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Prologue


Laura allowed her body to move with the swaying and jolting of the coach. Her nurse sat propped up with cushions in the corner. Fast asleep and oblivious to the tedious journey, the elderly nurse snored as her mouth gaped open.

The landscape outside the coach was gloomy. Sallow yellow tufts of grass trying to grow amidst the gritty soil. Nothing was flat, everything seemed to be jagged and steep. The road wended over humpbacked hills and skirted around rocks as big as giants. When Laura craned her neck to look up at the slate sky, she saw birds of prey circling above her—almost as if they were watching the coach. They were too high up for her to hear their cries.

As the terrain became increasingly rugged, the coach jolted hard enough to wake the old woman.

“Goodness gracious! Scotland is the most unfriendly country to travel in,” Nurse Mildred grumbled. “What happened? Only yesterday, the roads were so smooth and hospitable.”

Her pretty young charge had nothing else to do besides look out of the hatch window for the last twenty miles, so she was able to answer the question. “That’s because we were in the Scottish Lowlands yesterday, Nurse. Now we are in the Highlands. See?” Laura pointed to the gray crags surrounding them. They towered up into the misty clouds that wisped around their peaks.

Nurse Mildred clucked her tongue. “Who would have thought that a few leagues would be enough for the landscape to change so much? From rolling hills and lush green grass to this! Will this horrid journey never end? Why would your father feel the need to send you forth to meet your betrothed like this? The man should come to you, not the other way around.” It was clear that the old woman was made irritable from the journey.

The girl sighed. She often asked herself the same questions. “Father’s debts are considerable, Nurse. Ethelred Donaldsson’s father has offered to settle them in exchange for my hand in marriage. It is not like we were in the position to lay down rules.”

This brought the old lady no comfort. “That man! I could strangle him. Selling my sweet nursling off to the highest bidder. He should be ashamed of himself.”

Laura gave no reply to this. She could not scorn her father, but nor could she deny the truth. The moment the harsh winter’s snowfall began to melt, Sir Morecambe Raleigh had sent riders forth. Their mission was to deliver an enticing letter to every nobleman living between the manor and the North Sea. And that included the Scottish Highlands.

And this is the message the letters contained:

Greetings,

Might I tempt you, fine nobleman, with an offer you cannot refuse, especially if you be a connoisseur of female beauty and soft speech?

I have a daughter. She is the fairest belle of the north. Chaste, lovely, and gentle. For five years she has run my household, played host to my guests, and cared for the invalids on my estate. A pearl past price, dear sir, I do not exaggerate.

What would you offer me for this delightful young woman to be dropped into your lap like a ripe plum?

She is on the market to the highest bidder this May Day at noon. I invite you to my estates in Northumberland to observe her beauty for yourself. But act swiftly, I warn you! There are many wealthy noblemen prepared to lay down their gold to possess such a prize for a wife.

Your friend and ally,

Sir Morecambe Raleigh,

Humberside Manor

Mill Burn, Northumberland.

Over a dozen suitors had ridden south to inspect Maid Laura Raleigh. Laura had woken up one morning and looked out her bedchamber window to see a line of horses coming through the manor gate.

Sir Morecambe had ordered his daughter to dress in her finest clothes before coming down to greet their guests. This grated against Laura’s fiercely independent nature. “I will dress myself as I see fit, Father! I have to work in the kitchen today because you insisted on holding a feast.”

“Hush!” Sir Morecambe begged her. “Please keep a civil tongue between your teeth, Daughter. Do not forget that I told these guests that you were docile and sweetly spoken. If you mess this up, the moneylenders will foreclose on us.”

And so Laura was forced to put on her most tempting dress and smile enchantingly at the men as they came in. When the visitors found Laura to be exactly as her father had described her, there was a mood of competition in the air. Soon, Sir Morecambe was besieged with offers for his daughter’s hand in marriage. The men alternated between kissing Laura’s dimpled wrist and complimenting Morecambe on his daughter’s splendid face and figure.

“She is as desirable as a dumplin’ might be to a starvin’ man,” said a nobleman from Aberdeen, “and from those delicious aromas comin’ up from the kitchen, I’ll wager she knows how to cook too!”

But one man was determined to snag Laura for his son. Laird Redmond Donaldsson took Morecambe aside and whispered in his ear. “I hear ye have run up some large debts because of yer bad harvests, Raleigh.”

Sir Morecambe sighed. “Aye. Two bad harvests in a row. The wheat rotted in the fields from the cursed rain. Laura has run my house for me since my wife died. I shall be heartsore to lose her, but gold in exchange for such abundant beauty is a good bargain, as I am sure you will agree.”

Laird Redmond stroking the whiskers of his beard. It looked like he was thinking about making an offer, but he had actually already made up his mind. “I’ll take her. It’s a good bargain. Those wide hips promise many healthy bairns.”

One of the lairds from Inverness overheard this. “Awa’ with ye, Donaldsson! Ye’re a wee bit too auld to satisfy such a beauty.”

Laird Redmond stood his ground. “She’s for me son, Ethelred. And the bargain has been struck, so awa’ with yerself instead!”

The agreement that was made between the two men was as complicated as any contract. Laird Redmond promised to pay half the gold up front for Laura’s betrothal to Ethelred, but she must journey north to meet his son. Only when the couple were happy with one another, a wedding day would be set and the balance of gold paid to Sir Raleigh.

Sir Morecambe had used some of the gold to pay for his daughter’s journey north. He had wept when she kissed him farewell.

“Do not cry for me, Father,” Laura patted the old man’s grizzled beard. “I will make you proud. I do not think it will be so bad in the Highlands.”

“It’s not that,” Sir Morecambe sniffed, “I am worried what kind of man you are marrying. I want him to be kind and gentle to you. I worry that your independent spirit might rub him the wrong way.”

“If Ethelred is proud and disagreeable, I will know how to cheer him up. Good food, a warm fire, and a soft bed have the power to bring a smile to the blackest mood, Father. Just you get busy settling our debts with that gold. And I’ll make sure the rest of the balance is paid to you once I get to Donaldsson Castle.”

And so Maid Laura had set forth with her nurse to brave the rough Scottish Highlands with only a coachman and four outriders to guard her. When they left the inn at the Tay Forest crossroads behind, the coachman began to grumble.

“Keep those crossbows ready and bolted, lads. This is bandit country. I’ve heard bad things about this road.”

One of the London-born and bred outriders scoffed. “You call this muddy track a road? I’ve seen better-looking cow byres.”

“Mud will be the least of our worries,” the coachman muttered under his breath.

It was a lawless, dangerous part of the world. The mountains provided countless caves where bands of brigands could set up camp. Every rocky outcrop was an ideal hiding place for villains to lurk. In more civilized areas, outriders would flank a coach on all sides. But with every lurching curve in the track revealing another blind spot, all four men rode in front.

From her front-facing position in the coach, Laura watched the riders’ backs and prayed they had a safe passage.

Her prayers were not answered. Laid across the track were several large stones, heavy enough to make a grown man stagger to remove one of them. The coachman reined in his horse. “Get those rocks off the path, lads! Night is approaching. We must get to Iolaire village before the gloaming.”

The moment the men dismounted, loud yells were heard coming from around the corner. A gang of ruffians descended on the riders, knives and cudgels raised, with mouths snarling and teeth bared. The outriders were hopelessly outnumbered.

These were the Highland hills, where the outcasts would form a clan of their own to prey on travelers. No one was safe—merchants, bards, mercenaries, and messengers—they would all fall victim to the ruthless hatred of the wicked.

The nurse clutched Laura’s hand. “What is it? Can you see who is winning?”

Laura had taken one look at the score of ragged ruffians hacking and stabbing at the outriders and reached for her case. In it were the few baubles her father had not yet sold and a gold sovereign he had given Laura for her bridal. The jewelry had belonged to her mother, and were the only mementos she had of that kind lady.

The coachman wrenched open the door. “Quick! Our men will not hold them off for long. Their cross bolts are all gone.”

Nurse Mildred whimpered, but Laura wasted no time in hoisting her kirtle above her knees and jumping down onto the rutted track. “Whither shall I go?” she begged the coachman to point her in the best direction.

“They will expect you to flee backwards. Do not go down the mountain track, Maid! Climb up. Always climb upwards. You will find safety at the top of this mountain.”

Giving Laura a push, the coachman showed her a faint pathway curling around the mountainside. It glittered silver in the twilight. Taking her nurse’s hand, Laura trudged at a fast pace along the trail. Behind her, she heard the sound of men dying. A shadow flickered in the evening mist. The coachman had cut the coach horse loose and was riding it bareback down the mountain, so fast as if the devil himself were after him.


Chapter
One



Altair woke and sat bolt upright. Something had disturbed the stillness of the night. This was an unusual occurrence. No one ever climbed this far up his mountain, so there was never anyone around to make a noise.

Vaulting out of his bed, he strode over to the window and peered out. Stars, moon, and scudding clouds banking in the west to form rain. When Altair breathed in, he tasted the rain. It was gentle and hazy on his tongue.

Turning his head sideways so that his ear was cocked towards the fortress walls, he waited for the sound to come again.

If anyone had been in the round watchtower bedchamber with him, they would have been able to admire the outline of Altair’s profile against the moonlight. Just as there was no softness on the Laird’s rock-hard body, nor was there any pliancy to be found on his face.

His features were rugged, rigid to the point of looking intimidating. His high bridged nose jutted out from his brow with ruthless sharpness, and his chin promised a stubborn, unrelenting nature. The muscles under his scimitar-shaped cheekbones twitched as he waited and watched with hawk-like intensity.

He did not have long to wait. The sound came again. Now that he was wide awake and could listen more carefully, Altair was no longer on guard from the noise. It was more of a whimper than a murmur; the kind of sound a child makes when they are lost or injured.

But it had been a long time since Altair had heard a child’s voice. He was about to write it off as a lost mountain goat’s kid until he heard words underneath the weeping.

“Help me, please. Can anyone hear me?”

The feminine voice would have been as pleasing as the coo of a dove on a summer’s day if it had not been worn ragged by stress and thirst. As Altair went to the chest to remove the long length of dark woolen plaid he used for a feileadh-mor, he calculated how long it had been since he last heard a stranger’s voice.

At least seventy years.

People believed this mountain to be cursed. They loathed every rock his fortress was made of. And they muttered prayers to protect them from the evil sorcerer whom they claimed lurked behind its crumbling walls. To them, the Highland laird was a beast, hardly worthy of the description of being human. They were happy to take his gold when his servants came down the mountain to buy supplies of food and fodder, but it was done with no smile or greeting.

The warm midsummer night’s air wafting in the valley did not rise this high. Even though it was the beginning of June, a cold wind buffeted. But this frigid mountain atmosphere did not bring him any discomfort.

Once his plaid was pleated and belted around his midriff, all he had to do was tie a pair of boots under his knees and he was ready to venture out.

All the servants—all four of them—were fast asleep in the east tower. Altair was a lenient master and did not begrudge them a late morning or early night. He used one of the secret side gates to exit the fortress. The stronghold had more tunnels and underground trapdoors than a labyrinth, and he knew each one of them as well as he knew the back of his hand.

He did not need a lantern to see the path. Using the moon as his guide, Altair crept towards the one who called for help. Where the mountain crested to its peak, he saw her. A small figure on the rocks, shivering under her hood and knuckling the tears from her eyes. A sorrowful sniff broke the stillness around them as the figure gave up the last of her hope.

“Hie, lassie. Dinnae ye fash noo. Ye have nae more to worry aboot.”

Gasping, the young woman whipped her head around to stare at him. “Are you a rogue? If you are, I must warn you that I only carry a few small baubles with me!”

Her voice was shrill with fear, but Altair could not help but admire her courage. She faced him down, crouching on the boulder as if she were ready to launch herself at him.

“That will nae stop a rascal from prying up yer kirtle, lass. Come doon from that rock before ye break yer neck.”

“I do not understand what you are saying, but if you are not a rogue, then why are you shirtless?”

Altair glanced down at his bare chest. He was so used to his lonely life that it never occurred to him that a visitor might not like the sight of him half-naked. This young maiden was clearly a Sassenach. But where was her keeper? He could tell from the thick velvet of her cloak and stiff satin of her kirtle that the girl came from a noble family.

Speaking slowly, he inched towards her. “I was sleeping. Yer cries woke me. I’m the Master of the Fortress. Laird Altair Sterling at yer service.” He bowed and then held up his arms for her to jump into, saying, “Come, lass. Ye cannae redden yer eyes with sad tears all night. I promise I dinnae bite.”

The maiden seemed a bit shy at first, hesitating. But his comforting voice seemed to put heart into her. Reaching down with her hands, she jumped. Altair caught her. For one brief moment, her soft hands gripped his bare shoulders, before letting go.

Placing the girl gently on her feet, he stepped back. But she grabbed his arm to stop him from retracing his steps back to the side entrance. “Laird, I climbed up here for a reason. My poor nurse lies below us. She twisted her ankle and cannot move. I hope it is not a bother, but please, can you help me bring her up here to safety?”

“If yer nanny has waited this long for ye to find help, lass, then I have nae doubt she can wait a wee while longer.” He stepped aside and waited for the girl to step through the unlit doorway.

Again, she paused, looking at the darkness ahead and then back at the tall man standing next to her.

“Are ye a-feared o’ the dark?” His tone was deep and almost teasing because he knew what she was thinking. A lone man. An abandoned-looking castle. And no sign of sentries or servants.

The girl straightened her back and tilted her chin up at him. “No. I am not afraid. I have come this far, I may as well go several steps further.”

And she entered the fortress while biting her lower lip with small, white teeth. Altair had to admire her pluck. There was only one other woman inside, and she was his housekeeper. No other female had crossed Sterling clan portals for many dozens of years.

“Can you please light a candle?” she asked him politely. “I am sure you know every nook and cranny of your ancestral home, but I do not.”

Tracing his fingertips along the wall, Altair found the fireplace and used the embers to light a rushlight reed. A fire was always kept burning inside the castle to try and warm the frigid stone walls. When the flame grew, immediately everything was bathed in its rosy glow. And the laird got his first good look at his new visitor.

She was a striking looking young woman. Still in the first blush of her youth, but she carried herself with the poise and confidence of a mature lady. It was her bountiful figure that first caught his eye as she removed her heavy cloak in the airless antechamber room. The demure neckline of her bodice barely concealed a richness of flesh. Her lush bosom heaved as she looked around the room with bright, curious eyes, as black as pitch.

The exotic darkness of her hair and eyes contrasted beautifully with the girl’s skin, which was a delicate peach hue. It invited the observer to touch it, taste it, and stroke the soft valley of her cleavage. From her sweetly dimpled hands to the delicious curves of her belly, hips, and thighs, Altair’s visitor was enticingly lovely.

The young woman would probably prefer to have devils fly out of her mouth than look twice at a jaded hermit like him! His angry thoughts made Altair curt and impolite. Flinging himself over to the bell rope, he rang to wake up the servants. The moon was sinking fast. Dawn was approaching, and in the Highlands during June, sunrise came early.

Using a ladle, he scooped springwater out of a bucket and passed it to the girl for her to drink. She sipped from the spoon delicately, making sure to wipe her lips by pinching the droplets of water off with her fingertips. When she was finished, she placed the ladle on the table, where it laid like a barrier between them.

“Well, what’s yer name? I cannae call ye ‘lass’ in front o’ me servants.” Scraping a chair out from the table, Altair slumped down on it. Clicking his fingers, he pointed to show his visitor that she could join him. “Sit, sit. Ye’re making the place look untidy.”

As timid as a mouse, she took a seat opposite him. She seemed perplexed at his sudden change of mood. “My name is Laura Raleigh, kind Master. But please, Laird, will you send servants down for my poor nurse, I beg you.”

Running his hands through the tangled dark brown locks of his hair, Altair replied grumpily. “Och aye, sure. For how long were ye climbing ‘til ye reached me hoose?”

It was as if a dam broke as the flood of words came out. “I have been climbing this wretched mountain for nigh on two days, Laird! Our coach was set upon by villains. They killed the men who rode outside to protect me,” Laura drew in a shuddering sob. “Nurse hurt her ankle almost immediately as we set out running away. Our coachman told us to hightail it if we wanted to live. But I can think of worse fates than death.”

In the middle of this confession, Laird Sterling’s steward came in. He stopped short when he saw Laura. “By Lud’s beard, Master! How did ye magic up a maiden?”

“There’s been another damn attack on the beinn pass road, Berenson.” Altair growled the news to his faithful servant. “This young lady’s nanny fell by the wayside.” Turning to Laura, he asked her directly. “There’s nae chance we can hoist the auld lady skywards up the beinn with her ankle busted, Maid. But me servants can carry her doon to the village. Is that an acceptable ootcome for ye?”

Laura looked confused. “What is this ‘beinn’, please?”

Berenson, the steward, answered. “It’s oor word for ‘mountain’, Maiden. And might I say how pleased I am to hear the gracious Sassenach accent in oor castle again?” he bowed low and smiled kindly.

This made Altair laugh. “Awa’ with ye, Berenson, ye sentimental auld cadger!” Then he turned his attention back to Laura. “But ye have nae given us permission yet. Can we carry yer nanny doon to the village?”

The young girl grew agitated. “Yes. Please do whatever is best for Mildred. Is it selfish of me to not want to go back down there? I have not slept for a long while. I fear I will be no help, such is the state I am in.”

She did not shrink away from him as he walked to stand behind her chair. Altair placed his hands on her shoulders, leaning forward so that their heads were level. “Think hard, lassie. When ye skittered awa’ from yer travelin’ coach, did ye head back the way ye came or go straight up the rocks? Show me.”

Giggling nervously, the young maid used her arms to show him the directions they took; up, down, back and forth, left and right. Laura’s hands swept around as if she were dancing, her tired eyes half-closed as she struggled to remember.

“There was no way Mildred would have been able to clamber over rocks, so we walked briskly for a few yards back the way we came along the trail our coachman showed us. Then I saw a narrow pathway cutting towards a ledge of pine trees. We hid there and watched as the brigands went after the coachman on the horse. Poor fellow. I hope he escaped to safety. When the coast was clear, we continued along the path. The going was so rough, Nurse Mildred twisted her leg after two hundred yards or so.”

Giving her shoulder an encouraging pat, Altair stepped back. “I ken where the auld nanny lies.”

Berenson nodded and prepared to leave. “That copse o’ pine trees is where the brigands collect their firewood. Ye’re lucky none were doing it when ye hid there. Shall I wake me family, Laird?”

“Tell yer goodwife to come forth and show oor guest a bedchamber. The rest of us must descend.”

Laura seemed to be shocked at the sudden change of her fortune. “Are you sure you know where to find Mildred? You do not need me to guide you there?”

Altair gave her a rueful lopsided grin as Berenson climbed the east tower stairs to fetch the other two servants. “This is me beinn, lass. Ye gave me a good description of yer nanny’s lay-bye. Berenson and the others will carry her to the village, where she will be given all the succor she needs.”

He was not expecting the maiden to take this information the wrong way. Altair saw Laura’s lips pout adorably. Crossing her arms, she glared at him. “If this is your mountain, Laird, perhaps you would do me the courtesy of telling me why you allow brigands to attack travelers on it?”

No one had ever criticized him so boldly before. To say Laird Sterling was taken aback was to put it mildly. Summoning all the courtly manners he had learned at his mother’s knee, he gave the maid a tight-lipped answer. “They must’ve set up a camp real quick-like. There are many caves where they could be hidin’.”

He got no further than that. “Hogwash!” Laura interrupted him. “I heard you saying to Berenson that there’s been another attack. You should have stopped them after the first ambush—not let them continue doing so!”

Altair gave her a scowling look. “Ye have a mighty strange way o’ showing yer thanks for me hospitality, lass.”

Laura blushed, twisting her hands into knots on her lap. “Forgive me, Laird, but it had to be said.”

Mistress Berenson bustled into the antechamber, her arms full of linen. “A guest! I cannae believe we finally have a guest, Laird. I’m over the moon with joy.”

Ignoring the scowl on her master’s face, the housekeeper placed the linen on the table so that she might curtsy to Laura. “Och, I’m that happy ye’re here, Maiden. Me husband tells me that ye are a lady. How nice.”

Berenson appeared at the door with two men. “Maid Raleigh. Please may I introduce me two sons to ye? This is Andrew, the groom. And Stephen, the footman.”

The men stepped forward and bowed. Laura smiled sweetly. “You are named after my two favorite saints. I bid you thanks for helping my nurse.”

“We are taking the stretcher to transport her on, Maiden. Dinnae ye fash. Ye’ll have yer nanny safe and sound, ready to continue yer journey in a trice.”

Still with a thunderously grumpy look on his face, Altair left with the three men. Mistress Berenson noticed Laura’s gaze following the laird out the door.

“Let him go, Milady,” the housekeeper whispered. “When the master is in one of his black moods, it’s always best to let it wear off.”


Chapter
Two



Laura was relieved to see the gray fingers of dawn light filtering through the window shutters as the housekeeper showed her to a bedchamber. She could hardly lift her feet to mount the stairs. They felt like lead weights as she trudged wearily upwards. Her broken fingernails from scrabbling over coarse rocks burned as she used the wall to lean on for balance. There was no bannister.

It seemed as though she might have fallen through a crack in time to a place untouched by decay or progress. Whatever happened to be going on in the outside world—harvests, feast days, births, and deaths—nothing seemed to be relevant inside the fortress.

The door creaked when Mistress Berenson pushed it open. The housekeeper crossed the floor and opened the shutters after putting the linen on a side table. She had to blow the dust off its surface first. The pale light probed gently into the room, allowing Laura to look around her. The bedchamber was decorated with large cobwebs hanging from the ceiling. The thick webs moved as a soft breeze came in the window. The floorboards were bare of thresh, revealing the chilly wooden planks underfoot.

When Mistress Berenson saw Laura looking at the dusty chests pushed against the walls and the faded tapestry hangings, she said, “Och, Milady, it’s the best we can offer ye, begging yer pardon. We have nae had a visitor at Beinn na h’Iolaire since me grandmither’s time.”

Cocking her head to one side, Laura tried to repeat the word. “‘Benna yol-loh-lair’. That’s pretty. What does it mean?”

The old woman clucked her tongue. “In yer strange Sassenach language, it means Eagle’s Peak. The ancestral home of the Sterling clan.”

It seemed polite to help the housekeeper make up the bed. The castle seemed strangely empty of servants with the four men gone, but Laura did not want to risk being rude again, so she did not comment on it.

Once the heavy canvas cover had been lifted off the bed, the mattress and bolster were relatively clean underneath it, except for a slight mustiness. “Dinnae worry yer wee head aboot mites, Milady.” Mistress Berenson caught Laura’s doubtful expression. “I make sure to smoke every bolster once a week during the hotter months.”

Laura shivered. “Does it ever manage to get hot up here? The wind is almost freezing outside the walls. I am chilled to the bone.” Then something struck her. “How is it that your master does not feel the cold bite in the air?”

For a moment, she thought that the old woman was not going to reply, but then Mistress Berenson plumped the last pillow and stood upright. “Laird Sterling is used to it, I suppose. Dinnae be a-feared of him, Fair Maiden. His bark is worse than his bite.”

She left Laura alone, telling the girl to hold off on bathing until the lads were back from the village. “They can carry a load o’ hot water up those stairs for ye much faster than I. A warm cloth and wee snack is the best I can do for ye until then.”

But when the housekeeper returned, she found Laura almost half asleep already. Propping the young woman up with her arm, she coaxed her to eat a small bannock before allowing her to lie back down again. She wiped the sweat and dirt off Laura’s face as the girl slumbered.

“Tell me more about this place, if you would be so kind, Mistress,” Laura muttered before her dreams claimed her.

Sighing, the housekeeper went to an old chest in the corner and withdrew from it a scroll of ancient parchment. As she unfurled it, the faded script was easy to read in the warming sunlight that now streaked across the room.

“I’ll recount for ye the only sad story the sorrowful Sterling clan is ever likely to tell, lassie. The Master held this document in his safekeeping for a long time.” And she began to read.

He returned from the Crusades with only one hand. The left hand. And many folks considered that to be bad luck. The right hand is called ‘dexter’ by the ancients because it is considered to be the righteous side of the body, used to bear drink and food. The left hand is called ‘sinister’; forever to be thought of as wrong, unclean, and unholy.

In his pack, the laird carried a rare relic: a small clay tablet with some ancient symbols etched upon it. And instead of offering the sacred relic to the Kirk, Laird Arik Sterling chose to keep the item for himself.

“I’ve lost me right hand,” he growled at anyone who tried prompting him to do the right thing and make an offering of the relic to the local bishop. “I will nae lose this precious trophy too.” Most of the parishioners forgave the laird for his selfishness. He was still young, and the lad had lost his father during a fierce crusade battle in the city of Antioch.

In an effort to put the past behind him, Laird Arik chose to get married. He wooed a beautiful maiden, a healer, whom some called a white witch, and she accepted his proposal.

The local bishop did not recommend it. “Och, Arik, I would love to do it, but ye are still a young man and can wait until next year.”

The laird scoffed. He was not ashamed of his love. “Ye scorn me choice because she is nae a noblewoman.” The bishop shook his head. “It is nae because of her birth that makes the union ill-advised, Laird Arik. I dinnae want ye to marry during such an unlucky year! According to our calendar, it will be thirteen hundred years since the Year of Our Lord at the stroke of midnight next Wednesday. That does not bode well for yer marriage.”

Muttering something under his breath about old superstitions, Arik went to tell his love. He found her in the wee cottage where she lived on the hillside, a pretty place where the flowers bloomed in spring and protected from the snow in winter. “Good morrow, me bonny lass.”

Laird Arik was deeply in love with the woman. She was a few years older than he was, but their lovemaking was all the sweeter because of her experienced tenderness. After giving her smooth cheek a loving kiss, Arik spoke out. “I have come to give ye the bad news. The Kirk will nae marry us this year. The bishop forbids it. He says we must wait a year.”

He tried to embrace her, but she pushed his arms away and turned her beautiful face away from him. “Arik, dinnae try to turn me sweet. This is terrible news. I-I am older than ye are. I cannae wait. I dinnae have the time.”

But he promised her that his love was eternal. “See, sweetheart. I’ll give ye this relic to prove me love for ye. I found it underneath one of those great stone monuments buried in the Egyptian sands.” Bringing the small tablet out of his sporran, Laird Arik pressed it into the woman’s hand. “Cherish this keepsake until our wedding day. It will nae be long.”

When he left, the healer eyed the clay tablet carefully. It had tiny symbols carved around a strange figure with the head of a long-nosed bird on a man’s body. When she rubbed the images with her thumb, the woman could detect five animal shapes carved into the stone: a wolf, a hellhound, a lion, a bear, and an eagle. They seemed to be encircled around the mysterious half-man, half-river bird figure.

As a learned wise woman, she had seen the birdman figure in spellbooks before—but she had no idea of the Egyptian god’s powers.

“I’ll use this treasure to cast a spell. I want to make our love last forever.” Bringing out her cauldron, the healer consulted her grimoire. “Rose petals, violets, harvest hay, and water from a mountain burn. A pinch of thyme, a leaf of mint. The perfect love potion.” Soon, the brew was bubbling over the fire.

Taking the pot off the hook, the healer cast the ancient tablet relic into the potion, murmuring the following spell. “Time will lose its power until love joins us together forever.”

The next time Arik came to visit her, she promised herself that she would give the potion for him to drink. Dipping a ladle into the brew, she tasted the concoction. Shuddering and falling to the ground, the woman lay still, staying like that for many days.

Oblivious to what his lady love was doing in her croft, Laird Arik returned to the stronghold fortress his ancestors had built to defend their land. He found a messenger waiting for him there with a call to arms.

“Ye have been summoned to the court of Raibeart an Bruis, Laird Arik Sterling. The king’s son is planning to go to war with the Sassenachs. He needs all his lairds and chiefs to support him.”

Swearing up a storm, Arik quickly dashed off a letter to his love:

Wait for my return, dearest sweetheart. No matter what happens ~ A. S.

But Laird Sterling’s luck did not hold. He was betrayed by Raibert an Bruis, who had decided to make peace with King Edward. Arik was captured at the Battle of Bothwell Castle. Because there was no wife back home to raise the ransom money for him, it was fifteen long years before Laird Sterling was released from the English prison.

He was much changed in manner and appearance. His hair had two long horns of white sprouting from the temples, and his face was weathered. But the villagers recognized him by his proud stance and missing hand. He spurned the celebratory feast, saying he must go and visit the healer. After all this time, she was still his one true love.

Riding to the cottage like a man possessed, he pushed open the door. There she was, as beautiful and unchanged as he always remembered her to be in his dreams.

“Dearest one! I kent ye would wait for me. Seeing how beautiful ye still are, it feels like time has frozen in place for ye. I wish I could say the same for meself.”

Smiling and welcoming him with a passionate kiss, the healer offered him a cup of mulled wine to drink. “Let us wassail together, love,” she whispered enticingly, “for it has been too long.” He gazed at her with love in his eyes and drank the wine.

