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HIS FORBIDDEN DESIRE

His head jerked up. His eyes probed the
shadows. A woman’s graceful steps barely disturbed the stones, but
it was enough to announce her. He whipped his cowl up to cover his
head and hide his face in its shadows.

He moved to stand in the deep gloom where a
thin shaft of moonlight split the darkness in front of it. He would
see who hurried to him with such purpose in her stride.






HER SHAMEFUL SECRET

“Has Chief Broccin brought you here to speak
the vows this next morn?”

“Aye.” ‘Twas the truth, though she thought he
would be doing the asking—not the answering.

“Chief Broccin has said I would not have time
to talk with a priest before the ceremony, but I cannot marry with
such sin on my conscience.”

He heard Catalin take a quavering, deep
breath as she stared up at him, her eyes probing the gloom.

“Will you hear my confession?”
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CHAPTER 1

Raptor Castle, Scotland’s Border, 1128

“Make haste, Ranald, afore someone discovers
us.” Moridac staggered and near dropped the reins of his father’s
destrier when the great horse stamped and huffed. Blinking rapidly,
he wrapped the leather around his fist and held fast.

“All are sleeping off the feast, Moridac.
‘Tis a wonder they didna drown in the wine vats while celebrating
yer betrothal to Catalin.”

The massive double doors to the stables near
reached the ceiling, allowing room for a knight to ride through and
dismount inside. Only one door stood open. This morn’s sun was
still hiding behind the mountains to the east. The young men had
barely enough light to see the courtyard remained empty.

“Aye, but dinna tarry.”

Moridac, the elder of the twins by twenty
heartbeats, gave an explosive belch, staggered and near fell. The
startled horse jerked its head so high it lifted the young man off
his feet. Clutching its mane, he tried to steady himself.

“Do ye ken I canna fly through the air,
brother? Dinna let him move. I’ll make it next time.”

Moridac snorted in disbelief.

Ranald’s head was as heavy as if he wore a
helmet forged for a giant. He blinked, clearing his wavering
vision. Mayhap standing atop an upended barrel was not so wise?
Huh, mayhap it was. He couldn’t mount using stirrups, for his
unsteady legs refused to stop wobbling. The steed sidestepped
close. Seizing his chance, he leapt. His ballocks hit the saddle,
shooting pain clean up to his chest.

Humph! “Satan’s spawn!”

With one hand clutching his throbbing sex, he
fumbled for the reins his twin tossed at him. Triumphant laughter
burst from his throat.

He had achieved the forbidden: he would ride
Goliath, their father’s prized warhorse.

A loud groan signaled the second door
opening. Two dreaded shapes framed by the dim light outside,
appeared in the doorway. Blessed saints! Ranald had no need to see
who stood there. Angry shouting near shook the rafters.

“What means this? Ye drunken fool!” Chief
Broccin of Raptor Castle charged toward his sons, his right hand
uplifted clutching a whip.

Goliath snorted and threw his head about,
jerking the reins from Ranald’s hand. The horse’s angry stamp
bounced him around in the saddle near unseating him. He grabbed the
heavy black mane and clamped his long legs around the heaving
sides.

The horse had a mind of its own. Chief
Broccin barely jumped aside before Goliath made a leap through the
doorway. Angus, the stable master, slammed against the doorframe
then righted himself and ran after the beast.

He had no need, for Broccin’s whistle split
the air. Goliath skidded to a halt. Ranald flew over the horse’s
head to land in deep, wet mud left from last eve’s downpour.

The thud took his breath. The surprise near
sobered him.

His nose wrinkled with the rancid odor. The
mud tasted as rank as it smelled. He gagged and spat it from his
mouth. Had every bone in his body cracked like last morn’s eggs? He
giggled, picturing himself as a huge yellow-yoked egg, floating
atop the mud. Trying to get up on his knees, he slipped. Feeling
his father’s presence, his gaze traveled from naked toes planted
firmly in the mud, and up hairy, muscled calves’ sturdy as a block
of wood. He got no farther.

The whip whistled. Pain streaked Ranald’s
back.

“Ye drunken fool. Ye dared defy me and sat my
mount?”

Ranald gasped and tried to stand. His
father’s foot slammed him back into the mud. The whip whistled
again then struck. He barely had time to draw the next breath
before more blows landed. Chief Broccin cursed and ranted like a
brainsick man.

How many times had the whip struck? He
clamped his teeth tight and struggled to get a firm grip on the
land to fight his way out of the mud. A foot crashed into his hips,
knocking him to his left side, his back to his father.

“Nay, Father!”

From the sounds of it, Moridac’s shouted
protest earned him a forceful backhand.

The next lash caught Ranald’s right shoulder,
his forehead and cheek. To his shame, he screamed. Blows continued
to rain down on him. The agony in his face was worse than his back,
for the cold mud soothed it. Desperate, he tried to catch the whip,
to cover his face. His sire was too swift for him.

“My lord, ye’ll kill him,” Angus shouted.

“Broccin. Enough!”

‘Twas Domnall’s bellow. Footsteps thudded
across the ground. Sounds of scuffling followed and the beating
stopped.

Had he passed out for a short time? The next
thing he knew, he heard others talking.

“Dunk him in the horse trough afore ye carry
him to his room. I canna tend the poor lad’s wounds if they be
hidden by filth,” a woman’s shaky voice demanded.

Ranald could not bite back cries as brawny
arms grasped his legs and under his arms then lifted him. Each step
jarred his torn flesh. Soon icy water surrounded him.

“Hold yer breath, lad,” Domnall muttered.

It was enough warning before his head slid
beneath the water. He near drowned when unbelievable pain tore at
his face. He screamed again.
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“Dinna lie to me, Domnall. He is near death
and burns with fever. It has been days, yet he hasna spoken.”

Why was Moridac’s voice strange? Like he
choked on a sob? His twin was too much a man to cry. He hadn’t
since the fevers took their sweet mother five years before.

Ranald strained to hear Domnall’s answer but
couldn’t. Longing to be free of the pain and heat ravaging him, he
hoped his father’s commander said aye. Death would be a
blessing.

Heavy boots striking the floor announced his
sire’s baleful presence approaching the bed.

“He doesna even resemble a man. Turns my
stomach to look at him.”

“Through no fault of his own! ‘Tis your
handiwork.” Domnall’s footsteps came closer, as if to force Broccin
to move back from the bed.

“The fool deserved it. He should have
protected his face.”

“How? When you kicked him over? Gave him no
chance?”

His father snorted. Uncaring. His voice
sharpened.

“He fares no better. Joneta canna always stay
at his side. I grow tired of foul meals since my sister hasna had
time to instruct the cook. Put him in a cart and take him to Kelso
Abbey.”

“To move him now may well kill him!”

A muffled sound followed Domnall’s words.
Like his fisted hand striking his thigh in anger.

“‘Tis close enough. Monks from Selkirk have
settled there. I have heard talk of a healer skilled at treating
wounds. He is far more learned than Joneta.”

Did his father seek to rid himself of an
unwanted burden? Ranald sensed he leaned close again, perusing
him.

“Hmpf. He is of no use to me now. I know no
man desperate enough he would wed his daughter to such a horror.
Leave him at Kelso and return.”

Chief Broccin’s footsteps faded. The door
banged shut.

Ranald tried to find voice, but his body
would not respond. For all the power he had over it, he may as well
have been stone.

Ranald thought his suffering couldn’t be
worse.

He couldn’t be more wrong.


CHAPTER 2

Kelso Abbey, 1143

“Ho, there, Brother Ranald. ‘Tis good the sun
is hiding else yer pate would rival a lush apple. Why did yer sword
not greet me when the bell rang?”

Smiling, Raik of Castle Douglas strode toward
the monk kneeling in the dirt amongst medicinal herbs in the
Infirmary’s garden.

“What need have I of a sword, cousin? Ye know
full well I can lay ye flat without its use.” Ranald kept his head
bowed as he grasped the edge of his black cowl and pulled it to
shield his head. He leapt to his feet. “Besides, all know yer
pretty face and remember ye couldn’t knock over a wee kitten.”

“Aye, mayhap when last ye saw me. Take a
look, my friend.”

Raik wore naught but a kilt gathered around
his slender waist. Leather boots covered his feet. He stretched
strong arms out to the sides, his muscles bunching at his
shoulders, and turned slowly. The sun highlighted shining hair so
deep a brown it looked near black. Startling blue eyes that could
hold a person in a trance when they stared into them, laughed back
at Ranald when he completed his turn. His skin, browned from the
sun, was taut over a broad, muscled chest that tapered to a flat,
hard belly.

Ranald studied him, glad to find he looked
strong and healthy, though he didn’t like the dark circles under
troubled eyes that watched him in turn.

“Ye dinna look to need my care. Have ye been
plagued with the fevers again?”

“Nay.” Something flashed in Raik’s dark eyes
as he answered.

Uneasiness? Hesitation?

Raik huffed and reached out a big hand to
grasp the monk’s hood and toss it backward, revealing Ranald’s
ravaged face.

“What need have ye to hide from me?”

Ranald shrugged for answer. “Come, I must
check on Brother Mathias. He fell down the dormitory stairs when
coming to Matins this last night.” He strode through the garden
outside the Infirmary cloister. His long legs ate up the distance,
but Raik was not outpaced.

“Ah. So that is why pain lingers on yer face.
‘Tis that ye tried to hide.” Raik clasped him on the
shoulder and gave it a little shake. “How do ye stand it, Ranald?
All the anguish ye see when ye aid their healing? How do ye control
yer feelings?”

“Hsst. There are those here who know not of
my “problem.” I wouldna have them affrighted for naught.”

“I was not affrighted when ye tended me.”

“Hmpf. Ye say that now. Do ye not remember?
Ye didn’t know me. Ye seized my throat and held yer knife to it
whilst asking if I was the Angel of Death?”

Ranald had been careless that night they had
brought Raik to him so badly injured. In the struggle to save his
life, and needing light to see to the man’s wounds, he had merely
crooked his finger at the brace of candles, and they appeared at
his side. One hard look from his eyes and the unlit candles flamed.
He had not noticed his cowl had slipped, revealing the scarred face
of a man Raik believed dead years ago. ‘Twas no wonder he thought
Death had come for him.

Not wanting his cousin to know how very tired
he was, he squared his shoulders. He had not slept well of late.
Anguish had filled his soul for the past three sennights. He knew
not the cause of it, but he couldn’t shake it off.

“I dislike remembering what a fool I was.”
Raik sighed and looked away, ashamed.

“Come, I must wash before I go in.” Ranald
shrugged and led him to the lavatorium across the courtyard. They
stepped inside the long, vaulted room. Water fed by a nearby stream
ran in a raised smooth wooden trough down the length of the room; a
wide groove in the floor led outside to release water sloshed from
rinsing.

He threw off his black robe and bent over to
splash water on himself, before taking a gob of soap from a wooden
bowl. After scrubbing his hands and nails, he lathered his face and
torso then took a wooden bucket and upended the water over his
head.
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Raik scrutinized the man before him. Naked,
no one would have believed him a monk. He viewed a man in his prime
at thirty years. His undamaged left profile was toward Raik and
showed the same beauty as Moridac’s face. Not so the right
side.

Broccin’s whip had done much damage there,
for thick scars streaked it. One rose from his hairline down across
his right temple to his ear. Another from temple to jaw. A third
crossed them, slanting from his forehead, across his eye to the
side of his nostril. His brow forever looked as if he arched it in
question. The last mark was between his brows, across the bridge of
his nose, ending at the right corner of his lips.

Thick, black hair cut short in the monks’
way, rimmed his tonsure. A bold forehead with black brows rode
above eyes as dark as damson plums, that fruit that holds a hint of
some deep color other than true black. The pain in his soul
reflected in his eyes was made more startling by a proud nose
jutting above full, sensual lips and a dominating jaw.

Ranald was about Raik’s own height of
eighteen hands, and weighed mayhap thirteen stone. The man was
naught but hard muscle.

Nay, no monk’s body but one of a hardened
warrior. Raik shook his head. When would he get the courage to
speak on why he had sought Ranald out?

“How do ye do it, man? The water is cold as
melted snow. Even in the dead of summer, ‘tis icy in here.” Raik
handed Ranald a large drying cloth from those folded on a nearby
table.

“We dinna have the comforts of a heated bath.
Ye grow used to the cold.” Ranald reached for a clean robe hanging
nearby. The abbey Chamberlain had placed it there earlier, knowing
Ranald would have need of it. He rolled his soiled clothing and
drying cloth together and tossed it in a large bin.

“We are Tyronesian monks, not soft by any
means. We rotate hours of devotions and manual labor. Many are
skillful farmers, expert carpenters and smiths.” He nodded to Raik.
“Ye were too ill on yer last visit to observe anything but the
Infirmatorium. Several brothers are skillful in architecture and
drawing. Tis they who planned the beautiful lines of the buildings,
the openness of the Infirmary. Other than a few sturdy laborers, we
had no need of outside help to build the Abbey.”

