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        Based on characters from the book — The Irish Devil

      

      

      

      Cork, Ireland, 1171

      

      Eric of Shanekill could take no more. He flung the long, black wool cloak he had grabbed before leaving the keep around his wide shoulders and stomped through the village looking as fierce and potent as the name bestowed on him— Irish Devil. Everyone scurried out of his way, making certain to stay clear of him. It mattered not, he paid them no heed. His thoughts were on one thing and one thing only, his wife Faith. He had had enough and he was going to settle it here and now with her, whether she wanted to or not.

      When he woke a couple of hours ago and reached out to take her in his arms as he did most mornings, to hug her close, feel her warmth, her softness, to drink in her beauty and remind himself how lucky he was to have her as his wife, he had found her gone.

      Not that her absence in their bed was an uncommon thing, but of late it had become more so. He understood that as the village healer she felt a duty to the people, but she also had a duty to him… her husband. And he intended to remind her that she had been sorely neglecting him of late.

      He had never had to remind her of such before and it troubled him to do so now. Didn’t she care that it had been one week – one whole week – since they had made love? Didn’t she miss him as badly as he did her? Didn’t she miss touching him, kissing him, loving him? Though it had been three years since they had exchanged marriage vows, the spark of passion had remained strong within them. And he believed that it had grown ever stronger… that was until this past week.

      Faith seemed not to notice him at all. And a few times when he had reached out to take her in his arms, she had stepped away from him. Never had she turned away from his embrace. She would either drift or rush into his arms and cuddle as close as she could and he would whisper things in her ear that would rush a red glow to her cheeks and spark her desire as well as his. The more he thought about all they shared and all he missed, the angrier he became.

      His strides became more determined and villagers huddled in gossip as they watched the Irish Devil hurry to the healing cottage. There was sure to be a confrontation and most knew who the victor would be.

      Eric attempted to control his anger. It would do him no good to pounce on her, but the thought conjured an image that was hard to ignore. He had been blessed with a wife who enjoyed conjugal rights. Faith often made it known how much she desired him and he had never disappointed her. They made love often and in places...he smiled with the memories.

      They were made for each other and most knew it. It was as if the heavens had connected them body and soul…made them one, then split them apart, reunited them and made them one once again. That was certainly how it felt when he made love with her — that they were one and would always be — one body, one soul, one love.

      He recalled his half-brother, Borg’s remark this morning when he had left his three-year-old son Ryan in his care.

      “Don’t make a fool of yourself.”

      Borg had then proceeded, while bouncing up and down a jubilant Ryan on his knee, to remind him of how from when Eric had first met Faith he had made a continuous fool out of himself.

      While there were times Eric could agree, other times had not been as obvious, though he had certainly lost his heart to Faith quickly enough. But then she was a beauty, long fiery red hair that sprung in ringlets around her head and face, skin as pale as freshly fallen snow and though she had a scar that ran down along her cheek from below her right eye close to her temple and all the way to her breast, it did nothing to distract from her beauty. It more reminded him of what a courageous woman she had been and would always be.

      So what had happened between them in this last week to have her avoid him so? It made no sense and made him crazy with worry. What was on her mind? Why hadn’t she spoken to him about it? She had discussed everything with him as he did with her. She had good insight and instincts and he often relied on her for settling problems among the villagers.

      Which was another reason for his foul mood, he missed talking with her. She wasn’t only his wife; she was his best friend. While he missed her in his bed, he missed even more their talks.

      Faith was everything to him and he feared losing the closeness they had always shared. He stomped like an angry bear the last few feet to the healing cottage. He would have his answers, he would demand them, he would not be ignored, she would tell him what the problem was, he would insist on it, and then he would do what he had been aching to do… he would make love to his wife.

      Several villagers lingered around the cottage waiting for the healer to administer to their needs. But once they spotted him they dispersed quickly, leaving the benches outside empty. He should have waited for the door to open and not disturb her session with whoever it was she was tending to, but he had no patience. He grabbed hold of the wooden handle and swung the door open.

      He was surprised to see that she was alone, though glad of it. There was no one there to prevent him from having his say. His heart hammered in his chest and his anger was near to boiling. This was it, she would explain or else.

      Eric took two steps into the cottage and kicked the door shut behind him.

      Faith dropped the batch of herbs in her hand to the table and with a weary smile said, “Good lord, Eric, I’ve missed you so very much.”

      Her words knocked the stuffing right out of him and all he could do was spread his arms wide.

      She hurried into them, her arms quickly circling his back, her head seeking his hard chest and her body resting against his.

      His breath caught for a moment, she was home where she belonged—in his arms—and his anger vanished in an instant.

      Holding her close, feeling her warmth, her need for him, he asked, “What troubles you?”

      She sighed. “I knew I couldn’t keep my worries from you for long.” She raised her head to look at him. “And I feel so guilty for neglecting you.”

      “Truth be told it angered me,” he said honestly not wanting any lies between them.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “I should be the one apologizing for thinking you ignored me on purpose.”

      “I did not mean to,” she said, her fingers going to lightly trace his lips. “I have missed you more than I can say.”

      “And I you, wife,” he said and as much as he wanted to kiss her and carry her to the single, narrow bed in the cottage and make love to her, he knew at this moment she needed to talk with him. “Now tell me what troubles you. What has kept you from our bed? What has kept us from making love? What has worried you so?”

      Faith slipped out of his arms and went to step away from him, but he wouldn’t let her. His hand ran down her arm and took hold of her hand locking his fingers with hers.

      She smiled looking up at him. “Not going to let me go?”

      “Do you want me to?”

      She shook her head and squeezed his hand. “No, I don’t want you to let go. I want you to hang on to me and keep me sane.”

      He tugged her to him, though she came willingly enough and once again he wrapped his arms around her. “I will not let you go until you tell me and even then I have no plans of releasing you. I miss you and it is time you and I make love.”

      She sighed much heavier this time. “I would like that, but I fear there is a problem that must be solved before that will come to pass.”

      “Tell me and I will solve it, for there is nothing that will keep me from making love to my wife this night.”

      “After you hear, you may think differently.”

      “I think not. Now tell me.”

      “The villagers have been coming to me with deep scratches and too many bruises. Some get them while in the woods and others while working the field, the land near ready for harvest with winter’s chill all too prevalent. They talk of seeing a shadow that darts and sprints and leaves behind marks on them. They see the shadow briefly before suffering its sting. They fear going into the fields and many, especially the women who forage for plants and branches to make baskets have hesitated to venture where they once felt safe. Gossip has started.”

      “I’ve heard none,” he said.

      “Have you listened?”

      He hadn’t. He’d been too busy with his own thoughts to hear others.

      Faith ran a tender hand along his cheek and he near groaned with the pleasure it brought.

      “Worry not,” she said. “Tongues have just recently been wagging and it is with whispered breathes they speak.”

      “They gossip but want no one hearing?” he asked perplexed.

      “It is what they whisper about that they fear. It is what keeps them coming back to me and more recently asking for anything that will protect them.”

      “Protect them from what?”

      She rested her hand to his chest and whispered, “The hobgoblin.”

      Eric was struck silent for a moment. He had heard stories of hobgoblins and how mischievous and devilish they could be, but he never truly believed in them. He thought them conjured by fear when no doubt there was a reasonable explanation.

      “The people truly believe a hobgoblin lurks on the land?”

      Faith nodded. “They do and the thought makes them more fearful by the day and with all the incidents, I must say that something lurks on our land and it is not friendly.”

      Eric knew then and there he had no choice. If he wanted to have free, undisturbed time to make love to his wife he had only one choice… he had to capture the hobgoblin.
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      Eric kissed his wife Faith, a prelude of what was to come tonight when he made love to her. He wanted to remind her of what she was missing even though she had admitted as much, he wanted to leave her with a stronger reminder.

      He, of course, had missed the taste of her as well and so he lingered in the thirsty kiss that satisfied but didn’t quite fully quench his thirst, or Faith’s. It was obvious they both wanted more, their bodies demanded it, drifting ever closer until they looked as if they would meld together. And he certainly wanted to meld.

      Eric stopped the kiss, though he would have much preferred to linger in it. That however would be too dangerous, for he would want more than a kiss from Faith, he would want all of her.  And at the moment, he had to catch an insufferable hobgoblin that had put the fear in the hearts of his people and had kept him and his wife apart.

      Whoever the hobgoblin was he intended to see him suffer for his misdeeds.

      “I’ll take care of this posthaste,” he said his arms slipping from around her and his hands going to rest at her waist. “I’ll have the culprit who has caused so much unrest caught and punished before nightfall. Then you will be all mine.”

      “Gossip has it that no hobgoblin has ever been caught,” she said quite seriously.

      “Do you doubt my ability to protect you and my people?”

      “Never,” she said. “I have seen you best the biggest of men and fight against enormous odds and always emerge the victor. But this… this is not like anything you have ever gone up against. The hobgoblin is of the Other World and from what I have heard and seen of the wounds, does not fight fairly.”

      “I have not always done the same myself,” he said.

      “You will not go alone,” she instructed sternly.

      “My wife commands me?” he said on a laugh.

      She gave him a playful jab. “I will not see the hobgoblin get you.”

      “He taunts, teases and puts fear in people,” Eric reminded. “He has yet to do more serious damage.”

      “But you don’t know if—”

      “I know that if he is not caught I will never get my wife back into my bed. And that bed has been far too cold and lonely without you. Besides how can I allow my wife to forage for her precious healing plants if a hobgoblin runs loose in the woods?”

      Faith took a quick step away from him and walked over to the fireplace stirring the contents of the big black cauldron that hung from the iron rod over the flames.

      “Faith?” he questioned walking over to her. When she failed to turn around, he slipped his arm around her waist and turned her gently to face him. “What do you keep from me?”

      “I didn’t want you to worry. I thought it was nothing and then so many villagers began showing up on my doorstep.”

      His heart began to pound in his chest and anger bubbled up from deep inside him. “Tell me.”

      She attempted to roll the sleeve of her blue linen blouse up along her arm but her hand trembled, making the task difficult. Eric brushed her hand aside and continued and what was revealed filled him with raging anger.

      He rested her arm in one hand while the other brushed gentle fingers over the deep red welts that ran from just past her wrist to her elbow. Someone or something had viciously scratched her, leaving her lovely flesh marred.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were attacked?”

      “I wasn’t sure I had been, it happened so fast. I thought it an accident, that I tripped and my arm suffered from the fall. And even after tending a few villagers with similar wounds I didn’t connect my incident. They had talked of seeing a shadow, where I saw nothing. It was only recently I began to think that I had been one of the many who had suffered at the hands of the hobgoblin.”

      Eric rested his hand to her cheek, warm and tinged red from the heat of the hearth. “I am going to kill him for what he has done to you.”

      Faith smiled and turned her face into his hand to kiss his palm. “I appreciate your gallantry, but such a harsh punishment does not fit his crime. And I think all would prefer that you send him back to where he belongs with a stern warning never to return here.”

      “When I finish with him he will never want to leave the Other World.”

      Faith drifted into his arms once again. “You will take someone with you?”

      “I have told you not to worry over me,” he said as if it were a command.

      “It does you no good to instruct me such for you know full well I will pay it no heed. I love you and I worry over you and that is the way it will always be. Now tell me you will take someone with you.”

      To settle her concern, he said, “I’ll take Rook.”

      The big ugly dog dozing by the hearth raised his head and yawned.

      Faith shook her head. “He will not go with you. He hasn’t gone back into the woods since the day it happened. And you know how he loves to explore on his own at times.”

      Eric shook his head. “Rook was with you and didn’t attack whatever this thing was?”

      “No, he cowered beside me and shook. I thought he was upset over my incident.”

      Eric was not happy with the dog’s cowardly actions. Even though Rook was known to be spineless at times, he had always protected Faith with his life. What had caused the animal to fail to protect Faith?

      “This hobgoblin will be no more by day’s end,” Eric said and gave Faith a quick kiss then walked to the door.

      “Be careful,’ she called after him.

      “It is the hobgoblin you should be worried for, not me.” And with that he was out the door striding past ill villagers who had gathered on the benches once more.

      Eric stopped at the keep to see his son and inform Borg of his intention and wasn’t surprised that he offered to accompany him. Borg believed strongly in the Other World whereas Eric believed in what he could see, and if something could attack and leave scratches then that something could be caught.

      He declined Borg’s offer, though his warning was clear.

      “Take no chances with a hobgoblin. They are mean and troublesome.”

      Eric gave his son a hug and a kiss, the little fellow throwing his tiny arms around his father’s neck and hugging tight. That he was Eric’s son could not be denied, he was the exact image of him. He left the two playing with the wooden animals Borg had carved for Ryan.

      The villagers nodded knowingly as he stomped his way through the village to the woods, his intentions clear. Besides, word had already spread that the Irish Devil was going after the hobgoblin and it seemed that everyone heartily approved.

      With the skies gray, no sun to penetrate the thick woods, it was dark. Not as dark as when night settles over the land but dark enough to make one pause and watch one’s footings. Eric did both as he made his way around trees and avoided large fallen branches.

      He never entered battle without a clear plan, which was why he so often saw victory rather than defeat. This time however he had a good reason for proceeding without a plan. He’d be damned if he’d let a hobgoblin keep him from a night of love with his wife.

      Though now here, he began to think on what to do next. If his people were avoiding the woods, then perhaps the hobgoblin had grown bored with no diversion and would be looking for a target to torment. If he simply meandered along not paying any heed, though keeping aware, the insufferable creature would show himself and he could be done with this.

      His warrior side warned not to be in a hurry, to remain ever cautious and watch for shadows that moved too quickly. And to keep his mind focused and off his wife, though that wasn’t easy.

      Her scent was on him, on his shirt where she had rested her head to his chest, on his palm she had softly kissed, and on his forearms, his shirt sleeves rolled up when he had wrapped his arms around her. It was pungent and sweet and more enticing than he remembered. And it made him ache for her all the more.

      He smiled picking up the delicious scent of honey bread she often made and so generously shared with those who needed tending. He sometimes wondered if illnesses were concocted just so the honey bread could be enjoyed. But regardless, Faith welcomed them all and it had endeared her to all.

      A crack of a branch brought Eric out of his musings and his hand went to the hilt of his sword that hung at his side. He saw only shadows, though in them he knew the hobgoblin could lurk. So he kept a steady eye on everything around him. Whether it was the shadow of a tree swaying in the wind, an animal busy in preparation of the coming winter or simply life in the woods, he kept aware. He never allowed a trick of the eye to fail to keep him from spotting the obvious or that which was hidden. The hobgoblin would not get passed him. He would fell the creature and be done with it, sending him home where he belonged and then… then he would finally have his wife to himself.

      The attack came so swiftly that it took Eric a moment to realize that he had been hit. And when he did and was about to retaliate, he was hit again so hard that the blow felled him to the ground.

      Stunned by the second attack he lay on the ground furious that he had failed to see the creature’s approach. He cast a cautious though hasty glance around and that is when he caught sight… of the hobgoblin.
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      The Irish Devil stormed through the village, nostrils flaring and his eyes filled with fiery anger. When he didn’t find Faith in her healing cottage his frustration mounted and his strides hastened. The villagers were quick to retreat from his sight and fearful of what they saw. Not only was the Irish Devil angry beyond measure, he also bore the marks of the hobgoblin.

      Eric stopped abruptly in the middle of the village and called out, “Listen all and listen well.”

      The villagers reluctantly paid heed and gathered closer to their chieftain.

      Eric raised his bloody arms. “You all see that I met the hobgoblin. The creature has yet to be sent home to the Other World, but I promise you that before this day ends he will be no more, for I will see him dead!”

      Gasps filled the air. No one ever killed a creature from the Other World. It just wasn’t possible and it wasn’t wise. They were too powerful, but then an Other World creature had never come up against the Irish Devil.

      Eric left the villagers mumbling amongst themselves, though left little doubt that his words rang true as he hurried to find his wife.

      He burst into the keep and his glance fell on Faith the same moment her eyes met his. In seconds she handed over their sleeping son to Borg and hurried to him. He was near on top of her by the time she took only a few steps.

      “You’re hurt,” she said and took his hand. “Come and sit so I may tend your wounds.”

      He loved the feel of her hand in his, it not only comforted it reminded him of intimate touches that of late he ached for and ached to return. Her skin was velvet soft and the concern in her eyes reminded him just how much she loved him. He had known little of love until he had met Faith. He had tasted of it briefly, but once he had met her and had the full flavor of it, he hungered for more and she had willingly given it to him. She forever quenched his thirst and he could not see life without her.

      “I told you not to go alone,” Faith scolded with gentleness.

      “And I paid no heed, for I am a warrior —”

      “And was attacked for your stubbornness,” she admonished, already busy at work on his wounds.

      Eric didn’t argue. He enjoyed her gentle and caring touch and wanted to linger in the pleasure it brought him.

      “Tell us what happened,” Borg said, keeping Eric’s sleeping son tucked safely in the crook of his arm.

      “I saw the hobgoblin,” Eric said as he finally sat.

      The room went silent except for a low whine from Rook who put his head down and his paw over it.

      “Hobgoblins are not meant to be seen,” Borg said.

      “I can understand why,” Eric said. “Wild hair that stuck out in points from his head, small and wiry in size, large eyes that glowed green and he was made of dirt, a creature of the earth.”

      Faith stopped cleansing his wounds with the wet cloth. “This is not good, stubborn husband of mine.”

      Eric grinned. She was even more beautiful when she got angry, not that she got angry often. She would raise her soft voice, though truthfully the difference was barely detectable, and her cheeks would flush, like now, as if the heat from the hearth had singed them. Then she would say her piece, he would smile then kiss her and then they would…

      He leaned down and cooled her heated cheek with his cold one and whispered, “Tonight I make love to you and nothing on this earth or from the Other World will stop me.”

      She sighed heavily and he knew it signaled her resignation of the matter, though that did not always settle it. He eyed her cautiously as she finished cleaning his wound before applying comfrey paste. He didn’t know much about her healing herbs, only the ones she used often. She had made it known to the clan that all wounds were to be treated immediately and no one had objected. But then no one denied his wife anything and it wasn’t because he was her husband, it was simply because they loved and admired her good and generous nature.

      Of course few realized that she possessed a stubborn streak as mulish as his, at least when it came to protecting him.

      When she finished she turned a dazzling smile on him. “Time we make a plan to catch the hobgoblin.”

      “We can make a plan,” Eric said standing, “but you will not be accompanying me to see it done.”

      “We’ll see about that,” she said, returning her healing items to one of many baskets she kept ready throughout the keep.

      Eric looked to Borg for help in convincing her, but the mile-wide grin he wore told Eric he’d be of no help.

      Faith confirmed his suspicion. “Your brother will not help you with this. Besides Borg fears Other World creatures whereas I have herbs that offer at least a modicum of protection from them.”

      Borg nodded. “Faith is right.”

      “Will you never disagree with my wife?” Eric asked frustrated.

      “I will when she’s wrong,” Borg said his grin growing ever wider if that was possible.

      “I will not permit you to go with me,” Eric ordered his wife with the firmness of a chieftain setting a decree.

      Faith stepped close to her husband and laid a firm hand to his chest. “You are my heart. It beats as one with mine. If anything happens to you, it happens to me. If you die, I die, though I may still walk this earth, I would be dead without you.”

      Eric spoke more profoundly with action than he did with words and so he took hold of his wife and kissed her. It was a lingering kiss that spoke softly of his love for her before turning firm to let her feel the power of his love, and that it was forever, not only here on this earth, but beyond.

      Her head rested to his chest when it ended and Eric laid his cheek to the top of her head. Their son woke with a start at that moment and Eric, keeping one arm around his wife, spread his other arm out to take his son.

      Borg placed the crying baby in Eric’s arm. As soon as he pressed his son against his chest to cuddle with Faith, the child instantly settled and once again slept.

      Eric kept firm, protective arms around his family. He would do anything to keep them safe as would Faith. And he knew there and then she would not let him go after the Hobgoblin alone.

      “You will follow me even if I order you to stay,” he said, clarifying what he already surmised.

      “I will,” she said in a firm whisper and looked up at him. “I would follow you to hell and take on the devil himself to keep you safe.”

      “I have no doubt you would be the victor in a match with the devil.”

      Faith smiled. “I always am.”
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      The clouds had thickened and a fine mist fell, though no doubt heavier rain would follow. Eric wanted this over and done before the brewing storm broke. He hadn’t liked Faith’s suggestion of being the bait that would attract the Hobgoblin, even though it made the most sense. And of course Borg had to agree with her and try as he might to convince them otherwise, he hadn’t been able to and so here they were in the woods, his wife looking as if she had come to collect herbs, a basket on her arm.

      Eric had insisted that she fill it with as many protective herbs as she possessed and to wear some on her person. She also added some honey bread in with the herbs to dilute the stinging scent of one particular one. He had tried to coax Rook into coming with them, but the large dog refused to budge from his spot by the hearth. He even whined when Faith grabbed the basket she always took when foraging the woods. It was as if he warned her not to go and that had raised the hairs on Eric’s neck.

      He badly wanted to kill the hobgoblin, but Faith and Borg had cautioned against it. They both felt it would cause great unrest and anger with the Other World. They presently lived well off the land and inciting the ire of the Other World could change all that.

      The creature had to be caught and cast back to where he belonged. But what if he didn’t want to go back? And why was he making himself known in the first place? The Other World rarely if ever allowed anyone to see them. Could this hobgoblin be a renegade or an outcast, if there was such a thing in their world?

      Eric would have his answers soon enough, for this time he was prepared. The creature would not escape him. This time he was ready for battle and he would be victorious.

      His wife crouched down to examine a plant and that was when he heard the scurry of footfalls. With his eyes wide and his ears alert, Eric listened. The creature’s steps grew hasty and he deduced it gathered speed for the attack.

      Eric didn’t move, didn’t make a sound. He continued to listen and determine in what direction the creature came. It took only moments for Eric to calculate his direction and another moment to move into position. He pulled the sack from his belt and made ready to catch the hobgoblin.

      With patience born of a seasoned warrior, Eric waited for the precise moment and as the hobgoblin burst out of the woods and headed for Faith, so did he.

      His feet took flight like never before and he cried out, “Down, Faith.”

      She hit the ground flat and he vaulted over her, his sack opened wide to come down over the hobgoblin.

      Unearthly screeches pierced the chilled air and sent shivers racing through Eric and Faith.

      The hobgoblin was not happy about being caught.
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      Ear-splitting screeches ripped through the woods and Eric fought to keep hold of the struggling hobgoblin. He would have liked to give the creature a sound thrashing for all the troubles he had caused, but he was from the Other World and like it or not Eric had to be cautious in his actions.

      The best thing for him to do was to find out why the little creature had been such a nuisance and send him home where he belonged never to step foot on Shanekill land again.

      Eric gave the squirming sack a good shake and this time it was a woeful shout that pierced the air.

      “Eric, please put him down,” Faith said, resting a tender hand to his arm.

      He had no intentions of complying with his wife’s request, but her gentle touch and the soulful look in her lovely eyes made him think twice.

      “Trust me,” she whispered.

      Trust was something that hadn’t been easily established between them at first. It had taken time for them both to come to know each other, though it hadn’t taken long to fall in love with his wife. He believed he had been struck by love the very first time he had looked into her eyes. And no doubt it was love that had helped them both heal old wounds and learn to trust.

      So the two words, ‘trust me’ meant much more than anyone could ever imagine, making it impossible for Eric to refuse her.

      Eric plopped the creature down on the ground and that was when he noticed the feet, though smeared with layers of grime, they were feet like any others. And they were attached to skinny legs just as laden with dirt. He had expected something unusual like three-toed feet and thick hairy legs.

      He was even more surprised when Faith hunched down beside the sack and said, “It’s all right. No one is going to hurt you.”

      Why the devil was she comforting the annoying creature? He had all he could do to hold his tongue, but hold it he did. After all she had asked him to trust her and trust her he would.

      “I’m going to remove the sack,” Faith said, brushing Eric’s hand away and replacing it with her own. “Do not run. You will not be harmed. Understand?”

      The head inside the sack nodded.

      His wife’s soothing tone probably mesmerized the creature. It did him. Endless times her gentle way had helped ease his anger or stilled his impatience. When troubled he often sought her counsel and it wasn’t so much what she said, it was how she listened, how she soothed with tender words and comforted with a gentle touch.

      Damn the hobgoblin for stealing his wife from him in more ways than one.

      Faith eased the sack up along the small creature slowly, revealing filthy arms and clothes, and as she did Eric shook his head.

      “It couldn’t be,” he whispered, though his wife heard and nodded.

      Faith gently lifted the sack completely off. Eric and she stood wide-eyed staring at the small lad who stared back with even wider eyes that grew rounder when he caught sight of Eric, and instinctively the lad moved closer to Faith.

      With a nature born to mothers, she slipped her arm protectively around his skinny waist.

      Hands on hips, Eric glared down at the lad. No wonder he had thought him a hobgoblin. He was covered in grime from head to toe and a foul odor drifted off him. He couldn’t have been more than five years and so skinny that a mild breeze would blow him over.

      And he trembled, his whole scrawny little body shaking with fear.

      Eric eased down beside his wife. “What is your name, lad.”

      He moved closer to Faith, his dirty arm reaching out, pushing her hair aside as it wrapped around her neck. He gasped when he caught sight of her scar. His rounded eyes glared in horror at it, and then at Eric.

      Faith laid a gentle hand to the lad’s face turning it toward her. “Lord Eric helped me when no one else would. And he protected me when no one else cared to.”

      The lad’s hand rose slowly, hesitantly until he laid a finger to her scar. “Does it hurt?”

      “Not anymore.” She smiled. “Lord Eric has made certain of that. And he will do the same for you if you let him.”

      His wife’s reassuring words twisted at his gut. They were so true. No one had cared to protect Faith until he had come along, though that quivering coward of a dog Rook had fared well enough. He had attempted to ward off Eric, though a stern command had sent him hiding behind Faith’s back. In the end, however, Rook had been there for Faith even if it had meant risking his life and for that the dog had his eternal gratitude and respect.

      Eric held his hand out to the lad. “Take it and I will keep you safe.”

      The lad was hesitant and Eric didn’t blame him. He was much too young to be on his own and struggling to survive. He wondered what had happened to the lad, though would not ask. First, he needed to gain the lad’s trust.

      Finally, the lad’s tiny hand reached out and Eric noticed the thick dirt beneath his ragged fingernails. He could only imagine how frantically the little fellow must have dug for food or dug a hole to seek warmth or protection, or used them as weapons to help steal food. And how had he survived the woods with its many predators, animal and human alike?

      Eric took the lad’s hand and in an instant had him in his arms and then stood. He felt his small body quake against his large one as he extended his hand to help his wife stand. While he knew the lad no doubt would prefer to be in Faith’s arms, he had no intention of letting his wife tote the dirty laid back to the keep.

      There were questions he had, but they would wait. Food and a bath were in order and the sky was growing ever darker. A storm would break any moment and he wanted them safely home in the keep. Eric could not help but imagine the lad curled up somewhere in the woods trying desperately to seek shelter from torrential rain.

      He tightened his hold on the lad, intending to keep him and his wife safe.

      The little fellow turned frightened eyes on Eric and with a tear about to fall from the corner of one eye he said, “I’m not a hobgoblin.”

      “No. No you are not,” Eric said firmly as if he had issued a decree. “And everyone will see that for themselves.”

      And they did. Villagers scurried out of their cottages even though the rain had begun to fall once Eric and Faith entered the village. Relieved smiles spread across a sea of faces and wagging tongues began spreading the news.

      The Irish Devil had caught the hobgoblin and he was nothing more than a young lad.

      Once they entered the keep Faith turned to Eric. “You will see to our son while I see to washing and feeding the lad?”

      Did he have a choice? He certainly did. He was the chieftain of his land, his orders followed without question. He could direct a servant to see to the lad’s care. Faith was already exhausted from tending so many of the villagers today and caring for their son. Seeing to the lad would only exhaust her more and no doubt end any thought of sharing a night of love with her.

      He wanted to grumble and protest and demand to know when she would have time for him. But he didn’t. He had understood since they had first met that Faith’s healing work was important to her as was caring for people. And she never failed to show how much she cared for him, so he couldn’t be selfish now.

      “Do what you must. I will see to our son.”

      She smiled and kissed his cheek. “I realize more everyday why I love you so very much.”

      Damn if he didn’t want to drop the lad in a servant’s arms, scoop up his wife and carry her to their bedchamber and lock everyone out for the entire night.

      Instead he handed the lad over to Faith and as he did, he asked, “Your name, lad.”

      “Ian,” the boy said softly and wrapped tight arms around Faith’s neck.

      “We will talk later, Ian.”

      “If he’s not too tired,” Faith said.

      Eric had to grin at his wife’s retreating back. She made off fast enough with the lad before he could respond. It mattered not, she knew only too well he would have his way if he so desired. His only desire, however, was his wife and he knew he would have to eventually accept the inevitable. He and his wife would not have their night of love.

      Borg entered the Great Hall with a smiling Ryan in his arms. Once the baby caught sight of his father, his eyes turned wide along with his smile. Eric reached out and took hold of him and his son snuggled against him, his tiny hand tugging at Eric’s long braid.

      “I see that the hobgoblin is nothing more than a little, lost lad,” Borg said.

      Eric glanced down at his son who had settled contentedly in the crook of his arm, fighting to keep his eyes opened and focused on his father, the braid already forgotten. Though his son fought with determination, sleep won the battle. His heart soared with love and pride for his slumbering son. He would go mad with worry if anything ever happened to him. And he wondered if Ian’s parents were feeling that madness now or were they gone and the little lad on his own?

      “He’s only a bit of a thing,” Eric said. “I wonder how long he’s been on his own.”

      “From his frightful appearance I would say some time,” Borg said. “At least he is now safe.”

      Eric nodded, knowing that was true enough, but did Ian know. To him all were strangers, though he doubted the lad felt that way about Faith. No doubt she replaced the mother he was missing and possibly lost to him forever. So how safe then could the lad feel?

      Eric put his son down to sleep for the night in the cradle in their bedchamber and left a servant watching over him, knowing it was useless to keep believing he’d have his night of love with Faith. A quick visit to see how Faith was doing confirmed that. She had ordered a second tub with fresh bath water, the first far too dirty to continue scrubbing the lad.

      Faith told him not to wait supper that she would eat along with Ian before she put him to bed.

      Resigned to a night alone Eric took supper with Borg, his wife Bridget tending a few ailing villagers while Faith tended to Ian. The night wore on with conversation finally lagging between the two men and for good reason; they booth missed their wives.

      Eric finally bid Borg good-night and left him to wait for Bridget.

      He made his way to the bedchamber, not far from theirs, where Faith had planted the lad. He planned on bidding his wife good-night and seeing if by chance she would soon be finished and perhaps then they could salvage part of the night.

