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Prologue

I

t was only because Rupert called him a coward that Graham
agreed to show him the Keep in the first place. It was a costly
mistake.
He and Rupert had ridden out to the ruined fortress where they
propped their bikes against the towering walls and lay side by side
in the warm grass, gazing up at the sparse summer clouds. As usual,
Rupert was doing all the talking, spouting a dissertation about the
nature of pain. As he rambled, he calmly pulled the wings from a
hapless butterfly that had made the mistake of lighting close enough
to be captured. Unable to watch the cruelty, Graham continued to
stare at the clouds. His squeamishness made him feel childish. It
was something he’d lived with ever since Rupert Marni entered his
life. He accepted that Rupert was clever for a boy of thirteen, but
he seemed odd. Graham was, in fact, afraid of him.
“If ever anybody caused me pain,” Rupert was saying, “I’d eviscerate them. Do you know what that word means, Graham?”
Without waiting for an answer, he tossed the mutilated insect
to the ground and watched as it lay convulsing. Then, losing interest, he scrambled to his feet and marched toward the fortress.
“Damn you,” Graham muttered. They’d never before entered
the ruin. That was the deal.
As he sat staring in disbelief, he listened to the sound of Rupert’s
voice.
“Don’t be afraid, wee man. Come on. Let’s see what’s so scary
about this place.”
v
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Graham rose slowly from the grass. His legs felt numb, and his
mouth had gone dry. All his life he’d been warned about the Keep
and the evil that waited inside. He stepped on the still-squirming
insect and reluctantly followed the voice.
Graham had enjoyed a peaceful twelve years in the vale, but
with the arrival of the summer boy, his life was changed forever.
Long hikes through the hills, searching for old ruins and plover
nests, had left him fit and brown, and optimistic. His father had
delighted in Graham’s hobby but had instructed him to take only
one egg from a nest, explaining that the mother wouldn’t notice the
loss of just one. Never once had Graham disobeyed.
The endless days at the village school, where his mother was
headmistress, had provided him with a restless mind and an ability
to endure almost anything.
Rupert Marni was pale skinned with reddish hair, slender as a
whip, and a complete ass. He’d made it plain to anybody who’d listen that being stuck in the lowly village of Kilbride, miles from the
city, with no friends, was a dreadful bore. Not that he had friends
at home in Edinburgh, but at least there were things to do there.
Despite his protests, he had been compelled to spend the summer with his mother and her new fiancé at Ainsley House.
According to the village gossips, Lorraine Marni had purchased
the place, sight unseen, from an advert in the Edinburgh newspaper, and although the place was in a sad state, she had plans for
its complete renovation. The grand old house was well positioned
above a private cove and enjoyed a fine view of the Loch Awe.
When Graham’s mother heard that her new neighbor was the
Lorraine Marni, a bona fide celebrity who’d starred in numerous
plays and had actually appeared on the BBC, she decided that her
son would become Rupert’s playmate for the summer.
When Rupert first suggested that they have a look at the ruins,
Graham adamantly refused.

“Not a chance,” he said. “The Keep’s an evil place and nobody
ever goes there.”
“Well, we’ll have to go and have a peek then, won’t we?” Rupert
spoke in a nasal, affected tone that Graham found irritating. “Don’t
be such a twerp. Hell, if you’re a scaredy-cat, I’ll just have to go by
myself. You realize, of course, that if anything happens to me, you’ll
get the blame.”
The taunting continued for days until Graham was forced to
capitulate. Even though he was afraid, he was too proud to mention
that his father had forbidden him to ever go near the place.
After their first visit, Rupert badgered him constantly. The fortress fascinated him. Graham hated the Keep. He would never have
returned there if Rupert hadn’t threatened to blab.
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***
Graham trudged toward the fallen boulders, took a deep breath,
and began to climb. When he reached the top, having sustained
one or two scrapes in the process, he looked down on a huge quadrangle. He made a careful descent until he reached the floor of the
courtyard. To his left, the walls sprouted a variety of mosses and
lichen; to his right, the stones were bare. Although it had crumbled
in places, Graham could see that in times past, the fortress had provided absolute protection for the Campbells.
Directly across from him, a flight of broken steps traversed the
wall, reaching all the way to the creneled battlements. Although he
knew Rupert was reckless, Graham couldn’t imagine that he’d attempted such a dangerous climb.
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“Oh Graham. Where are you?” The voice echoed through the
enclosure so that he couldn’t get a fix on it. He eventually spotted a
small doorway hidden in the shadows of the north wall and assumed
that Rupert had found a way in. He crossed the courtyard, wiped
his sweaty palms on his shorts, and stepped through the portal into
a wide corridor whose roof had collapsed in places, leaving huge
stones scattered across the floor. He moved forward, trying to ignore the hammering in his chest.
“Rupert,” he called softly, “Where are you?” There was no answer. The only sound was that of water dripping, somewhere far
away. The air smelled stale and musty, like the inside of an old
trunk. He called out again. Still, no reply. He kept moving, picking his way among the boulders, all the time berating himself for
his stupidity.
Darkness gathered around him as he made his way deeper into
the ruin. The walls loomed closer, and the roof was intact, allowing
almost no light to penetrate the gloom. A moment later, he reached
the end of the corridor. His hands were as cold as the stone wall that
blocked him. The air was heavy as a shroud.
“Graham!” The cry reached from a place Graham didn’t want
to go. “There’s something very interesting in here. You must see it.
You’re not scared, are you?”
He wanted to flee, but he couldn’t. He knew he would never
hear the end of it. He held his breath, listening for the source of the
voice.
“Be brave, Graham. Be a man, for once. That’s not your sniveling I hear, is it?”
The sound came from somewhere behind him. Carefully, he
headed back the way he’d come. If he hadn’t been tracing the wall
with his hand, he’d never have found it. The fissure was so small,
he’d passed it in the dark and hadn’t noticed it. He turned sideways,