He felt the effect of the potion immediately. Every hurt and injury on his body healed at once. Even the stump of his hand throbbed and tingled, as if the flesh wanted to knit together and grow back.

“What have ye done to me?” Arik Sterling fell to the floor, covering his face with his one remaining hand.

“It’s nothing but a healing potion, dearest,” the healer reassured him, “and when ye wake, we can be together forever, just like ye promised.”

With a supreme effort, the Laird struggled to his feet. He stood there swaying in the middle of the healer’s croft, his face livid with anger. “Ye have cursed me and all who might carry me tainted blood in their veins, woman! How dare ye inflict such pain on those who are nae born yet? Where was me choice? Did ye ever stop to think aboot that?”

“Dinnae leave me to endure this world alone, Arik,” the woman wept. “I never knew. I thought…” She reached out for him with desperate hands.

But the laird rebuffed his lady love’s caresses. “I want nothing to do with witchcraft!” He managed to ride home before the cursed sleep overtook him. His promise to wed the healer was forgotten. He no longer felt like the same man. It was the old Arik who had loved the white witch with such desperate devotion.

For seven days and nights, he lay sleeping and sweating in bed, on the brink of death. Time seemed to have no meaning to the man as he struggled to live. Once again, the bishop was summoned.

“Ye must wed a noblewoman, Laird. Maybe the sickness which grips ye can be diluted if ye married a pure and virtuous lady,” the bishop insisted. “A young maiden who can give ye plenty of sons to carry on yer honored name.”

Believing himself doomed and the healer responsible, Laird Arik agreed. The wedding ceremony was conducted at the bedside and not long after, Arik felt well again and consummated his marriage.

Brokenhearted, the healer left her wee cottage on the hillside and was never seen again.

When Mistress Berenson scrolled the parchment up, she saw that Laura was asleep. Tiptoeing to the shutters, she closed them across the windows to block out the light of day. Darkness fell over the bedchamber, and the castle’s new guest slept for a long time.

As she slept, Laura seemed trapped between fantasy and reality.

It was as if the story of the cursed Sterlings was following her through her dreams. A mist of magic seemed to obscure her vision as she struggled to see in front of her. Was that a frightened whimper coming out of her mouth? The granite rocks, the darkness of the night, it was all so confusing.

Weariness made her lag and finally stop. Laura listened. It was so silent. Even the wailing wind had died down. She could go no further. It was clear that fate wanted her to die on this eerie mountain.

And then she heard something. A lonely, high-pitched shrieking sound coming from above her. Laura bit her knuckle to stop herself from crying. It was a will o’ the wisp, or even worse, a banshee. Whatever was making the noise seemed to sense her fear, and it wanted to comfort her.

The tone of the shriek changed. It no longer sounded otherworldly. The screech called to her, almost pleading with Laura to climb higher up the mountain. The call gave the petrified young woman the strength to scramble up the rock.

“I’m coming, I’m coming. Wait for me.”

The need inside her was urgent. She must reach the one who called. For one fleeting moment, the clouds parted, and the sun shone through. A shadow passed overhead, and when Laura looked up, she saw the wingspan of a great bird soaring above her head like a great protector.

“Eagle.” Had she said that out loud? The sun disappeared behind the heavy mists again. Laura lost her grip, nearly falling into a chasm, but somehow she managed to stop her fall just in time.

The eagle’s shadow had gone by the time she managed to pull herself back to safety. Immediately, she missed the bird of prey. It was her beacon of hope in this dark world. Laura felt relief when the shadow fell over her again.

“You are back,” she smiled, “and I am glad.” But when she turned her head to look up, it was not the eagle’s shadow that cast its darkness over her.

It was Altair, Laird of Sterling Fortress, that awe-inspiring ruin isolated on the craggy mountain precipice. “Will ye bide a wee while with me, Laura?”

A great struggle rose inside her heart. “I-I am betrothed to another.”

He cast his warm plaid covering over her. Laura felt the heat rising within her, spreading over her belly, breasts, and between her thighs. Never before had such a delicious sensation made the blood rise in Laura’s body. It was both irresistible and wanton!

“I cannot leave now,” she sighed. “This is my home.”

A rough hand touched her. “What is that ye say, lass?”

His rough voice made Laura’s dream fade quickly. She sat up, clutching the sheet to her chest to hide the sight of her shift gown from Altair’s eyes. “H-how dare you come in while I am sleeping? I did not give you permission!”

A wide grin spread over his handsome face. “Mistress Berenson bade me come and pay ye a visit, Laura.”

He moved aside to show her the housekeeper standing behind him. Mistress Berenson began to explain. “Forgive the intrusion, Milady, but ye were tossing and turning so much I thought ye were sickening with a fever. And that would mean another trip for the lads doon to the village.”

Laura could not concentrate with the laird standing so close to her bed. But nor did she want him to leave until she had found out how much of her sleep talk he had overheard.

“Um, yes. My thanks, but I think my mind is disordered after such a frightening journey, do you not agree, Laird Sterling? Why are you back so quickly and not the others?”

Again, the housekeeper answered on her master’s behalf. “The Master doesnae go doon to the village.”

Fortunately for Laura, Mistress Berenson moved away from the bed and began to sweep away some of the ceiling cobwebs with a besom. The laird continued to stare down at her from his great height, an enigmatic look on his face.

Laura peeped up at him over the sheet. “Was I having a nightmare?”

“Perhaps. I have nae experience with such feminine matters.”

Laura pushed him to admit what he had heard her muttering in her dreams. “Feminine matters? Pray tell.”


Chapter
Three



Altair could not resist teasing her. The young lass was so high in the instep, he could see that she was tempted to order him to do her bidding. Aye, here was a bonny wee girl who could wrap any man around her finger if she wanted to. And she made him feel young again.

“If it were a dream, Laura, then it must have made ye happy. Ye were writhing around on the mattress and whispering sweet nothings with a smile on that pretty face o’ yers!”

Outraged, Laura shook her head. “It was a bellyache, nothing more. P-please leave now. I wish to dress.”

Bowing his head briefly, Altair left the room. The broad smile on his face faded to a smirk as he went to see his steward.

“Hie, Berenson!” He found the elderly man in the pantry, trying to polish the family silver with sand and hog fat. “Tell Andrew and Stephen to set water boilin’. Oor Sassenach guest is awake and likely to fancy a bath.”

“They’re nae back from the village, Laird. I’m guessing the auld nanny is proving difficult to house.”

Altair’s smile faded and was replaced by a frown. “I would have taken her doon there meself, but⁠—”

Berenson shrugged. “There’s naught we can do aboot it. If one o’ those village elders takes a keek at ye and remembers ye from ages past, the fat will be in the fire.”

“Surely, those who knew me before will all be dead by noo? It’s been seventy years.”

“Are ye willing to bet oor lives on it?” the steward asked, “because they’ll be charging up the mountain with their pitchforks ready for a skewering if ye’re wrong.”

Altair flung himself out of the room without answering, barging through the side entrance door so he could access the fresh air outside. He was a prisoner in his own land! It was intolerable. There was only one road serving as a mountain pass, and it was guarded by the village of Iolaire. He could not visit that quiet hamlet again until every man and woman old enough to remember his last visit was dead. It was the only way he would be safe to brood in his castle for the next dreary, mind-numbingly boring seventy years.

He almost wished a neighboring laird would attack his domain, just so there was something to do. Surely, the villagers would not stay suspicious of him if they were forced to seek refuge behind his castle gates?

He could risk climbing down the steep cliffs, which would bring him down the eastern or southern side, but every village and town from here to Inverness knew the young Laird Altair Sterling from yesteryear. And if even one person recognized him to be the same man, it would not take long for rumors to fly.

He was the Last of the Immortal Brethren; The Eternal Highlander. Ageless, deathless, and fatally attractive. For the last two hundred years, young girls had been terrified in their beds while listening to stories about the evil enchanter who lived on top of the mountain. One look into his amber eyes and their hearts would be forever lost!

That was why Stephen and Andrew would have trouble finding lodgings for Nanny Mildred. Every villager was convinced the fortress was haunted at best and cursed at worst. If they feared the laird who ruled those living in the shadow of the mountain, they definitely distrusted his servants who did his bidding.

Trudging to the edge of the cliff, Altair looked down. Clouds eddied and drifted around the hard shards of granite before wisping to the hills below. Eagles circled overhead, magnificent and awe-inspiring, like messengers of the gods.

Altair spun when he heard the gate open behind him. In the distance, he could see who had come out, and the sight of her lightened his heart. “I thought ye’d be fed up with staring at this pile o’ rocks after yer wee adventure, lass.”

Laura seemed to inspect his face keenly before replying to check whether he was teasing her or not. She seemed to think it's safe to give him an answer. “The view is pleasant enough to look at from the comfort of the castle, Laird.” Fixing her stare on him, she asked her question directly. “Berenson told me you were out here. Is there news yet of Nurse Mildred?”

She looked recovered from her traumatic night outdoors. “Nay, the lads have nae returned. I am pleased to see ye up and aboot, Maid Laura,” Altair smiled down at her.

Laura’s dark eyes sparkled. “And I am pleased to see you wearing a shirt!”

They laughed, but the wind whipped the merry sound away with a sharp gust. The housekeeper must have helped his visitor dress. A fine lawn shift lay under the tight-fitting tunic that molded around the soft curves of her body. The symmetry of her body was perfect, with her deep bosom balanced in harmony with the wide curve of her hips. Her waist was trim enough, but there was an adorable roundness to her belly. As a man, when Altair looked at her, she represented everything luxurious and generous about womanhood, from her long dark braids to her dainty feet and dimpled ankles.

She noticed him staring at her toes. “Forgive me, but my slippers broke on the rocks and Mistress Berenson’s shoes do not fit me. But never fear about the dust on my toes, for I plan on bathing to my heart’s content when the Berenson sons come back from the village.”

How he wished he could ride down the mountainside to buy shoes for her at the Iolaire cobbler! But he could fulfill at least one of her wishes.

“Ye dinnae need to wait. I’m willing to fill the tub for ye to bathe—but ye must do it in the kitchen like the rest of us.”

She gave him a challenging look. “Are you too proud to carry buckets up the stairs?”

Altair did not rise to take the bait. “Nay, I’m too canny to waste me time with such a boring chore.”

Her pert little nose wrinkled with confusion. “Canny? What word is that?”

Taking her by the elbow, he guided Laura back to the side entrance. “It means shrewd, wise to the ways o’ the world, as ye would say in the language of the Sassenachs.”

The steward had left the pantry by the time they entered. It was just the two of them in the large downstairs kitchen. Laura looked around her with a critical air. “How old is this kitchen, Laird? I see no innovations or improvements.”

Thumping the palm of his hand against the crumbling bricks of the fireplace, Altair’s mouth twisted into a rueful smile. “There has been a Sterling protecting the lands around the village of Iolaire for nearly five hundred years.”

Laura’s mouth formed a small ‘o’ of amazement. “Gracious! What interesting stories you will be able to tell your children!”

He did not have the willpower to explain to her that she was wrong, so he set about heating the water. Despite his solitude, Altair was not blind to the feelings of others, and he could sense that Laura was waiting for him to tell her whether he was married or not. But because the explanation was too complicated, he figured it was best to skip over it.

A large fire pit smoldered in the middle of the floor. At one side of the kitchen was an enormous hearth, set under a brickface chimney. After going to the water pump in the yard, Altair came back carrying two large cauldrons of water. He set one over the fire pit and the other in the hearth after pushing the spit stick out of the way.

Every medieval fortress had an underground well in case the enemy poisoned the water supply. Laura dipped one hand in the cauldron and spooned the water to her mouth. She closed her eyes and sighed to show him she thought the water tasted delicious.

“Shift yer feet, lass,” he growled, pointing to the trapdoor over which Laura was standing. He watched as her chubby toes skittered out of the way. Altair smiled as he tramped down the steps and came back hauling a large copper wash tub in both hands. “Ye must please forgive me curt commands. I have nae experience with how to treat young maidens.”

“Why ever not?” Laura was rubbing her hands together in excited anticipation of sinking under the surface of warm water in such a splendidly big tub. “Pardon me, but if you are a widower, I can assure you that there are many dozens of fathers in England ready to sell off their daughters to the highest bidder!”

It did not take an observant person to see the young girl spoke with some bitterness. “Is that what yer faither did to ye?”

Not daring to look into his piercing amber-colored eyes, Laura nodded her head. They stood in companionable silence for a long while before Altair sighed and stomped out to the lumber room to haul in some logs for the fire.

When he had a good blaze going and hung the cauldrons of water over the flames, the laird sat on a bench, pushing a stool over to Laura with one booted foot. She sat down on it, dainty as a butterfly. He waited for her to continue with whatever was on her mind.

“Pardon my curiosity, Laird, but besides the Berensons, are there any other servants living here?”

A sharp shake of the head was all he needed to give. Laura’s eyes grew wide with astonishment. “But this castle is huge! It must take an army of servants to clean. Do they live in the village?”

Sensitive to his expressions, she noticed the fleeting annoyance that crossed his face, but Laura did not back down. “If it is a secret, Laird, by all means, tell me and I will be quiet. But I hardly think that’s fair because then you will remain a mystery to me.”

That made him smile again. “Ye’re a spirited wee thing, are ye nae?”

Laura had the grace to look ashamed. “My father says the same thing. He begged me to hide my ‘high spirits’ from the noblemen when they came courting.”

“Is yer faither in the doldrums from lack o’ gold?”

Laura explained to him about the two failed harvests and how money seemed to trickle through her father’s fingers since her mother passed away five years before. “My mother, Lady Raleigh, was a ‘canny’ noblewoman, so good at keeping household accounts. I miss her very much.”

His eyes lit up at the proud way she repeated the Scottish word back to him. “Och, lassie, we’ll make a Highland goodwife oot o’ ye yet!”

But this did not amuse her. Laura’s pretty mouth pouted. “I do not want to be a goodwife. At least, not to a stranger. Can you believe that it was my future husband’s father who made the match for him? What man would agree to such a thing?”

He could think of nothing else to say to her complaint than laugh. “Cheer up, sweetheart. The ring is nae on yer finger yet. If ye mislike the match, maybe this is yer chance to hie back the way ye came.”

A small smile appeared on her face. “I wish I could. I cannot help feeling that this is the end of the road for me. But it is a daughter’s duty to obey her father.”

“Sometimes it’s worth a gamble to see what partner lady luck turns up for ye, don’ ye agree?” Altair pushed himself up from the bench and went to dip his finger in the water. He waited for Laura to join him and repeat the action. He wanted her to tell him she liked the heat of the water, but she remained silent.

“Well? Is it hot enough for ye? Or would ye like it to sit over the flames for a wee while longer?”

They were so close, side by side, as Laura lifted her finger to her mouth and sucked it. “It is lovely and warm. Thank you. It is perfect.”

With her finger still damp from her mouth, Laura reached out and touched his wrist. Altair did not know that it was the first time Laura had voluntarily made contact with anyone of the opposite sex. All he could think of was how sweet and trusting his visitor’s nature was. He could not remember the last time an innocent maiden had come looking for him and wanted to stay long enough to strike up a conversation.

He waited for her to withdraw or recoil from him because that was what women had always done in the past. But Laura’s face broke into a wide smile, like sunshine breaking through the clouds on a rainy day. “Well, what are you waiting for, Laird? I am here to help you lift the cauldron off the hook.”

A bark of laughter greeted this helpful statement. “I think ye better leave the heavy lifting to me, hen. These things weigh more than a bushel.”

Without thinking, Altair lifted the cauldron handle. It was blazing hot from the flames. The smell of burning flesh filled the kitchen all the way up to its vaulted ceiling. The laughter died on Laura’s face. Horrified, she grabbed the injured hand and began looking for something cool to wrap it in. Spying a pitcher of ale on the table, she was about to drag Altair to the jug and plunge his hand into it when Laura froze.

“It-it cannot be…” Laura held his injured hand tightly as she inspected the damage. And as she looked, the welted flesh began to smooth out and heal. After a brief wait, there was no sign of burning or blistering left.

Despair seized him as he waited for Laura to scream and point witchcraft at him. But she did neither.

“I think I understand why you live here all alone with no friends or family, Laird Sterling.”

He wanted to plead with her to stay. He wanted to make her understand. “It is nae fault o’ mine, Laura,” his voice was hoarse as the healing sleep started to take hold of him. “This happened long before I was born—the curse o’ me clan.”

The water began to boil furiously as the steam built up in the kitchen. Altair hesitated. “Can I take the pots off the boil?”

Laura stepped aside and watched him stagger to the fire pit. Heaving the heavy cauldrons off the flames using a linen cloth, the laird hauled them over to the tub and poured in the water. Then he rubbed his eyes.

“Are you hurt?” Laura wanted to know. “You act as if you are in pain.”

He wanted to tell her that his wretched soul was in torment from loneliness and hopelessness, but he could not give in to the weakness. “I am a wee bit tired after all that. If-if ye dinnae mind, dearheart, I’ll go lie doon.”

“I will come with you,” Laura declared, putting her arm around his waist and helping him to the stairs. “Just to make sure you are safe inside your bedchamber before I disrobe and bathe.”

Was she cracking a joke? How was this possible? Why was she not screaming and heading down the mountainside as fast as her legs could carry her?

“Dinnae tempt me,” he tried to smile, but it came out more like a wry smirk. “The thought o’ having a keek would be enough to wake the dead.”

“Is that what you are, Laird? A nightwalker? Those men who rise from their graves to walk amidst their brethren.”

All he could do was deny her accusation. “Nay, I am alive—always, constantly alive.”

Laura allowed him to guide her to his bedchamber. It was a massive round room at the top of the tower. Every window had a view of the sky. As he staggered inside with Laura propping him up, Altair noticed her look out at the shadows flickering outside.

“What—” she whispered, more to herself than to him. “What can be moving around outside such a tall tower?”

“Iolaire…”

Laird Altair collapsed onto his bed. The scald from his hand had been enough to sear off the flesh, but all he needed to heal would be a few hours’ sleep.

The last image he saw was the curvaceous outline of Laura Raleigh standing at the window, watching the eagles circling in the sky outside the tower. When she moved to stand next to his bed, he felt her cool hand running through his hair as she stared down at him.


Chapter
Four



Laura crept downstairs, her mind busy with the miraculous event she had just witnessed. Her life had always been so mundane before—an endless cycle of etiquette, obedience, and chores—which made what was happening now so fascinating.

Back at home, Nurse Mildred would always wake her at dawn for matins. They would join the servants and villagers at the chapel, where the local girls would whisper behind their hands about Laura’s dress robe or the color of the ribbons in her hair. Then back to the manor house, Nurse Mildred and Laura would trek, ready to spend the rest of the morning making lace or embroidering another altar cloth for the priest.

Her nurse would listen out for the bells, ordering Laura down to the kitchen when she heard the tenth bell after midnight. “Your dear Father must have his mutton boiled the way he likes it, child,” Mildred would remind her. “And only you hold the key to the spice cupboard.”

In the kitchen, it was Laura’s job to grate the sugar loaf and measure out the precious spices for their dinner. She kept a log of how much of each spice was used. She would weigh the sugar loaf before locking it all away again. The afternoons were devoted to playing the lute and copying Bible text out in her finest handwriting, or perhaps a sedate walk in the garden if the weather allowed it. The evenings involved reading poetry out loud to her father by the fireside.

It got to be so boring that after half a year of doing the same thing over and over again, Laura would look forward to the winter months so she could pretend to have caught a chill and lie in bed.

Those long, leisurely days in bed were the most self-indulgent activity she ever got to do. Sometimes, she would trace her fingers lightly over her skin and imagine what it might be like if someone else—a man—was doing it to her. Slowly, she would tickle her cheeks, running a fingertip across her lips, shuddering with pleasure at the strange sensation. And if her hand dropped down to her neck, moving on to her breasts, belly, and thighs, well, who could blame her?

Nothing changed the fact that the only way the lovely sensation would ever come from another’s hand was after she was married…

But when she reached out and touched the Laird as they watched the cauldron water steam, that lovely sensation returned to shake her to the core. Making contact with his skin was the most sublimely sensual feeling of Laura’s boring, sheltered life. It was galvanizing. She would watch lightning storms from her bedchamber windows at night and imagine what it must be like to have one of those bright bolts strike her deep inside, and now she knew.

Laura tingled and shivered, so alive and excited he made her. Had he felt it too? Is that why he forgot about the heat of the cauldron? Because he was too absorbed by their own heat?

Mistress Berenson bustled into the kitchen and found Laura musing in silence while sitting on the stool by the fire. “Lackaday, Maid! Here’s yer water getting cold. Make haste and use it, lest ye incur the master’s wrath. After all his hard work, ye loll aboot an’ waste it.”

Laura hoped that the housekeeper would think the tight puckering of her excited nipples was due to the change of temperature as she removed her robe. The thin lawn linen of her chemise undergown did not leave much to the imagination. It was customary for all young ladies to wear a shift dress when they bathed.

Her mind was all a-dither, but not enough for her to neglect washing in the tub. For some reason, it was important to Laura for her to smell as sweet as meadow flowers the next time Altair was close by, but maybe it was wise to pretend otherwise.

“I have good reason to be wool-gathering instead of bathing, Mistress Berenson—Laird Sterling injured his hand in the flames.”

The housekeeper froze as she slathered Laura’s wash cloth with soap and handed it to her. “The laird had a wee accident? Were there…blisters?”

“I think we can dispense with fibs, Mistress,” Laura lathered the cloth over her arms and shoulders in a business-like fashion. “I saw the laird’s magical healing abilities with my own two eyes.”

Mistress Berenson held her hand out for the washcloth. After Laura gave it back to her, the housekeeper seemed at a loss for words. “Would ye like me to wash yer back for ye, Maid? If ye stand up in the tub, I can help ye.”

Like Venus rising out of the waves, Laura stood up. Bubbles of soap clung to her pale skin under the lawn shift like transparent beads. The water had turned milky from the lather, hiding her feet. The housekeeper saw the cuts and bruises on Laura’s body from when she climbed the mountain, and was horrified. “Ye poor wee lamb. How brave ye were to climb so high up the beinn on yer own.”

“I think it was braver of me to have helped the laird to his bedchamber after seeing his scalded hand get better faster than the cat can lick its tail.” Laura was ruthless in her interrogation. “I want to know what is going on in this scary shambles of a castle.”

The housekeeper looked downcast as she rinsed the soap off Laura’s body. “Och, lass, ye’re bonnier than a blossom in spring. Hop on oot and I’ll try to explain the laird’s curse to ye.”

Ever practical, Laura stood on the old sheet Mistress Berenson laid out on the floor for her and wrapped another sheet over her shoulders. “I would hardly consider it a curse, Mistress. If you only knew how many times I have burnt my fingertips on the stove and prayed to heaven for such a miracle to happen to me.”

Mistress Berenson smiled wistfully. “Ye have brought a spark of life into this bleak place with yer happy face and merry jests. But if ye kent the truth o’ the matter, dearie, ye would nae say such a thing.”

Holding her arms up for the housekeeper to throw the shift and gown over her, Laura had to admit she had an inkling of the truth. “Would I be right in guessing the story you read to me last night is based in fact? About the knight and the witch? And the magic tablet and broken promise?”

Mistress Berenson asked Laura to stand by the fire so that she could rub salve on the young maiden’s cuts before replying. The thin lawn undergarment dried quickly in front of the flames.

The housekeeper seemed to be musing aloud. “Aye. Ye have hit the nail on the head. The story was written nearly two hundred and fifty years ago, before poor Altair was born. ‘Twas Laird Arik, the One-Handed, who set this sorrowful tale in motion. And it was he who lived here for a large part of his accursed life.”

Laura was fascinated. She sat still and listened as the housekeeper untangled the wet mass of her long, black hair.

“Laird Arik was the first of the Immortal Highlanders. He had the misfortune to fall in love with a powerful witch who was obsessed with maintaining her beauty and youth. Ye might sit in yer polite Sassenach manor houses and scoff at oor legends and superstitions, but those stories are here for a reason.

And, aye, he married a gentlewoman he did not love to appease the Kirk thinking it would reverse his unnatural powers. The good woman, Lady Sterling, was unaffected by the curse because of this. Thus, she was able to bear Laird Arik five healthy sons.”

This caught Laura’s attention. “Are you telling me that if a woman has the misfortune to be loved by an Immortal Highlander that she would not be able to have children?”

Mistress Berenson shrugged. “I only tell the story as I have heard it, Maiden. And dinnae forget that the story is still being told!”

The housekeeper pointed to the ceiling. Her meaning was clear. Laura gasped. “Altair is one of those sons.”

Nodding, the old woman continued her tale. “The five boys grew up to be the Eternal Brethren, doomed to never die or age—preordained to live their weary years in wretched loneliness. It was their fate to leave this place as young lads and go oot into the world alone. But when it was Altair’s turn to leave, Laird Arik stopped him. ‘Good son,’ said he, ‘I will make ye laird and give ye all o’ me lands if ye allow me to take yer place oot there.’

Altair felt pity for his father, and so he agreed. As the youngest born, he never wanted nor sought to inherit the title, but he believed in his heart that his kindness would be repaid some day.”

Mistress Berenson sat back and watched Laura’s damp hair fall from the comb. “Ye have wonderful black tresses, Maiden,” she complimented the young woman. “Could ye imagine what it might be like to never see a hint o’ gray in the color for hundreds o’ years?”

“Never mind my black hair, Mistress.” Laura gripped the old woman’s sleeve. “Please finish the story!”

The housekeeper sighed. “Och, as ye can see for yerself, Maiden, the master is still waiting.”

Laura was thunderstruck. “Are you saying that Altair is still waiting for his father to return? But-but that’s horrible! How long has it been?”

“That is what I have been tryin’ to tell ye,” Mistress Berenson stood up slowly, clutching the small of her back as if it hurt her. “The poor man is trapped here. He can only go oot every seventy or eighty years or so. Only then do the Iolaire villagers forget how the auld laird looked and are ready to accept a new face. But all too soon, the ten years of freedom pass by. Folks begin to whisper aboot his fatally good looks and unchanging youth. So then it is back to the castle for another eighty years, only for the whole ruddy cycle to start over again.”

Clutching her chest, Laura tried to imagine how Altair’s frustration and boredom must align with the same emotions she felt at Humberside Manor—with every day being the same and no end in sight. “Can he not break the curse?”

The housekeeper scoffed. “Not when every villager aroond insists on calling him a demon and a wizard. No maiden will look at him, never mind give him the time o’ day. Altair Sterling has nothing and no one until his faither, Laird Arik, returns. Only then can he venture forth to find a solution or a cure.”

“What about servants?” Laura suggested. “How come Stephen and Andrew are happy to work here?”

“Ha!” the old woman made a bitter sound. “What use would a hundred men servants make? Oor laird is a man, dearie. A man! He craves a woman by his side—and not one o’ the women in the Highlands would dare look twice at him. As for my children, they all left the castle as young ‘uns; went to marry and set up hoose in town. Stephen and Andrew returned because their wives and children died in childbirth.”

Laura found it impossible to believe that the females in the village were too afraid to look at the laird. In her opinion, Altair Sterling soared above every other man in the same way an eagle soars above all the other birds in the sky.

“Well, then, he must do what my father did and send out letters. Ask for all the pretty maidens to come to the castle so that he can select one of them. He can search for a bride in England, where no one would think to judge him harshly for his misfortune.”

“Och, that’ll be jolly-like,” the old woman replied in a sarcastic tone. “The master can select a bonny lass to be his bride for five and ten years or so—until she decides to plooter doon the beinn, off to denounce him to the Kirk as the very devil himself for nae aging!”

Laura smacked her forehead. “Oh dear. I forgot about the ‘not aging’ part. And I suppose the ‘undying’ part would also be a problem. Altair has got himself into a pickle, hasn’t he?”

“Speaking of pickles, dearie,” Mistress Berenson wiped her hands on her pinafore, “let’s set the kettle boiling for dinner.”
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While Laura was glad to have something to do that would take her mind off the misfortunes of the man slumbering in the tower, she could not forget his sad story entirely. She wanted to prepare a hearty meal for Altair when he woke, guessing correctly that he would be famished.

But when she came back to the kitchen after tying canvas rags around her feet with string to use as shoes, a fetid stench hit her nose. Not wanting to be rude, but too honest to pretend her taste buds were tickled by the aroma, Laura tiptoed to the pot and lifted the lid. “Aaargh!” she screamed and jumped back.

Mistress Berenson popped her head around from the scullery. “Did ye burn yer hand, dearie? Rub some o’ the salve on it.”

Good manners forgotten, Laura babbled. “There is a goat’s head boiling over the fire. Saints alive! An entire head!”

The housekeeper’s voice was calm when she replied, “Aye, we keep a herd o’ mountain goats for oor own meat. We cull the weak rams, or else the silly billies butt themselves doon the beinn during mating season.”

Laura knew she was blithering, but she could not hold back. “How vile! It looks like all the butcher did was sever the head off at the neck and chuck it into the cauldron.”

Again, the housekeeper seemed unconcerned. “Me husband is nae the most thorough meat dresser, I’ll agree with ye there. But it’s likely he bled the animal at the neck first—so we can mix the blood with oats and make sausages.”