      Eric was surprised to see his wife gone and Ian all alone in the bed that looked much too big for his small frame. No doubt his wife had been called to tend an ill villager, one that needed more knowledge than Bridget had.

      Eric almost didn’t recognize the lad, he was so clean. His hair was now light brown with traces of blond and his skin had been scrubbed pink. His thin body still, however, quivered even with two blankets covering him and a good fire heating the room. And his eyes, that had remained the color of the rich earth soil, hadn’t lost their fear.

      One step took him into the room and another had him beside the bed. He sat, though the lad’s rounded eyes wished otherwise.

      “You are safe, Ian,” Eric said, knowing how important it was for the lad to believe him. He intended to reiterate it as often as possible, until the lad finally accepted it.

      Ian didn’t respond, he continued to stare, though this time his lower lip began to quiver.

      Eric reached out to comfort the lad but when he cringed, clamping his eyes shut, Eric moved his hand away.

      “No harm will come to you here,” Eric said, reinforcing his wife’s earlier words.

      Ian opened one eye, though said nothing.

      Eric wondered if perhaps the lad did have parents to return to and worried that he would be kept from them. So he sought to ease any concerns.

      “If you have been separated from your parents, I can help you find them,” he offered.

      Tears fell as Ian opened his eyes. “I’m alone.”

      His quivering words tore at Eric’s heart. No child especially one so young should be alone and frightened.

      Eric reached out and even though Ian cringed again, he scooped him up and plopped him down on his lap, wrapping a firm arm around him. “You have me now. You will have shelter and food, but more importantly you will have a family who will care for you and love you. Never again will you be alone.”

      Tears streamed down the lad’s cheek and he hesitantly asked, “You will be my da?”

      Eric did not hesitate. “If you want me, I would be only too proud to be your da.”

      More tears ran down Ian’s face, though this time the tears were joyful. “I want you to be my da.”

      “Good, then it is done. You are now the son of the Irish Devil.”

      The lad’s eyes rounded wider than Eric had ever seen them and he whispered, “My da’s the Irish Devil?”

      “That he is,” Eric confirmed with a grin.

      Suddenly Ian’s body stopped quaking and he quivered no longer when he spoke, “I thank you, sir, for helping me.”

      “Call me da and you are most welcome… son.”

      Ian smiled, his tears stopped, and his body trembled no more.

      Eric tucked him back in bed. “Get some sleep. You have a whole family to meet tomorrow.”

      With a kiss to the lad’s brow, Eric walked to the door.

      “Da,” Ian said as if testing the name.

      Eric turned.

      “I’m sorry I scratched you.”

      “Don’t worry about that. You did what you had to do to survive, the sign of a strong warrior. Go to sleep now and know you are safe.”

      Ian closed his eyes, a smile spreading across his face.

      Eric walked down the hall to his bedchamber. It had been quite a day. Not at all what he had expected and the ending rather a surprise for he had gained another son.

      Of course, he was disappointed that he would not have his night of love with his wife. But no doubt she was exhausted and already asleep. And he would not disturb her rest even though he ached to.

      Resolved, he slowly opened the door to his bedchamber and not wanting to wake Faith; he slipped in and quietly shut the door, then turned.

      He stood staring in disbelief. His wife stood in front of the fireplace wearing a soft wool night dress that draped down along a freshly scrubbed shoulder, the skin pink and shiny from a recent scrubbing. Firelight silhouetted her naked body beneath and her fiery red hair fell in a mass of curls past her shoulders to rest near the tips of her firm breasts.

      “Ryan is with Bridget and Borg,” she said and held her hand out to him. “The night is all ours.”

      Eric walked over to her, scooped her up in his arms and walked to the bed ready and eager to share a night of love.

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

      

      Thank you for letting me briefly entertain you with my short story. You can read how Faith and Eric got together in The Irish Devil.
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        Based on characters from the book – Return of the Rogue

      

      

      Cavan Sinclare wrapped his arms around his wife Honora’s slim waist and tucked her back against him. He nuzzled her neck enjoying the feel of her soft, delicate skin and the scent of fresh pine. He wished he could scoop her up and carry her back to bed, but he could tell she was eager to start the day, and they had lingered making love last night.

      “I never grow tired of loving you,” he said.

      She turned with a flourish, a hint of passion in her violet eyes and the hearth’s firelight causing her long black hair to glisten. Perhaps he could gently coerce her back to bed.

      “I am so excited and happy for your mother,” she said and gave him a quick kiss before slipping out of his arms and hurrying to retrieve her green wool shawl from the end of the bed.

      Cavan’s ardor quickly turned to irritation, though not at his wife.

      Honora tossed the heavy shawl around her shoulders as she returned to her husband and wrapped her arms around him, not an easy task since he was a broad muscled man.

      She pressed her cheek to his. “Your mother is happy, be happy for her, besides what a better day for a wedding than Christmas day.”

      Cavan grunted before giving his wife a quick kiss.

      “Be grateful that she has found a good man to love her.” She chuckled. “It’s obvious how much Hagen loves your mother. He’s forever holding her hand and kis—”

      “I’ll hear no more,” Cavan said, shaking his head.

      Honora chuckled again. “Your mother is a woman and women have nee—”

      “No more I said.” Cavan moved away from his wife and braced his hand on the rough-hewn mantel and glared at the flames.

      She walked over to him and rested her hand gently on his back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      Cavan turned, grabbed her around the waist and yanked her up against him. “I am trying to come to terms with my mother marrying again. I know she deserves to be loved again, and I know that Hagen is a good man and will be good to her. He better be or my brothers and I will kill him.” He shook his head. “It’s just…” He didn’t finish, he couldn’t.

      “I think I know what troubles you,” she said softly.

      He waited, aware that most times she knew him better than he knew himself.

      “You wonder if you were lost to me, would I ever… love again.”

      Damn, if she didn’t know his every thought. “It is a notion that haunts me, though it shouldn’t. You have a right to love again if something should happen to me and yet”— he shook his head again— “I cannot stand the thought of it.”

      “Neither can I,” she said and her kiss proved it. It was a hungry, wanting kiss driven with a passion that stirred them both. When it reluctantly ended, she whispered, “I will never love another man the way I love you. And never ever would I want another man to touch me. I am yours and yours alone as you are mine.”

      Cavan grinned from ear to ear. “I am glad to hear that.”

      “Good,” Honora said and patted his hard chest. “Now it is time to convince your scowling brothers that this wedding is a happy occasion.”

      He laughed. “As their chieftain, I’ll order them to be happy.”

      She smiled and shook her head. “You’ll convince them.”

      With his hand to the small of her back, though he was tempted to move it lower, he hurried her out the door. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Then all will be well,” Honora said.

      When they got to the Great Hall, they both had second thoughts.

      It was complete chaos.

      Garlands were being draped, wreaths made, berries strung, white candles being nestled among the pine branches on top of the massive mantel and the aroma of mulled cider tempted the nostrils and tongue. Not to mention even more delicious scents drifting in from the kitchen.

      Addie hurried over to Cavan, her narrow face flushed and her red hair liberally streaked with gray coming undone from the two combs that had held it secured to the back of her head. “If you’re going to object to my wedding then go join your brothers outside where I sent them.” She sniffled, fighting back tears. “I will never stop loving your father, but he is gone, and Hagen is good to me and loves me and” —a tear fell— “I miss being loved.”

      Cavan slipped his arm around his mother’s shoulders and hugged her close. “I am laird of the Clan Sinclare and I declare your wedding day to be a joyous occasion. And I am happy for you, Mum.”

      Addie threw her arms around her son, then sniffled again and gave him a gentle shove. “Now go inform your pouting brothers about your decree before I take a stick to the lot of them.”

      Cavan laughed. “It would serve them right.” He gave another quick glance around the hall. “Where are the children? I thought they were helping.”

      Addie laughed. “Helping? More like underfoot.”

      “They’re all with Mave helping her bake the special Christmas cakes with surprises inside them,” Addie said. “Though how the lass handles such a playful group being so large with child herself, I don’t know.” She shook her head.

      “Mave has all the children?” Cavan asked.

      “Aye, every one of them. Your twins Tavish and Ronan, Zia and Artair’s Blythe, Lachlan and Alyce’s Roark and even though your daughter Kate, and Ronan and Carissa’s son Ryan, are but two years, they’re with the lot of them. Mave has a way with children, and it’s so glad I am she’s finally having one of her own.”

      “She must need help by now,” Honora said and with a kiss to her husband’s cheek she left his side.

      He watched her go and thought, as he so often did, how lucky he was to have married her.

      Addie squeezed his arm. “Your father was relieved and happy when you agreed, even though reluctantly, to honor the marriage contract to Honora upon your return home. He had always felt she was the right woman for you.”

      “He was right, and I am grateful that he was a wise man.”

      "Champion!” Addie shook her head. “That dog is forever getting himself into trouble.” She hurried to tend to the large animal who had become her constant companion shortly after her husband had died, and who she had thoroughly spoiled.

      Cavan took in the scene before him and smiled. It might look chaotic, but they were happily preparing for a special celebration, and if it took knocking his brothers’ heads together to make certain the celebration was festive, so be it.

      He grabbed his fur-lined cloak from the peg on the wall and walked out of the keep.
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       Just before Honora reached the kitchen Lachlan’s wife Alyce caught her by the arm.

      “Zia needs your help,” Alyce said and tossed a heavy wool cloak to her.

      Honora draped it over her shoulders as she followed her sister-in-law out of the keep. She had no siblings, and so her three sister-in-laws had become true sisters to her. Carissa, Ronan’s wife joined them along the way.

      “I heard Zia needed help,” Carissa said.

      “Not sure what it’s about,” Alyce said. “I only know it’s urgent.”

      They hurried along knowing Zia well enough to know that urgent meant a serious matter and in no time they were at Zia’s healing cottage.

      Usually calm and confident, it was surprising to see Zia, her long red hair with blond streaks flying wildly about her and her green eyes aglow with worry.

      Alyce, the most analytical of them took hold of her arm and spoke calmly. “Tell us what’s wrong and we’ll help.”

      “Holly, the young girl who arrived here with her husband Patrick only a few days ago and about ready to give birth has gone into labor. She’s been having some problems, and I fear she may bleed more than she should. I have searched my entire cottage and can find no root plant to help stem the bleeding. And I have no time to go collect some.”

      “I’ll go get what you need,” Alyce offered.

      At that moment, a servant came running into the cottage upset. It seemed there was a mishap in the kitchen and Roark and Ryan needed immediate attention. Alyce and Carissa went running.

      Zia grabbed her healing basket, she kept in readiness by the door, and stopped to cast pleading eyes at Honora.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll get Neddie to help me find what you need.”

      “You’ll need to hurry,” Zia said and was out the door.

      Honora didn’t waste a moment. She found Neddie, Zia’s helper and they were soon hurrying across the snow covered moors to the woods. Gray clouds and bitter cold warned of more snow, so the two women hurried along, not wanting to get caught in a storm.

      In no time, Neddie found the root plant, and she and Honora used thick sticks and flat stones to dig up several. They filled the basket to be certain they had enough.

      When they were all done they turned with a flourish eager to be on their way, stopped with a sudden jolt, and screamed.
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      Cavan wrapped his chilled hands around a tankard of hot cider, his brothers joining him at the table in the far corner of the great hall, out of the way of the chaos. He searched the frantic scene for a glimpse of his wife and not seeing her thought she was probably still with the children in the kitchen. As soon as he finished here with his brothers. he would find her. He had an uneasy feeling, especially since, when outside with his brothers, he had thought for sure he had heard her call out to him. And not a simple shout but a fearful one, and it had troubled him. It was one of the reasons why he had suggested they return to the hall, to look for his wife and that the weather had turned bitter cold, puffs of smoke accenting every word.

      “Hagen’s a good man,” Lachlan said, reiterating what they all thought.

      “Yet you object to the marriage?” Cavan asked.

      “I don’t think it is that we object,” Artair said. “I believe it is simply difficult for us to accept that mum loves another man, that Christmas was special to father, and she weds another on that day.”

      “Father always did enjoy the day,” Ronan said with a smile. “Remember how he would sing the loudest when the villagers gathered around the bonfire?”

      “And how he would warn us with a twinkle in his eyes that if we dared let the Yule log go cold on Christmas Eve the elves would come down the chimney and create havoc,” Lachlan said with a laugh.

      The four brothers turned silent, the loving memories having them missing their father.

      Cavan finally spoke up. “I think father would be pleased that mum was getting married on such a special day. She has been alone long enough.”

      “She has us and the grandchildren,” Ronan said.

      “She needs more or so my wife tells me,” Artair said.

      Cavan nodded. “Honora tells me the same.”

      “I stopped Alyce before she told me too much of what I didn’t want to hear,” Lachlan said.

      “Carissa made me listen to what she had to say about mum and Hagen,” Ronan confessed.

      “I think we all agree that mum is happy and we want her to stay that way,” Cavan said. “And that Hagen is a good man and treats her well.”

      “He better,” Ronan said with a raised fist and Artair and Lachlan nodded.

      At that moment, Hagen entered the hall, a big man with not a hair on his head but a joyous smile on his face. He hurried over to Addie, wrapped her in a huge hug and gave her a sound kiss. Their mother blushed, laughed, and kissed him back.

      “Mum certainly is happy,” Ronan said.

      “And she’d like us to be happy for her,” Cavan said. “I think we should give her that.”

      With some reluctance, the three nodded.

      A servant rushed in from the kitchen and spoke rapidly to Addie. She along with Hagen hurried over to her sons. At her anxious approach they all stood.

      “A bit of a mishap with Roark and Ryan,” Addie said, “though I’m assured it’s nothing serious.”

      Lachlan and Ronan got to their feet just as their wives carried the two boys into the great hall, tears still wet on their flushed cheeks.

      The fathers’ hurried to their sons and Artair and Cavan followed along with Hagen and Addie.

      “A fall and a bump nothing more,” Alyce assured Lachlan as he reached for his son.

      “The same here,” Carissa said.

      Ryan’s little arms reached anxiously out to his father and wrapped tightly around his neck once Ronan took hold of him.

      “Where’s Zia?” Artair asked. “I assume she saw to the lads.”

      “And Honora, where is she?” Cavan asked.

      Before anyone could answer Neddie came running into the hall screaming, “He took her. He took her. The giant took Honora.”

      Cavan ran over to Neddie who had collapsed to her knees, the root plants spilling from the basket clenched tightly in her hand. He bent down beside her. “What do you mean? Who took my wife?”

      Addie stooped down, wrapped her arm around Neddie, who trembled uncontrollably, and helped her to stand. She guided her over to the table before the hearth and placed a tankard of hot cider in her hands.

      “Zia needs the roots. You must get her the roots,” Neddie pleaded.

      “Do not worry, we will see that Zia gets the roots,” Addie said softly and motioned to a servant to take care of it. “Now warm yourself with the cider and tell us what happened.”

      Cavan was relieved his mother had handled Neddie so well. He would have simply shaken her senseless trying to get answers. As it was, his heart was pounding so hard that he thought it would burst from his chest and his stomach twisted with fear.

      “We were finished collecting the root plants that Zia needed right away. We turned to leave the woods—” Neddie turned silent.

      What was his wife doing in the woods and why hadn’t she told him she was going there? He would have never let her and Neddie go alone. But then she was familiar with the woods, her mother having taken her there often when she was young. Still, she should not have gone alone. If she was in front of him now he’d throttle her. No, he wouldn’t. He would hug her tight and not let her go.

      Neddie finally continued. “He just stood there, he did. He was as broad as he was tall, a giant he was. Wore mostly furs.  His hair the color of the sun on the brightest day and a face—” She blessed herself. “Sinful features that caught the breath.” She shook her head. “He scooped Honora up, tossed her over his shoulder, and was gone in a flash.”

      Cavan glared at her, knowing there was more than she was telling.

      Neddie shuddered and reluctantly met his dark brown eyes. “Bless her soul, she called out for you, as if you would hear her.”

      And he had, good lord, he had heard her. When would he realize how thoroughly they had been joined? Honora often knew what he thought, finishing his words before he could, and it was the same for him. It was as if they were one, never to be separated, for neither could survive without the other.

      “We should gather the men,” Lachlan said, handing his son to his wife.

      Ronan kissed his son’s cheek then returned him to his mother. “I’ll see to the weapons.”

      “I’ll see if Neddie can detail the location of where she and Honora gathered the root plants,” Artair said.

      “I’ll never forget the spot,” Neddie said.

      “You best not wait too long,” Alyce advised. “With the air turning bitter more snow is sure to fall and any tracks will be lost to you.”

      Cavan felt a hand on his arm and he saw that his mother stood beside him. “Go and bring your wife home in time for Christmas.”

      One day to find his wife, tomorrow being Christmas and his mother’s wedding day, an occasion his wife had been so looking forward to.

      “Two of you will stay and see to the protection of the keep, one will come with me,” Cavan ordered looking to each of his brothers. “It’s up to the three of you to decide, but hurry, for we leave in five minutes.”

      Cavan walked out of the keep and stood on the steps looking in the direction of the woods. “I will be there soon, Honora and when I do, I’m going to kill the man who dared to take you from me.”
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       Honora had thought the warrior would tire after carrying her only a short distance, but he hadn’t. He kept going, taking her further away from home. Her stomach turned from the thought or the jostling she wasn’t sure, though she was sure of one thing… she was afraid.

      Fear could help or hinder her predicament and she had to be wise in how she dealt with the large warrior.

      His size certainly would be a deterrent in her ability to escape. Her husband was strong and when playful would hold her down and tease her with kisses, but he would always release her so they could make love without restraints.

      The size of this man warned that it would be impossible to free herself from any hold he placed on her, and the thought turned her stomach again. She wanted no man but Cavan touching her and the possibility that another would brought tears to her eyes.

      She chastised herself for thinking the worst when she should be spending time trying to plan an escape. She had escaped captivity from the Barbarians once, she could escape one lone man, though she had learned later that she had had help from Carissa. But even though she had been fearful she had taken the chance. And she was skilled with a dagger thanks to Cavan.

      There were options for her to consider, besides Cavan would follow soon enough. She had to stay strong and keep herself safe until her husband came for her.

      Her first thought was to get him to put her down. On her feet, she could at least attempt an escape.

      “Please,” she pleaded, “please put me down.”

      “No, you’ll try to run, and I need you.”

      While his response worried her, it also angered her. He took her captive to satisfy his lust? Or could he possibly have another need in mind? But what? What could he possibly need from her?

      They continued to travel until he stopped suddenly and placed her on the ground, though kept a firm hold on her arm.

      “Run and I will catch you and then I will bind your hands and tether you to me, understood?” he asked, though it resonated more like a demand.

      Honora nodded.

      She stared at him as he looked about, as if determining his location. He looked a descendent of the Norsemen, though had a bit of a Scottish brogue to him. He could be from the settlements far north where some of the Vikings remained once they stopped pillaging and made peace and eventually became more Scotsman than Norsemen.

      Few, if any, of the Norse ventured far from the lands they had claimed, and she wondered what he was doing here and why he had abducted her.

      His confused expression made her ask, “You are unfamiliar with the landscape?”

      “I know it well enough,” he snapped and pushed her to sit on a stump. “Stay put.”

      She studied him again as he continued to determine his surroundings. He was a remarkably handsome man, his strong features captivating the eyes and senses, not to mention is blue eyes, the color and brilliance of the deepest blue sapphires. Even the slight crook of his slim nose didn’t diminish his superior features. A warrior with such good looks, strength, and determination certainly would not have trouble finding a willing woman.

      That thought had Honora getting right to the point. “Why do you need me?”

      Sudden sounds of scurrying animals startled him and before Honora knew what was happening he scooped her up, tossed her over his shoulder once again and started running.

      The realization that he had not forced himself upon her when they had stopped had her wondering if he indeed had captured her for a different reason then she had first thought. And perhaps it was one not quite so terrifying, though…

      The thought sent a frightening chill through her. What if he intended to sell her? It did happen. Raiders came on shore scooping up men, women, and children and sailing off with them to sell in faraway lands, never to be seen again.

      The thought of never seeing Cavan again, never having his arms around her, never kissing him, never making love with him tore at her heart. She would not want to live without him. They were one and they could never survive separated. And then there were her children. The thought of never seeing them grow into fine men and women nearly shattered her heart.

      No matter what it took, she would stay strong and do all she could to get away and return home. And she would start now.

      Honora began pummeling his muscled back and kicking frantically. He yelled for her to stop, but she wouldn’t. The more she struggled to free herself, the more difficult it was for him to keep hold of her, and as soon as he released her, she’d run. She continued her assault, though her hands throbbed from hitting hard muscle.

      He must have had enough, for he dumped her on the ground. She scrambled to her feet, all set to run. She wasn’t fast enough, his hand reached out and grabbed her arm, but she refused to surrender.  She tightened her hand into a fist and as he took hold of one arm she swung with the other.

      His arm instinctively flew up, his elbow catching her arm with such force that it sent her fist flying into her jaw.

      She knocked herself out, collapsing in his arms.
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      “I’m going to kill him,” Cavan said.

      Ronan nodded. “I’ll help you.”

      “Good, for I want him to suffer, worse than we did at the hands of the Barbarians, before he dies.” Cavan rarely recalled his year of captivity any longer, Honora had made that possible. She occupied his mind so much that there was barely room for anything else.

      He thought about last night and how excited and frantic their lovemaking. Most times they didn’t rush. They lingered in the beauty of making love. But last night there had been urgency to their coupling. He didn’t want to admit it, but it had seemed almost as if —

      He shook his head, refusing to give the maddening thought credence. It was crazy to think that somehow they had sensed this separation and had striven to connect as deeply as possible for fear—

      With a sharp shake of his head he refused to believe that they would never see each other again. He would never allow that. He would search until the end of time to find Honora. He loved her beyond all reason. Even he had yet to fully grasp the extent of his love for her and her for him.

      “Honora is a wise woman,” Ronan said. “She will do what she must to survive.”

      “That’s what I fear,” Cavan said.

      The snow started falling just as they reached the designated spot. Cavan ordered his men to remain mounted while he and Ronan dismounted and with careful steps examined the ground a few feet away.

      “I’ve got a track,” Ronan said, gently brushing the light snow away.

      Cavan hunched down next to him to take a closer look. He didn’t like what he saw.

      Ronan voiced what Cavan wouldn’t. “He’s a big man.”

      Cavan stood with a jolt. Honora would never be able to fight a man of that size.

      Ronan rested his hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Do not underestimate your wife. She will do well until we get to her.”

      Cavan wanted to believe that, prayed that it was so, but another part of him feared for what his wife might suffer. And nothing —not the warrior’s size, not his skills—would stop Cavan from taking his revenge.

      “We’ll need to take it slow so that we can follow the tracks,” Ronan warned. “But with him on foot and carrying Honora, he can’t have gotten far.”

      Cavan ordered his men to remain mounted and follow behind him and Ronan. He didn’t need to tell them to remain alert. They were well-trained warriors and knew without being told that though they followed only one set of tracks, it didn’t mean there couldn’t be more men lying in wait somewhere.

      They crept along while Cavan wished they could plunge forward, and the only thing that kept him sane was the thought that each crawling step brought him closer to his wife.          
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      Honora felt the strength of strong arms around her and a gentle hand patting her cheek and urging her awake. It had been a nightmare. The whole horrible ordeal had been nothing more than a bad dream, and she was now safe in her husband’s loving arms.

      She turned and snuggled her face against his chest as she so often did. But when his arms didn’t wrap tightly around her and when she realized it was fur her face snuggled against — her eyes popped open wide.

      Her nightmare was real. She lay in the arms of her captor, his face so close to hers that she could see a small scar that curved at the corner of his right eye.

      “You knocked yourself out,” he said.

      Annoyed at failing to escape and embarrassed at her own stupidity and waking much too intimately in his arms got her anger sparking. “I want answers and I want them now!”

      “No time,” he said and stood, hoisting her up with him.

      Honora winced when a sudden pain radiated through her jaw. Her free hand went to her face and she winced again when she connected with her swollen jaw.

      “It’s already darkening. You throw a hard punch,” he said in what sounded like admiration.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “No time for questions,” he said.

      “Its answers I’m looking for.”

      “Not now,” he said and went to scoop her up.

      “No,” she yelled. “I’ll walk.”

      He yanked her arm up that he held tight at the wrist and gave it a shake. “I’ll not be letting go of you.”

      Honora didn’t like the finality of his words. It was as if he intended to keep her forever and the thought sent her stomach rolling.

      “My husband will come for me,” she said as he started them off on a brisk pace.

      “I have no doubt he will, and he can have you back when I’m done with you.”

      Hope sprung in her chest sending her heart beating wildly. He would return her home, after he was done with her. Hope suddenly plummeted. She would return home—but at what cost?

      It didn’t matter she told herself — nothing mattered but getting home.

      There was another thought to consider though. Cavan would not allow this matter to go unpunished, and well he shouldn’t. This was Sinclare land and the Sinclares protected all on it, especially the chieftain’s wife. She had to have information to give to her husband. Besides she was curious as to her abductor’s identity.

      “Tell me your name,” she insisted.

      “It’s not important.”

      “It is to me.”

      “Why? So your husband can hunt me down after all this is done?”

      “You know my husband well, for that is exactly what he will do,” she said, hoping the threat might make him change his plans.

      He stopped abruptly, giving her a yank as he did.

      She collided with his hard chest and her head snapped back. And once again pain rippled through her jaw.

      “Tyr.”

      Her mouth dropped open in complete shock.

      “I see you have heard of me. Now do you really want your husband to do battle with me?”

      Honora shook her head.

      “Then give me what I want and I will let you go. There will be no need for your husband to die.”

      He gave her a slight shove to start walking and once again they were traveling at a good pace.

      Honora felt as if her breath had lodged in her throat and when finally, she freed it with a cough, she knew that she would do anything so that her husband would not battle the mighty Tyr.

      He was a legendary warrior. Some of the Norse people believed him a god. Anyone who entered battle with him died, not one survived. And it wasn’t that he was a ruthless warrior, he was a warrior skilled beyond the ordinary and that was why many believed the tales. He simply could not be killed—he could not die.

      Honora kept the hectic pace Tyr set and told herself over and over and over that she must do whatever he asked. She had to. It was the only way to save her husband’s life.
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       Cavan wished they didn’t have to stop so often. He feared the more they did they more distance his enemy gained. But Ronan knew what he was doing and Cavan bowed to his skills.

      “Is something wrong?” Cavan asked, realizing Ronan was taking longer than usual in examining the tracks.

      Ronan rose slowly.

      Cavan knew something was wrong and said, “Tell me.”

      “There was a scuffle here.”

      “And?” Cavan asked when Ronan didn’t continue.

      “From the marks on the ground, I’d say someone went done and it wasn’t the Norseman.”

      “I’m going to kill him,” Cavan said through gritted teeth.

      “Your chance should come soon.” Ronan hesitated to continue, but did. “The earth is still warm. They lingered here probably longer than they should have.”

      Cavan’s nostrils flared and his jaw tightened. “That could only mean one thing, Honora was —” He couldn’t’ finish. He could not say aloud that his wife suffered a blow that had left her unconscious.

      “We should alert the men and be on our way,” Ronan said.

      “He’s mine,” Cavan said, his hands fisted so tight at his sides that his knuckles turned pure white. “No one but me is to touch him.”

      “The warriors know that.”

      “Good, then let’s go,” Cavan said. “I miss my wife.”

      No longer did Cavan think of their slow progress. His only thought was revenge — and he would have it — blood would run this day.
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      Honora’s eyes turned wide when she saw the make-shift shelter. There was a hole at the top where the campfire smoke could escape and a crude piece of animal hide hung in front serving as a door.

      He shoved her forward, as if anxious and she knew the time had come. She hoped Cavan would understand. She hoped she had enough courage to do what she must. She hoped it all would be over soon and she could go home. But most of all she wished this was not happening that she was home with her family celebrating the holiday and Addie’s wedding.

      Tyr gave her another shove.

      She stumbled and he steadied her, and she couldn’t help but ask again, “What do you want of me?”

      “A bairn,” he said and shoved her into the shelter.
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       Cavan followed close behind Ronan. The snow was falling in earnest and soon it would be too deep to find any tracks. They were close, Cavan could feel it. They couldn’t lose the tracks now, they couldn’t. He had to get to his wife. She was waiting for him.

      Ronan stopped, raising his hand in warning for others to do the same.

      Cavan stilled. He knew this was it. A few more feet perhaps and…

      The bloodcurdling scream ripped through the cold air, shivering most of the men.

      Not Cavan.

      He dropped his horse’s reins and lunged forward in a dead run, Ronan following quickly behind him. A warrior took hold of the two horses and the others followed their chieftain.

      Cavan burst passed the trees and the scene he came upon fired his anger beyond control.

      A large Norseman was exiting a poorly constructed shelter, a dagger in his hands—and it dripped blood.

      Cavan let out a fierce roar and lunged at the Norseman.
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      “Cavan! Cavan, stop it!” Honora screamed.

      Her husband paid her no mind. He and Tyr continued rolling around on the ground, fists swinging.

      “Stop him, Ronan,” Honora pleaded when Cavan’s brother came upon the scene.

      Ronan walked around the battling men and arched a brow when he caught a look at the dark bruise and swelling on Honora’s jaw. “Looks to me like he deserves what he’s getting.”

      Honora grabbed for a heavy stick from the nearby batch of firewood, ready to thrash the two men when another bloodcurdling scream pierced the air.

      The horrific sound froze everyone but Honora. She ran into the shelter.

      Tyr got to his feet and rushed after Honora. Cavan followed along with Ronan, after he directed the warriors to circle the area.

      “It’s all right, Thora” Honora said to the woman writhing in pain on the bed of pine. “Help has arrived. We’ll be getting you to the healer soon.” She wiped the woman’s sweating brow with a wet cloth. “I know it’s hard but try to rest between the pains. I need to step outside for a few —”

      The woman grabbed Honora’s arm. “Do not leave me, please. Please I beg you.”

      Honora looked to Cavan who had walked over to stand beside her. “Let Tyr explain this to you while I tend to Thora.”

      Cavan reached out and gently touched the bruise on her jaw. His eyes flared with anger and he said much more calmly than he felt, “First, he’ll explain this.”

      Honora sighed. “Not his fault. Mine.”

      “There is not an acceptable reason for him to have hit you,” Cavan said directing his attention to Tyr.

      “He didn’t,” Honora explained. “I suffered the blow on myself.”

      “What?” Cavan asked incredulously.

      Thora moaned and Honora rested her cheek on her husband’s. “Please, trust me. It’s not what you think. Speak to Tyr and prepare to leave. We must get Thora to Zia as soon as possible.” She pressed her lips to his cheek and then whispered, “I knew you’d come for me. I love you so much and please, please trust me on this.”

      She need say no more to him. He turned to Ronan. “Tell the men we return home. And see that they follow any instructions Honora has for them.”