He halted then corrected himself, “And King
David’s gold for supplies.”

He lengthened his stride, heading for the
Infirmary kitchen to order food prepared for his patients. Once
done, they entered the Infirmary Hall.

Windows aplenty brought in fresh air and
sunshine on cloudless days. Beds lined the walls, each standing
beside a window. At one end, men hale enough to take their meals
did so at a long table with chairs. A chapel at the east end
allowed them to have their devotions.

The sick and aged lived in comfort here. All
but one sat in the cloister outside to enjoy the sun and flowers.
His patient from last eve slept peacefully in the third bed, his
color normal, his breathing calm. Ranald’s palm cupped the aged
forehead, his fingers stroked over the lined cheeks, feeling for
heat. Finding none, tension eased in his neck.

Breaking the serenity of the quiet Infirmary,
a bell clanged in the distance, warning that someone sought
entrance. He listened for the pattern. Two rings spaced apart meant
a known and trusted visitor. Two bells with but an interval before
the next two indicated an unknown. The steady striking without
pause he heard now signaled urgency.

Ranald broke into a run, heading toward the
main gate. Raik’s boots striking the cobblestones behind him was a
welcome sound. He could use his cousin’s strong sword arm, should
he need it, for the knights who had lodged at the abbey last eve
had resumed their journey once they broke their fast at
sunrise.

He dodged the steady stream of workers and
monks, wood for scaffolding, barrows of stone, all needed in the
steady building of Kelso Abbey. Men dropped what they were doing to
look toward the iron gate.

Prior Godric stood framed in the arched stone
doorway of the newly finished Abbot House. Worry creased his
forehead, his hands stole inside the flowing sleeves of his
robe.

Brother Octavius, in charge of all weapons
brought within the abbey walls, waited with Ranald’s broadsword.
The young novice beside him grasped the reins of a prancing horse.
Ranald nodded, strapped on his weapon then vaulted onto the horse’s
back. A stout man, who had sought sanctuary at the abbey, ran
across the crowded courtyard to bring Raik’s mount and weapons. He
sported a flaming red beard that accented his frightened face. Once
he handed the weapons and reins to Raik, he scurried to hide
himself from sight.

As he watched Ranald, Raik raised his brows
and smiled.

“So, ‘tis true then? I should have known yer
muscle and brawn didn’t come from pulling weeds or working as a
carpenter. Ye are the Protector as well as the Infirmarian, as I
have heard?”

“Who else could? As ye saw from yer lengthy
stay before, we dinna lack for visiting warriors. They kept up my
knightly training after Father discarded me. Someone must protect
the meek and godly.”

“Brother Ranald! An army rides from the
forests beyond the village,” a portly monk shouted as he ran from
the bell tower.

“Could ye spy their crest?”

Ranald frowned. Who would approach the abbey
with so many men? Did they seek lodging? Nay, it was too early in
the day. And if they brought an injured man, they had no need of
such a force.

The monk’s eyes bulged, and he gulped before
speaking.

“A black banner with a centered yellow eagle.
Its talons are spread for the kill.”

Ranald stiffened. His father’s standard.

“Another standard bearer rides aside it.” The
monk glanced uneasily at Raik.

“Shite! The fools.” Raik growled the words
through tense jaws.

“Well?” Ranald’s eyes narrowed to mere slits.
Cold dread swept through him as he studied Raik’s face.

“A yellow gryphon upon a field of red, its
beak stretched wide in a screech,” the monk continued.

Ranald’s saddle creaked as he shifted to
contemplate Raik with hot speculation while waves of rage crashed
through him and threatened his tight control.

“Why has my father come with an army when he
has never set foot in this valley since sending me here? And why do
yer own men ride with him?”

“I am sorry, Ranald. Much has happened that
ye do not know of. They were to wait until I had time to apprise ye
of it. King David requested I bring my men. To assure no harm comes
to ye.” Raik’s fist struck his thigh, his lips tightened afore he
spoke again.

“Come. Ye must allow yer father entrance. He
will explain all.”

 



CHAPTER 3

Raptor Castle, three sennights earlier.

“Is not Moridac the most comely man in all of
Scotland?” Catalin wore a bright smile as she paced the carpeted
floor of her sleeping chamber. She glanced at her friend Letia, but
she could not keep the worry from her voice.

“Without doubt. Women on both sides of the
borders would sigh for a word from him,” Letia responded. She
looked hesitant to say more.

Catalin stopped to arrange items on her
dressing table, things already neatly placed there. She sighed and
chewed at her lower lip.

“Ye need not bide your tongue. Before I came
here, I heard the servants whispering of Moridac’s, uh, hunt
parties.”

She glanced at Letia before walking over to
smooth the bright green bed covers and pat the plump pillow.
Turning, she rubbed her arms and looked down at the tips of her
shoes peeping from beneath her blue kirtle. Thinking, she rocked
back and forth on her feet. They were no parties but a place where
young men gathered to drink in excess while tupping women carted
from nearby villages.

Letia, sitting beside the small hearth,
wrinkled her nose. “Aye. ‘Tis shameful, though it is hard to tell
how much truth there are to the tales.”

“I fear they are too true.” She cleared her
throat. “Two morns past, I was below in the orchard. An angry
villager was in the bailey yelling, claiming Moridac had ruined his
daughter.” She stopped, near fearful of repeating what she had
heard. “Chief Broccin laughed and threw him some coins. While the
man picked them up, Moridac’s father said something strange.”

“What was it?” Letia’s brows rose.

Catalin knotted her fingers together. Her
voice was so low Letia leaned forward. “He said the girl served as
a lusty filling between his son and him.”

Letia’s eyes widened. “I spoke to Warin of
these loathsome, um, excesses. He believes they will cease once you
are wed.” She looked down at her lap then up, her eyes filled with
sympathy. “If they do not, mayhap you can prevail on Raik to put an
end to them?”

“Aye. Moridac is always different around him.
Calm, even. And he does not drink overmuch when he’s here.”

“Good. Seek him out if there is a need.” She
rolled her brown eyes at Catalin. “Has Old Hannah spoken of the
marriage bed?”

Catalin blushed and tugged her right
earlobe.

“Uh-huh.” She darted a look at Letia then
buried her nose in pink gillyflowers amongst the floral arrangement
on the bedside table. Her voice floated out, muffled from the
petals. “At first, I didn’t believe what she told me. Until I
arrived here.”

“Why here? What changed your mind?”

Catalin plunked down in a chair next to
Letia.

“Moridac thrust me into a dark alcove last
eve.” Her face burned as if she sat too close to a flame. “When he
pressed me against the wall, I felt a hard bulge beneath his kilt.”
She squirmed in her seat. “He drew my hand to cover it.”

She cleared her throat, remembering how her
heart had thumped. “He whispered what he wanted to do. ‘Twas the
same as Old Hannah told me.”

Letia chuckled. “I am surprised a woman so
ancient would remember.”

Catalin giggled. “Her eyes near popped from
her head. Later that day, I saw her watching the castle steward’s
fine arse as he passed by her.”

Letia laughed aloud. “One is never too old to
enjoy thinking of bed sport.”

“Uh, Letia? Your Warin is a lordly man. He is
still comely even in his advanced years. But are you happy in your
marriage?”

“He is a gentle, loving man. I shudder to
think of living with some cruel man who would not hesitate to beat
me.”

“I love Moridac. Though, when I was but seven
years of age, ‘twas Ranald I pined for. Never will I forget hearing
a tumult in the bailey. It was the day after my betrothal to
Moridac. I stood on a chair to peer out the window opening.” She
shook in a violent shudder. “I saw Chief Broccin beating what I
believed was a dog on the muddy ground. Not until two men pulled
him away did I see it was a young man.”

“That was a terrible thing for a child to
witness.” Letia’s lips thinned. Eyes the color of dark earth wet
from a summer’s rain, frowned with displeasure.

“Worse yet was learning Ranald was that
bloody body they picked up and sloshed in the horse trough. When I
asked about him, no one would speak of it. Soon after, Chief
Broccin said he had died.”

“I have heard the same.” Letia watched
Catalin’s face. “Are you afeared of your new father-by-law?”

Catalin nodded. Her pulse pounded,
remembering how a year past he had glared at her and fisted his
hands in anger. He looked about to snap her head from her neck. All
because she had asked for a delay of her wedding vows as her father
lay dying.

“I would not care to cross him. I think his
fingers yearn to add my father’s riches to his coffers.”

They had no more chance to talk, for a heavy
fist rapped on the door.

“Come out, come out, sweet bride to be,”
Moridac’s deep, rich voice called, “else I must break down the door
and steal ye away.”

Her betrothed’s speech, usually crisp and
clear, was slurred. She glanced at Letia and noted a slight crease
between her brows.

“I am coming.” Catalin’s teeth worried her
lower lip. She ran her hand over her light blue kirtle, smoothing
any wrinkles from it. She had chosen the color to please Moridac,
because he oft claimed her eyes were the color of a clear summer
sky.

Before she could reach it, the door burst
open and Moridac swept her into his arms. His lips were about to
take hers when Letia cleared her throat. He took his time letting
Catalin free.

“Ah, not one but two lovely lasses.” Moridac
swept low in a dramatic bow. His rich, black hair brushed his
cheeks. “Such sweetness to the eye is like honey to the
tongue.”

Catalin rolled her eyes at him.

“Ye dinna believe me?” He grasped her hand
and brought it to his lips. His hot, wet tongue licked over the
palm. She yelped and snatched her hand back.

“Aye. Warm, sweet honey.”

Her body heated when his gaze probed the
cloth over her breasts. His eyes flashed with hunger and he wet his
lips when her nipples hardened and thrust shamefully against her
gown.

“Time enough for tasting after you say your
vows, Moridac.” Warin de Burgh stepped through the doorway and
smiled gently at his wife. “You must be hungered, love. You have
not eaten since last eve.”

“That I am. Come. Let us go below before Cook
sends someone to hunt us down.”

The baron smiled at his wife and motioned
Moridac to precede them with Catalin.

Guests had started arriving for the wedding.
After her father’s death, Chief Broccin had insisted they hold the
ceremony at Raptor Castle. As they descended the stairs, the din of
people milling about increased in volume.

Bright banners hung from every rafter above
the great hall. As each guest arrived, servants placed the man’s
standard on wall brackets, adding to the cheerful colors. In
between, picturesque tapestries done in vivid threads described the
family history. They gave the room a warm effect. Huge iron candle
branches stood every twenty paces, chasing the shadows into the
corners.

Servants had set up long trestle tables and
benches below the high table. Pewter plates, drinking horns and
pitchers of wine waited on white linen cloths. Clay vases of red
roses, lilies and rare white heather decorated the tables.
Everywhere Catalin looked, flowers appeared. She knew it was
Moridac’s doing.

He bent to murmur in her ear, “My lovely
Catalin, mine own sweet flower. The finest rose cannot rival the
beauty of yer lush, red lips. Mmm, or cheeks like the softest of
petals,” he added as his teeth nipped her ear. His tongue lapped
over it before he drew back.

Shivers shot to her core. Saints! Was it
wicked to feel such excitement? Far from being uneasy about her
marriage bed, she looked forward to it. Moridac had found frequent
opportunities to kiss and caress her. To her shame, she had
responded with eagerness.

Catalin felt anxious with everyone watching
her. Did they expect her to act differently because she was from
Northumbria? As they made their way to the high table, she saw no
familiar faces other than Baron de Burgh, Letia, and Moridac’s
family. She was thankful when Elyne, his young sister who had just
turned her seventeenth year, came over to hug her.

“Soon I will have a sister to aid me. These
lumps of clay that call themselves men are more fit for the
stable.” Elyne made a face and dodged Moridac, who reached to pinch
her arm. “None of that, brother. Ye wouldn’t like a horn of wine to
soil yer green tunic, now would ye?”

“Hm. Ye wouldn’t like to be dunked in the
wine vat yerself, would ye?”

Catalin waited uneasily, watching Chief
Broccin stalk over to them. His face wore its usual scowl. He
seemed to dislike laughter or light feelings whenever he was about,
for he never ceased to quell it.

“Take yer seats so we may begin the meal.” He
scraped back his chair and sat.

Moridac placed Catalin to his father’s left
then took the space beside her. She wished Letia was closer, but
she and the baron were to sit on the other side of Catalin’s new
father-by-law.

Her mouth watered when servants placed
steaming platters of roasted lamb basted with a mint sauce, roast
pork, honeyed poultry, roasted filets of whitefish and goose
covered with a sauce made from grapes on the table.

Moridac knew her preferences and grinned when
he placed the choicest morsels of pork in front of her. She
couldn’t help licking her lips. With just a slight motion of her
head toward the carrots flavored with honey, he filled the spaces
between her meats.