squeezed himself through, and entered a narrow shaft that smelled
foul, like rotting moss. The fust was so strong it stung his throat.
Inside the tunnel, the sound of water grew louder. The steady
drip, drip, drip, punctuated the silence. To his left, Graham saw
nothing but blackness, but to his right, he detected a faint glow. He
hunched his shoulders and headed for the light.
As he moved along the slippery floor, he counted his paces,
knowing that the crevice he’d entered through would be impossible
to find again, unless he knew exactly where it was. With each step
he took, the tunnel brightened.
“Rupert!” His echo trembled. There was no reply. As he reached
the count of forty, Graham rounded a corner and stepped into a
small chamber; the source of the light. The room featured a domed
ceiling where fingers of mortar had broken away, allowing shards
of sunlight to enter the darkness. At the end of the chamber was a
seamless wall, inscribed with a variety of strange carvings. Centered
in the wall was the Campbell crest. Graham’s heart froze. He knew
exactly where he was.
The Crown Room, his father had called it. It was the entrance
to the dungeons and Campbell’s tomb. Behind the wall lay a maze
of tunnels where even a cat could get lost.
Suddenly, from out of the shadows, a dark shape careened toward him, screaming like a pagan. Graham screamed in response,
before realizing that it was only Rupert, being a jerk.
“You are such a worm, Rupert,” he muttered angrily, “and if you
knew as much as you thought you did, you wouldn’t be clowning
around. We’ve got to get out of this place. We’re not supposed to
be in here. No one is. This is the Crown Room. It’s the entrance.”
Big mistake!
Rupert was on him like a stoat.
“Entrance?” he hissed, “the entrance to what?”
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His face sharpened as his eyes darted around the chamber.
“It’s nothing. I can’t tell you. I promised. I promised my father.”
Rupert stepped closer and slapped him, hard. Hot tears flooded
Graham’s eyes.
“You’re so pathetic,” Rupert sneered. “You’re such a damn coward. Your daddy’s precious little secret is nothing but a fairy tale,
meant to scare away all you fairies.”
“It’s no fairy tale,” Graham countered. He knew he shouldn’t say
any more, but he couldn’t stop himself. “There’s evil in this place.”
“You mean ghosts, Graham? Real, live ghosts?”
“It’s no joke. You’ve got to believe me.”
“Oh I do, Graham. I do.”
Rupert moved to the center of the chamber, spread his arms,
and began to chant. “Come out, come out wherever you are. We’ll
set you free, if you don’t go far. Come out, come out of your hiding
place. Show your face. Show your face.”
“Don’t, Rupert. You don’t know what you’re doing. Please,
Rupert. Stop it.”
But Rupert was lost in the incantation.
Suddenly, Graham felt the air move, like something had joined
them in the chamber.
“They’re with us, Graham. Can you hear the voices? Aren’t they
beautiful?” Rupert began to laugh, softly at first, then building in
volume until the room resounded with his wailing.
Graham clapped his hands over his ears and fled. He raced back
through the tunnel, praying he could find his way out. In the darkness, he slipped and fell, badly skinning his knee, but he hardly felt
it. Mercifully, he found the break in the wall, squeezed through, and
ran until he was back outside, safe in the warmth of the sunshine.
Without a backward glance, he hurried home, trying not to
think about what Rupert faced in the fortress.
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***
Over the next two days, Graham rode his bike to Ainsley House
half a dozen times, looking for Rupert. He knocked and knocked,
but no one answered the door. The curtains remained drawn. He
even tried the back door, but the house was locked up tight. He
wondered if the Marnis had packed up and left the village.
He went to the village pub and tried to convince Jock Tavish,
the provost, that something was wrong, but Jock dismissed his concerns and returned his attention to the job at hand; the consumption of a tall tumbler of ale.
Graham knew then that he was on his own.
Again that night, sleep was hard to come by. “How could I have
been so stupid?” he muttered, as he stood at his bedroom window
gazing out at the loch. The water was dead still.
As he once again relived the events of the visit to the Keep,
Graham noticed a faint glow coming from the direction of Ainsley
House. Although the big house was a good distance away and obscured by dense woods, there was definitely a light.
“Someone’s there!” he whispered.
He dressed quickly and crept from his bedroom down the back
stairs and stepped into the night. As he did, a sullen moon retreated
behind the clouds. As Graham moved along the path, the darkness
deepened and the night whispered to him in a hundred voices. He
tried not to listen.
Minutes later, the great bulk of Ainsley House loomed in front
of him. He crossed the ditch and entered a stand of old beech trees,
waiting to catch his breath and his courage. He saw a flicker of light
coming from the house, but the garden wall blocked the downstairs
windows. He knew he had to get closer.
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He emerged from the trees, approached the wall, reached for the
iron gate, and pushed gently. Rusted metal groaned in protest. He
stopped pushing. Searching the wall, he found a likely spot, clambered over, and dropped silently to the ground. He crouched there,
hoping he’d see someone pass by the window. As he watched, his
thoughts raced. It had been three days since he’d left Rupert at the
Keep. He knew he should have gone to his father right away, but he
was had been afraid. He’d been forbidden to go anywhere near the
fortress, and never before had he disobeyed his father.
Somewhere nearby, an owl screeched. Graham flinched. He
knew he could wait no longer. Creeping low to the ground, he scurried through the moon shadows and reached the house just beneath
the lighted window. He took a deep breath, reached for the sill, and
hoisted himself up.
The living room was illuminated by three sputtering candles.
Although there wasn’t much light, Graham saw him immediately.
He allowed a deep sigh. Rupert was safe. He lay curled up on the
couch near the fireplace with his head on his mother’s lap. He was
fast asleep.
But something wasn’t right. Slowly, the tableau began to crystallize. Although his arms now trembled and his fingers ached,
Graham couldn’t let go.
Missus Marni was as still as the loch, staring into space. Her face
was as pale as parchment, and her eyes never blinked. The bodice of
her long white dress was crisscrossed with dark stains.
As Graham’s mind processed what his eyes were seeing, Rupert’s
eyes sprang open. He sat up, stared straight at the window, and
smiled, like he’d been expecting the visitor.
Graham let go. He hit the ground hard, scrambled to his feet,
and bolted. As he ran, the front door of the house burst open. Rupert
was after him, howling like a madman.

Graham raced on until he reached the woods. Only then did he
look back. His pursuer was nowhere to be seen.
Hands on his knees and gasping for breath, Graham stared at
the house, wondering what had happened to Rupert. Suddenly, one
of the large upstairs windows exploded, and heavy curtains billowed from the breach, engulfed in flame. Within seconds, the fire
was reaching hungrily for the eaves of the house.
The curse of the Keep had returned, and Graham knew that he
was responsible.
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he 747 banked almost imperceptibly and began its descent
through the patches of cloud. Its shadow swept silently
across the myriad islands that lay strewn like puzzle pieces
across the Sea of the Hebrides. Valerie MacIntyre yawned and leaned
forward to raise her window shade. It was just past sunrise.
Far below, small villages clung like barnacles to the rocky shores.
She watched, fascinated, as intrepid fleets of fishing boats departed
the safety of their harbors and trudged out to sea on the morning
tide. An insistent breeze unraveled the remaining clouds until the
hills lay basking in sunshine.
Her husband leaned across her and stared out the window.
“It’s somethin’, huh?”
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“Incredible,” Valerie murmured, “I’ve never seen anything
like it.”
She sighed deeply, relishing her euphoria and thinking about
how nice the holiday was going to be. For a couple of months, she
could be Missus John MacIntyre and nothing more. It would be a
welcome change from being recognized wherever she went. Not
that she resented the fame she’d acquired as a result of twenty years
in film and television, but the idea of a holiday in the remote hills
of western Scotland was very appealing. During the flight, she’d
signed more than a dozen autographs, adhering to her longstanding
policy of being gracious about the intrusions, but the thought of
being incognito for an entire summer thrilled her.
“We’ll be right there this afternoon, if all goes as planned,” John
said.
His hazel eyes danced with joy as he pointed to a chain of cobalt
lakes in the distance.
“I can’t wait.”
Valerie drew her husband’s tanned face toward her, ran her
fingers through his cropped salt-and-pepper hair, and kissed him
warmly. Although he was nearly ten years older than her, John
wore his fifties well. He avoided the gym at all costs, attributing
his slim physique to the good genes he’d been blessed with. He
was one of those people who could eat whatever he liked in whatever quantity he chose. It was the only thing about him that she
resented.
Moments later, the aircraft circled low above the ancient roofs of
Edinburgh, readying for final approach. Valerie smiled and pointed
as she recognized Arthur’s Seat, the rocky steep that had stood guard
over the city for more than a thousand years. It was just as John
had described. A hundred church spires glinted in the sun, and she
imagined she could hear the pealing of the bells. They’re welcoming
him home, she mused.