      Ronan nodded and left.

      Cavan then turned to Tyr. “Time to talk.”

      Tyr agreed with a nod and walked over to Thora. “I will get you safely to the healer. I promise.” He kissed her cheek and wiped at her tears. “It will be all right. I will make it so.”

      As Tyr walked out, Cavan wrapped his arm around his wife’s waist and pulled her close. “Never again will you go off without telling me where you go.” Every muscle in his body grew taut as he waited for her to argue.

      “As you say, husband.”

      She shocked him silent.

      A tear fell from her eye. “I feared I would never see you again.”

      He kissed the tear away. “I would go to hell and back to bring you home to me.”

      They held each other tight until finally Honora whispered, “Go, we must hurry and get Thora to Zia or mother and child will not survive.”

      Cavan left Honora’s side reluctantly. He feared leaving her, feared that she would disappear once again. An irrational thought as his brother Artair would advise, but one that haunted him nonetheless.

      He positioned himself so that he could keep an eye on the shelter and with a nod to Ronan, his brother took up guard in front of it.

      “Tell me what this is about,” Cavan ordered as he stepped in front of Tyr, not at all intimidated by the size of the man.

      Tyr didn’t hesitate to answer, nor did he show fear. He stood tall and proud and Cavan respected him for it.

      “I came in search of your healer,” Tyr said. “She is said to work magic and Thora needs magic to survive.”

      “Thora is your wife?”

      Tyr shook his head. “My sister. Her husband was recently killed in battle and she has not been well since. Our healer worried that she would not be able to help Thora when her time came to deliver the bairn. She urged me to bring her to the Sinclare healer, known for her powerful magic.”

      “You came for help from the healer, yet took my wife?”

      “I thought her the healer when I came upon her searching for plants. I foolishly did not take the time to ask who she was. I was much too worried about having left my sister alone and in pain. I wanted nothing more than to find someone to help her.” Tyr shook his head. “I will do anything to see my sister and her bairn well. I meant your wife no harm.”

      “The bruise?”

      “It is as she says. She suffered it upon herself while aiming at me.” Tyr grinned. “She has a mighty punch.”

      Cavan smiled with pride. “That she does.”

      A scream interrupted their talk and Cavan could see how Tyr suffered in agony along with his sister. That the woman lost the man she loved, and could possibly lose his bairn, tore at Cavan’s heart. He could not imagine the awful pain.

      “We need to get your sister to my home,” he said.

      “I will forever be in your debt for this,” Tyr said and held out his hand.

      Cavan hesitated. “You still have to answer for abducting my wife from my land.”

      “I am at your mercy,” Tyr said.

      Cavan took the warrior’s hand and they shook, Cavan respecting him even more.

      “I worry about my sister traveling in such pain,” Tyr said.

      “I don’t think it can be helped,” Cavan said. “The snow no doubt will worsen. We need to make it home before it does.”

      Honora saw that Thora was bundled in blankets and lifted carefully to her brother’s waiting arms after he mounted his horse.

      “You will be at my home soon,” Honora promised Thora and gave her hand a reassuring squeeze before walking away to join her husband.

      Cavan placed his hands on his wife’s waist and helped her mount his horse. He climbed up behind her and with a wave of his hand they headed home.

      He yanked her back against him and rested his cheek to hers. “I feared the worst.”

      “As did I,” she confessed. “But when I entered the shelter and saw his sister in such agony all my fear vanished. I realized then that Tyr was a good man, though not much with words. If he had told me about his sister I could have gotten help, but —”

      “He is a legendary warrior. No doubt he feared that no one would believe him, then what would have happened to his sister. He did what he thought was best. I would have done the same.”

      “You respect him,” Honora said.

      “I do, but that does not mean he will not pay for abducting you.”

      Honora thought differently, but she would bide her time and speak her piece when the time was right.

      By the time they reached the keep Thora was in more agony than ever. Addie took charge, sending Alyce to fetch Zia and Carissa to gather extra linens and Honora to lead the way to the chieftain’s bedchambers.

      Cavan did not object, and Tyr sent him a nod of gratitude.

      Tyr tried to remain in the room along with Cavan but Addie wouldn’t have it. She chased both men out and ordered Hagen who stood outside the door to keep them out. He gave a nod and Addie smiled and kissed his cheek.

      Cavan took Tyr to the Great Hall where Ronan, Artair and Lachlan sat at the table in front of the hearth. The hall was filled with the scent of pine and delicious aromas that reminded Cavan he had barely eaten today.

      Food soon filled the table and Cavan and his brothers feasted, while Tyr barely touched the bountiful display.

      “Why did you wait so long to seek help?” Artair asked of Tyr.

      “My sister was not due to deliver her bairn for another month.”

      Artair nearly choked on his food. “Did you tell my wife of this?”

      “Thora told Honora and no doubt she will inform your wife.” Tyr turned to Cavan. “I will suffer whatever punishment you feel fit to bestow on me, but I ask that it wait until I know that my sister and her bairn have survived and are well.”

      Cavan nodded. “I will wait.”

      Hours passed, then just after midnight Honora entered the Great hall looking tired and worn. “You have a nephew, a bit small, though with proper care Zia claims he will grow strong in no time. Thora is sleeping after a much difficult birth and will require rest for at least a week if not more. But mother and child have survived and according to Zia, if looked after, they will thrive and do well.”

      “That’s my wife,” Artair said proudly, “an extraordinary healer.”

      “I give thanks for her,” Tyr said. “And I give thanks to all of you for helping my sister.”

      “All you had to do was ask,” Honora said.

      “Not something I’m used to,” Tyr admitted. “Most people run when they learn who I am.”

      “You now have friends here,” Honora said.

      Tyr looked at Cavan. “Do I?”
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      Cavan and Honora settled into the narrow bed in Zia’s healing cottage. Cavan didn’t mind in the least. They were alone and snuggled together while snow fell heavily outside. Zia was spending the night watching over Thora and the bairn, and though Honora offered to help, Zia, Alyce and Carissa refused. They ordered Honora to rest after her ordeal. They would look after the children. Only after she had seen her twins and daughter bedded for the night had she agreed.

      Before they left the keep Honora had insisted that Tyr not be kept a prisoner so that he would be free to spend time with his sister and his nephew. Cavan hadn’t cared for her adamant suggestion. He would have preferred to see him locked in the grain shed. But he had bowed to her insistence, feeling guilty for what she had been through, though had ordered several of his warriors to keep an eye on the Norseman.

      “You cannot punish a man for seeing to the care of his sister,” Honora said and snuggled tight against her husband.

      “Did he frighten you?” Cavan asked, his hand tenderly caressing her back.

      He didn’t worry about an honest answer from her. She spoke the truth, even when he didn’t want to hear it.

      “Of course he did. What a fool question is that?”

      “A fool question that will determine his fate,” Cavan said emphatically.

      Honora kissed her husband, then ran tender fingers across his lips.

      He liked when she did that. It was as if she sealed her kisses with her touch.

      “Tomorrow is a special day in more ways than one,” she said. “It is Christmas, your mother weds, and a child has been born that might not have survived if it had not been for your forgiveness and generosity. We have much to celebrate.”

      Cavan was ready to protest since he wasn’t at all forgiving just yet.

      Honora stilled him with another kiss and whispered in his ear, “I love you.”

      Cavan smiled and eased himself over her. “I intend to show you how much I love you.”

      Honora grinned and wrapped her arms around him in a welcoming embrace.
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       Snow continued to blanket the land while the Great Hall was aglow with festivity. Vows had been exchanged, shouts of good cheer extended to Addie and Hagen and food and drink were now being enjoyed. The many animals Hagen had fashioned for the children from wood were keeping them entertained, the horses and cows being favorites.

      “My mother looks beautiful,” Cavan whispered to Honora who sat cuddled beside him on the bench.

      “She does, doesn’t she,” Honora said looking at Addie, her red hair piled in curls on top of her head and her long-sleeved, emerald green velvet dress falling in a swirl from beneath her breasts. She was thanking all who came up to congratulate her and Hagen, who grinned gleefully beside her.

      “It is good to see her so happy again,” Cavan said.

      “Your father would be pleased,” Honora said. “He was a man who understood that love was always unpredictable and that forgiveness was not always easy but necessary. He was a true laird of his clan—just like you.”

      “You remind me of what I forget,” he said.

      “It is the time of year for forgiveness,” she reminded.

      “Then I shall, with some reluctance, forgive Tyr his foolishness, though he will owe me a debt.”

      “I had no doubt you would,” she said and kissed his cheek. “And I have no doubt that Tyr feels more indebted to you than you would wish.”

      At that moment the twins, Tavish and Ronan, and their daughter Kate, came running to them. Cavan and Honora caught them up in their arms and giggles and kisses were exchanged. Kate, though small, pushed her way past her brothers to snuggle comfortably in the crook of her father’s arm while the twins continued to crawl over her and around both parents.

      Cavan felt it then. A love so strong that he thought it would near tear his heart in two, and he recalled something his father had said to him years ago when he was but a lad.

      He heard his father’s voice now, deep and distinct. “Christmas love is like no other love you’ll ever feel. Revel in it, for it is a gift.”

      His father had been right.

      He kissed his wife, hugged his children, and gave thanks for all he had.

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

      You can read how Honora and Cavan got together in Return of the Rogue, first book in the Sinclare Brothers’ series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Christmas Ghost

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Based on characters from the book — Love Me Forever

      

      

      “What do you mean you will not sleep our bed?” Royce demanded of his wife.

      Brianna kept her voice low, not that the servants would hear her, they were too busy bustling in and out of the Great Hall with bundles of pine to begin fashioning the decorations for the Christmas celebration only a couple of days away. She took a fortifying breath and shut her eyes for a moment. It was difficult to look at her husband and say, “I will not sleep in our bed until you chase away the ghost.”

      His arm coiled around her slim waist and drew her slowly against him.

      Brianna kept her eyes closed and relished his warmth that rushed through her and his hard muscles that comforted as he wrapped her in his embrace. She couldn’t stop the vision of him rising naked over her in bed from growing ever so clear and sending tingles of pleasure racing through her. He was a skilled and considerate lover and there wasn’t a time that she didn’t desire him. She often feared that she was a wanton woman for wanting him as much as she did… like now.

      She melted against him and his mouth came down on hers and claimed a kiss that stole her breath away. She wanted to linger in it, be swept away by it and let it end with Royce carrying her to their bedchamber and making love—

      Bedchamber.

      Brianna wiggled out of his arms, not an easy task since her husband’s strength was the source of legends. He was a Highland warrior known for his fearlessness and tremendous strength. But to her, he was a tender and loving man, which made her demand all the more difficult and sounded ridiculous to her own ears.

      “I will not return to our bed chamber until you banish the ghost.”

      Royce shook his head. “There is no ghost.”

      “Then who tugs at my toes at night waking me and moves things around in our bed chamber?” Brianna raised her hand, stopping him from responding. “Do not bother to tell me that the tugs are nothing more than dreams. The servants have been refusing to enter the room, noticing themselves that things have been moved around that normally are not. They believe it is haunted.” She took a breath. “They believe in the legend of the Christmas ghost.”

      “It is pure nonsense,” Royce snapped. “There is no Christmas ghost.”

      “Then find the prankster responsible. Until then I will sleep in our daughter’s bed chamber.”

      “That bed is not big enough for us both.”

      “Then you best hurry and solve the problem.” With that Brianna turned and hurried out of the Great Hall.

      It wasn’t the mumbling oaths that frightened the servants away but the furious scowl on Royce’s face. They scurried out of the hall like mice being chased by a hungry cat.

      He stormed over to a table near the large stone fireplace, plunked himself down on the bench so hard that it sounded as if it would split in two and poured himself a tankard of ale some of it splashing over the sides.

      The Christmas ghost.

      That damn myth had haunted the castle for years. He didn’t believe any such nonsense, though he did recall his mother recounting the tale each year, no doubt fostering belief in it. It seemed every Christmastime the ghost would haunt the laird’s bedchamber. Some servants had claimed to have seen the ghost, though Royce believed it was more their own hysteria that caused the visions. But there were those who claimed to have seen an apparition of a cloaked man.

      He took a generous swallow of ale. The myth was utter nonsense and had grown over the years with the retelling of the tale. It was no ghost responsible for the senseless antics and he would just have to prove it and fast. There was no way that Brianna and he would sleep in separate beds. The idea was absurd and he would never allow it. He grew more annoyed just thinking about it.

      A chatter of voices behind him drew his attention and he swung around. Several servants had entered the Great Hall and stopped abruptly frozen by his feral scowl.

      Royce grumbled, stood, and hurried out of the hall, hearing sighs of relief from the servants as he went. He took the stone steps two at a time and hastened down the hall to his daughter Breda’s room. He entered quietly not wanting to disturb her naptime. She lay on her stomach, her legs crunched beneath her pushing her tiny bottom up. Her black hair stuck out of her head in tufts of soft curls and though her eyes were closed the color was vivid in his mind... a blue as beautiful and brilliant as the morning sky. Even at only a few months it was easy to tell that she was going to be a beauty just like her mother. He tucked the soft wool blanket around her and patted her bottom. He then added another log to the fire to make certain the small room stayed warm.

      He eyed the narrow bed with disdain. His wife would not be sleeping there. The small bed was for Sara, the servant who tended Breda.

      “It will do until you chase the ghost.”

      Royce turned to see his wife standing in the doorway. He went to her and slipping an arm round her waist scooped her up, gently shut the door with his foot, and carried her to the bed. “Shall we see if it will do?”

      Before Brianna could protest he placed her on the bed and followed her down. There was barely room for them to move, Royce sprawled half around her, his feet hanging off the end. She could not help it, she giggled.

      He squeezed her waist playfully. “You would have me suffer to sleep here?”

      The bed protested with a squeak and a crack.

      “It will not hold us both.”

      “And I will not be separated from you.” His hand roamed intimately over her.

      Passion sparked in an instant and though she should have objected she didn’t. She turned her head, her lips finding his and was soon lost.

      Royce kissed her like a hungry man who could not get enough, but that seemed to be the way of it with his wife. No matter how much they loved, he wanted to love even more and she felt the same.

      His hands were soon maneuvering her garments, eager to touch her soft skin, eager to make love with her. She tried to help him but their tight quarters and fumbling soon had them laughing. They kissed in between laughs and their passion grew. Soon their hands turned frantic as did their movements.

      One swift move and Royce was on top of her and she welcomed him… the bed didn’t.

      It splintered in two and they both landed with a thud on the floor.

      “Are you all right?” Royce asked quickly moving off her.

      It took a moment for her to catch her breath Royce’s weight having knocked the breath out of her.

      “Brianna?” he asked anxiously and eased her to sit up.

      Breda cried out and they both turned to see that they had woken their daughter.

      Brianna waved at her husband to take care of their baby while she regained her breath. When she went to stand, Royce’s arm was at her waist helping her up as he cradled his daughter in his other arm.

      Brianna smiled, her daughter’s eyes already closing. “She is forever content in her da’s arms.”

      “Are you all right?”

      She saw the worry in his eyes. He had protected her from the moment they had met and he always would. It made her feel safe and it made her feel loved.

      “I’m fine, though… I do need a bed tonight.”

      “You’ll sleep beside me tonight.” He stopped any protest she would make with a kiss. “I will settle the problem, though I don’t know if I can catch the culprit in one day. Will you give me until Christmas to finally lay this myth to rest?”

      “You must banish the ghost by Christmas Eve for Christmas Day he will once again vanish until next year.”

      “I will see it done.” He was surprised and a bit annoyed to see his wife’s brow crinkle. “You don’t believe me capable of seeing this done?”

      “I wonder.”

      “Wonder what?”

      “How will you banish the ghost when you do not believe the myth?”
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      Royce walked in the woods the cold air clearing his mind while his fur-lined wool cloak kept him warm. A trickle of snow had fallen since yesterday, but the gray sky and biting chill promised more would follow.

      Brianna had inadvertently given him an idea when she had accused him of not believing the myth. If the myth was the cause of the problem, then it was the myth that needed solving. If he could prove to everyone that there was no ghost, then the matter would be settled. Everyone’s imaginings would cease and sensibility would once again prevail.

      He had decided that the best place to start was with a visit to the old woman in the woods. She had been around for as long as Royce could remember. He had recalled a time when his mother had taken him along when she had paid the woman a visit. She had seemed old then to him, having long white hair, though he couldn’t recall if her face had worn wrinkles. He mostly remembered her shiny hair and the cakes she had offered him and his mother had allowed him to eat. They were sweet and flavorful and he would have eaten the lot of them if he’d been allowed to.

      The other thing he recalled about her cottage that seemed strange was that…

      He stopped, stared, and shook his head. He had thought perhaps he had been wrong in his recollection but it seemed he hadn’t been. Her cottage looked as if it sat suspended by two trees, though it wasn’t. It was actually built between two trees. It was the few steps to the front door that gave the illusion that it sat suspended. Still, it gave one pause.

      With quick, strong strides, he approached the stairs. The door opened before his foot reached the bottom step. He would have jumped back but the warrior in him held his ground, though he couldn’t stop his startled expression. Age may have claimed the woman with a degree of wrinkles, but her beauty shined through along with her smile.

      “It is an honor to welcome the laird into my home,” she said and stepped aside and with a wave of her hand bid him to enter.

      Royce nodded and accepted her respectful invitation, his eyes still wide as he glanced over her. Age certainly hadn’t marred her body. She was tall and slender, no hunch to her shoulders but rather a regal grace to her movements. And her hair was as white, shiny, and long as the day he had seen it those many years ago.

      The one thing he could not recall about her was her name. With most of the clan seeking her help he wondered how it was that her name was not mentioned by many.

      Witch.

      He turned his head, the whispered word so strong in his ear that he wondered who stood behind him. And who dared to call her a witch. She had always been known to his people as a healer… never a witch.

      “May I offer you a hot brew to chase away your chill?” she asked and her smile grew. “And perhaps a few of those sweet cakes you favor.”

      “You remember.”

      “You would have eaten all of them if your mother had let you,” she said and pointed to a chair at a table near the hearth, then slipped his cloak off his shoulders to hang on a peg near the fireplace.

      Royce sat. “Why is it that I cannot recall your name?”

      “Most don’t,” she said ladling steaming liquid from a pot hanging in the hearth into a tankard and when finished she placed it in front of Royce. “It is hot. Be careful.”

      “Your name,” he reminded then smiled, “or is it a secret?”

      “The only true secret is one that a person keeps to himself.” She removed a cloth from a plate on the table. “Have as many as you’d like.”

      Royce grinned like a young boy about to enjoy a treat and reached for one.

      “You have come for help?” she asked, after pouring another tankard and joining him at the table.

      “I have,” he said, “and I hope you can help me.”

      “I will do my best.”

      “Would you know anything about the Christmas ghost myth that haunts my castle?”

      “I have heard snippets but no more. Most dare not whisper a word about a ghost for fear the ghost will haunt them.”

      “I have no such fear and it is I who will be haunting this culprit who fancies himself a ghost until I vanquish him from my castle.”

      “You do not believe in ghosts?”

      “It is nonsense. Someone got wind of this myth and perpetrated a hoax for his own delight. I thought to discover the origin of the myth in hopes of proving it false.”

      “Tell me about the ghost.”

      Royce related the toe-tugging problem and objects being moved and told her about a few sightings, and how his mum had experienced the same.

      “It sounds as if the ghost is searching for something and had sought your mum’s help and is now seeking your wife’s help in finding it.”

      “He’ll not be getting any help from my wife. She refuses to return to our bed chamber.” He cringed. He had had no intentions of sharing that information with her, but then she was easy to talk with and, oddly enough, he felt comfortable discussing the matter with her.

      “If he wants her help, he’ll follow where she goes,” she explained.

      “When I catch him, he’ll be sorry he ever began this foolish game.”

      “And if it is a ghost you chase, what then? How will you deal with him? He will not fear you for there is nothing you can do to him… he is dead.”

      A shiver ran through Royce, not out of fear but resolution. “How do I protect my wife against a ghost?”

      She smiled. “You do not believe in ghosts and yet you will battle one for your wife. You must love her very much.”

      “I would do anything to keep my wife safe… even believe in ghosts if I must.”

      She nodded slowly. “Then find out what this ghost searches for and find it for him or he will never stop haunting her.”
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      Royce went over the plan again with a group of his warriors as he kept watch on his wife sitting at a table in front of the hearth in the Great Hall. Breda had been abed for a couple of hours with Sara in attendance. She would fetch them if needed. He had made certain that the bed he had broken had been replaced and with a bit larger one just in case, though he doubted there would be any need for it.

      He dispersed his men and approached his wife. She grew more beautiful each day. Her long dark wavy hair glistened from the fire’s light and her stunning blue eyes shined brighter than a spring morn. Then there was her creamy complexion, so soft to the touch. He wondered if it was possible to fall in love more deeply with one’s wife for it seemed that his love for her had grown with each passing day.

      Quickening his steps, he reached her side and leaned down and kissed her soundly.

      Her cheeks flushed red and she hid her face in the crook of his neck and whispered, “That kind of kiss is best saved for our bedchamber.”

      “Does that mean you wish to retire?”

      She came out of hiding, though he much rather her face remained tucked in his neck, her soft breath tickling his skin and arousing him as much as the kiss.

      “I want very much to retire with you but the ghost—”

      “I had another chamber prepared for us.”

      Brianna smiled, grabbed his hand and tugged him along.

      Royce laughed, aroused even more by his wife’s eagerness and rushed to scoop her up and take the stairs two at a time.

      “We’ll not be bothered by ghost or prankster tonight,” he said, brushing a kiss across her sweet lips. “I have two warriors standing guard outside our door and the chamber has been examined to make certain no one lurks in hiding. We are free to enjoy ourselves and you shall have an uninterrupted night of sleep.”

      “Bless you,” she said and kissed him on the cheek.

      “Can you not do better than that?”

      Brianna laughed and whispered in his ear and Royce raced up the stairs.

      They wasted not a minute once in the room. Their lips met and their hands were quick to help each other shed their garments, but it wasn’t fast enough. They fell partially clothed on the bed together, their lips sealed in a never-ending kiss.

      When passion could be denied no longer Royce rose up off his wife to rid her of her clothes. His eyes remained on hers as his hands hurried to undo the ties of her blouse. He loved seeing how her desire for him danced like firelight flames in her eyes.

      Suddenly her eyes grew wide and desire quickly vanished replaced by fear… and she screamed.

      “Someone tugged at my toe.”

      He was off her in a flash, reaching for his sword near the bed.

      The door flew open and the guards rushed in swords drawn.

      The three warriors glanced quickly around the room but saw nothing.

      Royce nodded at them and they spread out searching in the dark corners and under the bed. One even opened the small chest in the corner, though it was too small even for a child to hide in.

      The two warriors remained silent, waiting for their laird’s command.

      “No one slipped past you?” Royce asked but knew the answer.

      “No one has entered the hallway,” one said.

      “Remain on guard,” Royce ordered and the two men left, closing the door behind them.

      Royce rested his sword against the wall by the bed, then joined his wife, much too pale to his liking, in the bed. He wrapped his arms around her and she buried herself in the strength of his embrace.

      “Why does the ghost torment me?”

      Was the old woman right? Did the ghost want his wife’s help? If so, why her and not him? Royce didn’t wish to further upset her so he did not tell her about the old woman’s warning. She might do something foolish like try and help the ghost.

      “You will sleep with your feet tucked beneath my legs tonight,” he said. “If the ghost intends to tug toes again, then only mine will be available to him.”

      “I do not know if I can sleep. This troubles me so, especially now that the ghost has not waited for me to sleep but interferes in our lovemaking. What could he possibly want from me?”

      “I will find out and settle it, this I promise you.” He kissed her forehead, then her cheek and lastly brushed his lips across hers. “You are not to worry, I will see this done.”

      They snuggled beneath the heavy quilt after Royce added several logs to the hearth and blew out the candle. He wrapped his muscled legs around her feet, the ghost not able to touch them without touching him. And he swore to himself that he would not sleep. He would keep watch over his wife and keep watch for the ghost.
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      Brianna drifted awake and cringed; her feet cramped from the strength of her husband’s legs. She would move them for a minute just to stretch the cramps out of them and then return them where they were… safe and sound wrapped in Royce’s legs.

      Help.

      Did that whisper come from Royce? She looked up from where she rested, tucked against her husband’s chest to see him sound asleep.

      Help.

      There it was again, though a bit stronger this time and it came from the foot of the bed. She didn’t want to look fearful of what she would see. She poked her husband’s chest. He didn’t respond.

      Help.

      She poked much harder and Royce sat up in a flash, taking her with him.

      He looked at his wife and her eyes were so wide that he feared they would pop from her head. He followed her glance and his eyes widened, as his hand reached for his sword, though what good it would do against a ghost he had no idea.

      The apparition of a man stood at the foot of the bed. Tall, lean, fine features, a cloak draped over his broad shoulders and with his arm stretched out and his finger pointing at Brianna.

      With a crook of his finger he beckoned her to him.
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      Brianna watched her husband pace in front of two guards who had come to speak with him in the Great Hall. Something was amiss and she could see from his scowl that he was not happy about it. The servants went out of their way to avoid the trio, though mostly their laird.

      She could not blame them. He was a fierce looking warrior when angry and his temper had surged upon entering the hall an hour ago and learning that news of last night’s apparition had spread like wildfire and along with it… fear.

      The ghost had certainly frightened her but Royce had been quick to act. He had vaulted off the bed, the apparition disappearing as he clamped his arms around the evaporating mist.

      The two guards had stood with shocked expressions. She believed more so from seeing their laird fearless enough to attack a ghost rather than seeing the ghost themselves. Royce had ordered them from the room and told them to be off that they were no longer needed for the night. He had also warned them to hold their tongues about what they had seen but Brianna and he knew it would do no good. The entire village would hear of the ghost by first light. And they had been right.

      Royce walked over to her, running his hand lovingly over his daughter’s soft thatch of hair. She sat content on her mother’s lap trying desperately to get the attention of an old hound that slept in front of the hearth.

      “King is old and does nothing but sleep, sweetheart,” he said and kissed her plump cheek. “It is a puppy you need.”

      “What is wrong?” Brianna asked, knowing her husband delayed speaking with her.

      “A fierce snowstorm has hit and a group of travelers will not make it to the village before nightfall and that means…”

      “They will surely freeze to death if they are not helped.”

      He hunched down in front of her. His daughter smiled, gurgled and her tiny hand swung out to grab his braid that hung down the side of his head and onto his shoulder. She was quick but the mighty warrior was quicker. He grabbed her hand and gave it a kiss. She turned her attentions back to the sleeping hound.

      “I do not wish to leave you. I wish to settle this ghost matter once and for all,” he said.

      “As do I, but the travelers need our help,” she said with more courage than she felt. She would have preferred that her husband not leave, but she could not be selfish. He was the laird of the Campbell clan and had his duties to attend.

      “I wish I could say I will not be long but the snowstorm rages and while the group is not far, the storm will prevent easy and fast travel.”

      She knew what he was trying to tell her. Today was Christmas Eve and if they did not rid the keep of the ghost before midnight tonight he would disappear and return next year at this time to haunt again.

      “You must go,” she said.

      Royce hated to leave his wife. She needed him and he needed to banish the ghost as he had promised her. But she was right, he had to go and get the travelers to the village safely.

      He kissed her, a soft gentle kiss that was not meant to arouse but it did. “I will be back as soon as I can, though before I go I must tell you something.”

      Brianna listened with interest as he detailed his visit to the old woman in the woods.

      “So if we discover what he searches for he will leave us in peace?” she asked.

      “The old woman believes so and I wish I had time to find out, though I am not sure where I would start.” He kissed her again. “I will hurry.”

      “No, you must be careful. You could easily get lost in the snowstorm.”

      He laughed. “Not even a blinding blizzard can keep me from you.”

      “You will take care,” she ordered.

      He stood, leaned over, and planted another kiss on her lips, a strong one this time. “Stay in the Great Hall until I return.”

      She smiled and raised Breda’s hand to wave good-bye to her da as he slipped on his warm fur-lined cloak and drew the hood up over his head. He pulled on thick gloves and returned his daughter’s wave just as the double doors opened.

      The roaring wind swept in bringing with it a flourish of cold and snow. It blew out several candles and stirred the flames in the hearth. It took great effort on the servants’ part to close the door against the demanding wind, after which they got busy lighting the snuffed out candles and clearing away the snow.

      Brianna stood and with a quick peck to her daughter’s cheek and a hug she handed her to Sara. “I have something I must attend to.”

      She took the stairs with care and haste. Royce had helped her overcome her fears and had helped her find her courage. It had not been easy having had such a cruel first husband. She had promised herself that she would never allow fear to immobilize her again. She would take control and take action.

      She entered the room that she and Royce had shared last night. All the nights before that the ghost had only tugged at her toes or moved objects around. But in this room he had shown himself. Could there be something about this room that he was trying to tell her?

      Apprehension filled Brianna, trembling her hands and turning her legs weak. The room was fairly dark, the fire having died down to a few glowing embers since none of the servants would dare enter the room to keep it stoked.

      Brianna grabbed at the sides of her deep green wool skirt to stop her hands from trembling. She glanced around the room slowly. It was a stark room with only a bed and a small chest. It was mainly used for guests. Could something have happened to someone who had stayed here?

      She sighed wishing there was a family member she could ask and then smiled. Servants usually knew more than family members and who out of all of them knew the most… the cook.

      Brianna hurried out of the room not hearing the stone that dislodged in the hearth and fell into the lingering embers.
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      Royce cursed the damn snowstorm and the damn ghost. He should be home in bed and beneath the heavy quilt pleasuring his wife. He loved long, snowy winter days. They were the perfect excuse to linger in bed. Instead, he was out in a horrific snowstorm that was going to delay his return home longer than he had been counting on.

      He grumbled and mumbled and continued to curse his misfortune when they came upon the group of travelers hunkered down against the fierce wind and snow. Brianna had been right. Many of them already looked half frozen. They would have never survived the night let alone a few more hours.

      He helped his men distribute blankets and got busy gathering everyone together. One older man, frail and bent from age and work didn’t look as if he could take another step. A carrier would need to be fashioned for him and no doubt would slow them down even more.

      Royce could almost hear Brianna chastising him for thinking such and so he began gathering branches they would need to fashion the carrier. A couple of the men in the group took over the task from Royce and he in turn went to see how the old man was doing.

      His men had fashioned a refuge for the women and children beneath the heavily laden branches of a pine tree along with the old man. They huddled around a small campfire that his men had gotten started.

      Royce hunched down beside where he sat on the ground braced against the trunk of the tree and wrapped in a fresh blanket.

      “How do you fare?” Royce asked.

      “I have survived worse, though actually it was a storm much like this one and right here in this area at Christmastime. I was but a lad. My da and I were passing through and took refuge in your village for a few days. My da would have preferred to move on with the trouble brewing there but the storm wouldn’t allow it.”