He waved a fistful of hot bread beneath her
nose and waggled his brows. She laughed aloud at his silly
expression. Broccin’s cold regard stifled her outburst.

Throughout the meal, her husband-to-be was
ever courtly, seeing she had the best of each serving and keeping
the chalice they shared filled with wine. By the time the sugared
fruits and pastries appeared, Catalin feared her stomach would
burst.

She jerked in surprise when Chief Broccin
blasted a belch worthy of a giant and rubbed his taught belly. As
if it were a signal, servants cleared the tables and the
entertainments began. A succession of performers took over the
center of the room.

Moridac twirled the wine chalice, making
Catalin fear it would upend at any time. He insisted she sip each
time he drank. Had she not eaten like a veritable pig, she feared
she would have been unable to steady herself when she stood to
retire.

As it was, her knees were none too firm when
she started up the stairs with the other women.
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Old Hannah awaited Catalin within her
bedchamber.

“You should be snug abed, not biding your
time in these big, drafty rooms, Hannah.” Catalin spoke slowly, for
her words did not sound right to her. She threw her arms around the
old woman and hugged her.

Hannah clucked her tongue and sniffed. “Too
much wine, lovey.”

She expected a scolding, but instead Hannah
shooed the servant away and helped Catalin prepare for bed. When
she stretched and found they had heated the bed with a warming pan,
she sighed with comfort.

“Thank you, Hannah. You have been like a
mother to me.”

“Then heed me, girl. Strong wine is for men.
It causes them enough trouble. You do not want to find what it
could cause a young lady. Sleep now.”

Hannah tucked the covers around Catalin’s
shoulders then, as she had done so many times before, gently
stroked her hand over the warm, curly hair spilling over the
pillow. She pinched out the candles before leaving to find her own
pallet in the room provided for personal servants.
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“Mmm,” Catalin sighed and snuggled deeper
against the glorious warmth. Had Hannah returned to warm her bed
again with heated stones?

Something tickled her cheek. She wriggled her
head. It stopped. For a moment. Then a warm tongue stroked her ear;
a cheek rubbed against her own. ‘Twas Sport? Had she not left her
father’s dog at Hunter Castle?

“What...?” It was far as she got, for a hand
clamped over her mouth.

“Shhh, love,” Moridac whispered in her
ear.

Of a sudden, she realized what caused the
splendid warmth. She stiffened. Stretched tight against her side
from head to toe was not a down filled coverlet, but hot, solid
man.

Not just a man. A very naked
man.

“My lord, you should not be here. You will
bring me shame.”

He tapped a finger on her lips and whispered,
“No one will ever know.”
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“You have slept overlong, sweetness. ‘Tis
time to rise.” Old Hannah bustled around the room, selecting
Catalin’s clothing for the day.

Catalin’s lids flew wide. Overlong? What did
she mean. She hadn’t slept late, had she? She sat up, winced, then
hoped Hannah had not seen. Sun glinted through the window. She
blinked, not believing it.

A servant scratched on the door before
entering with a pitcher of warmed water. Hannah placed it on the
corner table beside the basin, then smoothed a drying cloth near
it. Satisfied that all was ready, she came over to the bed and
waited until Catalin stood.

“The men were high in their cups when they
left for the hunt this morn. The scamp you are to marry celebrated
the night through at that lodge in the woods. He was in high
spirits when he came back at dawn. Took a lot of teasing, he did.”
Hannah poured water into the basin for Catalin to splash her face.
“Come along, young one.”

Catalin stiffened. Hannah was staring at her
thighs. She glanced down, horrified to see spots of blood. Now the
servant was looking at the sheets. They, too, had splatters of red
mingled in with some other strange stains. The bed had a musky
smell, too. She gulped.

“My courses must have come. I was not
prepared,” she stammered. Her heart dropped, seeing understanding
in Hannah’s face. She knew better. Catalin’s time never varied.
Hannah well knew what happened, judging from the tightening of her
lips.

“Aye. ‘Twas the same when your father
passed,” Hannah lied. She hurriedly stripped the bed and handed the
bundle of sheets to the servant.

Hannah latched the door behind her.

“Well, girl, let us hurry before anyone else
discovers this.”

“I’m sorry, Hannah. I should have resisted
him.” Catalin’s voice was faint with shame.

“Nay, child. The fault was his. Do not fret
overlong.” She lathered a separate cloth and scrubbed over
Catalin’s legs, while Catalin washed her face. “I do not doubt many
of the women under this castle’s roof were tupped before their
vows. Should he have made a baby, ‘twill not be known for the
wedding is but a day away.”

It was the fastest Catalin had ever dressed
in her life

She hurried down to the great hall. When
offered porridge and scones, she smiled and said she had already
broken her fast. She hoped no one could hear her stomach’s hungry
growl.

The thunder of hooves crossing the drawbridge
and clattering on the cobblestones distracted her from her
worries.

What were the men shouting? She raced to the
window, hoping to get a glimpse of Moridac. She did not see him for
all the men milling about. They jumped off their mounts and ran
toward a group gathered around the entrance.

Chief Broccin had ridden his mount to the
very steps. Why?

Hands reached up to him. Not to help him
dismount. To take something from his arms. She did not have to see
his white, strained face to know.

She gasped. The men carefully handled a
bloodstained body. Her heart slammed against her ribs.

Moridac!


CHAPTER 4

Back at Kelso Abbey

“Chief Broccin may approach, but dinna open
the gate. He will return at once from whence he came.” Ranald’s
lips thinned to a grim line. His dark, smoldering look revealed the
fury, the hatred, kept banked for so many years.

“Hear him out, Ranald.” Raik’s eyes filled
with sympathy for his cousin whose only wish was to be left
alone.

For several heartbeats, Ranald sat his mount
facing the Abbey gate, as still as if both man and horse were
stone. Finally, he shoved the cowl back from his head, for it would
interfere should he need to do battle. He did not mask his feelings
as he eyed Raik. He fought to control his anger, his emotions. For
if he did not, there was no telling what his temper could unleash.
He squared his shoulders, stilled all expression from his face and
watched the advancing army.

What need had they of so many numbers? A
fool’s question. Kelso was on the Scottish Border, and skirmishes
happened more often here. He should know. ‘Twas he who had the
caring of the broken bodies, the dying men.

His father was many things. Careless was not
one of them.

Ranald’s horse sidestepped, nervous, as
riders galloped toward them. They were close enough now that he
scanned the men’s faces, swept past Broccin, picked out his
father’s commander Domnall, the knights Fergus and Dubne.

His eyes continued their quest. A frown
gathered between his brows. Where was Moridac? He had felt his
presence much of late, even coming to him in his dreams. He would
recognize him, for he would be the exact image of himself. He
snorted in disgust. Aye. Like me. But then, not like
me.

Sick fear twisted ugly fingers around his
heart, dragging it to the pit of his stomach. He locked his mind
from it. An arrogant voice brought his thoughts back.

“See the gates opened, boy,” Broccin shouted,
his face ruddy with anger.

“Boy?” Ranald looked at each of the men
around him. “I see no boy, Chief Broccin. By yer own lips, that boy
died near ten and five years past. If mayhap ye address me, ye are
mistaken. I am Brother Ranald, Protector and Infirmarian of Kelso
Abbey. If ye wish entrance, ye, Lord Raik’s commander and yer own
may enter. All weapons must remain outside these walls, or else
surrendered upon entering. Armies are not welcome here. Yer
warriors must camp outside the gates.”

Broccin’s mouth dropped. Ranald spied
Domnall, riding beside his father, the corners of his lips
twitching though he pressed them together. No one in many years had
dared to dispute Chief Broccin.

Broccin, his eyes blazing, roared. “Open the
damned gates. I have orders from King David that concern yer sorry
arse.”

Ranald’s throaty snarl and the harsh rasp of
his sword leaving its sheath answered his father. Though all else
was still, wind began to stir and lift dirt and leaves into
ever-increasing circles in front of Ranald as his horse stamped
closer to the gate.

“Brother Ranald.”

Ranald felt Prior Godric’s serene presence
nearby and the soft tug on his frock. He looked down to find he
stood close.

“My son, allow Chief Broccin to enter.” The
prior fingered his cross, his eyes gentle with sympathy when they
looked into Ranald’s.

“Aye, Ranald. ‘Tis best to get it over with.
He’s not about to leave.”

Sweat trickled down Raik’s temple. His jaw
looked tense, too. What had he to fear? Ranald’s stomach churned in
dread.

He slapped his sword back into its scabbard
then nodded at the gatekeeper. The man’s hands shook so badly it
took several tries before he could free the lock and push the door
halfway open. Broccin shoved through and rode to the center of the
courtyard. He did not dismount in one smooth motion as was his
custom, but laboriously climbed from his saddle.

Ranald stayed by the gate until Raik’s two
men and Domnall entered, along with a man attired in the king’s
livery. Ranald nodded and the gate clanged shut again. He rode over
to where Brother Octavius waited and dismounted.

“After ye have secured their weapons, please
see the men outside are given ample water. Ask if anyone needs
aid.” Ranald spoke quietly to the monk who had worked with him for
the past five years. He handed his own sword to the young novice
beside him.

As he strode over to the group waiting in
front of the abbot’s house, he watched the prior greet his father.
His sire had not changed overmuch. Truth, his temples were gray and
bitterness had etched lines beside his lips. His eyes had dimmed
somewhat, no longer as piercing dark as before. He was tall, his
muscles lean...a body much like Ranald would have when age crept up
to meet him.

Raik stood, his posture stiff with
displeasure radiating from every inch of his body as he, too,
stared at Broccin.

The prior was a slight man below average
height, and he could not see over the warriors around him. When he
stood on the third step, his faded blue eyes found Ranald’s. A
delicate hand withdrew from the white sleeves to beckon him
forward.

“Come, Abbot Aymer awaits you all.” Prior
Godric motioned Chief Broccin, Raik and the king’s messenger to
follow him.

Ranald frowned. The abbot had expected this
visit? Why had he not warned him of it?

Raik strolled beside Ranald. Neither spoke as
they followed the prior through the arched doorway, down the south
arcade leading around the abbot’s cloister gardens.

The open bays that faced the cloister were
designed to look like huge arched windows with elaborate stonework
latticed in the opening. Ranald watched Broccin greedily assessing
everything, even gauging the wealth of the vaulted stone ceilings
with their intricately carved patterns.

The men’s boots striking the stone floor were
foreign to this soothing place. Ranald grimaced and peered out into
the cloister garden. At its center stood a marble fountain. Water
flowed from a pitcher held in the hands of a stone monk and
collected at the basin below. A bird fluttered to rest on the stone
shoulder, its wings spread wide to catch the sun’s rays. Benches
surrounded the basin.

Lush flower gardens decorated the big square.
He inhaled, enjoying the mixture of honeysuckle, roses, lavender,
sweet violets, hyssop—too many scents for him to separate.

How many nights had he sat here with Abbot
Aymer, his quiet words and prayers soothing Ranald’s soul? He
disliked his father seeing any of it.

Too soon, they reached the abbot’s private
offices. Sending a silent prayer for God to help him hold his
temper, Ranald steeled himself to relax. Whatever his father
wanted, he would have none of it.

Abbot Aymer waited patiently for everyone to
enter his study. Books lined each wall and a heavy carpet covered
the floor. Close to a large window stood a massive oak table,
cluttered with work. Beside it, a brace of candles sat unlit, for
the day was clear.

Prior Godric waited for everyone to take a
seat then motioned to a lay brother who stood in a corner with a
pitcher of wine and enough goblets for all. When he had served
everyone, he retired. Prior Godric stood beside the door, his hands
again thrust inside his sleeves. Ranald remained standing beside
the abbot’s chair, seeing to his protection.

“Mayhap you will tell me of your quest, Chief
Broccin,” Abbot Aymer started. He got no further before Broccin
interrupted.

“I have come for my son, nothing more.”
Broccin glowered around the room as he downed his wine.

“Your son is at Raptor Castle. You declared
his twin dead to you many years past. ‘Twas printed on the missive
attached to his litter when he arrived.” The abbot leaned back in
his chair and waited quietly.

“Dinna be a fool...”

Ranald was swift. He loomed threateningly
over his sire. “Do not speak in such a tone, else ye will find
yerself outside the gate.” His tone was quiet. Deadly quiet. Only a
fool would not have heeded the threat in it.

Broccin bolted up. His face turned purple,
his eyes bulged in instant anger.

“Ye dare threaten yer father?” He shoved
Ranald hard, thinking to knock him to the stones as he had so many
times in the past.

Raik’s man shot to his feet, ready to
intervene should Ranald have need of it. He did not.

