unashamedly in his eyes.

She wanted, och, how she wanted, to bask in that love, to return it with an equally ardent response. But Regan knew if she did, she must finally and forever surrender her need for justice for Roddy. If she couldn’t keep an open mind to all possible suspects, then she risked missing the truth, however hard and painful it might be.

Yet who else, she thought of a sudden, had she truly considered 

besides Iain? Because a pistol had killed Roddy, Regan realized she hadn’t given much thought to anyone else. No one else that night could afford pistols, could they? There were others that night, though, who possessed possible motives for killing Roddy. And one man above all came to mind.

Walter.

Though she hated to consider him and indeed had all but put it from her thoughts, Regan knew the time had come to do so. He stood to gain much if his older brother died. And then there were possibilities among the MacLaren clansmen who had accompanied Roddy that night. Roddy could frequently be a strict, even brutal leader. Perhaps one of the men nursed a secret grudge.

Pistols could be stolen or taken from dead men and secreted away until the proper opportunity presented itself. The proper opportunity of a dark night, with fighting and confusion. But she had stubbornly—aye, even unjustly—clung all this time to the likelihood of Iain being Roddy’s murderer.

As they climbed the stairs together, hand in hand, Regan shot her husband a quick glance. Apparently catching the movement, Iain turned his head and smiled. His expression was so open and unabashedly affectionate, she couldn’t help but smile back.

Dear Lord, she thought, don’t let him be the killer. Once again fear I’m losing my heart to him. Still, I can’t help but think if I do, I’m turning my back on Roddy. I just want to do what’s right. I only fear that doing what’s right may be a different path than the one that may well bring me the happiness I’ve long been seeking. 

And then they were heading down the corridor and soon standing at their bedchamber door. Iain wasted no time in opening it and drawing her inside. Barely had he pushed the door shut behind them than he took her in his arms and kissed her.

His mouth slanted over hers with hungry ardor, but it was at the same time gentle and tender. After an instant of breathless surprise, Regan pressed close, wrapped her arms about his neck, and kissed 

him in return. She was, she realized, just as hungry and needful of him as he seemed to be of her.

Finally Iain pulled back, gazing down at her with bemusement. “Ye seem particularly eager, ye do, wife, now that we’re in the privacy of our bedchamber.” 

Embarrassment flooded Regan. “I . . . I was just trying to act like I thought ye’d wish for me to act. But if my behavior offends ye . . .” 

He caught her chin as she turned her head and began to look down, and brought her gaze back to meet his. “Och, and did ye imagine I found offense in an eager wife?”  Iain grinned. “On the contrary. I was but marveling at my good fortune.” 

She didn’t know whether to be pleased or aggravated by that statement. But then, of late, she was so confused and tugged in one direction then the other that she frequently found herself indecisive. This time, though, Regan decided to take Iain’s statement at face value.

“Well, all right then,”  she muttered. “Just don’t let it puff up that fine opinion of yerself any more than it already has. I haven’t fully made up my mind about ye, ye know.” 

“I know that, sweet lass.”  He bent down and kissed her again, this time lightly. “I’m just grateful ye’re willing to give me—give us—a chance. And that ye at least like kissing me.” 

She eyed him with thinly veiled amusement. “I’m thinking I could like doing some other things with ye too. If our wedding night was any indication, that is.” 

At that, Iain threw back his head and gave a shout of laughter. 

“Och, it was and more, lass. And, by yer leave, I’ll begin straightaway to show ye.” 



15 

Two months later, after finally overcoming the mild nausea she had been feeling upon awakening for the past two weeks, Regan sought out Mathilda one morn. Iain’s mother was already busily engaged for the day, consulting with the castle weaver over the colors of wool to be used in the fine plaid the woman was currently setting up to weave. At Regan’s arrival, she looked up.

“Good morrow, child.”  Mathilda paused to eye her closely. “Are ye ill? Ye look a wee bit pale, ye do.” 

Regan managed a halfhearted smile. “Aye, mayhap. Could I speak with ye?” 

The older woman nodded. “Shall we take a short walk in the garden? It’s a bit brisk outside, but the fresh air might do ye good.” 

“Aye. I’ll but need to fetch my cloak.” 

Mathilda nodded. “Good. I’ll meet ye near the back door in ten minutes’ time then.”  She turned back to the weaver. “Yer suggestion of scarlet, dark green, and fawn sounds like a most pleasing combination. But are ye certain ye’ve enough crotal and heath for the scarlet and dark green? The birch bark for the fawn’s available all the time, but this late in the fall, there’s not much chance of finding any of the other two plants . . .” 

Regan didn’t hear the weaver’s reply as she walked toward the door. It didn’t matter, though. The loom work was Mathilda’s bailiwick, and she took great pleasure in it. Besides, there were plenty of other duties nowadays to keep Regan more than occupied. Well, leastwise, before this strange malady had struck, forcing her to keep to bed for half the morn or risk vomiting out her guts. Well, mayhap not quite so strange, she corrected herself. She had an inkling of what might be wrong with her. She had seen similar symptoms in Anne Campbell, after all.

Ten minutes later, Iain’s mother joined her at the back door, and they set out on their stroll through the garden. Few plants had survived the hard frosts that, even this early in November, had begun coming in close succession. Regan thought she missed the roses most of all. At least there was hope now, though, that she’d be here to see them bloom again.

“So what did ye wish to talk with me about, child?”  Mathilda asked after a time. “Since it was apparent ye wished to speak in private.” 

“I’ve been ill most morns for the past two weeks,”  Regan said, deciding there was no point in prevaricating. “It’s also been over nine weeks since my last woman’s courses.” 

Iain’s mother stopped short and stared at her.

Regan halted with her. She didn’t know if the other woman was shocked speechless with joy or dismay. One way or another, it was too late to do aught about it, if either of them had wished to.

“So,”  Mathilda all but whispered, “are ye trying to tell me ye’re with child?” 

“It’d seem the most likely cause, wouldn’t it?” 

“Aye, it would.”  Mathilda cocked her head, studying Regan closely. “And if ye were, how would ye be feeling about it?” 

“Verra happy,”  Regan quickly replied, smiling. “I’ve always wanted bairns of my own. Indeed, at one point, they seemed to me the only good reason to wed. Well, leastwise,”  she quickly amended, realizing how that might sound, “the only good reason when I knew I was about to wed Roddy. I loved him as a brother, but the thought of sharing the marriage bed with him—or any man—didn’t please me.” 

“And is it the same now, with Iain? Sharing the marriage bed?” 

Regan’s eyes grew wide. Was it proper for her husband’s mother to be asking such a private question? But then, perhaps Mathilda still had her doubts about the stability of their marriage.

“Nay, it’s not the same,”  Regan replied, blushing fiercely and not quite able to meet Mathilda’s gaze. “But then, I long since ceased to see Iain as a brother.”  She looked up. “And everything’s so much better between us. Surely ye’ve seen that, Mither.” 

“I’ve seen that my son’s verra happy, and ye appear to grow happier with each passing day, but ye still hold a lot close. There’s yet a wariness about ye, as if ye’re not entirely certain this isn’t some dream that’ll soon pass and ye’ll once more be that poor girl who first came to us, not quite sure who she really was or that she deserved the fate that had befallen her.” 

“And now, still full of doubts as to my commitment to yer son, ” Regan said, “I’ve just told ye I’m to bear him a child and heir. An heir that’ll only complicate this unexpectedly happy but uneasy union we’ve made.” 

“A union, to my son’s potential sorrow, that’s only unexpectedly happy but uneasy for ye.” 

Sadness filled Regan. “So, after all this time, ye still fear I’ve not relinquished my desire to see Iain convicted of killing Roddy, is that it?” 

Fire flashed in her companion’s eyes. “Ye tell me. Have ye?” 

Regan squatted before a rosebush. Save for one brown, withered bloom and a few dry, scraggly leaves, the plant was now bare. She plucked the flower from its stem and stood. Not looking up, she began, one by one, to pluck and discard the desiccated petals.

“Aye,”  she replied at last, “I do believe I’ve relinquished that desire. Anne advised me on my wedding night to give Iain a chance, to try being open to what his words and actions really meant. To work to grow closer to him each and every day. And I’ve attempted to do that, to view him as dispassionately as possible and discern the real man beneath his most charming exterior.

“Try as I might, though,” —Regan lifted her gaze now to meet Mathilda’s—“I’ve failed to separate the two. Iain is as he appears to be—a good, kind, generous man. A man not capable of coldblooded murder.” 

The older woman smiled. “Have ye told Iain yet that ye’re with child?” 

“Nay. Besides some remedy for my poor stomach, I wanted to ask ye when the best time was for such an admission. Should I wait a while longer, in case I’m wrong about this, or should I inform him now?” 

“What do yer woman’s instincts tell ye?” 

Regan thought a moment on that, and had her answer. “I want to tell him now. I think the news will make him verra happy.” 

Mathilda chuckled. “Och, it will indeed, and no mistake. But not half as much as it makes me.”  She exhaled a wondering breath. “At long last, I’m going to be a grandmither. A grandmither!” 

“And I’m to be a mither.” 

In silent, joyous contemplation, the two women turned and resumed their walk in the garden.
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That afternoon, waiting for Iain to finish some last-minute instructions on a repair of the granary roof that lay just inside Balloch’s inner walls, Regan couldn’t help fidgeting with the clasp of one of the two cloaks she held. Though she suspected her husband would take the news of her pregnancy very well, she still felt a certain nervous anticipation. More than anything she had ever wanted, Regan wanted to make Iain happy.

Watching him as, with bent head and intent expression, he spoke with Charlie, she couldn’t help a thrill of pride. He was such a braw man, he was, tall, broad-shouldered, and strong. And he was hers. This good, wonderful, caring man was her husband.

She didn’t know how she had ever come to deserve him. She was past caring why. He was God’s gift to her and, for however long she would have him, she was learning to accept it and be content. To do otherwise was the height of ingratitude and no small amount of cowardice. Regan refused to live her life in fear anymore.

But then, how could anyone live life in half measures when one was so blessed? A good home. A magnificent, loving husband. A wee babe growing in her womb. What more could any woman want? Och, but she was so verra, verra happy!

Iain glanced up just then, caught her staring at him, and grinned. He turned back to Charlie for a minute more, then nodded and began to walk toward her.

“Ye must really cease the hungry looks ye send my way,”  he said by way of greeting. “It’s becoming quite the talk of Balloch, it is.” 

Regan knew him too well now to permit him to unsettle her. “Och, and ye love it, and don’t even try to deny it.”  She laid a hand on his arm. “It’s a fine day for a stroll. Can ye spare a short time away from all yer duties to accompany me?” 

“Aye, but only if ye agree to go to a special spot I’ve been meaning to show ye and gaze at me adoringly all the while. I’m not a man who soon tires, after all, of his wife’s doting attentions.” 

“Well,”  Regan replied, pretending to give his request some intensive thought, “I suppose it’s a small price to pay for yer company. But just this once.” 

He nodded solemnly, though a smile twitched at one corner of his mouth. “Of course. Just this once.” 

She handed his cloak to him. “Then we’re off?” 

“Aye.”  Iain swung his cloak over his shirt, trews, and jacket, fastened the neck closed, then helped Regan don her cloak.

The land was frost-edged and glinted in the late morning sun. It was a cold day, but no breezes blew. The snowcapped peak of massive Ben Lawers reflected sharp and clear in the waters of long, narrow Loch Tay. The dark, bare, ascendant arms of the myriad oaks, ashes, and elms on the valley floor contrasted with the long, drooping branches of the willows growing at the lake’s edge. Mixed woodlands of birch, rowan, pine, and juniper dotted the higher elevations before giving way above the tree line to upland heath dominated by what was now snow-covered heather and blaeberry bushes.

At Regan’s insistence, their walk was leisurely. The cold, however, soon turned their cheeks and noses pink, and they expelled white clouds with each breath they took. At last, though, they arrived at a spot on Loch Tay where a wooden, straw-thatched roundhouse on stilts, connected to the shore by a timber walkway, stood about twenty feet out in the water. It was obviously no longer inhabited and looked to be slowly falling in on itself. Still, Regan found it a fascinating sight.

“This is a crannog, isn’t it?”  she asked, striding up to the beginning of the crumbling causeway. “I’ve heard of these man-made islands, though this particular one isn’t built on a pile of rocks like the ones I’ve read about.” 

“Nay, it isn’t.”  Iain ambled over. “It’s just one variation, I suppose. Not that cutting all that wood to build such a structure would’ve been much easier than dragging tons of rocks out into the loch to form a small island would be. They’re all verra ancient, or at least the original crannogs were anyway. Some of them have been modified and reused over the centuries as farmers’ homesteads, or refuges during times of trouble, or for hunting or fishing stations. Likely their original use was as individual family homesteads, which housed not only the people but their livestock.” 

Regan studied the dwelling with renewed interest. “How old do ye imagine these places to be?” 

Iain shrugged. “It’s hard to say. Some of them may date back to well before the birth of Christ. Some of the tales about them, anyway, go that far back.” 

“Do ye think those folk were verra different than we? I know their lives must have been much harder, of course, but do ye imagine they had the same sort of hopes and dreams as we do, fell in love, wed, and were just as happy raising their families and working toward a future together?” 

He moved to stand at her side and slipped an arm about her waist. “Even that far back, I think they were just like us, lass. Just trying their best to live their lives with honor and to make a safe, happy home for themselves and their loved ones.” 

“And some of them may well be yer ancestors.”  Regan leaned her head against his shoulder. “Just like, someday if the good Lord is willing, we’ll be ancestors of folk who’ll mayhap look back on the ruins of Balloch Castle and wonder what sort of people we were.” 

“Ye’re certainly in a thoughtful mood.”  He kissed the top of her head. “Wondering about legacies, ancestors, and children.” 

“Aye, that I am.”  She straightened and regarded him with tender consideration. “I love ye, Iain Campbell. Love ye with all my heart.” 

Joy flared in his deep blue eyes. “Do ye now?” 

“Aye,”  Regan replied with a firm little nod, “I do.” 

“And I love ye, lass.” 

“I know.” 

“Do ye now?”  He gave a sharp bark of laughter. “Well, I suppose I’m not one for hiding what I truly feel.” 

She chuckled. “Nay, ye’re not, or leastwise, not with me. I like that, though. Indeed, I needed it even when the time came when I couldn’t understand why ye’d ever care for someone like me. Even when I dared not accept or even trust yer love.” 

“But now ye do.” 

“Aye, I do.”  She sighed and laid her head back against his shoulder. “And in just enough time too, I’d say. Our bairn will need both parents loving it and each other. Bairns require, after all, quite a lot of work and patience.” 

Iain’s hand tightened on her waist. “Are ye trying to tell me, in yer own roundabout and especially unnerving way,”  he asked hoarsely, “that ye’re with child?” 

“So it seems.”  Regan grinned. “Does that please ye?” 

He sighed and nodded. “Aye. It pleases me greatly. And what of ye? Are ye equally pleased?” 

“Aye. I am.” 

“When’s the bairn to be born?” 

“In early July, from yer mither’s calculations.” 

“My mither!”  Iain released her, turned, then took her by both arms and searched her face. “My mither knows, and ye’re just now telling me?” 

“I saw no point in telling ye until I was certain. And who else would be able to advise me but another woman?”  She smiled up at him. “Mathilda was verra happy, she was, to know she’ll finally be a grandmither.” 

He gave a snort of laughter. “I can well imagine she was. Many were the times when I’m sure she despaired ever of seeing me wed, much less gifting her with grandchildren. She’ll be forever in yer debt now, lass.” 

“No more so than I’ll always be in hers.” 

“Och, lass, lass!”  Iain pulled her to him and held her tight. “I’m to be a father. Indeed, Niall and I’ll both soon be fathers. Won’t Anne and Niall be happy to hear this news! I’ll have to write them this verra day.” 

“Don’t ye think we should wait a time, like Niall and Anne did, to make certain all’s well with the wee one?” 

“And how long would that be?”  Iain asked, holding her from him now so he could see her face.

“Well, I’ll be over three months along by Christmastide. Wouldn’t that be a most wonderful Christmas gift to send them? And we could tell all of Balloch the news at the same time.” 

“Christmastide, eh?” 

She nodded.

“Another three weeks, eh?” 

“Aye.” 

Iain smiled, and, standing in the wake of his smile’s breathtaking beauty, Regan thought she might melt right there at his feet. Och, how she loved this man! How good the Lord had been to the both of them!