      “What trouble?”

      The old man shrugged. “I did not know the whole of it, heard most through gossip, though it was enough to scare the wits out of me.” He shook his head.

      “Tell me,” Royce urged, wondering or possibly hoping it just might have something to do with the ghost.

      The old man shivered though for some reason Royce didn’t think it had anything to do with the cold.

      “The villagers were terrified and if the gossip was true I couldn’t blame them. If it could happen to a Highland warrior, it certainly could happen to one of them.”

      “What happened?”

      “A brave Highland warrior disappeared from a room with guards standing right outside his door and was never seen again?”

      A twinge of fear stirred in the pit of Royce’s stomach. He recalled how the ghost had crooked his finger at Brianna. “How could that be?”

      The old man lowered his voice and whispered, “The witch got him.”
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      “I know nothing,” Deidre said, busy directing half dozen helpers in the kitchen all crazed as they hurried to prepare more food not only for the travelers that would soon arrive but for those who could not survive the storm on their own. They would seek refuge in the keep.

      Brianna didn’t believe her. She had answered much too fast when asked if she knew if anything strange had happened in the room where the ghost had been seen. It was almost as if she was afraid to answer.

      She raised her voice and announced, “Leave us.”

      The servants scurried quickly out of the room.

      Once Deidre and Brianna were alone Deidre stopped chopping. “I dare not say. Please don’t ask me.”

      She heard the fear in Deidre’s quivering voice. “Is there no one who will tell me?”

      “Most who know are gone, having left by choice those many years ago or death has claimed them. I was a young child at the time and my parents didn’t know I listened as they talked. They thought of leaving but life was good here and so they decided to stay. Fear kept the secret these many years.”

      “Fear of what?”

      Deidre shook her head. “I would rather die than say.”

      Brianna understood fear. Her first husband had instilled it in her and she had no want to cause the same to Deidre. “I understand.” She turned to leave then turned back with a flourish. “The room holds the secret doesn’t it.”

      Deidre didn’t say a word but her wide eyes answered for her.

      Brianna stopped in the Great Hall to direct the servants in preparing for those who would seek shelter here. A few villagers had already arrived and shared the tale of their difficult travel to reach the keep. It made Brianna worry even more about her husband. No matter what tales were told about his daring and courageous exploits he was now her husband and a father to their daughter, and she wanted him kept safe.

      A blinding blizzard will not keep you from me. She smiled recalling his words and thought about later when he returned how they would…

      She issued more orders, then hoisted her skirt and hurried up the stairs. She’d not have tonight with her husband interrupted. She would discover the secret that only the room could tell her and lay the ghost to rest.

      A chill ran through her as she stepped into the room. The last of the embers had died, leaving the room in almost total darkness. She managed to find one of the candles along the mantel and lit it. It didn’t provide much light, but it would have to do.

      She stepped back away from the hearth and held the candle high. Her eyes spotted it immediately… a stone lying in the cold ashes.

      She hunched down to examine the stone and when she held the candle over it the flame flickered wildly as if blown by a breath or slight wind. She grew excited and stepped in the hearth having to hunch over to do so and began feeling along the stones. It wasn’t long before she found the area where the stone had fallen from and felt the slight wind that rushed through.

      She pushed on the stones in that area and when nothing happened she shoved her body against it. She was about to give up when she gave it one more try and the stone wall moved. She didn’t hesitate. She gave it a few more shoves until there was finally enough room for her to squeeze through.

      Without thought to danger, she slipped through the narrow entrance never seeing the ghost that stood behind her and followed her in.
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      “What witch?” Royce asked the old man.

      “The one that lived in the woods or so I heard tell. She cast a spell on him while he was visiting the Campbell Clan. I can’t recall all the particulars, but I do remember that he was a mighty warrior from further north in the Highlands and destined to be laird of his clan. To save him from the witch his father had him locked in the room at the keep and posted guards while he and his men went in search of her. His father intended to see her burn so that his son would be free of her evil spell.”

      “What went wrong?” Royce asked.

      “The witch was found and held in the dungeon while they waited for the blizzard to end so that they could burn her for all to see.”

      Royce guessed the rest. “The witch disappeared and so did the warrior.”

      The old man nodded. “Many believed that the witch used her magic to free herself and then whisked him away. The warrior’s father openly cursed the witch and swore to go after her and find his son.” He shook his head slowly. “As soon as he finished cursing the witch, he grabbed his chest and fell to the ground dead. Some villagers left with my da and me while the others swore never to mention the witch or what had happened that Christmastime ever again for fear she would strike them dead.”

      “And you have not spoken about this all these years yet you speak of it now?”

      The old man shrugged. “I am old and death does not frighten me anymore.”

      One of Royce’s men called out to him and, with a nod to the old man, he walked over to the warrior, wondering if the Christmas ghost could be the warrior who vanished all those years ago.

      Royce hurried his men along in securing the group for travel. He wanted to get home to his wife and tell her what he had learned. If the ghost was the warrior, then perhaps he wanted his body found and finally laid to rest.
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      Brianna moved along the cold stone passageway slowly, the single candle making it difficult to see where she stepped. The darkness followed behind her and she had no want to turn around. She did not know what she expected to find or even where she headed, she only knew that somehow this passageway was connected to the ghost and she had to travel it.

      She wished she had had sense enough to bring a shawl or cloak with her. The damp corridor chilled her to the bone. She inched her foot forward not sure of where she stepped and it was a good thing she did since she felt the edge of a step. She didn’t know how many steps she went down. She stopped counting after twelve, the air growing chillier and turning her thoughts to the possibility of freezing to death if she didn’t come upon an exit soon.

      The secret passageway probably led out of the keep. No doubt it had been built as an escape route and now forgotten. She kept at a snail’s pace not wanting to take the chance of injuring herself and no one finding her. She should have had one of Royce’s warriors accompany her ,but in her zeal to investigate she had not thought of it and now she was alone, on her own with no one knowing her whereabouts.

      Royce was not going to like that.

      Help.

      She froze not from the whispered plea but from the breath that tickled her ear. Someone stood behind her… close behind her.

      Help.

      Pushing her fear aside as best she could she said, “I’m trying to help you but I am not sure what to do.”

      A hand at her back urged her forward.

      Her legs almost gave way and her heart pounded so badly she thought it would burst from her chest. She had to have been a fool to enter the passageway alone—but then she hadn’t—the ghost had come with her.

      She moved forward with cautious steps, recalling what the old woman had told Royce, the ghost searches for something. She immediately asked, “What is it you want me to find?”

      Me.

      Brianna stumbled and almost fell, but righted herself just in time to prevent a fall. She continued along, trying to piece together what had happened to the ghost. He had traveled this passageway but why?

      The path curved and as she followed it a sudden wind wiped along. She reacted out of instinct not wanting to lose the only light she had. She turned shielding the candle with her body and came face to face with the ghost.

      He was tall and broad and stood transparent in the darkness.

      His hand reached for her face and she hastily backed away from him. A foolish move for she suddenly felt the edge of a step beneath her leather boot and she tried frantically to stop herself from falling as did the ghost.

      He reached out, trying desperately to grab her but his hands went right through her.

      Her feet went out completely from under her and she landed on her romp only to bounce off the edge of another step and tumble repeatedly down the flight of stairs that seemed to go on forever. Her head hit the last step and for a moment she was completely disoriented. She finally managed to stand, though with difficulty and pain, and she went to take a step forward when too late she saw the ghost in front of her, his hand warning her to stop.

      She tripped over something and came down hard, her head once again hitting stone. This time she could barely move. She lay still for how long she wasn’t sure… minutes, perhaps hours. Finally, she turned her head and the ghost was hunched down beside her.

      It was her turn to say, “Help.”

      He vanished and she reached out trying to find the wall in hopes of using it as a support in an attempt to stand. Instead, she touched something and not sure what it was she took hold of it and held it up in front of her eyes trying to focus in the dark. When she finally did…

      She would have screamed but she didn’t have enough strength left. She stared open-mouthed at the skeletal hand she held. She had found the remains of the ghost. That thought was her last as she descended into blessed unconsciousness.
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      Royce was never so happy to enter the village and help the travelers into the keep. He assisted the old man settling him at a table close to the burning hearth. King, the hound, curled up there as usual. He gave a glance around the Great Hall hoping to spot his wife but she was nowhere to be seen. He had warned her to remain there. He had wanted her where others would be so that she would be safe. She might be busy seeing to preparations for those seeking refuge at the keep.

      He left the group to the care of his men and went in search of her. The kitchen was the first place he looked. Everyone was so busy that no one paid him mind when he entered. He gave a quick glance around but his wife was not there. He hoped she hadn’t returned to the room they had shared last night and hurried to find out.

      The door was partially open and upon entering the room he shook his head and turned and left. The fire had died out long ago, the room holding a frosty chill and so dark that nothing could be seen. He hurried along to their bedchamber and threw the door open, expecting her to greet him.

      It was empty, though pleasantly warm, a fire roaring in the hearth and the bed covers folded back waiting for Brianna and him to crawl beneath. His next stop was his daughter’s room only to find her sound asleep and Sara telling him that she hadn’t seen Brianna in hours and that Breda would soon need feeding.

      Worry began to churn in Royce’s stomach as he hurried into the Great Hall once again and searched it with a frantic glance. The doors blew open with the force of the wind that ushered in a small group of people and a few of his warriors who fought to close the doors behind them.

      The old woman from the woods was among the group and she quickly sought the fire’s warmth. Royce was about to head once again to the kitchen, hoping in the chaos he had missed his wife when he saw that the old man’s face had turned deathly pale, his eyes as round as full moons, staring at the old woman.

      Royce hurried over to him. “Is something wrong?”

      The old man reached out, grabbed Royce’s wrist, nodded at the woman and whispered, “She’s the witch.”

      Before Royce could do anything the old hound King sat up and let loose with a sorrowful howl that sent chills through everyone in the Great Hall. It was well-known that when a dog howled like that someone would die.

      When the dog finished he got up from his spot by the hearth, walked over to Royce barked and trotted to the stairs. He looked back at Royce who had not followed, so shocked was he that the dog had moved, and barked once again.

      Royce understood… the dog wanted him to follow.

      He ordered two warriors to follow him.  King climbed the stairs, the dog steps surprisingly spry and trotted down the hall to the dark room and entered. Royce directed his men to light candles and when there was sufficient light they all stared at King sitting in the ashes in the middle of the hearth.

      But what caused them to step back in haste and King to run under the bed and hide was the ghost stepping through the stones.

      Royce had been the only one to step forward. “Where is my wife?” he demanded.

      The ghost crooked his finger for Royce to follow and he ordered one of his men to do the same. The warrior almost hesitated but one murderous look from Royce and the warrior decided he would prefer to deal with a ghost than with Royce.

      They carried candles to light the way and Royce called out to his wife but got no response. He continued to follow the apparition ready to do battle with him however necessary if it meant finding his wife.

      The cold soon seeped into him and he stopped and turned to his warrior. “Go get torches, cloaks, blankets, and bring more men with you.”

      The man nodded, turned and with relief hurried to do his laird’s bidding.

      Royce turned around only to see that the ghost had vanished and anger bubbled up from deep inside him. He threw back his head and roared like a mighty beast.

      Brianna’s eyes opened in a flash. Where was she? Why was she so cold? It took a moment for her to recall. She tried to move, but her head hurt and so did various parts of her body. It didn’t matter how bad the pain was, she had to get out of there. Her body was shivering from the cold and the dampness that had seeped into her clothes didn’t help. She attempted to move again and almost slipped back into unconsciousness.

      Tears filled her eyes and, though she knew she had to keep her wits about her and maintain her courage, all she wanted was her husband.

      “Royce,” she whispered.

      “Brianna.”

      Her name reverberated like rolling thunder through the tunnel and for a moment she feared she was imagining it.

      “Royce,” she called out, though it caused her pain to do so.

      Her name was shouted again and she could have sworn that the stones shook in fear from his mighty voice and she sighed with relief. It took several minutes for him to reach her. He placed the candle on the ground and reached out for her but she winced in pain when he tried to lift her.

      He released a string of oaths beneath his breath and then gently moved her into his arms. She was ice cold and he wrapped his arms around her, drawing her close to his body to get her warm.

      She buried her face against his heated chest and her eyes closed, unconsciousness once again reaching out to claim her.

      Her head rolled away from his chest and he gripped her chin. “Stay awake, Brianna, do you hear me? Stay awake. I will not lose you.” He thought of how the hound had howled and he knew someone would die this night and he would not let it be his wife.

      “I found the ghost,” she said and pointed, though she was not sure where. “He’s free now.”

      Royce looked around and spotted the bones, his eyes settling curiously on the skull. His attention was diverted when he heard his men approach. It wasn’t long before Royce wrapped her in two warm blankets and carried her through the passageway and out into the raging snowstorm. He shielded her from the fierce wind with his body and cloak, tucking her tightly against him.

      He entered the keep and took her straight to their bed chamber, placing her in a chair and moving it with her in it in front of the blazing hearth to keep her warm.

      He went to the door and spoke to one of the two guards that stood in the hall, then returned to his wife hunching down beside her

      “I have sent for the healer.”

      Brianna winced when she attempted to free her arm from the snug blanket.

      “Do not move. She will see to you,” he ordered, wanting to reach out and comfort her but fearful of causing her more pain.

      “I am fine. What I need is a hot bath to warm my bones, a hot brew to chase the chill. and your body wrapped around mine in bed to keep me warm. But first I need to feed our daughter.”

      Royce stood, though before he reached the door there was a knock, the door opened, and the old woman from the woods entered.”

      “What are you doing here?” Royce demanded harshly. He’d already dealt with a ghost. He didn’t need to deal with a witch.

      “Your healer is busy so I offered to help.”

      “Royce,” Brianna scolded. “Where are your manners?”

      He placed a firm hand on his wife’s shoulder. “I have none when it comes to protecting you.” He glared at the woman. “I have been warned that you are a witch.”

      The woman paled. “I am no witch.”

      My witch.

      They all heard it and watched surprised as the ghost materialized until he looked as human as the three of them.

      “Ryan,” the woman cried and went to him.

      His arms went around her and tears filled her eyes.

      She looked up at him. “I waited for you.”

      “Someone murdered him,” Royce said. “A blow to the head, I saw your crushed skull in the passageway.”

      “His brother,” the woman said and the ghost nodded. “He freed me from the cell, telling me that Ryan and he had planned an escape. That he had convinced his father to lock Ryan in the room that held the secret passageway. He told me where to wait in the woods. For some reason, I didn’t trust him and so I hid. You never came, but he did and with his sword drawn called out to me. He said you had been injured and I needed to help you. I knew he was lying and I sensed you were gone so I slipped away.”

      “Why return here?” Royce asked. “And why didn’t you tell me this when I inquired about the ghost?”

      “It was time and do you remember what I told you about secrets? It wasn’t safe for me to tell anyone.”

      Brianna finally unraveled herself from the blanket and stood with a wince and a groan, her husband’s arm going around her waist to help her. She looked at the woman. “You didn’t only come back to free him. You returned to join him.”

      She smiled. “It is time for us to finally be together. The truth has been made known. We are finally free.”

      With that the woman collapsed, Royce catching her before she hit the ground.

      “Thank you,” she whispered with her last breath.

      A mist rose from her body and the Christmas ghost faded to a mist, joined with hers and they vanished together.
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      Late that night Royce tucked the blanket around his daughter asleep in the cradle next to the bed. He then slipped into bed beside his sleeping wife and wrapped himself around her and gave her cheek a soft kiss. He sent a prayer to the heavens for all he had and with a glance at the hearth smiled at the hound sleeping soundly in front of it and drifted into a peaceful slumber.

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

      
        
        You can read how Royce and Brianna got together in Love Me Forever.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Curse Beware

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Based on characters from the Warrior King series.

      

      

      

      Duncan watched his wife grab her garments to hurry and dress, her lovely body flushed with the aftermath of making love. They had snuck away to their bedchamber right after the noon meal both eager to love. And while there were chores to attend to and missions to be planned, they couldn’t help but linger in each other’s arms when they had finished. It was a time that they both enjoyed sharing, a time they felt the closest.

      He left the bed suddenly eager to touch his petite wife’s naked body once again. He caught her around the waist before she slipped on her shift, his hand coming to rest gently on her slightly rounded stomach. “You are feeling well?”

      “I feel good. The bairn gives me no problems.” She laughed. “But he has many months to go yet.”

      “He best behave,” Duncan said, turning her slowly around to hug her close.

      Mercy placed her hands on her husband’s muscled arms. “If he’s the size of his da I could be in trouble.”

      Duncan cringed. “Don’t say that. I don’t wish for you to suffer in childbirth.”

      “Then it is a miracle I will need,” she said on a laugh and kissed his cheek. “Don’t worry. I’m sure all will go well. Your mum has helped birth several bairns and we can always ask Bliss for help.”

      “She is a powerful healer.”

      “More than she realizes,” Mercy said. “Now we best get back to our tasks or someone is bound to come searching for us.”

      “They saw us sneaking out of the Great Hall and knew exactly what we were about.”

      Mercy swatted his thick arm. “You’re going to have them thinking that all we do is —”

      “Love each other, and you were the one who couldn’t wait to sneak away.”

      “It must be the bairn making me pant after you all the time.”

      Duncan shook his head. “Not so. You’ve wanted me all the time since the day we were first chained together.”

      She blushed. “Maybe not then… but very soon after.”

      “I knew it,” he said with a boastful grin.

      She jabbed his hard stomach. “And you didn’t desire me?”

      “Every minute we were chained together and afterwards.”

      They kissed, lingering in the gentleness of their love.

      “Now get dressed,” she ordered playfully as she stepped away from him. “We have matters to see to.”

      Duncan did so reluctantly wishing they could spend the rest of the day together and not only in bed, but she was right, there were matters that needed their attention.

      Once in the Great Hall, Duncan was summoned by his da to the table in front of the hearth and Mercy turned to leave.

      “Be careful,” he called out to her. “Soldiers have been spotted much too near MacAlpin land.”

      Mercy nodded and waved. “Worry not. I have no plans to leave the village.”

      Duncan sighed in relief, knowing his wife would be safe amongst the clan and turned to join his da.
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      Reeve gave the red-haired woman a kiss. Margaret was a wild one and he enjoyed the romps he shared with her, though neither of them allowed their liaisons to be known. He wasn’t interested in any more than a romp now and again and she felt the same.

      He gave her ample bottom a squeeze. “You go ahead. I’ll wait here in the barn a few minutes and then leave.”

      Margaret plucked several pieces of straw from his dark hair, gave him a quick kiss, put a big smile on her face and was about to stroll out the door.

      Reeve laughed and grabbed hold of her arm. “I wouldn’t go wearing that satisfied grin if I were you, though I do think it makes you look even more beautiful than you already are, unless you want the village talking.”

      She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him again. “I can’t help it. You’re as powerful a lover in bed as you are a warrior on the battlefield, and you satisfy me like no other man.”

      “That’s something I like hearing,” Reeve said and nuzzled her neck briefly before turning her toward the door and giving her bottom a pat. “Be gone with you, woman, before you make me hungry for you again.”

      She stopped at the door and turned. “Sweets later?”

      “As long as I’m not limited to what I can have.”

      “You can have anything you want.”

      As soon as Margaret shut the door, it opened again and Reeve grinned spreading his arms wide. “Can’t get enough of me?”

      “Maybe you didn’t give Margaret enough to begin with,” Duncan said with a laugh.

      Reeve dropped his arms. “No one needs to know that Margaret and I—”

      “Romp most regularly?”

      “So help me, Duncan, I’ll give you a good beating if you breathe a word.”

      “I promise no one will hear about it from my lips. But they don’t need to since it’s been the village gossip for a while now.”

      “You lie.”

      Duncan laughed. “A liar I’m not and you know it.”

      Reeve mumbled beneath his breath.

      “There are even odds on when you’ll be announcing the wedding,” Duncan chuckled.

      Reeve shot him a menacing look.

      Duncan raised his hands. “Don’t blame me. You and Margaret brought it on yourselves with all the time you’ve been spending together.”

      “I’d accuse you of being jealous, but—”

      Duncan gave a hardy laugh.

      Reeve shook his head. “You and Mercy are always at it.”

      Duncan rested a firm hand on Reeve’s shoulder and though Duncan was taller and broader than Reeve they both knew that Reeve could beat Duncan senseless if he chose to. Being brothers, though not blood ones, but as close as if they had been, both knew just how fierce a fighter Reeve was and that not many would choose to go up against him.

      “We aren’t always at it, we’re always making love,” Duncan corrected. “You might want to try it sometime.”

      “When I can find someone as wonderful as your wife, I’ll consider it,” Reeve said. “Now did you come looking for me?”

      Duncan nodded. “Da wants to talk with us. There’s a mission—”

      “I volunteer.”

      Duncan opened the door and they walked out, a brisk wind whipping around them.

      “You don’t even know what it is about or where you are to go,” Duncan said.

      “I don’t care and Margaret would probably agree with me. She won’t be happy being the village gossip and, with me gone, she’ll find herself another man soon enough. She doesn’t like to go too long without a good romp.”

      The two laughed and entered the keep.
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      Mercy kept her head down and her blue wool cloak closed tightly around her against a sudden gust of winter wind. It didn’t feel like snow yet, but no doubt it wasn’t far off. She hurried her steps through the village, her destination Harry, the smithy. He had fashioned another dagger for her, smaller and lighter and one that could be easily concealed, and she was eager to try it.

      She’d been busy learning how to use various weapons. With the brewing troubles in the Highland, she wanted to be prepared to defend herself and her bairn if necessary, and of course Duncan.

      She laughed and so would anyone if they had heard her thought. Her husband was a big one and well able to take care of himself. But you never know what could happen and she wanted to be prepared just in case.

      Her smile betrayed her eagerness or was it a remnant of making love with her husband. Lord, but she couldn’t keep her hands off him. She feared she was becoming a sinful woman, the way she always hungered after him.

      She giggled for she had confided her fear to Duncan and he had assured her that she could fall into as much sin with him as she wanted to. The good lord would forgive her since Duncan and she were husband and wife.

      Harry called out to her and her thirst for Duncan was tucked to a corner of her mind where he constantly lingered.

      She hurried to Harry and no soon as had the new dagger in her hand then Alida came barreling around the building and would have collided with her if Mercy hadn’t reacted quickly and grabbed hold of her.

      “Help, me. You must help me,” the pretty eleven-year-old pleaded.

      “Don’t tell me,” Mercy said with patience. “Your little brother Rand is lost again.”

      Alida nodded.

      Mercy turned to Harry. “I won’t be long.”

      With that, Mercy took Alida’s hand and they disappeared into the woods.
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      “You’re all set for the mission,” Duncan said as he and Reeve left the keep.

      “You think Bryce and you can handle everything with Trey still on his mission and me leaving?”

      Bryce stopped walking. “One of these days I’m going to give you a beating just to prove I can.”

      Reeve spit out a hardy laugh. “I wouldn’t try it if I were you.”

      “You better mind that boasting, Reeve,” Duncan warned with a grin. “One of these days you just may come up against someone or something that’s stronger than you.”

      “Brain and brawn, if I don’t use one I use the other,” Reeve said with a confident smile.

      “Duncan!”

      The fearful shout startled the two men, especially since it came from their mum and she didn’t frighten easily.

      She rushed over to them, her plump size no deterrent to her speed and agility. “That young rascal Rand has disappeared again—” she paused abruptly.

      Duncan hurried and spoke before his mum caught her breath. “How does a lad barely five wander off as much as he does? Wasn’t his sister with him? Alida usually finds him and brings him home since she’s the only one who knows his favorite,” —he stopped and turned worried eyes on his mum— “Mercy knows where Rand likes to hide.”

      Mara nodded. “Alida returned in tears. A band of the king soldiers were spotted in the woods and Mercy wrapped Alida in her cloak and sent her to warn us while she continued to search for Rand.”

      “Damn,” Duncan muttered. “She has no sense putting herself in danger while with child.”

      Reeve slapped his brother on the back. “You really think that would stop her. And what are soldiers doing on MacAlpin land? The king grows bold.”

      “Too bold,” Duncan said and looked to his mum. “Bryce?”

      “He waits on your word.”

      “We’ll need to divide if we’re to cover enough area before nightfall,” Reeve advised.

      Duncan nodded and Reeve could see how difficult it was for his brother to keep his worry at bay.

      “We’ll find her and that little rascal,” Reeve said.

      “You better,” Mara ordered. “I’m looking forward to spoiling not only my first, but every one of my grandchildren.”

      She walked off and Reeve shook his head. “Do you believe that? She was stern and strict with us and now she’s going to spoil her grandchildren.”

      “She had no choice with us,” Duncan said. “The future of Scotland was at stake besides she raised us with a lot of love, which is what I intend to do with my children. Now let’s go find that foolhardy wife of mine.”

      “You should have kept her chained to you.”

      “Believe me. I often think the same myself.”
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      Mercy winced at the crunch of broken twigs beneath her booted feet.  It was difficult to walk the woods without making a sound and that was what she was trying desperately to do.

      She had spotted a band of about six soldiers not far off while she and Alida were searching for her brother. Rand had not been in any of his usual hiding places and Alida had been frantic. Mercy had purposely sent her back to the village to keep her safe and not to let her know that Rand’s new hiding place, which she had come across by accident the other day, was right in the path of the soldiers.

      She had given thought to wait for her husband, for she had no doubt that he would come for her once he heard, but she couldn’t chance the wait. She didn’t know if Rand knew that soldiers were about and if they spotted him, she wasn’t sure what they would do with him.

      They could very well cart him off and have him serve as a stable-hand to the king’s soldiers. She couldn’t let that happen, she just couldn’t.

      A few more careful steps and she’d be near to Rand’s hiding spot and passed the soldiers. She treaded as lightly as she could and listened for sounds that anyone approached. She would reach Rand and patiently wait for Duncan. Her husband would be relentless about finding her and knowing that helped ease her worry.

      She wondered what the soldiers were doing on MacAlpin land. The king’s soldiers usually kept to the borders. What had brought them so close? Her father, King Kenneth, surely didn’t continue to demand her return. He had washed his hands of her or had he? Then of course they could be trying to discover the true king’s identity.

      Whatever their reason, she couldn’t concern herself with it right now. She had to find Rand and keep him safe.

      She made her way cautiously toward a cropping of rocks where beyond she knew was a small cave—Rand’s new secret hiding place. He had divulged its whereabouts to her the other day, not knowing she was already aware of it, though swore her to secrecy since he had told her that it was his very special place.

      She had felt honored that the little lad entrusted her with his secret and glad that he had since she assumed the information would be needed one day when he went missing. Only she never expected to be in need of it so soon or under such dangerous circumstances.

      A few more steps and she’d be there, though she stilled a moment to make certain she heard no footfalls. She heard only the whisper of the wind and a rustling of leaves but no crunching of boots along the ground.

      Still, she was cautious and approached her destination with a watchful eye. Hearing and seeing no one in sight, she hurried to the mouth of the cave.

      Rand sat just inside, his skinny arms wrapped around his legs, his knees drawn up to his chin and his wide eyes red from crying. When he saw her, he didn’t hesitate, he ran to her. She caught him up in her arms and his little arms wound tightly around her neck. He had no intentions of letting her go.

      “Soldiers,” he whispered and placed a finger to his lips.

      Mercy kept her voice low. “I know. I sent Alida for help. Duncan and others will come soon. We’ll be safe here while we wait for them.”

      Rand shook his head. “Soldiers keep passing; I can hear them.”

      It could prove dangerous for them both if the soldiers remained in the area. The chance of being discovered would be too great. She would have to move them to a safer place, but where?

      She remembered the same time Rand did and in unison they said, “A tree.”

      Rand and she had climbed a tree one other time and it had provided a safe haven for them, and she hoped it would prove the same this time.

      There was one not far from here that would not be too difficult to climb and so once again with cautious steps, only this time with Rand in her arms, Mercy made her way into the woods.
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      Duncan held up four fingers to Reeve where they sat hunched down behind thick bushes. Bryce and several other MacAlpin warriors had gone in another direction and Duncan worried that they would come across even more soldiers.

      Reeve nodded and laid his hand to his sword.

      Duncan stopped him and shook his head. He motioned that they should follow the soldiers and Reeve frowned as if asking why. But Duncan didn’t need to answer. The answer had come to Reeve fast enough and he nodded back at Duncan.

      That was the way between the four brothers and always had been. Duncan remembered very clearly how often times each of them, Bryce, Trey, Reeve, and he would understand each other without words being spoken. Besides they had been taught the ways of a skillful and wise warrior. And Reeve understood without saying that they should follow the soldiers for they may lead them to other soldiers or if Mercy and Rand had been captured, they would lead them right to the pair.

      Duncan was crazy with worry as he and Reeve silently followed the soldiers. He didn’t know what he would do when he found her; hug his wife or scream at her for being so foolish, though the hug was fast winning out. He wanted nothing more than to feel Mercy tucked safely in his arms and keep her there.
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      Mercy and Rand made it safely up the tree and were nestled comfortably in the arms of two thick branches, Rand curled snugly in her lap and her arms wrapped tightly around him. As chatty as Rand could be he realized the importance of silence in this situation, and it was a good thing he did.

      They had been settled for nor more than a few minutes when Mercy heard approaching footfalls. She tightened her grip on Rand and waited.

      Soldiers stopped near the tree and Mercy almost wanted to hold her breath for fear they would hear her breathing, though in the next moment she was surprised by the exchange of the two soldiers.

      “It’s a bad mission,” one said.

      “A cursed mission that’s what it is,” the other spat, “and being we know about it we’re cursed too.”

      “I never wanted to be a king’s soldier.”

      “Neither did I, Connor, which is why I’m risking my life now for surely the king’s men will hunt us down.”

      “That they will, Robert, but I want no more of this warring madness.”

      “We know too much, the king will not let us live. His soldiers will hunt until they find us and then make certain we tell no tales.”

      “It’s the curse. It’s reaching out to get us.”

      “Nonsense,” Robert argued. “It has no effect on us. It only works if,” —a moment of silence passed— “did you hear that?”

      Connor listened.

      Scurrying feet was all Mercy heard following the silence. She kept a keen ear and soon heard what the two fleeing soldiers had heard, footfalls and more than one or two. Rand heard as well for he tucked his face against Mercy’s chest and shut his eyes closed tight.

      She felt his skinny body tremble and she continued to hold him close, offering the only reassurance she could… that he was safe in her arms.

      The soldiers stopped for a moment and Mercy assumed they spotted the tracks the other two soldiers had left and then the pack took off.

      She waited a few moments to see if any soldier lagged behind and when none appeared she made the decision to climb down and head to the keep. With the soldiers passed them, she and Rand could be back at the keep in no time. They might even run into Duncan or other MacAlpin warriors, then they would be nothing for them to fear.

