
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
    Two years ago, English noblewoman, Elyssia De Montford, risked her life to free the Highlander held prisoner by her sadistic fiancé. She cannot forget the man who first stirred her heart—a memory that burns anew when she finds herself once more on the road to Scotland. 
 
      
 
    Tavish MacLean has sworn vengeance. It’s been six years since his beloved sister was raped and murdered by an English lord, a tragedy which almost destroyed his family. On his deathbed, his father demanded retribution and Tavish pledged before his clan to enslave the lord’s daughter then send her back to her father, pregnant with a Scottish bastard. When he learns that she is travelling north, he seizes his opportunity and orders her abduction. 
 
      
 
    But when his men fling the prisoner before him, Tavish recognises Elyssia, the woman who once saved his life. Loyalty to his clan trumps the debt he owes her and he claims Elyssia as his captive. Though she’s one of the hated English, her willing body ignites passion in him at night, though she fights him at every turn during the day. As time passes, he questions his loyalty, finding himself increasingly enthralled by his fiery captive. 
 
      
 
    Treachery surrounds Clan MacLean. When long-buried secrets come to light, Tavish must risk his life and his clan, or all that he holds dear will be destroyed. 
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Tavish stood over the body of the woman on the pallet. Her fingers clenched and unclenched the rough blankets in timing with her breathing. Though she whimpered softly now, her screams still echoed through his mind; cries of terror when she’d realised what was to happen, followed by shame and agony as she had struggled against her assailants. 
 
    He thought of his sister, the gentle Flora who had suffered the same fate at the hands of de Montford. He remembered her screams as she had died in his arms giving birth to that man’s bastard. Now, at last, after six long years, his clan had the revenge they sought as that Sassenach dog’s daughter lay before him. Lady Agatha de Montford. 
 
    But his own shame dwarfed the triumph he’d been expecting; shame at what his men had done to her and shame at his own cowardice. 
 
    Ye’re weak, son; always have been. Ye’ve let yer sister down. 
 
    The voice of Da’s ghost had swirled in his mind as he’d witnessed his men, baying like wild dogs as they savaged their quarry. At the last, he’d drawn back, unable to bring himself to perform the deed which would have condemned the last piece of his soul to the darkness. The memory of sweet Flora, her gentle voice full of love, had pulled him back to the light. 
 
    A moment of weakness. 
 
    Or had it been the call of his conscience? For a fleeting moment, the image invaded his mind; Flora lying at the feet of the men who had stripped her of her innocence and everything else until she was a mere ghost of the vibrant young lass he had loved and cherished. This woman before him now had a brother, too. How would he feel knowing what had been done to her? 
 
    Nay, today was not the day for sentiment. His clan demanded retribution for Flora, and today marked the first step along that path. It was too late to prevent it now. 
 
    He motioned to the man holding her down who jerked at the noose. An ugly ring of shame, it curled around her neck like a serpent; evidence of Angus’s handiwork. 
 
    “Turn her over, Duncan.” 
 
    Her body flinched, but she did not resist as Duncan rolled her onto her back. Ignoring the red stains on her exposed legs, the marks of her lost maidenhead, Tavish leant over her. 
 
    She might have been pretty before, but a darkening bruise spread across her cheek and one eyelid was swollen. Duncan had said she’d fought like a wildcat, and Tavish had heard her cursing and spitting fire, condemning every Highlander to hell; all teeth and claws. Her eyes were tightly closed, jaw clenched, and her chest rose and fell rapidly. 
 
    Tavish swallowed any feelings of compassion he might have had, focusing on the misery of what the English had done to his family, his people. 
 
    “Know this,” he said roughly, “you are to be the payment for the sins your sire committed against my clan. Look upon your master.” 
 
    She opened her eyes. They were an extraordinary colour: two violet gems glittering with fear and hatred. They widened in recognition, and she gave a low cry. A shock of familiarity punched him in the gut. 
 
    Elyssia. 
 
    God’s blood! 
 
    He never thought he’d see those eyes again. They had haunted his dreams for so long. The eyes of the woman who, two years ago, had risked her life to save his. 
 
    The woman who, tonight, in the name of the clan, his men had defiled. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Two years earlier 
 
      
 
    The hiss of the whip cut through the silence before a sharp crack made Elyssia look up. Unwilling to watch, she had cast her eyes down, but a morbid fascination pulled her gaze toward the prisoner in the yard. 
 
    Standing erect against the whipping post, he radiated strength and defiance. He was not one to surrender. Where others screamed and pleaded for mercy, his only reaction was a slight tensing in his shoulders, a ripple of muscle just before the lash struck, leaving an ugly criss-cross pattern—an English soldier’s handiwork on the body of another Highlander. He tightened his hands into fists, and his arm muscles bulged with tension, yet still, he made no sound. Iron clinked against iron as he strained against the manacles on his wrists which were chained to the post. 
 
    A low chuckle to her side gave her enough warning to suppress the shudder of revulsion at her betrothed’s touch before a smooth hand grasped her own. Edward Morland, Earl of Allendyne. Though gallant and chivalrous during his courtship, his sadistic nature had emerged since their betrothal. Once married he would no longer be honour-bound not to violate her. She would cease to exist, other than as his possession to do with as he pleased, as much a prisoner as the man being lashed in the courtyard now. 
 