“Well, if it pleases ye to wait, lass, then I’ll do it,”  he finally replied. “But I warn ye they may all suspect something’s afoot anyway, seeing as how I’ll constantly be grinning from ear to ear and strutting about like some banty rooster.” 

“Then our secret’s safe enough, it is,”  she said with a chuckle.

He frowned in puzzlement. “Indeed? Why so?” 

“Because, dearest husband, grinning and strutting are yer usual behaviors.”  She smiled up at him sweetly. “Ye did know that, didn’t ye?” 

Iain arched a dark blond brow. “Nay, I didn’t.” 

“Well, it’s true enough. Or, leastwise, true since ye brought me home as yer wife.” 

“Och, lass,”  he said, pulling her back into the strong, warm haven of his arms. “Ye speak true. Indeed, what man wouldn’t strut and grin with a bonny wife such as ye?” 

She snuggled up against him, so happy and content she thought her heart would burst with the sheer joy of it. “Aye,”  Regan whispered, “and what woman wouldn’t feel the same, with a bonny husband such as ye?” 
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Two months later, Walter brushed the snow from his thick leather jacket and plaid as he waited for William Drummond to be notified of his arrival. It had been a miserable journey here, through a driving snowstorm and near blizzard conditions, but he knew better than to keep William Drummond waiting. Especially when the man’s terse letter had suggested a joint plan to return Regan to MacLaren control.

William’s manservant finally returned. “M’lord’s otherwise engaged for at least another fifteen minutes. He said for ye to take yer ease in his study closet. There’s a fire to warm yerself there, and I’ll soon fetch ye a hot drink. Have ye any preferences?” 

“I took a fancy to yer fine ale last time I was here. Would a pitcher of hot King’s Cup be too much trouble to prepare?” 

“Nay, m’lord. It’d be my greatest pleasure.”  The man bowed and hurried away.

Quite a change in his reception since his last visit, Walter thought, watching William’s manservant depart. It could only mean one thing. Drummond was very upset about something and desperately needed his help.

A smile on his lips, he headed across the entry area to the small room William used as his study. The room was indeed warm from the hearth fire. Walter was soon settled in a high-backed chair with his feet propped on a stool. It didn’t take long for him to thaw his frozen limbs and, indeed, even begin to doze a bit. The manservant, however, soon returned with a small pewter pitcher and two mugs on a tray.

Walter lost no time in pouring out some of the hot brandy and strong Scotch ale drink, then swallowing half the mug’s contents. It was a most pleasing mixture, with the slightly sweetened, liquid fire of brandy and ale, passing tang of lemon, and rich flavors of cinnamon, cloves, ginger, and nutmeg. As the King’s Cup slid down his throat, a satisfying warmth spread from his gullet out to fill his whole chest. He sighed deeply, closed his eyes, and savored the delicious sensation.

With a resounding thud, the door behind him slammed open. Mug in hand, Walter wheeled around. William, hands on his hips, stood there in the open doorway, grinning back at him.

“Rather fond of the grand entrances, aren’t ye?”  Walter asked before rising from his chair. He lifted his mug. “Care for a wee swallow of King’s Cup? It’s verra tasty, it is.” 

“Don’t mind if I do.”  His host grabbed the door and pushed it shut, then strode over to the fire. He took the mug Walter offered and, throwing back his head, proceeded to drain its entire contents.

Walter watched him with no small amount of irritation. If William thought to intimidate him by all this showmanship, he’d soon learn otherwise. He already knew all that he needed. William needed his help. He , for a change, held the upper hand.

After a refill, the Drummond chief finally settled in the other chair facing the fire. Walter was content to wait for him to make the first move. He sipped his spiced ale and brandy and pretended interest in watching the fire.

Finally, William cleared his throat. “So, have ye heard from Regan of late?” 

“Aye. About Christmastide, she wrote me a verra cheery letter, informing me how happy she was and that her and Campbell’s first bairn is due in July.”  He gave a disparaging snort. “I wonder who coerced her into writing that drivel, leastwise the part about how happy she was.” 

“And I say ye delude yerself if ye imagine she isn’t settling nicely into life at Balloch.”  Walter’s host paused to take a deep swallow of his mug. “The lass has aught she wishes, and wants for naught. She’s happy, and no mistake.” 

Walter’s irritation simmered into anger. “It’s but a charade she plays to lull that preening peacock of a husband into betraying his cold-blooded, murdering side. Give her time, and ye’ll see.” 

“Well, time’s not a luxury I can spare.”  William eyed him over the top of his mug. “Despite his assurances to the contrary, I feel certain Iain Campbell plans to manipulate Regan to seek the Drummond chieftainship. And ye know as well as I that, with Campbell forces to back them up, I’ve no chance of keeping my position.” 

Ah, at last we get to the heart of the matter, Walter thought. “Aye, neither of our clans can hope to defeat any Campbell attack, be it separately or united.” 

“Regan should’ve stayed where she belonged—at Strathyre House. Curse Roddy for going off that night, to reive Campbell cattle, no less! He was daft, he was!” 

“It was ill-advised, to be sure.”  Walter shrugged. “Even now, I frequently revisit that ill-fated night and wonder what I could’ve done to prevent the tragedy. But Roddy never was one to listen to reason.” 

“Well, ye certainly profited from that ill-fated night.”  As William took another drink of his mug, his gaze never left Walter’s. “Ye’re now laird of Strathyre and its lands. One would almost wonder if ye didn’t have a hand in yer brother’s death.” 

Walter knew there had been talk among Clan MacLaren about that very possibility. But he also knew there was no proof, and without proof no one could be convicted. Iain Campbell’s exoneration, by the queen, no less, was ample evidence of that.

He smiled. “Just because a man stands to profit by the unfortunate death of his kin doesn’t mean he had a hand in that death.” 

“Nay, to be sure.”  The other man’s glance narrowed. “We’ll both profit, however, if Iain Campbell dies.” 

Walter wasn’t about to appear overeager, though he had thought long and hard about ways to murder the Campbell tanist. Even the thought of him touching Regan made his blood boil. Indeed, when he had first read of Regan’s pregnancy, he had thought he’d choke on his upsurge of rage and envy. But William didn’t need to know that. Such knowledge would only give him the upper hand.

“I’d like Regan back at Strathyre where she belongs,”  he said. “That’s true enough. But to kill to get it . . .” 

“Well, I’ve no scruples about seeing Campbell dead,”  William muttered darkly. “He thinks he can blackmail me to support the queen, he does. I won’t permit anyone to do that. Not even a Campbell!” 

“And is he mayhap using the threat of Regan returning to claim the Drummond chieftainship as his inducement?” 

William shot him a furious look. “What else could he use against me? The conniving, viperous worm!” 

“More like an abortive, rooting hog, to my mind of it.” 

“Aye, and a foul lump of deformity,”  William countered, his voice beginning to slur a bit. “Deep, hollow, treacherous, and full of guile to boot.” 

From the sound of him, Walter decided the man had been in his cups long before he had arrived. It was likely past time to get this matter settled, before William slipped into a drunken stupor.

“Well, be that as it may,”  he said, “ye’ve yet to tell me yer plan.” 

“Plan?”  His host glanced up from the mug he had just emptied, a slightly befuddled expression on his face.

“Aye,”  Walter patiently reiterated. “Yer plan to rid us both of the scourge of Iain Campbell.” 

“Och, aye.”  He nodded. “My plan. It’s simple enough, it is. We need to keep in close contact as to Campbell’s whereabouts, and mayhap even lure him to Strathyre for a wee visit. I’m sure ye could convince Regan to pay a visit home, couldn’t ye?” 

“In time, aye. She dotes on my wee sister.”  Walter smiled. “And Campbell’s apparently so besotted with Regan, it might be an easy enough undertaking to get him to come along. Once I get him to Strathyre, however, what do ye propose I do with him?” 

“Naught save inform me when ye know their departure date. Then I’ll bring my men, all dressed as outlaws, to lie in ambush. Since ye’ll also apprise me of the number of men accompanying Campbell home—and his route—it’ll be an easy enough thing to send a sufficient number of my lads to overpower them, as well as to set up the perfect ambush along the way.” 

“And naught about that attack will incriminate me?” 

William grinned. “Naught will incriminate either of us, my friend. Otherwise, the plan’s ultimately a failure, isn’t it?” 

“Aye, I suppose it is.”  Walter paused. “And what of Regan?” 

His host gave an offhand shrug. “What of her? It matters not to me if she dies in the attack. Indeed, her death’s of even greater personal advantage than Campbell’s.” 

“Well, it matters to me.”  Walter leaned forward, dangling his now empty mug between his legs. “In truth, ye must give me yer word Regan won’t be harmed, or I’ll not help ye in this.” 

“So, ye still want her, do ye? Another man’s leavings? Carrying his child?” 

A grim, cold resolve filled Walter. “It’s true. I don’t think I could stomach Campbell’s child hanging about. But bairns die all the time of a variety of illnesses and accidents.” 

“It matters not to me what ye do with the brat. Just as long as ye hold to our earlier bargain and keep Regan at Strathyre, I’ll be content.” 

“Aye, I’ll keep her so safe and sound she’ll never set foot off MacLaren lands again.”  Walter cocked his head. “Ye also still intend to honor yer offer of a yearly stipend for her upkeep, don’t ye?” 

William’s mug clattered to the stone floor. “Aye, to be sure, MacLaren,”  he muttered thickly. “I’m an honorable man. I keep my word . . .” 

With that, the Drummond chief fell back in his chair. His eyes slid shut, his mouth fell open, and a soft snore emanated from the back of his throat. Walter watched him for a time, considering all the possible ways he could turn this windfall to his best interests. Finally, though, he rose and left the room, his purpose to find William’s manservant.

He needed food and a place to sleep for the night. The morrow was soon enough to confirm their agreement before heading back to Strathyre. Then, all that remained was to await the perfect opportunity. After all, even if William tended toward a reckless impatience, he didn’t.

He had all the time in the world. All the time in the world to win back his lady fair.
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Iain lay there in the darkness, suddenly awake though he didn’t know why or how he had come to be so. All was silent in Balloch, the thick stone walls and window shuttered against the late winter cold an effective deterrent against the usual household sounds.

Beside him, Regan slept peacefully, curled on her side facing him. They had only retired an hour or so earlier, so the hearth fire still dimly illuminated the room, casting her features into soft, shadowed relief.

He smiled tenderly. Och, but she was so dear to him, his beautiful, loving wife! His gaze lowered to her belly. Though she had carried their child for five months now, it was barely rounding beneath her night rail. Indeed, only this night had she finally felt the bairn’s first movements deep within.

In a little over four months, he’d hold that child in his arms. His and Regan’s child. Iain longed for that day with all his heart. And he vowed he’d be the father to it that he had never had.

His mouth twisted wryly. Strange that the longer he was wed to Regan, the less and less he thought about his father. Perhaps that bitter time was finally behind him.

Already, he felt he had surpassed the man Duncan Campbell had been. He had a wife whom he loved and who loved him, the first child of what he hoped would be several on the way, and a castle and lands that, under his diligent management, were far more prosperous than they had ever been in his father’s time. And he was tanist of Clan Campbell based on his own merits, not as a result of treachery and subterfuge.

He was also a man of God. He loved the Lord and strove always to do His will. To treat others with kindness and a fair hand. And he was blessed, och, so very blessed in turn. In truth, he felt as if the Lord led him, and His right hand held him up.

Outside, the stout wooden gate of Balloch’s outer wall squealed open. Iain slid from bed and hurried to the window. Shoving aside the thick woolen curtains, he unfastened the latch and pushed open the shutters. Down below, in the inner courtyard, twenty riders were just pulling up.

He closed the shutters, latched them shut, then pulled the curtains to. Next, Iain made his way to the clothes chest and quickly began to dress.

As quietly as he attempted to do so, however, his actions must have wakened Regan. She sat up in bed.

“What are ye doing?” 

“Some men just rode in.”  He hopped around as he tried to don his soft leather brogues. Finally, giving up the attempt, Iain sat on the side of the bed. “I need to go down and see who they are.” 

Regan tossed aside the comforter and climbed from bed. “Well, then so must I. They may need something to eat and most definitely a place to sleep for the night.” 

Iain was tempted to tell her to stay abed and he’d take care of their needs, but he knew such an order wouldn’t sit well with his wife. She took great pride in fulfilling her duties as lady of Balloch. “Well, dress warmly then,”  he said, donning his shirt and tucking it into his trews. “Ye know how chill it gets once they bank the fire in the Great Hall for the night.” 

She grinned. “I will.”  Regan angled her head, eyeing him up and down. “Ye look verra fetching, ye do. I look forward to snuggling with ye, once we return to bed.” 

“Do ye now? Then let me be on my way. The sooner I deal with our nocturnal visitors, the sooner we’ll be back abed.” 

He left her then to finish her dressing and was soon striding down the long corridor to the stairs leading to the entry hall. As Iain reached the head of the stairs, the front door opened and Niall and five of his men were let in by Charlie.

Iain’s heart commenced a furious pounding. Anne had been due to deliver in the past few days or so. And Niall would never leave her side until she had, unless . . .

His throat constricted. Please, Lord Jesus. Don’t let aught ill have happened to Anne. 

As Iain forced himself to descend the stairs, Niall caught sight of him. The Campbell chief grinned. Relief swamped Iain. He smiled back.

“And what of Anne and yer bairn?”  he asked just as soon as he drew up before Niall. “Has she delivered?” 

His dark-haired cousin nodded, his eyes gleaming with pride and satisfaction. “Aye, but a week ago. We’ve a son, a strong, braw lad with Annie’s eyes and my hair.” 

“And is she well?” 

“Her childbearing was difficult, but, aye, she’s well. Despite everyone’s admonitions to stay abed, Anne’s already up and about.” 

Iain gripped his cousin by the arm. “Och, I’m so glad. Congratulations, Niall. Ye finally have the son and heir ye’ve so long desired.” 

A movement at the head of the stairs apparently caught Niall’s eye. His smile dimmed. Iain knew it had to be Regan.

“And what of yer wife?”  the Campbell asked. “Is all well with her and yer wee bairn?” 

“Aye.”  Iain nodded. “All’s well with her—and with us. We’re verra happy.” 

Niall wrenched his gaze back to Iain. “Then I’m verra happy for the both of ye.” 

Despite his words, Iain knew his cousin still had his misgivings about Regan. There was naught to be done for it, though, save allow time to smooth over that rift. Which it would soon enough, Iain knew. Niall only had his best interests at heart. When Niall finally accepted that all was truly well between him and Regan, Iain felt certain he’d put his misgivings about her aside for good.

“So, I was expecting word from ye once Anne delivered,”  Iain said with a grin, “but I didn’t anticipate the proud father being the one to deliver the message.” 

Niall’s smile turned grim. “Och, to be sure that wasn’t my plan either. If the queen wasn’t in such dire straits, ye’d have to pry me away from Annie with a stout iron lever. But Mary needs us, she does, and we must attend her posthaste.” 

Regan drew up at that moment, just in time to have overheard Niall’s disturbing declaration. “Welcome to our home, m’lord,”  she said with a quick curtsy. “And what’s happened with Mary?” 

He returned her salutation with a brusque nod. “Her husband’s been murdered, and she and Lord Bothwell, among others, are being implicated in the death.” 

She put a hand to her throat. “When?”  she whispered hoarsely. “Where, and how?” 

Iain moved to her side and slipped an arm around her waist to steady her.

“Darnley was residing outside Edinburgh at Kirk o’Fields, apparently recuperating from the pox. Two hours after midnight on the morn of February 10, an explosion rocked the city, destroying Kirk o’Fields. Darnley, however, was found outside in his nightshirt, strangled along with his manservant.” 

Regan swayed against Iain. He tightened his grip and pulled her close.

“Two days later, Mary sent off a messenger, requesting that Iain and I join her in Edinburgh.”  Niall looked to Iain. “Even then, she seems to have feared there’d be some sort of public—and political—hue and cry raised against her because of the suspicious circumstances surrounding Darnley’s death. Will ye come with me, cousin?” 

Iain looked to Regan. Understanding gleamed in her eyes. But there was an equally strong reluctance burning there as well. He had to admit to similar feelings.

Still, there was naught to be done but obey Mary’s summons. He turned back to Niall. “Aye, ye know I will. I’m yer tanist, after all.” 

“Good. Then we depart at first light. As it is, what with the snow and road conditions, it’ll be nearly two weeks since Darnley’s death before we finally gain Edinburgh.” 

“So soon?”  Regan’s voice came out in a dismayed squeak. “Must ye leave so soon?” 