      Rand didn’t protest when she motioned to him that they were going to climb down. He seemed to understand her plan and agreed, hurrying along with her.

      She lowered him to the ground from the last branch and then dropped down. She felt the pull to her back as soon as her feet hit the ground and stumbled. Rand was quick to offer what help he could. She silently chastised herself for not being more careful but she was in a hurry. They needed to get out of there and fast.

      She took hold of Rand’s hand and they rushed off. She didn’t listen for sounds as she had before, she was too eager to get home.

      Too late Mercy realized her mistake. She heard the footfalls when they were much too close and when she turned, keeping Rand behind her… she faced the blade of a swinging sword.
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      The sword never reached Mercy. Duncan flung himself at her shielding her and Rand with his massive body while Reeve smashed into the soldier with such force that it sent him flying, tumbling, and landing on his own sword.

      With the single soldier so easily disposed of, Reeve went to work on the other three.

      Duncan saw to Mercy and Rand, making certain they were all right. There was no point in offering Reeve help, he would only take it as an insult.

      Rand watched with wide eyes as Reeve swung his sword taking down the remaining three soldiers in a few swipes leaving none to tell any tales. As soon as Reeve joined Duncan, Rand grabbed hold of his hand.

      Reeve leaned down, lifted the little lad in one arm and tucked him against his chest, then he turned to Duncan. “We should get them back to the keep. We can send a few warriors to take care of any soldiers that remain.”

      “Two soldiers ran away,” Rand said.

      Duncan and Reeve looked to Mercy.

      “Rand’s right. We hid in a tree and heard them talking below. The soldiers were searching for them.”

      “What difference would it matter that two soldiers deserted the king’s army?” Reeve asked.

      “They knew something about a mission that the king did not want known,” Mercy said.

      Before the men could question her any further Rand pointed to Mercy and said, “She got hurt jumping out of the tree.”

      Duncan immediately wrapped his arm around his wife’s waist.

      “A small twinge to my back, nothing more,” she tried to reassure her husband.

      “She can tell us more once we’re at the keep and she’s settled in bed,” Duncan said.

      Reeve nodded and took the lead.

      Duncan kept his arm around his wife, a wise move since after only a few steps a pain struck Mercy in the back that would have sent her to her knees if he hadn’t been holding her.

      Duncan gave a shout to Reeve and he turned to see his brother scooping Mercy up into his arms.

      “We hurry,” Duncan said and Reeve once again nodded and set a rushed pace.
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      Mara fussed like a mother hen around her chick, seeing that Mercy was settled comfortably in bed, a brew brought to her with supper to be served later.

      No amount of protesting on Mercy’s part did any good and Duncan simply stood there grinning at her. His wife may not pay heed to his words but there was no avoiding his mum’s insistent nature. When she wanted something her way, she usually got it.

      But he had learned a long time ago that Mara always did everything from deep within her heart and she fiercely protected those she loved and she loved every one of her sons whether they were from her womb or not. And now with her first grandchild on the way, there was no stopping her from ordering everyone about when it came to Mercy’s safety and well-being.

      “You’ll not be bothering the ailing lassie,” Mara said sternly as her husband entered the room along with Bryce.

      “A few questions no more,” her husband Carmag assured.

      “It can wait until morning,” Mara said and fussed with the blanket around Mercy once more.

      Duncan didn’t mind her fussing over his wife, though he had put his foot down when his mum had ordered him out of the room so that she could help Mercy into her night dress and into bed. If anyone was going to help undress his wife it would be him and grateful he had been for doing so, Mercy having leaned heavily on him as he had stripped off her garments.

      Her sense of humor or perhaps it was her constant desire for him had her teasing. “I had thought about you stripping me bare since we left this room earlier.”

      “And you have gotten your wish,” he had whispered, “though not quite as you expected.”

      She had sighed and let her body go limp against him and he sensed her fatigue and knew her back continued to pain her. He had her in bed in no time and he intended to remain the rest of the night right there with her to make certain she was all right. And he had no intentions of allowing his da or brothers to badger her with endless questions.

      Duncan moved to the bed to sit beside his wife, taking her gently in his arms so that she could sit comfortably cushioned against him.

      “Duncan knows what his wife needs not like the lot of you,” Mara said, waving at her husband and two sons. “I’m going to see that supper is being prepared for the two and when I get back,” —she glared at each of them— “no more questions or I’ll be entertaining us with a lively tune during supper.”

      Her husband and sons cringed painfully, recalling Mara’s wailing voice, though Duncan grinned.

      “Hurry and be done with it,” Reeve snapped, “or she’ll be ruining our supper and I’m starving.”

      Mercy didn’t wait for questions. “There isn’t much to tell. From what I could gather it seems that the two soldiers wanted nothing more to do with being soldiers for the king. And one spoke of a secret mission that had something to do with a curse. The other believed that they had been affected by this curse while the other argued it couldn’t affect them only if—”

      “Only if what?” Reeve asked since she stopped abruptly.

      “He never got to finish,” Mercy said. “The one heard something and they both hurried away.”

      “It had to be something important,” Bryce said, “for the king to hunt two lowly soldiers down and want them dead.”

      “Something to do with his empty coffers no doubt,” Reeve said. “Perhaps he has hunted down a witch to fill them for him.”

      No one laughed and Reeve hadn’t meant them to. They all knew the king was desperate and desperate men do foolish and dangerous things.

      “I’ll see what I can find out while on my mission,” Reeve said.

      “Be careful, Reeve,” Mercy said. “The two men sounded ever so fearful. Whatever that curse, the one felt it had affected them and it seemed he thought them doomed because of it.”

      “I don’t believe in curses,” Reeve said. “They’re nothing more than nonsense.”

      “Nonetheless,” his da said. “You will pay heed to Mercy’s warning and be careful. We don’t need you returning with a curse on you.”

      “Reeve laughed. “A curse would be too fearful of me to stick.”

      “Watch that boasting,” Bryce warned. “You never know what could happen.” He grinned. “Why you may just meet a woman and fall in love.”

      “Now you’re really trying to curse me,” Reeve said with a laugh.

      “Better you than me,” Bryce said, laughing himself.

      “You don’t wish to be as happy as your brother?”

      Reeve and Bryce cringed and Duncan grinned once again as their mum entered the room.

      “In due time,” Bryce said bravely.

      “Perhaps I should be finding you both wives,” Mara said.

      “I can help,” Mercy offered with a smile.

      The two men realizing they were on the end of a losing battle quickly made excuses and left the room, though Mercy called out to Reeve and had him halting while Bryce disappeared.

      “Promise me that you will be careful,” she said seriously.

      “I will take no unnecessary chances,” he promised and was gone before she could argue any further with him.

      Mara ordered Carmag from the room, letting him know that she’d be down to join him for supper shortly. Then after she fussed over Mercy once more and instructed, for the umpteenth time, for her to remain abed until morning and told them that their supper would arrive shortly; she left.

      As soon as the door closed, Duncan said, “You should have waited for me.”

      “My only thought was for the safety of the lad,” she said, cuddling closer against him.

      “Your safety and,” —he rested a hand to her stomach— “that of our bairn comes first.”

      She rested her hand over his. “Our bairn is safe and I will keep him so. Besides I knew you would not be far behind me. You would rush into hell itself to rescue me.”

      “You believe I can free you from the devil?”

      “If not,” —she smiled— “you would join me in hell, for you would never leave me to suffer alone.”

      “You know me well, wife.”

      “I know the depths of your love for me and that makes all the difference.”

      She turned her head and their lips met in a hungry kiss.

      The door burst open, though they didn’t bother to break apart.

      “You two are always at it,” Reeve said, shaking his head, though smiling.

      Duncan hugged his wife as he said to his brother. “Why are you disturbing us?”

      “I had a thought and wanted to ask Mercy a question.”

      “How did you get passed mum?” Duncan asked.

      “The secret passageway.”

      “What secret passageway?” Mercy asked.

      “No time to explain now,” Reeve said. “If a servant finds me here she’s sure to tattle to mum. Duncan can tell you about the passageway another time.”

      Mercy looked to her husband and Duncan nodded. “I promise.”

      Reeve sat down at the bottom of the bed. “You heard one soldier say that it was a bad mission right?”

      “Aye, that’s what I heard.”

      “Then that would mean that the group we met up with was the soldiers sent on that bad or secret mission,” Reeve said

      Duncan nodded. “You’re right, which mean the mission failed.”

      Reeve shook his head. “No, if this mission is as important as it sounds we’ve merely delayed it. The king is sure to gather more men and see it done.”

      “I fear that you’re going to ride into the heart of it,” Mercy said.

      Reeve stood with a grin. “Then the curse beware for it has met its match.”
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      This short story follows Mercy and Duncan’s book Bound To A Warrior, first book in the Warrior King series and is a prelude to Reeve’s book Loved By A Warrior, second book in the series.
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      Cree stood outside his bedchamber, his hand hovering over the metal latch. He did not know how much longer he would be able to keep his hands off his wife. It had been a little over a month since the twins were born and after witnessing the pain of childbirth he was hesitant to touch her. Besides, Elsa, his healer, had firmly suggested he give his wife time before resuming any intimacy with her. So he had kept his distance, though with great difficulty, especially so when he had walked in on her just after finishing a bath.

      He shut his eyes, the memory so clear that it invaded his senses and turned him hard. Her breasts had been but a handful and now they were full, plump, and heavy with milk for the twins. Her waist had been narrow, her hips full, but now her curves were more defined, more sensual and her creamy skin was even softer to the touch.

      Cree silently cursed his thoughts that had turned him harder and harder. And to make matters worse, Dawn had made it all too clear that while her body recovered from childbirth, she would be only too happy to ease his ache. He had been too concerned that they both would lose control, since their need for each other never seemed to abate. It only grew stronger and stronger. It was as if their intimacy sustained them, though he knew without love it would not have mattered. Dawn would be just another woman to poke and relieve his need. Now it was not about a simple poke, but about making love to his wife.

      He took a deep breath to fortify himself and silently prayed that Dawn had fallen asleep.

      Cree opened the door to find his wife standing by the bed in her white nightdress. One look told him that she was ready for bed, but not for sleep.

      Dawn stared at her husband and she felt her stomach flutter and the ache between her legs grow stronger. She missed his strong body slipping over and into her and also the times he would hoist her up and plant her against a door or wall and make love to her with a fierce passion that sent her soul trembling.

      She had known he had kept his distance from her on purpose. Elsa had told Dawn that she had advised Cree to leave his wife be for a while, and he had done just that. But she had gone too long without him. She was starving for his touch, his kiss, and to have him deep inside her.

      Their abstinence would end tonight...she would make sure of it. And from the hungry look in his dark eyes and the bulge beneath his plaid, she did not think he would object.

      Dawn sauntered over to him, letting her hips roll invitingly. When she reached him, she placed her hand to her chest, and then rested it on his chest.

      Cree felt a jab to his gut. He always did when his wife told him that she loved him. Dawn may have been born without a voice, but to him he heard her clearly through her gestures.

      Her hand moved slowly down his chest while her eyes remained on him, and the fierce passion he saw stirring in them was like storm clouds gathering before a raging storm that would pound the earth with much needed nourishing rain. That she hungered for him with the same such rage was undeniable.

      Dawn intended for there to be no doubt that she wanted him, nor did she intend for him to deny her. She trailed her hand all the way down the front of him, and then slipped it beneath his plaid to gently cup him in her hand, though only for a moment. Her fingers wrapped around the hard length of him and her chest heaved with a sigh of pleasure. She had missed touching him, feeling him throb and swell in her hand before she would guide him into her.  She stepped closer, eager to rub herself against him.

      Cree’s hand shot out to grab the back of her neck. “I want you like I have never wanted you before, but what if I leave you with child tonight? I cannot bear the thought of you suffering again.”

      Dawn motioned with her free hand as if she ate something, then patted her stomach and shook her head.

      “You are taking the potion Elsa recommended to keep from getting with child,” he said with relief.

      Dawn nodded, though quickly patted her stomach, then chest and pulled as if taking something from her mouth.

      “Until you want another bairn, then you take it no more?”

      She nodded and stroked him.

      He groaned and smiled. “You know I am going to make love to you several times tonight, do you not?”

      Dawn frowned, shook her head, and extended her arms out.

      “You want to make love all night?”

      She grinned widely as she nodded vigorously.

      “You are a greedy one.”

      She nodded again.

      “So am I.” His lips came down on hers and passion exploded.

      Dawn let go of him and threw her arms around his neck, pressing her body against his as if she could not get close enough to him.

      He grabbed her around the waist and hoisted her up, and she wrapped her legs around him. His hands went to her buttocks and cupped it firmly as he continued kissing her, never wanting to stop.

      He walked over to the bed, eased her down on her feet, and took hold of her face. “I have missed the taste of you and I intend to taste every part of you tonight.”

      Dawn tapped her chest repeatedly and nodded, letting him know she felt the same.

      “You are mine, Dawn, and I will love you always.” He kissed her and their hands went hastily to their garments.

      A pounding at the door had Cree ripping his mouth away from Dawn and yelling, “Whoever is there go away or I will ripe your heart out with my bare hands!”

      Dawn sighed heavily, not that it could be heard, and rested her brow to her husband’s chest. She silently pleaded that they not be robbed of this time together.

      “It is urgent.”

      “Nothing is as urgent as what I am doing now.”

      Dawn lifted her head and kissed her husband’s lips lightly, though she would have preferred to devour them. But it was better she let him settle this first before she kissed him senseless.

      “Cree, you had better come now. It is urgent!”

      “You are doomed, Sloan, if it is not,” Cree called out, though knew that Sloan, his second in command, would not bother him if it was not important. He only hoped the matter could be settled hastily.

      “I may not be the only one doomed,” Sloan called back.

      His reply sent a shiver through Dawn.

      Cree took hold of her chin. “Worry not. I will settle this. Nothing will keep me from our bed this night.” He kissed her quick. “Do not move from this room. I will return.”

      Dawn nodded and watched her husband disappear out the door, hoping his words would prove true.

      Cree shut the door behind him and stood a moment, staring at Sloan.

      Sloan motioned him away from the door and the two men walked down the hall to the stairs.

      “What is it?” Cree asked worried that it might be something he could not settle as quickly as he wished.

      “A woman demands to speak with you,” Sloan said.

      “Demands?” Cree said angrily. “Who is she to demand anything of me?”

      Sloan hesitated a moment before saying, “She claims the lad of two years she has with her is your son.”
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      Cree entered the Great Hall with angry strides and stopped abruptly when the lone woman in the room turned away from the table, she had been bent over, to face him. Her beauty startled him for a moment, though he showed no signs of it. Dark ringlets fell around her lovely, unmarred face and neck from the mass of curls pinned atop her head and her large blue eyes glared at him as she tossed her chin up defiantly. She took a stance as if prepared for battle, though she could not keep her shoulders from slumping. She showed strength as well as exhaustion.

      Cree was about to speak when she stepped aside to reveal a sleeping child on the top of the table. His light brown hair had threads of gold running through it, resembling Cree’s hair coloring, but his features bore no signs of Cree. Even with smudges on his face, he was a handsome child and looked well fed, not like his mother who was far too thin.

      “He is your son. I named him Aidan. He is two years now.”

      “So you say,” Cree said, approaching her slowly.

      “I speak the truth.”

      “Again so you say, but what reason do I have to believe you?” He stopped a few feet from her. “Why wait two years to claim him as mine?”

      The woman stared at him a moment as if at a loss for words, then said, “He needs his father.”

      “And so you chose me?”

      “Like you chose me that night,” she said, forcing her shoulders back and her head up.

      “And what night was that?” He folded his arms across his broad chest and settled his dark eyes, that could intimidate the bravest of souls, on her.

      The woman took a step back. “It was a cold winter’s night and you sought shelter from the unfavorable weather at my family’s croft near Loch Rannoch. You asked me to warm your bed and I obliged.”

      He had sought shelter from farmers now and again, though he had provided them with much needed items in exchange for their generosity. There was just one problem with her story.

      “Never would I have been so disrespectful as to proposition a daughter of a farmer who granted me shelter.”

      Her face flushed red with embarrassment. “You did not ask me to warm your bed. It was I who sought your bed.”

      Her response troubled him, for that had happened on rare occasions Mostly, when he had been celibate far too long from far too many battles. He would spend a whole night appeasing his hunger only to poke the woman once again before leaving the next morning. But had she been one of the very few women?

      Another question begged to be asked. “How can you be so sure the lad is mine?”

      “I knew no other man before you or after you,” she said with great pride.

      “So you say, but again it is only your word I have.”

      Her chin went up a notch. “It is all I have left. My da was killed by a band of mercenaries a few days after you left. I was not there at the time or I would have suffered at their hands before meeting the same fate. I went to live with my sister, but her husband took ill and she could barely feed their family on what little they had. I knew it was time for me to seek you out and ask that you be a father to your son.”

      “It is a good story you weave,” Cree said.

      Before he could say more, the woman said, “It is the truth,” —she pointed to her sleeping son— “and he is proof of what I say.”

      “He could be anyone’s son,” Cree argued his thoughts turning to Dawn and how she would feel when she heard of this.

      “But he is not anyone’s son. He is your son.” She shook her head. “I cannot believe you do not remember me. You were so kind to me that night. I shall never forget how loved you made me feel.”

      “I have been with many women and believe me when I say that if I bedded a woman as beautiful as you I would have remembered it.”

      Her eyes turned wide, but not at his words, her glance had settled on something behind him and he knew who she was looking at. His heart clenched in his chest.

      Cree turned and faced his wife.

      She had slipped on a blue tunic over her nightdress but her feet remained bare and her dark eyes were wide with questions. Her hands began to move much too fast.

      “Slow down,” Cree ordered.

      “I believe Dawn is telling you to summon a servant and have a room prepared in the keep for the mother and her son,” Sloan said.

      Cree shot him a look that had Sloan taking several steps back.

      “You heard the whole tale?” Cree asked his wife.

      “It is not a tale,” the woman called out.

      Cree turned a scowl on the woman that had her quickly lowering her head, then he looked to his wife. This time her gestures were slow, much too slow.

      He reached out, snatching her hand and yanked her to him. Keeping his voice low, he said, “Do not speak to me as if I were a child who cannot understand you. As for that woman, neither she nor her child will ever occupy this keep.” He grabbed her other hand before she could gesture. “I am not finished. The woman and her son will not be turned away. I will have a cottage provided for them while I sought this out.”

      Dawn smiled and nodded pleased with his decision.

      Cree knew his wife well and her smile lacked its usual enthusiasm. She was troubled and he could not blame her, though if she had obeyed him—which she was forever failing to do—she would not have heard him say that the woman was a beauty.

      The thought annoyed him all the more and he said as he released her hands, “You will go to our bedchamber and stay there as I had ordered you to do, while I see to this.”

      Dawn’s eyes narrowed.

      “Do not think to disobey me on this,” he warned sternly.

      She gestured, pointing to him and then to her, then tapped her mouth and pointed her finger up.

      “We will not discuss this matter when I join you. I will see it resolved. You are not to concern yourself with it.”

      Her hands went to gesture and he grabbed them. “No more. Do as I say now.”

      Dawn’s eyes narrowed and she glared at him a moment before she turned and disappeared into the shadows near the stairs.

      Cree turned to face the woman who had disrupted not only his night but his life. “I will see you have shelter and food as your father did for me, and one way or another I will have the truth from you.”

      “Thank you, my lord,” the woman said with a bow of her head. “I knew an honorable man as yourself would not turn his child away.”

      “That is yet to be determined,” Cree said. “Sloan will see you settled.”

      Sloan stepped forward as Cree turned away from them.

      “Your name?” Sloan asked.

      “Tallis.”

      The name resonated in Cree’s head. He had heard it before, but where?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Cree sat hunched over the table with his hands wrapped around a tankard of ale, the crackling fire in the hearth behind him warming his back. Though summer would be with them for several more weeks, the castle contained a chill no matter what season of the year. He wondered if a chill would replace the heat he had seen in his wife’s eyes before Tallis had arrived.

      He scowled and downed another swallow of ale.

      “Fortifying yourself for the confrontation with your wife?” Sloan asked and swung his leg over the bench to join Cree at the table.

      “Watch your tongue,” Cree warned.

      Sloan filled a tankard of ale for himself. “You know Dawn will not let it be.”

      “Do not remind me of her stubbornness.”

      “Something you two have in common.” Sloan ignored how Cree’s scowl deepened, and he continued. “Dawn will want answers just as you do. I do not recall this woman, but then I was not with you at all times. You and I both have bedded many women along the way, so there is no point in asking if there is a possibility that the child is yours. I do, however, agree with you that Tallis is too beautiful of a woman not to remember.”

      Cree’s nostrils flared and his eyes narrowed. It disturbed him more and more that his wife had heard him claim the woman a beauty. It must have felt like a slap in the face to her or at least that was what he felt he had done to her.

      Dawn would always be the most beautiful woman in the world to him, even with her plain features, and she had to know that. He had told her often enough. Still, though, his words had to have hurt her and if there was something that upset him beyond reason was the thought of hurting his wife.

      “Do you recall Tallis at all?” Sloan asked.

      “There is something familiar about her name,” —Cree shook his head— “but nothing else.”

      Silence fell between the two men, each lost in thought.

      Sloan finally spoke. “Go to your wife and finish what I interrupted.”

      Cree wanted to make love to his wife more than anything, but the events of tonight had cast a dark shadow over him, and he did not want to bring that to his wife.

      He finished the last of his ale with one swallow and stood. “You ordered men to watch the woman?”

      “Of course, though you know as well as I do she will not lack visitors. The women of the village will hear of this soon enough and be curious to meet her.”

      “Tell Elsa to go see Tallis and the lad and let them know she is the healer in the village if they should need anything,” Cree ordered. Once Elsa heard that, she would know that Cree wished to be informed of anything concerning the pair.  Elsa was an exceptional healer and a loyal friend.

      “Old Mary might get to Tallis first,” Sloan warned.

      “Then I will learn more of the truth,” Cree said and walked to the stairs, thinking of the old woman who some thought a witch. She shuffled when she walked and her hands were gnarled with age and yet her mind was sharp and her aged eyes saw more clearly than those younger than her. Most of all, she was a true friend to Dawn.

      Cree stopped at his bedchamber door. He did not want to discuss this matter with Dawn, not just yet. He knew she would have other ideas. He could always distract her with a few kisses and intimate touches that would have them making love in no time. But he did not want to make love to her to distract her.

      He opened the door and charged in ready to take on whatever awaited him as he had done in battle, and stopped abruptly. His wife lay asleep on the bed naked, a blanket wrapped around one leg. He walked over to the bed, admiring her body. His hand itched to cup her full breasts, tender with milk for their twins, and he so wanted to stroke her narrow waist and down over her hip, and damn if the tangle of soft, dark red hair between her legs did not beg to be explored.

      He shook his head. It was better she was sleeping. One of the twins would have her up in a few hours to feed and she would barely fall asleep when the other one would wake. They never seemed to feed together and his son Valan was a hungry lad, demanding more than his sister Lizbeth. Dawn needed her rest, and she did not need the added burden of this woman claiming that he was the father of her son.

      Once Cree disrobed, he joined his wife in bed. No soon as he reached out to wrap her in his arms, she turned and snuggled into them. Her one leg slipped between his legs, settling near his manhood and he groaned silently. This was going to be a difficult night.
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      Dawn looked down at her daughter suckling at her breast and smiled. She was so relieved to have had her daughter born with a voice. She had feared passing her affliction on to her child. And while some women complained about their babies crying too much, Dawn was happy each and every time her daughter cried, not that she cried much. She seemed a content baby, unlike her brother who was as demanding as his father.

      Dawn smiled, thinking of Cree. She had intended to talk with him when he returned to their bedchamber last night, but then thought better of it. He would be stubborn and refuse to discuss the matter of the woman and child, who she had unwaveringly claimed Cree fathered.

      The news had been a shock to hear as she stood in the shadows last night in the Great Hall. And though the lad could be Cree’s son, he would be a bastard son and that was a terrible fate to bestow on any lad. She had to learn more about this woman to determine if her tale was true or false and if false, why so?

      As usual Lizbeth fell asleep as soon as she had drunk herself full and Dawn returned her to her cradle, next to her brother. They had placed the twins in separate cradles when first born, but both had cried endlessly and it was only when Dawn had laid them beside each other did they stop.

      Cree had ordered Paul, her best friend Lila’s husband and a fine carpenter, to craft a double cradle for the twins. The twins had slept peacefully once in it and Dawn wondered if they would always be so inseparable.

      With both babes sleeping and the sun up, Dawn had no intentions of returning to her bedchamber. If she did, Cree and she would make love, not that she did not want to. She actually ached to, but she preferred to learn what she could about the mother and child first before Cree could distract her. And since he refused to discuss the matter with her, she would have to find out about it herself.

      Flanna stopped her when she entered the Great Hall. “What is this I hear about Cree having a bastard child?”

      Flanna had been the cook in the kitchen, and Dawn a servant there, before Cree took control of the village, claimed the land and all its holdings, and was granted the title, Earl of Carrick, by the King. Now Flanna was in charge of the keep’s servants and Turbett’s, Cree’s cook, had complete control over the kitchen and had won Flanna’s heart. That was why she and Flanna were more friends than servant and master, though it was that way when Cree was present.

      Dawn gestured that she knew little of the situation.

      Flanna leaned in close and whispered, “I will find out everything and let you know.”

      Dawn smiled, nodded, and patted Flanna’s arm in appreciation. Flanna had eyes and ears everywhere and she had helped Dawn before, so she was glad to have her help again.

      “Sit,” Flanna urged, “I will have food brought to you.”

      Dawn motioned as if she carried a basket.

      “You want food to take along with you.” Flanna nodded, understanding her and as she hurried off said, “I will have a basket made ready.”

      It was not long before Flanna returned with a full basket and Dawn smiled and nodded. The woman knew her well and had packed enough food for more than one person.

      “I brought this shawl for you. There is a slight chill in the misty morning air,” Flanna said, draping the finely weaved blue shawl over Dawn’s shoulders.

      Dawn squeezed Flanna’s hand in thanks and gestured that they would talk later and headed out of the keep. A light mist settled over the village along with a slight chill, and Dawn hoped that the sun would soon break through and rescue the day. There was much work to be done in the fields and Cree had planned on going to see how the clearing of the land was going for the new castle and village not far from here. She wondered if he would alter his plans due to the woman’s arrival and news.

      Dawn rapped on Old Mary’s door.

      “Welcome, Dawn,” the old woman sang out and Dawn entered.

      Old Mary always had a knowing about her and Dawn had been glad for it. The old woman had helped her to stay strong in the hardest of times and she would always be grateful. Though age had stooped her over and slowed her down, her mind was remarkably spry, as if it had not aged a bit.

      “These old bones protest more each day,” Old Mary said with a laugh. “Sit, I have fixed a nice hot brew for us.”

      Dawn would never be able to spring a surprise visit on the woman. She always knew when someone would visit. She always knew things before they happened and Dawn wondered if she had known about the woman and lad.

      Old Mary chatted about what a lovely day it was going to be as she filled their tankards with a minty brew and Dawn took food from the basket to place on the table.

      “Meat pies, my favorite,” Old Mary said eagerly waving at Dawn. “Sit, sit, the pies are best when warm.”

      Dawn wished she could feel as equally enthusiastic about the pies, but she was hungrier for anything Old Mary could tell her about the situation than food.

      “There is not much I can tell you about her,” Old Mary said as if hearing Dawn’s unspoken question. “She poses no true threat, but then you would know that yourself, for you know Cree would never allow her to. As for the truth of her claim? I can tell you the child was conceived from love. The rest is for you to find out.”

      Dawn’s shoulder slumped with the weight of Old Mary’s words.

      The old woman reached out and rested her gnarled hand on Dawn’s. “You, above all, know what a harsh world this can be for anyone who carries a burden upon them. And your generous heart has lifted many a burden off others. But this is not your burden to lift—it is your husband’s.” She smiled. “Though, knowing you, sweet child, you will help him lift it.”

      Dawn patted her heart, then hugged herself.

      “I know you love Cree with all your heart and your bairns as well, remember though, this woman feels the same.”

      A catch to her heart had Dawn gripping at her chest. Could this woman possibly love Cree?

      “Love can be troublesome,” Old Mary said, then took a sip of her drink. “Nothing is perfect and true love has a way of being tested from time to time, but then true love has a way of surviving even the harshest of tests.” After she took another sip of her brew, she said, “You brought enough meat pies for the young lad and his mother, did you not?”

      Dawn smiled and gestured.

      Old Mary grinned. “Aye, you are right, I know you well. Now be off with you. The woman and lad were settled in Dunmore’s cottage, since it has become too small for him, his wife, and his growing brood of soon to be six.”

      Dawn’s smile grew, thinking of the large family that seemed forever cheerful.

      Old Mary laughed softly. “You already have a good start on the large brood you will have one day.” Her laugh turned hardy. “Though, I do not know if Cree will survive all the births.”

      Dawn felt a soft laugh bubble inside her, though it could not be heard. She slipped the basket over her arm, gave the old woman a hug, and left the cottage.

      The mist was dissipating and the chill already gone. The sun would soon be shining and it would be a lovely summer’s day to enjoy. And Dawn intended to enjoy it, for no matter what the woman told her, it would make no difference. Cree and she loved each other and nothing—absolutely nothing—could change that.
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      Dawn approached the door of the cottage with apprehension. Part of her was eager to learn the truth and another part did not want to know. It disturbed her even more that she felt a twinge of jealously toward this woman. Giving birth to the twins had made her feel that she had given something to Cree that no one ever had, and it had made the birth of her bairns special. Now with the possibility that Cree may already have a son, the twin’s births seemed less important.

      She smiled and shook her head. That was a foolish thought. Nothing could make the birth of the twins less important.

      What if he had loved this woman?

      The thought startled her and sent more than a twinge of jealousy racing through her. She did not want to think that Cree could love another woman let alone make love to her. Though, one was a possibility if the lad proved to be his, but had love been involved or had it simply been a night of lust that meant nothing to him?

      Dawn knew only Cree could be the one to answer that and the time would come, whether he liked it or not, when she would have her answer.

      Fortified with curiosity, Dawn’s apprehensive steps turned eager and she hurried to the front door and knocked.

      The woman’s eyes turned wide upon opening the door and seeing Dawn standing there. She shook her head as if trying to regain her senses, then acknowledged Dawn with a respectful bob of her head and said, “My lady.”

      Dawn smiled and raised the basket, then pointed to the woman.

      “For me?” she asked.

      Dawn nodded and also placed her hand in front of her as if demonstrating a small height.

      “For Aidan as well.” The woman grinned, pleased with herself for understanding Dawn’s gesture. She stepped aside. “Please come in and meet my son.”