    “What say you, my dear? This one shows unusual strength, even for these animals. I think I may have found my champion. He would provide me with much coin and entertainment back at Allendyne.” 
 
    “I know not, my lord. I have no interest in such forms of entertainment.” 
 
    Though she spoke quietly, the prisoner turned his head in her direction. Her skin tightened as two eyes the colour of summer grass fixed their gaze upon her. Even at a distance, their intensity made her skin tighten and a warmth of guilt spread through her. A spark of hatred flashed in their green depths before another crack snapped across the air, and the whip struck again. But this time he let out a grunt of pain. He closed his eyes and bit his lip. A crimson droplet bloomed on his mouth. 
 
    Mirroring his gesture, she licked her own lips, dry with anticipation. He opened his eyes again. Bright with pain, they focused on her, calling to her; twin souls connecting across a dark chasm. Her consciousness circled inwards, magnifying her heartbeat which pulsed in her ears. 
 
    Though she tried, she could not avert her eyes. Palms slick with sweat, her body weakened as the heat of his gaze coursed through her; not the lustful gazes of Edward or his men, but a call from beyond the physical which stirred something deep within her—passion, a burning need. He stared at her like a man dying of thirst stares at a winecup, as if only she could quench his thirst. 
 
    Lifting a hand to her chest, she found herself trembling and heard a low voice cry out before she recognised it as her own. Edward tightened his grip, asserting his ownership of her. 
 
    “Come, my dear, ‘tis time for you to retire.” He led her out of the courtyard, not speaking until he reached her chamber—an office in the garrison in which a small cot had been placed with her belongings. 
 
    Withdrawing her hand, she moved towards the cot. The door slammed behind her, and she flinched at the hands which touched her shoulders. How would she survive her wedding night? 
 
    “Does my lady have a weak stomach?” The smooth, cultured voice held a note of warning, but anger conquered her self-control. 
 
    “No, she does not,” she retorted, “neither does she have a weak enough mind to take pleasure in such treatment of an unarmed man.” 
 
    Edward scoffed. “These men who defy the king are traitors. Longshanks requires loyal subjects to rout them out. These Highlanders are naught but animals and must be treated as such.” 
 
    Longshanks. Edward I. Elyssia had yet to meet the king; the man determined to conquer Scotland. Though Papa was a staunch ally and had met him often, Longshanks rarely ventured this close to the border between England and Scotland. 
 
    “They’re not animals,” she said, “they’re men and women, with homes, families, and loyalties, just as we are.” 
 
    “They are savages, my dear,” Edward said quietly. Ignoring the danger in his voice, she shook her head. 
 
    “I saw only one savage in the courtyard.” 
 
    He pulled her towards him, his fingers digging into her arms. “It seems my lady is in need of some instruction. Your father warned me of your childish sensibilities towards these Highlanders.” 
 
    He thrust his face close and forced his mouth against hers, his thick tongue probing, fighting to gain entrance. 
 
    “No!” She pulled her head away. 
 
    “Nobody denies me,” he hissed, his expression contorting with anger. A slight movement to her left was her only warning, and she flinched, but too slow—a sharp crack and pain exploded in her face where he struck her, and she fell onto the bed. 
 
    Before she could move, his weight bore down on her. Hands tore at her skirts, a shock of cold on her legs, and she squirmed away from him. 
 
    “Stay still, woman!” he roared and forced her thighs apart. 
 
    “Edward, have mercy!” she cried. “We’re not wed yet. Papa would have you disembowelled for dishonouring the name of de Montford.” 
 
    Letting her go, he stood back, his eyes bright with lust, the sour stench of wine on his breath. A slow smile slithered across his face. She lay still, paralysed with fear, legs still akimbo where he had parted them, her face throbbing with pain. 
 
    “Very well,” he said quietly. “I can wait, for the sake of honour, but rest assured, I’ll have you. When you are mine, you’ll pay for your defiance.” 
 
    After the door slammed behind him, female shrieks echoed in the passageway outside. Edward had found one of the whores servicing the men at the garrison. With luck, he would take a mistress after they married and leave Elyssia alone; the thought of his hands on her made her flesh itch. 
 
    Undressing and slipping under the blanket, she closed her eyes, but sleep eluded her. Pained green eyes penetrated her dreams. Who was the man in the courtyard? How might it feel to have his hands on her? Her mind’s eye conjured images of strong muscles straining against the chain, beads of sweat running along the bronzed skin of the Highlander who in one brief instant had touched her heart more deeply than she had ever experienced. 
 
    But she belonged to Edward. In a matter of days, he would be able to do what he wished with her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Get up, Highlander scum.” 
 
    Tavish opened his eyes to reveal a pair of booted feet close to his nose. He splayed his hands in the dust-ridden stone floor of the cell to push himself up, and a streak of fire spiked through his back where he had been lashed two days before. But this time he was able to deny the English soldier the satisfaction of hearing his pain. Unlike before, when he had looked into a pair of brilliant blue eyes, their violet hue full of torment and compassion which had made him lose his resolve and cry out as the lash struck. 
 
    Who was she? 
 
    The boot crushed his fingers, sending shards of pain through his arm. 
 
    “Today is your lucky day, Highlander. You’re to provide our lord with his entertainment.” 
 