An hour later, customs behind them, they were safely ensconced
in their fancy rental car. The Jaguar XJS was a real indulgence, John
had admitted, but he had rationalized that because it was their first
trip together to his native land, the expense was justified. She didn’t
object. She knew that her husband was not a frivolous man. Indeed,
he seldom bought anything for himself.
A half hour later, they entered a sedate residential neighborhood, and Valerie began searching for Barrack Place. When she
spotted what she was looking for, she directed John into the wide,
tree-lined street. The substantial old homes, which stood well
back from the pavement, were quite unlike the Beverly Hills monstrosities she was used to. Each house was fashioned from the same
dark granite, and their uniformity added to the elegance of the old
neighborhood.
When they reached number fourteen, the closed driveway gates
blocked their entrance, so John parked at the curb. Unlike the other
houses on the street, this one was in need of some care.
“Do you want to come in? I should only be a minute,” John
asked.
“Oh yes, I certainly do. After all the paces he put us through, I
can’t wait to meet our landlord.”
As they made their way to the front door, Valerie frowned at
the state of the gardens. The lawn hadn’t been mowed in weeks,
and an army of weeds had taken over the flowerbeds. John rang the
doorbell while she surveyed her surroundings, surprised that such
a beautiful property had been allowed to deteriorate so. Back in
California, Valerie’s own garden was her pride and joy.
An elderly woman opened the door and eyed them coolly.
Without a word, she turned away and led them into a large vestibule devoid of furniture save for one sagging chair, to which she
directed Valerie, and signaled for John to follow her.
“Don’t you want me to come with you?”
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“Actually, I think I can handle this.” His curt response made her
bristle, but she bit her tongue. She knew that even after twenty-five
years of marriage, he resented her inclination to mother him. John
shrugged an apology as he was led away.
Valerie perched on the edge of the armchair and watched her
husband disappear into the gloom, allowing that he was probably
right. Maybe she was too protective, but it was only because she
loved him so much.

At the end of a long corridor, the old woman stopped before
a pair of ornate doors, nodded to John, and hurried away, leaving
him alone in the half-light. He felt as if he was back on the set
of The Wicked Ones, a forgettable horror film he’d directed years
before.
He knocked tentatively, and a high-pitched voice bid him enter.
He pushed open the door and stepped through into a darkened
room. When his eyes adjusted, he discerned the shape of a man
sitting behind a large desk, silhouetted by the meager light that
seeped through a crack in the curtains.
“Come in, come in, Mister MacIntyre.” The lilting brogue was
like music. “Forgive the lack of illumination, but you see, I have an
ocular condition and can tolerate little light. Please, come closer;
there is nothing in the way that might trip you.”
He chuckled as John inched carefully toward the desk. He
remained seated but reached out his hand. John took it, and
nearly flinched. The hand was as soft as a child’s and uncommonly cold.

The man’s face stayed hidden in shadows. The only distinguishable features were the longish hair and the dark glasses. “I’m Gordon
Erskin. I do hope you had a pleasant flight.”
“Indeed we did. As a matter of fact, our descent over the coast
was amazing. I wish I’d had a chance to get it on film.”
“Ah yes. That is your business, is it not?”
“Well, not so much anymore. I’m kinda’ retired from the
Hollywood thing.”
“Glad to hear it. I was never very interested in the cinema. It’s
all a bit predictable for me.” Erskin started to chuckle, but stopped
himself. “Please,” he continued, “have a seat while I try to put my
hands on the keys for the house.”
John sat as instructed and watched as the man rummaged
through the desk drawers, sending up small clouds of dust.
“Aha.” said Erskin. He pulled a large key ring from the top
drawer and extended it across the desk. “I’m sure you’ll find everything in order at Ainsley. No expense was spared in the refurbishment of the place. It was quite a job. I must say, the directors of the
trust are most pleased with the results.”
John nodded but said nothing, hoping the man’s speech wouldn’t
take too long. He knew that Valerie would be getting antsy.
“By the way, I’ve arranged a housekeeper for you. She’ll be there
tomorrow morning, first thing. And I should tell you, the last
room on the upper floor is off limits. One of our directors, the one
who supervised the renovations, has some personal things stored in
there. But don’t worry…I’m sure you’ll have plenty of space. It’s a
fine, big house.”
“Thank you, Mister Erskin.” John fiddled with the key in his
hand, eager to be on his way. “My wife and I are looking forward to
our stay. I promise we’ll take good care of the place.”
“Oh, I know you will. Ainsley is very special. The trust didn’t
want just anybody to have it, you know. However, you and your
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wife seemed to possess all the qualities we were looking for. After
you’ve spent some time there, you’ll understand why we were so
particular. It’s a magical place.”
“Really? In what way?”
Erskin ignored John’s interruption. “When you get to the village, ask at the post office for directions. The house is a bit hidden
away.”
“Sounds perfect. Just what we were hoping for.”
Erskin rose to his feet, and John rose reflexively, wondering how
well Erskin could see him.
“I hope you enjoy your sojourn at Ainsley, and I do apologize
for not offering you a cup of tea, but as you can see, I’m a bit
busy.”
“Think nothing of it. We want to get on the road, anyway.
We’re eager to get to Kilbride. And please, feel free to drop down
for a visit. I’m sure we’d be glad to see you.”
“Thank you, Mister MacIntyre. That’s very kind, but I don’t
think there’s much chance of that. Too much to do around here, and
besides, I don’t leave the house much anymore.”
Erskin moved from behind the desk and walked unfalteringly
toward the door.
“Just what line of work are you in, then?” John asked, as he followed along, noting that Erskin was a good couple of inches taller
than his own six feet.
“Oh, let me see. I suppose you could say I’m a discoverer. Yes
that’s it, a discoverer.” He laughed softly and extended his hand.
John steeled himself and took it.
“Missus Pearson will show you out.” Erskin hurried back to his
desk.
The housekeeper appeared from out of nowhere and led John to
the front door.