By this stage, Laura was ignoring Mistress Berenson’s chatter for the sake of her own sanity. “I need to find the rest of this poor animal. The carcass must be dressed properly. Can you tell me where the spice chest is, please?” She said the last part loud enough for the housekeeper to hear, but again she was shocked by the reply.

“Ye can add a wee bit o’ salt to the broth. We have nae spices at Beinn na h’Iolaire.”

Muttering under her breath, Laura set about making a suet pastry and lining a bowl with it. Then she took the best cuts of goat meat, liberally sprinkled it with salt and herbs she managed to find in the overgrown kitchen garden, and layered it inside the pastry with slices of peeled turnips that the Berensons produced from the cellar. Then she wrapped the bowl in waxed parchment and put it in a pot of water to set it simmering over the fire.

A good while later, the pudding was ready. Laura lifted the bowl carefully; it was steaming hot. A delicious smell filled the air. Mistress Berenson watched the process with interest.

“I used to make steamed puddings when me bairns were young, but one gets complacent when there are nay hungry mouths to feed.”

“There’s the laird to feed,” Laura reminded her. “It’s no wonder Altair is always in such a black mood when all he has to dine on is a stinking goat’s head.”

Laura put the pudding on a tray and stomped up to the tower, shouting over her shoulder. “That head can be thrown for the dogs.”

Only for Mistress Berenson to shout back. “We have nay dogs at the castle either.”


Chapter
Five



For the first time in a long time, the laird’s senses were stimulated when he opened his eyes. His bedchamber smelt of fresh cut flowers, and a delicious aroma was coming from the parlor. But it were his eyes that got the nicest surprise because Laura was seated on a stool next to his bed.

She was holding his hand. He could feel the slight friction on his skin as her thumb rubbed his wrist gently. “Are you awake enough to have supper, Laird?”

Raking his hands down his face to wake himself up more fully, he sat up to stretch. “How long was I asleep for?” he wanted to know. But before Laura could answer him, his brows lowered into a scowl. “I suppose ye’re here to try an’ sweet talk some answers oot o’ me?”

Shaking her head so hard her braids spiraled, Laura denied his accusation. “No, not at all. If you want me to leave, I will.”

Altair did not have to search too deep inside his heart to know that was the last thing he wanted. “Nay! Dinnae go awa’. I mean, ye must wait for yer nanny’s leg to heal first.”

Laura giggled. “I mean to say ‘do you want me to leave your bedchamber’, Laird. I cannot depart Iolaire yet—I do not even have shoes.” As if to emphasize her statement, she lifted the hem of her robe and pointed to the canvas tied to her feet.

Still scowling because he had betrayed himself by getting mad at the thought of the young woman leaving, Altair threw off the covers and left the room. When he came back shortly, washed and shaven, he was amused to see that Laura was still there and not at all upset at his unpredictable mood swings. “Yer nerves are made o’ steel, lass.”

She must have noticed the twinkle in his eye when he lowered his brows to look at her because Laura said with a carefree air, “I care nothing for male moods, Laird. I had my fill of them living with my father.”

Curtsying, she gestured towards the parlor, from where the good aromas filled the room. The table was set with eating tools, neatly laid out with linen and silver plateware. Not only was there a savory steamed pudding on a platter in the middle, but also a vase of greenery and wild flowers on the window ledge.

“Yer faither is a lucky man,” was all Altair could think to say. Laura chuckled, flicking a folded linen napkin out before laying it on the table next to the freshly baked bread trencher.

“I’m afraid there was only brown flour in the pantry to make bread with. Did you know there were so many brambles growing up the castle walls that Mistress Berenson and I were able to make berry preserves?”

Remembering his manners, Altair gestured at the spare chair. “Would ye care to join me, Maid? There is more than enough food.” He saw Laura open her mouth to excuse herself, so he continued quickly, “And it would please me if ye did. Yer scintillating stories aboot jam making will entertain us.”

Yes, she did wish to please him, but she made a saucy remark first. “I see that sleep did not make you lose your talent for sarcasm, Laird,” she smiled.

Laura sat down on the chair next to his, taking one of the spoons and accepting a small piece of his trencher bread. “You are a brave man, inviting me to sup with you,” Laura spoke lightly, “because I have a hearty appetite.”

Altair licked his fingers a few times before replying. “I like women with hearty appetites. If the lassies kent how bloody wonderful yer skin and soft flesh feels to the man touching it, ye would all set aboot making more of it.”

Laura gasped, but it was more out of humor than shock. “How many women have ye touched, Laird?”

Taking a sip of wine, Altair shook his head. “I might be a virtual hermit and a grump, lass, but even I ken enough nae to answer that question.” Noticing Laura’s downcast look, he decided to be more diplomatic. “When I was a youth, the castle was heavin’ with female servants. It was nice to have a warm body to snuggle up to during the colder months.”

A naughty twinkle lit up her pretty dark brown eyes. “And in the summer months?”

But again, Altair shook his head, refusing to answer. So Laura filled in the conversation with her own suggestions. Maybe it was the wine, or perhaps it was because she was experiencing freedom for the first time, that made Laura’s conversation turn spicy.

“It could be even better during the hot season, I think. I love the feeling of sweat trickling down my skin. It is so…tantalizing. The sheets dry on the washing line after being rinsed with sweet herbs; they smell delightful when I kick off the covers. I open the windows to let in the breeze. I hear the wind sighing through the tree branches like a lovesick maiden. And—and I do not care that I am telling you this—I remove my chemise and lie on the sheets as God made me!”

A heavy silence descended on the parlor after this flight of fancy finished. Laura looked at him with expectant eyes, a little bit surprised at the way her confession came out.

Altair took a sip of wine as he recollected himself. “Er, I dinnae ken how I can top that tale, lass. Ye take the prize.”

They laughed uproariously together and poured each other more wine. Laura was encouraged to share more about her life with him as the drink warmed her veins. “It hurts my soul when I see poorly prepared food, Laird. Others go to so much trouble to grow it for us, the least we can do is honor their efforts by making it delicious.”

Tilting back his chair so that he could look at Laura while she chattered away, the Highlander had to admit this was the most enjoyable meal he had ever eaten. And while the tasty pudding had a lot to do with the pleasure of the moment, his guest was the bright star that made it perfect.

“We had to boil up the berries without sugar loaf, Altair.” Laura looked so beautiful when she pouted. He found it difficult to concentrate as she licked her lips and flicked her braids behind her. “I cannot live here without adding some sweetness to my food.” Giving him another one of her enchantingly wicked looks from under her lashes, Laura reached over the table and grabbed his hand. “Please send the Berensons down this horrid mountain to fetch a sugar loaf or some honey from the village.”

It was so nice to have her touch him and, for a moment, it was all Altair could think about. Then he realized that she was waiting for him to answer her. “Och, wheesht, I’m sorry to say that ye’ll be waiting for a hell of a long time if it’s sweetness ye’re after, hen.”

Laura's mouth formed an ‘o’ as she got ready to protest, so he explained. “In the Highlands, the Kirk believes sugar is the devil’s ingredient. It’s salt or nothing, I’m afraid.”

This shocked his lovely guest so much that she let go of his hand. “But sugar and spices are so delicious, Altair.” Laura got angry. “It’s the stupidest thing I have ever heard!” Then Laura’s conscience nagged her. “I-I know it is expensive, Laird. Please forgive my outburst.”

He laughed. Altair wanted to sweep this beautiful creature up into his arms and hold her tight so badly, he had to wrestle the urge deep down before he acted out on it. “Nay, sweetheart. Dinnae fash. If ye like, I can send one o’ the Berenson sons over to Inverness. Such things can be found at the ports. But I am well satisfied with what ye have provided for me.”

She blushed. “You are too kind, but an under seasoned pudding is not very satisfying, I think.”

“That was nae what I meant,” he growled in a low voice. The candles were guttering in the overflowing tallow catchers now. It was pitch-dark outside and the wind had picked up. Not a squeak or groan could be heard in the castle; the Berensons retired to bed a long time ago—and their quarters were far away, out of earshot of the tower.

Laura was not scared. “What did you mean?” she wanted to know. Her delicately arched eyebrows rose higher as she leaned forward, intrigued by what he had just said.

“There are more important things than food, and that ye have in abundance.”

Her breath caught in her throat, but it was not from fear. Without knowing it, Laura’s hands moved to her chest, as if she wanted to stop her heart from jumping out. Their eyes locked over the table, yearning, but hesitant.

It was clear to Altair that his shapely guest had never been complimented before. At least, not in such an intimate way. Laura might have received occasional praise from male visitors at her father’s manor house, but to be alone with a man who had no problem telling her how intensely desirable she was to him must have been a novelty.

He was out of practice in the fine art of seduction, but he still remembered how powerful it felt to do it.

Laura tried her hardest to break the spell. “I have never had such a daring conversation before in my life.” Giving a nervous laugh, she skittered back her chair and withdrew from him. “I know you want me to ask you what it is I have in abundance that you like so much. But I have a feeling that might lead me down a dangerous path.”

“Bravo, lass!” he raised his glass towards her. “Ye hit the bull’s eye. So, I will give ye the compliment for free—yer wit and kindness feed an empty part o’ me soul.” Altair gestured around, at the flowers, at the remains of the meal on the table, and at Laura’s tempting cleavage.

“And,” he continued, no longer caring what she thought of him, “yer beauty fills me body with the most ardent desire.”

Time passed with no meaning. For that one magical moment, Laura was caught up in the same enchantment that held him, and she was spellbound by his allure. He could tell by the way Laura moved to tilt her hips slightly on the chair that the soft cleft between her thighs had become so heated she could no longer stand the pressure of sitting straight.

He waited. There was no need for him to swoop in for the kill; she was already mesmerized by his handsome face, braw body, and undeniable charisma. She had no idea how dangerous he could be to a young and untrained maiden. There was a reason why the villagers hated living in the shadow of his mountain, and this was it. He could have any maiden he wanted with a click of his fingers if he chose to throw his glamour over her.

The tip of Laura’s tongue darted out as she wet her mouth. He liked the way her lips shone in the flickering candlelight.

A small moan came from her throat as she fought to quench the rising heat inside her. Laura’s hands balled into fists as her fingernails dug into the soft flesh of her palms.

“I…” Laura struggled to get out the words she needed to repel him. “I-I feel sorry for you.”

Her compassion broke the spell. Pushing his chair back so fast that it made a loud shriek, Altair flung himself over to the window. Collapsing back in her chair, Laura shook her head as if to clear the seductive images that had risen in there.

With her discipline back in control, Laura reaffirmed her feelings. “It must be so miserable for you here all alone, Laird. If you had a wife, it would make things go easier.” She pointed to the empty platter that had once held the pudding. “To have someone who loved you would be so nice. Do you not agree?”

He dared not look at her. Was this girl a secret witch? How could she know the mysteries of his heart? “Nay.” Breathing in a chestful of cold night air, he steeled himself and turned around. It was Laura who had the upper hand now because he knew that voluptuous body contained a pure heart. “Nay, Sonsie. It would be cruel for me to keep a wife as isolated as I am meself.”

A smile broke across her face. “What did you call me? I like it.”

Returning to his chair, he slumped back down on it. “Sonsie? It is a hard word to translate for ye, Sassenach. But seeing as we are being so candid with one another, I will try and convey its true meaning for ye.” Fixing his gaze on her, he gave Laura a provocative grin. “In oor language, a ‘sonsie’ is a bonny lassie with a generous figure shaped like an hourglass.”

Laura threw back her head, allowing peels of laughter to bubble out of her mouth. “Yes! Now that I think about it, a sand clock is the perfect way to describe my body. It is a sad indication of my appetites, but I care not.”

“There is nothing wrong with yer appetites, other than the fact that I was nae enough to tempt ye.”

She grew sober again, playing with her braid nervously and looking down at her lap. “I was—I am tempted, Altair. I have more than an appetite when I am with you. I have a desperate hunger gnawing inside me. But when I leave this place, I will need to present myself to the world as a maiden because I am betrothed.”

He adored the way Laura was determined to speak the truth. Leaning forward, he pinched her chin to make her look up at him. “I love the way ye keek up at me with those big bruin eyes o’ yers. I tell ye what—when the lads come back from the village, I’ll take ye doon to Iolaire. Let’s see if we can rustle up some o’ this sugar and spice ye crave so much.”

Beaming a wide smile at him, she bobbed a curtsy and began to clear the table away. “I would like that very much. Thank you, Laird.”

On her way out of the room, Laura tripped on a flap of canvas that had come loose from her makeshift shoes. With lightning fast reflexes, he caught her. Their bodies pressed close togethe,r and Altair could tell that this was the first time such close contact had happened to the Sassenach girl. “Dinnae let that tray drop, Sonsie,” he set her back on her feet as gently as if she were a dainty porcelain doll, “Mistress Berenson would beat me roond the head with a broom if we broke her pottery.”

Did she let him hold her tight for a few sweet moments longer than was necessary? Definitely. Her touch lit a pulsing fire in his belly that almost took his breath away. Altair had to swallow hard before he could make light of it. “Och, lass. We’ll need to buy ye a wee pair o’ shoes too whilst we’re there!”


Chapter
Six



Laura was breathless as her silly canvas shoes went pitter-patter down the tower steps. Never before had her physical needs betrayed her in such an unruly way before. Even now, certain parts of her body insisted she go back to the wild and brooding Highland laird immediately.

What are you doing, you foolish girl? It was a chance of a lifetime. This was the first time that she had been without chaperonage, free to explore the endless possibilities someone like Altair Sterling could offer her. Turn back! Turn back!

Rushing into the kitchen scullery, Laura placed the tray in the sink and then ran to the water bucket. Plunging her face in the clear liquid, she prayed the dowsing would free her mind from his control. The harsh cold of the water helped her wrest back the virtuous function of her body, but Laura’s mind was in turmoil.

There was no outlet for the strong sensations that coursed to those tenderest parts of her female body. Laura wanted to scream and dig her nails down his back, so frustrated she was after Altair’s bewitchment.

She should have been more cautious. Her attraction to him could not be contained.

Flinging herself to her knees on the hard flagstone floor, Laura attempted to pray. But every time she tried to whisper the familiar words, the image of the man in the tower overwhelmed her mind.

Through the storm of temptation, a soft light beckoned Laura to peace. He is a soul in torment. One night of torrid intercourse will not fix him.

At that, everything became still. Offering her maidenhead up to him as a sacrifice was not enough to break the spell that had enslaved the poor laird for centuries.

I will find a way to help him. Laird Sterling needed a better life than the one provided for him by the Berensons. They were too old and had also lost hope.

And on that more optimistic note, Laura was able to return to her bedchamber and sleep.

[image: ]


When she woke, Laura was greeted with good news. Stephen and Andrew had come back from Iolaire. Wolfing down the dry bannock Mistress Berenson had left for her on the plate, Laura rinsed out her mouth with water and ran downstairs to the kitchen.

She found the two Berenson sons in the garden. Well, it was not really a garden, more of an overgrown wilderness of creepers and weeds struggling to survive in the frigid mountain climate.

The middle-aged men returned her greeting. “Good morrow, Maid of Humberside.” Stephen said politely. “We are pleased to report that yer nanny was fair to middling when we left her. It should only be a week or so until ye can continue yer journey.”

Steward Berenson bustled out, carrying a shovel. “Aye, the lads speak the truth. Can ye believe it? Such luck ye have after yer misfortunes—a healer has come to live at Iolaire. It is she who cares for yer nanny and feeds her elixirs.”

Laura did not know how to react to the information. While she was glad that Nurse Mildred was well cared for, she did not like the thought of leaving so soon.

Thanking the men, she went to the kitchen to sulk in secret with her strange mood. The housekeeper found her there. “What’s to do, Maid? The master is looking for ye. Did ye nae ask him to take ye doon to Iolaire? He awaits ye in the great hall.”

Her sulks forgotten, Laura clapped her hands. “Yay!” Seeing Mistress Berenson frowning at the young English maiden’s elation, Laura changed her tune. “That is, I meant to say, aye Is that not the Scots word for ‘yes’?”

The old woman smiled. “Spoken like a true Scottish lassie, Maid. We’ll make a Highlander oot o’ ye yet! But ye should ken what an honor it is for the master to reveal himself to the villagers for yer sake. I just hope it doesnae expose him to any backlash.”

Laura halted. “Do the villagers still recognize him as their laird? If so, they owe him their allegiance. They will unbend their poor opinions of him when they see how nice and normal he is.”

Laughing merrily, Laura went to tie on her pathetic canvas shoes for one last time. Placing the box of baubles in her pocket because she wanted to keep her gold sovereign to give to the Berensons to say thank you for all of their help, she went to meet Altair in the hall.

Laura found the laird waiting for her. He had wrapped a long black cloak around his shoulders, with the hood pulled low over his face. “Ye dinnae need those shoes, Sonsie,” his deep voice echoed around the empty hall walls, “I’ll be leading ye doon the beinn on a pony.”

Curtsying, Laura beamed a smile. “I thank you, Laird. Do you think the villagers would be willing to barter with me? I have a few baubles I wish to exchange for certain items I left in the coach. And I must pay a messenger to forward a letter to the Donaldssons for me.”

If he was unhappy to hear Laura speak of her plans to leave, Altair made no sign of it. Leading the way, he took her to the stables in the courtyard, helping her sit sideways on the pony’s saddle and placing her foot in the stirrup. “I have plenty enough for yer needs.” Seeing Laura open her mouth to protest, he continued. “Ye can pay me back from yer new home.”

For some strange reason, the calm way he accepted her inevitable departure made Laura depressed. No snappy reply or quicksilver joke came to mind as he looped the halter over the pony’s head and began to lead it down a narrow path. It was an awkward trek, with bare rock face on one side and a precipitous drop on the other.

Laura believed it to be very representative of her current situation. On one hand, she had her new exciting life at the castle, which could lead her to fall hard and even smash on the stones. And on the other hand, she had the future her father had chosen for her—which would be as bland and boring as a rock face.

She noticed they were going down the mountain via a different route. “This seems to be a longer road, Laird,” Laura remarked before looking up at the sky with a worried squint. “And it looks like it is going to rain.”

Altair did not look back at her when he replied, “Going the front way would take ye back to yon trailbastons that attacked yer coach.”

“Why do you call the rogues ‘trailbastons’?” Laura wanted to know.

Again, Altair’s answer was brief. “Yer King Edward the First set up special courts called traillebastouns to judge Scots outlaws. The name stuck as a way to describe that scourge o’ bustert knaves who prey on the weak and wealthy alike.”

This prompted Laura’s memory. “So, what are you going to do about the men who attacked my coach? They did it on your land, did they not?”

This time, Altair did turn to look at her. “Why d’ye think I’m comin’ doon the beinn? While ye are busy with yer shoe shopping, Sonsie, I intend to pay the villains a wee visit.”

Throwing back his cloak by flicking it over his shoulders, Altair showed Laura he had a sword strapped behind his back. The wind billowed out the black cloak like a sail, making him look like a dark bird of prey flying against the mountain breezes. His hair whipped around wildly, sometimes obscuring his face, sometimes rearing upwards as the draft hit the wall of rock behind him.

If he had asked Laura to bed with him then, she would not have had the willpower to deny him. She could only imagine how masterful and assertive he would be between the sheets. How could she feel compassion for such a brave Highland warrior? And then, as quick as it came, Altair hid his glamour behind his cloak again.

“B-but I counted at least a score of those trailbastons when they attacked the coach, Altair.” But Laura worried needlessly.

He smirked and raised one eyebrow. “Have ye forgotten the magic that protects me already, Sonsie?”

Giving a nervous giggle, Laura leaned forward and patted the pony’s mane. “Oh, yes. But does it not hurt? Or does the magic take that away from you too?”

This time, there was no smirk, and nor did Altair reply. He looked grim as he hid his face from the gray light. When it started to rain, he reached in the saddlebag and pulled out warm plaid for Laura to cover herself with. “I’ll warrant that fancy Sassenach cloak o’ yers has never seen such drookit before.”

She asked him what ‘drookit’ meant, and the rest of the trip down the mountain involved Altair telling Laura all the different words for Highland rain. Drookit was rain that soaked clothes. Smirr was misty droplets of rain, and harr was light rain that clung to the fibers of wool.

“Mizzle is a bit o’ drizzling rain with mist, and then we have what we call ‘lashing’ up in the mountains. That’s a thunderstorm with heavy rain and fierce wind.”

“It makes me miss the gentle April showers we have fall on the green grasses of England,” Laura said in a soulful voice.

“What a load o’ pish, Sonsie.” Altair shrugged and fell silent.

Laura nearly fell off her pony as she tried to suppress her laughter. He was the most unpredictable man, but exciting and dangerous at the same time. He cared for no one’s good opinion, and why should he? It was not as if he had anyone to impress or keep sweet.

When the village of Iolaire eventually hove into view, Altair pulled up just short of the boundary. “That tall hoose with the chimney stacks is the hostelry. Ye can send yer messages from there. If ye’re hungry, they serve food and drink a-plenty. Tell the ostlers to tend to yer pony. When ye have discharged yer letters, go to the cobbler’s and buy yer shoes. He will be able to direct ye to the healer’s. Stay there an’ visit with yer nanny until I come back for ye.”

He helped Laura off the pony and held out his hand. On the flat of his palm was a small pouch. When Laura opened it, she saw it was full of coins. “I cannot take money from you, Altair. My father would think it so strange for you to frank me.”

Sighing, he flicked his fingers impatiently. “Give me yer wee box o’ trinkets in exchange.”

She was happy with this, dipping her hand into her pocket and passing the small box to him. “I know it is your duty to rid the mountain pass of those villains, Altair, and that it was me who demanded you do so, but, please, do not allow them to injure you too badly.”

He seemed touched by her concern. Running his finger down the side of her face to rid the skin of raindrops, Altair smiled gently. “If I dinnae come to the healer’s hoose this evening, Sonsie, it only means I am hurt and must sleep to heal meself. Will ye wait for me?”

Worry almost overwhelmed Laura. She could not bear the thought of him lying wounded and alone on the mountain pass. Flinging her arms around his waist, she held on to him tightly. “I have changed my mind. Leave that gang for some other people to chase away.”

She could feel his arms hold her closer. It was a heavenly, warm feeling. Laura could hear the strong beating of his heart as she pressed herself against him. It seemed such a normal thing to do when she lifted her face, allowing Altair to kiss her.

Her surroundings faded like mist on a hot summer’s day as his mouth devoured her lips with an acute carnal hunger. At that moment, Laura realized that all of her previous encounters with erotica had been timid shadows compared to what she felt right now. Her silly maidenly dreams of easily controlled desire had been so tame. This—what he was doing to her right now—was the real thing.

The sublime sensation was a ravenous beast, demanding more the longer the kiss continued. She parted her lips, allowing his tongue to probe beyond the limitations of her mouth, arching her neck to allow him access to her neck and breasts. And when he bit her lower lip very gently, it thrilled Laura to the core.

That wonderful nip he gave her with his teeth excited Laura. To know that pleasure and pain were only ever a heartbeat away made her legs weak at the knees. All too soon, she felt unity with those lovers who were so swept away by their cravings that they would join their bodies while lying outdoors where anyone could see them. Where any passerby could be drawn to find out who was making the soft moans of ecstasy in the pile of hay.

I will give myself to you, body and soul. I care nothing for the judgment of the world.

But the stirring of his own excitement brought Laura back to earth with a bang. It reminded her that the laird was a man, and that he would suffer none of the indignities the unexpected consequences of premarital sex could inflict upon a woman.

Gasping, she pushed him away. “You will think me a dreadful tease, Laird, but I am not. And-and I think it is cruel of you to tempt me with your magnificence.”

Laura was angry that she had betrayed how much she wanted to lie with Altair. Right then, he seemed more like a tormentor than a lover.

“Wait for me,” was all he said before turning and walking up the mountain again with his cloak billowing behind like two black wings.

Utterly bereft that he had left her there all alone, it took a while for Laura to collect herself and continue along the road into Iolaire.

After dispatching two letters, one to her father to tell him about Nurse Mildred’s accident and the attack on the coach and the other to the Donaldssons explaining her tardy arrival, Laura told both recipients that they could send replies to the Healer of Iolaire. It seemed safe enough to say that much. After all, poor Nurse would be stuck there until her ankle was strong enough for her to walk without assistance.

The cobbler sold her a pretty pair of black leather slippers that tied around the ankle. The man told Laura that they were called ‘ghillies’ in the Highlands. He asked her where she came from. “England,” she told him firmly, “on my way to Donaldsson Castle.”

The man sucked air through his teeth. “Och, the blood o’ the Donaldsson clan is more Norsemen than Highlander. I suppose it doesnae matter if they add a wee drap o’ Sassenach to the mix.”

“What about the fortress on the mountain top? Is that laird a true Highlander?” She was too tempted to find out more about Altair now that she finally had some sort of conversation going.

The cobbler crossed himself and looked scared. “Dinnae turn that cursed orange eye towards me poor shop! There he sits like an eagle in its eyrie, raking oor village for weak to prey on.”

Personally, Laura thought Altair’s eyes were the most gorgeous amber color, but she kept this to herself. “What superstitious nonsense,” she huffed, tilting up her chin a little, “I’m sure the laird is perfectly amiable if you gave him a chance.”

“He’s nae human.” The cobbler whispered, darting fearful looks in the direction of the beinn. “Me own faither warned me to keep me eyes peeled towards the skies in case he swoops down like a vengeful dragon. One look into those orange windows to his soul, and no maiden can withstand their enchantment.”

“Too bad the legend of your eagle-eyed laird was not enough to keep the gangs of villains from haunting the mountain pass.” Laura sniffed as she left the store. But she worried about the last thing the cobbler told her. Had she been enchanted by the beastly Highlander on top of the windswept mountain?

Sometimes it felt like it.

Slowly, she made her way to the edge of the village, to where folks had directed her to the healer’s cottage. A tall, exquisitely beautiful woman was standing in the narrow doorway as she was waiting for Laura’s arrival. It was not etiquette to curtsy to those who were lower in station to oneself, but Laura felt a powerful urge to show obeisance to the healer.

“Good morrow. Do I have the pleasure of addressing Dame Agnes the Healer?” she asked politely, bobbing a quick curtsy. She had to shout quite loudly above the noise of the storm. Laura was trying to do her best not to look around at the cottage too critically. It was a hovel, made all the more creepy because of the rain and wind wailing around them.

She hoped the roof did not leak. If it did, there was the strong chance that Nurse Mildred might ask for Laura to carry her back up the mountain on the pony. The cottage was as much of an ancient ruin as the Sterling fortress; walls were crumbling into pebbles and dead creepers hung from the eaves.

The woman smiled when she saw Laura trying to hide her uncertainty. “I kent ye were the right one. I’ve been waiting a long time for ye, bonny lassie. Come inside. Yer nanny is on the mend. Ye dinnae have much time left, do ye?”

Uncertain how to reply to such cryptic utterances, Laura blurted out. “Time left until what?”

Agnes shot her an elusive smile. “Time until ye marry, Maiden. Nanny Mildred was just telling me that ye are to be wed.”

And for some inexplicable reason, the thought of leaving the fortress on the mountain top and traveling on to wed Ethelred Donaldsson made Laura want to burst into tears.


Chapter
Seven



Altair did not want to be forced into another healing sleep, so he planned his attack carefully.

He had not been idle since Laura and Nurse Mildred’s unfortunate encounter set the English lass on a completely different trajectory in her life; the laird had told Andrew and Stephen to gather information for him while they were settling the nurse with the healer.

So he knew the gang of ruffians had caught the coachman and slain him. And two of them had left for Aberdeen to sell the horse and other items taken from the coach. As for the coach itself, the gang had probably hacked it into pieces to use for firewood.

Pushing all thoughts of Laura’s soft pink lips out of his mind, Altair leapt from rock to rock, pulling himself up onto a narrow ledge where he could observe the camp from afar.

If any of the men had looked over at the ledge, all they would have seen was a dark shadow lurking next to the rock face.

This was Altair’s world, not theirs. The villains would rue the day they thought to test the legend that one of the Immortal Highlanders lived in the crumbling castle above them.

Watching like a hawk, he counted fifteen men. They were the usual bunch of suspects; soldiers who had deserted their troop, petty thieves, and criminals wanted by sheriffs for murder, mayhem, and rape. Such men always managed to find one another and band together, thinking they were stronger that way. They were not, of course. The larger the gang, the easier it was to hunt them down.

They had a paltry assembly of weapons. Mainly dirks and short swords. They dare not wear armor or carry shields in case they were captured. It was better to pretend they were harmless fellows with a few knives in their belts to skin conies. Wearing armor would lead to questions about why they would feel the need to defend themselves.

But not wearing armor meant the rogues would be quick. Their reflexes and their actions would not be weighed down by shields or breastplates. After devising a strategy in his mind, Altair waited for the rain to set in.

The clouds hung low in the sky with the rain bringing at early twilight with it. The men huddled around the fire, trying to toast hunks of meat on sticks. Two sentries stood guard north and south, watching the mountain pass road with bored eyes.