    Tugging at the chain fixed to the manacles on Tavish’s wrists, the soldier jerked him upright and pulled him through the cell door. Stumbling, he had no choice but to follow. 
 
    The murmur of voices signalled the excitement rippling through the onlookers. Blinking in the light of the courtyard, Tavish followed his jailer to the whipping post. Was he to be lashed again? 
 
    Nay, this morning’s entertainment was to be of a more sadistic form. Secured to another post by a chain attached to one wrist stood a huge figure. Though a man, he looked more like a mythical beast. His chain was at full stretch, and he strained against it, snarling with animalistic fury at the onlookers; soldiers already laughing and exchanging wagers. 
 
    Cardred, son of Morcar. One of the barbarians—landless, soulless men who took their living and pleasure from raiding others, stealing livestock, burning homes, and raping the women. 
 
    A wall surrounded the courtyard, on top of which a walkway led to the soldiers’ chambers. Allendyne sat in a central position on the walkway, the woman beside him. As if she sensed his eyes on her, she turned her head and met his gaze and parted her lips. She must have made a sound, for Allendyne immediately addressed her with a sharp word. Turning her head to acknowledge him, she revealed a bruise on her cheek just below her right eye. Nodding submissively, she turned to face the courtyard once more, her expression impassive. 
 
    The jailer secured Tavish to the post before barking an order. Two men threw a knife at the feet of each prisoner before darting out of reach. 
 
    Allendyne stood, and a hush fell over the onlookers. 
 
    “You fight to the death. May the strongest man win. Fight well, for I have need of a champion.” 
 
    A thick snarl rumbled in the barbarian’s chest. Dark brown eyes, almost black, glared from beneath shaggy brows and a thickly jutting forehead. A huge vertical scar bisected one cheek which puckered and creased as he opened his mouth in a sneer, showing several gaps between blackened teeth. 
 
    “I will not fight for an Englishman’s amusement.” Tavish waved his hand in appeasement. “We could agree not to fight.” 
 
    Cardred merely growled and picked up the knife, running his finger along the blade, smiling as a trickle of red liquid seeped from his flesh. 
 
    “The blade is sharp, MacLean. I shall enjoy slicing you open with it.” 
 
    “I will not fight you!” 
 
    “My lord, I beg—” the soft voice from above was abruptly silenced. Looking up, he saw Allendyne pulling the woman towards him by her arm before kissing her, holding her in a brutal grip, admonishing her in a low voice before he pushed her back. 
 
    Cardred laughed, a low savage rumble echoing around the courtyard. 
 
    “When I’ve gutted you, MacLean, my people will destroy these English dogs, and I will have that pretty little English whore for my own.” 
 
    He lunged at Tavish, the knife blade slicing through the air. Unable to move in time, Tavish saw a red stain spread across his arm before the sharp sting registered in his mind. 
 
    “To the death!” a voice cried. Cardred ran towards him again. 
 
    Diving towards his opponent’s legs, Tavish rolled on the ground, avoiding another slash before reaching out for his knife and slicing upwards. A hot, red spurt sprayed out from the barbarian’s leg, and with a howl of rage and pain, the man fell to his knees. Tavish leapt to his feet, avoiding Cardred’s flailing arms, but he reached the end of the chain and jerked back, losing his balance. Sharp pain snapped in his wrist where the manacle dug into his already sensitive flesh. 
 
    Before he could move, Cardred was on top of him, screaming with bloodlust, eyes filled with murder. 
 
    “Stop this!” he cried. “Don’t you see how senseless this is? We’re not fighting for honour or freedom, but for the amusement of these Sassenach dogs who would take our lands. Give me your allegiance, and we may both survive this day.” 
 
    “I care naught for your lands, Highlander,” Cardred hissed. “We do not own the land: we belong to it. In your world, possession is the province of the man who takes it. Englishman or Scotsman, his lands and possessions will always be there for the taking. I give my allegiance to no man.” 
 
    Cardred secured his hands around Tavish’s throat. Huge fingers, roughened and calloused by years of hard living, curled inwards, cutting off the air. Tavish struggled in vain as the cheering from the crowd grew faint, and the light began to fade, turning everything grey. He closed his eyes to further his descent into nothingness. 
 
    A small voice cried out in his mind. “Tavish! Tavish!” 
 
    Flora! His beloved sister called from beyond the grave. The gentle, sweet lass he had made a pledge before God and his clan to avenge. 
 
    “Tavish!” 
 
    Her sweet face smiled at him, pure green eyes and delicate features surrounded by rich red hair. The colour of autumn leaves in sunshine. 
 
    He would not fail her. 
 
    “Flora!” he cried, and he thrust his knife into the man lying atop him. The grip on his throat slackened, and he drove the knife in up to the hilt before twisting it and slicing his opponent’s flesh. Cardred released his throat, and Tavish withdrew the knife to slice again, but before he could move Cardred took his wrist, tightening his grip until Tavish dropped the knife. 
 
    He rolled to one side, taking the barbarian with him. Unarmed, he had only his bare fists which were no match for the bigger man’s iron-like hands. The chain on his wrist slackened as he rolled towards his post. In a flash, he wound the chain round the other man’s neck, pulling it tight. Cardred’s eyes widened, and he grappled at the metal links, but his large hands could not get a purchase. Twisting and tightening the chain, Tavish gritted his teeth with the strain. Cardred’s face grew red, his mouth contorted in agony but unable to cry out, and he slackened his grip as if accepting his fate. A barbarian, living a landless and loveless life, welcoming the death which was a part of his very existence. Understanding the moment of no return and accepting it. 
 