Valerie jumped up to meet him, a relieved smile lighting her
face. As they headed back down the overgrown path, John cast a
glance toward the house, not knowing quite what to think.
In the car, Valerie turned to him. “Well?”
John tossed the iron key ring into her lap and started the engine.
“What’s he like?”
“I don’t really know what to tell you. He’s pretty eccentric. He
didn’t want to answer any questions, and I didn’t even get a good
look at him. Apparently he’s got some kind of eye problem. He
lives in darkness, so I guess he won’t be coming to pay us a visit. It’s
okay with me. The guy’s weird.”
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In the darkened room, Erskin reached behind him and pulled
open the curtains enough to admit a little more light. A dusty shaft
fell on a framed photograph centered on the huge desk. The faded
photo was of a strikingly beautiful woman in her thirties. She’d
been professionally posed, like the picture was a publicity shot from
a film studio.
“Well what did you think, mother?” he asked. “It’s my opinion
that he’s just what we’ve been waiting for. Things will be better
soon, you’ll see.”
He felt guilty about the house’s state of disrepair and the untended
gardens, but he knew his mother would understand. She’d been kind
enough to leave him the place in her will, but the funds had been
badly depleted during the renovations at Ainsley House, the house
where she had died. He reached for the telephone and hit speed-dial.
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“They’re on their way,” he said softly. “Just what we were hoping for, I’d say. Typical American; a bit naive, too friendly for his
own good. I know you’ll make sure they’re properly taken care of.”
“Have no fear,” said the deep voice in his ear. “I have just the
thing.”
“Good. I’m looking forward to my return,” said Erskin. “It’s
been too long.”
He sighed softly and returned the receiver to its cradle.

C HAPTER
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he Jaguar slowed and rolled to a stop at the crest of Robbie’s
Brae, its tires crunching the fine roadside gravel. Beneath
the promontory lay the Vale of Kilbride and the dark waters
of Loch Awe. It was said that Scotland boasted even more beautiful
valleys, but there was a sweet mystery about the vale that had
intrigued John since he’d visited as a boy.
Carpets of mist rolled lazily up the hills and dissolved like spun
sugar in the deep blue sky. Bands of sheep drifted across the slopes,
seeking out the sweetest grass. Safely concealed in the gorse, a
meadowlark offered up her best song.
As a boy, John had spent a summer in the vale. His father had
exchanged his Edinburgh pulpit with the minister in Kilbride,
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which was the only sort of vacation a poor clergyman could afford
back then. John had been away too long and was thrilled to be back.
He glanced over at his wife. Her eyes were swimming. He
reached for her. “What’s up?” he asked. “You okay?”
“Yeah, more than okay, actually. I feel wonderful. This is the
most perfect place I’ve ever seen. Why didn’t we ever film here?”
“I don’t know,” John said. “That’s actually not a bad idea.”
“Too bad you’ve retired.” Valerie wiped her eyes and pulled
away.
“Yeah. Too bad.”
He leaned back in the plush leather seat and studied his wife as
she gazed at the hills. She looked even more beautiful than usual,
and John had a thing for beauty. Paintings, architecture, fine automobiles, it didn’t matter, beauty stirred his soul. Valerie Todd’s
beauty had captivated him years ago, and held him still. Although
she was in her forties, she looked a good ten years younger. He knew
that she was diligent about her appearance. It was a discipline she’d
adhered to since her teens, and it had stood her in good stead. Valerie
was beyond pretty. She was a true beauty, in the classic sense, with
perfect skin and shining blond hair that was actually her natural
color. Her sea-green eyes, which sometimes turned blue, sparkled
every time she smiled, which was often. Over the years, he’d worked
with many attractive women, but he’d never seen anyone like her.
He’d been strangely unsettled by her the first time he saw her.
As a novice actress, she’d wandered onto his set and right into middle of the shot. Instead of being angry, he’d been at a loss for words.
He’d hired her on the spot, and a year later, they were married. If
her beauty was timeless, her nature was nothing less than infectious. Never had he met anyone more ready to laugh or more willing to forgive.
As he watched her, he detected something moving down the
hill behind her. He frowned. A creature, unlike anything he’d ever

seen, was rapidly descending the slope, alternately revealing itself
and then disappearing in the lingering patches of mist. The thing
was bright yellow and thirty feet or more in length, undulating like
a giant centipede, and heading straight for them.
“Val, do you see that?” He pointed in the direction of the beast.
She followed his finger. “Yes I do. What the hell?”
“I have no idea.”
“Does Loch Awe have a monster too? Because that’s what it
looks like.”
John laughed. “And here she comes now.”
The serpent continued its advance until it crested a small hill
and drew near enough to reveal its true identity. It turned out to be
nothing more sinister than a troop of boys wearing bright yellow
rain gear, marching in single file.
Leading them was a gigantic man, whose long sallow face was
crowned by an unruly mop of nut-brown hair. His wardrobe consisted of military-style boots with his pants stuffed inside, a black
shirt, and a clerical collar. He might have looked almost conventional had he not been wearing a long, black academic’s gown that
billowed behind him like a storm cloud. As he neared the car, he
offered a cursory nod and swept past. John and Valerie waved in
reply. The boys, about ten in number, scrambled to keep up with
their leader’s long strides. As they strode by, one or two turned to
glare at the visitors. The rest stared angrily at the ground.
Valerie shuddered and reached for John’s hand.
“You know,” he said, in an effort to distract her, “I’m thinking
we should probably drink bottled water while we’re here. Looks
like the local stuff makes people a bit cranky.”
He turned the key in the ignition, unable to suppress a grin as
twelve cylinders roared to life. He began the careful descent into the
valley, making up stupid stories about the inherent dangers of water
until he succeeded in making Valerie laugh.
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He drove slowly into the village of Kilbride and stopped to get
directions.
“I’ll just be a minute,” he said and climbed out of the car.
He opened the door of the post office and stepped into a small
room with yellowed walls that might have been white at one time.
The place smelled of stale smoke, good whisky, and something
else he couldn’t quite place. He waited patiently for the old man
behind the well-worn wooden counter to finish what he was doing.
Eventually, the man looked up.
“Och, I’m sorry, my lad. I didn’e realize ye were standin’ there.
Ye been there all this time? Oh aye, my hearin’s no what it used to
be, nor the eyes either for that matter.”
The thick brogue brought a smile to John’s face.
“Jock Tavish is the name. I’m the village postmaster. Some folks
have wondered why it’s not MacTavish, but I don’t know the answer
tae that. So what can I do for ye?”
“Well, I’m not exactly lost. My name’s John MacIntyre, and my
wife and I have rented Ainsley House for a few weeks. Can you tell
me how to find it? I’m told it’s a bit hidden away.”
The smile nearly faded from the old man’s face, but he managed
to hang on.
“Ainsley House did ye say? Oh aye. Nothin’ to it. I’ll keep ye
straight. And I’m pleased to meet ye, Mister-eh-oh aye.” Old Jock
reached a gnarled hand across the counter.
“Nice to meet you, too,” said John as he took the proffered hand,
doing his best to stop staring.
Jock Tavish was a walking caricature; absolutely perfect casting for a village postman, sixty years ago. A tangle of off-white
whiskers and a stained mustache framed a set of eroded dentures
that whistled as he spoke. His bright red nose shone like a beacon
against a backdrop of spider-veined cheeks and faded blue eyes, a
glowing testament to the caliber of the local distillery.