After darting a look over at the camp with its warm fire and toothsome aroma of roasting meat, the southern guard gave up his post and walked to the encampment. Altair knew the man would give some lame excuse about needing to slake his thirst to get out of the rain.

That left the north guard alone. Slithering down the wet rocks with deadly silence, Altair dropped to the ground two feet behind the man. The man was staring with blank eyes ahead of him, and did not even hear the soft thud because it was masked by the drumming raindrops.

The soft shik as Altair’s knife plunged into the man’s neck was also camouflaged by the noise of the rain. Pitching the body over the cliff, the laird climbed back up the rocks.

When the southern guard returned, he was confused, calling for his partner in a hushed voice. It could not have been a comfortable feeling for the ruffian to peer through the swirling mist, wondering if his mate had simply wandered off the path to use the bushes for a garderobe, or maybe something bad had genuinely happened to him. This was the opportunity Altair was looking for.

He pounced on the sentry as the man blethered⁠* past him, calling out the north sentry’s name in a hoarse bark. The man struggled when he felt the iron grip of Altair’s arm loop around his throat. He let out a squeak as the air fought to reach his lungs, scrabbling with his fingers at the laird’s sleeve.

Altair dispatched him quickly with a few stabs between the ribs.

Two down, thirteen to go.

Not wanting to waste time, Altair thought to hurry things along by getting a few more rogues out of the cave. They were all huddled in there, happy to stay out of the heavy drookit. The laird knew the cave well. In ages past, he would play hide and seek with his brethren on this mountain. It had been one of their favorite hiding places.

Cupping his hand around his mouth, Altair cried out. “Hie! Hie!”

Back up the rock face he swung himself as four of the gang came out of the cave. They passed by the men cooking meat by the fire and there was a short conference. He knew they would play it safe and come and check on the sentries, especially when there were no more cries forthcoming.

Sure enough, the four men split into groups of two and came trekking north and south in pairs. Only a short while later, the two men who had come to check on the northern sentry were lying dead at the bottom of the cliff.

It was time to change tactics now. They would not fall for his tricks for a fourth time. Loosening a length of rope from his sporran, Altair lowered himself with precision and a great degree of expertise over the side of the cliff. Twisting the rope into a loop, the laird laid it on the path.

The pair of men who had diverted to the south could be heard stumping up the path, muttering to each other about this “cursed mist and” “foutering drookit”. As a lucky break, both men stepped into the loop at the same time. They did not even think to look down until they felt their feet yanked out from underneath them.

The only downside to this method of dispatching the villains was the fact that both men wailed loudly as they tumbled down the side of the cliffs.

With no alternative, all Altair could do was cling to the side of the cliff and start edging himself towards the cave. It was a nail-biting climb, clutching at any narrow ledge with his toes or fingers as he moved slowly but surely away from the bodies. He was confident that the rain and darkness would do most of his work for him—washing away the blood and covering the smashed bodies on the rocks below with a thick mist.

Once he got himself behind the other two scouts, all he had to do was wait for them to double back to the camp and step inside the thin rope circle lying hidden on the path. When they did, those inside the cave heard more wailing screams as the two more men fell down into the ravine.

Nine left. The two men who had been cooking by the fire came out first, but by then Altair had edged himself along the cliff for a long way. Craning his neck, he tried to gauge how many of the gang had gone to check the source of all the screaming. It was entirely possible that a rock fall or clumsy misstep might be the cause of the men making a fuss after all.

There was nothing more for Altair to do except pull himself back over the ledge, roll onto the pathway, and walk into the cave. He lay on the narrow trail for a short time to catch his breath because the rain had pummeled his clothes and face.

In the past, it had always excited him so much to hunt down brigands and outlaws in this way, but that was not the case this time. This ragtag group of men were the ones responsible for bringing Laura to his castle gates. They were instrumental in weaving his fate into a new tapestry.

Shaking his head to rid it of such sweet sentiment, Altair stood up and wrapped his cloak around him after withdrawing his weapons.

Five men had stayed behind in the cave. Two of the men continued to roast meat on sticks, and three were sitting on bolsters with their backs resting against the cave walls. It must have been a horrific sight for the men to see a dark shadow rise at the mouth of the cave with a sword in one hand and a dirk in the other.

“Saints protect us!” one of the men crossed himself “The stories are true.” Three of the men dashed to find their weapons, while the two by the fire raised the sticks.

Quick as lightning, Altair flung his dirk at one of the cooks’ throats. The man fell gurgling into the fire's ashes, while his colleague tossed the stick down and fled into the night.

The men had been expecting plenty of warning. Only a madman would travel the mountain pass in such hazardous weather. This presumption signed their death warrants. Before the men even reached their swords to brandish them, they were cut down.

Altair’s cloak fluttered in the strong winds as he stood at the cave mouth entrance looking out. Four left. Sprinting down the path like an arrow loosed from the bow, the laird hurled himself into the mist. All the men saw coming at them was an enormous dark shape with flapping wings. Two men saw the error of their ways; they turned and ran for their lives. The other two perished.

Knowing that the blood splatter would be hidden by the dark black wool of his plaid, Altair wrapped his cloak around himself after wiping and sheathing his sword, and made his way back down to the village. He would send the Berenson sons down to clean up the bodies.

It did not take him long to find the healer’s cottage. He had watched as every stone was laid to make the small town. Nothing escaped his keen observation.

And he could not wait to see Laura again.
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He had been gone so long that doubt had begun to gnaw at Laura again. Despite the fact that Agnes had given her a soothing elixir to drink, Laura could not shake the feeling that something bad would happen because she was not there to watch over Altair.

“What ails ye, sweet girl?” Agnes came to sit on the stool opposite Laura by the fire. Nurse Mildred lay slumbering peacefully on the cot in the corner. It looked as if Agnes might have administered a sleeping potion to the old woman too because Nurse was snoring loud enough to make the crumbling roof fall in. By some miracle, the cottage was warm and cozy inside; the plaster on the walls had been refreshed and the roof tiles mended. A small fire burned in the grate.

Laura sighed. “Why do we worry when someone is out of our sight? The most irrational fears grip me, even though the person I worry about is not in any mortal peril.”

Agnes chuckled. “That is yer controlling nature asserting itself, Maiden. Ye refuse to believe something will go right if ye are nae there to make it so.”

The two women chuckled over the human condition for a short while, but then Laura grew thoughtful again. “It is as if my insides are a thin piece of twine, Dame, and I am being pulled in one direction while someone is trying to yank me in another.”

Agnes patted her hand. “Ye’re made of steel, lass. Ye might nae ken it yet, but ye are. Once ye reach yer tipping point, all hell will break loose.”

“That does not sound like me at all,” Laura admitted, but Agnes just smiled and continued to craft the girdle belt she was making.

This gave Laura the chance to observe the healer more closely. Suddenly, she noticed something that sparked her curiosity. “I see you wear the same plaid as Laird Sterling, with both the weft and the warp of the wool kept black. Is that not an unusual feature for a plaid to have?” Could it be that the healer and the Sterlings were connected somehow?

Agnes did not answer Laura directly.

“I ken the sheep of England and those of the Highlands have one thing in common. The flock can have wool of different colors. Brown, cream, or dark. But sometimes a lamb with dark wool is born into a cream-colored flock, and so sticks out from the rest in the most curious way. When a dark sheep’s fleece is thick enough to be made into wool, no one wants it. Such a shame.”

Laura was listening intently. “Why not? I am sure the wool is just as good as any other sheep’s.”

Agnes shook her head. “Nay. Ye cannae dye dark wool and turn it into pretty colors. Especially not the fleece from a pure black sheep. Those fleeces seem to absorb the darkness around them and expel no light. At least, that is the first perception of it, not so?”

Sir Morcambe tenant farmers had flocks. As a young girl, Laura would sometimes wander down to the sheds to watch the shearers cut off the fleeces every summer. It was a painstaking process, but so satisfying when the fleece eventually peeled away to reveal the true colors of the sheep underneath. Gray and yellow would become soft cream. Russet and orange fleeces would show themselves to be rich brown underneath. And dark sheep would pitter-patter away from the shearer—always leaving a pitch-black fleece behind on the shed floor.

Agnes smiled and continued. “And while there is nae much that can be done with a black fleece when it comes to changing it into pretty colors, there are those spinners who are canny enough to see its worth. They set about turning it onto the bobbin in a fine thread, and treat the fleece with the same love and care as they would for any other wool.”

“Are you a member of the Sterling clan?” Laura wanted to know. “Is that how come you know so much about their sheep and spinning methods?”

The healer shook her head sadly. “The Sterling clan was forced to see the worth in those who live in the shadows, Maiden. And they embraced the black wool of the dark sheep as their commitment to remembering their heritage.”

“What did they inherit?” Laura slapped a hand over her mouth after saying this. She did not want to give away Altair’s secret. Backtracking, she babbled an excuse. “That is a silly question. They inherited the castle and the domain. Ha-ha!”

Shooting an amused look at Laura, the healer got up to stir the pot of soup on the hook hanging over the fire.

Laura imagined the smoke from the fire trying to escape from the chimney, only to be blown into smithereens by the gusts of wind howling around the cottage walls.

After supper, the three women chatted softly about how soon Laura could continue the rest of her journey. “I refuse to set one foot out of this cottage until those villains who attacked us have been captured and hauled in front of a magistrate!” Nurse Mildred insisted.

Both Laura and Agnes held their tongues. Every time a tree branch creaked or the goats in the byre shifted inside their shed, Laura’s head would whip around to watch the door. Eventually, when Agnes was settling down Nurse Mildred for the night, Laura gave up all pretense of unconcern and went to sit by the window. The shutter was hooked tight and a canvas drape was tied fast over it, but she would be able to hear if anyone came along the path towards the cottage door.

The nurse clucked her tongue at their delay and could only be soothed to sleep after Laura’s reassurance that Mistress Berenson was a diligent guardian.

“I do not like the idea of you staying in a castle where the only person guarding your virtue is a housekeeper, dear Laura,” Nurse Mildred fretted.

“Do not worry about me, Nurse,” Laura called out from her perch by the window, “I am quite capable of guarding my virtue, even without a housekeeper to act as my chaperone.”

But later on, when the sound of heavy footsteps striding towards the cottage woke Laura from her light slumber in the chair by the window, she could not stop herself from flinging open the door and throwing herself into Altair’s arms.



* Scottish: talk without making any sense


Chapter
Eight



“You are back! I am so happy!”

She did not care that the brim of his hood was dripping raindrops onto her face. Laura wanted Altair to kiss her again. Their blazing hot parting embrace had been preying on her mind with a taunting, teasing frequency. And how dangerous could another little kiss be anyway?

He hesitated. “As tempted as I am to taste those sweet lips o’ yers, lass, I dinnae ken how many eyes might be watching us.”

She adored the way his mouth tilted up on one side with that rueful, quirky smile of his. Even though the clouds hid the sky and the mists swirled around them, Laura saw his teeth flash briefly. It reminded her of a predator when it decides not to eat the prey. Lowering her voice to a whisper, she declared. “I don’t care. I am not ashamed.”

His brows lowered. “Not ashamed o’ what, Sonsie?” When she could not answer, he laughed and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “I am a brute for pressing ye with questions as ye stand in the rain. Am I welcome inside?”

For some strange reason, Laura did not want Altair to enter the cottage. She did not want to explain him to strangers, to those who did not know or who could never understand the true qualities of the wonderful man underneath the thick, black wool cloak.

“Bide a short while, Altair. I will go fetch my cloak and the plaid you lent me. We can return to the castle immediately.”

“And how would that look to yer nanny if we were to plooter awa’ in the grayness of the dawn? Nay, lass, I must put on me lairdly manners and soothe yer guardian’s fears. Ye cannae keep me in the dark forever.”

Draping his arm around her shoulders, Altair pushed his way through the door after announcing himself in a loud voice.

Agnes was awake. She sat on the bolster by the fire with her arisaid wrapped tightly over her body. “I would rise to give ye me curtsy, Laird, but I am in no condition to greet visitors.”

Altair waved his hand in greeting. “Dinnae fash. I’m golden. Is the auld nan awake?”

With an amused smile, Agnes shook her head. “I gave her a sleeping draft to help her relax. The elder does nae like oor Highland thunder and lightning.”

“Well, it’s nae like she’ll be sticking aroond long enough to get used to it,” Altair shrugged his shoulders in his usual nonchalant fashion. “Can ye watch over the lass while I fetch the pony from the hostelry?”

The healer nodded. Laura had to stand by without complaint as the laird ducked his head under the door lintel, stomping out into the rain again.

He had left a trail of tinted water on the flagstone floors behind him. Grasping a rushlight from the mantel over the grate, Laura bent her head to look at the tinted water more closely. “That is strange. I could swear it is red, but the runoff water must be absorbing the color from the fire,” she mused out loud to herself.

“‘Tis blood mixed with the rain,” Agnes said. “His foes must have died with much of it shed. Their blood splatter soaked into the laird’s clothes as his sword cut them doon. The trail of blood must go halfway up the mountain.”

Laura gasped, jumping back from the wet trail and almost dropping the rushlight. “Th-that is terrible. Lawks a mercy—human blood! How can he act so normal after all that slaughter?”

“Is he nae doin’ what ye asked him to do?”

Plumping down on the stool, Laura tucked her trembling hands between her round thighs to stop them from shaking. “Yes, but it is one thing to say something, and another thing entirely to see it done for real.”

Agnes chuckled. “Altair Sterling is nothing if nae thorough when it comes to killing, Maiden. But I have to ask ye—are nae a-feared of the other thing he is good at?”

“What could possibly be worse than killing people?” Laura replied in an irritated tone.

“Getting young and innocent maidens to fall in love with him unbidden. His handsome face and devastating charm are as lethal as the sword he carries behind his back.”

The drumming rain was relentless on the slate tiles of the roof. The cottage must have been the sweetest place to live when it was first built. Laura noticed the sound of trickling drips coming from the other room and concluded it must have been a bedchamber once. It made her sad to imagine the bedchamber was once filled with romance and love, but now it lay empty. Washed clean in the rain, with only wisps of cobwebs moving in the chill breezes.

Flipping back one braid and tilting up her chin, Laura prepared to defend the laird. “Laird Sterling is not dangerous. That is just a malicious rumor. Altair is far too notorious around these parts for any girl to even dare to look at him. I mean, the poor man has to do all of his business in the middle of the night so as not to scare folks. It is ridiculous.”

Agnes smirked. “When ye came here, ye were in two minds aboot him. Now ye have only one thing on yer mind, dearie. What changed?”

Laura felt cornered. She was not sophisticated in the art of wordplay, so she was not sure exactly what Agnes was saying. And she did not want to insult her hostess either by jumping to a conclusion. But it sounded very much as if the healer were suggesting that she, the chaste and well-behaved Maid Laura Raleigh of Humberside Manor, wanted Altair to take her precious virginity!

It irritated Laura that her heart was on display for Agnes to see. “Laird Altair has earned my good opinion, Dame. Not only has he cleared the road of danger, but he was kind enough to give me shelter.”

“So ye dinnae mind that he cleared the road so that ye can continue yer journey once yer nanny is well enough to walk?”

Tears stung behind her eyelids as Laura fought back her tumultuous emotions. “M-my father is not a wealthy man. I must do as he bade me. The only dowry I can offer my future husband is my virtue.”

Flinging herself over to the window, Laura sat there staring out into the black night. No hint of morning light was able to penetrate the thick clouds. The stars and moon were completely obscured. Altair’s safe return had made Laura feel so elated, and now she was miserable. As the damp morning air slowly turned gray outside and the rain pitter-pattered to a halt, the laird returned to the cottage, leading the pony behind him.

He did not come in this time. Haling them from the muddy path, Altair bid Laura come out. With a smile beaming over her face, she ran to put on her cloak. “Thank you, Dame Agnes. I know I am leaving Nurse Mildred in good hands.” She pressed some of the laird’s coins into the healer’s hand.

“Ye dinnae have to go back up the beinn with him, Laura,” the healer reminded her. “Ye are welcome to stay here, with yer nanny to watch over ye.”

Not daring to look in her eyes in case Agnes asked her to explain the reason behind her refusal, Laura shook her head.

When Agnes came to the door to watch him place Laura gently onto the saddle, Altair asked her when he could expect the nanny to be well enough to walk. The healer smirked and waved her hand. “Come back tomorrow. I will cut a stick for the auld woman to use as a crutch, and I will bind her foot fast so that she can bear weight on it.”

Neither of them commented on the abrupt way the news was delivered. Altair’s face was expressionless. Laura, however, was not so good at hiding her emotions. Before she could duck her head to hide her face beneath her hood, Agnes saw the young woman’s eyes flood with tears.

As far as Laura was concerned, it may as well have still been raining, as the mountain pass faded behind the curtain of her tears.
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Laura seemed to revive when they passed the gates of the fortress, and the sound of pony hooves clopping on the cobblestones echoed off the crumbling walls. The Sassenach maiden had sat in thoughtful silence all the way up the mountain pass. Altair watched as she pushed back the hood of her cloak and looked around. Her face was wan and her eyes red rimmed.

“Did ye sleep so little last night?” he asked her.

Sighing, Laura hid her face behind her hands. “Do I look dreadful? I-I am afraid I did not sleep as well as I would have liked last night, Laird. You are right.”

Stepping closer, he pulled her foot out of the stirrup gently, but he did not let it go afterward. Inspecting the ghillies, Altair grinned. “Ye’re dressed like a true Highland lassie with yer new shoes an’ that arisaid around yer shoulders, Sonsie.”

If she was shy about him touching her leg so intimately, Laura said nothing against it. “I suppose it is a good thing that I learn to dress like a Highland lassie, considering what my end destination is going to be,” she reminded him, staring at his face closely to see what effect her words were having on him.

Altair refused to be drawn into giving an opinion. Whatever decision Laura made, she must come to it on her own free will. “Ye’ve got the laces o’ ye shoes all fankled. Point yer toes at me and I’ll sort it.” There was nowhere else for Laura to place her foot, so he pushed it against his chest and set about untangling the laces of her left ghillie. Altair showed her how to crisscross the thin leather thongs, and then he took great pains to tighten the shoe around Laura’s ankle. Her stockings were sheer, made of thin silk; they were probably bought before her mother died and the Raleigh fortune was still intact. He could see one or two places where she had carefully darned the small holes in them, and his estimation of the bonny Sassenach rose even higher. She would make that lucky Donaldsson lad a right goodwife. Stiffening his resolve, Altair forced himself to embrace the inevitable.

Clasping her waist with his two strong hands, Altair lifted Laura off the saddle as if she were a featherweight. When he set her back on her feet, he replied carelessly, “I’m right tired as well after all that plooterin’ up and doon the beinn durin’ the lashin’. What d’ye say to us having a wee lie doon?”

Her eyes lit up like a dry wood fire at his words. “I- I beg your pardon, Laird, but what do you mean?”

Grinning, he pushed the side door open and waited for her to walk in front of him. “Plooter? It’s how we describe it when some poor soul has to jump over puddles or blither through the mud.”

For the first time, he saw a flicker of irritation in her dark eyes. “Do not taunt me!” Laura lowered her voice so that the Berensons could not overhear her. “You know I was referring to that part about us lying down together.”

Her hand reached out and gripped his wrist. He could feel the strength of her passion in the way her fingernails dug into him. Had she deliberately pressed herself so close to him? Laura’s eyes blazed up at him from her diminutive height. There was no question of him taking a step back—not when her deliciously deep bosom was lightly rubbing against his midriff.

Altair felt his body reacting in such a way that made the breath catch in his throat. This woman had changed the way he liked to play his games. It might have been countless decades since he had tumbled a willing serving wench into his bed, but the sensation Laura caused to rise inside him could not be compared to those old feelings. He was completely exhilarated by her— because he knew that behind that temptingly curvaceous body lay a kind heart. This knowledge made the earth seem to shift under his feet, while his heart took flight and soared.

“I’ll nae deny that the memory of yer lips lies heavy on me mind, Sonsie,” Altair’s voice was gruff as he tried to make sense of the turbulence in the air between them. “What d’ye say to us dining together later on? Ye must be in nae doubt that I find yer conversation as stimulating as I do the rest o’ ye.”

That made her smile so radiantly that he was lured into sweeping her into his arms and pressing hot kisses onto her sweetly plump mouth. Laura’s body yielded to his embrace with feminine willingness. He felt her arms sliding around his neck as she stood on tiptoes, as if she wanted their hearts to align and syncopate together.

For one glorious moment, he imagined lifting her up into his arms and carrying her into his bedchamber. It hardly mattered that he was filthy from his night outdoors, rank with the sweat and blood of a hard fought battle. All he could focus on was how it might feel to spread those buxom thighs as wide as they would go before burying that most ardent part of him inside her.

As if she could read the warm thoughts swirling around in his mind, Laura ran her fingers through his thick, dark hair and gave the roots a hard tug. The passionate action nearly drove him to destruction.

Gasping, he released the maiden and stepped back. “I will see ye again at dinner, Sonsie.”

Striding to the tower with his black cloak billowing behind him, the Laird of Sterling Fortress retreated from battle for the first time in his life. He dared not look back in case he lost his nerve. Never before had Altair been so desperate to make a woman his wife in deed, if not in word.
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Stumbling down the kitchen, Laura asked Mistress Berenson to send her sons up to the laird’s tower with washing water.

“How much of the goat meat is left?” Laura wanted to know.

“Nae enough to matter,” the housekeeper told her. “But we can make a nice broth with the bones.”

Laura wrinkled her nose. “It is my last night at the castle, Mistress. I leave on the morrow. Laird Sterling has asked for dinner to be pushed back so that we can sleep. When he wakes, I want him to be well satisfied with the dinner laid out for him.”

The two women discussed the preparation the housekeeper could do while Laura caught a nap in her bedchamber. “I’ll be sad to see ye leave, dearie,” Mistress Berenson sniffed. “Somehow, I got it into me head that ye might be here for keeps. The master has got a real spring in his step since he found ye on the mountainside.”

Laura could think of nothing to say back to this. “I thank you for toiling away while I sleep, Mistress.” She finished the stale bannock the housekeeper gave Laura to break her fast. “Please wake me at noon. I will help you bake and roast the rest of the dinner.”

Step by weary step, Laura ascended to her chamber, her mind churning over how much she wanted to continue climbing the staircase all the way up to Altair’s tower.

Pushing open the door to the bedchamber, she got a surprise. An eagle was perched on the bedpost, preening its feathers and winking at her with its glowing amber eyes. The great bird watched her disrobe and climb under the covers, never flinching or making a sound. The window shutter must have blown open during the storm last night and the eagle came in for shelter.

“I have made up my mind, you know.” Laura whispered to the bird in a tired voice as she pummeled her pillow into a more comfortable shape. “I am going to spend tonight with Altair. Only once I have done that will I have the strength to continue my weary journey.”


Chapter
Nine



When Laura woke, the eagle was gone and the sun was out. Mistress Berenson had her head stuck around the side of the door. “Upsie-daisie, lazy bones. It is noontide!”

She saw the housekeeper had left a long length of black plaid for her to wear. “Where are my clothes, Mistress Berenson? I can hardly wear a length of wool to dinner.”

“Yer clothes were as damp as a Monday morn in November, Maiden! I am drying them in front o’ the kitchen fire.” Bustling inside, the housekeeper showed Laura how to pleat the wool and then belt it over her chemise and around her waist.

Looking down at the thin material of her undergarment, Laura blushed. “Um, what covering do I layer over the top?”

Again, the kind old woman showed Laura how to lift the length of plaid hanging down at the back of the belt and pin it over her shoulders. “See? This practical length o’ wool is all at once a blanket, a skirt, and a shawl. See how bonny ye look.”

The arisaid did make her curves stand out in a very voluptuous way. The voluminous skirt stopped a good few inches from her ankles, which Mistress Berenson told her was necessary to keep the hem out of the mud. “Not that ye’ll have much mud in yer future, Maiden,” the housekeeper clucked her tongue, “because ye’re set to become the wife of a laird’s son, are ye nae?”

Laura did not reply. She pretended to be busy tying the ghillies over her stockings, but the small crease between her delicately arched eyebrows gave her away.

Later on, when she joined the Berensons in the kitchen, Laura found it easier to be enthusiastic. “It smells so good, Mistress. Thank you for all your hard work.” They set about rolling pastry and setting tarts next to the fire to bake.

The mountain fortress had not seen such an elegant dinner for many years once Laura had finished cooking and baking. There was a bramble berry tart served with a thick, rich custard made with eggs and honey, clotted cream from the milk of a shaggy Highland cow whipped into a fool and flavored with lavender, steamed beef pudding, and fowl roasted over the spit.

“Green beans, turnips, and pigeon pie,” Laura put the finishing touch on the platters of food, sprinkling chopped herbs over the steaming savory dishes. “That’s everything. Can someone go and wake the laird, please?”

“He’s already waiting for ye in the dining hall, dearie,” Mistress Berenson told Laura. “Stop!” she raised her hand to halt the maiden from running out to join him. “Let me prettify ye a wee bit first.”

Stephen produced a shell comb out of his pocket, and the housekeeper set about brushing Laura’s hair into a shining sheath of darkness. She ordered Laura to sit with her hands soaking in warm water perfumed with lavender to scent the skin. Only when the young girl’s hair was completely free of braids did Mistress Berenson allow Laura to stand up. “Och, yer hair ripples like a deep pond after a duck paddles through it, me dear. Ye’re so bonny, ye could make the moon hide her face with jealousy.”

Laura wiped her hands on a square linen rag Andrew Berenson referred to as a ‘clootie’.

All four Berensons gave her an encouraging wave as Laura straightened her back, smoothed out her plaid, and walked to the dining hall.

How was Laura to know what a stunning entrance she made? Dressed in finely woven black wool, with her shining tresses tumbling around her shoulders and down her back, she appeared like some dark queen as she stood at the chair, waiting for Altair to pull it back for her.

At first, the Laird appeared to be dumbstruck by her comeliness. Then, recollecting his manners, he scraped back his chair and moved to help her sit down.

“Well, it’s a braw night for it,” the laird’s careless charm reasserted itself as he sat down.

“A braw night for what?” Taking a page out of the laird’s playbook, Laura teased him with her question.

“Food,” Altair said with a determined finality. Then he relented. “Och, fine. More than food.” Reaching over the table, he took her hand, raising it to his lips. “Good company, a hearty meal, and maybe I’ll show ye how to dance a Highland fling or two afterward.”

When he pressed his mouth onto the soft skin of her hand, it made a warm glow spread through Laura’s body; as if she were once ice, but now she was melting.

She waited for him to fill her goblet from the flagon of wine, and then raised it in a toast. “To the most fortunate chance meeting, my laird. Never could I have imagined a broken journey would prove so entertaining.”

Shaking his head, Altair frowned. “Nay, Sonsie. Dinnae prate like that.”

Laura was flummoxed. “Like what? I was not ‘prating’, I’ll have you know! I was toasting your hospitality and grace.”

Gripping her wrist, he growled. “Dinnae talk like some high society damsel in a hall full o’ guests. It’s just ye an’ me here, lassie. Act natural-like.”

Chastened, Laura hung her head. “Truth to tell, Altair, I do not know how to approach you or what to say. Because this all seems so…final.” The monumental realization that this was their last night together forever made the wine stick in Laura’s throat.

His face grew kind. “Dinnae fash, lassie. It will all work oot in the end. Keep yer chin up.” Giving her small hand a quick squeeze, he shrugged and looked around with a cheerful laugh. “I am a great brute for chiding yer sweet toast. Forgive me. Come, let us eat.”

The moment the Berensons began bringing dishes to the table, Altair knew Laura had slaved for most of the day to make the feast. “Ye cheated,” he laughed, rapping his knuckle on the board to show his appreciation. “I thought ye were tired after yer trip doon the beinn.”

Laura widened her eyes to show her innocence. “I was!” Chuckling, she told him the truth. “I asked Mistress Berenson to wake me at noon. Do you like it?”

He needed to use no words to give her an answer; the smile on his face said it all. No feast had ever been so bittersweet and yet so enjoyable. The wine flowed, and the conversation meandered over a myriad of topics. Altair wanted to know what England was like. Laura begged him to tell her more about the rugged Highlands that surrounded them. But he won out, reminding her that she would soon see the Highlands for herself with none of his help once her journey resumed.

That made Laura solemn, but she was determined to entertain him with the few travels made in her short life. “My father took me with him to London Town, Laird. We drove the coach down to Queenhithe to pick up a shipment of spices and silk. It was the most wondrous place. The ship’s captain told me that boats have been docking at Queenhithe since Roman times, and that sometimes they find gold talismans or terracotta pots buried beneath the mud. Alfred the Great used the shallow waters to sail up or down the Thames River where his needs took him.”

“It was called Tamesis when I was a youth,” Altair confided in her, “a blend of the two river names ‘Thames’ and ‘Isis’.”

“It is a very great river,” Laura told him, “full of divers fish and those soft creatures that live in shells. There are many species of fowl with flocks so large the sound of their wings can deafen as they fly past. Father was always pressing his acquaintances to bring him porpoise from the estuary, but I refused to serve him such a hideous dish—they have such sweet faces—I could never bring myself to serve them.”