    “Forgive me,” Tavish whispered before he tightened the chain once more. Cardred’s body grew slack and fell back in the dirt. Dark, lifeless eyes stared out towards the men who took such pleasure in witnessing his end. 
 
    A cheer erupted, the clink of coins exchanging hands as the crowd bayed and roared. These English were supposed to be civilised. They all deserved to die! 
 
    No, not all. The woman beside Allendyne had grown pale, the pallor of her face giving the bruise more prominence. Allendyne reached towards her, kissing her full on the mouth, and she complied before letting him lead her away, but not before she turned her head in Tavish’s direction. 
 
    As his jailer led him back to his cell, congratulating himself on a fruitful wager, Tavish did not know whose eyes were more haunted—the man he had just killed for sport, or the woman who stirred his heart. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Elyssia drew the furs around her and prayed for sleep to come. The sight of two men being forced to fight to the death for Edward’s amusement had sickened her to the core. Her betrothed’s sadistic inclinations had been gossiped about by the servants at de Montford Castle, though swiftly hushed by Mamma. But the seed of gossip always carries the undertone of truth, even though the tree which springs from it may be nurtured by tales. 
 
    What made her any better? Hadn’t she herself been responsible for the death of an innocent? 
 
    A shadow moved across the wall. Someone was in the chamber. Had Edward come to take possession of his marital rights while she slept in her bed? 
 
    Fumbling under her belt for her knife, she rolled over to face the door and the man who had just entered. But it was not Edward. 
 
    The prisoner. 
 
    She sat up, and he took a step back, the heavy metallic sound making her look down. His ankles were shackled together by a short, thick chain. Another, longer, chain secured his wrists. The image of that very same chain squeezing the life out of the huge barbarian flashed in her mind. As if he recognised her fear, he lowered his arms, letting the chain hang limply. 
 
    She swallowed to remove the dryness in her throat. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I was summoned.” 
 
    Despite his injuries, he stood tall and proud, his voice strong and true, the musical lilt of a Highlander prickling her skin. 
 
    Determined to show more bravery than she felt, she stood, but he still towered over her. The powerful frame she’d seen at a distance radiated strength at close proximity—she could almost taste it. Hard muscular planes swept across his chest as if sculpted by the Romans of old, as if a living, breathing marble statue stood before her. But not marble; this was a flesh and blood man. The faint scent of sweat and masculinity caressed her senses, sending a pulse of heat through her… 
 
    She drew in a deep breath to dissipate the sensation in her body. As if he understood the effect he had on her, he curled his lip into a slight smile and moved closer. 
 
    She gestured towards the shackles on his wrists. 
 
    “How came you to be a prisoner here, to be condemned to such punishment?” 
 
    He did not answer but continued to stare at her, his gaze discomforting, sending a flush of heat through her veins. 
 
    “Are… are you recovering from your injuries?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “My injuries?” 
 
    “Aye,” she whispered. “What sins did you commit to merit the… the lashes on your back?” 
 
    He moved closer until they almost touched. The heat from his body radiated into hers, tightening her skin with want—but for what she could not fathom. 
 
    She retreated towards the desk in the room, on which someone had placed a tray of food earlier that evening. 
 
    “And the injuries from the… from the fight?” 
 
    His mouth formed a grim line, and his eyes grew cold. “His lordship’s… entertainment?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I saw no entertainment today.” 
 
    He reached out towards her, the faint clinking of metal as the chain swung between his hands. 
 
    “And what of you, woman?” 
 
    Flinching, she shook her head. 
 
    “What do you speak of?” 
 
    “Of this,” he said softly and placed a light hand on her cheek where Edward had struck her. He caressed the bruise with his fingers, the softness of his touch in sharp contrast to the brutality he had displayed in the courtyard. 
 
    “How came you by this injury? What sin did you commit to merit it?” 
 
    Ignoring the unwelcome rush of sensation in her body, she jerked away from his touch, gesturing towards the table. 
 
    “Would you care for something to eat?” 
 
    He did not move, and she picked up a loaf of bread and offered it to him. 
 
    “The toil of the Scots,” he snarled, slapping the bread out of her hand. “‘Tis as Wallace says. ‘The English gorge on the fruits of the labours of our people while our women and children starve.’ ” 
 
    William Wallace—the Scotsman leading the resistance against English rule; the cause of so much carnage. 
 
    The prisoner’s lip curled into a sneer. “I would not touch the food you give me. It comes with too heavy a price.” 
 
    The bitter hatred in his voice matched the anger darkening his eyes. 
 
    “William Wallace is wrong to incite a war,” she replied. “Would you not wish to see our two countries united in peace?” 
 
    “Peace!” he spat. “A mere word which your king uses to define oppression. My people have suffered enough at the hands of yours. We wish for naught but that you return to your own country and plague us no more. I will not rest until every stinking Englishman has been driven from my homeland. Curse the lot of you!” 
 
    “Mayhap you are savages to curse my country thus. What hope is there for peace if you refuse to listen?” 
 
    “You know nothing, woman.” 
 