“Now let me see, the best thing for ye to do is to follow along
this road you’re on. Ye did come in from the Callander direction,
didn’t ye?”
John nodded.
“That’s right then. Well, continue on here out of the village
itself. Go ‘til you’re just about two miles this side of the kirk, and
turn left.”
John stared blankly, wondering how he was going to accomplish that. How was he supposed to know when he was two miles
from the church?
“Then, you go on down past Ailes’s garden and make a sharp
right. Don’t make the other right, ‘cause that’ll take ye back to
Callander, see. Then ye continue on past where the antique shop
used to be.”
The postmaster shook his head.
“Ye know, we all told those folk that an antique shop
would never work in this place, but they wouldn’e listen. Not
enough tourists ye understand. Oh aye. Anyway, turn left
again at old Tom’s well, and you’re no more than a stone’s throw
away.”
John nodded, doing his best to hold on to the growing list…a
right at Ailes’s garden, then on past a nonexistent shop.
Jock stopped his gesticulations and peered at his visitor. “Ach,
you’ll never find it. I’d better just take you myself. I’ll not go inside
the house, but I’ll take you to the gate.”
John leaned closer, tempted to question the postman further. All
of his creative instincts yearned to know. Was there a local superstition about Ainsley House? He wanted to hear all the details, but
it was already after four o’clock and he was eager to get settled.
After all, it was to be their first night in a new house, and if past
experience was a reliable indicator, the evening ahead would be a
romantic one.
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“Well, if it’s not asking too much, I’d appreciate you showing us
the way. I wouldn’t want to put you out, though,” John said.
“Ach, not at all. I was just goin’ out that way, anyway. I’ve got
a parcel here for Graham Nesbit, and he lives not far from Ainsley.”
“I’ll be right outside when you’re ready.”
John exited the post office just in time to see his wife wander out
of the bakery across the street, clutching a good-sized paper bag. He
leaned against the hood of the car and crossed his arms, enjoying the
village. Nothing had changed in the forty years since his last visit,
except that the cars parked along the street were a new addition.
Back when he’d immigrated to Canada with his parents, automobiles were a real luxury in rural Scotland. The tranquility of the
village and the sweet smell of lilacs were exactly as he remembered.
He shifted his gaze back to Valerie, enjoying the way her tweed
skirt slapped against her long bare legs. When she reached him, she
smiled and winked seductively.
“Yes?”
“Nothin’,” he muttered and looked away. For some reason, he’d
always felt sheepish about openly admiring her. It was as if he didn’t
want her to know how attractive he found her, in case she might
vanish before his eyes. “I was just thinking how great you look–for
a woman of your age.”
Valerie delivered a smart punch to his arm. “Thanks a lot.” She
opened the door and folded herself into the car.
John climbed in beside her.
“So, do we have our directions?” she asked, suddenly all business.
“Well, not exactly.”
They watched with amusement as Jock performed the ritual of
locking and double-checking the door of Her Majesty’s Post Office.
He nodded politely to Valerie, who politely nodded back.
Old Jock moved quickly around the side of the building and
reappeared wheeling a bicycle that was at least as old as him. He

bent over, applied a clip to his trouser leg, pushed off with one
foot on the pedal, and vaulted aboard like a man half his age. For
a moment, the bicycle wobbled precipitously, but somehow managed to remain upright. Beaming with relief, Tavish beckoned to
the MacIntyres. John carefully backed the Jaguar into the street and
fell into formation behind the bicycle.
Although the postmaster tipped his cap to the people he met on
the way, John noticed that not a one paid him the slightest attention. They were all too busy ogling the Jaguar.
Feeling more than a little conspicuous, John and Valerie watched
the curious watching them. John waved once or twice, but there
was no acknowledgement. Valerie reached for John’s hand and gave
it a squeeze.
“Not too friendly, are they?”
“Oh, don’t worry honey,” he replied. “They’ll warm up soon
enough. The Scots are a bit leery of outsiders at first.”
The Jaguar followed solemnly along as the postman pointed
out various features of the little village. Since they couldn’t hear a
word the man was saying, they merely nodded. A few minutes later,
the bicycle turned off the main road onto a narrow lane where, in
places, the hedges actually brushed the car. The bushes were festooned with blossoms, white and pink, yellow and blue. The drone
of bees and the smell of raspberries hung like bliss in the warm air.
After about a mile, they rounded a bend, and John braked to a
stop. “Wow,” he groaned softly, “it’s glorious.” They sat on a grassy
ridge overlooking a protected cove, behind which stretched the
deep blue waters of Loch Awe. Although they had seen pictures, no
photograph could ever do it justice. The grand house, built of pale
gray stone, sat on a low rise, taking full advantage of the incredible
views. The entire north end of the house was blanketed in red roses.
Tavish opened the gates and stepped aside as John pulled into
the driveway. As if in a trance, he climbed out of the car and went
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around to open Valerie’s door, but by the time he reached it, she
was already out. Taking her hand, he led her toward the house. His
heart was filled with awe and anticipation. He knew he’d come to
the right place, that he’d be able to write here. He could already feel
the stirrings.
Hand in hand, they crossed the driveway and discovered a cobblestone path that led around the house and ended at a flight of steps
that meandered down to the water’s edge. On the loch side, the house
boasted a full-length verandah, which John knew would be perfect for
wiling away the endless twilight of Scotland’s summer months.
Without a word, he reached for Valerie, enfolded her in his
arms, and sighed like a man returned home from a long journey.
For a time, they just held each other and gazed out over the shimmering glory of the loch.
By the time they arrived back at the front, eager to see what the
inside of the house had to offer, Jock was long gone.
“He didn’t give us a chance to thank him,” said Valerie. “I hope
he didn’t think we were being rude.”
“Och, hae nay fear o’ that lass. The boy’ll hae plenty o’ time tae
find out how rude ye really can be.”
“Oh very good, John. Nice accent. Have you been practicing?”
“Na,” he replied, grinning happily. “It comes back whenever
I’m in Scotland. Strange huh?”
“Oh, there’s no doubt about it. You’re definitely strange.”
“Thank you so very much,” John said as he gestured toward the
front door and bowed theatrically.
“Missus MacIntyre, my own Lady of the Loch, may I present to
you your home for the summer. If you would, kindly step inside and
I’ll show you strange, just the way you like it.”
Shaking her head, Valerie took his arm and allowed her self to
be led to the front door.
“We can unpack later,” John said, winking meaningfully.
16
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he Crown and Thistle had stood its ground since the
fourteenth century. Once a coach house and later a hunting
lodge for Malcolm Campbell, Earl of Argyll, it had eventually
settled comfortably into being the local pub and four-room hotel.
Many a yarn had been spun within its timbered walls. The public
room was a good size. Its centerpiece was a gleaming mahogany bar
that had reputedly been in service since the defeat of the English in
1512. Directly across from the bar stood a great stone hearth where
a peat fire sputtered contentedly, filling the air with its musk.
The Thistle sat right on the shore of the loch and, as was typical
for every evening but Christmas, the sounds of merriment drifted
out across the water. Old Jock sat at a large table surrounded by
his cronies, who were bursting with curiosity about the village’s
17
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visitors. The beer and the whisky flowed freely, and Jock took full
advantage of those who knew that plying him with drink would
enhance the stories.
On a low stage at one end of the room, trying to be heard above
the din, a three-piece band played traditional Scottish country
music. A heavyset man perched precariously on a high stool pumping an ancient concertina, while another chap with not a hair on
his head played an ebony flute. Between them sat Alistair Frazer,
an unkempt young man, fingering an acoustic guitar while glowering at the noisy crowd. Although he played well, nobody paid the
slightest attention.
A particularly loud roar of laughter from old Jock’s table provided the last straw for Alistair. He set his guitar down on its stand
and stormed off the stage. No one noticed. He walked out the door,
slammed it behind him as loudly as he could, and strode toward the
harbor.
He climbed the stone steps, leaned his elbows on the wall, and
glared out at the loch, his mood as dark as the water. He lit up a
cigarette and inhaled deeply. As he muttered to himself, a hand
reached out from the darkness and stroked his curls. He jumped.
“What’s the matter, Alistair? Doesn’t anybody love you?” asked
a husky voice.
He recognized the lilt immediately and leaned forward for a
kiss, but as he did, the girl pulled away.
“See, I knew you were lonely, didn’t I?”
“Moira, where have you been? It’s hell in there tonight. There’s
some new folk here in the village, and everybody’s gone daft. It’s as
if there’s nothing ever happens here.”
“Well it’s true, isn’t it? Nothing ever does happen in this stupid
village, but if you really must know where I’ve been, well, I’ve been
off to see my lover.”