She was not sure if this description of her adventures pleased him because a deep scowl suddenly marred his handsome face. “It’s been a long time since I saw a ship dock or heard the sound of a gull crying. Life continues, while I lurk here, moldering away.”

Laura wanted to turn his mind to brighter things. “What is this Highland fling you mentioned?” Her lips curved into an alluring smile as she regarded him steadily over the rim of her goblet. “It sounds very dangerous.”

Altair roared with laughter, and it was a while before he could shake his head and reassure her. “It’s a jig we dance in the Highlands. Ye have to be exceedingly light footed to do it right. I only thought to mention it to ye because o’ yer shoes. The Highland maidens wear ghillies when they prance.”

“I’ve eaten so much tart,” Laura giggled, “I do not think I could ever be light footed until a good many days have passed.”

The laird insisted. Stephen and Andrew were called to provide music from the minstrel gallery, with the eldest son plucking at the lute with fingers like quicksilver while the younger son tootled a flute. With Altair holding her hands and guiding her steps, Laura learned to kick her feet up with a flick of the toes and then spin around with her hands in the air.

The couple were having such a good time, they hardly noticed when the music stopped and the Berensons retired to bed.

“This is called a reel,” holding Laura around her waist, Altair lifted her up and swung her around in the air. Squealing and laughing at the same time, she closed her eyes as the room spun around her at a dizzyingly fast speed. “Stop! Stop,” she begged him, “before the tart comes back up!”

Laughing uproariously, they grew still as the laird placed Laura back on her feet. They were both panting, their skin lit up with sweat and their chests heaving. They stared at one another as the laughter died away.

For that one perfect moment, it seemed as though their lives were golden, stretching out like a long enchanted spell.

“It must be late, Sonsie,” Altair spoke first, as if he could no longer trust himself to be bound by her magic. “And ye have a long journey ahead o’ ye on the morrow.”

Shaking her head to block out his words, Laura denied that cruel fact. “Do not remind me, Altair. It feels like hot needles inserted under my skin whenever I think about leaving your castle—our fortress.”

The silence in the old banqueting hall was almost deafening as they faced off the inevitable.

“Will you escort me back to my bedchamber?” Laura asked with tentative hesitation, unsure what his answer would be. She hurried to justify her request. “The passages are dark, and I am afraid to walk them without you by my side.”

When he did not reply, she grew angry. “Do not make me beg! I have never loved, Laird, and nor has anyone ever taught me how it might feel, but⁠—”

“And ye think I am the man to teach ye such a thing?” His frown was back, but Laura could sense that his vexation was not directed at her, but rather at the circumstances.

Throwing caution to the wind, Laura ran into his arms, pressing her face against his chest. “Yes, a thousand times, yes. You are the man I want to teach me about love.”

It was the only invitation he needed. Sweeping Laura into his strong arms, the Laird mounted the stairs to his tower two at a time. He needed no candle to light the way. He knew every stone riser with precise accuracy.

She knew Altair’s bedchamber from the time she watched over him during his healing sleep. As he went to fling open the window shutters, Laura could not stop staring at the enormous bed. This was where her journey would end if she had her way, but one short night of passion with the man she knew she had somehow tumbled head over heels in love with was better than nothing at all.

Long fingers of moon rays poured through the narrow casement, casting the floor into shadow while bathing the bed in silvery starlight.

The couple wanted to savor this moment. They needed to stretch out time in such a way that the memory would last forever. For Laura, there was not a shred of doubt in her mind that the path of her fate guided her here, but the bubble of excitement swelling inside her was spiced with trepidation.

Kneeling at her feet as she sat on the edge of the bed, Altair untied Laura’s shoes. Whenever he glanced up at her with his amber eyes, Laura felt her belly contract with excitement. Even the light touch of his fingers on her ankles thrilled her to the core.

As the ghillies dropped to the floor, she leaned back, resting on her hands, staring at the vaulted ceiling. The sensation of his fingers moving up the inside of her leg to loosen her garters nearly proved too much for her endurance. A soft moan escaped her parted lips.

Altair made no comment when he heard the erotic sound. He was skilled enough to understand this was Laura’s personal experience, one that she must be free to express however she wanted. As her stockings were peeled off, one by one, inch by inch, Laura fell back on the bed, biting her lower lip to stop her licentious utterances from getting louder. She might be a maiden, but she knew enough about her body to understand that if Altair were to touch between her thighs, she would reach the climax her body so desperately craved.

As if to test her endurance, he began to stroke the inside of her thighs with a tempting massaging motion. Unbidden, she opened them wider for him. He stopped, spellbound by the sight of her beauty bathed in the moonlight. But it was not good enough for him just to lift her skirts and thrust himself between those soft, pale thighs. This, after all, must be a night to be remembered.

Laura opened her eyes with a languorous flutter, and she watched him loosen the cords of his boots and pull them off. She could not stop her face from showing fascination as he removed his shirt. Her mouth almost dropped open when she saw the rippling muscles of his torso. “Oh my…”

Giving a nervous giggle, she wondered if he was going to drop the plaid belted around his waist with the same careless unconcern. She was not sure if her heart could stand the shock, however pleasurable it might be.

But when he joined her on the bed, Laura was given an excellent explanation for his slow reveal. “Let’s get ye oot o’ that bonny arisaid o’ yers first, Sonsie,” his deep voice murmured in her ear as he lay beside her. “And never forget that we have all night to feast oor eyes on one another.”

It took a moment to unbuckle the tight belt and unwrap the plaid from her body. “I feel like a gift on Yuletide morning,” she chuckled nervously as Altair flicked the garment onto the floor.

“Are ye somethin’ good to eat?” His rough tone made her belly contract with delight, exactly like a child opening presents.

“H-how hungry are you?” It made Laura feel powerful to tease him like this.

“I am starving.” Altair growled, pressing his mouth hungrily over her lips. Dressed only in the thin lawn of her shift gown, Laura should have felt shy with her naked body on show under the transparent garment, but she was not. In fact, it felt like the shift was strangling her.

Quickly, she ripped the ribbons open to expose her breasts. Now, it was Altair’s turn to inhale sharply. “Ye are bonny beyond belief, Sonsie,” he growled, burying his face between the large globes before paying attention to the hard peaks of her nipples. Every time his tongue flicked over them, Laura wanted to claw at his skin with ecstasy.

“Th-that feels amazing,” she gasped, daring to run her hands over the hard muscles of his midriff. She adored the way her fingers rippled over that part of his stomach that resembled a washboard.

And if her fingers moved to pluck at his belt, who was to blame her? He was her end goal; Laura was ready to see what a real man looked like under his plaid. Every maiden wondered if her beau would be a stallion or a mouse once he was freed. And Laura was no different.

But Altair was more disciplined than she. “Wheesht, darlin’.” The corners of his mouth curved up as he removed her hands. “Be patient. We have all night.”

“I-I want it now,” Laura moaned softly, thrashing her head from side to side in a small tantrum of yearning. “Take me now, Altair. I am yours, forever yours.”

First, there should be many small kisses over her luscious breasts. But this was only a precursor to him lowering his mouth down over her soft belly until he reached the plump mound between her thighs. “As the rain prepares the soil for the seed, Sonsie, I need ye to be dripping like raindrops before…” As he murmured these tempting words, she felt his mouth moving at the entrance to her passion. And when he removed his tongue, he was able to assure Laura that she was good and ready.

Her shift was bunched up around her waist, with the neckline untied to display her ripe breasts. Her soft, dimpled thighs were spread wide. Laura had to hold her hands over her plump mound in a bid to contain her pleasure as he stood up to remove his plaid.

The sound of footsteps thundering up the stairs were clearly heard outside the tower door!

Pounding on the door itself as someone hammered at the old wood panels.


Chapter
Ten



“Laird! Laird! A retinue o’ men is climbing up the mountain! Come doon at once!” the steward's voice sounded frantic on the other side.

“Go to the dressing room,” Altair hissed at Laura, waiting for her to hide in the small room before he unlatched the door.

“How many men?” Altair sat on a stool while he tied his boots under his knees. Berenson was too overwrought to ask questions about how Altair had managed to belt the plaid around his midriff so fast.

“Stephen counted six torches, Laird. They are nae approaching with stealth. They make no secret of their progress.”

“So, it’s nae ambush. What the foutering hell do they want?”

When Berenson tried to answer him, Altair cut him off. “Awa’ with ye, man. The question was rhetorical. Six torches means they must count at least twelve in number—only servants carry torches. Hie doon to the armoury and get me two latchbows, a dirk, and another sword. Step lively.”

The moment Berenson left, Altair slung his sheathed sword over his shoulder and then picked up Laura’s plaid off the floor. Striding into the dressing room, he growled a few abrupt orders. “Dinnae fash aboot dressing, sweetheart. Dance those pretty feet o’ yers doon the stairs as fast as ye can and get into bed. I will send Mistress Berenson to sit with ye in a moment or two. Got that?”

Shaking with shock, Laura picked up her ghillies and stockings on the way out. “Are we being attacked?”

“Nay, nothin’ so dramatic. This sometimes happens after I visit Iolaire, that is all. It’s probably just a bunch o’ concerned citizens wanting to ken what me motives are.”

He watched her patter downstairs, listening carefully for the sound of her bedchamber door opening and closing before going to join the small Berenson clan in the vestibule.

“Mistress Berenson. Go sit with the Maid. Make sure she is nae a-feared o’ this nonsense. Bring her comfort. Got that?”

The housekeeper grumbled when she saw how her elderly husband and two sons were arming themselves. “I am nae liar, Laird. I cannae tell the maid nothing is wrong when something clearly is!”

“Do me this kindness. I thank ye, Mistress,” Altair dismissed her with a curt nod. “And dinnae let her keek oot the window either.”

The laird’s tower was part of the castle’s keep, a tall, imposing edifice in the middle of a thick barrier of walls. There had never been any need for a moat because the steep cliffs of the mountain acted as a terrifyingly imposing barbican, the name these military structures gave to outer defensive walls.

The armory was at the bottom of the watchtower. The Berensons waited for their laird’s orders as they buckled on breastplates and tried on helmets for the closest fit.

“Let’s go up to the gatehouse and await them there,” was all Altair had to say. He was galled beyond all patience at this intrusion. In his mind, if this turned out to be some blethering envoy from Iolaire come to threaten him with excommunication for practicing witchcraft, the laird would be very tempted to kick their arses all the way back down the beinn!

The four men watching the line of bobbing lights wend along the mountain pass. When the retinue reached the portcullis, they craned their necks back to look up at the battlements before thumping their fists against the heavy gate doors. “Hie! Sentry. Awake! Visitors ahoy.”

After a nod from Altair, Berenson stuck his head over the crenellation. “And who the foutering heck is calling at such an ungodly hour, ye big bunch o’ bampots!”

A tall, blond haired man stepped into the torchlight. “We have traveled far and fast. I received word from me betrothed wife that she was ambushed at the foot o’ the beinn and made her way up here. I am Ethelred Donaldsson, son o’ Laird Redmond Donaldsson.”

Pushing Berenson out of the way, Altair leaned over the battlement. “D’ye bear some token with ye? The maiden cannae be handed over to any random stranger who claims to be her betrothed.”

Was it a figment of Altair’s imagination, or did an intense expression of irritation flicker over the blond man’s face?

“I have a token, but I dinnae see why I should flash it at a mere sentry guard.”

“Then we dinnae have to open oor gate to the likes o’ ye!” Berenson sniped back.

Putting a calming hand on the old steward’s shoulder, Altair shouted down. “Fine, fine. Everyone, keep yer hair on. I’ll come doon and keek at yer precious token.”

But it turned out that Altair did not need to inspect the blond man’s token. He knew every plaid weave in the Highlands, and all twelve men were dressed in Donaldsson plaid.

He sent Berenson into the courtyard. “Dinnae let in the whole lot o’ them,” he told the old man. “Tell the laird’s son to send half of his party back doon the beinn to wait for him there. Six is an adequate escort for his betrothed.”

And so it was arranged. Only six members of the Donaldsson clan entered the fortress, while the others stomped back down the mountain. After telling the Berenson sons to stay out of sight with their crossbows ready, Altair stepped out of the shadows and bade the men welcome. Now that he was inside the castle, Ethelred was not as diplomatic as he had tried to be at the gate.

“So this wreckage is the awesome Beinn na h’Iolaire? The great fortress o’ myth and legend?” Sniggering, he looked around him with a sneer on his face. “It only goes to show how little faith we should put in the bedtime stories oor nannies told us.”

Altair had made sure to wrap his black cloak around him and pull the hood over his face so that no part of his body was visible. “How sweet,” his deep voice rumbled from the shade of the hood, “ye have a nanny telling ye stories at bedtime.”

Ethelred scowled, stepping forward with his hand on the sword hilt hanging by his side. Something unnerved him about this place. No torches had been lit and placed in the sconces to produce a welcoming glow. No excited hounds sniffed around his ankles or barked from their kennels. The moon hid behind scudding clouds, throwing the courtyard into stark contrasting shadows and shimmering starlight.

When he looked around, dead ivy branches moved slowly in an unseen wind. Weeds had tried to grow between the eroded flagstones, but given up the ghost and died before they could spread their seeds. Everything seemed to be coated in a fine dust, or was it a thick layer of spiderwebs? The laird’s son had no way of knowing, and nor did he think it wise to ask.

When Laird Donaldsson’s heir looked up, he saw shapes flittering across the moon, blocking out its silvery beams. At first, he thought they were bats, but when he looked more keenly he saw that they were great birds from their wingspan. There was something deeply unsettling the way the birds circled above him like watchful, silent sentries, using the air currents to keep them in the sky so that they did not even have to flap their wings. Wrenching his gaze away from the birds, he shook his head as if to clear the thick fog of dread away.

“I stand by what I said,” he grumbled. “This place is a ruin.”

The dark cloaked shape inclined its head towards him as it placed a hand over its heart. “Whenever has the ooter shell reflected the inner workings, Ethelred, I ask ye?”

“Are ye takin’ the pish?” the laird’s son jutted his chin at the cloaked figure with pugnacious fury.

Mistress Berenson hurried into the courtyard just in time to stop the taunt that rose to Altair’s lips. “Whatever are ye doing loitering in the bailey courtyard like a bunch o’ dolts?” she scolded the gathered men before turning to Ethelred. “Yer betrothed is dressed and ready to travel, Master. Turn yerself around and tarry ootside the portcullis. She will join ye there anon.”

The Donaldsson party backed themselves out of the castle, muttering angrily about Altair’s enigmatic statements. “Tell the maiden to nae dilly-dally,” Æthelred snarled. “She’s made me wait long enough.”

With the men gone, the Berenson family went back to their quarters. Not one of them wanted to witness the couple’s bitter parting.

Laura had no trunk to carry. Wrapped in her velvet cloak, with her satin kirtle covering her ghillies, the maiden walked into the courtyard with leaden steps. She stopped a few feet away from the dark figure.

“P-please, Altair, do not make me leave.”

The cloak opened and billowed out as he stepped forward to place his arms around her. They stood together for a long while as he soothed her trembling. “Ye’re me brave lassie, Sonsie. Be strong. Step up and grab yer destiny with both hands. We always kent this is how it would end.”

Looking up at him with tearful eyes, Laura refused to listen. “It will never end! I will love you for the rest of my life.”

Her body bent over as sobbing racked her. Altair had to hold Laura up or else she would have collapsed onto the hard stone floor. He could not stop the anguish from entering his voice as he begged her to obey the rules they set out for each other at the beginning of this idyllic interlude.

“Think o’ yer faither, sweetheart. Dinnae make him a forsworn knave by disobeying his arrangement.”

Still, it was a long time before Laura could steel herself to stop crying, and then she only did so because her body was empty of tears. He lowered his head to check her face. “There noo, ye’re still as bonny as ever. Yer betrothed is the luckiest man in all o’ Scotland. And ye will have a happy life.”

She shook her head, refusing to meet his gaze. “I am doing this for you, Altair, and for my father.” Giving a long, shuddering sigh of grief, Laura somehow managed to swallow her agony and set her face into stoney determination. “I will never forget you, Laird. You are the greatest love of my life and that will never change. I think it was destined to be. Farewell.”

His hand reached for her as she walked to the gate, but he grasped at air. His empty hand fell back down to his side. “Farewell, Sonsie.”
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Ethelred kept shooting Laura worried looks as she sat on the pony that was carrying the Donaldsson party’s saddlebags. The girl was as pretty as a picture and as plump as a downy chick, but her face was set in a blank stare. Perhaps it was her way of showing her maidenly shyness.

“I came as soon as we got yer letter, Maid,” he tried by way of conversation. “I have traveled withoot stopping to rescue ye.”

“How kind,” was Laura’s thin lipped reply.

“Where is this nanny o’ yers?” Ethelred inquired.

“Mildred is with the healer. At her cottage.”

The strange way Laura spoke only confirmed his belief that she was a shy wee thing, overwhelmed from being alone with a man for the first time.

“I have nae doubt that ye will be glad to put this wretched beinn behind ye forever, Maid.” Ethelred bragged, “Oor castle is by the sea, and not one stone of Donaldsson castle is cracked or wobbly. It is a strong residence. Oor sons will inherit a great legacy.”

“How nice,” Laura replied with that eerie blank stare on her bonny face. At that, Ethelred gave up and moved to the front to chat with the captain of the guard.

It was dawn when they arrived at the cottage. Holding up her hand for the dozen men to wait outside, Laura ducked her head inside. It was the first time she had seen the croft in daylight, with no rain. It seemed even more decrepit than she remembered it, or maybe that is how everything would appear to her now for the rest of her life—faded and jaded.

“Agnes, is Nurse Mildred ready?”

“Ye’re early, Laura,” Agnes said, a knowing look in her eyes. “And I see yer business is half-finished. What a shame.”

“I have no patience for your obscure taunts,” Laura astonished herself with her rudeness. She was at breaking point. “Is this not what you wanted?”

Agnes grabbed Laura’s hand. “Finally! A bit of that auld spirit I kent ye have by the bucketload. What took ye so long to find yer gumption, lassie?”

Trying to twist her hands out of the healer’s grasp, Laura huffed. “Leave me be. I suffer dreadfully. If my happiness was high-flying, you must know that it feels like my heart has crashed to the ground, breaking against the rock like shards.”

Agnes poked Laura’s chest at the spot over her heart. “Only ye can change yer fate, dearie. But I have some small comfort for ye.” Pressing a small flask into Laura’s hand, Agnes whispered. “Drink this and ye will see yer love again in yer dreams. There is only enough potion for it to work once—so do it cautiously.”

Nurse Mildred came pottering out of the garderobe holding her walking stick. “Laura! I am so thankful to see you in one piece. Let us leave the shadow of this malicious mountain forever.”

When she dropped the flagon into her kirtle pocket, Laura felt a small box in there. She frowned because it had not been there when she dressed so hurriedly in the castle bedchamber. When she brought the small box out, she saw it was her mother’s baubles she had rescued from the coach.

There was something else in the box as well; it looked like a small stone talisman with the etching of an eagle carved into it.

Agnes saw the charm, and smiled wistfully. “It has been a long time since I saw that precious object. And the laird gives it freely to ye. He must love ye greatly.”

Laura pouted. “He never told me he loved me. He did not even protest when my betrothed came to claim me.” But all Agnes did after Laura’s sulking statement was a smile.

Making up her mind, Laura locked eyes with Agnes. “I will drink it, Agnes. And I thank you.”

The Donaldssons had hired a coach in Iolaire for the ladies to use. “Only the best for me bonny betrothed,” Ethelred chortled as he handed Laura up into the comfortable seat. “It’s all doonhill from here, I’ll have ye ken. We’ll reach Donaldsson Castle before nightfall.”

“He seems like a nice young man.” Nurse Mildred said in an approving tone. “And he came to rescue you from that awful castle. My opinion of him has gone up a lot.”

Ignoring the nurse’s prattle, Laura could only think that every turn of the coach wheel was taking her further away from Altair Sterling. If she craned her neck, she could see the fortress walls faraway, towering up into the sky. Suddenly, a small shape plummeted down the mountainside, sweeping past the steep cliffs and diving over the boulders.

It was an eagle. Faster than the wind, it flew, speeding over the rough Highland landscape, searching for her. Laura waited because she knew in her heart that he would find her. Circling high above the coach, the eagle kept the Donaldsson party under keen observation, checking for hidden crossbows or slingshots. Only when it was certain the men were paying no attention to it did the bird fly closer. Its shadow fell across the coach window as it soared close enough for Laura to look it in the eye.

“I love you,” Laura mouthed the words as she stared into the bird’s unblinking amber eye. “I will dream about you tonight.”

Nurse Mildred woke up with a start. “W-What was that you said, my dear? Those dem potions the healer woman administered to me have made me as groggy as a sailor.”

Giving a small wave with her hand to the eagle, Laura ducked her head back inside the coach. Smiling at the elderly woman, Laura patted Mildred’s hand. “Have I ever told you how much I appreciate your love and care, Nurse? How long have we been together now?”

Mildred was touched. “You, dear child. I was eight and thirty years old when I was your wet nurse. You were my third nursling. That was twenty years ago now, who would believe it?”

“Twenty years.” Laura marveled. “I feel older. It has been five years since my mother died. Running the household with all the chores of a wife, but with none of the benefits or status.”

“You will certainly have that now,” Nurse reminded Laura. “And he is a good-looking young man.”

Tilting her head to look out of the window, Laura observed Laird Donaldsson’s son. The thatch of blond hair and youthful beard; the pale blue eyes; the heavy frame of his body; all of these things made Ethelred seem like an alien to her.

“Is it not funny how we have nothing if we don’t have love?” Laura mused out loud.

Nurse Mildred shot her a perplexed look. “Who put such a silly notion into your head, Laura? Life can be good with a kind husband and a quiverful of children to carry on the family name. Love has nothing to do with it.”

Maybe Ethelred had caught Laura looking at him because he reined in his horse and waited for the coach to catch up with him. Then he walked alongside it, talking to Laura through the window.

“I think we should begin preparations for the feast this evening and marry on the morrow. The beddan will be tomorrow night. I cannae wait for ye to produce a son for the clan.”

Laura shook her head. “I think not. I must recover from the journey. And my bridal was stolen, so I will need a new robe⁠—”

“Nay!” Ethelred shut her down. “Ye can borrow a robe. Ye have made me wait long enough.”

Laura shook her head, but it was not to say no, more in sad amazement. “What is my name?” she asked the blond man.

He looked at her strangely. “What’s that got to do with it? Raleigh. Sir Raleigh’s daughter. Ye’re a noblewoman. That’s all that counts.”

All Laura did was shut the coach window with a snap. Removing the small box out of her pocket, she lifted the talisman delicately out with her finger and thumb. Opening her locket, she placed the talisman gently inside and snapped it shut. The ribbon and locket settled back under her chemise, nestling hidden between her breasts, over her heart.


Chapter
Eleven



The maiden had her way in the end, but not because anyone respected her wishes. Laird Donaldsson wanted time to send out invitations to neighboring clans and noblemen. There was a spectacular banquet to be organized, with feasting and entertainment, followed by a few days of Highland games.

“While I respect yer Faither’s wishes to send ye forth with only four paltry escorts to protect ye, Maid Laura,” Laird Redmond Donaldsson told her in a very condescending tone, “the price we paid for yer maidenhead was surely enough for him to hire more.”

Besides the laird’s callous dismissal of the men’s lives, his forensic way of discussing her virginity did not please Laura at all. “My Father could hardly spare the money, Laird. That his financial difficulties pressed him to marry off his dear daughter should be some indication of this.”

A few of the noblemen sniggered when they heard Laura defend Sir Raleigh’s actions. “I wish more fathers fell into poverty if it means they put young lassies like ye on the market for sale.” One man sidled up to Laura and whispered this in her ear. It was revolting, and made Laura feel like a sack of turnips that had been bought cheap at a tuppenny fair.

The men spoke about her physical appearance quite openly, darting critical looks in her direction and then holding a suggestive conversation about her. They openly admired the chubby curve of her cheeks and rotund backside. A few of them clustered around to chuck her under the chin and give her plump, rounded arms a teasing pinch.

Nurse Mildred shooed them away. “The maiden is spoken for. Go away.” As outraged as Laura was about Donaldsson’s boorish behavior, she had to marvel at how true her nurse’s words were. Laura was spoken for, but not by Ethelred. With every beat of her heart, Laura obsessed about returning to Iolaire.

One man smacked Ethelred on the back. “Ye’re a fortunate young man! Yer faither bought ye a bonny bride.”

Ethelred shrugged, looking sheepish. “Aye, she’s good enough, and will make me a cozy armful in bed. The Raleighs can trace their lineage all the way back to Sir Philip of Oldcoates at Bebbanburg. They will nae be able to say that we are upstart Vikings anymore once me bairns are bred on a Sassenach noblewoman.”

Many cheers of congratulations and clinking of pewter ale mugs followed this statement. Ethelred glanced over at Laura. “Are ye still here? Toddle yerself off to the women’s hoose, Maid. The great hall is set aside for the men’s use.”

Nurse Mildred tugged Laura’s sleeve. “Come, my dear lamb. Do as your future husband orders.”

The small flask Agnes had given her in the stone cottage preyed on Laura’s mind. The first thing she did when she got to her bedchamber was open the shutters and look up at the sky. It was a typical summer’s day on the north coast of the Highlands. Blue skies dominated the eastern horizon while lowering gray clouds loomed up from the west, curtains of rain coming to darken the land. The picturesque vista did not comfort her, however. In Laura’s eyes, she only saw the rain.

The view was invigorating without being beautiful, but that was not what Laura was looking for. Straining her eyes from left to right, she searched for the familiar swooping dark shape. When no eagle flew in sight, Laura decided to wait before drinking the elixir. Now that she knew her wedding date was a few weeks away, she wanted a clear sign before wishing for her dream.

[image: ]


If Laura thought her welcome to the castle was exasperating, she was soon to find out that it could be a lot worse. Lady Donaldsson was a pale, spiritless woman who liked to spend her days in the women’s house, spinning and weaving. Ethelred’s sisters were boisterous and badly behaved, pushing Laura when they walked past them in the corridor or sticking out their tongues. At first, Laura was prepared to put this down to shyness. She was a stranger in their lives, after all. But the Donaldsson girls’ behavior never improved, and could be said to get worse when Laura did not retaliate.

In her second week living at the coastal castle, Laura attempted to make friends. Curtsying to Lady Donaldsson, she sat beside the silent woman and asked questions about how the Donaldsson plaid was crafted. Mistress Berenson had told her that the wools used for clan plaids were dyed from ingredients sourced locally, so Laura knew she was on pretty safe ground with a subject she knew something about.

But the poor lady was so unused to someone paying attention to her that she got flustered, tangling her spindle and dropping the tapestry beater.

“Ye sweet child,” Lady Donaldsson risked a wan smile. “I doubt if me son will let ye spin and weave, so what’s the point o’ learning oor plaid?”

Thinking she must have misheard, Laura looked incredulous. “Not allow me to spend my free time spinning and weaving? Ethelred is hardly likely to care what I do!”

To this, Lady Donaldsson shook her head. “Yer Faither’s letter said ye visit the invalids on the estate, look after the hoose, and play hostess to the guests. That’s what they bought ye for, lass, so it’s likely that’s all they will want ye to do.”

Chuckling, Laura shook her head. “I do not think that my Father expected your son and husband to take his letter so literally.”

The Lady shook her head. “Someone has to do it. Ye’re a grand maiden from an elegant manor hoose. Me husband and son have wanted to elevate themselves in noble society for a long time. And they want to use ye to get there.”

Aghast, Laura shook her head. “What about you, Milady? Surely⁠—”

Clucking her tongue, Lady Donaldsson smiled sadly. “I was the daughter of a local farmer. I’m no good for their ambitions.”

The moment it was polite for her to do so, Laura excused herself and left. It had never dawned on her before that the Donaldsson clan were social climbers, but now she had all the proof she needed. And yet, underneath all of the jolly compliments and polite words of approval she got from the men of the clan, Laura sensed a strong current of barbaric violence underneath it all. It was like they were playacting at being nice, and all they really wanted was to jump into a boat and go off to burn down some poor village.

It would take more than a marriage to a blue-blooded Sassenach for the Donaldsson’s to leave their Norse heritage behind.

Ten days after her arrival, Ethelred and Laura were allowed to walk to the beach with two of his sisters as escorts. Laura’s face was flushed from all the times the Donaldsson girls scolded and bullied her that she kept the black wool arisaid pinned tightly over her head to hide the redness in her cheeks.

Ethelred was not a particularly astute young man, so he did not notice—or did not care—about his future bride’s pale face and subdued manner. He was happy to ignore the way Laura held her arisaid tightly around her shoulders, as if the sea breeze was too cold for her skin. “I want ye to send that nanny o’ yers away,” he told Laura in an abrupt way. “Ye will nae need her when we are wed, and if ye want a companion, me sister, Gertrude, can sit with ye.”