Ranald hadn’t budged; he hadn’t swayed.
Broccin may as well have shoved a carved statue. Instead, a force
pushed the Chief backward until the backs of his legs brushed his
chair. He looked startled, for Ranald had not touched him.

When Broccin sat, Raik’s man quietly resumed
his seat.

“Please, Brother Ranald. I take no offense.
Come. Stand beside me again.”

Ranald reluctantly did as the abbot asked,
though he did not relax his guard.

“Chief Broccin, be good enough to explain why
you wish Brother Ranald to come to Raptor Castle. Is it for some
family ceremony ye wish him to officiate?”

Broccin snorted. “Aye. A ceremony. ‘Tis for a
wedding.”

“And whose wedding would this be?” The abbot
tilted his head, curious as to why he would need one of his
monks.

“His own.” Broccin glared at Ranald and sat
back in his chair.

“What? Are ye daft? I canna marry. If ye want
heirs for Raptor Castle, Moridac will provide them.” Ranald watched
his father like he was a strange, talking creature.

“Moridac is dead.”

Ranald’s hands fisted, his nails cutting into
his palms as he leaned forward and braced himself on the edge of
the desk. Pain shot through him hearing the words scream through
his head. The doors burst open and slammed shut with a sharp bang
while shutters beat against window openings then stilled. He
couldn’t control his grief much less rein in the turmoil it
created.

He should have known. ‘Twas why he had felt
Moridac’s presence these past weeks. He had thought ‘twas because
his twin still mourned for his lost brother. But nay. ‘Twas Moridac
trying to tell him he was gone.

The abbot gripped Ranald’s hand and held
tight, sending comfort. Broccin, Domnall and the king’s man looked
around them, puzzling what had caused the sudden chaos. Not Raik,
the abbot or prior, though. Ranald straightened and locked his body
rigid. He refused to show any feelings. His father would feed on
it.

“He died, and ‘tis yer fault.” Broccin’s
voice grew to a shout. “Ye should have been there to heal him the
way ‘tis rumored ye do here.”

“How could I have been? Ye are the one who
abandoned me here, telling one and all I no longer lived.” Ranald
flinched and longed to be alone to grieve.

“What happened to your son, Chief Broccin? I
had heard he was a healthy, strong man. Like his brother.” The
abbot strove to quiet the anger sizzling in the air.

“A hunt. Just a day afore his vows were to be
said. He died in my arms three sennights ago.”

Ranald was shocked to see tears dampen his
father’s lashes. Hurt filled him, for his sire had shown neither a
look of sadness nor regret when he had lain near death.

“I am sorrowed by my brother’s death.” A
dull, empty ached gnawed at his heart knowing his hopes of one day
seeing Moridac walking through the abbey entrance was forever a
lost dream. “I will say prayers daily for his soul.”

“I don’t want yer prayers. I want yer body at
Raptor’s church to wed Catalin of Hunter Castle. She was set to
marry my son, and my son she will marry, though not the one she
lusted after. Ye will return with me.”

Ranald looked at Raik, and from his
apologetic expression, he knew there was more to it. For what
reason did King David send Raik as his protector?

“I canna marry. I am a monk. Dinna
ye ken? I have taken vows of celibacy.” Ranald spoke slowly, as if
instructing a child.

“Aye. Ye took vows. They are broken now.”
Broccin smirked when he said it.

“I have broken no vow.”

“Ye had no need. I must have heirs for Raptor
Castle. Ye will provide them. Ye are no longer a monk.” Broccin
snorted. “Have not been for the sennight it took the missives to
reach me.”

Ranald’s lip curled with disgust looking at
his father. Was the man brainsick? Then he remembered Raik’s
mention of King David and turned to him with raised brows.

“By what means is this?”

“Since Chief Broccin has no other sons, if he
dies, the title devolves to you. Raptor Castle is vital to the
safety of Scotland.” Raik cleared his throat. “A castle without a
lord is fair prey for a siege. King David does not want it to
change hands. He petitioned the Pope. With ample incentive, the
Pope granted a special dispensation.”

Raik nodded to the king’s representative, who
laid a sealed parchment at the abbot’s hand.

Everyone stilled as the abbot broke the seal
and unrolled it. He smoothed it out on the desk and leaned forward,
as close as he could get his failing eyes to the words.

Ranald’s stomach churned, hoping there was
some flaw the saintly man could find. His hopes dimmed when sad
eyes peered up as he thrust the parchment at him.

His world of peace descended into the chaos
of Hell. All in the time it took to read the Latin written
there.

This was his home. His work was here. His
peace was here. He wouldn’t leave.

Slapping his hand atop the parchment, he
straightened. “I may no longer be a monk, but I choose to remain
here. If King David fears for Raptor Castle, let him appoint
another lord. I dinna want it. I willna take it.”

“Fool,” Chief Broccin shouted. “Whether ye
like it or no, ye’ll go. I thought ye’d be stubborn. ‘Tis why an
army awaits outside the gates. Return with me, else I’ll raze this
abbey to the ground.”

Raik and his man bounded to their feet, along
with the king’s representative. Prior Godric hurried to stand on
the other side of the abbot.

“I will not allow it, Chief Broccin.” Raik
ground out the words between clenched teeth.

“Mayhap ye will try. Do ye forget? We
outnumber ye. How much damage, how many lives will bleed their last
in trying to thwart me?”

The abbot stood, his hands upraised.

“Enough. We will settle this quietly, with
the dignity God’s house deserves.” He rang a small gold-plaited
bell setting on the corner of his desk. A novice immediately
appeared.

“Please show these men to their quarters for
the evening.” He turned to them and smiled. “When it is time,
someone will come to direct you to the dining hall. After lauds on
the next sunrise, Ranald and I will give you our answer.”

The prior opened the door wide. He and Raik
hung back, making sure Broccin exited without causing any
additional problems. Before Raik left the room, he turned to
Ranald.

“I am sorry, cousin. I was to be given time
to talk to ye and Abbot Aymer. Chief Broccin was not to arrive
until two days hence. I should have known he would do something
rash.”

Ranald, his mind burning with emotions,
nodded then turned away. The door quietly closed behind him.


CHAPTER 5

Cold seeped through to Ranald’s bones. He
ignored it. His body ached; his muscles screamed. Stretched wide
like a human cross on the chilly marble, he paid no heed. His
forehead pressed hard onto unyielding stone, he prayed into the
night. Through each liturgy of the hours, all within Kelso Abbey
prayed with him. For him.

His heart filled with dread of leaving this
place. Within Kelso, he could subdue his demons. He did not want to
join the secular world. Doing so, how could he keep from becoming a
beast like his sire? Or a slave to pleasure like he had learned his
brother had become?

Aye, visitors had carried stories of Moridac.
They had not known they spoke of the monk’s brother. He knew of
Moridac’s drunken orgies held at a hunting lodge deep in the
forest. And of his brutal fighting and cruelty.

Broccin thought he had stilled the talk, but
men spoke of Moridac’s eyes gleaming, his lips spread in a smile
when he fought to the death. Over trivial things that meant nothing
to him. He seized every chance to prove he was his father’s
son.

Though Ranald knew of these things, he still
loved Moridac as his twin had been when last he saw him. Nothing
could change that. What could change was himself, given enough time
in that outside world with Broccin. It was his greatest fear.

The abbot and he had talked into the night.
He knew he could defy his father, wanted to, even. But Broccin
would wreak havoc in a few short hours should Ranald resist. And he
must not defy an order from King David.

He had checked one last time on the
Infirmary. Prior Godric, with Ranald’s advice, had assigned the
young monk who had worked the longest with him taking care of the
sick and injured to become the next Infirmarian. The prior assured
Ranald he would send word to him should they at any time need his
help.

Footsteps drew near. It was time to rise.

He pressed his ruined cheek to the floor’s
coldness and tightened his body. It was as if he hugged the stones
he had knelt upon too many times in the past to count.

A soothing hand brushed his temple. “My son,
the time draws near for you to ride.” Abbot Aymer waited while
Ranald rose to his knees, crossed himself and stood.
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When he walked out into the fog-filled
courtyard, Broccin, Raik and the others already sat their mounts.
Domnall held tight to a magnificent black horse’s bridle. The horse
stamped, threw his head about and tried to rear as Domnall led
him.

“Moridac oft said this horse was too much for
him. He believed you would have tamed him, had you lived. He didna
ken you were here at Kelso,” Domnall said.

Broccin rode over, a smirk on his face.

“Meet Satan’s Spawn. Yer brother named him. A
fitting mount to make a fool of a man who spent his night sprawled
like a dead raven in front of an altar. No doubt ye’ll be
splattered on the cobblestones once ye mount.”

Ranald let the words flow through the air,
ignoring them. Brother Octavius handed him the belt, sword and
scabbard given to Brother Ranald by a grateful knight. He fastened
them around his waist before turning to kneel and kiss Abbot
Aymer’s ring. He took one last look around and blinked, seeing all
the monks and laymen gathered there to see him off.

He cleared his throat, took hold of Satan’s
bridle and murmured to the horse. The beast jerked and strained.
Ranald, his muscles rippling in his arms, kept him still. Again and
again, he stroked down the shiny black head and long neck then
rubbed between the beast’s eyes, all the time talking and soothing
him. Bit by bit, Satan quieted. He danced one last sidestep, shook
his head to show he had the last word then stilled.

Broccin’s jaw went slack when Ranald gained
the saddle in a flash. Satan reared. Ranald did not budge. His firm
hands and legs let the horse know the man was master, not the
beast. Satan again stamped up and down with his forelegs. Ranald
ignored him.

Each maneuver the horse tried, Ranald
countered, until it shook and snorted then threw its head up and
pranced. Regal. Proud. As if he deemed the black-robed man on his
back worthy of him.

“Cover yer face. ‘Tis as unsightly as the day
I sent ye here.”

“Nay, Broccin. Ye dinna like the design ye
created? ‘Tis a shame. Ye worked so hard at it.”

“Yer fault. In yer drunken state, ye could
have ruined a fine stead.”

“Ah, yes. Yer mount was far more valuable
than yer son. There is another problem ye are forgetting.” Ranald’s
cold regard made Broccin twitch.

“What?”

“Are ye not afeared Moridac’s bride will bolt
with one look at her new husband-to-be?”

“’Tis yer problem—not mine. Mayhap ye should
blindfold her afore ye ram betwixt her legs.” Broccin’s laughter
rang out as he rode toward the men waiting in the field beyond.

With Domnall riding beside him, Ranald led
Satan through the opened gate and stopped. He twisted around, his
hand rising in a farewell gesture to the men who ran behind them,
waving.

Chief Broccin waited at the head of the long
line of warriors facing them. Raik and the king’s man were behind
him.

“Take your place, Ranald.” Domnall motioned
with his chin for him to pull alongside the waiting Chief
Broccin.

Ranald cantered over, knowing whether he
liked it or no, he must show the warriors of Raptor Castle that he
took his rightful place as their lord’s heir. He drew in beside the
man he despised, expecting to hear more hate spewing from his
lips.

Instead, Broccin pulled a folded banner from
inside the neck of his tunic and shook it out. Two shiny black
eagles flew on a field of yellow; a red bar diagonally divided it.
A waiting squire attached it to his pole and bobbed his head at
Ranald, before pulling even with the other standard-bearers, their
colorful banners cracking in a stiff breeze.

“‘Twas his design,” Broccin
muttered. “He said ‘twas for the two of ye separated by death.
Should have been yer death. Not his.” Broccin kicked his mount into
action, heading for Raptor Castle.
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“I know no more than you, Letia.” At Raptor
Castle, Catalin wrung her hands and paced back and forth at the
foot of her bed.

“Moridac’s twin Ranald has lived at Kelso
Abbey all this time? I cannot understand why Chief Broccin said he
died so many years ago.”

Catalin blinked, clearing her eyes of the
smoke from candles lit around every corner of the room. Since
Moridac’s death, she could not stand the gloom on cloudy days.

“Aye. ‘Tis what he claimed. It does not seem
right that a man would declare his son dead if he was not. I fear
some terrible secret lies behind it.”

Catalin’s stomach heaved. She forced it back.
‘Twas worry and fear that caused it.

“Letia, did he give any hint about Ranald
when he sent notice to you?”

“Nay. His missive bidding our return took us
by surprise. He said only that he wanted ample witnesses for a
wedding betwixt his long absent son and you.”

Hannah, ever close of late, brought a cold
cloth and wiped Catalin’s face. “You should eat more, child.”

“I cannot keep it down. Every time I start to
eat, Chief Broccin watches me with a strange look of glee. I fear
he is brainsick.”

“More likely too much wine.” Letia grimaced
with disgust and ran angry fingers through her dark brown
curls.

“Late on the night before last, I heard the
grinding of the portcullis rising. Mayhap twenty warriors escorted
a messenger from King David.”