Alistair choked on his cigarette, tossed it onto the ground, and
stomped it out.
“That’s not funny.”
“No, Ali, it’s not. But I’m just teasing. I just wanted to see how
you’d react. Come on, let’s go in.”
“You’re going to hate it. They’re in no mood for music tonight.
They’re all chatterin’ away about the new people.”
“We’ll see about that.” Moira grabbed him by the arm and led
him back to the pub.
Inside, the merriment continued. It was Friday night, and with
the week’s work done, it was time to celebrate. A large, florid man
downed yet another pint and turned to face the postmaster.
“So, Jock, is she as bonny as when she was in that mermaid film
she made?” His brogue was as thick as his girth.
Jock considered for a moment, watching the man’s eager face.
“Oh, she’s much bonnier now, I’d say, Sandy, oh aye.”
“What dae ye mean, Jock? That film was made over fifteen years
ago.”
“Oh I know that, Sandy. But now she’s got two legs.”
The crowd screamed with laughter. Jock called for another
round.
A few minutes later, the band returned to the stage. The music
started, but the noise continued unabated.
Then, a pure clear voice rose through the tumult, and as if a
spell was cast, all conversation ceased. The crowd fell silent. They
turned toward the stage.
In the smoky beam of a single light stood a breathtakingly beautiful girl. Woven into her black, waist-length hair were clusters of
tiny silver bells that sparkled like stars in a winter sky. The bells
were Moira’s cachet. She’d come to be known throughout the shire
as The Bell of Argyll.
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Even if she couldn’t sing at all, it was easy to see why Moira
MacLeod caused conversation to cease. As she sang, she swayed to
the music, like a whisper in the wind. Her pure white skin accentuated her dark green eyes, and although she wore no makeup, her
lips were red as wild berries. Her beauty was truly remarkable, but
it was more than that. The girl was haunting.
Throughout the room, men and women alike dabbed at misty
eyes. Even Alistair regained his civility. He played masterfully as
Moira sang of ancient pain and suffering, spinning her tale with a
weaver’s skill.
When the song finished, she was met with thunderous applause.
Next, she sang a happy familiar song, encouraging her audience to
join her. She stepped down from the stage and moved through the
room, touching people as she went.
When the song ended, Moira slipped out the door and ran into
the darkness. A moment later, she heard someone running after her,
calling her name. She stopped and waited until Alistair appeared
out of the mist.
“Where are ye off to then?” he asked. “We’re not done with the
music.”
“I’m sorry, Ali, I can’t. I’m feeling a bit restless. I don’t
know what it is. Maybe you were right. Maybe it’s just a bad
night.”
She took his hand and led him down to the water’s edge, where
paltry waves lapped at the shore. She perched on a rock and watched
as her companion skipped flat stones across the water.
“How can you feel like this, Moira? I don’t understand you. Did
you see the faces on these folks tonight? They love you.” He hurled
another stone. “Everybody here loves you.”
“I know that, Ali, and I know it should be enough, but it isn’t.
I need more. I need to find out about myself, and I don’t think I can
do that in this wee place.”

Alistair walked slowly back to where she sat and bent his head
to kiss her.
For a moment, she responded, before pulling away. “I can’t deal
with this, Ali. I’m sorry. It’s not you, it’s me.”
Anger flashed in Ali’s eyes. “I don’t know who you think you
are, Moira MacLeod, and why you think you’re so much better than
the rest of us. You should be grateful for what you’ve got, instead of
always dreaming about the stars.”
“I know. That’s what’s disturbing to me. And I am grateful. I
know God’s given me this gift, and I feel I’ve got to use it. I mean
really use it. Not just here in the shire but out there in the world.
Please don’t be angry with me. I hate it when you’re angry.”
Alistair relented. He reached for her hand, pulled her to her feet,
and gently stroked her cheek. “I could never stay angry with you,
Moira, even if I wanted to.”

Valerie awoke to a glorious morning. She rose quietly, donned
her terry-cloth robe, and tiptoed from the room. She skipped down
the stairs and made her way to the kitchen. Although the room was
filled with sunshine, the stone floor felt cold on her bare feet. She’d
forgotten her slippers. Damn!
She didn’t want to go back upstairs and take the chance of waking John, but it was her lucky day. She spotted a couple of pairs
of Wellington boots standing in the corner by the back door. She
selected the larger pair, and they slipped on easily. As a matter of
fact, they were huge. She clomped across the room and into the
pantry, where she discovered what she was looking for; coffee and
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the makings of breakfast. As she gathered the items she needed, she
hummed cheerfully, pleased that the house had been stocked for
their arrival.
As she backed out through the pantry door, her arms fully laden,
she was stunned to discover a stranger standing in the middle of the
kitchen staring at her. She jumped and dropped everything. The
visitor didn’t flinch. She just stood there staring at Valerie and the
oversized Wellies.
Valerie managed to regain her voice, if not her composure.
“What the–? Who are you? What are you doing here?”
“I’m Missus Small, the housekeeper. Didn’t they tell you I’d be
here?” Valerie guessed the woman to be in her late thirties. She was
redheaded and pretty in a round sort of way, with full, rosy cheeks
and an even fuller bosom.
Valerie shook her head. “No. No one mentioned that you’d be here.
But never mind. I’m Missus MacIntyre. It’s very nice to meet you. Oh,
you can call me Valerie. What would you like me to call you?”
“Oh, Missus Small will be fine, and maybe we should–um—.“
She indicated the awful mess on the floor.
“Oh look,” said Valerie, “I’ve broken all the eggs.”
“No bother. They were yesterday’s anyway. I’ve brought fresh,
and milk too.
Missus Small quickly organized a couple of wet cloths and handed
one to Valerie. Together, they got down on their knees and began
mopping up the gooey puddle. The floor creaked overhead. John was
up. Realizing he’d be down momentarily, Valerie scrambled to get the
mess cleaned up before he arrived on the scene. She knew he would
never pass up an opportunity to rag her about her clumsiness.
Too late. The wicked chuckle behind her announced his presence.
“Well Missus MacIntyre, and don’t you look fetching this fine
morning? I swear that’s the cutest butt ever built, and a very fine
motion it has too.”