    “I have eyes!” she cried. “I saw you kill a man with your bare hands. If that’s not savagery, then what is?” 
 
    Metal clinked against the floor as he advanced on her. The chain between his ankles hampered his movement but not enough to allow her to escape. Before she could move, two strong hands clasped her arms and forced her back against the stone wall. 
 
    Hard muscular flesh pressed against her, trembling only slightly with the barely restrained potency of a powerful animal poised to spring on its prey. Yet this animal had its prey in his grasp. 
 
    The scent of dust, sweat, and man invaded her nostrils as he thrust his face closer. He grasped her neck and tipped her face upwards until she saw nothing but cold green fury staring into her, his forehead almost touching hers. 
 
    A spark ignited in the depths of his eyes, a flash of light in the deep, angry green—a hot flame of desire. The hard muscles of his legs trapped her against the wall, accompanied by another hardness—that of his desire, pulsing faintly against her stomach, sending a spiral of heat through her own body. A sharper scent reached her senses—earthy, musky, and strong. Unable to avert her gaze, she faced him as bravely as she could, even though his fingers curled around her throat. With one movement he would snap her neck in two, yet though he tightened his grip, his thumbs caressed her throat in a delicate, gentle gesture, sending shockwaves across her skin. 
 
    Images invaded her mind—a masculine body covering her own, claiming it as his; hot, strong hands on her skin, his flesh calling to hers; hers responding sending spirals of desire through her body, passion she had only dreamed of as a child; the love a man and woman shared; tales of the barbaric Highlanders taking their women among the heather, bodies as hard as the granite rocks from which the land was forged. Men of the earth, pagan gods. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you,” she whispered. 
 
    He brought his face closer until their lips almost touched, her mouth trembling with anticipation; his strong, unyielding. A soft, warm breath escaped, caressing her lips. 
 
    “You should be, lass.” 
 
    He gestured towards his chest, the muscles rippling softly at the movement. “Do you like what you see?” 
 
    She shook her head, but the expression in his eyes told her he knew she merely denied her own desires. 
 
    “Nay, sir, I—” 
 
    He brought his mouth down on hers, silencing her denial. A low whimper of surrender rose in her throat—unable to fight the potency of the heady cocktail of the strength of the male body against hers and her own body’s reaction. She brought her hands up to clasp his arms, drawing strength from him before she pulled away, her mind warring with her body. 
 
    “Please…” she whimpered. 
 
    “You want me, woman. Do not deny it.” 
 
    She shook her head, but the knowledge she lied shone in the depths of his eyes. Unable to control herself, she drew him to her. 
 
    A low sound of triumph rumbled in his chest, mingled with a deep growl of desire, and the musky scent of his need increased. Moving his lips over hers, he covered her mouth with his own before his rough, chapped lips traced a path across her face, leaving a trail of gentle nips before nuzzling her earlobe and grazing it with his teeth, his voice a hoarse whisper in her ear. 
 
    “God or the devil may take me, woman, but I want ye.” 
 
    Grasping her hair, he tipped her face back until their mouths met again. He ran the tip of his tongue along the seam of her lips, begging entrance, gently at first, before becoming more insistent. She parted her lips, unable to withstand the assault on her senses. Accepting the invitation, he plunged his tongue into her mouth, curling it round her own, drawing it back and forth as if in battle. 
 
    Meeting her opponent head-on, she mirrored his gesture and their tongues engaged in a slow, tentative dance as she learned from him, following his lead. Swirling, spiralling, intoxicating passion—a drug as potent as any wine coursed through her, and she drank from him, savouring his masculine taste. 
 
    She shifted her legs, and a burning need flared within her core, compelling her to draw him in. A large hand caressed her arm, moving down her back until it settled on her buttocks, squeezing softly at first before taking her more firmly, pulling her close, his hips moving in a soft undulating motion. 
 
    His body trembling with unsatisfied need, he moved against her, a low growl reverberating round his chest, sending shockwaves through her own body. 
 
    All rational thought was driven away by an instinctive need—but for what? A release of some kind. The need grew within her, swelling as a tide, a great mass of water, forming a wall, higher and higher until it threatened to break… 
 
    A loud crash smashed through her senses followed by shouting and the hiss of blades being drawn. 
 
    “Get away from my fiancée, you savage!” 
 
    The prisoner spun her round to face the newcomers. He pulled her hard against his body and secured an arm round her throat. 
 
    Edward stood in the doorway, flanked by two men, swords drawn. His face contorted with rage and he took a swipe at the head of the man to his right. 
 
    “You fool! You were supposed to guard him.” 
 
    The prisoner tightened his hold on her throat, and she choked against his hand. 
 
    Edward held his hands up in appeasement. “Let her go, Highlander. Killing her will serve no purpose. You are outnumbered, and we will cut you down. Release her and I may be merciful.” 
 
    “You’ll cut me down whether I kill her or no,” the prisoner replied, his voice hoarse, “I’ll not bargain with the English—men who do not keep their word.” 
 
    Elyssia choked again, and the prisoner slackened his hold. She lowered her voice so only he could hear. 
 
    “Let me go,” she hissed, “I’ll protect you.” 
 
    He bent his head down, putting his mouth to her ear where he had whispered of his need of her just moments before. “Why should I bargain with an Englishwoman? You may be more treacherous than your master.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I have a knife concealed beneath my skirts. Take it as a gesture of my good faith.” 
 