Catalin pressed the cold cloth to her face
and breathed in the soothing lavender oil Hannah had sprinkled on
it.

“Could you make out who led the escort?”

“Nay. It was too dark. But before dawn even
lightened the sky, Chief Broccin hammered on my door with his sword
hilt.” Catalin moved the cloth to her neck. “Afore I could don my
robe, he burst in and announced there was to be a wedding. In three
days. He was going to fetch his son. He waggled his finger at me
and laughed. I think he had been in his cups all night. A short
time later, he rode out with a large company of warriors.”

“When we arrived, Warin was surprised to see
he had left behind only men enough to patrol the walls.”

“Aye.” Catalin increased her pacing, worry in
each footstep. ”If he rode to fetch his son, why would he need an
army?”

Letia shook her head, as puzzled as her
friend.

Even as she did so, a bagpipe announced an
arrival. Catalin and Letia ran to gape out the window as Chief
Broccin’s army approached the castle gates. The barbican guards
ordered the drawbridge lowered, the portcullis raised. Their chains
screeched in the evening air.

They watched the men thundering into the
bailey. As they approached, Catalin’s heart rang in her ears. Which
man was Ranald? Surely, she would recognize him. When she last saw
him, he was Moridac’s mirror image.

“Moridac’s standard flies. I see it. But
where is Ranald?” Catalin rubbed her eyes and leaned further out
the window to study the faces milling below.

“It is too dark to make him out,” Letia
decided. “They have not lit the torches for the evening.”

“A monk rides alongside Chief Broccin. Do you
think he comes to perform the vows?”

Catalin was secretly pleased, for she had
much to confess. She did not want to speak of it to the priest here
at Raptor Castle. The man seemed much afeared of the castle’s lord.
No doubt, should Chief Broccin ask, the priest would tell all.

“Oh, Catalin. Is Ranald the knight riding
alongside Sir Domnall? I can see no more than part of his face
beneath his helmet. It is most comely.”

“Nay...” She stared and finally made out the
face. “’Tis Raik, Ranald’s cousin. We must have missed him.”
Catalin shivered and pulled her light robe across her chest.

“Why would his father not give you a day or
two to meet each other? To have a wedding the day after he arrives
seems hasty.” Letia frowned, but seeing how upset Catalin appeared,
went over and hugged her.

“Time enough on the morrow to see your
husband.” Hannah urged them away from the window and pulled the
shutters closed.

A maid scratched at the door, guarding a
candle’s flames when Hannah opened it.

“Baron de Burgh said I was to see ye to yer
bed, my lady, and to tell ye he would be late,” she told Letia.

Letia held a dainty hand to cover her mouth
and yawned.

“Do not fret, Catalin. After all, the two
were twins. I’m sure you will see no difference between them when
you meet.” Letia crossed to the open door. “Rest well and do not
worry.”

o0o

Catalin sat on the side of the bed, her feet
dangling above the floor. She ran a hand through her tousled hair.
Her eyes burned for sleep yet it would not come. She slid off the
bed. Her toes gripped the rug, enjoying the feel as she walked over
to take a cloak off the wall peg. She slid her feet into her shoes
then bent over to pull the ties tight.

One hand on the wall steadied her as she
crept down the back stairwell. Mayhap if she sat in the gardens for
a short time, she could relax her fears and sleep. She eased the
door open and slipped out into the night. Rounding the side of the
keep, she headed for the terraced gardens.

The sweet perfume of roses drifted with the
night air. That Raptor Castle boasted such a lovely display of
flowers startled most visitors. Catalin was used to it. The lord’s
sister Joneta was responsible. She was so unlike her brother. He
was rude. Uncouth, even. Lady Joneta was quiet. Gentle. She oft
looked at him as if she puzzled over what he did.

Catalin looked up at the cloud-wrapped sky
and took a deep breath. Gravel crunched beneath a heavy foot.
Startled, she looked toward the sound. A cloud drifted away from
the moon, letting enough light filtering through an apple tree’s
leaves for her to see a robed man stood beneath it, his hands
clasped something dark close to his chest, yet he seemed in prayer,
his head bent.

A tonsure. It was the monk who had ridden
beside Chief Broccin. Relief flooded her. Since the night Moridac
had come to her bed, she had yearned to confess her sin. God would
surely punish such a misdeed. Had that been why he had taken
Moridac from her? How could she speak her vows on the morrow with
such a weight on her chest?

She hurried down the path, afeared the monk
would fade into the darkness before she had chance to speak with
him.






Ranald sought peace in the garden, walking
beneath the swaying branches of the trees, the rustling leaves
giving voice to the slight wind. He had prayed long over his
brother’s tomb, had begged God to forgive Moridac of his sins. He
prayed to Moridac, too, told him how he regretted he had no chance
to be here with him, to mayhap help him. And if he could not, to
ease him from this life. His tears had mingled with his words. His
throat still ached with wanting to sob like some weakling of a
woman.

His head jerked up. His eyes probed the
shadows. A woman’s graceful steps barely disturbed the stones, but
it was enough to announce her. He whipped his cowl up to cover his
head and hide his face in its shadows.

He moved to stand in the deep gloom where a
thin shaft of moonlight split the darkness in front of it. He would
see who hurried to him with such purpose in her stride.

“Please, I could not sleep. May I speak with
you, Brother?”

He recognized Catalin at once, though she had
changed much since last he saw her. Not everything, though. Some
things had stayed the same. Curly hair the shade of a fading red
sunset was as unruly as when she had skipped and scampered across
the bailey, chasing first one piglet then another, trying to catch
the squealing babies. Freckles trailed a path across her cheeks,
crossing over a dainty nose. Her lips were full, pink, even in this
gloom.

What had changed most was her spindly body.
She had been all arms and legs beneath her flapping gowns. Now, her
face looked pleasingly round, hinting that her body was no longer
skinny but plump.

“...talk to a priest...Moridac...confess.” He
startled, realizing Catalin had been speaking, though he had heard
little other than his brother’s name.

“I am sorry, mistress. What is it ye wish
from me?” ‘Twas easy to look down at her, yet keep his face
hidden.

“Has Chief Broccin brought you here to speak
the vows this next morn?”

“Aye.”

‘Twas the truth, though she thought he would
be doing the asking—not the answering.

“Chief Broccin has said I would not have time
to talk with a priest before the ceremony, but I cannot marry with
such sin on my conscience.”

He heard Catalin take a quavering, deep
breath as she stared up at him, her eyes probing the gloom.

“Will you hear my confession?”


CHAPTER 6

Ranald gave thanks the clouds again hid the
moon, for could she see, she would note his alarm. That she wanted
to confess didn’t surprise him. Most brides did so before they were
to wed. What had she said about Moridac? About sin? He
shuddered.

“My child, I canna hear your confession. ‘Tis
the dead of night.” A lame excuse, but it was all he could think of
at the time.

“I do not understand.”

“Confessions should be made in the
confessional, not amongst the apple trees.” She would never believe
such a thing. Most castle chapels did not have the small enclosed
stalls.

“Is it not more fitting? Amongst all God has
created, not closed within something built by man?”

Nay, Catalin had not changed overmuch. She
was still stubborn and ready to argue, even with a man of God. Ah.
But he was no longer a man of God. He had only to tell her the
truth.

But not all of it.

“Aye, I believe God would prefer the outdoors
as His house. I am sorry, Lady, but I canna help you. Just this
last day, I was told by my abbot I could no longer hear
confessions.”

Catalin stilled. He could see her mind
examine all her knowledge, seeking a reason for such a thing. Her
look kept darting to Moridac’s black hunting shirt clasped in his
hand. No doubt, she caught his brother’s scent that still lingered
there, a scent they had shared. Juniper and spice.

“Oh.”

She shifted from one foot to the next. Her
head bobbed up. Her eyes tried to pierce the darkness.

“You have committed a sin? What offense is so
great? You did not take a life else Chief Broccin would not bring
you here. The next worse is breaking your vow of...” Her voice
trailed off.

He had no need of light to see her blush.
‘Twas clear the vow she decided was so forbidden to break was
celibacy.

Her head shot back down. A playful breeze
bared Ranald’s toes. She tilted her head and stared. His toes bent,
gripping the grass. He smoothed his hand down his robes, covering
them. ‘Twas foolish of him to feel exposed.

“Mayhap ye should seek yer bed, Lady, afore
someone notes ye are gone?

“Aye.” She nodded and halfway turned then
twisted back. “‘Tis his shirt,” she blurted.

“Aye.”

“What are you doing with it?”

“I sought to pray for Moridac’s soul. Having
his shirt aids me to feel close to him as I pray.”

His hand tightened around it, pressing it to
his chest.

Catalin remained silent, mulling his words
over while her eyes probed the shadows. Finally, she gave a brief
nod.

“I am pleased you are here. And about your
vows? Mayhap it is strange, but ‘tis a comfort knowing someone such
as you also has a shameful secret.”

When she twirled to leave, sweet violets
scented the air. Ah. He breathed deep, surprised. Even as a young
child, she had smelled of violets. It had been many long years
since he had known a woman’s scent.

Long after she disappeared in the night, one
thought chased another through his head. She was an innocent.
Wasn’t she? What could she have done that she thought so
shameful?

He would know afore too many moons. Catalin
had never been able to keep a secret.

Footsteps behind him signaled another visitor
to the gardens, but this time, it was an expected footfall. Without
turning, he spoke into the night.

“Raik, come walk with me to the tanner’s
hut.” He turned, his shoulders set, his back straight. He had made
a decision the moment he had spied Catalin.

“What do ye need there? ‘Tis not long afore
the dawn. Ye took no rest last eve and have yet to seek yer
bed.”

“I would have him fashion a mask to spare
Catalin my hideous sight.”

“Hideous? There is naught hideous about yer
scars. Harsh, aye. But hideous? Never.” Raik’s fists clenched. “My
uncle does not speak truth about it. I would say he has forever
envied ye as the boy and man he has never been.”

Ranald shrugged, little caring what his sire
thought of him. His own fingertips confirmed the stark contrast
from one side of his face to the other.

After waking the tanner, it took a short time
for that good man to come up with an idea for a mask. He sent his
son to fetch the armorer. Between the two, they formed a metal
frame for the mask. Once they fitted it to the contours of Ranald’s
face, the tanner would cover it with black leather cut from the
ample bottom of Moridac’s hunting shirt. The men promised to have
the finished mask ready for him by first light.

Ranald and Raik slipped inside the keep and
made their way to Moridac’s room to seek what sleep they could. An
overlarge bed stood against the far wall. Wind rattled the shutters
of the large window beside it. Ranald strode over to enjoy the
first raindrops on his face, before closing the shutters and
latching them. The room boasted an ample fireplace with peat
stacked ready to light. A table with two chairs stood nearby.
Closely woven woolen rugs covered the floor, but fur rugs lay
beside the bed and in front of the fireplace.

Ranald turned, a slight frown creasing his
brows. Pegs on the walls held two cloaks, one black, the other red.
Red? His brow shot up and he looked at Raik.

“Aye, Moridac had a love for the comforts of
life. I believe ye will find all manner of garments within the
clothing chest.” Raik’s hand lifted to gesture toward a heavy chest
at the right of the doorway.

Lifting the lid, Ranald looked down at the
many tunics, breeches and shirts folded there. Moridac must have
been fonder of formfitting attire than the kilt. To be truthful,
what surprised him most was that his brother had seemingly been
enamored of comfort and fine cloth.

Ranald’s hand smoothed down the heavy linen
of his black monk’s robe. His brother would have been most
uncomfortable in such a simple garment.

“Well, now, seeing such an array, ye will
have no need to go with a bare arse to yer wedding.” Raik
chuckled.

“Nay.” All desire for sleep deserted Ranald.
He prowled around the room, missing the nightly routine of Kelso.
“My brother had more clothing in this one chest than I have seen in
all these many years.”

“Ye know not what to do with yerself, do ye,
my friend?”

Raik’s quiet remark eased the tension in
Ranald’s shoulders. His sigh was long and breathy.

“Aye. It will be long afore I learn to sleep
as a man, not a monk. I am too used to short bits of slumber
between services.” He paced from the window to the door. If he had
hair where there was now a tonsure, his fingers would have plowed
through it. “Dinna mind me. Seek yer own rest. I will sleep when I
find ease.”

Raik nodded understanding and after
undressing, settled his big body on the bed they would share for
the night. Ranald was grateful that Raik knew he needed time
alone.

Soon, soft snores signaled a deep sleep. He
opened the shutters and knelt, his thoughts in turmoil. His head
bent, his forehead rested on his clasped hands. He silently prayed.
Seeing Catalin tonight had brought a long-fought reaction to his
body, one ye had tried to conquer over the years.

What manner of man was he, that a woman’s
scent could draw him so quickly? Not even a sennight from the
monastery, yet he felt himself already changed. He knelt there in
the moonlight streaming in from a cleared sky and prayed he would
not become like his brutal father, nor as lusty as Moridac.