When Niall glanced back at her, his hard expression had softened. “Aye. There’s no telling what’s come about in the meanwhile. If we don’t make haste, we might not make it in time to be of any use to the queen. If there’s aught we can do at any rate.” 

Puzzlement clouded her gaze. “I don’t understand.” 

“Mary’s marriage to Henry Darnley was likely the most illconsidered, politically destructive thing she ever could’ve done,”  Iain interjected, looking down at her. “In the doing, she likely permanently alienated the Earl of Moray and Maitland, her secretary of state, not to mention the lords Mar, Kirkcaldy, Atholl, and others.”  He sighed. “Though we’ll go to her, I’m not certain it’ll do any good.” 

“Not with Bothwell so increasingly glued to her side, it won’t,”  Niall muttered. “He’s no better for Mary than Darnley was, and it hasn’t been for want of trying on my part to convince her otherwise.”  

“Then if ye truly feel the queen’s bent on her own downfall,”  Regan asked, “why continue to support her? Likely she’ll only bring ye down along with her.” 

Niall and Iain exchanged troubled glances.

“Because, sweet lass, we’ve given our word to be Mary’s true and loyal servants, that’s why,”  Iain said. “And there’s yet hope, especially now with Darnley’s death, that Mary may finally see the error of her ways. There’s yet hope that Bothwell might finally dig himself a hole from which he cannot extricate himself.” 

“In Darnley’s murder, ye mean?” 

He nodded. “Aye.” 

“And if she persists in standing by Bothwell, what then?” 

Once again, Iain and Niall looked at each other. They didn’t need to say a word. He and Niall had already spent countless hours debating their options if such a calamity were actually to occur. In the end, both had arrived at the same conclusion. The welfare of Clan Campbell would come before Mary’s crown. It had to, if she persisted in not listening to reason and instead continued to follow her heart rather than good Scottish sense. Unfortunately, for a queen at any rate, sometimes following one’s heart wasn’t always a good thing.

“We’ll address that problem if and when it becomes one,”  Niall firmly said. “Now,”  he added, glancing around, “my men and I haven’t eaten since midday, and we’re sore weary. Would it be possible—” 

“Och, aye.”  Regan pushed free of Iain’s clasp. “I beg pardon, m’lord.”  She glanced at her husband. “Iain, why don’t ye take Niall and his men into the Great Hall? I’ll soon have Cook and the others up and preparing a meal. And then I’ll see to the preparation of several bedchambers.” 

“Aye, that sounds like a fine plan.”  Iain turned to Niall. “I’ll see to yer needs. Then, if ye will, I’ll excuse myself to begin arrangements for the morrow’s journey.” 

Niall nodded. “Aye, best ye do. It’s been a long day, and a few hours’ rest will be most appreciated, it will. We’ve likely got a good five days’ journey ahead of us. And then, there’s no way of knowing what awaits us in Edinburgh.” 

“Whatever awaits us,”  Iain muttered, filled with foreboding, “I fear it may be the beginning of the end for the queen.” 

“Aye, I fear that as well.”  His cousin heaved a great sigh. “I but pray to God that there’s still a chance left us. I don’t like the thought of what might become of Mary if we fail.” 
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News of Darnley’s murder reached Walter at nearly the same time Niall and Iain set out for Edinburgh. He knew that, for the spy he had sent to Balloch Castle returned with a report of the two Campbells’ departure on the same day William Drummond arrived for a visit.

“Past time, I’m thinking,”  the big Drummond chief said, “to be enticing my wee cousin to Strathyre for a visit. Iain Campbell, once he returns from Edinburgh, will then lose no time racing to be at his wife’s side.” 

“Getting a bit queasy over all the political upheaval, are ye?” 

William gave a snort of disgust. “The Campbells are fools to remain loyal to Mary. Mark my words, this is the beginning of the end for her. And, of all times, I don’t need Iain Campbell forcing me to join with them to support the queen!” 

Walter motioned to the chairs before the fire. It was a bitterly cold day, the wind seeking out every chink in Strathyre’s crumbling mortar walls to whistle down the frigid corridors and into the rooms, until the only place of warmth was directly before the hearth fires. There were nights when he actually slept there, wrapped in woolen blankets, waking only to stoke the fire to keep it burning.

What he needed, if the truth be told, was to rebuild Strathyre from the ground up. If he had the money, which he never would unless he obtained it from somewhere outside Clan MacLaren. Clan Drummond had sufficient coin, if only Walter could find some way to finagle it from them. And the only way to do that was to convince Regan not only to return here but ultimately to wed him.

“Aye, I must agree with ye on that,”  Walter said as he settled in the chair opposite William. “And I’ll gladly do what I can to aid ye in not pledging fealty to the queen. I must, however, have some pretext for luring Regan from Balloch at this time of year. Otherwise, she’ll just put me off, and Iain will likely become suspicious.” 

Drummond leaned forward expectantly in his chair.

It was time to wheedle some money from the man, Walter decided. Not as much as he’d eventually demand, but at least some token of William’s commitment. What possible pretext could he use, though?

“Regan’s verra devoted to my wee sister, Molly,”  he finally said. “Indeed, she’s been all but a mither to her.” 

When he paused, his guest’s impatience quickly got the better of him. “Aye? And how do ye plan to use that to lure Regan here?” 

“Well, Molly’s birthday is March 14. Mayhap, if I could scratch up the funds, I could throw a grand party for the lass and invite Regan to attend. If she knew it was a verra special occasion, she might be willing to come, even being with child and all. She won’t be that far along in another three weeks or so, after all. From what I’ve heard, she’ll be but six months along.” 

Walter paused again, then sighed. “Unfortunately, I’ve barely the funds for a simple birthday gift, much less a fine party. There are just too many repairs needed for such an old house as this.” 

William shot him a relieved look. “Och, if that’s all that’s keeping ye from persuading Regan to come here, that’s no problem at all. I can cover the costs of a birthday celebration.”  He reached down to unfasten a leather pouch hanging from his belt. “How much do ye need?” 

Eyeing the size of the pouch, Walter named an amount that soon emptied half of William’s coin. If he had dared, he’d have asked for most of what the other man carried. But Walter didn’t want to appear greedy. Once William had implicated himself in Iain Campbell’s murder, it’d be a simple enough thing to extract periodic payments from him. And that, on top of Regan’s annual support stipend, should cover his needs very nicely.

“I thank ye for yer generous donation to my sister’s birthday celebration,”  he said as he rose and placed the coins in a small, carved wooden box sitting on the mantel.

“Just see that Regan attends and stays here until her husband comes to fetch her,”  Drummond growled, “and it’ll be money well spent.” 

“I’ll do what I can.”  Walter turned from the mantel. “Just pray that Iain doesn’t linger overlong in Edinburgh. If the queen’s problems aren’t soon solved, we may have a bigger problem on our hands.” 

“And that problem would be?” 

“Any use of force to keep Regan at Strathyre wouldn’t sit well with her husband. And, her devotion to Molly notwithstanding, I can only keep her here for a finite amount of time.” 
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“Are ye certain this is such a good idea?”  Mathilda asked two weeks later as Regan prepared to mount her horse. “I know it’s yer foster sister’s birthday and all, but what if Iain returns while ye’re gone? He’ll not be pleased to discover ye’ve ridden off to visit Strathyre in the middle of yer pregnancy.” 

Regan laughed. “And what’s so terrible about a half day’s journey in the middle of a pregnancy? Most peasant women work until the day they deliver, and sometimes that’s in the fields where they’ve gone to assist their husbands in the harvest or planting. In light of that, I’m thinking I can endure a wee ride.”  At her mother-in-law’s worried expression, she relented at last. “Fine. How about if I ride in a pony cart instead of upon a horse? Would that ease yer concerns?” 

“Aye, it would. It’s just that I wish . . . wish ye’d stay safe and sound here, that’s all.”  Mathilda lifted her gaze. “And what am I to tell Iain? He’ll blame me, he will.” 

“Tell him to come fetch me posthaste. I’ve been wanting to pay Strathyre a visit for a time now. I miss Molly. She’s only seven, going on eight, after all. She doesn’t understand why I’ve been so long away from her.” 

“Then mayhap ye could bring her back with ye for an extended visit. Surely Walter MacLaren wouldn’t mind, would he? What little I saw of him at yer wedding, I wasn’t taken with him or his surly nature. Indeed, the wee lass would likely do better at Balloch for a time than moldering away with that unpleasant man for a brother.” 

It was true Walter rarely had time for his sister. But he was also a man beset with myriad problems, the very least of which was where sufficient funds would next come to keep Strathyre going, much less see to the endless repairs the old tower house needed. Still, Regan had to admit Mathilda’s suggestion was a most pleasant consideration.

Molly would definitely accept the offer, and Regan felt certain she could convince Walter to do so as well. After all, it’d be one less mouth to feed for a time, and he could let the nurse who cared for Molly go while the little girl was at Balloch. That, too, would save him money.

“Yer idea has merit,”  Regan replied. “Despite what ye may think, though, Walter does love his sister. Nonetheless, I might well be able to convince him to allow her an extended visit. Mayhap, if we’re verra fortunate, even through the summer.” 

Iain’s mother clapped her hands together. “Och, and wouldn’t that be a wonderful time! She’d be here for the bairn’s birth, she would. And she and I could go for walks in the garden, and I could read her stories, and ye and I could see her in some new gowns. Och, I can’t wait!” 

Regan grinned. From wearing a long face and almost begging her not to leave, Mathilda had changed to nearly shooing her from the castle. It was evident the older woman loved children and wished for more of them at Balloch. Her and Iain’s children would certainly be blessed with a doting, loving grandmother.

“We’ll be off then,”  she said, reining in her horse. “After all, the sooner I get there and celebrate Molly’s birthday, the sooner I can return with the wee lass.” 

Mathilda nodded and stepped back. “Aye, best ye do. Indeed, if all goes well, mayhap ye’ll even be back before Iain returns.” 

“Aye, mayhap I will.”  With that, Regan strode off to find Charlie and commandeer a pony and cart.
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On a fine, late April afternoon, Iain finally returned home. As he reined in his horse in the inner courtyard, he gave a great, contented sigh.

“I know we’ve been gone barely two months,”  he said, glancing at his cousin, “but it feels like two years.” 

Niall grinned, then swung down from his mount. “Aye, it does. But that, my friend, comes with being in love and counting the days until ye can return to yer beloved. It’s a most unsettling problem, to be sure.” 

“A problem, of course, from which ye’ve never suffered.” 

“Och, never, of course.”  Niall’s grin faded. “I can’t believe my son’s now over two months old, and I’ve missed all those early, precious days with him. And then, there’s Annie . . .” 

“Aye, there’s Annie.”  Iain dismounted. “Well, it won’t be but another few days and ye’ll be with her again. As for me, I can’t wait to see Regan. Do ye think her belly will be huge by now?” 

His cousin chuckled. “That’s unlikely, with over two more months to go. Ye haven’t much pleasant time left with her, though. She’ll soon become verra weary of her childbearing, what with her back aching all the time, and her inability to get out of bed or chairs without help, and her sleepless nights. By the time she finally delivers, ye’ll almost feel as if ye’ve borne the bairn with her.” 

“Will I now?”  Iain laughed, then handed his horse’s reins to one of the stable lads who ran up. “Now, that’s a most pleasant consideration.” 

“Well, mayhap I exaggerate a bit. It’s hard, though, to see the woman ye love so miserable. Especially during the actual birthing.”  Niall dragged in an unsteady breath. “It nearly tears yer heart out.”  

“Aye.”  Iain sobered. “I fear it as any man would. Still, it’s the woman who must suffer the pains and risk the dangers. I want to be there for Regan, though. I won’t let her go through it alone.” 

“Be prepared, then, to fight yer way past the midwife, maidservants, and, for ye, yer mither. They seem to think a man’s place isn’t in the birthing chamber.” 

“Mayhap.”  Iain indicated they should head for the keep, where his mother was just now exiting. “But if Regan wants me there, there I’ll be, and no one will tell me otherwise.” 

As they approached Mathilda, Iain glanced around for sign of his wife. Strange that she hadn’t been one of the first to greet them. Unless she was perhaps ill, or something—a chill coursed through him—had happened to her and their bairn.

“Where’s Regan?”  he immediately asked, forgoing the usual greetings. “Is she all right?” 

His mother smiled and laid a hand on his arm. “Aye, she’s fine. And it’s most pleasant to see ye again too.” 

Relief almost making his knees weak, Iain took her into his arms and gave her a hug. “I’ve missed ye, Mither, and I’m so verra glad to be home!”  He loosened his grip on her to lean back and gaze down into her face. “Now, where’s Regan? If she’s fine, why hasn’t she come out to greet us? Surely she’s not angry with me? I know we’ve been gone far longer than we’d hoped, but there was naught to be done for it.”  

“Well, we can talk about the queen over the supper meal,”  Mathilda said briskly. “And the reason Regan hasn’t come out to greet ye is because she isn’t here.” 

Iain went very still. “Where has she gone then, and why?” 

“About a week into March, she received an invitation from that foster brother of hers. Seems he was having a special birthday celebration for his sister, Molly, and Regan, being so close to the wee lass, wanted desperately to attend. I saw no harm in it. The lass, after all, was pining after ye something fierce. I thought a short visit to her old home would do her good. So she left with an escort of ten of yer men, and, save for a few letters in the first weeks, I haven’t heard from her since.” 

Iain frowned, released his mother, and took a step back. “And the lads ye sent along with her? Are they still at Strathyre House as well?” 

“Well, nay. Regan soon sent all but one of them back, claiming their board was too great a drain on Walter’s meager funds. The plan was to send the one lad back to Balloch to fetch a sufficient escort when she was ready to return.” 

“And don’t ye think it strange she’s been there close to six weeks now, with no further communication or having sent our man back with a request to fetch her?” 

Mathilda looked chagrined. “Aye, of course I was beginning to wonder. But I kept hoping ye’d return any time and see to the matter yerself. Not that ye were overly conscientious in keeping me apprised of the goings-on at Court or yer plans either!” 

Niall chose that moment to intervene. Taking Mathilda’s hand, he tucked her arm in his. “There was little time to be writing, if we’d even dared tell ye of what was going on,”  he said. “And, one way or another, Iain’s now home and can soon fetch his wife.” 

He shot Iain a look over the top of his mother’s head. “Seems like we’ll both be heading out again on the morrow. And a wee detour to MacLaren lands won’t put me all that late in getting back to Kilchurn.” 

“My thanks,”  Iain replied. If Walter MacLaren thought to play some game with him, the added presence of Clan Campbell’s chief and his men would soon give him pause. Not that he wasn’t up to confronting the other man himself. Indeed, he’d ride to the gates of hell and back for his wife and unborn child.

Nonetheless, a sense of foreboding filled Iain. “Aye, we’ll indeed head out at first light,”  he muttered. “There’s something not right about this overlong visit. Whether Walter MacLaren likes it or not, I mean to bring Regan home posthaste.” 
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“Regan, I’m so bored! Could we go for a walk?” 

Glancing up from the tiny set of stockings she was knitting, Regan looked over at Molly. The little girl had long ago given up on the simple scarf she had been trying to knit and had taken up a spot on the bench beneath the bedchamber window. She looked back now, though, with a pleading expression in her bright blue eyes.

Regan smiled and set aside her own knitting. “Aye, that’d be a nice change from all this hard work, wouldn’t it?”  She rose, walked to where Molly sat, and extended her hand. “And where would ye like to go?” 

Molly jumped down from the bench and took her hand. “Let’s walk down to the loch. It’s warm enough, isn’t it, for me to go wading?” 

“Hardly,”  Regan replied with a chuckle. “Though it’s next to the last day of April and the springtide flowers are blooming, the loch is still sure to be verra cold.”  At the girl’s crestfallen expression, she laughed. “But mayhap we can pick a pretty bouquet of flowers instead. For the dining table in the Great Hall. It’ll look so nice there for the supper meal, don’t ye think?” 

“Och, aye!”  Molly’s expression brightened, and she tugged on Regan’s hand. “Let’s go. Come on, Regan!” 

It was a mild, sunny afternoon, and they were soon strolling down the narrow, winding dirt path from Strathyre House to Loch Voil. Eventually, a little burn joined up to run alongside the path, its banks covered in yellow-petaled marsh marigolds interspersed with red and white tulips. In the shade of nearby oak and rowan woods, colorful primroses grew. White heather bloomed on the sun-kissed hillsides, and marsh violets peeked through the sprouting grass beneath the newly budded birch and willow trees perched on the very edge of the shore.