Laura had bridled at the bit all her life whenever she was forced to take Nurse Mildred everywhere with her, but to lose her only friend at the castle was unthinkable.

“It was dangerous enough for us coming here,” she tried to reason with him. “Sending poor Mildred back alone would be the same as committing a murder.”

Ethelred shrugged his meaty shoulders. “So what? She’s a withered up auld crone who has nae use here. Gertie says she will do everything twice as good. I’ve told Faither to give yer nanny a pony and send her forth. If she’s canny, she’ll get back to England alright.”

Laura could hardly believe what she was hearing. “I-I do not want Gertie as my companion!” Gertrude was Ethelred’s eldest sister, far taller than Laura and twice as strong. Gertrude enjoyed pinning Laura against the hard castle walls and berating her for being a useless spying Sassenach. The more Laura came to think about it, the more she believed that Gertrude’s name suited her very well, because Ethelred’s sister was rude!

Turning around, Laura began to hurry back to the castle, desperate to make sure that Nurse Mildred was still there. She could not help staring up at the sky. Where was her eagle? Would no one help her? Then the realization hit her. When Mildred was gone, she would be completely alone.

Rushing to the bedchamber, she found all the remaining Donaldsson sisters in there, throwing the Nurse’s tatting and embroidery into a traveling trunk while Mildred quaked and wept in the corner. “Where will I go, lambkin? I dare not go back home along the mountain pass.”

This was the woman who had nursed her. Changed her swaddling when it was wet or soiled. Milled and sieved her porridge until it was soft enough for her to swallow. And watched as Laura took her first faltering steps.

Somewhere deep inside herself, Laura found the strength to be calm. Walking to Mildred, she put her arms around the weeping woman. “Do not cry, Nurse. I will sort this out.” Straightening her windswept hair and pushing her shoulders back, she went to find the laird.

Redmond Donaldsson was sitting in the great hall with his chieftains, discussing the fishing rights along the coastline. The laird looked cross when he looked up to see who the sentries were allowing to come inside the hall, but when he saw it was Laura, he beamed. “Welcome! Such a bonny addition to oor dour discussion. To what do we owe this honor?”

The laird seemed to be in a temperate mood, so Laura promised herself that she would do or say nothing to change that. Curtsying in the English style that she knew he admired, Laura spoke softly. “Please, my Laird, I do beseech you to listen to my request. I wish to keep my nurse beside me. She is dear to me and will in no way impede my bond with the clan.”

Redmond Donaldsson shook his head. “She’s a Sassenach nanny, and unlike yerself, she is lowborn. I cannae have such a breed o’ folk struttin’ around me castle like they own the place.”

At once, she was able to see Ethelred’s sisters’ plot clearly. They wanted Nurse Mildred gone so that they could bully Laura without anyone getting in the way. She remembered the other evening when Nurse had come down the passageway and found Gertrude pulling Laura’s hair viciously. Mildred had scolded the girl and told her to keep away from Laura if she did not want a flea in her ear! Gertrude had faded into the dark corridors, muttering threats. And this was the outcome.

“But Laird,” Laura made her eyes wide and innocent. “Surely, you would want my nurse to look after the bairns I have with Ethelred? Every noble house has an elderly nanny to care for the children. It is an ancient tradition. Even the King⁠—”

Laird Redmond cut her off. “Why dinnae ye say so? How was I to ken Nurse Mildred was a valuable member o’ yer family’s heritage? She must stay, by all means. And tell me steward to set aside a better room for her use.”

And in this way, Laura was able to move both Nurse Mildred and herself out of the women’s house, as far away from the Donaldsson daughters as they could go. When the steward asked Laura if she wanted a turret chamber, she shook her head firmly. “No, I thank you. I would prefer a set of rooms in the bailey. Nurse does not like stairs.”

Like most castles established along the coast, the Donaldsson’s stronghold had been built in stages, starting as a solitary watchtower and hall, and growing to become a great walled structure. There was an inner ring of walls. All the domestic housing was inside this—the hall where they ate and held meetings, the chapel, the women’s house, and the donjon, a tall tower where the men were housed.

A second great wall for defense housed the men at arms, livestock, and stables. During the day, the castle occupants were free to pass from the inner walled area to the outer walls and beyond. At night, they had to answer to the sentries.

The bailey was a line of small houses and rooms situated alongside the inner wall. It was from here that craftsmen and women plied their trade—the blacksmith, the farrier, the cheese makers, and the baker—here they were free to sell their wares to visitors or castle dwellers, without the threat of an attack by brigands and thieves.

When the steward was gone, Mildred frowned. “I can climb stairs, you young scallywag. Why do you want such a remote chamber? We will have to walk so far if we want to visit anyone inside.”

Laura smiled elusively. “Never you mind, Nurse. Are you not glad to be far away from those boisterous Donaldsson maidens?”

This made Mildred chuckle, but the two women’s cheerful mood did not last for long. As they were unpacking their trunks and settling into their new rooms, Laura gave a small gasp. “Nurse! Have you seen my box of trinkets? You know the one I’m talking about. My mother’s baubles.”

Even though they searched as hard as they could, the box was nowhere to be found. Laura tried to be optimistic about finding it, but she knew in her heart it was gone.

“I bet it was that pestilent hoyden, Gertie, who took it,” Mildred grumbled. “Those baubles will have no significance to that minx other than the fact you no longer have them!”

Laura was deeply upset, but she was determined not to let it show. “Do not worry, Nurse. I still have some of the gold coins Altair gave me.”

Mildred shot her a quizzical look. “You are hardly likely to need money of your own, Laura. Ethelred will provide for all of your needs.”

“Mmm,” ignoring this statement, Laura pretended to be busy folding her precious black arisaid into one of the chests. She needed to make a better effort in pretending to be happy with her lot in life.

And even though she no longer had a bird's-eye view of the sky, she opened the shutters to let in the sunlight.

The next day at dinner, Gertie and her sisters made sure to persecute Laura more openly, as if they wanted to push the boundaries to see how far their faither and brither would allow them to go. Needless to say, when Redmond noticed his daughters pulling Laura’s braids and prodding her sharply in the back, he guffawed. “Ha! It seems as if me daughters think ye should be toughened up, Maiden. Hold fast! If ye ignore them, they will soon find something else to take their minds off their new sister.” And then he went back to stuffing his face with pigeon pie.

As for Ethelred, when he raised his eyes from the full platter of food in front of him, he said nothing. Pointing a finger, he sniggered and then went back to eating.

That evening, the eagle came.

Hovering in the sky with the wind under its wings, it observed the castle from its vantage point for what seemed like a long while. One of the sentries on guard duty elbowed his partner and then gestured at the bird, but they held pole-axes in their hands, not crossbows, so the eagle ignored them.

Spying the open shutters in the small bailey cottage, the bird of prey folded its wings close to its body. Speeding down like an arrow, it opened its wings wide before alighting on the window ledge with only a slight rustle of wings making a noise. Turning its head sideways, it looked around the empty room, waiting.

And that was what Laura saw when she came in. Laird Redmond had asked Nurse Mildred to stay behind after dinner so that he could show her the nursery and ask her how it measured up to the nurseries in the noble houses.

Free to return to the bailey and leave the Donaldsson sisters behind, Laura entered the room. The eagle was the sign she had been looking for.

“I will drink the elixir tonight,” she said out loud, “I wish you had come sooner. No, I wish I had never left Iolaire at all.”

Staying only long enough to watch Laura go to the water bucket and begin washing the flecks of pottage out of her hair, the eagle launched itself off the ledge and flew back into the sky.

Laura sighed. She would have to go to bed with wet hair. There was nothing better Gertrude liked to do than flick spoonfuls of food at Laura at the dinner table. When she smelled her braid, the strong aroma of onions and gruel met her sensitive nose.

Sighing again, Laura massaged scented oil into her scalp and then combed it through her long black hair. After braiding the strands into an intricate plait again, she went to watch the blacksmith work his forge. The fire was blazing hot, but the man seemed immune to the heat, removing a glowing item out of the fire with his tongs and then banging it on the anvil with his heavy hammer.

When he noticed her watching him, he touched his finger to his forehead like a salute. “Aye, Maid Laura?”

Shaking her head, Laura let the man know she was only watching. “The heat dries my hair very nicely. You must use a lot of wood to keep it so hot.”

The man nodded. “That I do. The laird pays charcoal burners to keep the forest clear. I use that with wood for kindling.”

“I have never seen a woodsman with a cart come by,” Laura remarked in an offhand manner.

The blacksmith explained. “An’ nor will ye. Those charcoal burners are a rough lot. They are nae allowed entrance into the castle. I take the cart doon to the village every morning and fetch the wood meself.”

“But what if it rains?” Laura wondered.

Scoffing, the man explained. “I cover the kindling with a thick canvas, Maid. This is Scotland; we always factor in the dreich.”

Wishing the man a good day, Laura went back inside. Nurse Mildred joined her there shortly. “Goodness, but those Donaldssons are a rowdy bunch! I find them exhausting. And as for Ethelred, he might be a stout and fair-faced young man, but he’s a block.”

Laura was already getting ready for bed, even though the sun would not be setting for a long time. “Yes, Nurse. He is not very clever. Or observant. But I wish him all the best despite it.”

After saying this, Laura twisted the cork stopper out of the flask and drank the elixir. By the time Nurse Mildred thought to ask Laura why she wanted to wish her betrothed all the best, the young maiden was fast asleep.


Chapter
Twelve



It felt as if her soul had left her body. She was free as a bird, flying high in the sky with her wings outspread and the cold air currents threading through her feathers. Home was where her heart was, so she headed for the mountain, Beinn na h’Iolaire. Her mountain home. The eagle’s peak.

She felt such joy as when the mountain appeared on the horizon. The sea was not for her. Nor were the forest, rivers, and glens. And certainly not the polite green fields of England.

Shrieking with happiness, she flew like the wind homeward-bound. Far below, the rabbits ran from her shadow as it darkened the meadow grass they were grazing on. But not even her gnawing hunger was enough to slow her down and make her turn from her mission.

A far greater hunger lurked inside her. She must find her mate. Nothing else mattered. Soon, the fortress tower loomed in the distance, with the turrets shrouded in misty clouds. Laura could see through the foggy curtains, her eyes focused on the goal.

Seeing the open window in the tower, Laura tilted her wings against the stiff breeze to slow down her trajectory. Alighting on the ledge, she craned her neck forward to look inside the dark chamber.

And this is what she saw.

A tall silhouette paced the floor like a caged beast, striding from one side of the room to the other in a helpless mockery of forward motion. For all the energy the beast used to fret its sorrow away, it never got anywhere or achieved its goal of oblivion.

The long dark hair flowing down his back. The black cloak wrapped around his broad shoulders. It was Altair.

A timid tap at the door made the rapid pacing stop for a moment. “What?” His voice was harsh, more animal than human, as his lip curled up in a snarl.

“Ye have nae touched yer dinner again, Laird. I beg ye⁠—”

The querulous plea was cut short by another snarl. “Leave me be. I pray for death. I beg for it! Why will it nae come and ease me pain?”

The only reply the dark laird got was the sound of footsteps scurrying away from the door. He noticed the winged visitor on the window ledge. Picking up a hunk of semi-raw meat from a plate on the side table, Altair came towards Laura.

“So, ye’re back, and small comfort ye bring with ye. I have nae use for food, so ye’re welcome to it.”

It thrilled Laura to hear his deep voice speaking so affectionately to her again. Preening her ruffled feathers, she winked and blinked, trying to convey her pleasure at being with him again. But when she saw his haggard appearance, it rattled her. His once beautiful amber eyes were sunken and dark with no light inside them. No sharp blade had scraped the bristles from his thrusting jaw for many days. Listening keenly to the steady, relentless beating of his heart, she took the rare meat he held towards her.

Laura ate and was hungry no more. Clutching it in her claws and tearing the hunk into small chunks, she tilted back her throat to swallow. Altair watched her fondly, the quirky smile she remembered so clearly tilted his mouth. “Perhaps I could end it all if I jumped off this ledge and tried to fly with ye.”

Was he teasing? It did not sound like it. Scolding him harshly, Laura allowed the wind to lift her up—one last mournful cry, and she was gone.

Heading down the mountain at a breathless rate, she circled the air until she saw the healer’s cottage. It looked as though Agnes was watching the sunset behind the rolling range of purple heather covered mountains, but she looked up at the bird when she saw it above her.

“Love can never be selfish, Maiden. Ye will find happiness when Laird Sterling learns to love selflessly.”

That is the clue. To love someone more than myself. And to fight for them. That means she should be prepared to die if it means saving her lover. She needed to tell Altair. He could no longer meet her halfway—he had to take a leap of faith and stop wallowing in self-pity.

Laura woke up with a gasp. As always, Nurse Mildred was snoring softly beside her. Poking the elderly woman until she snorted and woke up, Laura urged her to listen.

“I’m going back to Beinn na h’Iolaire, Nurse, and you must come with me. If you stay, they will think you had something to do with it.”

All traces of sleep left Mildred as she listened. “Have you run mad? How will we ever leave this place, Laura? They own you.”

After washing her face in a basin of cold water, Laura patted her face dry. “The blacksmith leaves early to fetch wood for the forge. If we lie quietly under the canvas sheet he keeps for the rain, he will not notice us.”

Laura was impressed with how quickly Nurse Mildred began to get ready. The Donaldssons had failed to make a good impression on the elderly woman. Taking only the barest essentials with them—cloaks, a pouch of coins, and the black wool arisaid—the nurse and the maiden sneaked into the stables. They found the blacksmith’s cart easily because the floorboards were stained with ash. Pulling the heavy canvas tarpaulin over them, they waited in the dark for the sun to rise.

Laura woke with a start as the cart jerked forward. The wheels trundled loudly over the drawbridge and downhill to the village. Peeking through a hole in the canvas, Laura saw the blacksmith go inside the charcoal burners’ hovel to pay for the cinders.

Quick as lightning, she jumped down off the cart, turning to help Nurse Mildred down. The two women scurried to the hostelry.

Finding the innkeeper, Laura disguised her noble accent. “Might I ask when the next cart is leaving for Iolaire, Master?”

All the innkeeper saw were two servant women wrapped in travel stained cloaks. “Och, there’s one leaving noo, lass. But it’ll cost ye a groat.”

Nurse Mildred put on a splendid performance. “Tuppenny for each of us? That’s daylight robbery, that is.”

“Aye,” the innkeeper agreed, “but he takes ye the long way round the beinn. So ye can be sure nae to meet any brigands.”

Laura shot the man a beaming smile. “I hear all those brigands are dead, but a groat is worth it to get back home.”
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Mistress Berenson slammed back the door to the tower bedchamber. “Enough! Enough o’ these self-indulgent maunderings. Ye are a laird. Nae some lovelorn, skimble-skamble poet. For shame, Altair.”

Berenson crept in after his wife. “I have brought up a bowl o’ hot water to shave ye, Laird. If ye will, please let me do that at least.”

But Mistress Berenson was not finished yet. “It’s nae as though starvin’ yerself will kill ye, Laird. Please, be reasonable.”

“Give me enough time,” Altair growled, “and I will slip into the healing sleep. Pray to god that I stay like that forever.”

Berenson scoffed. “And what will happen to yer lands and yer servants? Withoot ye to protect us, the first band o’ heathens that come up that mountain are likely to burn us at the stake.”

Mistress Berenson changed tactics. “Stephen went doon to Iolaire and came back with news, Laird. If ye eat a wee bite o’ food and let me husband shave ye, I’ll tell ye what it is.”

This worked. Altair was too tempted to find out what the news was. As racked with sorrow as he was, if Laura was married, he wanted to know, for better or worse.

Later on, Andrew and Stephen were surprised to see a perfectly groomed laird entering the great hall. “Huts, Laird. Ye look like shite,” Stephen told Altair frankly.

But their laird could not muster up much of a smile. “Aye, I made a mull o’ it with the maiden. I never should have let her go. What news d’ye have for me?”

Stephen shrugged. “‘Tis nae much. The healer—Agnes—has gone.”

Raising one dark eyebrow, Altair thought about what that might mean. “Gone from the village entirely?”

“Aye, and in the middle o’ the night too. She owed nae money nor broke a promise, but ye would think that such a beautiful woman would be more careful with her travels.”

“Belike she had a secret lover coming from somewhere to whisk her awa’. That cottage will nae last another winter, I’ll be bound.” And that was all Altair had to say on the matter. If his mind went back to the day he visited Laura there and found her waiting for him at the cottage window, he did not mention it.

Calling for wine, the laird settled himself in the dining hall table and stared out into the darkness for the rest of the night.

“He cannae go on like this,” Mistress Berenson told her husband. “He might be the last son of the Eternal Highlander, but a body must eat.”

Berenson snorted. “Faugh! Perhaps he will get nourishment from the barrels of wine he is putting awa’.”

“D’ye ken if they exchanged true love’s vow with one another?” his wife wanted to know.

The steward pulled a face. “The laird is fatally attractive to women, Wife. Maiden Laura is just lucky that she managed to leave the beinn with her virginity intact. He needs nae sweet words o’ love to tumble a girl into bed with him.”

Mistress Berenson scolded. “Sooner or later, whether a man likes to admit it or nae, he must confess his love to a woman, or die tryin’.”

“Ye’re so dramatic all o’ a sudden,” Berenson sighed. “Go to bed.”

And so it was that Altair found himself all alone in the middle of the night, drunk and wretched. The candles guttered in the tallow catchers, their dancing flames casting eerie shadows on the walls. The wind picked up, howling and beating at the shutters, making them rattle on their hinges like trembling hands.

Altair knew every squeak and creak the castle made, he was not scared. He was too drunk to feel anything, numbed from the red wine and with traces of purple grape skin must⁠*, staining his mouth. Tilting his head back and staring at the vaulted ceiling, he watched the dancing shadows until it made him dizzy.

Lifting his goblet up, he toasted the darkness. “Here’s to ye, me sweetest life. May ye bear yer yellow haired Viking many bairns!”

But the only reply he got was the moaning wind. Scowling with sorrow, Altair buried his head in his arms to block out the last of the candlelight.

He did not hear it when the last flame died out, the wick extinguished by the hot wax pooling around it. Smoke rose into the shadows, curling around the room as it looked for a way out.

But something roused the laird. Sitting up, he pulled the disheveled hair out of his eyes. He heard it again, this time the sound was more distinct.

A knock at the gate. Not the main gate, but the side gate he used to get in and out of the castle unobserved. Had Stephen or Andrew gone down to wassail in the village and come back? Scraping his chair away from the table, Altair tried to stand up. Staggering to one side and then listing over to the other, he realized how drunk he was.

“Damn it!” he cursed. “Where’s the fouterin’ servants?”

When he tried to look out of the window to see how high the moon was in the night sky, Altair saw two moons. “Damn it! I cannae tell me arse from me elbow, I’m so hammered.”

Muttering under his breath, he tried to wend his way around the furniture. Every house kept the furniture pushed against the walls so that lighting a candle was not necessary to cross a room, but the Berensons had left this for Altair to do. So, the first thing the athletic and magnetically handsome Laird Sterling did was knock his shins and fall over a stool that was hidden by the darkness.

“Fouterin’ hell!” It seemed like a good idea for him to draw the sword from his back sheath and use the mighty weapon as a kind of makeshift walking stick. The sharp steel rang out like a small bell every time he brought it down on the flagstones. It had been dozens of years since the fortress had bothered scattering rushes from the river to use as thresh on the floor. The noise of swearing and scraping steel must have been a fearful sound to the person waiting on the other side of the door—but still, they knocked.

“Comin’, ye impatient, boggin’ gowk!”

The words came out as one long slur, but it felt good saying them all the same. Altair found he had to stare hard at the door latch before he could work out how to pull it back. And then he floundered trying to twist the door handle ring.

Taking a deep breath, he managed to swing the door outward. This was an intentional design of the fortress. There was room for only one person standing on the doorstep. If there were more than two people outside, they would be pushed down the mountainside when the door opened wide.

At first, he thought the knocking must have been some trick of the wind. But then he looked down. Altair rubbed his eyes. It was Laura. His dear, sweet, beloved Sonsie. When he tried to express his emotions eloquently, no sound would come out of his mouth.

Stepping past him, she rubbed her hands briskly. “I can smell you have been drinking, so let us not waste time telling fibs about it. Now that we have the door open, I will go fetch Nurse Mildred.”

He did not know what to say. It must be some kind of phantasm brought on by the drink. Laura saw his incredulous look and caressed his cheek with the back of her hand before whispering sweetly, “I’m back, my Laird.”

Altair leaned into her touch, his head throbbing from the alcohol and the pure happiness that claimed his entire body. All he managed to say was, “I-I’ll go get yer nanny, lass.”

Laura giggled. “Please do not test your longevity by tumbling all the way down the mountainside, Altair! You can hardly walk. I will bring Mildred here. You can go light us a lantern for the love of heaven.”

When he stumbled back with a lantern, not only was Nurse Mildred already inside, but Laura had found a tinderbox and lit her own candle. He knew he should say something witty and welcoming to impress Laura’s nanny, but for the life of him he could think of nothing to say.

“We will leave introductions for another time. I am going to take Nurse up to my old bedchamber, Altair. Are you safe to go up to the tower on your own?”

It was as if she had grown up in some subtle way. She looked the same. The cute rounded cheeks and dark eyes, the color of licorice root; the beautiful shape of her deep bosom, heavy backside, and soft belly; those delightful features he found so enticing and feminine. But he detected a mulish determination in the way her lips were pressed together. This was a woman who would not take no for an answer.

Altair had been the master of his own destiny for such a long time that he was happy to accept the way Laura took control. And even though the room seemed to be spinning every time he looked around, he knew the stone fortress surrounding his heart had surrendered to love.

He did not even notice it when Laura undressed quiet as a mouse and crawled into the bed next to him. Still wearing her chemise, she snuggled next to the laird, laying her head on his chest until the strong beat of his heart lulled her to sleep.



* Grape seed residue


Chapter
Thirteen



Laura woke the next morning, not to the sound of little birds singing in the trees or the plaintive cry of gulls, but with a high-pitched whistling sound coming from the window ledge.

The eagle was back. Laura eyed the large bird speculatively.

“Yes. You see that I am where I should be. But stick around because I am not sure where we go from here.”

After preening its feathers and giving her a piercing side look, the eagle dove off the ledge and disappeared amidst the rugged rocks.

Being careful not to wake Altair, she tiptoed out of bed and went down to the Nurse’s bedchamber to ready herself for the day ahead. Laura took some pains to wash and dress herself. She wanted to look pretty for Altair when he woke up.

Freeing her hair from the braids, she used her fingers to untangle the thick, black ringlets. After washing her face in a bowl of cold water, Laura ran her fingertips along her eyelids to make sure her lashes were straight. For one frozen moment, she allowed her hand to caress her cheeks and lips lightly. The tremulous touch thrilled her because she knew the sensation was only a small taste of what was to come.

After belting her beloved black arisaid around her waist, she left the back part down and did not pull it around her shoulders. Her chemise was made of the finest lawn and had a lace collar around the neckline. Under the thin flounce of lace, the swell of her generous breasts could be seen. Laura pinned the collar so that it stayed fast over her bosom.

When she finished dressing, Nurse Mildred was still fast asleep. The dear lady had trekked with Laura all the way up the mountain path yesterday. Both women were very much aware of how invigorating the climb was now that they knew no murderous brigands were chasing after them. Still, it had been worrying to watch the sun sinking under the earth and know there was still quite a rigorous hike left ahead of them.

It helped that they had carried no baggage. Laura believed she had some kind of premonition about the future when she had taken the talisman out of her little bauble box and kept it in her locket instead. Sometimes, during times of stress, she would find herself clutching the locket under her chemise, as if it were her very own personal good luck charm.

For some strange reason, she believed the talisman held more sentimental value than her mother’s trinkets. Laura knew that her mother would be happier knowing that Laura had married the man she loved. She could always buy more jewelry, but she could never replace Altair in her heart.

Mistress Berenson was in the kitchen. It seemed like no time at all had passed between Laura’s departure and her return, but maybe that was just because of the magic at beinn na h’Iolaire.

“I am pleased to see ye finally came to yer senses and came back,” was how the housekeeper greeted her.

Laura rubbed her hand over her forehead and sighed. “The Laird does not look well-kept. Has he been eating?”

Mistress Berenson gave a short laugh. “Ha! He’s been drinking, that much I can tell ye. Sitting in the dark hall every night getting steamin’ pished. But what could I do aboot that? A man takes it hard when the rules get in the way of his inclinations.”

Gnawing the end of her thumb, Laura had to agree. “It’s a salty problem indeed. My father needs the money the Donaldssons gave him, but it was agreed on both sides that if Ethelred and I did not get along together, the marriage contract would be voided.”

The housekeeper scoffed. “Pah! That’s what all those great men always say, but at the first hint of ‘not getting along’ from the bride they will have her locked away in the tallest tower until the ring is on her finger, you mark my words.”

“That is what I also thought,” Laura agreed. “It was best that I made my own way back to Beinn na h’Iolaire before the locks and keys were brought out.”

“Yer Faither will have to bite the bridle and think of a compromise, dearie. In the meantime, I have a surprise for ye.”

Beckoning her with one finger, Mistress Berenson guided Laura to the pantry and larder. Flinging open the door, she showed the young woman all the delicious foodstuffs inside.

“See? He sent Andrew and Stephen all over to get the stuff ye like. Ham hocks, cheeses, sugar loaves, barrels o’ honey, white flour, and dried sausages. They are all here!”

Laura laughed, shaking her head she allowed the housekeeper to show her the fully stocked spice cupboard and flagons of oil. “You realize that all of this would have gone to waste if I had not returned?” she chuckled, but Mistress Berenson crossed her heart and said a silent prayer. “I kent ye would come back, lassie. Ye belong here.”

“I belong here,” Laura repeated the words like a chant. “But I must take the pony and ride down to the village. I need to pick up some ointment from Agnes. Poor Nurse Mildred’s muscles will ache terribly when she wakes up. A nice salve will soothe it.”

“Agnes? She’s upped sticks and gone, no one knows where.”

Mistress Berenson seemed unconcerned, but Laura wondered why the healer would abandon her decrepit old cottage so quickly.

“Let’s put all this food to good use,” was all she said out loud. “Altair will likely be starving when he wakes up.”

The housekeeper sniffed and rolled her eyes. “More likely he’ll be as green as a Christmas goose and twice as galled. He turns up his nose at oor tasty salted porridge and water as if it’s nae good enough for him.”

Smiling to herself, Laura promised Mistress Berenson that Altair would not do that to the breakfast she intended to serve to him. Her first stop was the larder. Looking at the racks of smoked pork hanging from the ceiling hooks with a critical eye, she chose a large hock and asked one of the Berenson men to bring it down for her.

Next came the hen house. A few scrawny hens scratched in the straw, looking for scraps of turnip peels. After finding four small eggs and shooing the broody hens out into the herb garden, Laura asked Andrew to ride down the mountain and buy some barley kernels. “Bring back a sack of kernels and make sure they are not musty.”

A large copper pan was heating over the flames when she came in. After setting Mistress Berenson to churn butter and slice bread, Laura cracked the eggs into a bowl and began beating them. Using the mortar and pestle to grind the salt and a few precious corns of pepper into fine grains, she sprinkled them into the bowl with the eggs.

Calling the housekeeper to bring the butter, she sliced the smoked ham into the pan and began to fry it. When it was cooked through, she flung in the eggs.

“I’m sorry there are not enough eggs for the whole family,” she told Mistress Berenson, “but when Andrew comes back with the chicken feed, we will start getting more eggs.”

Choosing the most succulent pieces of ham, Laura spooned the eggs over the top and placed the two plates on a tray. The first plate went to Mildred. Just as she thought, the nurse could hardly move from stiffness. “Eat, I will make a concoction from lavender and pine needles later and then come and rub it on your limbs.”

Very aware that the breakfast was cooling with every step she took around the castle, Laura tripped daintily up to the tower on light feet, pushing open the door with her shoulder.

Altair was awake, but still lying in bed with his back propped up by the bolster. It looked as if he had made some effort at making himself presentable by shaving and washing, but the traces of neglect were still clear to see on his face. His eyes were sunken in the sockets and his high cheekbones sharply etched because of this. His expression was deeply troubled as he stared out of the window at the puffy white clouds floating past the blue vista.

He turned his head when he heard Laura putting the tray down on the table.

“Last night—I though ye were a dream.”

Laura giggled. “More like you thought I was a hallucination. If that is how you have been spending your time since I left, it goes a long way to explaining your appearance.”

Running a hand through his tangled hair, Altair gave her a rueful grin. “Och aye, sure I was wasted-like, but sometimes it helps, ye ken?”

Laura nodded. “My father was the same after my mother died in childbirth. He did not even have the strength to look for her replacement.”

Altair shot her a dark look. “Some women are irreplaceable, Sonsie. Ye take after yer Mither in that regard.”

When he spoke like that, Laura found him more irresistible than when he was actively trying to seduce her. Clearing her throat, she patted the stool next to the table. “Come and break your fast, Laird. You could do with a little sustenance.”