He finally eased into bed. ‘Twould not be
long before dawn. He had promised the castle’s priest Father Martin
that he would chant the psalms of Matins when the sun began to
rise. The priest’s voice was hoarse, and if overused, chances are
he would not be able to speak the wedding service. To Ranald’s
shame, he held a glimmer of hope that it would be so.
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Catalin rose before dawn, surprising Hannah
when she came to wake her. Dressed in a simple green kirtle and
covered with a brown woolen cloak, she hurried up the stairwell to
attend mass. The chapel was in the east tower where the sun’s
glorious rise greeted it.

Rays of light glinted through gems embedded
in the cross hanging before the arched window. Colorful rays danced
in every direction, adding to the beauty of an already sumptuous
room. Did Broccin think to bribe God by giving prayer in such
beauty? She stopped thinking on it, wanting, no needing, time to
pray for forgiveness and hopefully bring peace to her mind.

Letia no sooner eased in beside her and knelt
in prayer than a beautiful, strong voice chanting the liturgy came
from the altar. Soft murmurs spread around the chapel. Letia’s
Warin leaned toward his wife and whispered, and she in turn inched
close to Catalin.

“Warin has heard this done in his travels
afore, but always in Rome. It is called plainsong,” Letia
whispered.

Catalin peeked above her clasped fingers,
searching for its source. Only Father Martin stood there, his head
bowed, silent.

“Where is the priest? I see no one but Father
Martin,” Catalin whispered back.

Letia shrugged, and she too looked around
then nodded toward a screen placed at the left of the altar.

The sound of the deep voice, each melodic
word precise, hastened Catalin’s heartbeat. What manner of priest
could have such an earthy tone? One that troubadours would envy?
She gasped. The priest from the garden. So tightly did she grasp
her hands together, her nails dug into her flesh.

Heaven help her. She was truly lost. Never to
be saved.

How could God forgive her now? Last night had
added more sin to her already burdened soul, for her body had
quivered when she drew close to the monk and caught his scent.
Moridac’s shirt and this disgraced monk smelled much alike. Now,
his voice called to her senses.

“Have you seen Ranald?”

Letia’s whisper barely disturbed the soft
hair around Catalin’s ear. She peered through her lashes thinking
to see the man she was to wed. No. Nowhere in sight. Then her head
sprang upright. Why did Ranald not appear at service? Shameless,
her gaze roved over the small chapel. No, she saw only those men
she knew or had seen last eve.

“Nay. How can he care so little for his faith
that he does not deign to attend?”

Her sharp whisper drew Chief Broccin’s
baleful scowl to her. She slammed her head down so fast her chin
bumped the wooden railing in front of her. ‘Twas unfortunate her
teeth snapped together catching the tip of her tongue. She pressed
her lips tight to keep from crying out.

o0o

Ranald stood behind the screen. His hands
lifted toward the glinting cross at the rear of the altar as he
chanted the words in the eight tones used for plainsong. For the
first time since coming to Raptor Castle, peace settled over
him.

At the end of the mass, as his last words
were fading and Father Martin took over, he slipped away. Few knew
of the hidden passage there, and he was grateful for it. He wanted
no one to see him, for he had yet to seek out the tanner and don
his mask. He hurried down the circular stairwell and out into the
open.

The sun spread over the top of the
surrounding hills, its rays finding their way to a puddle in his
path. He stopped, his muscles jerking, remembering another puddle
all those years ago. He looked up, took a deep breath and glanced
around. He had come to the very spot where Goliath had thrown him
into the mud. The horse trough, a filled bucket perched atop a
corner awaiting a stable hand, stood not twenty paces away. The
stable doors gaped wide apart. Grooms scurried around inside
fetching oats and hay, currying brushes clasped under their
armpits.

A violent shudder wracked him. Remembering.
His cheek twitched. Stung. He tensed, fancied he heard the whoosh
of his father’s whip.

His stomach lurched. Bile came to his throat.
Burning.

Wind picked up around him. Tiny waves rippled
in the puddle. He stared at the water in the trough, the memory of
the terrible pain, the way the water had filled his nose when his
mouth opened wide in a gurgling scream as fresh in his mind as if
it were last morn.

“Ranald! Ranald!”

A hand touched his shoulder.

He blinked. Wind whistled. His robes whipped
around his legs. A young boy stood, his mouth agape looking at the
trough where water sloshed over the sides as if something heavy had
dropped there. The bucket rocked, tipped, fell to the ground. It
rolled and did not stop until it struck the stable’s doorframe.

He gritted his teeth, shook his head.

“I kenned I held my feelings in check. What
has happened?”

Raik squeezed his shoulder, giving
acceptance.

Ranald took a deep breath, closed his eyes
and waited. He had thought he had control over his anger. Had
learned to hide the strange things that happened when he lost
it.

His heartbeat slowed.

The fury in his mind softened, calmed.

The wind tapered. Fell.

Only then did he dare open his eyes.

“Come away from here. No one but the boy
noted, and he didna sense the reason for it.” Raik’s gaze probed
the bailey. “Ye have neither slept nor taken sustenance. Eat.” He
shoved a hefty chunk of cheese and the end off a loaf of hot bread
at Ranald.

“Last eve it was too dark for ye to see
anything. I expect bad memories besiege ye. Any man would lose
control of his emotions. God knows, ye have much to forgive.”

“Aye. And to forget.” Ranald nodded, took a
large bite of cheese, famished now. By the time they entered the
tanner’s hut built against the outer curtain wall, he had devoured
the last of the bread.

Both the tanner and the armorer waited. The
tanner handed him the finished mask, excitement sparkling in his
eyes. Questions there, too, in both men’s eyes. ‘Twas eagerness to
learn if their efforts were acceptable.

Ranald held the half-mask, turned it from one
angle to the other. Examined it. Last eve, the armorer had formed a
thin frame of metal used in making helmets, and shaped it to
conform to Ranald’s face. The tanner then covered it with black
leather, even putting a soft pad on the inside to keep it from
irritating his flesh.

The mask fitted from the hairline above his
right brow, down through that small space between his eyes, around
the edge of his right nostril, over the top of his lip then back
across his jaw to end behind his ear. It hid all but the ridged
scars trailing down his neck. For added safety, a thin leather
strip pierced the mask at the hairline, another at the back of his
ear. When tied, it would disappear amongst his black hair, once
that hair grew back to normal style.

“Try it on, man,” Raik urged, “though I still
dinna see the need of it.”

Ranald felt clumsy handling it, until the
armorer held up a polished piece of metal for him to look into. He
examined his reflection, at the sharp contrast between the two
sides of his face. Truth to tell, from the feel of his scars, he
had expected worse. Still, no woman or child should have to look
upon such.

He fitted the mask to his face and adjusted
it until it felt firmly in place then tied the leather straps. He
had feared it would hinder his sight. It did not, for the opening
conformed to the shape of his eye. Nor did he feel any discomfort
from it. Raik looked at him his eyes alight with approval.

“Forsooth, man. The lasses will be beside
themselves, it adds such mystery to yer face.”

“Better that than having them shrieking with
fear.” Ranald let out a long sigh. Part of his life was ending,
another beginning.

He thanked both men for their hard work, and
having no coins of his own yet, was grateful to Raik for providing
them. He would set that matter aright when he had more time.

“Come, Ranald. We must find suitable attire
amongst Moridac’s things. Ye canna marry wearing a monk’s cassock.”
Raik’s eyes crinkled.

“Nay. Broccin’s guests will have enough to
shock them without that.”

Out of habit, he pulled up his hood as they
walked through the bailey and made their way to the keep. They took
the long way around, wanting to see the castle in the light of day.
God’s truth, it seemed far more formidable than what he
remembered.

They followed the contour of the outer
curtain wall and went through into the inner bailey. Walking the
terraced gardens paths, his muscles tightened recalling Catalin’s
upturned face, the questions in her eyes when she looked at him.
What would she think when she saw him in the light of day? Would
she run? Would she refuse to repeat her vows? He could not blame
her if she did.

Using a back entrance, they entered the keep
unnoticed. He still mused over what he would do if Catalin bolted
at the altar. Once they entered the bedchamber, his brows raised so
fast they near dislodged his new mask, for beside the right wall
stood a flowered chest. Surely Catalin’s, for it had not been there
before.

It struck him like a cold dousing, this sign
that he would no longer sleep alone. That he would share the room
this night with his brother’s intended. A strangled sound escaped
his lips before he could stop it.

Raik’s head tilted. He peered thoughtfully at
him before speaking.

“Ah, Ranald. I can near hear yer thoughts. Ye
are troubled about the night to come?”

“Aye.” Raik cleared his throat. “I have not
tupped a woman since Moridac’s betrothal. Trying to outdo each
other, we had a wild night of it, drinking and bedding every
willing lass.” He looked down, frowned then shifted. How could he
ask what nagged and bit at the base of his thoughts?

“What if I canna, uh, perform my husbandly
duties?” he blurted.

“Huh? What would hinder ye? Ye dinna find
Catalin comely?”

“Oh, nay, ‘tis not that. She has grown to a
beautiful woman.” His face heated. “Once I healed at Kelso, I was
oft troubled with, um, a rampant tarse when I thought of women.
‘Twas the same time I learned my injuries had left me with the
strange happenings when my temper roiled.”

“Did ye frighten the monks overmuch? Did they
think ye bewitched?”

“Nay. The first time my temper raged was in
private with Abbot Aymer. He showed me a missive from father that
day in answer to learning I was well enough to return home. I read
Father’s answer. He declared I was of no use to him, that I was to
become a monk and never to leave the monastery. He sent a pouch of
gold coins to ensure it.”

“The man rivals Satan for meanness.” Raik’s
jaw jutted, his brows near met in the middle.

“Aye. Every chair in the abbot’s office
crashed against the far wall except the ones we used. The missive
flew off his desk and landed against the door.”

“Did he think ye a tool of the devil?”

“He put his hands on my head and began to
pray. We knelt there long into the night.” Ranald spied a pitcher
of ale setting on the table, went over and poured a portion into
two black leather goblets. He handed Raik one then sipped from his
own as they each took a seat.

“The bells for Vigils at midnight rang. The
abbot quieted and looked into my eyes. I thought he meant to tell
me I was doomed. Instead, he declared God had spared me when all
expected me to die. He believes my injuries and high fevers caused
my strange abilities. But I must learn to control my temper so no
harm would come because of it. Until Broccin arrived at Kelso,
‘twas easy enough. Life was tranquil there.”

“The abbot was an unusual man. Mayhap he had
heard before about the strange “gifts” that sometimes runs through
our family? Though ye, Elyne and I are the only ones affected in
this generation?”

“Elyne!” Ranald shot to his feet.

“Aye. Though ‘tis strange with her.”

“Is she like me? Does it happen only when she
is angered? Or is she like ye, able to charm someone into doing
things even against their will? When did she start?”

“I believe it must have been about the time
she, uh, started her monthly courses. She often walks in her sleep
at night. To see her, one would think her awake. She isna. She
confided in me that when she does, ‘tis then she dreams of a future
happening.”

“Do these things come to pass?”

Raik chuckled, his face merry. “She hasn’t
been right so far. Often what does occur is the opposite of her
vision. Yer father has laughed and made sport of her warnings until
now she keeps her dreams secret.”

“I have not seen her this day. But then, I
have kept away from everyone.”

He startled when a servant called seeking
entrance. Opening the door, he found two men carrying a wooden
bathing tub, followed by a line of servants with buckets of water.
Hearing the drone of people milling about below, he realized it was
time he prepared for his wedding.

At first he was surprised at the heated water
then remembered only monks denied themselves such pleasure. He
looked down at his cassock and strode over to the big clothing
chest. Everything there seemed too colorful, too unlike what he was
used to wearing. Finally, ignoring Raik’s raised brows, he took out
the clothing he would be comfortable donning.

Never had he been so slow to remove his robe.
Knowing it was for the last time, he folded it with care. Kneeling
before the chest, he placed the monk’s clothing inside.

What would be Catalin’s expression when she
saw him in the light of day, a short time hence?

Worse yet, would she fight him when darkness
fell and he took her to his bed?


CHAPTER 7

“If you don’t calm yourself and eat
something, you’ll not have the strength to walk to the church.”
Hannah clucked her tongue and pushed a bowl of gruel in front of
Catalin.

It was well past the noon hour when a heavy
fist banged on the door of Catalin’s chamber, startling them both.
Before Hannah could reach it, Chief Broccin shoved it wide, nearly
toppling her and little caring if his son’s bride was with or
without her clothing. Fortunately, Catalin had finished
dressing.

“If ‘tis not too much to ask for yer
appearance, the priest waits at the church to speak the vows.”
Broccin near bellowed with impatience.