They must have spent a good three-quarters of an hour walking along, picking flowers, when Molly paused to glance up the hill toward Strathyre House. She stood there, her hand shading her eyes, for so long that Regan finally turned to see what she was looking at.

A large group of men on horses—she guessed it to be thirty or more—had drawn up before the old tower house. Even from a good quarter of a mile down the hill, Regan thought she could make out Campbell colors. Her heart gave a great lurch. Iain! Could it possibly be him?

“Come, Molly.”  She extended her hand to the little girl. “We’ve visitors. It’s only proper we go up to greet them.” 

Molly paused only long enough to shift all the flowers she had been picking into her other hand, then took Regan’s hand and fell into step alongside her. “Do ye think it’s yer folk, come finally to fetch us?” 

“Mayhap.” 

Regan certainly hoped so. After a month visiting Walter and Molly, she had thought it time to send David Campbell, the only one of her escort she had kept behind, back to Balloch to request additional riders to accompany her home. But that had been over two weeks ago. Even with the repeated bouts of spring rains, it had begun to seem overlong for the men’s return. Walter’s decided lack of enthusiasm for sending one of his own men to discern what the problem might be had additionally been troubling.

Now, though, there might well be no further cause for concern. Even if Iain wasn’t with the other men, perhaps David had at last returned with the others to fetch her. One way or another, she’d be glad to return to Balloch. It was, after all, her home now.

Just then one of the riders turned, appeared to catch sight of her and Molly, and swung off his horse. He started down the path to the loch, his long, ground-eating strides carrying him swiftly to them. His tall, broad-shouldered form and blond hair soon gave him away. It was Iain.

Regan gave a low cry and attempted to quicken her pace, but the extra weight of the child she carried soon slowed her once again. It didn’t matter, though. Iain broke into a run.

In a matter of seconds, he slid to a halt before her. Regan inhaled a deep breath. “Well, it’s about time ye were coming for yer wife,”  she said, her heart pounding so hard she imagined he could hear it. “I was beginning to think the wonders of Court and all its fine ladies had dazzled ye into forgetting about me.” 

Iain’s deep blue eyes sparkled with amusement. “As if there were any other woman for me but ye, lass.”  He moved close, took her hand, and lifted it to his lips. “Och, I confess I counted the days until I could return to ye, I did,”  he said hoarsely when he had finally lowered her hand to clutch it over his heart. “Court and all its allure hold no appeal for me anymore. Not when I’ve a wife I love, a bairn on the way, and the finest home in all of Scotland to return to.” 

It was all Regan needed to hear. With a joyous sound, she flung her arms about Iain’s neck, lifted on tiptoe, and kissed him. Pulling her to him, he returned her kiss with an equally ardent one of his own.

Regan didn’t know how long they would’ve stood there like that if Molly hadn’t finally tugged on her skirt.

“It’s not polite to ignore a body,”  she said rather grumpily. “And it’s even more impolite not to introduce us. Ye taught me that yerself, ye did.” 

With an amused snort, Regan hastily disengaged herself from Iain. “Och, Molly, I’m so sorry.”  She looked from the little girl to Iain. “M’lord, I’d like to introduce ye to Molly MacLaren, Walter’s sister. And Molly, this is my husband, Iain Campbell.” 

Her cheeks dimpling with a shy smile, Molly curtsied prettily. “M’lord, I’m verra pleased to meet ye.” 

Iain dropped to one knee before her. Taking her hand, he brought it to his lips in a gallant kiss. “And I’m verra pleased to meet ye at last, m’lady.” 

Molly examined him with solemn interest. For a fleeting instant, Regan feared she had taken a sudden dislike to Iain. But then, as if finally making up her mind, the little girl nodded.

“I like ye,”  she said. “And ye’re verra bonny, ye are.” 

“Am I now?”  Iain chuckled, released her hand, and shoved to his feet. “Have a care, lass, or ye’re sure to turn my head.” 

“Aye,”  Regan added, shooting her husband a wry look. “He’s already quite insufferable as it is, what with all the lasses swooning at the mere sight of him. It’s up to us, I fear, to keep his head from exploding with conceit.” 

“Och, and wouldn’t that make a mess!”  Molly wrinkled her nose and stared at Iain’s head as if watching it for signs of a sudden size increase. “Still, as bonny as ye are,”  she next said, suddenly changing the course of the conversation, “ye’re not half as bonny as my brother Roddy was. That’s why Regan married him first, ye know.” 

Regan couldn’t help a small inhalation of breath. She looked to Iain.

Thankfully, he didn’t seem the least offended by the little girl’s remark. Instead, he gave a thoughtful nod.

“Aye, but I love Regan so much that I was happy she’d have me anyway.” 

Molly twisted her mouth. It could only mean one thing. She was struggling with something really difficult and confusing. Regan moved close and laid a hand on her shoulder.

“Ye marrying her.”  The child gazed up at him, her eyes suddenly tear bright. “Ye took her away from us, me and Walter. It’s verra mean, ye know.” 

Iain looked to Regan, entreaty now gleaming in his eyes. She smiled, then squatted beside Molly. “And have ye already forgotten that Walter gave ye leave to visit us the entire summer?”  She shot Iain a quick, pleading glance. He smiled and nodded. “So ye see, we’re all but neighbors now, and can visit back and forth whenever we wish.” 

“I’d like it better,”  the girl muttered, “if ye still lived with us.” 

“Yet ye also know that when women wed, they usually move away from their childhood homes. As ye’ll surely do someday, when ye find a braw man to wed.” 

“Nay.”  Molly shook her head with firm resolve. “I don’t want ever to leave Strathyre House. And I don’t want ever to wed.” 

Regan chuckled softly and stood. “Well, that may be for now, but let’s see how ye feel in another ten years or so.”  She looked up the hill to where everyone still waited. “Now, I think it best we finish our walk back to Strathyre. It also isn’t polite to keep guests waiting.” 

As they turned back to the path, Molly grabbed Regan’s hand and held it tightly. Iain joined Regan on her other side, and they were soon striding up the hill together.

Walter and Niall awaited them before the steps leading to Strathyre’s main door. Their escort, which consisted of Niall’s as well Iain’s men, remained mounted. Regan, still holding Molly’s hand, and Iain finally drew up before the two men.

The Campbell chief gave Regan a long, considering look, then rendered her a curt nod. “Ye look well, madam,”  he said. “Like my Annie, ye appear to carry bairns with little difficulty.” 

“My health is good, m’lord,”  she replied, still able to manage a half curtsy without losing her balance. “And, now that Iain’s returned, I’m certain it’ll improve all the more.” 

“Well, leastwise yer mood’s bound to improve,”  Walter offered, smiling. “Ye must admit ye’ve grown a bit testy these past few weeks.” 

Regan arched a slender brow. “Indeed? I hadn’t noticed.” 

Walter laughed then. “Be that as it may, I’ll wager yer husband soon will.”  He paused and looked around the group. “But forgive my poor manners. Please, come inside so I may offer ye something to drink. And the meager hospitality of my house is also yers for as long as ye wish to remain.” 

Niall glanced at Iain. “Ye’ve found Regan hale and hearty. Have ye further need of me?” 

Iain shook his head. “Nay. Ye wish to be heading on out then, do ye? Back to Annie and yer wee bairn?” 

His cousin grinned. “Aye. Now that ye’ve returned to yer lady, I’ve a great need to do the same.” 

“Then go, with my deepest gratitude for all ye’ve done.”  Iain extended his arm, and they clasped, hand to elbow.

“Send me word then, when yer bairn comes.” 

“Aye.”  Iain looked deep into Niall’s eyes. “Ye can be certain of it.” 

They stepped back from each other then, and after another perfunctory nod to Regan, the Campbell chief turned and strode over to where his men and horses awaited. In one lithe move, he swung up onto his mount, reined it in, then paused to wave his farewell. Iain and Regan waved back. An instant later, Niall signaled his horse forward. Followed by his men, he rode away.

Iain was the first to turn back to Regan and Walter. “The day draws on, lass. It’s best we, too, were on our way.” 

“Och, nay.”  Walter held up a hand in apparent protest. “There’s no need for ye to depart so soon. Indeed, I was hopeful ye might stay on for a wee visit. In a sense, we’re family now, Regan being a MacLaren fosterling. Though ye and I’ve had a few tense moments in the past, I’m all for setting old disagreements aside and starting anew.”  He offered Iain his hand. “If ye can find it in yer heart, that is, to do so.” 

Iain’s eyes narrowed, and his mouth tightened. Regan sensed her husband wasn’t predisposed to lower his guard against Walter. Why there was such animosity between the two men, she didn’t know, but whatever it was, it was past time to do as Walter suggested and set it aside.

“He makes a fair request,”  she said, meeting Iain’s gaze. “Not to mention, it’d please me greatly.” 

“And exactly how long a visit would it take to please ye, lass?”  Iain asked.

He was still reluctant, but at least he was willing to concede, and that was the first step. “Och, but a few days would suffice,”  she said. “We can always return at a later date for a longer stay.”  She turned to Walter. “Would that suffice for ye as well?” 

“Aye. Three days should be a most pleasant length for our first visit.”  He bent down and picked up Molly, holding her close. “Now, my stablemen will see to the care of yer horses, then help yer men find adequate lodging. And tonight we’ll have a grand feast in the Great Hall in yer honor,”  he added, meeting Iain’s gaze.

Iain nodded, his expression inscrutable. “I thank ye for yer hospitality.” 

“Och, think naught of it,”  Walter said as he turned and headed over to the steps. “The pleasure’s all mine.” 
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“Would ye mind telling me why ye’ve taken such a dislike to Walter?”  Regan asked later that evening after they had retired to bed.

Iain turned on his side to face her. For an instant, she was distracted at the most pleasing sight of her husband’s broad chest and muscled arms. She didn’t think she’d ever tire of looking at him or fail to experience a thrill at the thought of being his wife.

“It was that apparent, was it?”  he asked, his deep voice wrenching her back to the matter at hand. “My dislike for Walter?” 

Regan rolled her eyes. “Aye, and well ye know it.” 

He reached over, took up a lock of hair that had tumbled over her shoulder, and twisted it about his finger. “I’d much prefer,”  he replied huskily, his gaze fixed on the candlelit strands in his hand, “spending our first night back together discussing more pleasant matters and, even more so, engaging in them.” 

“And why’s that? Are ye afraid ye’ll anger me by speaking ill of my foster brother?” 

Iain finally glanced up. “The thought had crossed my mind. Yer continuing affection for him is quite apparent.” 

“And do ye fear it’s stronger than my affection for ye then?” 

“When I finally returned to Balloch and found ye’d come here,” 

he said, his gaze now locked with hers, “and that ye’d been gone for nearly six weeks, I wondered at yer reasons. Especially when ye’d originally planned to attend Molly’s birthday celebration, then return home after a week or so.” 

Regan sighed. “Aye, that was my original plan. But Molly begged me to stay on for a time more, and then once I sent David back to Balloch to fetch my escort, a few more weeks passed before ye and—” 

“What do ye mean, ye sent David back?”  Iain shoved to one elbow. “He wasn’t at Balloch when I arrived home, and Mither never made mention of his return. Indeed, she was wondering when he would return.” 

Apprehension twisted her gut. “But I sent David back two weeks ago, Iain. What happened to him?” 

Her husband’s expression darkened. “Whatever happened, I doubt the lad lived to tell about it.”  He sat up in bed. “This doesn’t bode well, lass. Something foul’s afoot here.” 

“Outlaws could’ve set upon him.”  Regan blinked back a sudden swell of tears. “Och, he could’ve been wounded and lain there all alone until he died, and no one would’ve known to come to his aid!” 

“It’s strange no one found his body.” 

She jerked her gaze back up to him. “What are ye implying?” 

He opened his mouth, then clamped it shut again. “Naught. Leastwise, not yet. I’ve no proof, only suspicions.” 

Anger filled her. “Suspicions that Walter’s involved in David’s inexplicable disappearance? Is that what ye mean?” 

“Och, lass, leave it be.”  Iain sighed and leaned against the bed’s wooden headboard. “It’s true enough I think little of Walter MacLaren. But I’m here, am I not, and willing, for yer sake, to give him another chance.” 

Regan crossed her arms over her night-rail-clad body. She didn’t like Iain having such a poor opinion of Walter. True, Walter was a very private sort and could have a bit of ruthlessness about him at times. And she had had her passing doubts about his possible involvement in Roddy’s death, but that had soon dissipated once she was back at Strathyre. Walter had changed in the time they had been apart. He was now calmer, more patient and secure, as if becoming laird had brought with it the self-fulfillment he had always needed. Their friendship had bloomed as well. Regan knew now he had never had anything but her best interests and welfare at heart.

Yet she also knew Iain loved her and would do anything for her. Surely two good men could eventually be brought to find peace with each other.

“Fine.”  Regan sighed her acquiescence. “I’ll not ask ye to make Walter yer bosom friend. It’s enough for now that ye’re willing to give him a chance.”  She paused, shooting him an impish grin. “Ye needn’t worry, though, that Walter will ever steal my heart. It’s hopelessly, and eternally, yers.” 

“Indeed?”  He cocked his head, smiled, and she could tell he was pleased. “Well, it’s the least I’d expect, ye know. Ye being the queen’s most obedient subject, and her having commanded ye to wed me and all.” 

Iain’s mention of Mary reminded Regan she had yet to hear the outcome of his and Niall’s journey to Edinburgh. “How is she, by the way?”  Regan asked. “And whatever came of Darnley’s death? Did they ever discover his killer?” 

“Nay, though there are many who suspect it was Lord Bothwell and several other conspirators who had a hand in that unpleasant affair. And there are just as many who also suspect Mary.” 

“Mary? Why?” 

“Because it’s long been evident she was unhappy in her marriage to 

Darnley, because Bothwell’s always been her loyal and devoted servant, and because she couldn’t have pulled off her husband’s murder on her own. And, now that all charges have been dropped against Bothwell, there are new rumors he means to take her as his wife.” 

“But Bothwell’s already wed!” 

Iain’s mouth went taut and grim. “Not for much longer, I’d wager. The man’s riding high after the failed attempt by Darnley’s father to bring him to trial. Lennox was afraid to face him, what with four thousand of Bothwell’s supporters roaming Edinburgh the day of the trial. So, in the absence of an accuser, Bothwell was declared innocent. After that, the rumors of his intent to seek Mary’s hand began.” 

“Och, poor, poor Mary.”  Regan shook her head, so overcome with a sense of impending disaster that she found, for a moment, she couldn’t speak.

“Aye, poor, poor Mary,”  her husband muttered. “It was then that Niall and I decided it was past time to take our leave of Court and Edinburgh. Mary had her chance to repudiate Bothwell and distance herself from him, but she didn’t. She listens only to him now, and apparently has no further need of us.” 

“She may just be lost and confused right now, Iain. So much misfortune has befallen her in the past year or so. Mayhap if ye just give her some time, then approach her again . . .” 

He sighed. “Aye, mayhap. We’ll see what the next few months bring.” 

There was such sadness, such a sense of defeat in his voice and words that Regan’s heart went out to him. He and Niall had worked so hard to aid the queen, as friends, advisors, and loyal subjects, remaining true to her when many of their own clan had begun to distance themselves from Mary. Yet now it seemed as if all they had done had been for naught.

She scooted close and laid her head on his shoulder. “Ye’ve done the best ye could,”  she whispered. “It’s time to place it all in the Lord’s hands.” 

“Aye, mayhap it is.”  Iain kissed the top of her head. “And it’s time, as well, to see to what’s truly the most important things in my life—ye, our bairn, and Balloch.” 

Regan looked up and smiled. “I find no fault in that, m’lord.” 

“And neither do I, m’lady. Neither do I,”  he said, his voice going thick with longing as he pulled her down with him onto the bed. 
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Just a few more days, Walter repeated over and over as he paced the confines of his bedchamber late that night. The message had been sent to William Drummond, alerting him to bring his men for the long-awaited ambush. Just a few more days, and Iain Campbell would never again strut off to bed with Regan on his arm. Just a few more days, and Campbell would be dead and she’d be his at last. If only he could endure the torment just a few more days.

There were plans of his own to make while he waited on Drummond’s men’s arrival. A site had to be chosen for the attack, one that positioned Campbell and his meager escort to their greatest disadvantage. Precautions also had to be clarified to ensure Regan survived unscathed.

One thing was certain in that regard. He intended to set himself and his own men at some secret but advantageous spot to oversee the whole affair. He didn’t trust William Drummond not to “accidentally”  have Regan killed in the ensuing chaos. Her death, after all, would remove all threat of her ever laying claim to his chieftainship. And it would also absolve him of any future support payments on her behalf, monies Walter would always desperately need.