      Dawn grew alarmed when she saw that the lad lay in bed, looking pale, his eyes fluttering between wake and sleep. She turned a concerned expression on the woman.

      “The trip here has been difficult and the last couple of days he has not been feeling well. He needs rest.”

      Dawn’s hands started flying, for she felt he needed more than rest, a brew to start with and perhaps a chest poultice.

      “I am sorry, my lady, but I do not understand you.”

      Dawn held up her one finger, pointed to the door and then back again.

      “You are going to go and come right back?”

      Dawn nodded and hurried out the door. She took only a few steps when she spotted the woman she needed...Elsa. She hurried to the plump woman and took her arm and gave a tug.

      Elsa understood there was someone in need and quickly followed Dawn.

      Upon entering the cottage, Elsa eased the startled woman’s concern when she saw her take a protective stance in front of the child in the bed. “I am Elsa the healer and was on my way here to see if I could be of any help to you and your son after your long journey.”

      The woman’s shoulders slumped as if in relief. “I am Tallis and this is my son Adian. He has not been well for the last few days. He is but two years and the journey has not been an easy one. I would appreciate any help you could give him.” She stepped aside, giving Elsa permission to approach the lad.

      The lad stirred when Elsa laid a hand on his head and gave a small cough.

      “Has he had the cough long?” Elsa asked.

      “A day now,” Tallis informed her with concern.

      “He is warm to the touch and we do not want him growing warmer. He also needs a chest poultice to keep that cough from getting worse,” Elsa explained.

      “What can I do to help?” Tallis asked.

      “Sit with Dawn and rest, while I prepare what I need, then I will show you what to do to help your son.”

      Tallis loving brushed her son’s hair off his forehead, kissed it, then placed her cheek to his before joining Dawn at the small table.

      Dawn felt her heart ache for the woman. Anytime a child took ill a mother worried, and she silently prayed that the little lad would get well soon.

      Tallis squared her shoulders and lifted her chin after taking a seat at the table. “I mean you no disrespect, my lady, but I felt that my son had a right to know that his father is the mighty warrior Cree.”

      Dawn nodded as if she understood, though she wore no smile. She gestured to the woman slowly and as clearly as possible.

      “I am sorry, but I do not understand you.”

      “Repeat it, Dawn, and I shall tell her what you said,” Elsa said as she took items from the pouch that hung from a belt at her waist.

      Dawn nodded and gestured once again, and Elsa spoke. “You understand that my husband will question your claim and seek proof?”

      Tallis looked to her son, his pale face bringing tears to her eyes. “The proof is there for him to see.”

      Dawn shook her head and moved her hands, and once again Elsa spoke for her. “It will not be enough for him. He will want more information from you. Tell me about the day you met him.”

      Tallis seemed reluctant to answer, but after another glance at her son, she spoke. “He appeared at my family’s croft one day, requesting shelter and food.” Her cheeks flushed red. “I could not keep my eyes off him—he is so handsome—and his eyes lingered on mine as well. I could not deny the attraction between us and I cannot say I regret it. It was but one night we shared and I shall never forget it. The memory remains in my heart and soul and keeps me warm and safe through difficult times.” Tallis bowed her head to Dawn. “Forgive me, I do not wish my words to hurt you.”

      Dawn shook her head as if she understood and yet her words did sting, though she reminded herself that they still needed to be proven true. She rolled her hand, urging Tallis to continue.

      Tallis patted her chest. “I wanted him. I could not help myself. That night I took food and drink to him in the stable and sat to talk, though he never invited me to do so. I did not leave until sunrise and even then I did not want to go. I never wanted to leave his loving arms and I—”

      Though Tallis had quickly stopped herself from saying more, Dawn knew what she had intended to say... she still missed his arms and she imagined Tallis missed much more.

      Tallis suddenly rushed to finish. “I am grateful for the time I had with him. He was mine for one night only. He belongs to you now.”

      The door burst open and Cree stepped in, the breadth of him filling the doorway.  His eyes went directly to his wife.

      Tallis hurried out of her chair and over to her son, the smoldering anger in Cree’s dark eyes frightening her.

      Elsa spoke before anyone could. “The lad is ill, my lord.”

      Cree’s eyes went to the lad, looking small and vulnerable in a bed that was not that big but looked as if it devoured him. “What is wrong with him?” he demanded.

      “The start of a fever and it appears there is a heaviness in his chest,” Elsa answered and Tallis gasped.

      “See to his care and make sure they both stay away from others until you are certain that it is not something that can spread,” Cree ordered.

      “I am well,” Tallis insisted.

      “But what of other children?” Cree said. “I have seen villages where only the children perished from an illness. I will not chance the lives of the children here.” He looked to Elsa. “Keep me abreast of how the child does.”

      Elsa nodded. “As you wish, my lord.”

      Cree went to his wife, placing his hands flat on the table in front of her and planted his face a breath away from hers. “Did I not tell you to let this be?”

      Dawn scrunched her brow and tapped her cheek, as if she was trying to recall.

      Cree chuckled low, though it sounded more like distant rolling thunder of an approaching storm.

      Dawn knew no way of quelling such a storm, but she had had practice, though truthfully she had not always been successful, in quelling her husband’s temper. There was one thing that always worked best with him—the truth. The scrunch in her brow faded and her eyes softened as her hand moved to rest against his cheek for a moment, then she dropped her mouth open slightly, traced her finger slowly over her lips, and then did the same to his, letting him know that she longed for his kisses.

      His dark eyes instantly sparked with heat. “Outside now,” he whispered roughly, though he did not give her a chance to disobey. He grabbed her arm and hurried her to her feet. He turned to look at Tallis. “This is between you and me, and I will see it settled soon, for I will have the truth from you.”

      Tallis remained silent, her heart beating wildly with fear.

      Cree all but dragged his wife out of the cottage and once outside he kept her walking. He wanted a private place to speak with her, or so he told himself. She had sent him to the edge of his patience with her gentle, loving touch and when she let him know that she missed his kisses he had tumbled right off. Now he wanted nothing more than to strip his wife bare and let her know that he missed more than just kissing her.

      He marched her through the village, though they were not far from the keep. Clan’s people stared and mumbled among themselves, the sight of their mighty chieftain with a firm grip on his wife not uncommon to see. All knew that Dawn had a propensity to disobey the mighty warrior, and he more often than not forgave her. This, however, was different, for news spread quickly in the village and most everyone already knew of the woman who had arrived with her son, claiming the lad to be Cree’s and all could not help but wonder what would happen.

      Sloan approached as they neared the keep.

      “Do not bother me now,” Cree warned as Sloan got closer.

      “Then I am to tell William that the new castle plans are to wait another day?” Sloan asked as he stopped not far from the couple.

      Cree swore beneath his breath once again. There had been far too many delays already on the castle that would rest on a summit overlooking the Kyle of Tongue. It would be a good stronghold and a good, safe place for his family and clan. And he wanted as little delays as possible since it would take a year or possibly more to complete.

      Dawn tapped his arm and smiled, patting her chest and pointing to him, letting him know she would like to go with him.

      “What of the twins?” he asked.

      Dawn gestured that she would look in on them before they left and reminded him there were women who helped with the feeding since his son was always hungry.

      “Valan is going to be a strong one,” Cree said with pride. “He will always protect his sister.”

      Dawn smiled and nodded, though in her heart she could sense that her daughter Lizbeth had a quiet strength about her that would serve her well.

      Cree nodded. “Aye, you will come with me, then I will not have to worry about what trouble you are getting yourself into.”

      Dawn’s smile grew and she planted a quick kiss on his cheek before hurrying off.

      “Do you truly believe that whether Dawn is with you or not that she would not involve herself in something that would bring you worry?” Sloan asked with a laugh.

      “She is a challenge,” Cree said with a slight grin.

      “And that is just one of the numerous reasons you love her.”

      “And only her,” Cree said, his eyes watching the door to the keep close behind his wife.

      “Are you sure you do not want someone sent to make inquiries about Tallis and her tale?

      Cree shook his head. “She will tell me the truth.”

      “What if she does not?”

      Cree turned a scowl on Sloan. “I will see that she does.”

      “I have seen you force the truth from men,” —Sloan shook his head— “but never a woman.”

      “One way or another I will get the truth from her,” Cree assured him.

      “And what if the truth is not what you want to hear?”

      Cree had asked himself that same question and he still was not sure of the answer, and so he had none to give Sloan. “Are the men ready to leave?”

      “They await your word,” Sloan said familiar with Cree’s abrupt way of letting one know he would no longer discuss the matter.

      “We leave soon,” Cree said and turned and walked over to the steps to the keep. He had been annoyed when Sloan had intruded upon him and Dawn for the second time, but now he was pleased he had. This brief outing would give Dawn and him time together, away from interferences, from gossiping tongues, and from a matter that could have consequences on his family that would be difficult to prevent.
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      Dawn was amazed by the amount of land that had been cleared on the summit where the castle, their future home, would be built. She was also curious about what looked like a foundation to a structure that had once occupied the area.

      “Vikings.”

      Dawn’s heart pounded as she turned to look out over the river that flowed lazily below the summit, fearing for a moment she would see Viking ships approaching. That, however, was not possible, since Viking attacks were now tales of the past, though the telling of them continued to instill fear.

      She turned once again, this time to face William, the young man who had drawn the plans for the castle.

      “A Viking stronghold sat here once. It fell into disrepair once it was abandoned, the weather and years claiming the rest. Cree has instructed that the stones remain as a reminder that the Vikings did not succeed in keeping claim on this land.”

      Dawn smiled and motioned with her hands, William familiar with her gestures.

      The young man grinned as he answered, “Aye, Cree will keep claim of this land and all his sons and theirs to follow.”

      Dawn spread her hand out toward the river.

      “It is a beautiful sight from up here. And the river is plentiful with sea trout and salmon. The land itself is home to pheasant, grouse, deer and more. And the seals can be quite entertaining on the beach below. It will make a good home.”

      “That it will.”

      William turned and gave a respectful bob to Cree. “My lord.”

      “I see now why you made those adjustments to the castle plans, but there are a few others I wish to discuss with you.”

      Dawn wandered off as the two discussed the changes. Usually she would insinuate herself into the conversation, curious as to how the drawings would change since her fingers itched to draw more often than not. However, she could think of little else then Tallis and her son. Or was it the fact that when Tallis spoke of Cree, she sounded as if she loved him and always would? And try as she might Dawn could not help but feel angry at the thought.

      The woman had no right loving Cree. He belonged to Dawn and no one else. And though the woman claimed she meant only for her son to know his father, was she hoping for more from Cree?

      Dawn tried to shake her concerns and doubts away, but they were stubborn and stuck to her like the persistent fleas that plagued the animals.

      “How many times must I remind you not to wonder off on your own?”

      Dawn stopped and took in her surroundings before turning to face her husband. She had been so engrossed in her thoughts that she had not realized that she had taken a worn path, leading down the side of the summit. Through the trees, a few feet ahead, she spied the sandy shore.

      She turned, forcing a smile, and held her hand out to her husband and turned her head to the shore.

      “A brief look and we return,” he ordered. “There is work to attend to.” Keeping a firm grip on her hand, he led her down the remainder of the path and onto the sandy shoreline.

      This time Dawn’s smile came easily. She could imagine bringing the twins here to dig in the sand. Swimming was another matter for it was well known that the water’s temp did not vary much between winter and summer, and only the hardy, or perhaps foolhardy, dared to tempt it.

      The shore, however, would provide a good place for picnics, games, drawing in the sand, fishing, and so much more. Her smile grew as she pictured at least six or more children playing together, laughing, having fun, she and Cree joining in with them.

      Her smile faded as she imagined a lad standing off in the distance, removed from the fun and she felt a grip to her heart. She knew the lad was Adian.

      Cree knew by her knitted brow that something concerned her and it was not difficult to know what it was. “I told you I would see to this matter. You are not to worry.”

      Though Cree spoke as if angry, she knew her husband well enough to know it was more out of concern than annoyance. But he needed to understand that she needed to talk with him about it.

      She laid a hand to his chest and then to hers, letting him know that she loved him and before he could respond, she continued gesturing.

      “I know you want to discuss the situation, but I do not. I will see it done and that is all you need to know.”

      Dawn shook her head, letting him know that would not do.

      “I will not argue this with you, Dawn.”

      She gestured again, telling him that she would not argue either, but she would have her way.

      “Will you now?” he said as if challenging her.

      Dawn stamped her foot and tossed her chin up.

      His eyes narrowed and in the next instant his arm went around her waist and he yanked her hard against him, his face an inch from hers. “It will be as I say.”

      Dawn was not surprised that passion shot through her, hardening her nipples, fluttering her stomach, and causing her to turn wet with the want of him. It had been too long since she last had him inside her and she ached to feel the strength of him pounding into her relentlessly and bringing her endless pleasure, not to mention earth shattering climaxes. She simply could not get enough of her husband.

      Did Tallis feel the same?

      The thought angered her and made her want to show Cree that he belonged to her and her alone. She reached down and slipped her hand beneath his plaid and grabbed hold of him, smiling when she found him rock-hard.

      Cree gave a low growl, then scooped her up and walked to a secluded spot and went down with her on the warm sand, his mouth devouring hers with a kiss.

      The hungry kiss fired their passion and their hands roamed eagerly over each other.

      After a few moments, Cree tore his mouth away from hers reluctantly. “Fast and hard it will be, for we have no time to linger.”

      Dawn nodded vigorously. Fast, hard, slow, easy, she did not care as long as he buried himself deep inside her. She eagerly yanked her dress up while he pushed his plaid aside.

      “HONK! HONK!”

      The strange noise startled them both and had Cree jumping to his feet, his hand going to the hilt of his dagger.

      Dawn sat up, pushing her dress down and smiling when she caught sight of a pair of seals a few feet away.

      “Go away!” Cree shouted, waving his hand.

      The one seal bravely moved forward and responded with a resounding, “HONK!”

      Dawn laughed, though it could not be heard.

      Cree cast an eye to his wife, knowing she would find this amusing and sure enough her body shook with her silent laughter. “It is not funny.”

      In a sense, it was not funny...the pair had disturbed their lovemaking, but they were too cute to be mad at them. Besides, Dawn sensed why they were there and she gestured to her husband.

      “What do you mean we are trespassing on their spot? This is my land. If anyone is trespassing it is them.” He wanted to kill the pair for having interrupted them, though he never would. They were harmless creatures and while he could be cruel, never would he harm defenseless creatures.

      He watched his wife scramble to her feet and before he could warn her to keep her distance from the pair she was at their side. The one held his flipper out to Dawn and she smiled broadly as she rested her hand against it. Then the other one did the same.

      Dawn stretched her hand out to the spot where she and Cree had been and the pair gave her a nod and ambled past Cree without a nod or acknowledgement to stretch out in the warm sand, the sun bathing them with glorious warmth.

      Before he could voice his objections, Dawn gestured to him and his heart swelled with love. “Aye, you are right. The twins will love it here and they will love the seals.” He walked over to her and slipped his arm around her, easing her against him. “Tonight, wife, you are mine and mine alone, and there will be no interruptions.”

      Dawn tapped her chest rapidly to let him know how happy that made her.

      He kissed her quick. “I am going to make you very, very happy tonight.”

      She smiled and hugged him, laying her head against his chest.

      He tightened his arm around her. “You belong to me. You are mine.” He lifted her chin so that their eyes met. “I love you.”

      She could not help but wrinkle her brow, pat her chest, and shrug.

      “Are you asking me if I love you and only you?”

      She nodded.

      He released her and took a step back. “Did I not tell you to leave this be?”

      She pointed between them both and to her mouth.

      “There is nothing to discuss. This is between that woman and me”

      She shook her head vehemently and jabbed in the air at him and then herself.

      “No, this does not concern us.”

      She through her hands up frustrated, then shook her finger at him and pounded her chest.

      Cree went to her side and stood in front of her, his hands fisted at his sides. “Do you love me?”

      Dawn gestured without hesitation that she did.

      “Do you trust me?”

      Dawn once again did not hesitate, she nodded.

      “Then obey me on this and let it be or I will take you over my knee and take my hand to your naked backside.”

      The image of him doing just that, though with a tender touch, brought a wicked smile to her face and she closed the distance between them, her finger drawing an X over her heart.

      Cree’s loins fired to life as the image of her spread naked across his knees, his hand coming done on her round backside, flooding his senses. He grabbed her wrist and leaned down to whisper, “It is a promise you have that my hand will find your backside this night.”

      Dawn shivered at the sinful thought.

      He took her arm. “You have distracted me from my work far too long.”

      Dawn smiled and pressed close to his side as they made their way back up the path to the top of the summit. She stopped once or twice to look at some plants, then gestured for him to go ahead while she kept herself and her thoughts occupied with collecting a few plants she thought Elsa might want.

      Cree hesitated at first, then said. “Stay right here until one of my warriors join you.”

      She nodded.

      He shook his finger in her face. “I mean it, Dawn. I will not worry about you when there is work to be done.”

      She promised with her finger tracing a cross over her heart, then gave him a quick kiss before he walked off. She had no intentions of disobeying him, she had done enough of that already and the day was young yet. She became engrossed in her foraging and did not realize the warrior had joined her until she almost stumbled over him.

      It was only when she saw that the sun had moved in the sky that she realized a couple of hours had passed. It had been a while since she had spent some leisurely time in the woods and she was pleased to have had this time to herself.

      The warrior followed her back up the path and she smiled when she caught sight of Cree deep in talk with William. The sight of him never failed to thrill her or touch her heart. She truly loved this man and that love grew stronger every day.

      He turned and stretched his hand out to her. She ran to him and he wrapped his arm around her.

      “Time to go,” he said and hugged her close.

      Cree kept a conversation going as they rode at a leisurely pace, focusing on their new home while purposely avoiding the problem that had presented itself this morning. He was not ready to discuss it with her and he was not ready to admit that there was something familiar about Tallis, though he could not place it. In time, he would remember and in time she would tell him the truth—he would convince her of it.

      “Land needs clearing for the village and each section of the village will be built at different intervals. I plan on having Elsa’s cottage close to the keep in case you or the children are in need of her.”

      Dawn was wise to her husband’s ways and was aware that he talked as he did to distract her from thinking of anything else. She did not mind, for she loved when he shared plans with her and asked her opinion, which he did both—often.

      She gestured with a question that he was quick to answer and they shared their return journey home in relative compatibility.

      They barely reached the rise that led to the village when one of Cree’s warriors rode toward him at a fast pace.

      Cree brought his horse to a stop, raising his hand to let the others know to follow suit. Then he waited until the approaching warrior reached him.

      The warrior brought his horse to a sudden halt a few feet from Cree and did not wait to be granted permission to speak. “A troop of fifty or more is but a short distance away and they carry more weapons than necessary for a mere visit.”

      “Have trackers been sent out to see if more follow?” Cree asked.

      “Aye, Sloan had them sent out as soon as word came of the troop’s approach and I was sent to inform you,” the warrior said.

      He did not bother to ask if his men were in place, he knew the answer. His warriors were well trained and whether a small or large troop approached, their actions would be the same. They would prepare to defend their home to the death.

      “Then let us be ready to greet them,” Cree said and turned to Dawn. Without a word, he leaned over, grabbed her around the waist, yanked her off her horse and onto his, dropping her in front of him and keeping a firm arm around her before taking off down the rise.
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      All was in readiness when the troop arrived at the keep. Warriors stood ready as did villagers, everyone familiar with their assigned task should an unexpected battle break out. Anxious and alert eyes followed the troop through the village and to the stairs of the keep where Cree stood waiting on the top step.

      Dawn stood inside the keep just behind the tall door, keeping it slightly ajar so that she could hear what was being said. Cree had ordered her, most vehemently, to remain in the keep until he instructed otherwise. She understood that he was protecting her from possible harm, but she would have much preferred to be at his side and see for herself what was happening.

      “If you step one foot out that door, I will see you confined to our bedchamber for the remainder of the day,” Cree ordered without glancing back at the door, and then silently cursed, imagining her response.

      I would not be alone for long.

      Dawn smiled, certain her husband knew her well enough to know her reply. Her smile faded as the sound of approaching horses grew louder. Their arrival could prove to be nothing, but for some reason she did not believe that.

      Cree watched as only ten men came to a stop at the foot of the stairs. Never would he allow a whole troop to enter his village. The remainder waited outside the gates, his warriors keeping a watch on them.

      One man guided his horse forward and addressed Cree respectfully. “Earl of Carrick, I beg your forgiveness for my unannounced visit. I am Terran Fitzbane, brother to the Earl of Brimsborne, and I come here in search of a woman.”

      Cree looked him over, though his eyes never moved. He was thick of body and of average height, but held himself well, his wide shoulders drawn back and his chin up a notch. His deep voice resonated with confidence and the wrinkles around his eyes only added to his fine features. Gray strands mingled with brown and sharp blue eyes remained steady on Cree. Terran Fitzbane was not a man to disregard lightly.

      “Go on,” Cree said.

      “The woman is quite a beauty and travels with a young lad about two years. She has a false tongue and is not to be trusted. She uses the lad as a pawn, attempting to convince any earl, chieftain, any man with a title that the lad is his bastard son. Once she gains some wealth from one, she moves on to the next.”

      “What do you want with such a deceitful woman?”

      “I care not what happens to the lying whore. I care only for the safety of the child. The lad is my brother Giles, Earl of Brimsborne’s only heir.”

      “You are sure of this?” Cree asked.

      “I am,” Fitzbane said with a firm nod. “Devin was my brother Giles’ only son. He wed a local chieftain’s daughter and she gave birth to a son. About three months ago, Devin and his wife went to visit her family and were attacked on the way. The lad was never found and Giles has never stopped looking for him. It took time, but we finally tracked him to the whore who continues to use him in her lying scheme. Time is of the essence here. My brother lay dying and his last wish is to see his grandson take his rightful place as heir to the Brimsborne title and holdings.”

      “What makes you think she and the lad are here?” Cree asked cautious of the man’s tale.

      “She traveled with a companion for a while, but once the man took ill, she left him quick enough. We luckily came across him just before he succumbed to his illness and he confessed all to me. Please spare me more woe and tell me the child I seek is here.”

      Dawn rested her head against the wood door, frustrated. This certainly complicated matters. Cree would never turn the lad over to this man without knowing for sure if his tale was true. If it was, it would certainly solve the problem, but if not—the problem just got bigger and could possibly prove harmful.

      The thought sent her scurrying. Until the truth could be learned, the lad needed to be protected, especially with him being ill. Dawn hurried through the Great Hall, through the stone hallway that led to the kitchen, then ran through the busy area so fast she doubted anyone realized it was her. She made her way around the back of the keep and along the edge of the woods that ran behind it until she could enter the village without being noticed. Then she hurried off to the cottage where Tallis and the lad were staying.

      Cree stared at Terran Fitzbane. He had met many a man who could lie convincingly, especially when wealth and land were involved. He had also met men who would do anything for their family, their clan. The same could be said about women. Cree could not be certain which man Terran Fitzbane was or which woman Tallis was, but one thing was certain...the lad was an innocent in all this and he would not be going anywhere until the truth was discovered.

      “A woman and lad arrived here and she is claiming the child is mine,” Cree said.

      Fitzbane grinned broadly. “Thank the heavens, my nephew has been found. Please present him to me and I shall take my leave. I shall also take the woman off your hands as well and see that she suffers for her misdeeds.”

      Cree scowled and Fitzbane drew his head back sharply as if avoiding a blow.

      “Until I can determine the truth the lad and the woman remain here,” Cree said in a tone that was not meant to be challenged.

      Fitzbane looked ready to argue, but held his tongue, thinking on his words before he spoke. “I ask you to reconsider since my brother has little time left.”

      “That is unfortunate,” Cree said, “but my decision remains.”

      “My brother is a good friend of the King and his majesty would not take kindly knowing that you kept his friend from seeing his grandson before he died.”

      “Your threat is useless, since the King is well aware that it is more important that he remains in my good graces than I in his. You are welcome to camp outside the castle walls until this matter is settled to my satisfaction.” Cree turned, dismissing the man.

      “You insult me by not extending the hospitality of your home while—”

      Cree swerved around. “Obey me or leave, the choice is yours.” Cree turned once again and whispered to Sloan. “Get the woman and child into the keep without anyone seeing them and send Neil to me.”

      “I will not leave without the child,” Fitzbane called out.

      Cree turned around slowly, a deep scowl etched into his handsome face.

      Fitzbane once again drew back as if avoiding a blow.

      “I will determine the fate of the lad and you will leave when I order you to or suffer the consequences.”

      Anger rose up in Fitzbane, sending large red blotches to stain his face. He whipped his horse around clumsily and rode off through the village, his few men following him.

      Cree entered the keep, expecting to find his wife behind the door. When he saw that she was not there, he went off in search of her, swearing beneath his breath as he did.
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      Dawn did not bother to knock, she threw open the door to find Tallis sitting beside her sleeping son on the bed, her hand loving stroking his brow with a wet cloth.

      “He grows warmer,” Tallis said with worry.

      Dawn wished she had time to comfort and reassure her, but that would have to wait. She had to get the two to the castle. She hurried over to Tallis and began gesturing.

      “I do not understand, though I fear you may be telling me that we have to leave.”

      Dawn nodded and began gathering the things Elsa had left for Tallis to use on her son and putting them in a basket.

      “But Adian is too sick. Please just let us stay until he is well enough to travel,” Tallis begged.

      Dawn shook her head, and then realized her gesture would be misunderstood. She gestured again, shaking her hands, then pointing down at the floor trying to make Tallis understand that she was not forcing her to leave.

      A knock at the door had both women jumping. Dawn motioned to Tallis to stay by Adian and she went over to the door and opened it slowly. Dawn reached out and grabbed her best friend Lila by the arm and yanked her in, slamming the door shut.

      “What is wrong?” Lila asked. “I saw you slinking along the edge of the woods to get here. Does it have something to do with the troop of warriors that arrived?”

      Dawn began gesturing, Lila having understood her since they were young.

      Lila looked to Tallis. “Someone has arrived claiming the lad is not your son.”

      Tallis’s face turned pure white.

      “Dawn wants to get you and the lad inside the keep where you will be better protected.”

      Tallis stood. “I thought she wanted us to leave.”

      Lila shook her head along with Dawn. “No, she wants you moved to the safety of the keep. Gather what you need and Dawn will take you and the lad there.”

      The three women worked as fast as they could, gathering what was needed and wrapping up the lad in the blanket to carry to the keep.

      Dawn gestured to Lila.

      “The men had yet to leave the last I saw,” Lila said and when Dawn turned to Tallis, Lila interpreted her gestures. “We will need to keep to the edge of the woods and make our way around the keep and through the kitchen so that no one sees us.” Lila interjected. “I spotted Dawn because I know her well and knew she would be sneaking about to find out what was going on. But you have no worry. No one will see you.” Lila went back to interpreting. “You will stay in the keep until the truth is determined.”

      “Adian is Cree’s son,” Tallis insisted, hugging the small lad wrapped snugly in the blanket tightly to her.

      Lila looked to Dawn and smiled as she spoke Dawn’s gestures. “Then you and Adian have nothing to worry about, for Cree will protect his children with his life.”

      Tears gathered in Tallis’s eyes. “I am sorry. I never meant to hurt anyone.”

      Dawn patted the woman on the shoulder and urged her toward the door.

      Lila opened the door just a crack to look out. “We need to hurry. It looks like Sloan and some warriors are headed this way, though the crowd of villagers is slowing them.”

      Dawn wondered if Cree intended to put a heavy guard around Tallis and the lad. He had seemed adamant about not allowing the pair in the keep, but that was where they would be the safest and Dawn intended to see them safe.

      Lila went out first and purposely caused a distraction so that Dawn and Tallis could slip away without being noticed.

      The woods seemed extra quiet as they entered along the edge not far from the keep.  Dawn slipped her dagger from her boot, ready to strike in case Fitzbane had men he had sent out to explore. Not that that seemed possible since they had only arrived and Cree kept a heavy guard around their home. But she had learned from Cree to always be prepared.

      They were about to turn the corner of the keep when Dawn thought she heard footfalls. She stopped and swerved around with a finger to her lips to warn Tallis to remain silent. She heard the noise again and knew someone was headed their way. She gestured Tallis to brace herself against the castle wall, then she waited until the person got near and jumped out with her dagger raised just in case it was one of Fitzbane’s men.

      Her wrist was suddenly clamped in a steel-hard grip and her husband turned a harsh scowl on her that had her thinking that she might not get out of disobeying him so easily this time.

      “I will deal with you later,” he said to his wife and looked to Tallis, giving her a sharp snap of his hand. “Come here, now.”

      Tallis did as he commanded.

      “Give me the lad,” he ordered.

      Tallis hugged the lad closer. “He is no burden to carry.”

      Cree went to argue, then shook his head, grabbed hold of her arm, and walked off, tugging the two women along with him. He entered through the kitchen and the sight of him having a firm grip on two women had the servants staring, their mouths agape at the unusual sight.

      The servants in the Great Hall did the same, stopping in mid-stride in whatever chore was keeping them busy.

      Cree was about to summon Flanna with a shout, but she was there before he could. The woman had the uncanny sense of being there when he needed her and of that he was glad. She served him far better in charge of the keep’s servants than as cook in the kitchen, her position when he had first taken control of the village.

      “How may I be of service, my lord?” Flanna asked.

      “Settle this woman and her son in a bedchamber and see that they have food and drink. Elsa is on her way here to tend the lad. He is not well. See that she is taken to him immediately and that she gets whatever she needs.”

      “Aye, my lord,” Flanna said and nodded to the woman. “This way.”

      Cree looked at Dawn. “You have gone too far this time, wife.”

      A small tingle of fear crept over Dawn. Had she truly gone too far?

      Cree kept his grip on her and practically dragged her along with him to his solar. Once inside, he dropped the latch on the door so no one could enter and with a quick twist of her wrist had her braced back against the closed door. He slammed his two hands on either side of her head and brought his face within an inch of hers.

      “Why is it that you have trouble obeying me and others jump at my command?”

      She scowled like he usually did, shivered, and tapped his chest, then smiled, tapped her chest and shook her head.

      “So others fear me, but you do not?”

      She nodded and gestured again, pretending to hit herself about the face, then shook her head and once again tapped his chest.

      “You believe I would never strike you.”

      She gave a firm nod, as if declaring it so.

      He shifted his body closer until it almost touched hers, but not quite. “There are other ways to punish you.”

      Her smile held a hint of laughter as did her eyes.

      “You find it amusing that I could tempt you senseless yet leave you unsatisfied?”

      She nodded, her smile remaining strong. She pointed to him and then to her and fisted both her hands and held them tight against her chest.

      “You think we both want each other too much for me to deny us pleasure?”

      Again she nodded with confidence.

      “I denied pleasuring myself with you once before, or do you forget the time Colum forced you to spend with me in that miserable hut?”