    “Are you not afraid I would slit your throat with it?” 
 
    “I do not fear death.” 
 
    “You fear life more?” 
 
    Keeping one hand around her throat, he felt along her waist with the other, his body stiffening on touching the knife. But he did not draw it. He pressed his lips against her hair and loosened his grip. 
 
    “Take him!” Edward roared. 
 
    “No!” Elyssia cried. “Sheathe your swords. This man means me no harm.” 
 
    “I beg to differ, my dear,” Edward replied. “He had his hands at your throat—or do you lust after him?” 
 
    “Don’t be a fool, Edward.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Do not play me false, woman. Mayhap I should have offered for your half-wit sister rather than you. If I find you to be a whore, perhaps I’ll take her instead.” 
 
    Alice. At all costs, she must be spared the prospect of a life with Lord Allendyne. 
 
    “I am not playing you false,” she replied, forcing calmness into her voice despite the shiver of fear at the thought of her gentle sister in his hands. “This man only reacted in fear as anyone might when hopelessly outnumbered by a group of lumbering soldiers waving their swords about in a confined space.” 
 
    Turning her head to the side until she met the prisoner’s gaze, she nodded. 
 
    “Release me now. I give you my word—and that of my betrothed—that no harm shall come to you. He pledged to be merciful and will keep to his word.” 
 
    The pressure on her throat eased, and he lowered his arm, touching her lightly on her lower back before she moved away. 
 
    Edward raised his hand to strike her. 
 
    “Don’t touch her!” the prisoner’s voice boomed across the room. 
 
    Edward’s face twisted with rage and Elyssia stepped back. He was not known for a rational nature, nor a forgiving one. The men beside him waited as if anticipating a death sentence. But eventually, his lips curled into a smile, though his eyes remained cold. 
 
    “How amusing. My good lady has found herself a champion.” 
 
    He let out a soft chuckle before gesturing to her. 
 
    “Leave us, my dear.” He turned to his men. “Go with her. Make sure she stays out of trouble.” 
 
    “My lord, do not harm the prisoner.” 
 
    He scowled at her. “I give you my word, my dear. He and I have much to discuss. Now leave us before I change my mind.” 
 
    With no choice, she let herself be led from the room. Whatever Edward had in mind for the prisoner, it could not be good. Fear for him shook through her senses. Did she care for the stranger or was it merely the awakening of her passion? Had he given her a taste of something she now desired? 
 
    * * * 
 
    The woman disappeared through the door, swiftly followed by the men who blocked his view of her retreating back. 
 
    Allendyne closed the door and sat, crossing his legs. He eyed Tavish up and down as if assessing the value of a bull. He seemed to take in everything—the muscle and sinew on display as Tavish stood before him barely clothed in a rough loincloth; the scars across his chest from years of swordplay and battles; the fresh wounds from the lashing administered at Allendyne’s behest; and the iron shackles and chains which marked his captivity. 
 
    Though he had suffered much hardship during his life—winters with meagre food, the loss of his beloved sister, pain and injury in battle—never had he been subjected to such base humiliation as now, to be viewed as nothing more than a commodity, a piece of flesh from which his master would reap a profit. 
 
    Was this how Flora felt at the hands of de Montford, the gentle lass brought to nothing more than bones and flesh, a body devoid of a soul? 
 
    Allendyne smiled, recognising the hatred in Tavish’s expression. 
 
    “Good,” he said softly. “Your hatred will keep you alive and serve me well.” 
 
    Smoothing his face into an expressionless mask, not wanting to give the Englishman any satisfaction, Tavish did not respond. Allendyne chuckled. 
 
    “You made me much gold today, Highlander. I have a proposition for you which would be to both our benefit.” 
 
    He leant back in the chair, his smile broadening. “I wish for a champion. At the height of their power, the Romans had gladiators who fought to the death in the arena. A successful gladiator was revered by all, had many admirers; had his pick of women.” 
 
    “I will not fight for your amusement.” 
 
    “Surely you have no wish to spend the rest of your days imprisoned? As my champion, you would benefit from my patronage and my name. You would have a better life.” 
 
    “I would be a slave who murdered others for your personal gratification. Death would be a more welcome prospect.” 
 
    “We shall see,” Allendyne said. “You may return to your cell now.” 
 
    He fixed his gaze on Tavish before standing up and drawing his sword, holding it against Tavish’s chest until a scarlet droplet began to form at the point, spilling into a thin stream. 
 
    “A word of advice, Highlander. If I hear you have so much as looked at my woman, I shall have her thrown to my men, and you lashed until the flesh is stripped off your back. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Tavish nodded. 
 
    “Good, very good. I am not a man who takes pleasure in being denied. Do as I wish and all will be well.” Smiling, he called for the guards to remove the prisoner. 
 
    Allendyne was a cunning man. Even his betrothed he saw as a commodity—a means to secure his gratification with no thought of her welfare. If Tavish refused him, he would condemn not only himself but an innocent woman. He had been unable to save Flora, why would he wish to save a stranger? An Englishwoman? 
 