Additionally, something had to be done to prevent Molly from accompanying them, despite both Regan’s and his sister’s expectations to the contrary. Perhaps some unpleasant but innocuous herbal concoction from the local healer would do the trick. All he needed, after all, was to make Molly temporarily too ill to travel.

It was bad enough Regan had to endure the horrors of the slaughter. She at least, though, was an adult. As much as he hated making his sister sick, it would be far worse to subject sweet, innocent little Molly to the sight of what was sure to be some ghastly butchery.

A sudden thought assailed Walter, and he drew up short. Indeed, such a traumatic event might be enough also to send Regan into premature labor. If it did, she’d surely lose the child.

Walter couldn’t help but smile at the consideration. In one short, expedient act, he could well be free not only of the father but also the child. Regan—and he—would be able to begin anew, unencumbered by anything that bound her to her former life with Iain Campbell.

The more he thought on it, the more convinced he became that this was the most perfect of all plans. The warlock would finally lose his hold on Regan, and she’d finally open her eyes to the truth. The truth that he, her lifelong friend, was the real man of her dreams.

And he and Drummond had already agreed the attackers would all be men Regan had never met, dressed as outlaws and broken men. There’d be no way to trace the killers back to them. And, not long after the ambush was over and the outlaws had all ridden away, Walter and his own men would come riding up on the pretense of trying to catch the Campbell party to deliver some item Regan had left behind. Riding up to find her there among the dead and rescue her, to bring her back to the safe, familiar home she had always known and loved.

After that, it would be a simple thing to play the stalwart comforter to the grieving widow. He was certain he could win her back to him, once the effects of Campbell’s spells waned with his death. And if perchance the shock of the massacre didn’t cause her to lose the bairn, there were other ways to see the child gone soon enough.

Aye, Walter thought as he once more began to pace. There were many plans yet to be made, the details refined to unerring perfection. Just a few more days and he’d have everything he had ever wanted, ever dreamed of.

All he had to do was remain busy. All he had to do was keep his mind off the revolting image of Iain Campbell lying in bed just down the hall, holding Regan in his arms.
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Two days later just after breakfast, Iain and Regan bade Walter farewell and headed out on the half-day’s journey back to Balloch. Though Iain knew Regan was disappointed at having to leave Molly behind, there was nothing to be done for it. The little girl had begun vomiting last night and was now too ill to travel. Regan seemed somewhat mollified, however, when Walter had promised personally to bring Molly to Balloch when she was fully recovered.

Not that Iain was overly thrilled at the thought of having to take Walter MacLaren into his house for even one night, he admitted as he rode along, Regan at his side and his men lined up behind them. But he was resigned to the possibility. Highland hospitality demanded it, if not just for the fact the man was all but Regan’s kin.

Try as he might, though, Iain found little to change his opinion of Walter MacLaren as a grasping, untrustworthy, shallow-hearted man. And he didn’t care much, either, for Walter’s proprietary, calculating air around Regan. If he hadn’t been her foster brother and dear to her, Iain would’ve gladly taken the man aside and set him straight about several things, the least of which was who was and who wasn’t Regan’s husband.

And he might still do so, if the man dared put on airs when he came to Balloch. Still, that day was likely at least a week or more away, if little Molly’s appearance this morn was any indication. The poor lass looked very sick, with a pasty complexion and dark circles beneath her eyes, and was so weak she could barely sit up in bed. Thankfully, though, she was finally taking a bit of broth, or he feared Regan would’ve refused to leave at all.

They rode for a time in silence, the horses all going at a walk to keep pace with the pony cart wherein Regan rode. Iain glanced at her every so often as well, attempting to gauge her toleration of the ride. She looked none the worse for it, he supposed, but still he worried.

Eight more weeks, and he’d at last be a father. Even now, all these months since Regan had first revealed her pregnancy to him, Iain still experienced the same excitement and eager anticipation each time he thought of his impending fatherhood. The Lord was so good. At long last, he had everything he had ever wanted.

“Ye look verra pleased with yerself,”  Regan said just then.

He looked over at her. Och, but she was so beautiful. Soft color bloomed in her cheeks, her striking brown eyes sparkled, and she looked voluptuously healthy in her childbearing.

“Can ye think of any reason why I shouldn’t be pleased, sweet lass?”  he asked as the trail began to dip down into a narrow glen, its steep hillsides covered in dense forest. “It’s springtime in the Highlands, we’re going home, and I’m so verra much in love with ye. What man wouldn’t be pleased?” 

She smiled and colored most becomingly. “Yer pleasure’s all that matters to me, husband.” 

Iain chuckled. “As well it should, wife. Still, I wish for ye always to find equal pleasure in—” 

From somewhere above them in the trees, a horse snorted and Iain caught the faint clink of metal upon metal. All his warrior’s instincts sprang immediately to the forefront. He turned, glanced back at Thomas Campbell, one of his most trusted clansmen, and signaled for him to join him. Before the man could even nudge his mount forward, however, a crossbow quarrel hissed through the air and struck the man square in the chest.

Thomas gave a sharp cry and toppled from his horse. An instant later the air was thick with quarrels, all arching down toward them. Iain tore free the targ fastened to the back of his saddle and tossed the round, leather-bound shield to Regan.

“Cover yerself and hold on!”  he cried as he next grabbed her pony’s reins and kicked his own mount in the side.

Both animals leaped into a gallop, and they raced down the glen. Behind him, Iain heard his men follow his lead, what men were still with him. As he had set out, he had heard additional quarrels strike home.

There was naught to be done for them. To tarry a second more in that narrow little glen would’ve surely been the end of them all. Their only hope lay in their getting out of crossbow range. Even if their attackers were mounted, it would be a difficult if not impossible task to reload a crossbow while in pursuit.

The glen, however, was longer than he had bargained for, especially at the slower pace the pony and its cart set. Two quarrels sunk deep into the targ Regan held up before her. Then one, burning like fire, pierced his left shoulder.

Iain ground his teeth at the pain, reached up to wrench the quarrel free and toss it aside, then forged on. For a few dizzying seconds, the world spun around him. Behind Iain, another man cried out and fell, striking the ground hard.

Fury boiled up and seared through him, clearing the dizziness like a cold splash of water. The cowardly knaves! Let them come out and face them like men! He’d gladly give them a wee taste of his claymore.

The end of the glen rose before him like some blessed entrance to sanctuary. Once they were out in the open, there was hope they could outrace their attackers to safety. Iain didn’t dare look to Regan. It was enough she managed to hold on, stay in the cart, and shield herself with the targ.

And then, men on horseback were suddenly there at the mouth of the glen. Armed men, men whose myriad colors of plaids bespoke of no specific clan or family loyalty. Outlaws, broken men who stood as a human barrier three or four ranks deep, between Iain and freedom.

He reined in his horse. Regan’s pony halted on his right. His remaining men drew up on his left.

One had a quarrel in his thigh. The other was yet unscathed.

Two men left out of nine, to face at least twenty men.

“Och, Iain,”  Regan cried softly just then. “Ye’re hurt!” 

As he turned to her, panic swelled. Even with just his two remaining men, he’d have gladly, even eagerly, rode to do battle against such overwhelming odds. But this time it wasn’t as simple or easy as that—he had Regan and their unborn child to think of. How could he protect her and still fight these men?

Help me, Lord. Help us all, Iain thought, lifting a quick, desperate prayer as he scanned the terrain around them. There were scant defensible spots where Regan would be sufficiently out of harm’s way. A pile of boulders and several fallen trees about twenty yards back down the glen looked the best place.

He pulled his claymore free of its sheath on his back and pointed with it toward the boulders. “There, lads,”  he growled. “We’ll make our stand there.” 

Urging his horse on, Iain sent the animal racing toward the boulders, pulling Regan’s pony along with him. His two men followed close behind. Yet even then the outlaws were racing toward them.

They barely made the boulders. Immediately, Iain leaped down, thrust his claymore several inches into the earth, and pulled Regan from the cart.

“Go,”  he cried, pushing her in the direction of the boulders. “Take shelter behind those rocks and trees!” 

She opened her mouth as if to protest, then apparently thought better of it. Instead, Regan tossed his targ to him before hurrying to do as he commanded. She made cover none too soon. The first rank of outlaws attacked, slamming into the defensive barrier Iain’s men had made to protect him.

He swung up onto his horse, grabbed first one pistol and fired it, then the other. Both shots at such close range hit their targets, and two outlaws fell, mortally wounded. Then there was no time left but to fight. He drew free his short sword, a far more effective weapon on horseback than the huge claymore. With a targ on the other arm, Iain moved into position beside his men.

Sheer desperation, and likely greater skill, served them well for a time. One outlaw after another fell. Eventually, however, some in the back were able to reload their crossbows and began again to fire. Richard Gordon died, his throat transected by a quarrel. Then Willie Campbell’s horse took a bolt in its chest.

The animal screamed, reared, its front legs flailing the air, before toppling over sideways, taking Willie with him. He was immediately set on by three assailants.

“Cruachan!”  Iain roared and reined his horse around, kneeing the beast into the thick of the battle for Willie’s life.

He used the sharply pointed tip in the middle of his targ to spear one man, and then his sword to all but slice off the hand of another. Both fell back, screaming in agony, but there were always more to take their place. There was nothing, though, he could do to help free Willie from beneath his fallen horse. To dismount now would’ve been the end of them both.

Hacking, slashing, stabbing, Iain fought on and on. There were times he held them all at bay, and then times when they surged forward like an uncontrollable floodtide, and he could barely defend himself. His sword arm grew heavy. His lungs heaved for air. Blood trickled from the hole in his shoulder, weakening him until it became increasingly difficult to lift his targ. Sweat poured into his eyes until he could barely see.

The wounds began to come more frequently now—slices to his arms and legs, small, passing jabs that pierced his skin more and more deeply before Iain could parry them away. And then the volley of quarrels flew again.

One struck him in the thigh, penetrating to the bone. Two more he barely defended against with his targ. Another three found his horse.

With a grunt, the mortally wounded animal sank to his knees and began to roll to its side. Iain leaped free, pivoted to run back to his claymore, when the quarrel tip in his thigh ground against bone.

Sharp, brilliant bits of light exploded in his brain, and he nearly cried out from the excruciating pain. He staggered, went down on one knee. A blade plunged into his back, then withdrew and plunged again. He thought he’d black out from the searing agony.

With the last bit of strength left him, Iain swung around on his good leg and thrust his sword into his attacker’s chest. The man plummeted to the ground.

And then Regan was there, catching him in her arms as he swayed then toppled over backward. Catching him to ever so gently lower him to the ground.

The tears streaming down her cheeks, she reached around to try and pull his sword from his hand. Iain gripped it all the tighter.

“Nay, lass,”  he groaned.

“Let me have it,”  she pleaded. “Ye fought for me. Now let me fight for ye.” 

“N-nay.”  His voice sounded curiously distant now, and only a superhuman effort brought him back through the encroaching mists. “If ye fight . . . they may kill ye. And, no matter what happens to me, ye must live . . . live for yerself . . . for the sake of our b-bairn.” 

“I-I don’t want to live without ye, Iain,”  Regan sobbed, holding him close. “I haven’t the courage, the strength!” 

“Aye . . . but ye do.”  He tried to smile, but he even seemed to be losing control of his lips. “Ye do . . .” 

Something from the corner of his vision caught Iain’s attention. He turned his head. A man stood there, black rage in his eyes and a sword raised overhead.

He meant to strike, and strike a killing blow. But the man’s gaze wasn’t fixed on him, Iain realized fuzzily. It was directed to another. It was directed at Regan.

“Nay!”  he cried and, with the last bit of strength left in him, threw himself in front of Regan.

Almost simultaneously, a shot rang out. The man hesitated; a befuddled look spread across his face. His sword tumbled from his hand. He took one, then two, staggering steps backward and toppled over.

It was the last sight Iain saw. Like a heavy curtain falling before his eyes, everything went black.
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Regan had but a split second to glance up after the shot rang out and killed her assailant—a man she knew had meant to murder her. Her gaze flew past him to another man mounted on a horse but thirty feet away. A man who, until this moment, hadn’t been part of the outlaw band. In his hand, he held a smoking dagg. It was Walter.

She gave a sharp cry of recognition. Then Iain slumped, went limp in her arms. Suddenly, Walter’s unexpected arrival meant nothing. All that mattered was her beloved husband.

“Och, Iain!”  The words barely made it past a constricted throat. “Don’t die. I beg ye. Don’t die!” 

He looked so pale now, his mouth slack, his beautiful eyes closed, and there was blood, so much blood! Regan stared down at him in wordless anguish. He was dying. Iain, her joy, her good, kind, loving husband, was dying, and she could do naught to save him.

Pulling him tightly to her, Regan clenched shut her eyes and prayed. Spare him, Lord, she cried out in her silent agony. He doesn’t deserve this, not now, not when he’s so close to seeing the child he wants with all his heart. He’s one of Yer most devoted servants. And I love him! Och, how I love him! 

As she rocked Iain to and fro, sobs began to wrack her body. She tried to will all her strength and life into him. But, no matter how hard Regan tried, he lay there limp and unmoving.

A wren called from a nearby tree. A gentle breeze kissed her cheek. The scent of crushed, new grass enveloped her. Strange, she thought, that at a time like this she was so acutely aware of every
thing around her. It seemed as if she were in some dream, hovering between heaven and hell.

Then a hand settled on her shoulder, and a familiar voice filled her ears.

“Come away, lass,”  Walter said. “It’s too late. He’s gone.” 

She opened her eyes, saw him squatting beside her. For an instant her head spun. Walter was here. But how? And why?

Then it didn’t matter anymore. All that mattered was Iain. Iain . . .

“N-nay,”  Regan whispered. “He’s not dead. He’s not! Help him, Walter. Help him!” 

He sighed and shook his head. “Come away, lass.”  He began to pull her hands free of her hold on Iain. “It’s not safe for ye here. Though a bit of coin has managed to convince these men to spare yer life, they’re an undependable lot and might soon change their mind. Come away while ye still can.” 

There was real concern in his voice. Some instinct told her he was likely right. “Aye, I’ll come away,”  she said. “But bring Iain. Please, Walter. Bring Iain.” 

She let him move Iain aside and help her to her feet. When he slipped a hand about her waist and tried to walk her away, though, Regan dug in her heels. “Bring Iain, Walter. Please!” 

A taut, grim expression tightened his features. “Not now, lass,”  he growled. “They only gave me leave to take ye away. We daren’t press our luck.” 

“Nay!”  Hysteria finally gained a stranglehold on her. She twisted wildly in his grip, struggling to turn back to Iain. “Nay!” 

“We’ll come back for him later.”  Walter fought to maintain his hold on her. “Later.” 

A scream rose to her lips. “Nay!” 

And then a pain came, deep in her belly, twisting and coiling so hard and tight that it took her breath away. She gasped, doubled over, and clutched at her swollen abdomen.

The pain came again, and Regan recognized it now for what it was—a birthing pang. Fear swamped her. The child! She was losing the child!

She screamed. Her knees buckled, and only Walter’s quick response in catching her and swinging her up into his arms saved her from falling. For a fleeting moment, Regan felt his jarring motions as he carried her away. Then another pain came, sending her over the brink of consciousness and into a blessed place where nothing mattered.
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“Och, my poor, sweet child. It’ll be all right. Just ye wait and see.” 

The soothing voice—Cook’s voice—rose from the graying mists, accompanied by a cool, damp cloth sliding down the side of her face. Regan groaned, pushed it away, and rolled over to face in the opposite direction. For her efforts, she was rewarded with another belly cramp. This one, though, was far less intense.

Her eyes snapped open. Her bairn! Was it all right? It must be all right!

On the heels of that thought came the memory of Iain, of holding him in her arms as he lay dying. Freshened grief flooded her. Once again, all Regan saw was the blood, and his dear, waxen face. She heard his beloved voice speaking to her for the last time. And all she felt was helpless, empty anguish.

She wept, but the tears didn’t wash away any of the searing pain. How could they? Iain was gone, and he had been everything to her. Everything!

“There, there, child. Don’t cry so. Yer weeping may yet harm yer bairn, and ye might lose it.” 

Cook laid a hand on her shoulder and patted it. It was a big, broad, work-roughened hand, but the woman’s touch comforted Regan nonetheless. She rolled back to face her. 

“My bairn? Ye mean I haven’t already lost it?” 

“Och, nay.”  Cook smiled and shook her head. “Ye were bleeding a wee bit when Walter first brought ye back home, but once I got ye into bed and bathed ye, it came no more. We may well have to keep ye in bed until it’s yer true time for birthing, but I think there’s yet a chance we can save yer wee one.” 