Valerie cringed, realizing that John hadn’t seen Missus Small,
who was hidden by the door.
“Oh John,” she groaned, flushing with embarrassment. “You
haven’t met Missus Small, here. She’s the housekeeper. We weren’t
expecting her, were we honey?”
Still on her knees, Valerie glared over her shoulder.
John stepped forward just far enough to see the housekeeper
gaping up at him.
“Eh–no, no we haven’t met. I’m so sorry. Please I’m–well, I hope
you’re not offended by my–oh what the hell. Just chalk it up to the
fact that I’m a crazy American.”
He managed a sheepish grin.
Missus Small struggled up from her position on the floor, raised
herself to her full height, thrust out her ample breasts, and extended
her hand. Her face was very pink.
“Good morning, Mister MacIntyre. I’m right pleased to meet
you. It is a bonny mornin’ at that, and might I say, there’s never any
need to apologize for expressions of, em, affection between married
folk.”
Still blushing, she retrieved her hand and wiped it on her apron.
“Now Missus MacIntyre,” she offered, “why don’t you and your
husband go and make yourselves comfortable on the verandah? I’ll
get your breakfast for you. I’ve brought the paper. I thought yis
might like to see what goes on around here. It’s not much though,
I’ll tell ye.”
Valerie curled her finger, motioning for John to follow her, and
led the way outside.
He selected one of the cushioned chairs, settled himself in, and
stretched lazily. “What a morning,” he murmured.
“It’s glorious,” she agreed, lowering her self into the other chair.
She sighed softly, feeling a wave of contentment like she hadn’t felt
in years. As she gazed out across the still water, she was forced to
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concede that John had made a great choice. Maybe this house and
this loch and this village would be just the place for them to reconnect. They hadn’t exactly grown apart, but the spark they’d once
enjoyed had dwindled a bit over the last year or two. Real physical
contact had become a rarity, something reserved for special occasions like wedding anniversaries and last night.
After twenty-two years, it was to be expected, she knew, but
that didn’t alter the fact that she missed the closeness that had
once been part of their relationship. It wasn’t the sex she missed
so much; it was the nearness that came from the touching, and the
holding and the safeness she felt in the arms of the man she loved.
As she sat absorbing the warmth of the sun and the quiet
beauty of the loch, she spotted something unusual, although it
was too far away to make out. Excitedly, she grabbed a pair of
binoculars from the wrought-iron coffee table and raised them
to her eyes. When she’d adjusted the field of sight, she identified a large hawk hovering high above the loch. She watched,
enthralled, as the bird rose effortlessly through the air currents
until it was almost out of sight. The raptor then folded its wings
and dropped from the sky like a dart. As it reached the water, it
spread them open, dipped its talons beneath the dark surface, and
plucked a fat fish.
“Val, do you see that?” John sat bolt upright and pointed out
across the loch.
“Yeah. It’s fantastic,” Val breathed, lowering the binoculars.
“I’ve never seen a hawk fishing before. I wish I could do that.”
“No honey, not the bird–and by the way, it’s an osprey, not a
hawk. I’m talking about that ruin thing, way on the other side, on
top of that headland. It’s in shadow now. Do you mind?”
Valerie handed him the binoculars. She squinted, but the sun
was in her eyes, and she could make out nothing but a rocky cliff
in the distance.

“The place is huge. It must be an old fortress. What a film set.
Couldn’t build that on a sound stage.” He gave a low whistle and
passed the glasses. “Here, take a look. The place has a view of the
entire loch. Talk about location. It’s brilliant.”
The squeaking wheels of the trolley announced the arrival of
Missus Small, and by the time the food reached the table, Valerie
was salivating. Never had a breakfast smelled so good. She whiffed
the mingled aromas of fresh-baked scones, strong coffee, and good
Scottish bacon.
“Hungry?” she asked.
“Ravenous,” John said.
She glanced at him just in time to catch his eyes shifting from
the food to Missus Small’s impressive cleavage as she bent over to
pour the coffee, confirming once again that he could never pass up
a peek.
“By the way, Missus Small, what’s that tower thing I see there in
the distance?” he asked, forcing his eyes to behave.
“Oh that? That’s Campbell Keep. Been there forever, as far as
anybody knows. Been a ruin for hundreds of years. Don’t nobody
go up there, though, least, not nobody from round here. It’s an
accursed place. There’s some right bad stories. But I’m Catholic ye
see. I’m not supposed to pay any heed to that stuff.”
“Stories? What kind of stories?” John reached for a hot scone
with one hand and the bramble jam with the other.
“I can’t tell you just now, Mister MacIntyre,” Missus Small
shook her head vigorously, and Valerie watched the flush rise from
her throat to her freckled cheeks. She certainly wasn’t acting.
“Oh come on. I would really like to—”
“John, honey! Maybe some other time,” Valerie interrupted,
seeing the housekeeper’s discomfort. “Missus Small’s got things to
do. Isn’t that right?”
“Yes, yes I do. Plenty.” She bowed gratefully and retreated.
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Valerie sighed, relieved that an awkward moment had been
averted. She was ready to enjoy her breakfast and the undivided
attention of her husband.
“Why did you do that?” John asked, as soon as the housekeeper
was out of earshot.
“Because she obviously didn’t want to talk about it. As a matter
of fact, she looked terrified.”
“Terrified? You’re crazy.”
“I don’t think so,” she replied softly.
As Valerie sipped her coffee, she prayed that the trip to Scotland
would turn out to be everything John had hoped for. She understood
his need to write, how important it was for him to feel good about
himself. And she knew how badly he dealt with disappointment.
She had a need too; a need to feel the closeness they’d once had.

At the end of their first week, Valerie answered the door to find
a somber young man standing in the driveway beside a small van.
“Mornin’,” he muttered. “Missus MacIntyre?”
Valerie nodded.
“I’ve got a delivery for you.”
Then she heard another voice.
“Good mornin’ to you, Missus MacIntyre. And isn’t it a bonny
mornin’?”
She recognized the voice immediately and looked up to see the
postmaster waiting at the gate. “Good morning, Mister Tavish.
How are you?” She remembered her manners. “Would you like to
come in for a cup of tea?”