    The cell door clanged shut, and the prison guard’s footsteps receded. Tavish closed his eyes, and his senses and memory were heightened—her soft, ripe form; rounded flesh trembling against the hard planes of his own body; the heat of her gaze and scent of her need—a need which in her innocence she had yet to be awakened to. Once again he tasted her sweet mouth on him, the memory of honey and virtue, the pleasure he took from understanding her tentative gestures as her tongue danced with his. Her first lesson in passion, as the filly learns to walk, legs unsteady, trembling for fear of taking a wrong step before growing in confidence as she had begun to respond to him, shifting her thighs as her body spoke to him. 
 
    What sweet reward it would be to be the one to awaken the passion within her! But she belonged to another—an Englishman, his enemy. 
 
    He could never have her, but could he abandon her to her fate? Aye, he must. For the past four years, his life had been defined by one thing. Revenge for Flora, and for Ewan—his friend, the young man she had loved, who had never come home. He could not betray them now. He must escape and resume the path to vengeance against de Montford. His clan demanded it, and as their laird, it was his duty to perform. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The crack of a whip cut through the air, followed by a scream. Another Highlander subject to the justice of the English. Tavish crossed the courtyard, chained to his fellow prisoner, towards the whipping posts. Under threat of the lash, Allendyne had ordered him to train in swordplay for his next fight to the death. Though he wanted nothing more than to defy the English, he played a long game. He’d already waited four years to avenge Flora, and he would do her no good dead in the ditch which surrounded the garrison. By training, he would conserve his strength for an escape attempt. 
 
    His young cellmate nodded towards their companion who hung limply against the post. Only the manacles at his wrists prevented his body from falling into the dirt, rough wet mud stained with the blood of his countrymen. As the body was dragged away, soldiers secured Tavish and James to posts and threw swords at their feet before darting back. 
 
    “Fear not, James,” Tavish said, “I will not harm ye.” 
 
    “Ah, my champion. Show me your prowess with a sword.” The smooth, quiet voice was unmistakable. Allendyne paraded round the perimeter of the yard—a safe distance just beyond the length of the prisoners’ chains—issuing the taunts of a coward who knows his opponent cannot reach him. 
 
    Tavish lifted his head to look his captor in the eye, and almost lost his resolve. 
 
    The woman stood beside him. Another bruise adorned her face, and her lip was swollen. Eyes dulled with resignation, they ignited momentarily on meeting Tavish’s gaze before she lowered them again. 
 
    Allendyne drew her to him, holding her arm in a tight embrace and forcing a brutal kiss on her before releasing her to give Tavish a challenging stare. 
 
    His meaning was plain. Picking up the sword, Tavish nodded at James to do likewise. 
 
    By the time Allendyne gave the order to stop, the sun was high in the sky, casting shadows of the combatants against the wall. Exhausted and aching from sparring with the young man, Tavish threw down his sword at his jailer’s order. Looking up, his eyes met the woman’s again, but she lowered her lashes quickly. 
 
    “Ah, my Lord Tavish,” James sighed. “You’d have a better chance of whisky flying out of yer cock than you would with the likes of her.” 
 
    A soldier approached Allendyne and whispered in his ear. Allendyne’s face grew pale, and he pushed the woman away. He issued a sharp order, and she nodded and left, and he resumed his attention on the soldier, his voice sharpening with urgency. 
 
    “I wonder what has riled that English bastard.” 
 
    “‘Tis the rumours,” James said. “There have been sightings around the garrison. Some say Highlanders, but others say the barbarians are massing to take the fort.” 
 
    “Cardred’s people?” 
 
    “Aye. And when Morcar discovers you killed his son, you’ll not last long.” 
 
    “I had no choice,” Tavish said quietly. 
 
    “‘Tis murder, whether or not you were forced into it.” 
 
    “Then let us hope the rumours are wrong, James. But if the garrison is attacked, that would be our best chance for escape. Allendyne is too confident, but he is a weakling and a coward. He does not have the loyalty or respect of his men.” 
 
    “If he cannot hold the garrison, we are lost, Tavish. Morcar will not leave the building intact, ‘tis not his way. Every man in the building will die. As for the women—death would be the better fate.” 
 
    God’s blood—the woman! If the rumours were true of the barbarians’ treatment of the women they took, he prayed death would greet her swiftly. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Edward pushed Elyssia through the door, and she stumbled towards the bed. She lifted her arms to shield herself, but he was too quick for her. Another blow exploded across her face. 
 
    “Treacherous whore!” he cried. “I saw you leering at that savage. You’re mine, do you hear me? Mine!” 
 
    “Edward, I—” 
 
    “Silence!” he roared. The sound of material tearing rang in her ears before he was upon her, lifting her skirts up, his smooth, hard fingers digging into her thighs. 
 
    “You have the body of a whore—you may as well perform the duties of one,” he hissed. “That savage shall never have you. But if I find you played me false and are impure, I’ll wed that half-wit sister of yours instead.” 
 
    “No!” she cried. “Leave Alice alone. She does not understand. Edward, please, I have not known a man.” 
 
    “Let me judge that for myself.” 
 
    Clutching at the fur on the cot, she tried to drag herself away from him, but he was too strong. Doubtless, his men would take pleasure in watching rather than aiding her, but her instincts were too strong. Her voice hoarse with panic, she screamed for help. 
 
    Her prayers were answered as the door crashed open. Edward lifted himself off her. 
 
    “I told you I was not to be disturbed!” he roared. “I’ll have you sliced open for this!” 
 