“Begone, Broccin. ‘Tis a bride’s right to
tarry.” Lady Joneta flapped her hands at her brother to shoo him
out. “You are quarrelsome because your guts are growling. Quit
hollering and get you to the church. We will be down afore you know
it.”

Broccin, his mouth gaping down to his chin,
turned like a testy lad, his boots ringing on the floor as he
stomped away. Seeing Letia and Elyne sitting on the bed, their
hands making poor work of containing the giggles that escaped
between their fingers uplifted Catalin’s spirits.

His stomping footsteps faded while they
checked one last time to assure everything was aright. Catalin’s
sky-blue smock peeked between the slits in the sleeves of a peacock
blue kirtle that heightened the color of her eyes. Moridac had
purchased the rare, dark silk and bade her sew a gown of it. She
swallowed. It was to have been for wedding him that she had made
it.

A woven circlet of violets and rose buds kept
her hair from her eyes, though there was naught they could do about
her unruly reddish-blond curls. A gold-plated girdle rode low on
her hips, the ends near touching her shoes when she walked. She
wished she were as tall and lithe as Letia, or even Elyne’s height.
She, too, was slender while Catalin felt plump as a fattened goose
bedecked in bright feathers, ready to be the main course at a
feast.

Ugh. ‘Twas too apt a description, for Chief
Broccin hungered to add Hunter Castle and her bulging coffers to
his own. Why would he not wait a sennight? She swallowed, not able
to shake the feeling she was marrying a specter, for Ranald had
been dead to the world half her life. She shuddered. Her hands
began to sweat. Her skin crawled. She rubbed her arms then wrapped
them around beneath her breast, hugging herself.

Was Ranald the same height his twin had been?
She had not even come as high as Moridac’s nose...she blinked. Why
had he not come to see her this day? Worst yet, why did he not come
when his twin lay dying? Moridac had called for him. Ranald’s name
was the last word from his lips. Had Moridac known his twin was not
dead, but hiding away at Kelso, waited upon by the monks there?
Anger straightened her shoulders.

The sun kissed her forehead with a warm beam.
How came they to be outside the keep? When had they left her room?
Here she was at the foot of the stairway into the inner bailey.
Baron de Burgh smiled at her and offered his wrist. His skin felt
comfortingly warm to her cold fingers.

“Thank you, my lord. You are most kind to act
for my father this day.” Thank heavens her voice was firm and
without a quaver.

“My old friend would have been most happy for
you. And ‘tis my pleasure to escort such a lovely bride to her
vows.” His voice held warmth; his smile was gentle.

She glanced behind her. Letia and Elyne
followed, with Joneta and Hannah behind them. She took a deep
breath and pasted a smile on her face. Hopefully, no one would note
she fought the urge to bolt and escape across the drawbridge.

God help her. Could a man tell when a woman
had lain with another man? Why had she not asked Hannah? What would
Ranald do when he bedded her and found she was not intact? Would he
cast her out, disgraced and shamed? Oh my. She wanted to spew.
Trying to swallow bile back, she gurgled.

“Have no fear, Catalin. Ranald will be a
kindly husband to you.” De Burgh looked down at her and patted her
hand.

Oh, for shame! Was her fear so easy to
see?

Two of Broccin’s squires held the church
doors wide for them to step through. They would hold the ceremony
inside. Not all the guests that had come for her wedding to Moridac
three sennights ago had the means to return. When her eyes adjusted
to the dimness, she saw rows of people stood, craning their necks
to look at her.

All she could spy at the end of the aisle
were flowers decorating the railing before the altar and Father
Martin who waited there. Raik stood to the right. Was that Ranald
between him and Father Martin? The nearer they approached, the
better she could see him.

Saints! She moved three steps closer. The
guests swarmed around, jostled each other, their murmurs loud. So
many eyes inspected her face. What did they hope to see?

She caught glimpses of Ranald again. Why had
he dressed in black? His hair was cut short. Why did he not turn to
greet her?

Three more steps. That was all that remained.
Those standing in the first two rows of benches swayed back,
allowing her eyes better access to her husband-to-be.

He must have noted them stirring about, for
he started to turn. She took another step. Outside, the clouds
shifted from the sun, sending a shaft of light through the window
beside him.

Her right foot lifted to step forward then
jerked to a halt. The tall man awaiting there, his back to her, had
hair as black as Moridac’s, aye, but it surrounded a tonsure! ‘Twas
not her groom but the monk from the garden. It had to be. Was he to
be part of the ceremony? Did he stand in for Ranald? Was it to be a
wedding by proxy?

She tugged on the baron’s sleeve until he
leaned close enough she could whisper in his ear.

“My lord, why is Ranald not here?”

“Catalin, Ranald stands afore you.” De Burgh
nodded and patted her shoulder.

Her eyes felt near to bursting from their
sockets. God in heaven! They could not mean it. The man standing
there was a monk. Were they daft? She caught her breath as he
stated to turn. She jerked hard on de Burgh’s tunic. He leaned down
again.

“That is not Ranald. Can you not see a monk
stands there? Though he looks like Moridac, he cannot be. This is a
man of the cloth. I saw him last eve, and he wore the cassock of
the brotherhood.” Catalin forgot to whisper.

Snickers filled the air, floated clean to the
rafters. Catalin turned to scowl around her. Were they in her
shoes, she’d like to see how they would react!

“‘Tis all right, my dear. Truly, Ranald
stands there. Though he has been a monk, he is one no longer.”

“Nay, nay.” She shook her head. This was not
Ranald, but the monk she had spoken to not many hours before. “I
talked to him. They would not toss him from the abbey because he
committed a sin against,” she rose high on tiptoes, her lips near
brushing de Burgh’s ear as she gulped and whispered,
“celibacy.”

“Nay, Catalin. He committed no sin. The Pope
has forgiven him his vows. ‘Tis why he is free to come here to wed
you.”

The man in black had turned to face her. Her
first full sight of him held her speechless. How could this happen?
He had to be Ranald, for the left side was the same as Moridac. A
black mask covered the right.

She swallowed, remembering last eve. As she
had approached him, graceful, long fingers had tugged his hood low
to cover his face.

Saints! It was Ranald.

What secret lay beneath the black leather? A
terrible one, of course. Else, why would he need to hide it? Oh my.
Was she going to faint like some spineless ninny? She feared so.
Spots swam in front of her eyes. The floor shifted. Her knees
started to buckle. De Burgh slipped an arm around her waist. Kept
her from splattering to the unyielding oak floor like an overripe
pear.

“Give her to me.”

A deep voice, the tone rich and dark. Strong
arms closed around her. A warm, large hand pressed her head against
a solid chest. How strange. She felt safe. His chin brushed across
the top of her head, his cheek came to rest against hers. She took
a deep breath. His was a remembered scent.

“Catalin, ye have naught to fear by wedding
me,” he whispered. “I am no longer a monk. I will explain all when
we have privacy.”

She gurgled. Ha. Little did he know of what
she had to fear from him.

“Get hold of yerself, lass. Speak yer vows so
we can get on with the feast.”

Broccin’s booming voice nearby brought her
attention back to the man whose arms surrounded her. His head
jerked up.

“Enough!”

She felt as much as she heard it, for the
word vibrated from the firm muscled chest beneath her cheek.

“Dinna dare order...” Broccin began.

“Hold…yer…tongue.” Each word slowly and
coldly given. A sharp, inflexible order.

Anger churned in Ranald as he spat out the
words, for his body tightened against her. Chief Broccin remained
silent.

“Are ye all right, Catalin?” Ranald held her
shoulders, supported her as he moved back.

She peered up at the face leaning toward her.
Her breath hitched like she had cried for a lengthy time. ‘Twas
strange to view the eyes of a man behind a mask, though it did not
hinder seeing that eye it surrounded. Compassion looked back at
her.

She blinked then nodded, too surprised to
speak more.

“Come.” Ranald took her elbow and led her to
stand before Father Martin. “‘Twould be best to start the ceremony
now, Father.”

Fearing his frightened bride needed bracing,
Ranald kept a firm hand on her elbow, aiding her as they knelt
before the priest. He couldna blame Catalin’s reaction. She had met
a monk only to learn he was the man she was to marry. A man she
believed dead for many years. A disfigured man, at that. Even a
woman past her prime would be frightened, much less a lass of ten
and eight.

From the corner of his eye, he watched her
pale face, the freckles sprinkled across the bridge of her nose
prominent. He noted her small, white teeth biting her lower lip
till he feared she would injure herself. She clasped her trembling
hands so tight her knuckles gleamed white. He brought his hand to
cover hers, his fingers patting her hand, as a mother would comfort
a small babe’s back.

Bit by bit, her trembling eased. He darted a
glance and was glad to see color returning to her face. He squeezed
her hands one last time, before helping her to rise as they
repeated their vows. Her voice was so soft, Broccin objected.

“Speak up, girl. We must hear if we are to
bear witness yer vows were said.”

Catalin huffed, her brows creased, her jaw
firmed. He would venture a guess she was getting the measure of his
father and didn’t like what she learned. She had shown spirit as a
child. Mayhap it wouldn’t be too long before she stood up to
Broccin.

He took his mother’s wedding ring off the
little finger of his right hand, grateful Aunt Joneta had searched
him out after his bath to place it in his palm. “Your mother gave
it into my keeping when she was ill with the fever. She asked that
I keep it safe for the day one of her sons would pass it to his
bride,” she had said.

As he held it before each of Catalin’s
fingers and said the proper words, he watched her face.

He held the ring at her index finger. “With
this ring, I wed thee.” He moved the ring to touch the tip of her
middle finger. “With my heart, I honor thee.” As he slid it to rest
firmly on her third finger, he intoned, “With this body, I worship
thee.”

Her face grew ashen. She watched his hands on
hers with fascinated horror, as if they were some unknown form of
life that she must closely observe to see they meant no harm.

Did Catalin fear how they would touch her
this night? Had no one told her what passed between a man and woman
in the marriage bed? Or, mayhap they had?

After they repeated the vows, Father Martin
kept the mass brief. No doubt at Broccin’s orders. His sire had
never entered the small church unless it was of such import that he
must do so, preferring short visits to the chapel within the
tower.

“Well now, man, are ye not going to kiss yer
bride so we may have a turn?”

Raik’s chuckle behind him was a reminder he
had not yet given his bride the expected kiss. His lips had not
caressed a woman’s for so long a time. Did he remember how? He
grasped her shoulders. He hesitated. Would she pull away? Turn her
face from him?

He worried for naught. He glanced down to see
Catalin, her chin lifted high, eyes tightly shut and lovely lips
pursed, awaiting him. Mayhap he was too hesitant, for one eyelid
fluttered open enough for a curious eye to peer through gold-tipped
lashes at him.

He couldn’t stifle a chuckle as he lowered
his head. As his lips met hers, a long-held burst of air passed
through her lips into his mouth. Nay, he had not forgotten how to
kiss. But he had forgotten how soft, how sweet a woman’s lips were.
His loins stirred in the way that had plagued his memory, his
dreams, that had caused him to seek penance more times than he
could count.

“Hmpf! Devour the girl later. ‘Tis hot in
here.”

Feeling Catalin startle, Ranald raised his
head to glare at his father.






Raik felt static air coming from Ranald, and
knew he fought to keep his temper leashed. He shouldered Broccin
aside to step between them.

“We are kissin’ cousins now, Catalin.” With a
smile for Ranald, he bent to place a loud, smacking kiss on her
pale cheeks. She blinked. A small smile tilted her lips.

Ranald stood back as men took this one
opportunity to place a kiss on the bride’s face. Most were content
to kiss her forehead, her cheek, but one brazen young knight stole
a quick kiss on her lips. He pulled a long face and hurried away
when Ranald glared at him.

Feeling eyes boring into him, the hair on
Raik’s neck prickled. He moved back a pace and surveyed those
standing nearby. Ah. It was the man who had walked with Catalin.
Their eyes met. His eyes were the same blue as Raik’s own. He
frowned. Why did this man watch him so closely? What had Catalin
called him? Warin?

Was the woman beside him his daughter? Hm, a
beauty. She had felt his thoughts, for she pressed against this
Warin. Not a daughter then, but a wife half his age? Now he
remembered!

It was Warin de Burgh of Seton Castle. They
had met when Raik crossed the border to retrieve cows taken from
Douglas lands and ran into a patrol. He had given de Burgh that
scar on his jaw. Aye. And the baron had returned the favor when he
rode to take them back. The wound on his thigh had putrefied, had
been the reason his men had taken him to Ranald for healing. He
should thank him for it else he never would have known his cousin
lived.

He nodded at de Burgh then bowed to the man’s
wife. While at Castle Raven, they would act as strangers. No doubt,
they would meet again in the dead of night.