Yet a chance we can save yer wee one . . . The consideration that she might still carry Iain’s child to a safe birth was a bittersweet one. Though Regan knew it was what Iain had died trying to protect—her life and that of his unborn child—she found scant solace in the realization. She wanted Iain. Without him, life—the future—seemed nothing but a bleak, endless torment. More than anything she had ever wanted, Regan wanted to be with him, even if it meant following him in death.

But two things held her here. It was a sin to take one’s life. She’d then never be with Iain in heaven, a place Regan was certain a man such as her husband would go. And there was the bairn. She’d soon be a mother. That bore with it a responsibility to care for her child. Her child . . . and Iain’s.

“I’m glad for that at least,”  she managed to choke out at last. “That there’s still a chance for our bairn. But what of Iain? His b-body . . . It needs to be taken back to Balloch and his mither.” 

“I don’t know aught about that, child.”  Cook paused to pour a cup of water, then slid her hand behind Regan’s head and lifted it. “Here, take a sip. Ye need to drink something. Later, I’ll bring ye up a fortifying broth and a nice, soft bannock or some fresh-baked bread.” 

Though she obediently drank a few swallows of water, Regan shook her head once Cook had lowered her back to the bed. “I’m not hungry. Dinna fash yerself.” 

“Well, if ye won’t eat for yerself, then eat for the bairn.” 

Regan sighed. “Aye, well I know that. And mayhap in time I’ll eat, but not just now. I need to speak with Walter. Will ye fetch him for me?” 

For some reason, the older woman didn’t look at all happy about that request. “Can’t it wait for a time? Ye need yer rest. And it isn’t wise to be upsetting yerself unnecessarily just now.” 

“Then the sooner ye fetch Walter, the less upset I’ll be,”  Regan 

said stubbornly. “Until I know my husband’s body has been retrieved and is on its way to Balloch, I assure ye I cannot rest.” 

“Fine.”  Cook rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Have it yer way. Ye always do in the end.” 

Remorse filled Regan. “Och, I’m sorry, Cook. I didn’t mean that to sound so unkind. There’s just naught else I can do for Iain, and I want—I n-need—to do what little is left me. Please try to understand.” 

Compassion filled the other woman’s eyes. “I do, child. He was a good man, yer husband was. Even the short time he was here, I could see that, and see, as well, how happy he made ye. But now he’s gone, and I’ve got ye to worry over.” 

“Then help me with this, Cook. Please.” 

“I will.”  She hesitated. “I’ll fetch Walter now, I will, if ye promise me one thing.” 

Regan arched a brow. “Aye, and that one thing is?” 

“Stay in bed, for yer bairn’s sake if not for yer own.” 

Her bairn. It was all she had left of Iain. “Aye, I promise.”  Then, as a freshened surge of tears filled her eyes, Regan closed them and turned away.

[image: img]
An hour later, Walter crumbled the letter Regan had written to Iain Campbell’s mother and tossed it into his bedchamber’s hearth fire. The parchment smoldered but a few seconds, then burst into flame, its remains soon wafting up the chimney as large flecks of ash. That task completed, he took to his chair to contemplate his next steps.

Regan had begged him to return to the glen where her husband’s body still lay, to bring it back to Strathyre so it could be prepared, before she accompanied the corpse to Balloch Castle for its proper burial. Walter had soon dissuaded her from her plan to return to Balloch. The continuation of her pregnancy was in jeopardy, and well she knew it. Though he half hoped she’d lose the bairn and be done with it, Walter also knew that keeping her abed for a time better served his purposes.

And, as far as the retrieval of Iain’s body went, if he’d had his druthers, he’d never return it to Balloch. Let the fool’s corpse lie there until it either rotted or became carrion for the vultures or wild beasts. Only later, much later, when the flesh was stripped from the bones along with those of the rest of Campbell’s men, might he visit the massacre site, pick out an appropriately sized skeleton, and send it to Balloch. Indeed, the thought of Clan Campbell burying someone other than Iain Campbell in his grave amused Walter greatly . . .

Still, all pleasant thoughts of such things aside, Walter knew it was in his best interests just to get the unpleasant deed over and done with. He couldn’t dare risk, after all, the suspicion sure to be raised if he failed promptly to carry through with the delivery of Iain Campbell and his men’s bodies back to Balloch. One way or another, though, he’d then immediately return to Regan’s side to help her through the worst of her mourning and the crucial remaining months of her childbearing.

A day or two more in seeing to a distasteful task, he comforted himself, and he could finally turn to more important things. Things besides Regan’s welfare, such as paying William Drummond a wee visit. The man owed him money, he did, and it was past time, now that Regan was back at Strathyre and Iain Campbell was dead, that the recompense begin.

Next, fortified with some badly needed funds, Walter intended on returning home for a very long stay. He needed time with Regan, lots of time, in which to evolve, leastwise in her mind, from the concerned, comforting brother to a cherished friend whom Regan both cared for and depended upon. From there, it was a simple enough leap to her falling in love with him.

In entirely different but equally effective ways, he had removed the two men who had come to stand between him and Regan. At long last, the way was clear to devote himself to winning her heart. And he would. He was certain of it.

All he needed was time and an absence of distractions. And there was but one distraction left standing in his way. Still, there was hope Regan might yet prematurely shed herself of the bairn. If not, a wee babe was an easy enough obstacle to overcome. Indeed, with its untimely and most unfortunate death, an additional opportunity to play the devoted, compassionate friend presented itself.

Thinking over it all, Walter couldn’t believe how everything—everything —was falling into place. If he had been one of those true and devoted followers of God, he’d have almost thanked Him for His most generous assistance.
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As the days, then weeks, began to pass, the enforced bed rest appeared to work its calming effects—leastwise on Regan’s body. She experienced no further birthing pangs or bleeding. It was the only blessing, however. With little to keep her mind occupied, Regan endlessly relived the events surrounding Iain’s death, finding no relief save in slumber.

Even now, it seemed as if that horrific day had occurred but yesterday. She examined it from every angle, seeking to discover the answer that would yet save Iain’s life. If strength of will and intensity of desire could’ve turned back the clock to that fateful morn, Regan would’ve gladly prevented them from leaving Strathyre. If only they hadn’t set out that day, perhaps the outlaws wouldn’t have been at the glen when they had finally come that way.

Yet, even as she dwelt on the possibilities, another consideration crept into her mind. The outlaws had not only been at the glen at the correct time but also apparently had been waiting for them. As if . . . as if they had known the exact day and time of their departure. As if someone had told them, and even sent them to that place for their murderous purpose.

But who would wish to do such a thing? True, Clan Campbell had its share of enemies. All Highland clans did. But how had they discovered Iain’s whereabouts so easily, not to mention knew when they were to depart for Balloch?

Or was the outlaws’ intent, instead, to murder her, and Iain and his men were but unfortunate impediments to that purpose? At the thought, a shiver coursed through Regan. Who would want her dead? Certainly not Walter—though, if her husband’s and his continuing enmity were any indication, his motives could well be suspect when it came to Iain’s death. Still, Walter had possessed the information as to their departure date and time.

When it came to folk who wished her dead, there was only one possibility, and it fell at the feet of her own clan. Her relatives, William Drummond most of all, were the most likely suspects. With her gone, there’d be one less obstacle to their continued infighting over the clan chieftainship. Aye, and William, who now was titular head of Clan Drummond, would wish her gone most of all.

There had certainly been no love lost between them when he had attended her and Iain’s wedding. Though his responses to her, the rare times they had talked, had been courteous, there had always been an icy layer just beneath the surface.

William hated her. There was no doubt of that. And, for some additional reason she had yet to fathom, he hated Iain equally as much. She had seen that in his eyes the morn he and his wife had departed Kilchurn. Seen hatred and a most appalling fury.

There was nothing she could do, though, about any of it just yet. Her first responsibility was to her unborn child. And, once it was born, she must have a care to its continued safety. Not only was the child Iain’s heir, but through her, it was also true heir to Clan Drummond. There were those who’d be equally upset over that, as there were those who knew the bairn to be a Campbell.

Clan Campbell, however, would be apprised of her suspicions just as soon as she delivered and had recovered from her childbearing. It was a hard thing, it was, not to be able to act immediately to seek out and punish Iain’s murderers. But there was yet time. And, just as she had diligently attempted to discover Roddy’s killer, she’d do the same now for Iain.

Two husbands, both murdered. That such a thing could happen to the same woman in less than the space of a year was all but inconceivable. Was she cursed somehow? Had God turned His face—and His love—from her?

The thought terrified Regan. Under Iain’s gentle tutelage, she had come to see the Lord as a benevolent, merciful Father, and His Son as a lover and friend. She had come to see herself, as well, as a good person worthy of all the love and tender care Iain and his family had showered on her. But now . . . now she wondered.

Almost everyone Regan had ever truly and deeply loved had ultimately left her. They had all died. Was she somehow tainted, a cursed person who could only bring tragedy and death? It had been her secret fear for a long while, and now it seemed to have been amply justified. But why? What had she ever done to deserve this? And would this child she bore be relegated to the same fate?

“No matter what happens to me, ye must live . . . live for yerself . . . for the sake of our bairn.”  

Those had been some of Iain’s last words. Yet despite his insistence that she possessed the strength and courage to go on without him, if she also lost her child, Regan wasn’t certain she could survive that atop all the other losses she had endured. Nor, if the truth be told, would she want to.

Aye, there were always Molly and Walter. Molly did her best to try and cheer her up, spending hours each day playing games with Regan and telling her stories. And cool, distant Walter had become a most surprisingly solicitous friend, a solid presence who patiently listened to her endless outpourings of grief. But Molly was just a little girl, and after all these years of guarded friendship with Walter, trust and a true affection for him would surely be slow to come.

The disturbing lack of communication between her and Balloch also nagged at Regan. Though she had sent off her letter to Mathilda over three weeks ago along with Iain’s body, Regan had yet to hear back from her. She had hoped against hope that, once Iain was buried, his mother and perhaps even Niall and Anne Campbell would come to Strathyre to visit her. But instead it seemed that with Iain’s death, Clan Campbell had all but washed their hands of her.

A sudden thought assailed her, sending an icy chill through her veins. What if they suspected she had a hand in Iain’s death? Regan wouldn’t put it past Niall to harbor such a suspicion. She had long ago despaired of winning his friendship or trust.

But surely Anne and Mathilda . . . She heaved a great sigh. With Iain gone, the two women who loved him almost as much as she had would surely be so grief-stricken it wouldn’t take much to turn them against her. Especially when the one doing the convincing was someone as persuasive as the Campbell clan chief.

Despair seized Regan. She buried her face in her hands. Would it never stop, the seemingly limitless repercussions of Iain’s death? Instead of Iain, it should have been her who had died that day. Her death would have been mourned by few, her influence soon forgotten. True, their bairn would have died with her, but they would have soon been safe and eternally happy in heaven.

And Iain . . . Iain could have easily found himself another wife. A wife far, far worthier of him.

But instead, the Lord had chosen her to be his wife. Even now, Regan didn’t understand that. But He had, and she must see it through to the end, whatever end God had in mind for her. She couldn’t conceive how she could have chosen any other path than the one she had. Everything she had done had been done in the name of human decency or justice. If she had been wrong, then she had done so in good faith. She had chosen the way she truly thought she had been meant to go.

And that path had, in the end, led to her healing and happiness. She had done nothing wrong; she had tried to do the right thing. And she had experienced, if only for a brief time, the most astounding, heartbreakingly beautiful love. No matter what came next, she would always, always have that.

“If only Ye hadn’t asked for such a terrible purchase price,”  Regan whispered hoarsely, the tears falling anew. “I’ll try to be strong and courageous, Lord, but och, I want Iain back. How I want him back!” 

She wrapped her arms about herself and pulled up her legs as far as her swollen belly would allow. There, in the gathering twilight of yet another day without Iain, Regan lay there weeping, until she finally drifted off into an exhausted slumber.
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Barely a month later, deep, contracting pains woke Regan in the middle of the night. Jolted awake, she lay there gasping at the sheer, breath-grabbing intensity of them, her hands clenched in the bedsheets, her back arching from the mattress. The pains went on for what seemed an eternity, then gradually abated.

Regan lay there in the darkness, taut and perspiring, terrified of what the pains might mean. Her thoughts raced. It was June 19, if the night had already turned to the next day. Two weeks until her calculated birthing date.

A short time later, the pains came, just as intense as before. Regan couldn’t be positive, but there seemed barely five minutes between this one and the last. She gritted her teeth and rode the ever-worsening wave of contractions. Suddenly, she felt a gush of warm fluid between her legs.

“C-Cook!”  Shoving up in bed, Regan glanced toward the little pallet set across the room. “Cook! I need ye!” 

The older woman all but leaped from her bed. Since Regan’s arrival back at Strathyre, Cook had insisted on sleeping close by in case Regan required anything. Though Regan had thought her efforts went far beyond what was necessary, tonight she was glad the woman was near.

“What is it, child?”  Cook drew up beside her with a candle she had hurriedly lit. She held out the candle until it illuminated Regan’s face.

“My waters have broken,”  Regan replied. “And in the short time since I woke, I’ve had two verra strong birthing pangs.” 

“Have ye now? Well, let me examine ye and see what I find.” 

With that, Cook quickly checked Regan. “Aye, I’d wager yer confinement’s begun,”  she finally said. “But don’t fear. Yer bairn’s grown sufficiently now to survive.” 

Regan clasped her hand tightly. “What should we do?” 

“Well, first I’ll help ye from this sodden bed, wash ye, and dress ye in a fresh night rail. Then ye can sit in a chair and wait while I send a servant to fetch the midwife.” 

Excitement and a happy anticipation coursed through Regan. “But what if the babe comes while ye’re gone? What shall I do then?” 

The older woman chuckled. “If only we gave birth so quickly, leastwise when it’s the first time.”  She patted her on the cheek. “Fear not, child. Naught will happen in the short time I’m gone. And then, when I return, I promise not to leave ye again until the wee one’s born.” 

As Cook attempted to help her then from bed, another contraction came. Regan sat on the side of the bed, refusing to move further until that pain subsided. Then she undressed, Cook quickly washed her, and she donned another night rail.

An hour later, the midwife arrived. By then Regan’s birthing pangs were coming regularly, with increasing intensity and frequency. An hour later, she was in hard labor.

She tried not to cry out or complain. Most times she succeeded. But she had never before known such agony. Though a large part of it was physical, Regan was overcome as well by an overpowering need to have Iain at her side. He had dreamed of this moment for so long and had promised he’d be there for her when the birthing came.

And he still was, Regan repeatedly reassured herself as she lay there limp and exhausted after yet another contraction had passed. Iain was here in spirit, looking down at her from heaven. Even though in this life he’d never hold his child in his arms, he’d know, nonetheless, that he’d soon be a father. She had to believe that. She just had to.

The birthing seemed to drag on forever, until Regan thought she’d go mad from the pain. Finally, however, an uncontrollable urge to push came, and the pain was suddenly made bearable by a fiercely satisfying sense of purpose. Just as the sun peeked over the mountains, Regan delivered of a fine, healthy baby boy. His strong cries soon rang through the air.

Seeing him for the first time, Regan felt herself fill with pride and a deep, abiding joy. She watched impatiently as the midwife bathed her son in salt water and performed all the traditional rituals. At long last, the woman carried her babe over and laid him in her arms.

As she gazed down at her perfect child, her heart swelled with satisfaction. She had succeeded. She had carried Iain’s son and safely delivered of him. She had done what she’d had to do, and done it well.

For ye, my beloved, Regan silently thought. My parting gift to ye, as is my vow to raise him well with full knowledge and love for his magnificent father. She leaned over and tenderly kissed her son.

“We fetched the priest, we did,”  Cook offered just then. “In case ye’d like him baptized straightaway.” 

“Aye,”  Regan said, “I’d like that verra much.” 

Cook turned and left the room, soon returning with the old cleric. He set out his bottles and linens, then faced Regan.

“We need a name for the wee lad, we do. What would ye be calling him?” 

A soft smile lifted her lips. “Colin. I’ll be calling him Colin. It was his father’s wish that he bear the name of his great-grandfather, and so it shall be. Colin Campbell.” 
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Walter was becoming increasingly irritated, and when he was irritated, it became difficult to keep his temper in check. He was making headway in Regan’s affections, however, and didn’t dare risk upsetting her. Therefore, he saw no other alternative than to vent his anger on the servants.