      Her smile slipped away and she looked at him with questioning eyes.

      “You never realized how much I wanted you then?”

      She shook her head, remembering how fearful she had been of him.

      “Your fear yet courage taunted me and grew me hard far too many times.” He rested his brow to hers. “You obeyed me then, at least sometimes you did.”

      She pressed her hand to his chest and then to hers and turned a sorrowful look on her face, offering a heartfelt apology.

      He lifted his brow off hers and took hold of her chin. “I know you well enough, wife, to know that you apologize for any hurt you caused me, but you do not apologize for your actions.”

      She could not argue the truth, so she did what seemed the most natural thing to do...she kissed him.

      He returned her kiss, his ache for her deep and never-ending. He would always ache relentlessly for her.

      He tore his mouth away and took hold of her shoulders. “You do realize your punishment?”

      Dawn nodded, confident that once their passion took control there would be no stopping either of them, no matter Cree’s intentions. She reached out and tugged the strip of plaid down off his shoulder to fall at his waist. Eager to get her hands on his naked chest, she quickly stripped him of his shirt.

      She barely got her hands on him when his hands began to tug at her garments and before Dawn knew it, she was completely naked in front of him. He did not give her a chance to divest him of his plaid. He spun her around and braced her back against the front of him.

      She sighed silently with anticipation when he moved his plaid out of the way and pressed his hard manhood against her backside. She shuddered with the feel of him firm and thick against her and could not wait until she felt him enter her. It had been too long.

      His hands roamed over the front of her, tormenting her nipples as he nibbled along her neck, sending gooseflesh rushing over her.

      “I could devour every inch of you and not get enough of you,” he whispered.

      She encouraged him with a vigorous nod and continuous taps of her finger to his arm. They had established shortly after first meeting that one tap meant yes and two taps meant no. Continuous taps needed no explanation.

      His hands worked their way down her body, caressing the sensuous curve of her hips, the soft, small roundness of her stomach left after the birth of the twins. It was as if he was touching her for the first time, learning the nuances of her body that giving birth had left her with and he found her even more beautiful.

      “Your body is more gorgeous that I remember,” he murmured in her ear.

      His words touched her heart and she tried to turn in his arms, wanting to hug him tight and never let him go, but his firm hold kept her as she was.

      “You will stay as you are. I am not finished touching you,” he whispered and nipped loving at her ear and down along her neck.

      Dawn shivered from the exquisite pleasure he was bringing her, thrilled with his intimate touches and lovingly whispered words. It had been far too long since they had been this intimate and it made her realize just how very much she missed it.

      She gasped, the sound reverberating in her head since it could never escape, as his fingers worked their way through the thatch of dark hair between her legs and came to rest on the small bud that he began to tease so artfully. His thumb continued to work its magic while he slipped a finger inside her and after only a few moments she squirmed in his arms, trying to stop him. She would come if he continued on and she wanted him inside her when she did.

      He tightened his grip on her and continued to tease. Finally, she gripped his hand and rubbed her backside against him, letting him know that it was him she wanted inside her.

      He released her abruptly, spun her around, took hold of her with two hands at her waist and carried her over to the desk.

      Though it took only a few steps to get there, it felt like an endless journey. All she could think about was being sprawled across his desk and him pounding into her, making her come again and again and again.

      He set her on her feet in front of the desk, released her, and took a step back. “Your punishment...do not disobey me again.”

      Dawn stared at his back as he walked to the door. He could not be doing this. He could not mean to leave her in this state or himself. He was hard, rock-hard. He wanted her as much as she wanted him. He was not only punishing her, but himself as well.

      How did she respond? Did she run after him and beg him? She certainly wanted to, but pride kept her from taking a step, though could not prevent tears from gathering in her eyes.

      Keep going. Do not look back, Cree warned himself. She had to learn, for her own safety and his sanity that she had to obey him. And since all else had failed, he had no choice. She had to be punished, even if he suffered along with her.

      His hand fell on the latch.

      Tears.

      He felt her tears. He did not know how, but he felt them and the pain in her heart, for it was his pain as well.

      “Damn!” he yelled and turned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      Dawn stood, a single tear rolling down her cheek.

      “Damn you,” he shouted and tore his plaid off his body as he went to her.

      Dawn fought back the other tears that gathered in her eyes, but they were coming too hard and strong. They burst like a broken damn, running uncontrollably down her cheeks and she thought to turn away, not wanting to appear weak in front of him. Instead, she let her love and passion for her husband take reign and threw her arms wide, eager to have him in her arms and his strong, hard body wrapped around hers.

      Cree felt as if he should have himself whipped for bringing tears to her eyes. He loved Dawn for who she was, courageous and challenging, and a woman that loved him beyond all reason, as he did her.

      His heart soared and the blood pulsed rapidly in his manhood, turning him harder, when she threw her arms wide to let him know how much she wanted him. Damn, if he had not punished himself more than her.

      He grabbed her around the waist, planted a fiery kiss on her lips before sending the few things on the top of the desk flying with his arm and dropping her down on it. He grabbed her backside and inched her down to the edge of the desk, spread her legs, and drove into her hard, knowing he would make her come in an instant. And she did.

      Dawn almost bucked off the table she arched her back so high from the pleasure of his entrance and to the climax that hit her with such force. Endless shock waves of pure passion rocked her body over and over and just when she felt them settle, Cree drove into her harder, sending her reeling toward another climax.

      Cree was astonished that he was so close to climaxing so fast. He wanted to linger in the never-ending passion that gripped both their bodies and souls. He wanted to bring her endless satisfaction. He wanted her to know how much he loved her.

      Her body arched again and she pounded the table with tight fists as one surprisingly strong climax followed another.

      Cree could hold back no longer. He burst like a fiery ball that sent sparks shooting throughout him and he groaned with satisfaction. He dropped down over her, though only allowed his body to brush hers and kissed her gently.

      “I do not want to pull out of you yet, I have missed the feel of you far too much.”

      Dawn tapped her chest and wrapped her legs around him, squeezing.

      He groaned and lowered his brow to hers. “You will grow me hard again if you keep that up.”

      Dawn grinned, took hold of his face and kissed him gently, slipping her tongue into his mouth to tease and taunt as she squeezed even tighter. It didn’t take long for both their passion to spring to life again and another climax to come swift and hard.

      They were barely recovered when a knock sounded at the door.

      “Go away,” Cree shouted. “I do not care who you are or what you want.”

      “You might want to reconsider that,” Sloan shouted back. “Word just came that another troop of Fitzbane’s warriors, about one hundred of them, are camped three day’s ride from here.”

      Dawn pushed at Cree’s chest, urging him to go.

      He got off her reluctantly, though kissed her before he did and helped her off the desk.

      He dressed quickly and she did the same.

      She went to the door with him and before he reached for the latch, she took his hand and pressed it to her chest and then to his, then stretched one hand out to her side.

      “And you will always have my heart too.” He kissed her gently, then opened the door.”

      Dawn sent Sloan a smile and hurried past him.

      Sloan looked to Cree. “Perhaps you will not be so grumpy now.”

      Cree shot him a scathing look.

      “Or maybe not.” Sloan stepped in the solar and turned a grin on Cree when he saw the contents of the desk scattered on the floor.

      “Not a word,” Cree ordered.

      “You wanted me, my lord.”

      Both men turned to see Neil standing there. He was a seasoned warrior with a scar on his right cheek, a reminder of one of the many ferocious battles he had fought.

      Cree waved him in. “I have a mission for you Neil.”

      The three talked in whispers, though the door was closed.

      Cree had no doubt that he could get the truth from Tallis, in time, but there was no time. He needed the truth now and he needed to be certain it was the truth.

      “I understand, my lord,” Neil said when Cree finished detailing the mission.

      “Take but two men with you and let no one know who you are, and time is of the essence.”

      Neil nodded. “Then I best be on my way.”

      Once Neil closed the door behind him, Sloan said, “You realize that Fitzbane intends to take the child at all costs.”

      “A foolish decision on his part,” Cree said. “I want extra guards posted around the keep, now that Tallis and the lad reside here.”

      “I had it done as soon as I discovered she and the child were here.”

      A knock sounded at the door and Sloan walked over and opened it.

      “Come in, Elsa, and tell me how the child fares,” Cree said when he saw who it was.

      Elsa stepped in. “The brew and poultice have not yet had time to work, my lord, and though he remains warm to the touch, he has not grown hot and feverish. A good sign. But I must warn that his little body will not do well if he does not remain in bed.”

      “The lad will stay here and in bed until you say otherwise,” Cree assured her and turned to Sloan. “I will join you in the Great Hall shortly.”

      Cree waited until the door closed behind Sloan, and then asked, “Are you certain Dawn is well enough for her to resume her intimate wifely duties?”

      “Only she can truly tell you that, though I would say from the delight in her eyes and the wide smile she wears that you have your answer.”

      Cree could not hide the smile that teased at the corners of his mouth.

      “Dawn is with the mother and child now, trying to convince the woman that you will not turn her and the lad over to Fitzbane. The woman is continuously telling Dawn that you are the lad’s father, almost as if she is trying to convince herself that it is so.”

      “You sound as if you do not believe her.”

      “There is something about her story that does not ring true.”

      “And what is that?” Cree asked, knowing Elsa to be a very observant woman.

      “Tallis keeps telling Dawn how kind and loving you had been to her and in the many years I have known you, you have outwardly shown kindness and love to only one person...Dawn.”

      Her words lingered in his head once she was gone. He had had no time for kindness and had never given thought to love. Neither had ever served a purpose to him.

      Then he met Dawn, a woman without a voice and with plain features, and it was not long before his heart that had been as silent as she was voiceless had begun to spark, feel, and love, but before Dawn there had been nothing.

      It was a thought that continued to plague Cree as he walked to the Great Hall.

      He gave a shout once there. “Flanna!”

      The woman appeared in seconds. He was pleased by her attention to duty and how perfectly she ran the keep’s servants. She was also a good friend to Dawn.

      “My lord,” Flanna said with a bow of her head when she approached him.

      “My solar needs...tidying.”

      Sloan chuckled behind him and Cree sent him a scathing look.

      “Aye, my lord, I will see to it right away.” She turned and hurried off, her head bowed so no one could see her wide smile.

      “It is time to learn more about Terran Fitzbane and to keep a closer eye on him,” Cree said. “Extend an invitation for him to join us for supper tonight.”

      Sloan rubbed his hands together. “Tonight’s meal should prove entertaining.”
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      Dawn sat cradling her daughter in her arms as she fed from her breast. The baby had laid quiet, gurgling and smiling to herself when her brother Valan had fed. Unfortunately, Valan did not do the same when it was Lizbeth’s turn. He let out a cry now and again and twisted his little body as if annoyed.

      “He will quiet down once his sister is snuggled safe beside him,” Cree said, entering the nursery and hunching down next to where his wife sat in a chair with their daughter.  “She is a quiet one, though lets herself be heard when she wants to.”

      Dawn nodded, smiling with pride and still reeling with relief that her daughter had not been born with her affliction. Of course, there was the possibilities of other daughters being born that would suffer her fate, but for now she would not worry about that. Now she would dote on her daughter who had a strong voice.

      Dawn tickled under Lizabeth’s chin to wake her so that she would take more milk. She seemed satisfied with far too little, though when she roused her, she would take more. Dawn did not mind that it took longer to feed her than Valan since she cherished the time she spent with them both.

      “I have invited Fitzbane to supper this evening. I thought it would be good for Tallis to join us. Bringing them together, may help bring out the truth.”

      Dawn nodded, then shook her head.

      “A nod followed by a shake of your head is a bit confusing.”

      Dawn pointed to Lizbeth who had fallen asleep again, and then pointed toward the door, then back at the baby, shaking her head.

      “You do not think Tallis will leave her son?”

      She nodded, pointed to herself, then Lizbeth and Valan, and shook her head and made a face as if she appeared ill.

      “You would not leave them if they were ill,” he said, though it was no surprise to him. He always knew Dawn would make an excellent mum. He stood. “She will attend supper whether she wants to or not. Elsa can look after the lad and that should keep her mind at ease.”

      Dawn nodded, knowing she could not change his mind and feeling that perhaps it would be good to bring the two together and see what it brought.

      Cree bent over and gripped the back of his wife’s neck with his hand, giving it a gentle squeeze as he rested his brow to hers. “I cannot wait to slip inside you tonight.” He brushed his lips over hers, and she startled him and brought a smile to his face when she slipped her hand beneath his plaid and cupped him gently.

      He kissed her quick. “I must take my leave, for I do not want my children to see their father ravish their mother.”

      She produced a dramatic frown, and he laughed as he left the room.

      Dawn settled the two twins before going to her bedchamber to freshen and change for the evening meal. She was glad when Flanna showed up a few minutes after entering her bedchamber, her thoughts so jumbled she wondered how she would ever get herself ready.

      “I thought you could use a nice soak in the tub,” Flanna said and waved in the servants carrying a metal tub. While they saw to filling it with buckets of heated water, Flanna whispered, “I have news to share.”

      Dawn was eager to climb into the tub and soak her worries away, though she was more eager to hear Flanna’s news.

      As soon as they were alone, she striped and got into the tub, the sigh so loud in her mind that she could not understand how no one else could hear it.

      Flanna got busy scrubbing Dawn’s hair with heather-scented soap. “Neil left on a mission for Cree and there is talk it concerns Tallis and the lad. He took two men with him and they were not wearing their plaids. Tongues also wag that Terran Fitzbane will not leave here without the lad and that it may come to war if Cree does not turn the child over to him.”

      Dawn rested her head back in the water, Flanna running her fingers through it to rinse the soap out of her hair. When she sat up, she questioned with a gesture.

      Flanna shook her head. “No the villagers are more than willing to fight if the lad is Cree’s, but with Fitzbane claiming the lad is his nephew, it has left doubt in many.”

      Dawn let Flanna know that Cree would see it settled.

      “I have no doubt he will. What is disturbing everyone is...how he will settle it.”
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      Dawn laid her finished braid over her shoulder onto her chest, her dark red hair shining from the recent scrubbing. She ran her hand over the soft pale blue frock that Flanna had helped her get into. Never had she thought to own anything so beautiful, but every time Cree sent William on a trip concerning the building of his castle, the man returned with bolts of cloth that Cree had ordered him to purchase for her. Her wardrobe was growing and so would her daughter’s.

      A knock had her turning and going to the door to open it, to find a red-eyed, crying Tallis.

      “I cannot do this, please do not make me,” Tallis pleaded.

      Dawn understood her plea. She did not want to go to the Great Hall for supper and have to confront Terran Fitzbane. Dawn scrunched her brow and shrugged her shoulders, wanting to know why.

      Tallis rung her hands as she answered, “I fear he will convince Cree that I am not being truthful and I will lose my son to him.”

      Dawn stepped out the door, closing it behind her and took Tallis’s arm and walked with her to the bedchamber where her son lay sleeping. She did not want to take a chance and have Cree see them talking. Here they could talk in private since Elsa had yet to arrive to stay with the lad for the evening.

      Tallis went to the chair next to the bed and sat, her hand going to caress her son’s head. Proper etiquette caused her to jump up and apologize. “I am sorry, my lady, please sit.”

      Dawn shook her head and pointed for her to sit, and Tallis did not argue. Besides, Dawn did not think Tallis had the strength to continue to stand. The woman looked exhausted and it made Dawn wonder when the woman had last slept.

      She pointed to Tallis and brought her hands together to press to her cheek as she tilted her head a bit.

      Tallis easily understood her. “I do not know when I last slept. We were on the road for days and when Adian began to feel ill, I carried him.” Tears began to fall again. “I cannot lose him. He is all I have left of—” She brought her hands up to cover her face and catch the plethora of tears that burst free.

      Dawn went to her side and wrapped her arm around the woman’s heaving shoulders and let her cry for a few moments before tapping her shoulder.

      Tallis looked up at her, wiping her tears away, though some persisted in continuing to fall. “I am so sorry, my lady. I have brought you such a heavy burden to bear. I never meant to hurt you. I wanted simply to protect my son.”

      Elsa entered just then, her brow wrinkling with concern. “What is wrong?”

      Dawn gestured before Tallis could respond, explaining that Tallis felt a bit feverish and that she did not think it was wise that she joins the others for supper this evening. She knew she was taking a chance with Elsa, since she was completely loyal to Cree, he having saved her life. She only hoped Elsa would understand.

      Elsa pressed a hand to Tallis’s brow. “She feels more chilled to me and from the look of her I would say she is exhausted. I think a hot bath and bed are best for her.”

      Dawn patted her chest and nodded, letting Elsa know that she agreed.

      “I will see to it,” Elsa said, “and you will see to telling Cree.”

      Dawn left a relieved Tallis in capable hands and as she walked down the stairs, she wondered over Tallis’s words. Was Adian all she had left of a night with Cree or had she been referring to something else? And why did she continually apologize to Dawn for hurting her? It made it seem that all that had happened had been intentional on her part, as if it had all been planned for some time. That did not make sense, unless it was as Fitzbane claimed and it was all a ruse that she played on many men.

      It was possible, but Dawn did not want to think of Tallis using the lad for such a deplorable scheme. She appeared to truly love the lad or was it an act? It was unfortunate the lad had taken ill, for much could be learned from him.

      She would keep attentive at supper this evening and see if there was anything she could learn from Fitzbane to piece this puzzle together.

      First, however, she needed to inform Cree that Tallis would not be joining them.

      She found him in the Great Hall speaking with Sloan as his warriors began to fill the trestle tables. They appeared ready to enjoy the evening meal, especially with Turbett’s food being so tasty, but anyone familiar with Cree’s warriors knew they were always on guard, always prepared.

      Heads nodded and smiles were sent her way as she approached her husband. His eyes showed their approval when they met with hers, but it was the spark of passion that lit in his eyes that made her smile grow and her heart thump just a bit faster.

      Cree had learned many years ago not to let anything illicit a response from him. He never allowed anyone to know how he felt or what he thought, giving him the advantage. With Dawn, however, it was proving more difficult to do. His heart leaped whenever he saw her, his loins often tightened, and he was finding that he was smiling far more often than he ever did. He had truly and unbelievably fallen deeply in love with her. He held his hand out to her, eager to have her in his arms. She took his hand and he tucked her in the crook of his arm, wanting to keep her close.

      She did not want to linger on the news she had to deliver, so she gestured quickly that Tallis would not be joining them.

      “Why?” Cree asked so abruptly that it had Sloan moving away from the couple.

      Dawn turned so that her gestures were kept private and she explained how exhausted Tallis was from her journey. She finished with the complete truth...the woman just did not have the strength to confront anyone. She quickly added that Elsa was tending her.

      Cree was annoyed. “Exhausted or not, her appearance could have helped with determining the truth of this unfortunate situation. You felt sorry for her when you should have encouraged her to obey me.” He brought his nose down to almost touch hers. “But then you do not obey me, so why should she?”

      Dawn pressed herself closer against him and kept her gestures where only Cree could see them, pretending to whip at her chest, then held two fingers up, and gave a tilt of her head back as if looking upward.

      “Are you telling me that I should punish you twice for your disobedience, once we are in our bedchamber?” He could not keep the annoyance from his voice since the image of taking his hand to her bare, soft backside hit him like a battling ram, tightening his groin.

      She nodded, running her hand over his chest.

      “Be careful, wife, or the punishment may be more than you can handle.”

      The merriment filling her dark eyes let him know that she found his remark humorous.

      There was no time for a response—though Cree promised he would definitely respond later when they were alone—Terran and two of his men entering the Great Hall.

      The room did not fall silent, nor did glances fall on them. Cree’s warriors kept talking, giving them only a cursory glance, as if they were unimportant.

      “Our guest has arrived,” he said and with a hand to her waist he turned, though kept her close by his side. “Fitzbane,” he acknowledged with a nod once the man stood in front of them. “My wife...Lady Dawn.”

      “A pleasure, my lady,” Fitzbane said with a slight nod.

      Dawn returned his nod. There was always an awkward moment when she was first introduced to people and they were unaware of her affliction. Of course, her husband did not help matters since he never informed anyone that she lacked a voice—bless the man—for he never thought of her as voiceless. Actually, there were times he told her that she talked too much.

      It took a while after his men joined some of Cree’s men at a nearby table and Fitzbane accompanied her and Cree to the dais to sit that he realized she could not speak. Dawn gestured to Cree and he had answered her and it was at that moment it had struck the man. Dawn saw the surprise in his eyes and she wondered if he was the type of man who expected his wife to remain silent unless he granted her permission to speak.

      Platters of food were soon laid upon the tables and ale and wine flowed generously. Talk continued, though more eating than talking was done.

      “The food is delicious,” Fitzbane said, sopping up the last of the meat pie gravy with a big chunk of bread. “I thought perhaps you would have had Tallis join us for the meal, so you could see her for who she truly is.”

      “I am not blind, Fitzbane,” Cree said.

      “Of course not, but I hear that she can be quite persuasive. If you allow me to talk with her, I am sure this matter could be settled most hastily.”

      “Perhaps, but there are questions I have for her that she has yet to answer. After she does, then maybe I will grant your request,” Cree said. “Tell me about your brother. How long has he been ill?”

      Fitzbane talked much about his brother’s lingering illness and how he had never been the same after his son Devin’s death, also how he had searched endlessly for his grandson, hoping to see him before he died.

      “I will do anything to grant my brother his dying wish,” Fitzbane insisted.

      “Even bring him a lad that is not his grandson?” Cree asked.

      “Never would I do such a thing. I will return Adian home to his true grandfather.”

      “Adian is the lad’s true name?” Cree questioned.

      “Aye, he is named after Giles and my father.”

      Dawn listened with interest, having realized the same as Cree had.

      “Why would a woman who stole a child keep his true name?” Cree asked.

      The question seemed to startle Fitzbane and he appeared to struggle for an answer, finally saying, “Well, she is a whore with barely an intelligent thought. I can only imagine how the poor lad has suffered being in her company.” His eyes suddenly widened as if struck by a thought. “You say the lad is ill, she could be the cause of his illness. I demand you keep her away from him so that she can do him no further harm.”

      Cree leaned over close to Fitzbane and with a harshness that sent a shiver through the man said, “Make a demand of me again and I shall personally demonstrate how I successfully extract information from anyone who dares to lie to me.”

      Fitzbane hastily and wisely offered an apology. “Forgive me, my worry for my nephew has caused me to lose my manners, I meant no disrespect. And please, I beg of you, let me see my nephew.”

      Cree leaned back in his seat. “In time.”

      Tension lingered as conversation turned to general matters and after a few moments Fitzbane said, “Excuse me for a moment while I see to my men. While you have been more than generous with food and drink, I do not want my men indulging much longer.”

      Dawn gestured to Cree as the man made his way to the table where his men sat.

      “I was thinking the same,” Cree said. “Why would he explain to me the reason he would talk to his men? He either is foolish or lying, which begs the question...is he plotting something?”

      Dawn made a cross over her chest and shook her head.

      “You are right. He is not to be trusted,” Cree said pleased that his wife was as astute when it came to judging people as he was.

      Fitzbane returned to the dais and a few minutes later his men stood and left the keep.

      Dawn hoped the night would not drag on endlessly, not that she had to remain in the hall. She simply wanted to go to bed with her husband...though not sleep. She wondered if she excused herself if it would give her husband the incentive to do the same.

      She covered her mouth as she pretended to yawn, then laid a hand to her husband’s arm and gestured that she would retire for the night.

      “Aye, the night does grow late,” Cree said and stood to extend his hand to his wife.

      Fitzbane stood as well. “It does grow late and I should take my leave.”

      Dawn nodded to both men and left them, knowing Fitzbane would no doubt have something to say to Cree. She made her way upstairs and thought to undress and wait naked in bed for her husband, and then she smiled, deciding to let him undress her.

      It was only a few minutes later that she heard his strong footfalls approach the door, though it surprised her when he passed by their bedchamber. She went to it and peeked out and saw Cree enter the room Tallis and her son occupied. She wondered why he had not stopped and told her he was going to speak with Tallis or even why he would speak with her so late. He had to have known the woman would be sleeping after she had informed him how exhausted Tallis was. Besides, he knew she would be eagerly waiting for him. Had it been something Fitzbane said to him that had caused him to find the need to question Tallis immediately?

      She knew she should not be annoyed. Cree would tell her about his visit with Tallis. She simply wished that he would have stopped and told her. Her annoyance growing over a day that had presented endless problems and worries that were yet to be solved had her pacing. Finally, she decided she could not wait for Cree to return. Besides, the longer it took, the more she imagined she had reason to worry and that was foolish.

      Wanting a reprieve from her troubling thoughts, she left the room, hurried down the stairs, through the Great Hall, and outside into the night. The night sky was clear, the stars brilliant, but she did not take time to admire them...she hurried along.

      Old Mary would know she was coming to visit even at this late hour. The woman always knew when Dawn needed to talk. The door to Old Mary’s cottage sprang open before Dawn could knock.

      “I have a brew waiting,” Old Mary said with a smile.

      Dawn gave the woman a hug. She was like a mum to her, always being there for her when she needed her and there for her when she had not known she needed her, and she loved her dearly.

      “It has been a difficult day for you,” Old Mary said as she settled her old bones into a chair at the table while Dawn poured them each a brew. “You are lucky that you know that your husband loves you more than life itself or you would be worried now.”

      Dawn dropped down in the chair. Old Mary knew just what to say, knew how to remind her of what was important.

      “Cree is different than most men and shows his love to you in different ways that most women would not understand and many would not find acceptable. You love each other for who you are not who either of you want the other to be. That is what true love is about, accepting and respecting the person you fell in love with.”

      Dawn sipped at her brew, letting the truth of the old woman’s words sink in.

      “You are part of him now, connecting in a way that no other ever could. He cannot hurt you without hurting himself and the same for you.”

      Dawn thought about earlier in his solar and how he intended to punish her by leaving her aching for him. But the punishment was also his and he did not allow either of them to suffer. Old Mary was right. They were connected like no other and always would be.

      Old Mary laughed softly. “Even now he does what he must before returning to you, for once he does he knows that he will not be able to leave your side.”

      Dawn’s eyes shot wide. Why had she not thought of that? Of course, Cree had not stopped to tell her that he needed to talk with Tallis, for if he had, he would not have left their bedchambers.

      Old Mary reached out and rested her hand on Dawn’s. “Do not let doubt rob you of the truth. Confront it and put it to rest before it can do harm to you or Cree.”

      Dawn smiled and squeezed Old Mary’s hand, grateful for her wise advice.

      “If you push aside what you know in your heart is true, it will leave room to discover what is not.”

      Dawn nodded and gestured as if she held a small child in her arms and then scowled which represented her husband, and she shook her head.

      “Cree is not father to the lad Adian,” Old Mary said and Dawn confirmed with a nod. “And how do you know this?”

      She gestured repeatedly, knowing Old Mary would clearly understand her. She had since Dawn was a child.

      “You finally realize that Tallis loves another and it is he who she speaks about the night the lad was conceived. And why do you know this?”

      Dawn felt a catch to her heart and gestured slowly.

      “You saw in her what you had once felt in yourself,” Old Mary said softly.

      Dawn nodded, wishing she had realized it sooner.

      “Do not batter yourself because you have just now realized the truth. Love always interferes with sound reason and sometimes it needs to. Is love not interfering with Tallis’s plans?”

      Dawn’s brow knitted in question.

      “The woman cannot hide the love she has for the man who fathered her child. No matter how hard she tries, it continues to surface just as yours does for Cree. All is not what it seems and no matter what way one views the problem the woman and child are in danger. But I believe you have sensed that from the beginning or you would not have disobeyed your husband or fought to keep them both safe.”

      Dawn was about to smile but an expected yawn stole it.

      “Go now. Your husband returns to your bedchambers soon.”

      Dawn gave Old Mary another hug before leaving and thanking her for having eased the burden she had been carrying all day.

      Dawn could not wait to return to the keep and share her thoughts on Tallis with her husband, though she was more looking forward to being wrapped in his strong arms. She hurried her steps, though she stopped a few feet from the keep and glanced up at the night sky. She had no time to be bothered with it before, but now her heart was lighter and the beauty of the stars so bright in the sky whispered to her.

      She stared up at their brilliance and smiled at the ones that winked repeatedly at her. It was a glorious night and she wished Cree was here right now to share this moment with her. The thought of him had her hurrying along, eager to see her husband.

      The attack came so quickly that she barely had time to respond. She was grabbed around the waist and dragged toward the woods.
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      No hand bothered to cover her mouth. Why should it when she could not scream for help, though in her mind she did and with such force that she wondered how it could not be heard. She tried desperately to rip at the hand that held her, but the muscled arm would not budge.

      Suddenly, she was thrown back against a tree trunk, a hand gripping her throat.

      “The mighty Cree was wise in choosing a wife who could not speak, for then he does not have to listen to the endless harping of a woman. It even saves him from coming to her rescue since he would never hear her cry for help.”

      Dawn glared at Fitzbane as she tried frantically to loosen his hand at her throat, his grip so harsh that she could barely breathe.

      He let her struggle for a while before he ordered, “Stop, or I will choke the life from you and be done with it.” He squeezed harder.

      Dawn had no doubt he would and so she stilled.

      “Listen well, you will—”

      Shouts, voices, and footfalls drew close and she prayed someone would find them.

      Dawn was released as fast as she had been grabbed and she fell to her knees, grasping for breath. She struggled to her feet, not wanting to take the chance Fitzbane would return. She was glad she had, for once she reached the steps of the keep those who had frightened Fitzbane off were nowhere to be seen.

      The Great Hall was also empty and as Dawn took the stairs slowly, she wondered over telling Cree of her ordeal. He would grow furious and go after Fitzbane, starting a possible war between the clans. But was it fair not to tell him?

      She entered their bedchamber glad he had yet to return. It was not for her to judge what actions should be taken against Fitzbane for his attack on her. That was Cree’s decision. He ruled this place… his word was law.

      She gave a thought to going to see if the twins needed feeding, but the women who cared for them throughout the night no doubt had them well in hand. Besides, the long day and its endless ordeal had finally taken its toll on her. She removed the combs from her hair to let it fall free, slipped out of her garments and climbed into bed naked to wait for her husband.
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      Cree entered his bedchamber to find his wife sleeping, her dark red hair spread around her neck and shoulder like a silky cape. Her body was tangled in the covers, though one or two naked limbs peeked out and the tip of a nipple tempted him.  He could not blame her for not being able to remain awake. The day had been a demanding one on her and yet she had dealt with it with kindness and a generous heart.

      If it had been a man who arrived claiming he loved Dawn, he would have killed him on the spot. He shook his head, recalling how she had heard him say that he would remember a woman as beautiful as Tallis, but he had said it only to see her reaction, to see if perhaps it would somehow illicit a remark that would help him learn the truth.