“Enough kissin’ the bride,” Broccin ordered.
“Cook has prepared a feast. ‘Tis well past time for the evening
meal.” He gave a pointed look to Catalin, blaming her for the delay
that day.

Catalin stuck her chin out and refused the
guilt her father-by-law tried to force on her. The man was hateful.
She had seen the looks he cast at Ranald. Like he resented him.
Hated him, even. Did he wish Ranald was the son lying in the tomb
beneath the castle?

The sun shone bright, bathing her in warmth
as they walked toward the keep. She glanced up at Ranald, at his
beautiful profile. Such a strong, masculine jaw, bronzed like he
was often out of doors. Did monks spend so much time in the open?
She peeked again and near stopped in her tracks. She had not noted
it before, but when he looked to the right, the top of his black
shirt moved and revealed a ridged, white scar, a scar that had not
healed easily. Saints! Were there more? She hesitated for a
heartbeat.

“What is it, Catalin? Did ye see someone ye
wished to have words with?” Ranald’s voice was soft, polite, his
eyes questioning her.

Catalin swallowed. “Oh, aye. Hannah. She is
quite aged. I feared she would be left behind.”

He patted her hand. “She has not changed
overmuch. I spied her in the crowd outside the church door. She is
likely within the keep by now.”

Catalin nodded. She tried to smile at all the
well-wishers lining the path, throwing flower petals. How she
wished the day was done. She caught her breath. Empty-headed fool!
What was she thinking? Were it nightfall, she would be in Ranald’s
bed. Within his arms.

Of a sudden, she was cold. Chill bumps formed
on her arms. Yet her hands sweated. It was fear, plain and simple.
What a coward she was. She who thought herself so strong. Why, she
had bossed Moridac and Ranald around as if they were her servants
when she was but a child. And all they had done was tease her about
it. Huh! Oh, to be that sprite again.

The great hall teemed with people, though
there were fewer than when she was to wed Moridac. But today, they
sounded more boisterous, everyone asking questions. She heard them.
So did Ranald, by the feel of the rigid muscles in his arm.

“At Kelso?” A sultry-eyed woman panting so
fast her bosoms heaved, poked her friend as they passed. “A monk?
And such a lusty lad he was. What a waste.”

“Aye. Me daughter said he ne’er tired. She be
giddy he is back.”

‘Twas a sharp-nosed woman Catalin had seen
working in the weaver’s hut. Never tired? Was that possible? That
night with her, Moridac had panted as if he had run up a steep
hill. She jumped when another spoke. No doubt, the woman was hard
of hearing, by the volume of her voice.

“Psst, Maud! Did ye see that great bulge?”
‘Twas one of the serving women whose back was to them. Her head was
down, and she did not see her friend flapping her hands at her.
“His rod be eager to poke...” Her words cut off when she looked up
and saw her friend. She squeaked and left in such a hurry that she
disturbed the air.

Thankfully, they reached the high table.
Ranald stood behind her chair until she sat.

“Ranald!” Elyne shoved people aside and
jumped up at her brother, depending on him to catch her. “Why did
ye not let us know ye lived? Now that’s stupid, is it not? ‘Tis our
adoring sire that hid ye away.” She rained kisses over his
left cheek, drew back and frowned at the black leather. “I have
missed ye. I oft thought ye would be the only one who wouldna laugh
at my mistakes.”

Ranald’s arms folded around his sister.
“Still the imp, eh? Are ye not yet wed?”

“Huh! Ye wouldna ask if ye saw the pitiful
suitors father parades through here. All scrawny lads. Not a true
man amongst them. Put me down. Ye’re squashing me.”

Ranald laughed. Such a rich sound. He lowered
Elyne till her feet touched the floor. “Well, now, mayhap he doesna
want ye to wed as yet?”

Elyne smoothed her skirts. “More likely he
canna find a man with enough wealth to make it worth his while, is
more like it.”

“Sit!” Broccin’s voice cut through the big
room.

People chattered and scrambled for their
seats like chickens avoiding a raging rooster.

Pairs of servants carrying empty basins,
drying cloths and pitchers of warm, scented water afloat with rose
petals, streamed in to approach the high table. They washed and
dried the newly wedded couple’s hands before anyone else.

Ranald’s father barely allowed them to
cleanse his hands before he waved off the drying cloth. He grasped
a goblet of wine and drank it down without taking a breath. His
hand flapped at the page behind his chair until the lad replenished
his wine then brought it to his lips again.

The Chief stood and banged his empty vessel
on the table. He waited, scowling, until the page again filled
it.

“We drink to my son, who has long been in
hiding beneath a monk’s skirts! He fulfilled his duty as a man
today by wedding the beautiful Catalin.” He leered and waved his
goblet in the air at her. “I am hopeful he isna so saintly he
forgot how to swive!”


CHAPTER 8

Catalin ground her teeth. Did Chief Broccin
have to be so crude? Nervous laughter rustled among the guests.

One man stood and shouted, “A man’s brain may
fergit but his rod remembers!”

“Aye! Aye!” echoed above the din of stamping
feet.

The ribald humor assailed Catalin’s ears.
Neither she nor Ranald took a sip of wine or acknowledged the toast
in any way. Tension prickled the air around her new husband. The
hair on her arms felt much like when lightning struck close-by.

Baron de Burgh cleared his throat and stood.
One had only to look upon his lordly face to sense his dignity. The
room quieted.

“I speak for Catalin’s father, my dear friend
Lord Harold, God rest his soul. Catalin has been most fortunate.
She has pledged her life to a man who will deal with her tenderly,
will protect and cherish her.” He smiled at Ranald. “May you both
be blessed.”

Ranald nodded, and without hesitation offered
the silver wedding chalice to Catalin before sipping from it
himself. She watched his long, slender thumb rub over the eagles
etched into the tall cup made large enough for two. Moridac had
told her of it, how it had served at his parent’s wedding feast,
his grandparents, even beyond them so many years no one remembered
when first it came into use.

Soon, there had been toasts aplenty. How
could her father-by-law quaff such a great quantity of wine without
slipping to the floor to snore the day away? Huh. Mayhap fighting
in the early crusades had so hardened his body that the wine’s
effects could not make its way to his brain. Her tension eased on
seeing servants laden with platters and bowls of steaming food
approach.

The mouth-watering aroma stirred Catalin’s
appetite. Platters of roasted pork covered with crushed wild
garlic, capons bedecked with a wild cherry sauce, venison, beef,
salmon and trout, all arrived at the table. Not as many vegetable
choices followed, but she welcomed the peas with chunks of onions
mixed in, beans with mushrooms floating amidst them, baked onions
and small purplish red carrots sweetened with honey.

Ranald, his left brow quirked, waited for her
preference.

“Husband, might I have a sliver of pork? ‘Tis
my favorite.” Applying that title to the man beside her sent a
shiver creeping down her back.

Ranald blinked. Stirred. ‘Twas strange
hearing the term husband coming from her lips. He leaned toward
her.

“Ye prefer pork?” He tilted his head and
studied her. “Ye who were forever chasing and grabbing piglets to
hide them in the woods?”

Catalin’s cheeks turned a delightful
pink.

“‘Tis a shame when grown they taste so good.”
She raised guilty eyes to him. “But, would it not also be a shame
if their great sacrifice was for naught?”

“Aye. There is that to consider.” His lips
twitched when he speared a succulent morsel. They did not use
trenchers this day, but pewter plates engraved with flowering
thistles around their rims. Most likely it was Aunt Joneta’s doing,
as was the festive flowers decorating the room.

He motioned a server to fetch a platter near
so he could select a plump capon. He spooned extra cherry sauce
over it, for if he remembered rightly, his bride also was fond of
the fruit properly sweetened with honey.

Both picked at their food, and after a small
space opened on the plate they shared, she nodded toward the bowls
of vegetables.

“Peas and carrots, if you please.”

He had not remembered her voice being so
melodic. Nor so soft. Truth to tell, when she was a sprite, he had
thought it shrill and demanding. More oft than not, she was running
around the baileys behind him and Moridac, ordering them about.

He filled the empty space, tore off a chunk
of hot bread and placed a small, warmed pitcher of honey beside the
plate. Unused to such a bountiful array to select from, he chose
salmon and a portion of bread.

Catalin made the motions of eating, but when
he watched closely, he kenned she moved food around on the plate
more than she placed it in her mouth. What portions she did eat
were so scant it would not fill a child.

Her fingers trembled, too. And he noted her
frequent swallows, though no food was in her mouth. She felt his
regard, for she snatched her hands down to her lap. Fearing she was
ill, he started to lean closer to ask but had no chance.

Broccin stood, the movement jarring a belch
so blaring it startled Catalin. His father beamed and patted his
gut.

“I wager wee Catalin will soon be breeding.”
His grating laugh cut through the room. He rolled his eyes and
bobbed his head as he added, “Aye. She will.”

Ranald’s breath halted then quickened with
each word from his sire’s lips.

Broccin wagged a finger at him as if he
admonished him.

“For truth, Ranald’s ballocks should be
weighty as a bull’s.” He turned a sly grin on his son, his voice
boomed. “Have ye not hoarded yer seed there, hidden beneath yer
monk’s skirts, since leaving Raptor Castle?”

Ranald clenched his hands. One held the
chalice. He lowered it back to the table, not daring to lift it,
else he would spray what was left within over his father’s face. He
fought to control his racing heart. He took a deep breath, held it
then eased it out, bit by bit.

Across from his father, a gust of wind
rustled flower petals strewn on the floor. The white linen cloth
covering the long table stirred.

“I expect a grandson ere too long. The bairn
will look much like Moridac.” Broccin stopped to chuckle, a
drunken, gleeful sound.

Ranald closed his eyes. Fought for peace. The
room hushed. Not for long before Broccin continued.

“‘Tis thankful I am Ranald canna pass on his
unsightly scars...”

The breeze picked up, whirled in a circle
rising from the floor before Chief Broccin, bringing the petals
with it. Faster and faster, it grew until it created an eerie
whistle.

The lord’s heaped platter wobbled, lifted and
spun in a wild circle, colliding with the petals. Morsels of capon,
globs of cherry sauce, red carrots thick with honey, flew off and
struck Broccin’s belly. ‘Twas strange. They struck no one else.

Ranald drew in a deep breath. Fought for
quiet control. He groped for the cross that hung around his neck,
forgetting for the moment ‘twas no longer there. He opened his
eyes.

Broccin stared at the table. His gaze fixed
on his goblet, full to the brim. It rocked back and forth in a
crazy way. Wine splashed over the rim, leaving purple splotches on
the white cloth. He gaped as the vessel flew toward him. It struck
his right shoulder. Wine splattered his chest. The goblet crashed
back to the table and rolled to stop against a basket of bread.

Broccin roared. Slapped at the mess on his
best tunic. Startled chatter filled the air.

“Did ye see?”

“What goes here?”

“‘Tis no wind without!”

“It took to the air like a hand tossed
it.”

Catalin’s startled cry brought Ranald’s
thoughts to her. He turned his back to his father and saw her
wide-eyed look.

“Ye have naught to fear, wife.” Ranald
reached to take her hand and found his own was none too steady. He
slowed his heaving chest, kept his eyes on her lovely face and
deliberately studied the pattern across her nose. Since she was a
sprite, he had oft thought the sprinkling of freckles there lent
such mischief to her face.

Raik, on her other side, spoke up so the room
could overhear.

“The wind has been much strange of late.
Little puffs become strong, sometimes near to shaking leaves from
the trees.”

“Aye.” Angus shouted from the farthest corner
of the room. “One of me young stable lads told of a lone breeze
that grew strong as a gale. It pushed water from the horse trough,
it did.”

“‘Twas me son Donald. I thought the lad was
telling an untruth till he pointed out the soaked ground.” Hearing
disbelieving chuckles, the man scowled. “Dinna laugh. I saw it with
me own eyes.”

“Broccin, I ken you need a change of
clothing. Mayhap you had best hie yourself above?” Joneta’s nose
lifted high in a sniff.

“Hmpf! Dinna order me about.”

Though he protested, he held the sticky tunic
out from his body and thought better of keeping it on. To Ranald’s
disgust, his father cared not to leave the table but pulled the
garment over his head and threw it to the floor, baring his hairy,
muscled chest.

Elyne rolled her eyes and pursed her lips.
Letia avoided looking in Broccin’s direction. Catalin made a small
sound, surprising Ranald, for she had sucked her teeth. Aye, ‘twas
in disapproval, though delicately done.

“Ye there,” Broccin stabbed a finger at the
closest squire. “Go above and bring me clean clothing.”

The squire scampered off not chancing a harsh
cuff for lingering.

Joneta’s slight bob of her head signaled
servants to clear the tables. By the time they finished, their lord
was again properly clothed. Cheeses, baked apples nestled in
custard, grapes, plums and pears arrived, as did dishes of baked
tarts, custards, sugared delicacies and wafers.
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