“I could do with a lot more than that,” he grinned as he placed both feet on the water stained floorboards. “But food is a good place to start.” Tying his plaid in a knot around his waist, the laird came to sit next to her.

“Sometimes, food is a nice place to finish, too,” Laura replied with a smirk. “I find well cooked food so comforting. It puts me in a good mood and makes me forget my troubles.”

Tucking into the eggs and ham with gusto, Altair shook his head to show he disagreed. Lifting her eyebrows, Laura wanted to know why.

Rapidly chewing and swallowing, the laird took a swig of ale before continuing. “Ye say that because ye are a maiden. And because ye have never been in love.”

She objected to this. “You are wrong! I am…” Laura could not finish. She was too shy to tell him how much she loved him.

Altair understood the reason for her sudden silence. Placing his knife down on the table, he reached over and cupped her cheek with one large hand, using his thumb to stroke her skin gently. “I ken, Sonsie. I should have told ye sooner, but then I would have had to shift me arse to make sure ye dinnae leave me—and I was nae ready for that yet.”

“Are you ready now?” linking her hand with his, she waited, breathless, for his reply.

“Aye,” he growled, “but the first part o’ me statement still holds true. Food is well enough, I’ll grant ye that, but sex is incomparable. A good tupping might nae sustain ye. In fact, quite the opposite! But give a lover the choice between a warm bun to eat or a bonny lass to swive, and he’ll choose the lassie every time.”

Looking down, she could not meet his gaze. “You are right. I do not yet have the experience to make a comparison, but after that small taste of lovemaking you gave me before I had to leave, it is easy for me to see how—how superior it is.”

He smirked. “I cannae believe ye’re here, Laura. I keep wanting to rub me eyes in case I’ve gone mad and just imagining all o’ this.” Leaning forward, he hugged her close, inhaling the fragrance of her hair as he kissed the top of her head. “I should have told ye how much ye mean to me a long time ago. Is it too late to tell ye noo?”

Laura adored how lover-like he was. “No, it’s never too late to tell someone that. I mean, I felt we had a connection, but we never properly connected. We were so rudely interrupted!”

Their eyes met and then they laughed. “Has that been weighing heavy on yer mind, Sonsie? Well, I’ve been thinking aboot it constantly, too. What d’ye say we carry on where we left off?”

The change in conversation was so quick it nearly took her breath away.

“W-what about the pain in your head? And does your tongue not feel as if it is coated in fur? That is what my father always told me happened after a hard drinking session.”

Altair shouted his laughter, tipping his head back. “Have ye forgot aboot me healing sleep? It does nae just work for wounds. I have nae felt this good for a very long while, lass.” Grabbing her hand, he pressed it against his lower stomach. Laura could feel the hard muscle throbbing under her hand. “So, what d’ye say?” he wanted to know, to hear her say the words.

“If you want me to say that I love you, Altair, I think it is obvious that I do.”

“Aye, dearheart, and I hope it is clear that I love ye, too. Will ye let me show ye?”

This was it. Her heart’s desire was to give herself to the man who had rescued her from the mountain top and given her a home. He was more than a brave hero to her; he was her friend and confidant. Now, Laura wanted him to be her lover too.

Following his glance to the bed, Laura made up her mind. She had planned to ask him about a wedding and marriage first, but the urgent tugging sensation in between her thighs pushed that discussion right out of her head. “I say yes,” she said with a shy smile.

“When ye are me wife, Sonsie,” he murmured in his deep voice, “I will teach ye how to say ‘aye’.”

Pushing the table away, he swept her up into his arms and carried her to the bed. They needed no words to describe their feelings for one another—only the act of love would explain their fascination for each other from the start.

Firstly, just the thought of lying with the Laird of Iolaire was enough to make her heart quicken and the intense nub hidden in the folds of flesh between her legs to throb with desire. He was devastatingly handsome, but the kindness he had always shown her made him lovable, and that was what mattered the most.

And with every move he made, Altair let Laura know that he adored every inch of her body.

He made her stand in front of him as he unpinned the arisaid. It fell to the floor, leaving her like Venus standing in a puddle of plaid. “Lift yer arms,” he commanded her, and when she did, he pulled the chemise over her head. Shy, Laura covered her breasts with one hand while the other hid her cleft.

“Ye look even more beautiful, I see,” was all Altair said as he pulled her hands away gently. “I dinnae think it was possible for ye to improve upon perfection, lass, but somehow ye were able to.”

“You think so?” she whispered, too embarrassed to say much more.

As a reply, he pulled her down onto the bed and propped her head up with pillows so that her dark tresses spread over the bolster like black comet tails. “Does this answer yer question, lass?”

When he kissed her, all Laura’s shyness disappeared. Her body was set aflame from his tantalizing embrace. It felt as though this was what she had been waiting for all her life, and now she was finally living for the first time.

He could sense that her body was ready for him, but he did not rush. Laura watched as he kissed the palm of her hand. She sighed with pleasure as his tongue teased her nipples before sliding down her belly to dart lightly over the crease in her mound. It was hard to hold back the gasp of delight when he replaced his tongue with a finger, massaging her in such a way that it felt as if warm water was flowing out of her.

“Mmm,” Laura writhed on the bed, arching her back towards his mouth and then pulling away before her grinding hips could bring her rapture to an end, “I love this so much. Is there not anything I can do to please you in an equally intimate fashion?”

He smiled at the formal way she offered to satisfy him. “Och, Sonsie, we’re goin’ to have to work on yer bedchamber chat a wee bit. D’ye want to touch me?”

When he put it that way, Laura discovered that she did want to touch him, very much so.

“Can I?”

Reaching out her hand, she ran her fingers over his beloved face, down his neck, and over his shoulders. It utterly thrilled her to feel how hard and masculine he was compared to her. Altair lay on his side next to her, allowing her hands to wander freely.

At first, Laura was too shy to look or touch lower than his hips.

“Are ye blate? I promise to nae bite, sweetheart. Keek all ye want.”

“Blate?” Summoning her strong sense of daring and adventure, Laura prepared to gaze at his body to her heart’s desire.

“Bashful,” he explained, and when her hand reached the most rampant part of him and gripped it hard, he kissed her fiercely. “Alright, I take that back. Ye’re awfully brave for a Sassenach maiden.”

Suddenly, Laura became serious. “I want you, Altair. Take me, take me now. I’m ready.”

When she realized how much she loved him, her emotions swept to high tide inside her. The excitement was already so acute, she was willing to bear the discomfort in order to reach the ecstatic release that had been building up inside her for so long.

“I never knew how amazing this would be,” Laura gasped with joy at the tender way he touched her. “Will it always be like this, do you think, Altair?”

“I will never stop loving ye, so aye.” His warm mouth pressed hot kisses over her eyelids, cheeks, mouth, and chin. He even kissed the end of her nose. It was the first time Laura saw that affection and love went hand in hand, and she reveled in it.

“How did this happen to me?” she whispered, swooning with joy as his kisses moved down her neck. “I feel unworthy to be chosen by you. I am an ordinary girl, nothing special.”

He gave her ear a wee nip. “I dinnae want to hear ye say such nonsense again, Sonsie. To me, ye are the most extraordinary woman, and it was me damn good luck that ye came this way.”

He showed her how much she meant to him, raining kisses on her plump belly and then turning her over to kiss all those sweet spots she never knew to be so sensitive, like the small of her back and her dimpled buttocks. “I feel like I’m being devoured,” she giggled, “but in a good way.”

“Ye’re relaxed and ready for it,” Altair growled. “And that’s the best way to be.”

Only when he was satisfied with her eagerness to accept him did Altair allow himself to climax. And if Laura shrieked like an eagle in full flight when it happened, neither of them noticed or remarked on it later when they lay spent in each other’s arms.


Chapter
Fourteen



Nurse Mildred said nothing when Laura came to see how she was doing later. The elderly woman just eyed her in silence from the bed.

Because Laura was her nurseling, Mildred had made sure to keep the young girl safe every night, nursing her when she was sick and comforting her after nightmares. When they traveled and slept at inns, Mildred would sleep on a truckle bed next to her young charge or in the bed with her. Beds were expensive items of furniture and sharing them was common, but the main purpose of this constant proximity was to ensure that Laura’s maidenhead was never called into question.

“I have come to rub liniment into your sore limbs, Nurse,” Laura said in a neutral voice.

Mildred clucked her tongue. “There is no need to act as if butter would not melt in your mouth, Laura. A blind bat could see that man has covered you.”

Laura had the grace to blush. “Yes, but I am not ashamed. We belong together, Altair and me.”

“And what about the Donaldssons?” Nurse Mildred wanted to know. “Do you think they are going to hand over three bags of gold to your father for the privilege of meeting you for two weeks and then having you leave without so much as a fond farewell?”

Settling onto the edge of the bed, Laura shrugged. Pouring some liniment into the palm of her hand, she began rubbing Mildred’s leg with a brisk, vigorous motion. “Something will have to be worked out. Altair is a laird. Perhaps he can strike a bargain with them.”

Mildred rolled her eyes heavenwards. “Saints preserve us. You doltish wench! Have you never heard of a little something called ‘manly pride’? You have insulted Laird Donaldsson and his blockhead son. They will want much more than their money back.”

Trying very hard not to pout, Laura began massaging the other leg. “That’s all I have ever been in this exchange—a bargaining chip for men to play with.”

“Unfortunately, until otherwise, that’s how it will always be for a woman. Why do you think those horrid daughters of Laird Donaldsson’s are such evil hoydens? They know from the moment they were born all they will ever be is a bargaining chip. The laird’s a fool. He should have put those useless lumps into the army and trained them to be shield maidens—give them a better outlet for their boisterous spirits—instead of keeping them locked up in the women’s house.”

Laura found a lot to agree with when her nurse said this. She felt a surge of affection for Mildred. “I was not joking when I told the laird that I want you to look after my own children, Nurse. You have always been there for me, and I thank you for that.”

Relenting, Mildred chuckled. “Well-a-day, dearie, if we are going to see this through to the bitter end, maybe you should start calling your wee ones ‘bairns’.”
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As desperate as Altair and Laura were to spend the days lying in one another’s arms in bed, it was not to be. “I should send word to yer Faither and ask his permission for yer hand in marriage, Sonsie,” Altair said, as they sat in the dining hall together. When he looked around for the flagon of wine, he saw it was gone, replaced by a small pitcher of light ale. This small instance of Laura taking control to make sure he did not drink again brought a humorous smile to his mouth. “But an ordinary messenger will nae reach him in time.”

This made Laura frown. “In time for what?”

Stephen was bringing a platter of fruit and cold cuts from the kitchen when she said this. The two men exchanged looks. Altair sighed, rubbing his eyes by pinching his finger and thumb over the eyelids. “Before the Donaldssons besiege the mountain.”

Dead silence followed this truthful statement.

“Can I fetch ye anything else, Laird?”

Altair shook his head. “Nay. How many more deliveries d’ye think we can get from the surrounding towns and villages before they come, Stephen?”

Giving a small bow, the Berensons’ youngest son did a quick calculation in his head. “They have a standing army, Laird. All they would have to do is fill each man’s knapsack. It’s nae likely auld Redmond would want to buy produce along the way. A laird’s army assembling in peace times cannae live off the land or pillage from barns like the King’s men. I mean, look how fast Æthelred arrived after receiving the damsel’s letter. An army cannae take many more days than that.”

“Army?” Laura was shocked. “Is that not a bit of an overreaction? You cannot declare war on someone because your son’s betrothed decides to back out of the agreement.” Turning to Altair, she gripped his hand. “Send them a message, Laird. Tell them that I ran back home and that they must apply to my father to repay them the money. He will not be able to repay it all immediately, but if they are patient, he can give back half after this year’s harvest. They must wait for the rest.”

Stephen and Altair looked at Laura as if she had lost her mind.

“They would have sent a scout to track yer progress, lass.” Altair reminded her. “A bonny Sassenach and her elderly nanny could never travel through Scotland incognito. By now, the clan knows ye got nae further than Iolaire.” He moved away, pacing with restless energy.

This bleakly pragmatic statement made Laura feel awful. It was all so unfair. “B-but Laird Donaldsson told Father that Ethelred and I could change our minds at any time, and nothing was written in stone. If the Donaldsson clan gives Father the chance, he will pay them back every penny of my bride price once the next harvest comes in.”

Obviously trying hard not to sound patronizing, Altair explained. “That’s what men say to get a woman to step willingly into the halter. They never meant for ye to take their blandishments seriously because both parties believed ye to be a meek and biddable young woman. And what if yer faither’s next harvest is nae enough for him to spare the gold? Sixpence gets ye a shilling that yer faither’s already sent the gold on to his creditors to assuage paying interest anyway.”

Ill at ease about being a witness to such a private conversation, Stephen bowed and backed himself out of the room. This gave Laura the chance to speak out. “My maidenhead is no more, Altair. If the clan comes snooping around Sterling fortress, I will step outside the gates and tell them to be gone! What they want from me, I can never give. My maidenhead is gone forever, and I thank God for that. A woman should be seen as more than just a well-behaved virgin!”

He moved closer to her, putting his arm around her shoulders for comfort. “Ah, sweetheart, ye’re noble blood and Sassenach connections are worth as much as yer virginity—maybe more. Sir Morecambe Raleigh can claim kinship with any number o’ high and mighty individuals close to the King. All the Donaldsson clan will do is wait three or four months for ye to show some sign of swelling, and when ye don’t, they will have ye wedded and bedded before the cat has time to lick its ear. And we cannae be sure they will nae punish ye for yer transgressions either.”

Never before had Laura felt like more of a commodity. She wanted to scream and kick against the destiny others had mapped out for her. But as much as she loathed the idea of being Lady Donaldsson for the rest of her life, she would sacrifice herself for the sake of the man she loved and his family of servants.

Hiding her face against Altair’s chest, Laura whispered in a muffled voice. “Maybe it’s best if I go back to Donaldsson Castle then. If being connected to an influential English noble’s family is all they want, they are hardly likely to care about my wanton status.” Made brave by the loving way his hands stroked her arms, Laura gave a small hiccup of laughter. “If I had never made love to you at all, Altair, I think I would have been driven mad over time wishing and longing for it. One night with you will last me for the rest of my life, just like my love.”

“Quit yer haverin’, Sonsie.” Altair growled, “I will never let ye go. And I will kill anyone who tries to come in between us.” She felt complete because his words were no idle boast. The warmth of his breath heated the top of her head as he bent to kiss her hair.

“Is havering good or bad?” Looking up at him, Laura felt laughter bubbling up and lightening her sober mood. “Because it sounds very insulting.”

Pinching her round cheek softly, he chuckled. “Dinnae be throwing that word around glibly at a raucous tavern—although that is the one place ye might have to use it—haverin’ means ye’re talking nonsense. Silly chatter. But men dinnae like to be scolded with the word, so have a care.”

“Pff,” Laura blew air through her lips. “Sticks and stones are the only things that can hurt us. Words are nothing.”

Giving her another quick kiss, Altair smiled as he said, “That gives me an idea. I will write to Laird Redmond and try to open up negotiations. Surely, he doesnae want to strike oot with an act o’ war all at once. Diplomatic discussions might be a way to get aroond this.”

Laura did not see very much of Altair for the rest of the day. Nurse was in bed complaining about her stiff leg muscles. The Berensons took two ponies down to the village to fill up the woven willow baskets with foodstuffs and fodder. And Altair disappeared into his chambers to compose a letter.

Realizing that it might be her last chance to go outside the crumbling castle walls, Laura walked past the gates to look around. All of her focus had been inside for so long, she had never paid much attention to the mountain scenery. This gray stone landscape had been all Altair could see year after year, and was curious to try and look at it through his eyes.

As for the mountain itself, it sat like a great humpbacked beast in the middle of the rolling hills and steep escarpments. Like all the surrounding peaks that marched off into the distance, tufts of green grass grew almost to the top of the mountain, but before it could reach the crest the straggly growth withered and died. The only living things surviving on the rocks were lichen and moss. Everything seemed to feed off the continuous cloudy moisture like hungry vampires.

Only on the clearest days would the clouds disappear into the blue. But this being Scotland, most often the gray sky hung heavy over Iolaire, bringing the mist and cloud cover with it. Today was such a day. Sometimes, a gust of wind would part the curtain of clouds and give her a glimpse of the majestic land over which Laird Altair Sterling ruled, only for the rift to close and block out the view with the next strong breeze.

Her sight denied by the cloying fog, Laura closed her eyes. Immediately, her senses were sharpened. The scratch of bird claws on stone echoed through the still silence. The pee-wit sound of thrushes as they searched for snails to eat. The faint screech of eagles as they glided with the wind beneath their wings, searching for prey scurrying in the shadows. And when the bird flapped to change direction, she could hear the rustle and click of their wings, it was so eerily quiet.

Far away, Laura discerned the rushing thunder of a waterfall pounding down the cliffs.

Reaching out her hand, she allowed her fingers to trace over the eroded rocks, feeling each pit and dent and wondering how many thousands of years it had been etched in there.

The air smelled metallic and damp. It was the first time in her life, Laura noticed that stones had a particular scent. Ancient and remote, but always, always in the background of every breath she took.

“Would ye like to see the complete view?”

She was not surprised when Altair’s deep voice spoke a few inches away from where she was standing with her eyes closed. Opening her eyes and smiling, Laura said without turning her head, “What’s the use? The clouds keep it all concealed.”

Coming to stand beside her, he took Laura’s hand. “I will tell the mists to depart for a while. Come.”

The magic around the fortress must have sensed its master’s will. They had not walked for more than six steps before a strong wind blew and cleared the air. Bright blue skies framed the sun when Laura looked up. But it was the scenery around her that took her breath away.

Far below, she could see the thick pine forest marching down the mountain slope, heading for the wide burn, its waters white with swirling rapids. Everywhere, heather grew thickly, painting large swathes of the meadows purple and white.

The river rushed downhill to feed a black loch lurking in the glen. “That is Loch Lairie,” Altair informed her, pointing to the dark span of water. “They say that no one has ever been able to spin a fishing line long enough to reach the bottom.”

The fortress had been built on the domed stone protuberance at the mountain’s top, with only two narrow pathways leading to and from the peak. The causeway leading to the gateway was clearly marked and provided a relatively smooth mountain ascent or descent for anyone using it. But only a single file approach could be accommodated on the thin path. If two or more travelers attempted to walk it, one or more of them would find themselves jostled dangerously close to the edge, with a fifty-foot drop on the side.

The second path was even more treacherous, as it meandered over boulders and narrow ledges. And when it reached the side door, the portal could not be opened from the outside. If more than one or two people were standing on the doorstep ledge, they would be pitched backwards down the mountain when the door opened from inside.

“I am starting to get some idea why you are not worried about being attacked,” Laura said as she ran her fingertips over the thick granite walls. “But the view is magnificent.” As they circled the fortress, the only way to do it was by stepping with their feet close to the wall. One inch away from it, and they could tumble down the steep mountainside like a falling pebble. Laura felt Altair walking closely behind her, his hands ready to catch her if she tripped or fell. It was a nice feeling.

“They cannae attack from above or below.” He told her when they circled back to the gateway. “Between the Berenson lads and meself, we can pick off each man as he sticks his head over the rockface. Hell, we dinnae even need to use crossbolts—we could let loose with a slingshot. One stone to the head would be enough to make them dizzy and take a misstep.”

“And they would fall back down the mountain.” Laura finished the sentence for him. “Has anyone ever tried to conquer Iolaire?”

She loved it when he laughed. The frown disappeared from his forehead, and the harsh lines around his mouth became a cheerful grin. “I was nae so careful the first time, I aged beyond reason. There I was, sauntering aroond the village, lookin’ as I do noo. The villagers began muttering behind their hands whenever they saw me. Seventy years had gone by since me mither held me as a bairn in her arms, and I was still trying to charm the milkmaids into the hayloft like a lad o’ seventeen!”

Laura could not help wrinkling her nose. “Ugh, I can sympathize with those maids. A seventy-year-old man acting like a horny old goat is disgusting.”

He pretended to be outraged. “But I looked no more than thirty summers!”

She would not take it back. “An elderly man should act with distinction and decorum, Altair, no matter how well-preserved his looks are.”

This time, he allowed his mirth to show. “Och aye, ye’re right. But I learned me lesson the hard way. The villagers came up the mountain with burning torches and pitchforks, wanting to flush me oot and purge me from their sedate, normal lives. It gave me the wake-up call I needed. There was no more cavorting with the local maidens after that. The Kirk warns the local folks every Sunday to have nay dealings with the devil living amidst the clouds at the top o’ the mountain.”

His expression was resigned, with only the faintest trace of bitterness. Laura imagined the Laird of Sterling Castle burying his dead servants as they grew old and died in his service, leaving their children and grandchildren to continue their work. It was a wonder that Altair’s heart had not turned into hard, cold stone like that of his castle.

Reaching out her hand, she touched him gently. “Let me take your letter down to the village, Laird. I will send a messenger from the hostelry in time to intercede with the Donaldssons.”

But Altair was not listening to her. Instead, he was staring down the mountain towards the village of Iolaire nestled in the glen below. When she followed his gaze, Laura saw a thin wisp of black smoke rising up from the horizon.

“There is nay need, Sonsie.” He sighed and said, “Yer betrothed’s faither is already here.”


Chapter
Fifteen



Laura slept in her lover’s arms that night, but they did not make love. Nor did they talk over much. It was enough just to listen to his heartbeat and steady breathing.

Yesterday evening, they heard the Berensons clambering up the pathway, the slow clop of ponies’ hooves showing how laden down the little animals’ panniers were.

The servants were not surprised to see Altair standing at the gates, waiting for them. The Berensons knew how omniscient Laird Sterling was when it came to his lands.

“Let me guess,” the Laird said, “the Donaldssons are besieging the village of Iolaire instead of beinn na h’Iolaire fortress, and holding the villagers hostage.”

Berenson nodded unhappily. “Ye have guessed their strategy correctly, Laird. They sent a page to intercept me with their demands. Return the maiden to them, or they will slaughter ten villagers every day ye withhold her from them.”

Laura was horrified and did not know what to say. Altair gave her a devilish grin. “Och, ye can take the Viking oot o’ the Norseland, but ye cannae breed the bloodthirst oot o’ his veins.”

They all walked inside the fortress walls, no longer caring about guarding the gate as they closed it behind them. “It does nae matter how much food we store or how many crossbolts we stock if an impregnable castle is nae their target.” Berenson grumbled, sending his wife and sons down to the cellars with the food. “In the auld days, we would have ordered the villagers to seek refuge behind the fortress walls, but they would never do so noo.”

After a bowl of soup and bread, the castle occupants had gone to bed with the problem. When they woke the following morning, however, it was still waiting for them. When Laura and Altair went down to the kitchen to break fast, the Berensons were waiting there.

“What will ye do, Laird?”

Tearing the crust off the bread with his razor sharp teeth, Altair said, “Well, I cannae allow me Lady to start her reign with blood on her hands. It’s best that I go doon there and parley.”

Laura could not allow that, even though she was secretly thrilled to hear Altair call her “his Lady”.

“They will kill you. That is what they want you to do! I cannot let you set forth alone.”

Berenson was the first to reply, with only the tiniest hint of exasperation in his voice. “Ye are the honey in the comb, Maiden! If ye go doon there, then ye will be leaving the Sterling with nay ace to play in his hand.”

Altair agreed. “Aye, lass. Begging yer sweet pardon, but the fortress must be yer home until we discover Laird Donaldsson’s demands.” Clasping his hands around Laura’s waist, he pulled her so close until his mouth was only an inch or two away from her lips. “Settle doon, me sweet beauty. I ken that wild streak I love so much aboot ye is champing at the bit to control yer own destiny. Will ye trust me just this once? I will nae fail ye.”

He could read her so well. Altair knew that Laura wanted to trek down to the village to negotiate her own terms. For one moment, she fought against his mesmerizing charisma. But he was too strong. Relenting, Laura gave him her word. “I will stay here and wait for you, Altair. Please do not be too long.”

His answer was a kiss. Cupping one hand around her chin, his firm mouth crushed down on her, forcing her to relinquish her self-control to him completely. His ardor almost made her lose all sense of time and place. At that moment, she was his slave, obedient to his will. And then, just as quickly, he released her and the spell was broken.

“I hold ye to that promise, Sonsie,” he said, the amber gaze of his eyes holding her captive. “Be of good cheer. This will nae take long.” Turning to Berenson, he asked the elderly man to accompany him back down the mountain.

“Ye’re hoping me auld age will give yer mission a wee bit o’ dignity?” The servant quipped as he followed the laird to the stables. Altair grinned. “If so, that makes two of us. Laura was telling me I should act with more dignity.”

Shrugging, Berenson replied with equanimity. “Yer skirt chasing days are behind ye, Laird, and that is all a wife worries aboot.”

Despite their jokes, it was a solemn journey down to Iolaire. Altair wore no armor, but his broadsword hung from a sheath behind his back. Using an old chemise tied to a stick by knotting the sleeves, Berenson held the white flag signifying a parley.

Every villager had been herded into the guild hall. Every exit was guarded. When the alarm was raised to let Laird Donaldsson know a party had arrived from the mountain, Altair could see how eager the man was to get his prize back by the way he stepped straight outside the hostelry where he was waiting.

The two men saluted. Ethelred stayed in the background with the rest of his father’s captains. It was clear that he had been ordered to do so by Laird Donaldsson. Glowering at Altair with angry eyes, the young man sulked.

Altair stayed mounted on his horse, looking down at Ethelred from his superior height. “Let us keep these negotiations between us, Donaldsson,” Laird Sterling announced. “Leave the villagers of Iolaire oot o’ it.”

“Give me some credit,” Redmond replied. “I’m nae going to haul me soldiers all the way up to the top o’ the beinn just so that ye can pick them off one by one.”

Both men paused, waiting to see if the other one had a suggestion.

“I’ll be off back to mine just as soon as ye bring yon maiden doon and hand her over to me.”

There was a pointed pause here. Every man knew that Laird Donaldsson was using the word ‘maiden’ in the loosest sense. They knew that Laura had traveled all the way back to beinn na h’Iolaire for the Highlander.

“She was nae happy at Donaldsson Castle,” Altair said, turning to Ethelred, “d’ye want an unhappy bride, lad?”

Laird Redmond answered for his son. “He wants the bride who can bring him power and influence. He wants a bride with noble blood and royal connections.”

Sucking the air through his teeth with a sharp snarl, Altair fought hard to remain polite. “Aye, well, that describes the bonny lassie to the last letter. She is that. What d’ye say to a duel? Me against yer son and heir? The victor gets to keep the maiden.”

“To the death?” Laird Donaldsson wanted to know.

Altair smirked. “Have ye nae heard aboot me, Redmond? I am the Deathless Laird. The Immortal One. The Eternally Bewitched. I cannae die.”

Ethelred stepped forward, even though two men held him back. “Me claymore will make ye eat those boastful words, ye bride-stealing bustert! Let’s see how immortal ye are when yer head lies on the ground by yer feet.”

Laird Redmond hushed his son. “Wheesht! Dinnae question the legends, lad.” Standing with his feet apart and his sword resting on the ground point down, the laird gave Altair a cold, hard stare. “I am nae eager to spill the blood of innocent people, Sterling, but ye give me nay choice⁠—”

Breaking free of the men holding him, Ethelred pulled the crossbow off his back and leveled the weapon at Altair. Before either laird could tell him to halt, he loosed a bolt at Laird Sterling.

Berenson dropped the white flag with a squawk and dove for cover, but sitting on his horse high off the ground made Altair the perfect target.

The bolt lodged in the hollow between his collarbone and his shoulder. A sharp cracking sound was heard as the shoulder blade exploded into fragments as the bolt ripped a hole in it. The tip of the bolt protruded out of the back as Altair scrabbled to reach it with his fingers, his amber eyes blazing orange as the trauma registered.

They all saw it. Blood oozed out of the wound in front and did not stop. There was no miraculous healing or magical immunity. Everyone could tell that the Laird of Iolaire was deep in shock from pain and blood loss, and nothing was going to come and change that.

“Help the man to stay on his horse,” Laird Donaldsson ordered, “take him to the inn and lie him on the bed.” Turning to Ethelred, he scolded his son. “Ye broke the sanctity of the white flag o’ parley, ye bampot scallywag!”

Walking alongside Berenson as the shocked elderly servant held the wounded man on the saddle, Laird Redmond took Altair’s hand. “Ye have yerself a deal, Laird Sterling. A fight to the death, with the winner taking the maiden for his own. I promise to nae kill any villagers ‘til then. The duel is set for the morrow.”
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It was Mistress Berenson who came to wake Laura. The young woman had spent a restless night wondering where the laird and his faithful servant were. A soft pink light filtered through the window shutters, not the orange pink of sunset but the soft mauve pink of dawn. “Damsel, wake. A messenger has come for ye.”

“Where is Altair?” Laura wanted to know. “Where is your husband, Master Berenson?”

But all the housekeeper did was shake her head and walk out, saying, “I’ll wait for ye doonstairs.”

Muttering prayers under her breath, Laura drew the dark plaid around her shoulders and then hurried down. The messenger—a young boy whose eyes kept staring around the stone walls in fear—bowed before passing Laura a note.