      Cree slowly disrobed, thinking on what he had just learned from Tallis. After this evening spent with Fitzbane, he had an idea of what the truth might be and he had wanted Tallis to confirm it. At first, she had vehemently stuck to her story about him being the lad’s father until he told her what he believed to be the truth. She finally broke down and told him everything.

      The problem now was...how did he protect them from harm?

      Finding an answer would have to wait until morning. He wanted nothing more than to climb in bed and wrap his arms around his wife.

      When he was finally completely naked, he climbed into bed and gently took her in his arms. She snuggled against him and it was difficult for him not to wake her and make love to her.

      He stroked her back, his hand drifting down over her soft backside. He smiled, recalling how when he had warned her about punishing her for disobeying him that she had suggested she would not mind his hand at her backside. It had turned him hard as the thought of it did now.

      Stop touching her, he told himself, but he did not listen. She felt too good and it had been a long month since he had last stroked her so intimately. He closed his eyes and let himself enjoy the feel of her.

      They sprung open when only a short time later her hand moved between his legs and began to caress him, turning him harder and harder. He had not meant to wake her, but since he had...

      He slipped his hand between them to stroke her as intimately as she stroked him. It was a pleasure to lay there in the quiet of the night touching each other, stoking their passion, eagerly anticipating what was yet to come.

      “I have missed this between us,” he whispered and kissed her softly.

      She tapped his arm, letting him know she felt the same and so pleased he had wakened her, in more ways than one, with his touch.

      Cree had no intentions of rushing as they had done earlier today in his solar. This time was for taking it slow, lingering, and enjoying every kiss, caress, and climax they would share.

      When she tossed her head back and her caress turned to strong tugs that threaten to bring him to climax, he knew it was time to make her come at least once, so that they could linger longer in this divine pleasure.

      He eased her on her back and wished he had stoked the small fire in the hearth so that there was enough light to see her more clearly. She was a mere shadow and he loved to watch her face as she exploded in climax. Later he would see to it, and then make love to her again.

      He was careful with her breasts, having learned that they could be tender if it had been a while since she fed the twins. So with his hands on either side of her head, he hovered just above her as his knee eased between her legs to spread them apart.

      When she felt him nudge at her legs, she spread them wide, eager for him to slip into her and she sighed silently with pleasure when he did. He belonged there, he belonged to her. The thought suddenly turned her possessive and she wrapped her legs around him, forcing him deeper inside her.

      “Hungry for me...are you?” he asked, obliging her and sinker deeper and deeper with every thrust.

      She tapped his arm repeatedly.

      He knew her well and the stronger the taps came the closer she was to coming. He cursed himself again, for he wished he could see her face and the way it contorted with pleasure when she burst in a climax.

      He drove into her over and over and she grabbed his arm squeezing it as a climax gripped her entire body, sending a repeated shudder racing through her.

      Dawn did not want the spiraling passion to ever end and she startled and grew angry when Cree suddenly pulled out of her. She went to grab his arm in protest, but he flipped her over before she could. In the next instant, he slipped his arm under her stomach and yanked her up so that she was on her knees, then he entered her from behind.

      His hands took hold of her backside and held it tight as he slammed into her again and again, intent on making her come not just once more but repeatedly.

      Dawn kept her hands braced firm on the bed, dropped her head back, and squeezed her eyes shut as her husband’s hard thrusts reignited the climax that had yet to fade completely.

      “I am going to make you come until you are consumed by pleasure, and collapse.”

      She smiled and pushed her backside hard against him.

      He stopped a moment. “Is that a challenge to see who lasts longer?”

      She pushed against him once.

      He laughed and began again to move inside her only this time slow. “You will never win this one, my love.” His one hand slipped around her leg to tickle her small nub senseless.

      Damn, she yelled silently, though it reverberated in her head. He was not going to play fair. She smiled at her husband’s wicked ways, and thought to do the same.

      She kept her hands planted firmly on the mattress and gave a good thrust back against him as she squeezed his manhood tightly, causing her own pleasure to soar.

      “Damn,” he yelled and Dawn grinned wide.

      She came quickly a few moments later and harder than the first time, which left her body spent, but she would not surrender and collapse, giving him victory. Besides, she was enjoying herself far too much to end it so soon.

      She teased him with a roll of her hips and another thrust against him, and he thought he would come right there and then, but he held it back. Besides, he wanted her complete and utter surrender. He would have it no other way.

      He stopped his thrusts to regain control and leaned over her to kiss and nibble along her back as his hand gently cupped one breast, weighted with milk, a drop of it slipping out as his finger teased the hard nipple.

      Dawn tossed her head from side to side, passion racing through her like never before, urging her toward another climax.

      “Good lord, I have missed the sweet taste of you,” he whispered, and then slammed into her so hard that she burst in a blinding climax.

      Cree felt her legs grow weak from the shudders that wracked her body with a fierce climax and he quickly slipped his arm around her stomach to keep her on her knees as he let himself join her in a gut-punching climax that forced him to roar with pleasure.

      They both collapsed together on the bed, Cree on top of her, his arm still around her waist. He was still inside her and he waited until the last shudder ran through both of them before he rolled on his side, taking her with him to rest her back against him.

      Dawn laid her hand on his arm and tapped it repeatedly and softly.

      “You enjoyed that?”

      She nodded her head vigorously.

      He laughed and gave her a squeeze. “I am glad, for I loved every moment of it.”

      She gave his arm a gentle squeeze, letting him know that it pleased her to hear that as a deep yawn took hold.

      She was wrapped snuggling against him, so he felt her yawn. “The day has been long and eventful. You need sleep and in the morning I will tell you what I learned from Tallis.”

      While Dawn would have loved to have heard the news there and then, she was simply too exhausted and much too comfortable in her husband’s arms to want to do anything else but sleep. Her tired body agreed and in minutes she was lost in a deep slumber.

      Cree pulled a light blanket over them and spent from their lovemaking, besides being pleased that intimacy had been restored between them, he fell asleep.
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      Light filtered through the two glazed windows, stirring Cree awake. He or Dawn usually woke with the sunrise, though not today. The sun was already up and so would he be shortly, having to see to the matter of Tallis and her son. First, however, there was the matter of waking his wife whose naked backside was planted snugly against him, which of course aroused him.

      He would wake her slow and gently. He caressed the side of her face as he eased her hair away from her neck so he could nibble at it. His hand stilled when he saw the bruise that marred her lovely skin and when he saw that the bruise looked to go around her neck, he eased her on her back to have a better look.

      His dark eyes filed with rage and he could not help but shout, “Dawn!”

      She woke with a start, her wide eyes greeted by her husband’s furious ones.

      He rested a gentle hand to her neck. “Who left these marks on you?”

      Dawn scrunched her brow, wondering what he was referring to as she tried to bring herself fully awake and comprehend what he meant and why he was so angry.

      “Who dared to choke you?” He all but ground out, trying to keep his temper at bay.

      Choke. She recalled then that Fitzbane had almost squeezed the breath out of her, evidently leaving the evidence for all to see.

      “What happened? When? Why did you not tell me? Why—”

      She pressed a finger to his lips and moved to sit up.

      Cree quickly sat up, helping her to do the same.

      She looked down at her breasts heavy with milk and knew that she must feed the twins soon, but first she had to calm her husband. She feared he would rush off and do Fitzbane deadly harm and that would lead to a battle and possibly war between the clans.

      Dawn took her time explaining what had happened, prefacing with...you must not let your anger rule over reason. But as she told him what had happened, the rage in his dark eyes grew. She explained that no one had been about when she entered the keep and that she had planned on telling him but had fallen asleep. And their lovemaking had made her forget all about it.

      Cree got out of bed when she finished and started dressing.

      Dawn was quick to do the same, fearful of her husband’s intentions. She grabbed his arm when he turned to walk to the door. She wanted to know what he intended to do, and she gestured her question to him.

      He caressed the bruise at her neck, his fury growing ever stronger. “My greatest fear is just what happened to you last night. You were attacked, almost choked to death and you could not call out for help. And it happened here—home—the place that should be your safe haven. My warriors will hear about failing to protect you and their home... and Fitzbane will die for touching you.”

      He turned to go and she grabbed his arm once again, but he yanked it away. She hurried in front of him and braced herself against the door, preventing him from leaving, not that she truly could. She only hoped to talk some sense into him.

      She tapped at the side of her head and pointed to him.

      “I do not need to think.” He grabbed her around the waist and lifted her out of the way, opening the door. “I do what must be done to protect and keep safe what is mine.” His hand shot out to take hold of her chin. “And make no mistake, you are mine. You belong to me and no one—absolutely no one—lays a hand on my wife.”
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      Cree clenched his hands at his sides as he hurried down the stairs. Rage consumed him; there was no stopping it. He was out for blood and he would get it. The image of Fitzbane choking Dawn and she helpless to scream out for help would not leave his mind, adding to his determination to see Fitzbane pay for what he had done to Dawn.

      He heard his wife rushing down the stairs behind him and he stopped and turned. He reached out, his arm coiling around her waist, and halted her in her tracks before she could collide with him.

      “Leave this be and go see to the twins,” he ordered and she shook her head adamantly. “You will obey me on this, Dawn.”

      She threw back her shoulders, threw her chin up, and shook her head even more stubbornly.

      “One of these days I am going to punish you good for refusing to obey me,” he said and took hold of her hand. “But for now, since you are intent on trying to stop me—an impossible task—you will come along and see what happens when someone dares to harm you.”

      Dawn cringed when he shouted several times for Sloan as they entered the Great Hall, certain his angry roars had set the rafters to tremble.

      Several of the warriors who occupied various tables stared at him in fear and one got up and rushed out, returning a few moments later with Sloan in tow.

      “My lord,” Sloan said with a bob of his head while keeping a safe distance from an angry Cree.

      Cree released Dawn’s hand and drew back her hair for all to see the bruises that circled her neck. “Tell me how this was allowed to be done to my wife last night in her own home,” he roared.

      All the warriors got to their feet, ready to follow Cree into battle if necessary.

      Sloan turned and addressed Dawn. “I am so sorry this has happened to you, my lady. I do hope you are not in pain.”

      Cree muttered several oaths beneath his breath, realizing that in his anger he had failed to inquire about her well-being. “Are you in pain?” he snapped which angered him all the more for sounding annoyed at her.

      Dawn shook her head and began to gesture.

      Cree shook his head. “You cannot be serious to blame yourself for this. This is your home and if you want to visit with Old Mary late at night you should be able to do so without fear of harm coming to you.”

      Dawn continued to argue, letting him know that she should have been more careful with an unfamiliar troop here and have informed someone that she was leaving the keep.

      “This is not your fault. Extra guards were posted and should have had eyes on all that went on here last night.” He turned a furious glare on his men. “You all will answer to me for this.”

      Each of them bowed their heads and a few shivered.

      “This was my responsibility,” Sloan said. “I will find out who failed to do their duty and why.”

      “And I will see to their punishment,” Cree said, “but now I will see to punishing the person who dared to touch my wife.” He turned to Dawn. “You will stay in the keep until I return.” He looked to Sloan. “Assign two warriors to see that she obeys me.”

      Dawn had no chance to protest. Cree hurried out of the keep his men following, except for the two who walked over to her and remained close. Her mind went crazy as to how she would escape them.

      After pacing the room a few minutes, she was relieved to see Old Mary enter.

      The old woman pushed the hood of her cloak off her head and smiled. “The sun kisses the earth with warmth today, but these old bones still feel chilled. Elsa asked me to stop by and look in on the woman and the lad that arrived yesterday and let her know how they are doing.”

      Dawn wondered why Elsa did not send one of the women who helped her tend the ill.

      “Show me the way,” Old Mary said, slipping her arm around Dawn’s. “I can never keep track of the various rooms in this place.”

      Her remark was what made Dawn realize that the woman was up to something since Old Mary knew the keep well enough and her mind was much too sharp to lose her way in familiar surroundings.

      The two warriors followed close by up the stairs and positioned themselves outside the room as soon as one checked to see that there was no way she could escape them.

      Tallis stood there watching all of them anxiously and not leaving her sleeping son’s side.

      Once the warriors left, Old Mary looked at Dawn. “Fitzbane needs to die, though not at the hands of your husband...yet.”

      Tallis gasped. “I have prayed for his death since the accident.”

      Dawn scrunched her brow at the woman.

      “Dawn wants to know what you mean,” Old Mary said.

      Tallis dropped down on the chair by the bed, her hand going to rest protectively on her son. “I confessed all to your husband last night, I had no choice. He had realized the truth and I could no longer deny it.”

      She seemed hesitant to go on, but Old Mary encouraged her to continue, “Tell us everything so we may help.”

      “I am Devin Fitzbane’s wife and Adian is his son. Devin discovered that his uncle Terran plotted to become chieftain of the clan. He knew his father was blind when it came to his younger brother. He thought Terran could do no wrong and served him well. Devin feared for all our lives and decided to take me and Adian to my family’s home until he could prove to his father what Terran had planned.

      “We were attacked on our way there. Devin was quick to send me off with one of the Fitzbane warriors loyal to Devin and his father. The last I saw of my husband was him fighting off the band of mercenaries sent to kill us.” Tears began to fall and she wiped them away. “I have been in hiding since that day. Douglas, the warrior who saw me to safety, looked after Adian and me. It has been difficult these past three months, always running and hiding. Finally, we came upon a deserted cottage tucked away in the woods. Douglas intended to settle me there and go and see about Devin and if Terran was still searching for us.”

      Her tears began to fall harder. “I had taken Adian into the woods to collect berries when Terran arrived at the cottage. I heard Douglas’s screams as Terran tortured him for information, though I often think that he screamed to alert me to Terran’s arrival. I took Adian and ran. That is when I decided there was only one man who could protect my son.” She looked to Dawn. “Cree was a warrior I knew Terran would not stand a chance against, so as I made my way here, I devised a tale. I am so sorry. I never meant to hurt you, but I had to protect my son. I love him so much and he is all I have left of Devin.” She smiled. “He and I have been in love since we were young and our families fully approved of our union. We were so happy.” Her smile faded and her tears flowed.

      Dawn’s eyes were teary as well and her determination to help the woman had grown ever stronger with each word she had spoken.

      Old Mary spoke as Dawn gestured. “You and Adian are safe here. Cree will protect you both. Right now, I must find a way to get past the guards outside the door and get to my husband before he makes the situation worse. If he kills Fitzbane, all could be lost. We need to prove he means you and Adian harm.”

      “I thought the guards were for me and Adian,” Tallis said with relief.

      ‘No, my dear,” Old Mary said. “You see Dawn has a way of not always obeying her husband and many times for a good reason. But I think I have an idea of how Dawn can manage to escape the pair.”

      Dawn grinned, knowing she could count on Old Mary.

      A few minutes later, Dawn and Old Mary left Tallis and proceeded down the hall, the two guards following.

      There had taken only a few steps when Tallis threw open the door and called out, “Hurry fetch, Elsa. Please hurry!”

      Dawn shoved one of the guards and waved her hand, urging him to do as Tallis said.

      He turned to the other guard. “Do not let her out of your sight.”

      The other guard nodded and stepped closer to Dawn who turned to go to Tallis when suddenly Old Mary reached out and grabbed Dawn’ arm, and then her own chest.

      Fighting for a breath, Old Mary managed to say, “Healing pouch. My cottage. On table.”

      Dawn hugged the old woman to her while Tallis came running to her side.

      Old Mary repeated the words again, though with more difficulty.

      Tallis looked up at the guard who stood there staring at them helplessly. “Go to her cottage and get her healing pouch and hurry.”

      He shook his head. “I cannot leave Lady Dawn.”

      “I will not let her leave,” Tallis assured him. “And do you truly think she would leave the old woman like this. Go. Hurry. The other guard will return soon enough.”

      It was Dawn’s tear that had the guard hurrying off and as soon as he was out of sight, Tallis and Dawn helped Old Mary up.”

      “Be off with you,” Old Mary ordered Dawn.

      Dawn hugged her, the thought of one day losing the old woman having bought genuine tears to her eyes. She took off, taking the stairs carefully, hoping the other guard had not yet found Elsa. She stuck to the shadows of the Great Hall once she entered and was just about to enter the stone hallway that connected the kitchen to the keep when the other guard returned with a worried Elsa in tow. Dawn shrunk back into the shadows as they passed by not too far from her.

      Once they were out of sight, she ran down the narrow hall and straight through the kitchen and out the open door, oblivious to the workers who stared at her with wide eyes.
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      Cree approached Fitzbane’s campsite, his anger growing with every step he took. He saw Fitzbane scramble to his feet from where he sat on a blanket talking with two of his warriors who stood along with him and quickly stepped in front of him.

      The other Fitzbane warriors were quick to rest a hand on the hilt of their swords, but before they could form a protective circle around Fitzbane, Cree’s warriors were on top of them, forcing them to remain standing as they were.

      Cree wore no sword. He did not need one. He intended to use his hands on the man just as Fitzbane had done to Dawn.

      Sloan slowed his steps beside Cree as he continued forward. He knew Cree would not want his help, but he would be there in case he did need help...an unlikely prospect.

      “Is there a problem?” Fitzbane called out from behind his two men.

      Cree did not answer him. He just kept advancing on him.

      “Stay your ground,” Fitzbane whispered to the two men.

      Cree did not halt in his steps, he kept moving toward Fitzbane, his fist flying out to knock the one warrior out with one solid blow while a mighty jab to the other warrior’s knee with his foot dropped him to the ground. Then his hand shot out, wrapping around Fitzbane’s throat, lifting him up so that his feet dangled just above the ground.

      Fitzbane clawed at Cree’s hands, barely able to breathe.

      “You are going to die for touching my wife and I am going to enjoy beating the life out of you.” Cree dropped Fitzbane to the ground and before he could get a good footing or catch his breath, Cree delivered a vicious blow to his jaw, sending him reeling.

      Fitzbane stumbled like a drunken lout and Cree did not wait, he grabbed him and landed one vicious blow after another and not to only his face. When Cree released Fitzbane, he fell to the ground on all fours. He raised his head, blood running from his mouth and nose and his one eye beginning to swell.

      Cree raised his booted-foot and gave Fitzbane’s backside a hard kick, sending him sprawling to the ground. He did not wait for the man to recover. Cree leaned down and grabbed Fitzbane by the neck and dragged him to his feet.

      “I am going to squeeze the life out of you like you almost did to my wife,” Cree said with an angry hiss.

      Fitzbane’s one eye was almost closed now, blood spilled from his mouth and was caked around his nose and once again he clawed at Cree’s hand, fighting to breathe.

      Cree squeezed tighter as Fitzbane gagged and clawed in desperation as Cree began to slowly choke the life out of him.

      Someone grabbed Cree’s arm and he threw the person off him.

      “Cree!” Sloan shouted.

      The panic in Sloan’s voice had Cree turning and there on the ground lay his wife. He released Fitzbane, the man collapsing to the ground as Cree hurried to Dawn.

      Sloan was helping her to stand when Cree reached them and pushed Sloan aside, taking hold of his wife.

      “Did I not tell you to stay in the keep?” Cree snapped his arm firm around her waist. He shot Sloan a scowl. “Once we are done here, find the two idiots who let her escape them and see that they are given extra guard duty for a month.”

      Dawn winced, feeling terrible about the two guards’ punishment.

      “Are you hurt?” Cree demanded, running a quick glance over her.

      She shook her head and gestured at Fitzbane who remained on the ground and shook her head again.

      “Fitzbane gets what he deserves,” Cree said loud enough for all to hear.

      Dawn shook her head again.

      “It is not your decision.”

      She tapped the side of her head.

      “I have thought about it and it is a fitting punishment,” Cree said. “And you will not interfere with what I decree.”

      He was right about that. It was not right of her to question him in front of his warriors and his foe. She needed time alone with him to make him see reason. So, she did the only thing that she could think of...she suddenly swayed in place, laid her hand on his arm and rolled her eyes back and dropped into a pretend faint.

      Cree scooped her up before she collapsed completely. He yelled to Sloan. “See that Fitzbane is locked in the hut and place six men around it. And corral all his warriors here at the camp and keep them surrounded while I see to me wife. Who truly better have fainted.”

      Dawn popped her eyes open as soon as he took the last step up the keep stairs.

      Cree looked down at her with a scowl. “A brief moment to have your say is all I will grant you.” A few steps into the hall and he placed her on her feet. “Be done with it.”

      Dawn did not waste a moment, she began gesturing, hoping his anger would dissipate at least a little and he would realize the truth of her words. After only a few gestures, his brow knitted and she knew he was giving what she said thought, so she continued.

      When she finally finished, Cree turned away from her to pace for a moment. “You are right. There could be others helping him to achieve his goal. Killing Fitzbane would not necessarily free Tallis and her son. More needs to be learned from Fitzbane and his brother Giles notified of his devious plan.”

      Dawn was relieved to see that she had made him see reason.

      “When that is all done, then I will kill him,” Cree said.
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      Dawn sat on a blanket with Tallis shaded from the sun under a large oak tree while Adian plucked at the grass beyond the blanket. The twins slept soundly in a cradle Dawn had brought outside for them to enjoy this glorious summer day. It was sunny and warm with a light breeze, no time to be spending indoors.

      “It is amazing how much he has improved in a week’s time,” Tallis said with a smile as she watched her son.

      Dawn gestured to her, patting her own cheeks.

      Tallis laughed. “Aye, I have improved myself, but how could I not, having enjoyed such delicious meals? Turbett works magic with food.” She reached out her hand to rest on Dawn’s arm. “I am forever grateful for what you and Cree have done for me and Adian. I still cannot believe that others, who Giles believed loyal to him, also plotted with Terran against him.” She shook her head. “I am so glad Cree kept Terran alive and found out the depths of his plans, including that he was poisoning Giles, his own brother. When Giles had taken ill, Devin and I had our suspicions that he was being poisoned, but we could not prove it. I am so very glad that Cree sent men to help Giles rid himself of his foe and that as soon as it is safe, I will be able to return home. And again I am sorry for the hurt I caused you.”

      Dawn shook her head and gestured.

      “Dawn says no apology is necessary. She also would do whatever was necessary to keep her bairns safe. Wouldn’t we all?”

      Dawn turned and greeted Lila with a smile.

      “I hope you do not mind if I join you,” Lila said.

      “Please do,” Tallis said. “I have so missed the company of other women.”

      Dawn scooted over for Lila to sit and as soon as she placed Thomas, her almost year old son down on the blanket, the lad crawled over to Adian and joined him in plucking the grass.

      The women talked and laughed away almost two hours. It was not until Adian and Thomas began to fuss, needing a nap, and the twins started to stir with hunger that the three women got to their feet to take the children inside and see to their needs.

      Dawn stopped when she turned and raised her hand to shelter her eyes from the sun, having caught the sight of riders up on the rise.

      “Who is that with Cree?” Lila asked, shading her eyes to get a better look herself. She smiled. “It is Neil. Elsa will be glad he has returned. But who is the other man?”

      The three women watched as the men approached the village, not surprised to see several of Cree’s warriors following behind them.

      Cree had been secretive earlier this morning when he told her he would be gone for several hours. She had asked him where he was going and he had told her to meet Neil who was on his way home from a mission he had sent him on.

      Dawn watched with pride as the small troop entered the village. Any time Cree returned, villagers stopped what they were doing to stand and stare at him. He always made such an imposing figure, though none as imposing as the first day he had been brought into the village a captive of the then liege lord, Colum. His wrists had been tied, chest bare, and he was tugged along by a rope that Colum held while riding his horse. Yet Cree had walked with confidence and not an ounce of fear. And when his eyes met hers, she had shivered with fear, though now that she thought of it...it may have been with passion.

      She smiled at the wicked thought and was glad he had returned, for she was looking forward to retiring early this evening with her husband. Or perhaps a quick trip to his solar would prove satisfying.

      “Oh my God! Oh my God!” Tallis screamed, then scooped her son up in her arms and ran toward the riders. “Devin! Devin!”

      The stranger, a tall, slim man with fine features, among the troop stopped his horse and dismounted slowly, a distinct limp to his gate as he tried to hurry to his wife.

      Tallis continued to call out his name as if she could not quite believe it was truly him and when she reached him, he threw his arms around her and a now crying Adian.

      Cree continued past them, directing his stallion toward Dawn.

      Lila turned with tears in her eyes to Dawn. “Cree is a good man and the village was lucky the day he invaded it and claimed it. And I am glad he fell in love with my best friend. You deserve a good man.”

      Tears pooled in Dawn’s eyes as Lila walked away, grateful for her friendship and her love.

      “Are those happy tears trying to escape?” Cree asked, dismounting and slipping his arm around his wife’s waist.

      Dawn smiled and nodded and pointed past him.

      “You want to know how I found Tallis’s husband.”

      She nodded again.

      “You forget I was once a mercenary. I had Neil make contact with one mercenary in particular that I had a long history with and had him inquire into the attack on Giles’ son. He was generous with his information since Neil offered a generous fee for it. I wanted to know who paid the group to kill the Fitzbane family and prove what I had suspected... that Terran Fitzbane was behind it. Neil tracked the band down and to his great surprise found Devin Fitzbane alive, a slave of the mercenaries, and he negotiated a price to buy his freedom.”

      A tear fell down Dawn’s cheek and Cree wiped it away. “Happy?”

      She scrunched her arms against her, letting him know she was very happy.

      “It also helped that I finally recalled why the name Tallis sounded familiar to me. About two years ago I happened upon an old acquaintance of mine who told me he was just about to carry out a mission he would have been handsomely paid for when it was suddenly aborted. The mission had been to take the life of a woman named Tallis. I can only assume that Fitzbane tried to eliminate Tallis before she could give birth. Why he aborted the mission, I could not say.”

      Dawn tapped her chest, excited and began to gesture.

      “Tallis delivered her son early.” Cree nodded. “That would explain it. Why pay to have Tallis killed when she no longer carried the Fitzbane heir. It is good this has all been discovered. Tallis and Adian are finally safe.”

      The twins cried out at that moment and Dawn gestured as if shoveling food into her mouth.

      “They are hungry,” Cree said.

      Dawn nodded.

      Cree gave his wife a quick kiss. “So am I.”
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      The evening was a cheerful one with Tallis and Devin reunited. Food, ale, and wine flowed as plentiful as conversation. Devin ate like a starving man, and though it was obvious he had suffered much the last three months, he did not speak of his ordeal.

      “I think I will eat myself ill, the food is so delicious,” Devin said with a laugh.

      “Eat your fill and then some if you wish,” Cree offered. “And you are welcome to remain here until you feel strong enough to return home.”

      “You have been more than generous to me and especially to my family. I will not continue to impose on your kindness. Besides, I wish to return home and see that my father is well and make certain I rid the clan of those who conspired against us, though I will forever be in your debt.”

      Tallis had not been able to keep her hands off her husband. She was forever touching him, resting a hand on his shoulder or on his arm, as if making sure that this was no dream and he was truly there with her.

      “It will be good to be home again, though I fear that your father will not do what is necessary when it comes to his brother Terran,” Tallis said. “He will never be more than what he is now, an evil man, and I fear your father will not see that.”

      Devin agreed with a nod. “I have thought the same myself.”

      “Have no worry,” Cree said, “Terran will not be returning home with you. He dared to harm my wife and I will see him punished.”

      “Again I am in your debt,” Devin said with a respectful nod. “My father has a good heart and I have no doubt he would forgive his brother as he has over the years.”

      “A mighty chieftain can have a good heart, but never a foolish one or his clan will suffer for it. Evil deeds and disobedience must be punished and rules obeyed or discord will prevail and eventually chaos will rule. Remember that and you will be a good chieftain one day.”

      Cree turned to his wife and Dawn smiled. He did not have to say a word to her, she knew his thought. He was letting her know that he had not forgotten that she had disobeyed him.

      Dawn leaned closer to him as if she were about to whisper to him and crossed her wrists.

      “Aye, you are right. I should tie you up and punish you,” he whispered, and then scowled, the image arousing him. “One of these days...” he shook his head, the image growing much too clear and he growing much too hard.

      Dawn’s smile grew and she crossed her heart several times and he wanted to throttle her since it was as if he heard her clearly.

      Promises. Promises.

      Dawn gestured that she was going to feed the twins and afterwards she would retire and wait for him in their bedchamber.

      He silently cursed his thoughts of her naked in bed waiting for him since it did not help his arousal any. And naturally, time could not go fast enough after that. It was only an hour later, though it felt much longer to Cree that Devin and Tallis bid him good evening and retired to their room. Cree took a few moments to talk with Sloan, then made his way to his bedchamber.

      He was eager to make love to his wife and could not take the stairs fast enough. He was surprised that he did not find her in their bed naked, waiting for him. She stood by the hearth in a delicate nightdress, the fire light creating a silhouette of her body beneath.

      She was a beauty and the thought brought back a memory that had haunted him since the day he had spoken the words.

      He walked over to her and slipped his hand around the back of her neck and tugged her to him to meet his lips that swooped down in a hungry kiss. His tongue shot into her mouth, catching her silent gasp before turning her senseless with his demanding kiss.

      After only a moment, he pulled his mouth away from hers. “There is something I must tell you.”

      Her heart slammed in her chest, seeing his eyes fill with pain and she worried over what he was about to say.

      “That day that Tallis arrived and you heard me say that I would have remembered a beauty such as her...I never meant those words. I meant only to see her reaction and what I could learn from it. When I turned and saw you there, I learned what I never expected to learn.”

      She scrunched her brow.

      He kissed her lightly. “I learned that I would rather suffer the tortures of hell than to have you believe that I think another woman more beautiful than you. There is no woman that can come close to your beauty.”

      Dawn’s heart soared with joy and she smiled so wide she was sure it devoured her entire face.

      Cree smiled along with her, pleased to see how happy he had made her. Her smile faded suddenly and he grew worried. “What is wrong?”

      She patted her chest and hung her head.

      “What are you sorry about?”

      She tapped his chest, then his mouth, and then herself and shook her head.

      Cree nodded slowly. “For not obeying me.” He turned and walked away from her to sit on the end of the bed. “You disobeyed me several times in a matter of two days and you forced me to punish the two guards who failed to keep you safe and in the keep.”

      She nodded and gestured again.

      Cree shook his head. “No, you do not deserve their punishment. Their failure earned them their punishment.”

      She patted her chest.

      He nodded. “Aye, you deserve to be punished for what you did. But what your punishment will be is what weighs heavily on me.”

      Dawn hung her head for a moment, then slipped her nightdress off her shoulders and let it fall to puddle around her feet. She took slow steps toward him.

      Her beauty grew him hard in an instant.

      She stopped beside him, smiled, and lowered herself over his knees, presenting her bare backside to him.

      Cree smiled as his hand came softly down on her bottom, and said, “We are both going to enjoy this punishment, wife.”

      

      
        
        The End...not quite.

        Look for more stories about Cree and Dawn and their family and friends.

        If you’d like to see how Cree and Dawn got together you can read their story in Highlander Unchained/Forbidden Highlander
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