“It’s been two weeks now since the bairn was born,”  he snarled at Cook one warm, early July morn. “Why haven’t ye moved him to the nursery?” 

The older woman glanced up from the cooked chicken she was slicing with a sizable knife and sent him an exasperated look. “It’s really quite simple, m’lord. Regan refuses to let the child out of her sight for even a minute. And, since she sees no need for Colin to sleep apart from her in some nursery, neither do I.” 

Walter eyed her with ill-disguised displeasure. The woman was becoming far too impertinent these days. No matter her twenty-some years of service, he had half a mind to let her go this very instant.

Unfortunately, Regan loved Cook and trusted her like she trusted no other at Strathyre. He’d not endear himself to her if he sent Cook away. But later, Walter vowed, once Regan was his, he’d find some excuse to send this interfering woman packing. She had always been a stumbling block to his influence over Regan, and she always would be. He intended that to change, though, and soon.

“Well, Regan won’t regain her strength if she doesn’t get some sleep at night,”  he said. “And if ye’re unable to convince her of the wisdom of a nursery, I won’t be.” 

“Suit yerself.”  Cook returned to the chicken, chopping it into parts with what seemed a particularly vicious enthusiasm. “Ye’ve met yer match, though, I’d wager, in going up against a mother she-wolf.” 

Walter snorted in disdain. “Well, we’ll just see about that, won’t we?” 

“Aye, we most certainly will,”  came the woman’s cheeky reply as he turned to leave.

It was fortunate the walk from the kitchen to the second-floor bedchambers took several minutes. Walter needed that time and a bit more to choke down the foul mood Cook had so unwisely stirred. Still, the consideration of seeing Regan helped immeasurably. She had always, after all, been the brightest spot in his life.

That realization cheered him as he drew up finally before her bedchamber door. He knocked, was answered by a request to enter, and, with a broad smile on his face, immediately opened the door and walked in.

Regan glanced up from her seat before the open window, Campbell’s spawn wrapped in a light blanket and lying in her arms. At sight of the child, it was all Walter could do to keep from grimacing.

Then, when Regan saw that it was him and smiled, all thoughts of that unwanted child fled.

“Och, it’s ye,”  she said. “Come over, Walter, and sit with me. I was just thinking about ye, I was.” 

Happiness filled him. She had been thinking of him? He was indeed the most fortunate of men! He closed the door and hurried over.

“And were yer thoughts of me pleasant ones?”  he asked as he took his seat in the chair facing her.

Regan laughed, and the merry sound washed over him like a soothing caress. “Of course they were. Ye’ve been so verra kind to me these past weeks. Indeed, I don’t know what I would’ve done without ye.” 

“Ye’re family, lass.”  He couldn’t help the husky catch in his voice. “I was happy to do whatever I could for ye.” 

“Aye, as I’d always do the same for ye. But I’m nearly recovered from my childbearing now, and think it’s time I make plans to return to Balloch.” 

She couldn’t have stunned him more if she had reared back just then and struck him full across the face. “R-return to Balloch? But why? Ye’ve had not a word or visitor from there since ye lost yer husband. Cruel as it must be to consider, it’s evident the Campbells wish naught more to do with ye.” 

Regan sighed and turned her gaze toward the window. “Aye, so it’d seem, but mayhap if I return with Iain’s son in my arms, Mathilda at the verra least will welcome me for his sake. And Colin is Iain’s only heir. Whether Mathilda likes it or not, Balloch is now his.” 

Walter’s mind raced. Now, more than ever, he had to find some way to put an end to that child. He was Regan’s last link to Balloch Castle and the Campbells. Once he was gone, she’d have no reason ever to want to leave Strathyre . . . leave him. He knew she was all but falling in love with him. He could tell by the joy in her eyes whenever she saw him these days. All he needed was just a little more time.

“Balloch Castle’s indeed wee Colin’s birthright,”  Walter forced himself to agree in a reasonable tone of voice. “But there’s no hurry, is there, to return to a place and people who now seem to bear ye such ill will? Everyone there knows ye carried Iain’s child. Let the wee bairn, instead, grow up for a time in a happy place.” 

She turned back from the window. “Ye’re most kind to worry so about my son. And, even if things eventually improve for us at Balloch, ye can be certain we’ll gladly spend a generous amount of time at Strathyre each year. I want Colin, after all, to know his MacLaren side of the family equally as well.” 

“Well, we can speak of this later.”  Walter felt his nails dig into his palms, and he had to will his hands to unclench. “There’s no need—” 

Regan inhaled a deep breath. “Aye, there is a need. I wish to return to Balloch the day after the morrow, Walter. Will ye please make arrangements for a party of clansmen to escort me home?” 

Once again he stared at her, dumbfounded. How could she do this, be so heartless and cruel, after all he had done for her? His gaze narrowed as she looked down at the child. Her lips curved in a tender smile, and she lifted a finger to stroke the bairn’s cheek. 

Hatred welled, as caustic and hurtful as some bitter gall. It was bad enough that Iain Campbell had stolen her heart. Now the child, in its own way, had cast his spell over her. But why should that surprise him? It was in the bairn’s blood, this ability to ensorcel. He was, after all, his father’s son.

Even in death, it seemed, the warlock mocked him.

Walter had thought he had freed Regan from all enchantment when Iain Campbell died. He had apparently been wrong. Regan was yet bound, even if by the slenderest of threads, by the dead father’s aura of magic through his son. But not for long. If he had to tear the child from her arms to kill it, he would.

There was yet time, though. He must just come up with some pretext temporarily to separate Regan from her son. He didn’t need very long with the bairn. Just long enough to end its life without any sign of foul play. Just long enough to smother it.

“Well, if yer mind’s made to travel back to Balloch, I suggest ye begin taking some short rides to strengthen yerself,”  he said, seizing on a plan. “It’s a long half-day’s journey, and ye’ve hardly left yer room in the past few months, not to mention you’ve recently endured the strain of childbirth.” 

She appeared to consider that for a moment, then nodded. “Aye, I suppose ye’re right. And I’d dearly love to get out and see some of the countryside.”  Her brow furrowed. “I must, though, devise some sort of sling to carry Colin in when I go riding.” 

Walter choked back a sharp surge of anger. “For the short while we’ll be gone, I’m sure the child will be quite safe in his cradle.”  He began to reform his plan. While they were gone, he’d now have to get someone else to kill the child . . .

“Nay.”  Regan shook her head. “I won’t go anywhere without Colin.” 

“And why’s that?”  he demanded, his patience shredding. “Don’t ye trust him to be safe in Strathyre?” 

She looked away suddenly—and most suspiciously—unable to meet his gaze. “He’s precious to me. He’s all I have of Iain.” 

Walter threw up his hands. “Well, if ye won’t even meet me halfway on this, then I see no reason to allow ye to risk yer health by attempting to leave prematurely.” 

Regan jerked her head around, her eyes gone wide. “What are ye saying, Walter? Are ye threatening to keep me here against my will?” 

There was a strange light in her eyes. Almost as if . . . as if she suddenly feared him. As if she doubted him and his motives. As if she suspected him. But that was ridiculous. There was no way Regan could link him to her husband’s murder.

Still, the realization that a chasm had unexpectedly opened between them sealed his resolve.

He indeed needed more time to win her heart. And if that required he keep her here for her own good, he would. He had, after all, the perfect bait in her child to dangle over her head, to coerce her into obedience.

“I’m only doing what’s best for ye, lass,”  he replied at last. “Ye’ve been through so much of late that I don’t think ye’re seeing things verra clearly. Ye lack sufficient health for a journey back to Balloch just now, not to mention the strength of mind to endure the cruelties ye’re certain to face once ye’re back amongst the Campbells. And then there’s yer unreasoning distrustfulness.”  He sighed and shook his head. “Nay, ye’re in no condition to be going anywhere just yet.” 

She rose to her feet, her eyes blazing. “What are ye about, Walter? I know ye. I can tell when ye’re up to something.” 

He smiled and stood. “It’ll be all right, lass. Just ye wait and see. I’ll take care of ye, I will.” 

With that, he turned on his heel and strode across the room and out the door.
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Regan didn’t have to follow him and try the door to know she was now a virtual prisoner. She had heard Walter give orders to some man just outside—orders that she wasn’t, under any circumstances, to leave her room. She was trapped here now, and well she knew it.

But what was Walter’s true intent in keeping her here? Did he realize she suspected he had played some part in Iain’s death? He should.

She hadn’t dared let herself dwell overlong on that issue during the last weeks of her pregnancy, fearing what the mental anguish over such doubts might do to her and the babe. Still, just as she had tried mightily not to think overlong about Iain either, the questions had returned anew once she had delivered. How had Walter known to arrive just in time to save her from being killed? Had he mayhap been there all along, hiding, and only the threat to her life had brought him out from cover? And where had he gotten the dagg he had used to kill the outlaw?

Perhaps he imagined she hadn’t seen it, but she had. And it wasn’t one of Iain’s pistols picked up from the ground where he had tossed them once they were spent. Regan well knew those two ornately decorated silver daggs, and the one Walter had fired was of far lesser quality.

A sudden, terrifying thought assailed her. What if Walter owned that pistol and always had? How he could afford to come by one was beside the point. But what if . . . what if he’d had that dagg the night Roddy died? And what if, instead of Roddy dying by one of Iain’s pistols, he had been shot in the back by his own brother?

Daggs needed to be fired at close range to have any chance of accuracy. And who’d be any closer than Walter, riding at Roddy’s side? It was a dark night. Both Iain and Walter had attested to that. It would’ve been easy enough for Walter to drop back from Roddy a bit, pull his dagg from his plaid, and fire it in all the confusion.

But why would Walter kill Roddy? Did he covet Strathyre and its lands that desperately? And why had he helped in Iain’s murder, if he really had? True, it was evident there was no love lost between the two men, but enough to kill? 

The enormity of her plight struck Regan with shattering force. If Walter had indeed killed or been actively involved in the murder of both her husbands, she was in the gravest of dangers. He was either a murderously vengeful man who sought to punish any who crossed him, or he had purposely killed anyone who came between him and whatever he wanted. And perhaps she was at least some small part of what he had always wanted.

Colin stirred in her arms, opened his sweetly curved little mouth in a wide yawn, then settled back to sleep. Gazing down at him, Regan’s heart swelled with love. She’d do anything to protect her child. Indeed, some instinct had made her insist on keeping him always at her side. An instinct that was now becoming a genuine fear for his safety.

And, as much as she hated to do so, for the time being it seemed his continuing safety was best secured in pretending to acquiesce to Walter’s demand that she remain at Strathyre. Why he wished it so, she could only surmise.

As he had informed her he was keeping her here for her own good, though, Regan had seen something spark in his eyes. Something that unsettled her greatly. Something wild and irrational. Something almost insane.

Aye, she’d pretend to acquiesce for a time more. But then, even if she had to set out on foot, she meant to flee Strathyre. It was becoming increasingly likely Walter had had a hand in the deaths of the two men she had taken to husband.

Regan had no intention of losing her son at his hands as well.
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The next day dawned rainy and cool. Thick mists rose from the land, swirling, curling, and spreading ever outward like some huge, white serpent devouring everything in its path. All sight and sound seemed swallowed in the insatiable maw of the vaporous beast, until the world disappeared into nothingness.

As Regan gazed out the window of the bedchamber that had now become her prison cell, her mood mirrored that of the dreary, almost foreboding day. An eerie feeling hung heavy in the air, presaging some unknown events to come. Events that promised ill for some and perhaps, God willing, good for others.

Regan shivered, then hastily closed the shutters and drew the thick curtains against the damp chill. Lifting her thoughts heavenward, she prayed to the Lord that, whatever happened, no ill would come to her son. He was innocent of all the foolishness and misguided acts that had brought them to this wretched moment in time. His life still spread out before him, pure, unscathed, and full of potential. And he deserved, oh, how he deserved, a chance to make something better of his life than she had of hers.

She had spent a sleepless night considering all possible ways to approach Walter. She knew she must find some way to win his trust. It was the only chance to get him to lower his guard long enough for her to escape with Colin. And something told Regan, for Colin’s sake at the very least, she must make her escape soon. Very, very soon.

A sound—was it a man’s shout?—rose from somewhere outside. Regan hurried to the window, threw aside the curtains, and swung open the shutters. Just then, out of the gray fog, riders appeared, three or four abreast, emerging as dark forms swathed in their plaids. Armed men in a seemingly endless file, until the open space before Strathyre House was filled with them.

Excitement and a wild hope rose in her. She leaned out from the window, straining to ascertain from which clan the small army had come. At nearly the same time, her bedchamber door violently crashed open, striking the wall with a resounding thud.

Regan jumped back, her heart slamming against her breast. She turned, caught sight of Walter’s enraged countenance, and glanced immediately toward Colin asleep in his cradle near the hearth. As if drawn by her glance, Walter’s gaze followed.

With a snarl, he set out toward the cradle. Regan gave a dismayed cry and ran in the same direction. Walter, however, had the advantage and covered the shorter distance before she was even halfway there. Grabbing up Colin, he handed him to Fergus MacLaren, who had followed Walter into the room.

In the next instant, Regan was there, fighting to get around Walter to reach her son. “Nay!”  she cried. “What are ye doing, Walter? Give me back my bairn. Give him back!” 

“Wheesht, lass,”  her foster brother said, taking a firm hold on her. “No harm will come to the lad. He’s but assurance that ye’ll cooperate. And ye will, won’t ye?” 

She didn’t like the wolfish look about him. He had the appearance of some cornered animal, with his panicky gaze, sweat sheening his upper lip, and nervous laugh. She swallowed hard, willing her rising apprehension to ease. Something was afoot. She needed to think and act calmly, or all could be lost. 

“Of course I’ll cooperate,”  Regan replied, pretending surprise. “Whyever would ye think otherwise? What’s happening, Walter? And who are those men who just arrived?” 

His grip tightened on her arms. “They’re Campbells, and Niall Campbell leads them.” 

Wild hope sprang anew, but Regan feigned only a look of puzzlement. “Aye, and what does he want with us?” 

“He demands to see ye and the child. He won’t say why.” 

Regan gave a careless shrug. “Well, that seems a simple enough thing.

Mayhap he’s finally decided to fetch us both back to Balloch.” 

“Aye, mayhap,”  Walter muttered, his expression clouding in sudden anger. “But ye cannot leave me. Ye see that, don’t ye? I’ve worked too hard to get ye, struck down too many, to lose ye now.” 

So, Regan thought, it was as she had feared. Walter had fashioned some bizarre fantasy about the two of them, and the consideration of what he had done to achieve it filled her with revulsion. This wasn’t the time, though, to disabuse him of that crazed notion.

“He has a verra large army with him, Walter,”  Regan began, carefully choosing her words. “It might be dangerous to refuse him.” 

“Aye.”  He nodded his head sharply in agreement. “That’s why I need yer help. Ye must tell him the child’s ill and ye’ll not be parading him just now for all to see. And then ye must tell him ye don’t wish to leave here, that Strathyre’s now yer home.” 

Frantically, Regan tried to work out some way to keep her child with her. If she could just get the bairn into Niall’s presence, she knew Colin would finally be safe. Even if that ultimately required that she give him into Niall’s custody and remain behind, at least Iain’s son would be safe.

“Mayhap it’d be better just to bring Colin along,”  she finally said. “I could still tell Niall that I wish to stay here at Strathyre, but I’d wager he won’t be satisfied until he sees the babe. And we don’t wish to make him suspicious, do we?”  

For an instant, it appeared as if Walter were considering her plan. Then his gaze shuttered. He shook his head.

“Nay. The bairn will stay with Fergus, hidden where Niall can-not find him. It’s the only way I can be certain ye’ll say what needs to be said.” 

He grinned of a sudden, and the smile was cold, icy cold. “It’s up to ye now, lass, whether the child lives or dies. Because Fergus has orders to smother the lad unless I come for him. And I’ll die first before I lose ye.” 

Once again the crazed look flared in his eyes, and Regan knew he spoke true. Even if Niall killed him in the attempt to force Walter to reveal where Colin was hidden, Niall’s efforts were doomed. It was indeed up to her to convince Niall that all was well and to depart Strathyre. The reward for her lies, after all, was the life of her son.

Despair filled her. Niall had always suspected her. He was also not a stupid man and wouldn’t easily be deceived. No matter what Walter demanded, no matter how hard she tried, she might still fail. No matter how hard she tried, Colin might well die.

Regan closed her eyes, sucked in a deep breath, and prayed. Prayed for guidance in the ordeal to come, that she’d say the right words necessary to convince Niall, even though they might all be lies, and prayed, most of all, for her son. Then, opening her eyes and lifting her chin, she nodded.