She read it out aloud for the housekeeper to hear:

Leave at once for Humberside Manor. Take as much gold as you need for the trip. Hire outriders and the best coach, but be sure to do it from the next town over. Laird Sterling will find you there, and this is his direct command, God willing. Your servant, Berenson.

The two women looked at one another in confusion. “What is going on? Was there a battle? Did Laird Sterling lose the day?”

The lad shook his head. “I dare nae disobey me orders, Damsel! And I am ordered to nae tell ye.”

Seeing the young boy was in awe of Laura’s foreignness and Sassenach origins, Mistress Berenson stepped up and gave the boy a shake. “Noo listen here ye wee scamp. Tell me why Master Berenson wrote us such a cryptic letter, or may the eagles gobble the liver oot yer belly!”

Slowly, the truth came out. The laird had lost his magical ability to heal—if he ever had it at all. “He was so brave, Mistress. Us villagers heard him speak with the invaders from where we were gathered in the guildhall. He put his own life on the line to save us by offering to fight a duel. We all thought he was immortal—even the Donaldssons believed oor laird was eternally young and strong—but then Ethelred shot Laird Sterling with a crossbolt.”

Laura had seen Altair’s magic healing with her own eyes, so she did not react after hearing this. That was, until the boy continued. “The laird began to bleed like a wild boar stuck with a spear, Damsel. So, right then and there, the Donaldssons accepted his offer to duel.”

“B-but this makes no sense,” Laura knew she was blethering, but she could not stop the scrambled words from pouring out. “Altair is immortal! I saw his singed hand heal with my own eyes. How can things change with no rhyme or reason?”

Mistress Berenson looked grim. “Only one thing has changed in the laird’s life during recent times, Laura, and that’s ye! Whether it be by magic or Mither Nature, a curse might be broken if a man falls in love.”

Laura could not think of a worse time for such a thing to happen. “But why? Why now?”

Aware of the village lad listening intently to their discourse, Mistress Berenson searched for the right way to say it. “Because a coin with only one side makes nay sense! All roads must eventually end, Laura. Falling in love is like the full stop at the end of a long, rambling sentence. When yer heart heaves a sigh o’ relief as it realizes it doesnae have to be alone anymore. That’s stronger than magic.”

“Or it’s a magic all of its own!” The lad piped up, “Ye just have to be patient and wait for the right one to come along.”

Chuckling, the housekeeper ruffled the lad’s hair. “Aye, ye wee scamp, but who told ye aboot such deep matters?”

The boy shrugged. “It’s what Mither tells me sisters.”

Laura tried not to let it rankle her that the village lad’s sisters had more choice than she did when it came to selecting a marriage partner. “I do not care what Berenson’s letter says. I am not leaving—ever! In fact, I will go back down to Iolaire with this boy and see Altair’s wound with my own eyes. Surely, it cannot be that bad?”

When the lad stared down at his shoes, scuffing the ground so that he did not have to look in her eyes, Laura’s stomach jumped. “It is bad? My God, then what are we doing havering in the courtyard? I must fly to his side!”

Mistress Berenson grabbed Laura’s arm. “Has the altitude made ye lose yer senses, girl? Ye cannae disobey the laird’s command.”

Twisting her arm out of the housekeeper’s grasp, Laura stormed off, shouting over her shoulder, “Even if this fortress was filled to the brim with soldiers, they would not be enough to keep me from my love!”

Running upstairs, Laura burst into Nurse Mildred’s room without knocking. “I must leave for Iolaire right away!”

Nurse Mildred turned her face to the wall. “If you think I am setting one foot outside these walls, Laura, you must have run mad. My legs hardly function after that horrendous climb up here.”

Laughing, Laura bent to give her nurse a hug. “And nor do I expect you to, dear Nurse. I only came in here to let you know. If you need someone to apply your liniment, please make your request to Mistress Berenson.”

This got Mildred’s attention. Sitting up, she set her nightcap straight on her gray ringlets. “But who will act as your chaperone? At least make the pretense of caring, Laura.”

But the young woman had already left with a careless wave of her hand.


Chapter
Sixteen



Altair bit his lower lip as Berenson helped him sit up. It was no good. A groan of pain escaped his gritted teeth.

“I have to tighten the bandage, Laird. It’s the only way ye’ll be able to move.” Altair was built like a strapping man in the prime of his life; he was no easy weight to bear. His manservant heaved and grunted as Berenson bore the burden of hoisting Laird Sterling into a sitting position. The bandage was adjusted to try and provide more mobility, but the shoulder blade and winged trapezius muscle were too badly injured.

Falling back onto the bolster, Altair gasped. “I’ll fight left-handed. Leave it.”

Berenson grumbled. “The Donaldsson lad is sure to carry a shield, Laird. If ye’re using yer shield arm to fight with, where will yer shield go?” The steward tried to phrase his words diplomatically. “Because it looks like ye’ll need to use a shield going forward.”

Giving a wheezing huff of laughter, Altair shook his head, sweating and exhausted. “I think that is the last of me worries. And that healer is gone, so nay woman can help me with a potion. I’m a dead man at last, Berenson.”

This gave the steward an idea. “The Donaldssons have released the women and children from captivity, Laird, just as ye requested. Maybe one o’ the village folk kens how to brew an elixir for pain. Or they might have a flask obtained from Healer Agnes.”

Ducking out of the makeshift pavilion set aside for Altair’s use, Berenson disappeared for a long time. He returned later with good news.

“One o’ the women bought a wee vial from Agnes before she upped sticks and left.” Waving a small clay bottle with a cork stopper in front of Altair, Berenson grinned. “See? I’ll have ye right and tight in a trice.”

In no mood to celebrate, Altair shook his head. “I need me wits aboot me when the time comes around for the duel. I cannae have me head befuddled with syrup o’ poppies.”

Berenson crowed with triumph. “Ha! It goes in the wound, nae in yer mouth, Laird! Come on. Sit up, and let’s be having ye!”

Only moments later, the wound was unwrapped and exposed. The bolt had been cut and withdrawn, but the hole it had made in Altair’s shoulder was formidable. The entry wound next to his collarbone was inflamed and weeping. The exit hole gaped like a dragon’s maw with shards of bone and muscle tissue embedded in the skin flaps.

But Agnes’s potion must have held some magic, because when Berenson poured a few drops into the holes at the front and back, Altair felt relief. Flopping back, he fell into a restless sleep with a frown marring his handsome face. Laird Redmond stuck his head into the pavilion past dinnertime. “How goes he? Can I call for the field to be marked out with rope and flags?”

The steward scowled. “Take a look for yerself. The Laird is as weak as a kitten.”

Redmond pretended to be somber from the news, but secretly he was ecstatic. The fame of the Donaldsson clan would spread far and wide once it was known Ethelred had slain one of the Eternal Brethren. “That’s too bad, but I cannae hang aboot all day, like.”

“We will take one more night before we fight!” Berenson stood staunch. “Yer son shot us under the white flag, Laird. I think that deserves one more night, do ye nae?”

Redmond narrowed his eyes. “If I didnae ken how loathed yon Laird was throughoot the region, I might think ye had a trick up yer sleeve. But nay one is coming to his rescue, so ye can take one more night. But first thing tomorrow, we fight! No more excuses.”

Turning on his heel, Laird Redmond left the tent flap open. Lying on his makeshift bed, Altair groaned in his sleep as if nightmares pursued him. A fever gripped him, sapping his strength and weakening his defenses. Sighing, Berenson went to fetch water to bathe the laird’s forehead. There would be no more peaceful healing sleeps for Laird Altair Sterling ever again, not in this lifetime at least.
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Climbing down the mountain was not so easy. Firstly, the lad refused to leave right away. “Only a giant could hop and skip up an’ doon beinn na h’Iolaire, Damsel. I must rest a wee bit and have a sup before returning.”

And so Laura was forced to twiddle her thumbs impatiently for the rest of the day until the small boy had recovered his strength. But he had another excuse. “We’ll miss oor footing if we travel by night, Damsel. Wake me at dawn.”

Mistress Berenson chuckled. “The lad is none too keen to go back doon to Iolaire, not when the place is heaving with invaders.”

Wringing her hands with impatience, Laura railed against the delay. “I must save Altair. I no longer care what I have to sacrifice to do it!”

The eastern sky was still black when Laura shook the lad awake. “Come, bestir yourself, boy. Let’s be off.”

Knowing that he could no longer postpone his comfortable stay at the fortress, the lad knuckled the sleep from his eyes. “Aye, Damsel. And I’ll warrant there’s nae need for me to fill me water bottle either!”

When they walked into the courtyard, the sky was leaden with rain. “That’s likely to make the rocks really slippery,” the lad said, “so we must stick to the path where we can.”

The torrential rain made their gloomy descent treacherous. Laura’s dainty boots had been made for coach travel in mind. The heels kept losing traction on the stones and skidding her forward. If she lost balance, Laura would have tumbled down the mountain head first. The dawn brought no sun peeking through the clouds, and the rain did not let up. But for some reason, Laura’s heart was lighter. She was moving in the right direction. She was getting closer to Altair with every sliding step.

The pine forest was hidden by the mizzling rain. Laura could not help giving a small scream when a tall, dark shape loomed out at them from the mist.

“‘Tis only a tree, Damsel,” the lad told her, looking at her with a puzzled expression. All Laura could do was give a nervous laugh before wrapping her arisaid over her cloak more tightly.

“When I was last down this way, boy, these roads were swarming with bandits.”

“Aye,” the boy shrugged, “but they must have moved away to find richer pickings.”

Laura scoffed. “No, they did not. Your Laird killed most of them and the rest ran away. Did you not know that?”

His eyes wide, the boy shook his head. “We saw the eagles circling the rocks, but we thought it was curiosity. One o’ the villagers said the birds were feasting on carrion, but we dinnae believe them.”

Laura laughed. “Laird Sterling takes better care of you than you could know⁠—”

“Wheesht!” the boy held up his hand for silence. They were past the pine trees now, tramping along the mountain pass road that meandered around the mountain. The silence was muffled by the constant drone of rain. But above it all came the sound of a horseman riding purposefully towards them.

“Looks like ye spoke too soon aboot the mountain being free of brigands, Damsel,” the boy whispered to Laura as they ran to the side of the road and crouched behind a large rock.

Almost too scared to watch who was coming, Laura pulled her hood down low before daring to look. The horse sounded tired, the steady clop-clop of hooves marked a weary walking pace. It might have been faster for the rider to dismount and lead the horse instead.

A dark shape of a horse moved slowly out of the thick mist. In the saddle, a rider sat hunched. The rider did not look intimidating, but one could never be too sure. Laura’s eyes narrowed with concentration as she searched for some sign of a sword or other dangerous weapon, but she saw none.

And then the rider hunched forward, contracting in on itself as the muscles prepared for action.

“Att-chooo!” A mighty sneeze rocked the figure as the man’s limbs shot out from the pressure of the wet nasal blast.

“Father!” Jumping out from behind the rock, Laura launched herself at the horse and rider. “I would recognize that sneeze anywhere.”

And when the rider pulled the hood of his cloak back, it was indeed Sir Morecambe Raleigh sitting atop his weary horse. After blowing his red nose into a lace handkerchief with a gentle toot, he slid out of the saddle and gave his daughter a loving hug.

“Laura! You little minx. Did I not warn you to keep that stubbornly independent nature of yours hidden away?”
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Altair gave his faithful steward a rueful grin. “Let’s get this over and done with then, shall we?”

Berenson did not like the tone of his master’s voice. “Where there’s life, there’s hope, Laird! And dinnae ye say anything different.”

Moving the elbow of his left arm around in a circle, Altair winced. “Och, I’ll give it me best shot. I’m nae meat for the crows yet.”

“Ye’re the finest fighter in the Highlands!” Berenson insisted. “Those soft coastal folk are nay match for ye, Laird. Oor clan is well hard, like the mountain.”

Darting a glance out of the pavilion door flaps, Altair grimaced and shook his head. “I dinnae ken, Berenson. Yon Donaldsson lad looks like he’s built as strong as a latrine wall. If he gives this right shoulder o’ mine a good buffet, the pain is likely to send me to me last prayers.” Looking back over his shoulder at the steward, Altair became serious. “Promise me that ye will take the road south. Laura must ken if I am dead, and tell her that I died happy, Berenson. Ye must tell her that. I am happy because she came into me sorrowful, lonely life and brought me joy.”

The steward clucked his tongue. “Awa’ wi’ ye! I will nae need to travel south because ye’re nay going to die.”

All Altair said by way of a reply was to shake his head. Berenson had strapped the laird’s arm against his chest. That was the only way Altair could function well enough to fight. If his right arm moved in any way, the pain would become overwhelming, so it had been wrapped tightly to his chest along with the bandages that held the wounded shoulder. He felt weirdly off-balance with only his left arm free.

The moment the eastern sky began to turn a lighter shade of gray, the Donaldsson’s encampment arose. The village women scrambled to serve the invaders food to break their fast. The sound of spoons scraping the bottom of bowls rang around the village square as the men came out of cottages and huddled under canopies to keep out of the rain.

“Will ye nae eat, Laird?” Berenson’s tone was wheedling. “I can fetch ye some porridge.”

But Altair only scoffed, continuing to stare out of the tent flap. His face was icy pale, making the yellow-amber of his eyes stand out starkly in contrast.

Redmond Donaldsson was stomping towards him. “It’s braw Highland weather for ye, Sterling.”

“Aye,” Altair replied in a neutral voice. “Too bad I’m nay feeling so braw meself.”

The two men locked eyes. “Seems like a good day to die.” Redmond wanted Altair to resign himself to the inevitable. “And by all accounts, ye’ve lived many long years.”

“Lived?” Altair chuckled sardonically, “Nay. I existed in some kind of a limbo. That is all. Life is nothing withoot love.”

“There’s many a man who has drunk, brawled, and tupped his way around a brothel who would tell ye different, Sterling,” Laird Redmond scoffed.

Not bothering to contradict him, Altair held his left hand out towards Berenson. “Let’s get this over and done with, shall we?”

The servant placed a sword in Altair’s hand. Blinking his eyes as the raindrops collected on the dark lashes, the Laird of beinn na h’Iolaire walked steadily into the ring.

A rumbling sound was heard as all the village men ran to one side of the guildhall and fought for a prime position to watch the duel through the narrow, barred windows. Many of the womenfolk retreated into their cottages, calling for their children to come away and to not watch the destruction of the injured man.

But a few of the older boys stayed to watch. “It’ll be something to tell oor grandchildren one day—that we were there when the last Eternal Highlander died.”

The two men were fighting on cobblestones in the market square. It was the only part of the village unaffected by mud. The rain was relentless, beating down on Altair in a deluge. Laird Redmond had his forehead pressed against his son’s as he whispered the last words of a tutorial to him. Ethelred was hardly listening. His breath was coming in bullish snorts as the bloodlust rose inside him.

Finally, bashing his sword against his shield, the laird’s son and heir trotted into the ring.

“Raaargh!” Ethelred roared, pacing from one side of the square ring to the other, never taking his eyes off Altair. “Today ye die, Sterling.”

It seemed as though the young man spoke the truth. The Laird of beinn na h’Iolaire looked wretched. His dark hair was plastered to his pale skin. Only his eyes blazed forth with a steady gaze, clear as a fiery beacon on a pitch-black night. Straightening his shoulders and wincing, Altair drew himself up to his full height and brandished the broadsword in his left hand.

“Let’s be having ye, Ethelred.”

The two foes were polar opposites. One so tall, dark, and muscular, the other blond, squat, and portly around the middle. There was no doubt it would be an even match because of Altair’s injury.

The Laird turned sideways, presenting his left, uninjured side to Ethelred. The point of his sword hung down in the mud.

Giving another wailing battle cry, Ethelred launched himself towards Altair, his sword swung back for a sweeping blow.

But the blow never landed. With lightning fast reflexes and astonishing agility, Altair ducked under the scything arc of the sword stroke, an action that brought him behind Ethelred. It happened so quickly that the Donaldsson clan were still cheering before they realized that it had gone horribly wrong. Lunging forward, Altair brought his left arm around Ethelred’s neck so that the blade near the hilt settled comfortably over the pulsing artery in the young man’s throat.

“Drop yer blade, lad.”


Epilogue


It was such a phenomenal show of skill that some men opened their mouths with wonder. Ethelred dropped his sword and raised his hands in surrender. His face was already turning blue, the air and blood cut off by the flexing of Altair’s formidably large bicep.

“D’ye yield?” Altair growled. He was in no mood to prolong this. His wound was agony. All of his focus was on keeping Laura safe, and that is what gave him strength.

Things had not gone the way Laird Redmond thought they would. Jumping to his feet, he yelled. “Ye’re a cheat and a coward, Sterling. Ye tricked me, and yer village folk will pay for it.”

With nothing to lose, Altair prepared to break Ethelred’s neck with one snap, but he was distracted when a rider trotted into the market.

“Stop! Stop this nonsense! Laird Redmond, forgive me for my renouncement of your offer. A cart follows behind with twenty armed soldiers to guard it. Six chests of gold, sir. Double what you gave me. Will you take it and consider our bargain null and void?” It was Sir Morecambe Raleigh.

Laird Donaldsson looked stunned from Sir Raleigh to Ethelred trapped by the Highlander. It was clear that he would not get his glamorous wedding, and he had to cut his losses and the sum was too much to decline.

Altair did not let go of Ethelred until Laird Donaldsson shook hands with Laura’s father and accepted the deal.

Releasing the young man from his stranglehold, Altair pushed him forward with his left hand. “Go join yer clan, lad. And dinnae think badly of yer efforts. I have two hundred years o’ practice under me belt, ye ken.”

Laird Donaldsson tried not to be a sore loser now that he had doubled his money. “Laura Raleigh would have made me son the perfect bride. Noo, what am I to do to get the Highland council to take us Donaldssons seriously?”

Altair could barely restrain his scorn. “It might go a long way if ye stopped calling yerselves ‘Donaldssons’ and began referring to yer clan as the MacDonalds! Only the men from the Norse honor their faithers in such a way. Ye’re nae Donald’s son anymore. Ye’re the clan o’ Donald. Give that a try, ye glaikit bogger.”

Turning to Sir Morecambe, Altair apologized. “That means foolish oaf in oor language, sir. Forgive me if I dinnae offer ye me right hand as a greeting. I take it ye received me message?” Signaling to Berenson, Altair jerked his head over to the guildhall while making a turn-the-key sign with his fingers. The servant marched off to release the men of Iolaire from their makeshift prison.

Sir Morecambe was so relieved to have undone the mischief his letter offering Laura’s hand in marriage had caused, he could hardly speak. “Yes, yes, I thank you. I believed myself to be dreaming when that eagle came tapping on my bedchamber window with the note tied to its leg. But I managed to gain access to your horde of gold in Edinburgh after showing your seal to the merchant. I have ridden day and night to bring it to you as fast as I could.”

“Did ye by any chance cross paths with Laura on yer way to the Highlands?” Altair added, “Although she might have chosen to hire a coach from a smaller town.”

Sir Morecambe chuckled. “No, and there’s a good reason for that.” Stepping aside, the English knight pointed to a plump figure scurrying along the mountain pass road.

Hurrying so fast her shoes kept slipping in the mud, Laura ran towards Altair. She was overjoyed to see he was alive, but shocked at how pale and exhausted he was. Rushing up to him, she flung her arms around his waist. “Altair, forgive my disobedience, but I could not leave without you.”

It was Sir Morecambe who replied, averting his eyes so that he did not have to watch the happy couple’s embrace. “I was a fool to think you would meekly accept the man your parent chose for you, Laura. Look at the mess you caused. You must apologize to the Donalssons.”

Clearing his throat, Altair murmured. “Might I have a word with ye first, sir? Ye see, to me, Laura is worth her weight in gold many times over. And I must beg you for her hand in marriage.”

Sir Morecambe laughed. “You really must be in love with my daughter then!”

Giving her cheek a loving kiss, the Laird of beinn na h’Iolaire replied. “I love her with every inch of my being. Do I nae, Sonsie?”

And all Laura could do was blush, return his kiss, and demure.
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The strong breezes of summer had changed to winter gales by the time the bishop visited Iolaire. He blessed the Laird’s union with the bonny Sassenach noblewoman, and wished them well. All the villagers attended, throwing dried flower petals as Laura emerged from the Kirk with the black Sterling plaid wrapped tightly around her shivering body.

“Th-thank ye, g-good folk,” she stuttered in rudimentary Gaelic. “I promise to hold a celebratory feast in the spring. ‘Til then, farewell.”

It was strange to see how welcoming the villagers were now that thin streaks of white could be seen in Altair’s hair. He was the Wicked Wizard of the Mountain no more. Laura wished that it had not taken a cross bolt through her husband’s shoulder to prove that.

The stores they had stockpiled at the fortress would be enough to see them through to the warmer months. Sir Morecambe had returned to Humberside Manor to brag to his neighbors that his daughter was now a Lady. After swearing oaths of fealty, the newly named MacDonald clan had returned to their coastal castle in peace. Nurse Mildred and Mistress Berenson slowly and steadily began to clean the cobwebs from the corners in the vast, echoing chambers. The Berenson men mortared the stonewalls until flurries of snowflakes blurred their vision.

Stephen and Andrew dragged a pine log up the mountain, placing a piece of the trunk in the laird’s bedchamber and then setting it ablaze.

Laura rubbed her hands together when she entered the room. “It’s so lovely and warm in here. I never thought it’s possible.”

For some reason, she was too shy to look at Altair. She had not lain with him since that one fateful night, and Nurse Mildred had kept close by before the ring was on the bride’s finger. To Laura, it felt as if her maidenhead was renewed, so apprehensive the passage of time had made her.

When he did not answer her, Laura looked around. Altair was standing by the bed, a glitter of humor in his eyes. “Me shoulder’s still a wee bit stiff, Wife. Be a dear and lend me a hand?” He was dressed in full Highland regalia for the winter weather. As she watched, he pulled the bonnet off his head and began to unpin the plaid draped over his shoulders. Her motherly instincts took over as she saw him struggle with the pin.

“Wait,” Laura moved towards the bed. “Sit down. It will be easier for me to reach you.” Gently taking the bonnet out of his hand, she laid in on the side table, next to the candleholder. They were face to face as Altair perched on the side of the bed.

“I could get used to this,” he joked as Laura began to undo the knotted ties around his neck and pull his shirt out of the belt.

“Hush,” Laura pretended to be strict. “It is my earnest prayer that you will heal quickly, Husband. Now that the entire countryside knows you are no longer a boogeyman and bloodsucking monster combined, we might get a few raiders banging on the door.” She knelt down to untie the boots from under his knees. After pulling them off, she removed the woolen stocks.

The only thing left was the belt holding his plaid to his body. Laura took a step back. It was to see where the buckle of the belt was sitting, but she ended up just staring at him.

Even with the red, welted scar etched next to his collarbone, Altair still had the most gorgeous body. Licking her lips, Laura could not resist running her fingers lightly over his chest. A little hum of appreciation came out of her mouth. “Mmm…”

“I’ll help ye along, Sonsie,” Altair grinned and moved his hand across his belt until he located the buckle. “If ye pull the end o’ the belt while I hold the buckle doon, we’ll have this plaid off me in a flash.”

Laura took a step back. Showing how skittish she was, she shook her head while nibbling on her thumbnail, her eyes wide with nervousness. “Maybe we should blow out the candle first. This is all too…too…”

“Sudden?” Altair hazarded a guess as he saw the familiar blush rise to her cheeks. “But I want to be able to see ye. If there’s art hanging on the wall, it would be a shame to keep it in the dark.”

Flinging herself over to the window, Laura stared into the darkness outside. “Why can’t I say wonderful compliments like that, Altair? When I try to think of a way to praise you, nothing comes to mind. I’m a dolt when it comes to romance.”

Instantly, he was off the bed and standing behind her. Laura nearly swooned with happiness when she felt him pull her close. “Sonsie, never compare yerself to an auld hand like me. I was writing poorly composed poems to chambermaids when ye were a twinkle in the sky.”

Facing him, she felt bolder. It seemed completely natural for her to reach up and lace her hands behind his neck. “You could never be old to me, Altair. I believe that neither of our stories began until we met. Therefore, we are the same age. Right here.”

She tapped his chest, right where his heart beat faster. Then they kissed. Altair respected her shyness. He barely kissed her at all. Laura felt a whisper of warm breath as his mouth traced the cushion of her lips. She could not stop herself from expressing how lovely it felt. “Mm,” she moaned softly again.

Picking her up in his arms with deceptive ease, Altair said in a teasing tone. “Mmm, indeed, Lady Sterling.”

Laura squeaked. “Altair! You will reopen the wound. Put me down.”

He laid her down gently on the bed, and she was mesmerized by the love-light in his eyes. Laura reveled in the sensation of being loved and lusted after at the same time. It had never happened to her before, and nor would it happen ever again in the future.

“Being close to ye is worth a few torn muscles, dinnae ye agree?”

Emboldened by his adoration, Laura took their lovemaking into her own hands. Sitting up, she hooked one finger into the belt of his plaid and pulled him down next to her. Then she straddled him at that sweet spot where she knew he would be able to feel the warmth between her thighs. She could not help writhing her hips around on him once or twice as she felt the iron hardness of his body underneath her.

“Your muscles seem to be working just fine, Husband,” Laura whispered in her best saucy voice. “And I have a few of my own that I want you to experience.”

He closed his eyes as if he were in exquisite pain. “Ah, ye enchantress! How can ye bring me to the brink o’ ecstasy with only a few words?”

Placing a finger on his mouth, Laura hushed him. “Don’t you dare. I have been dreaming about this for so long, I want it to last.”

Working her hands busily, she loosened the buckle before casting it aside onto the floor, where it fell on the threshed rushes. With infinite patience, Laura opened the plaid. Her fingers were shaking, and her breath came in short, sharp pants.

His body looked marvelous in the flickering candlelight. Part perfectly sculpted statue, part physically gifted human. And even though she knew he was no longer immortal, Altair’s face and body still held a certain magic for any woman, enough to tempt Laura’s body into pulsing, quivering desire.

She bent to kiss and stroke his chest, her lips pressing and rubbing to feel the warmth of his skin. Feeling his body respond as she straddled him, Laura gave him a squeeze with her thighs. “Not yet.”

“When?” he growled the single word in such a way that Laura understood how much he wanted her.

“Not yet,” she repeated firmly, taking great pleasure in being in control. Her kisses traveled down his rock-hard torso until she could no longer reach. Rolling off him, Laura stood next to the bed, summoned up all of her courage, and began to undress. They had no secrets between them, and her nakedness would be the final mystery to be revealed. Finally, she stood in front of him wearing only her shift gown.

“Remove that gown, Sonsie, so that I can see all o’ ye,” Altair insisted, “or must I humbly request ye do so, seeing as ye’re the one in control?”

She did as he asked, a lilting smile on her pretty rosebud mouth. Running her hands down her neck and then moving them slowly over the heavy globes of her breasts, Laura locked her eyes on her husband. She was intensely aware of how his body was reacting to the sight of her touching herself, so she continued to caress them, teasing the nipples into hard points.

It was natural to let her hands slide between her thighs. Remembering all those hot, lonely nights alone in her bed in Humberside, Laura used her finger to find the hard nub from whence stemmed all her pleasure.

This proved too much for her husband to stand. Giving a loud groan of frustration, Altair leaped off the bed and caught her around the waist. “If ye wanted to drive me insane with passion, sweetheart, consider yer job well done. Noo, come here!”

Pulling her onto the bed, this time, Altair made sure to be the one on top. At first, Laura giggled, but when she saw the fierce longing in his eyes, she was suddenly serious. This was the first time they lay naked together as husband and wife—and it was everything Laura wanted it to be. This time, there were no gritted teeth as she braced herself for the discomfort. When he entered her secret place, Laura knew the true meaning of ecstatic completion.

His rampant thrusts were slow, yet fulfilling. When he kissed her, she opened her lips to allow more of him to enter her, receiving him with eager, mounting lust. And when the undulation of their bodies got faster as their climax grew closer, Laura made sure to keep her eyes open so that she would be able to remember every moment of her honeymoon night with precise detail.

When he felt the pull of her body as the summit of her rapture approached, Altair could hold back no longer. Raking her fingernails down his back, Laura let wave after wave of utter bliss radiate through her body.

Only when they were spent did the couple fall away from one another. Laura could not put the experience into words, so she remained silent. This gave Altair the chance to lift the locket off her bosom and run the chain through his fingers.

“This is new. Where did ye get it?”

Stretching her body like a cat, Laura snuggled close to her husband. “The MacDonalds returned the box containing my mother’s trinkets. This locket was precious to my mother. It held a lock of my hair, but now it houses the talisman you gave me. The stone with the eagle etched onto it.”

Fumbling slightly, she lifted the chain off her neck and used her thumbnail to open the locket.

But the talisman stone was gone. The only substance inside was a fine, golden sand that blew away and disappeared the moment Laura touched it.

Far away, outside the window, an eagle cried to its mate.
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