“Oh, no thanks. Oh no. I’ll not be comin’ in. I’ve just brought
out this young fella here. He’s got something for Mister MacIntyre.”
He gestured to the van where the young man was busy unloading boxes.
“A computer and a printer. Fella says it was supposed to have
been here last week. Says it’s not his fault, though. It seems that
this model was hard to come by here in Scotland. Anyway it’s
here now.”
Valerie felt a bit silly. It was odd to be standing on her doorstep
having a shouting conversation with the postman.
Jock signaled to the delivery boy, and Valerie headed inside to
find her husband.
“Hey John. Good news. Your computer’s here. Do you believe
it?”
“Finally!” He appeared from the living room carrying a book.
“Thank God. I came here to write, not to read every book in the
damn house. Tell them to bring it into the study. On the desk facing away from the water. That’ll be perfect.”
Valerie was surprised. “You really want it facing away from the
water?”
“Yeah. Too many distractions the other way.”
Valerie shook her head.
“Don’t you worry, honey,” he said. “I’ll get my money’s worth.
The view will be there when I need it.”
When, after a few minutes, the deliveryman hadn’t appeared,
Valerie went to the front door to see what was keeping him. She was
surprised to see the boxes piled up on the front steps and the van pulling away.
The postmaster climbed aboard his bike and offered a feeble
wave. “Better be off. Another busy day.”
“Bye Mister Tavish. Thanks.” She watched as Jock pedaled away,
thinking that he seemed terribly eager to leave.
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Behind her, John grabbed one of the boxes and headed into the
house. “This is great,” he said as he re-entered the study. “I can
finally get started.”
Valerie had known for years that John wanted to try his hand at writing. He’d directed lots of films, some of them quite successful, but he’d
never received the respect he sought. He’d been known in the industry
as an action director and had come to accept that he’d never get the nod
from the Academy. The day he’d overheard himself being referred to
as a hack was the day he’d decided to hang up his megaphone. Valerie
remembered the night he’d told her about his painful decision, and
although she didn’t agree with him, she gave no indication. He was
at the place in his life where he could do as he wished, and he wished
to write. When he’d brought up the subject of a summer in Scotland,
he’d explained that a return to his roots could provide the inspiration he
sought. As usual, Valerie had been willing to go along.
Although he wasn’t sure what he was going to write about, he
was more than ready to get started. He was torn between a modern
day thriller and a heist idea he’d been tossing around in his head.
He knew he couldn’t write an entire novel in the few weeks he had,
but with Scotland’s help, he expected to make serious headway.
As she watched her husband eagerly tearing open the boxes,
Valerie felt she was watching a man on the threshold. “I think this
place’ll be good for you,” she said.
“Well, I do feel at home here. Maybe my roots will show.”
He laughed at his own feeble joke as he sorted out cords and
plugs, completely ignoring the instruction book.
As she watched him go about his task, Valerie smiled to herself.
It was good to see John so happy.
She continued to watch as he tried to connect the pieces. When,
finally, he reached for the instructions, she decided to leave him to it.

Half an hour later, the computer’s start-up ditty announced its
readiness.
For a full five minutes, John stared at the empty screen. He
swallowed, took a long breath, and forced his fingers to move.
The thoughts began.
Two hours later, he came to and pushed back from his desk. He
waited for a moment before reaching to scroll back to the beginning.

***
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They’d been killing all night, but as the blood red sun rose through
the murk, the battle raged on. The English had the Campbells with
their backs to the river, and the fighting was savage. Ambushed and
outnumbered, the clan had been ill prepared for this fight, but they
were a ferocious lot. The rhythmic toll of claymores cleaving helmets
heightened the horror as some men screamed in agony while others
begged for death. Horsemen on both sides fell on quick swords as their
exhausted mounts were hacked from under them.
Robert Douglas, heir to Perthshire and kinsman to the Campbells,
remained in his saddle, killing his share. Riding hard beside him,
his brother Hamish fought on bravely. He was canny for such a young
lad, but there were few horsemen left, and their swords were heavy.
At first light, they’d tried to outflank a detachment of dragoons but
were met by a hail of bolts and forced back into the ever-tightening
field.
Douglas could see that Hamish was nearly done and pulled the
lad’s horse close enough to be heard. “I’m proud of ye. Yer father would
be, too.”
Hamish’s frantic eyes begged his brother’s for the truth.
“Will we die, Robert?”
“Never,” he roared. “Yer a Douglas.”
Together, they spun to face a score of charging cavalry. Hamish
feinted to the right, then turned sharply back, trusting that his mount
still had its legs, and neatly severed an English head.
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Robert spun his horse in place, wielding his dripping blade until
his heart cramped from exhaustion. By the time he was surrounded,
he’d toppled half a dozen English from their saddles and hacked three
more into retreat.
At the moment his leaden sword fell from his weary fingers, the
sweet, plaintive skirl of the bagpipes reached Robert’s ears. Hearing
the unearthly wail, the English faltered. They turned to see a terrible,
raging horde descending on them from the heather hills, screaming like
hellions.
Leading them was Campbell himself, riding like fury. The sight
of their chief, girded by his stoutest warriors, was enough to rouse the
weary Scots. Their swords became new again, their axes like liquid.
Within an hour, the English were done. Their vaunted cavalry fled from the engagement, leaving the infantry to be decimated.
Douglas and Hamish gathered a handful of horsemen and galloped
off in pursuit.
By morning’s end, the Campbells had slaughtered so many
English that the sodden ground steamed crimson. Scores lay dead. The
victorious Scots combed the battlefield, searching for signs of life and
bearing their wounded from the scene on makeshift stretchers. Others
moved grimly among the crippled horses, putting the poor beasts out of
their misery.
Malcolm Campbell, the Earl of Argyll, quietly surveyed the devastation. He had lost many good men this day, but they had turned
back the English vermin yet again. Although the price had been dear,
the taste of victory was sweet; the alternative, unthinkable. To live
under English tyranny would be far worse than honorable death. He
would gladly shed his own blood rather than bow down to the Saxons.
His men looked to him, murmuring their allegiance and their
respect. If not for him, the day would surely have been lost. Blood
seeped steadily from the gash in his shoulder, but Campbell’s gaunt
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face belied the pain. He raised his sword and nodded proudly to the
men who had fought so well.
It was a weary, straggling band that slowly made its way back
toward Campbell Keep. By the time they reached the fortress, the sun
was long set, but the torches were lit, and the victory colors soared high
atop the castle tower. A swift messenger had been sent ahead with the
news. There would be a fine feast of celebration this night.
As Campbell and his men rode across the drawbridge and into the
courtyard, a girl watched from the shadows, a girl of such beauty that
the darkness seemed to melt away from around her. Her anxious eyes
focused intently, hopefully, on the face of each passing warrior. After
the last man had crossed, the girl sighed softly and shivered in the
damp cold. She drew her shawl closer around her and slipped away
into the night.
John pushed back from his desk and took a deep breath. His fingers felt icy cold. The words had come easily, too easily, as though
they were not his own. He dismissed the disturbing thought and
climbed the stairs to bed.
He slept deeply that night, amid dreams of the Campbells and
a dark fortress in the clouds.
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