“It’s past time we went down to greet Niall,”  she said softly. “To tarry overlong will only increase his suspicions. And we don’t want to do that.” 

He regarded her with a piercing intensity, then nodded in turn. “Aye, we don’t want to do that.”  Walter released her and offered her his arm.

Taking it, Regan spared one final glance at Colin, held now in the arms of a man who’d stop at nothing, even the murder of an innocent child, to serve his master. She prayed it wasn’t the last time she’d see her son alive.

Then Walter was leading her away, and Regan forced her thoughts to the task ahead. They descended the turnpike stairs to the second floor and the Great Hall, where Niall Campbell, scowling like some storm rising over the mountains, awaited them with at least a score of his men. Though a few still had their heads covered by the excess length of their plaids, most had thrown aside the damp wool and tucked it back in their belts.

All, Regan noted, bore short swords and dirks and looked to be spoiling for a fight. Which shouldn’t surprise her. Not only were they true sons of the Highlands, but there was the wee matter of Iain’s death that still needed avenging.

With Walter at her side, she walked up to stand before the Campbell clan chief. For a long moment, he ignored Strathyre’s laird and fixed his intense gaze on her. Regan stoically returned it with a steady one of her own.

“Ye look none the worse for the wear, considering the events of the past few months,”  he said at last.

“I had Iain’s son to think of,”  Regan replied, her glance never wavering. “At times, it was all that kept me alive.”  As she spoke, from the corner of her vision, she saw one of Niall’s men slip off to descend the turnpike stairs to the lower level. For an instant, she thought to call him back, then discarded that idea. What did it matter to her anymore what happened in Strathyre?

Niall’s eyes narrowed, and some indefinable light flickered there. “Indeed? Despite yer words to the contrary, ye don’t look much the grieving widow to me.” 

Anger, fueled by a deep anguish, welled up and bubbled forth before she could stop it. “And why would I bare my feelings to the likes of ye?”  she asked, her voice vibrating with fury. “Ye never believed the truth of my love for Iain. Never!” 

Beside her, Walter gave an unsteady laugh. “Wheesht, lass! That’s no way to welcome our guest. And the past is past. In Christian charity, ye need to lay aside yer animosity and forgive.” 

Regan jerked around to stare at her foster brother, astounded at his shameless, blatant hypocrisy. An impulse to berate him rose to her lips, and only the hope of saving Colin quashed it.

“Aye, ye’re right,”  she murmured, lowering her gaze and turning back to Niall. “I beg pardon, m’lord.” 

“Dinna fash yerself,”  his deep voice rumbled above her. “As MacLaren said, the past is past. What matters now is that Iain’s son be taken home to Balloch. Where is the wee lad?” 

She steeled herself for what she knew was to come. “He’s ill.”  Once again, Regan locked gazes with Niall. “And I’ll not be bringing him down for all of ye dirty-handed men to touch and make even sicker.” 

The Campbell chief shrugged. “Suit yerself. But, whether ye wish to accompany him or not, the lad’s leaving with me.” 

“And who are ye to determine where my son is to live?”  she demanded. “He may well be fatherless, but he most certainly still has a mither!” 

A muscle began to tick in Niall’s jaw. “And I said ye could return with him to Balloch. Despite my personal opinion of ye, I’ll not deny the bairn his mither.” 

“Well, I don’t wish to return to Balloch. In all the weeks since Iain’s body was carried back home, not one of ye has bothered to visit to see how I was faring, much less ever answered my letters.”  

Niall frowned. “What letters? And no one from Strathyre ever attempted to return Iain’s body.”  Almost in unison, both he and Regan riveted their attention on Walter.

The blood drained from Walter’s face. “I-I can’t say what happened to the letters ye had me send, lass, but I sent them. I swear it.” 

“And Iain’s body?”  Regan prodded softly, her blood going cold. “Ye said ye returned his body the verra next day after he was killed. What of that?” 

For a long moment, Walter couldn’t seem to meet her gaze. “Truth was, I couldn’t find it. Some animal must have dragged it away, and, though I and my men searched for it for a time, we never found it. But I couldn’t tell ye that. Ye were already in such pain, and there was still great danger that ye’d lose yer wee one . . .” 

As much as she hated to admit it, Walter spoke true. As distraught as she had been, if she had learned that Iain’s body had been devoured by wild animals, she may well have lost all control, if not have finally gone mad.

“Nonetheless,”  Regan said, “ye could’ve told me after Colin was born.” 

“Aye, but it was past, and I hadn’t the heart to steal the first glimmers of joy ye’d had in such a long time.”  Walter took her hand. “Can ye forgive me, lass?” 

Regan stared at him, struck speechless. He had all but admitted he had killed or assisted in the killing of both her husbands and was even now threatening the life of her son, and he could still stand here and pretend to have acted compassionately in her behalf. It was almost . . . almost as if there were two distinct parts to this man, and neither were influenced, leastwise in any moral way, by the other. Two parts, and she hadn’t ever known either one.

“Aye, I suppose I can forgive ye that,”  Regan mumbled, so appalled by all the lies and deception that she thought, for a moment, she might be physically ill. She wrapped her arms about her and lowered her head. “Och, Iain . . . Iain. Now I don’t even have the consolation of yer grave to visit.” 

“Well, as touching as this all is,”  Niall chose just then to interject, “it’s all beside the point. As Colin’s mither, ye’re welcome at Balloch, and as Iain’s only heir, Colin’s proper place is there as well.” 

It was too much, Regan thought. All she’d ever be was a pawn between Niall Campbell and Walter, each one tugging her first one way and then the other, and neither had her best interests at heart. Only Iain had truly cared for and about her, and he was gone.

Grief pressed down on her with such a heavy weight that she couldn’t speak, much less think coherently. Regan felt as if she were falling into some abyss that she’d never be able to escape. An abyss from which no one, not even her sweet little child, would be able to call her back.

Her hand went to the silver cross she always wore, and she clutched it to her. The silver cross . . . her mother’s parting gift that sad day she and Regan’s father had departed for Edinburgh, never to return. Regan had not forgotten the brief prayer her mother had written and enclosed in that precious piece of jewelry. Dear Lord Jesus, be ever near my beloved daughter . . . 

A freshened swell of anguish surged up, threatening to smother her. Regan closed her eyes, fighting with all her strength not to be overcome. Yet, even as she considered the darkness promising an end to the pain, a sudden, blessed assurance filled her. A sense of a Presence, speaking in a soft, quiet voice deep within her heart.

No matter how far she tried to flee or how deeply she fell, there would always be One who would pursue her, who, indeed, would always be there for her. He was her strength and her courage when she had none of her own. He was all the love she’d ever need, even when there seemed no love left her in this world.

All she had to do was reach out and take His hand, the voice whispered, and He would surely lead her, hold her up. Take her and bear her on the wings of morning until, someday, all would be healed and she’d once again find the happiness she had always sought.

But, until that day, there was more than just her happiness and welfare to think on, Regan realized, the reality of the moment flooding back. There was Colin.

She looked up and, through the tears, met Niall’s puzzled glance. “Aye, Colin’s proper place is at Balloch.”  She then turned to Walter. “Let Niall take my child, and I give ye my word I’ll stay with ye.

“Please, Walter.”  Regan laid a hand on his arm. “It’s what ye’ve always wanted, after all.” 

He stared back at her, his eyes darting nervously in his disbelief. Then, with a quick nod, he appeared to accept her offer. “Aye, mayhap that’s for the best, lass. The lad will be with his kind, and ye’ll remain with—” 

“Not so fast, MacLaren!”  

Regan wheeled around. From the turnpike stairs behind them, a tall man, his head still covered with his plaid, slowly descended. Behind him was Cook, looking inordinately pleased with herself. One of Niall’s men, as well as Cook, had slipped up the stairs while they talked. But why?

The answer came when something in the man’s arms moved, and a lusty cry rose from the bundle he carried. Terror seized Regan. It was Colin! The man had Colin!

She cried out and took a step forward. Walter grabbed her arm. “Let them have him,”  he said in a low voice. “It’s better this way.” 

Her tears nearly blinded her. “Aye,”  she whispered, “but I’ll at least hold my son one last time, and no man here had dare try and stop me!” 

Behind her, Niall Campbell chuckled. “I’d say ye’d better let her go, MacLaren. It’s over for ye, at any rate.” 

As Walter turned back to the Campbell chief, his grip on her momentarily loosened. It was all the opportunity Regan needed. She twisted free and ran, drawing up only a few feet from the foot of the stairs.

The tall man, his face shadowed in the depths of his plaid, halted before her. She held out her hands. “Give me my son.” 

“Aye, that I will, lass.” 

Regan froze. There was something about that voice . . . Och, dear Lord above, she thought, I’m losing my mind! Her knees buckled. If not for the man’s swift move to take her arm, she knew she would’ve fallen.

“Have a care,”  he said, his deep, rich voice setting all her senses tingling. “With our son in my arms, I’m hard-pressed to hold ye up as well.” 

It wasn’t possible. It was surely a vision conjured by her overwrought mind, or leastwise all just some dream. Whatever it truly was, Regan meant to see it through to its end. Because she needed it and had so long been bereft.

Reaching up, she took hold of the plaid and slid it back. Iain’s beloved face came into view, pale and thinner than when she had last seen him, but, from the dark blond, wavy hair, eyes as deep blue as some bottomless loch, and the well-molded mouth, it was him. Aye, she thought, and he was just as she had always remembered him . . . and always would.

Then he smiled, and the smile was just as dazzling and warm and open as it had always been. And she remembered how it always spread all the way to his beautiful eyes. And, like all the other times, she was undone.

“Och, Iain . . . Iain,”  Regan whispered achingly. Though she knew she risked destroying her beautiful vision by doing so, she couldn’t help herself. She reached up, touched his face, hoping, praying for a fleeting instant where reality melded with the dream, and she could feel him—really feel him—one last time.

The face she touched, however, was warm and substantial. It didn’t disappear as her fingers stroked his cheek. Regan blinked hard, sending her tears coursing down her face, and saw that he remained. Once more her knees buckled, and the clasp on her arm tightened. She glanced down at the long, strong fingers holding her, then back up again.

“Aye, lass,”  he said. “I’m not a dream. I’m alive.” 

With a moan, Regan went to him then, sliding her arms about his waist, burying her face in the damp wool of his plaid. The tears seemed to break the floodgates about her tightly guarded heart. She wept, sobbing until she had nothing left to give. And all the while, Iain held her, crooning to her as he rocked her gently to and fro.

“Nay!” 

From a distant place, Walter’s outraged cry wrenched Regan back to the present moment. She released Iain and turned, hastily wiping away her tears.

Even then, Strathyre’s laird had withdrawn his dirk and was heading toward them. He had barely taken three steps, however, before Niall and two other men sprang forward, taking him down and wrestling the dirk from his hand. Finally subdued, Walter struggled to his feet.

“Ye gave me yer word ye’d stay with me if I let them have the child!”  he screamed, his face purpling with fury as he fought to escape the men restraining him. “And the devil now has his spawn, so come back. Come back to me!” 

Before Regan could reply, Iain stepped between her and Walter. “The only devil here is ye, MacLaren,”  he growled. “I saw ye there that day. Indeed, ye were the only man among them all that I recognized. And ye’ll pay, and pay dearly, for the lads I lost, as well as for the attempt on my life.” 

Walter stopped struggling. As if a sudden comprehension had at last penetrated his enraged mind, the blood drained from his face. “I . . . I but happened by,”  he stammered. “It was but a coincidence that I came upon those outlaws, and fortunate it was that I did, or Regan would’ve surely died.” 

“Coincidence, was it?”  Iain gave a disbelieving snort. “Ye knew those men. How much did ye pay them to try and kill me, MacLaren? And, even better, where did the likes of ye even get the money?” 

“It wasn’t me!”  His countenance going positively waxen now, Walter vehemently shook his head. “I-I but did William Drummond’s bidding. It was all his idea. He didn’t fancy ye telling him where he must cast his allegiance. And he meant to kill Regan as well. Ye saw that. But I suspected he might try, so I watched in a secret place. And I saved ye, Regan. I saved ye!” 

Iain shook his head in disgust. “Get him out of my sight,”  he said, looking to Niall. “Throw the dog into his own dungeon until we decide what to do with him.” 

Niall grinned. “I was wondering how long it’d take ye to sicken of him. Come on, lads,”  he said, looking to his men. “Let’s see to clamping the laird in his own irons.” 

Regan watched them drag Walter away. It was over then. Walter would finally receive his long-delayed punishment, and William Drummond’s wouldn’t be far behind. She could only feel pity for the both of them.

Iain slipped an arm about her waist and pulled her close once more. “Och, but I’m the happiest of men, with my wife in one arm and son in the other!” 

She laid her head on him and stood there for a time, content now just to feel his chest rise and fall and hear the steady beat of his heart.

“H-how?”  she finally asked, lifting her head to gaze up at him. “How did ye survive?” 

“A tinker passed in the opposite direction soon after the outlaws and ye and Walter must have departed. Or so he told me. I was still unconscious at any rate. In checking all the bodies, he found that I was the only one still alive. So he bound up my wounds and took me back to the town he had just quit. In time, I was able to tell them who I was, and someone was sent to Balloch to inform them.” 

“But how did ye get to Colin? Fergus had hidden him away at Walter’s bidding to ensure my cooperation. How did ye find and rescue him before Fergus could kill him?” 

“I knew to seek out Cook to aid me and, as luck would have it, she’d followed Walter and Fergus upstairs when they came to ye. Then, when she saw Fergus skulk off with Colin, she followed him to the attic where he hid with the bairn.”  Iain smiled in grim satisfaction. “I lowered myself down on a rope from the roof and entered a window behind the man while Cook came up the stairs to distract him. It was a simple enough thing to overcome him.” 

“Yet, all this time, ye never returned for us until now.”  Though this one last question hung like a pall between them, Regan had to ask, had to know the reason. “Indeed, it’s been nearly two months since the day of the attack. Why did ye wait so long?” 

“Because I took an infection, and for a time it was feared I might not recover. And then I was so verra weak that I lacked the strength to ride until but a week or so ago.”  At the disbelieving look she sent him, he paused, then inhaled a deep breath. “That’s hardly enough a reason, though, for my tardiness in coming after ye, is it?” 

“Nay, it isn’t.” 

He sighed and looked away. “Until just a short while ago, I also doubted ye and yer loyalty to me. It was evident the men who ambushed us were waiting for us. And ye, of us all, survived unscathed to return to Strathyre. To return in the arms of the man who had apparently arrived at just the right time to rescue ye.” 

Regan’s hand fell from his face. “If ye’d known what I suffered, thinking ye dead and that I’d lost the love of my life, ye never would’ve doubted me.”  Freshened pain slashed through her. “Och, Iain, I thought we were finally past the suspicion and recriminations!” 

All the joy she had experienced at finding him alive faded in the face of the searing admission of his mistrust. Suddenly, Regan couldn’t bear to be close to him. She twisted and fought to break free of his clasp.

Iain refused to let her go. “Forgive me, lass. Och, please forgive me! I know I betrayed ye, betrayed our love in doubting ye. But it’s a weakness, a thorn in my side, that, with the Lord’s help and Niall’s wise counsel, if ye can believe it, I think I’ve finally overcome. And then, it was yet reaffirmed again today when I saw ye walking down the stairs with Walter. I saw the truth in yer eyes, and I knew. I knew!” 

The sincerity of his words was mirrored in his beautiful eyes, resonated in his deep voice. But the blade of his suspicions had struck her hard. After all she had gone through for him, how could Iain think such things about her? And how could she ever forgive him?

But how could she not, after all the times he had forgiven her for doubting him? He had forgiven her even when others remained convinced of her duplicity; he had seen past it all to the person she truly was. He had seen and trusted that the goodness, sometimes buried beneath all the pain and feelings of unworthiness, was genuine and deserved a chance to shine.

He had seen, trusted, and loved until, just once, mired in his own pain and battling for his life, he had faltered for but a brief time. Faltered but had never given up.

She’d never have such a man again, and she wasn’t fool enough to lose him. With a shuddering breath, Regan turned back to Iain. Standing on tiptoe, she grabbed hold of his shirt and plaid and kissed him full on the mouth.

For an instant, as if uncertain what next to do, he stood there. Then, with a husky groan, Iain pulled Regan to him and hungrily deepened their kiss. A great, spiraling gladness filled her until she thought her heart would burst.

For in that kiss was enough love—and forgiveness—to last a lifetime.
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