    “My lord, we’re under attack!” a man’s voice rasped. “The garrison is surrounded. You must come now!” 
 
    Cursing, Edward followed the soldier from the chamber. 
 
    Her face throbbed where he had struck her. Faint sounds penetrated the rushing of blood in her ears—the sound of her fear of what Edward was about to do to her, and relief at the reprieve. The pounding grew more insistent. Someone was hammering on the main doors. The clash of steel and screams of men in battle became entwined with a faint acrid odour. 
 
    Smoke! The buildings were on fire. 
 
    Now was her chance. Edward would be busy defending the garrison. Surely Papa could be persuaded to break off their betrothal. If not, she could take refuge with her brother. She could find Alice, and they could throw themselves on Richard’s mercy. 
 
    Aye, her dear brother would help, but first, she must escape. 
 
    The main door was on fire, surrounded by swarming bodies of men. Through the smoke, she could make out a glint of a sword as the light caught it and the sound of blades clashing. She must find another means of escape. 
 
    Running down the staircase which led past the dungeons, she heard pleas for help. The prisoners. Edward would spare no thought for them, leaving them to die in the fire and taking pleasure in doing so. Taking a detour to the passageway that led to the prisoners’ cells, she bumped into one of the sentries running in the opposite direction. 
 
    “My lady, you should leave,” he panted. “Come with me.” 
 
    “What about the prisoners?” 
 
    “Leave them to burn.” 
 
    “We cannot! Give me your keys.” 
 
    “Don’t be a fool.” 
 
    She drew her knife. “Do as I say.” 
 
    He pulled the keys from his tunic and threw them at her feet before leaving her, his footsteps drowned by the crackling of the fire and the sounds of battle which grew nearer. 
 
    Holding the huge keyring in her hand, the memory of four years past seeped into her consciousness as if it were yesterday—creeping down the stone steps which led to the dungeon at de Montford Castle, a pale young girl with flaming red hair and wild green eyes, almost catatonic with horror at what had been done to her. 
 
    Those eyes! How they had mesmerised her—the last image of her as she had turned to acknowledge Elyssia before she was led to her freedom. Eyes which, instead of showing the hatred which Elyssia deserved, instead had looked at her with understanding. 
 
    It had all been for Alice. Elyssia would suffer pain at Edward’s hands and bear the burden of guilt if it would keep her beloved sister safe from harm—a sister with the mind of a child. But the girl, who had once been a beauty, had been reduced to nothing. Shame coiled tightly within Elyssia’s gut—a stinging hot needle of shame. The screams of the men in the garrison echoed the memory of the girl’s own screams. 
 
    She could never atone for what had been done to the girl—for what she herself had done. But by freeing these men—men who had been imprisoned for their lineage—she could repay part of the debt. 
 
    On hearing her footsteps, the prisoners called out, one voice dominating the rest. 
 
    The Highlander. Fingers curled round the iron bars in his cell door, his eyes flashing in the torchlight. 
 
    Heat rising in her face, she held out the keys, and he clasped the iron ring, sending a spike of need as his skin brushed against hers. Unwilling to face a swarm of savage Scotsmen, she withdrew her hand and fled the dungeon. 
 
    The courtyard was a melee of bodies, thick muscular barbarians swarming among the slimmer English soldiers, slicing through their armour with thick iron blades. 
 
    The English stood no chance. The garrison was lost, and the barbarians would sweep through, taking everything of value. There was no escape—all ways out were blocked by fighting bodies. Drawing her knife, she tested the sharpness of the blade against her wrist as her only choice became clear. She would not let herself be taken alive. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Snatching the keyring from the woman, Tavish glimpsed her retreating back as he fumbled with the keys. Within minutes, he and his fellow prisoners were unshackled and free. Ten men in all, most of them so badly injured at the hands of Allendyne’s torturers they would not survive an escape attempt—the barbarians or the English would cut them down on sight. But hope drove them, and one by one they limped into the noise and smoke, spurred on by the faint glimpse of freedom after so long in captivity. 
 
    A giant of a man flung himself at Tavish. Unarmed, he dodged the iron blade which hissed past his face, only to hear a faint cry from behind. 
 
    James. Eyes wide with surprise, the young clansman toppled forward, red liquid spurting from his chest in thick pulses. With a roar of rage, Tavish flung himself at the assailant, knocking him off balance. The two men crashed to the ground, the impact making the barbarian lose the grip on his sword. Spurred on by a need to avenge his cellmate, Tavish grasped the sword and plunged it into the man’s chest, twisting it as he moved it deeper, leaning on the hilt to put his full body weight on it. He grimaced at the sound of bones crunching as the sword found a route between the man’s ribcage to burst his heart open. Blood swelling in his mouth, the man let out one last cough before his body shook and he lay still. 
 
    Tavish wiped the sword on the dead man’s tunic and limped toward the courtyard. The sounds of battle had faded. Bodies were strewn over the ground—mostly the English, but a number of barbarians. His fellow prisoners’ bodies lay scattered: their eagerness for freedom had been their downfall. Doubtless, they had expected mercy, but barbarians on a quest for violence and pillage would not discriminate between Englishman and Scotsman. 
 
    Guttural roars of victory spoke of the barbarians’ success. Now they would ransack the building, taking what they could carry of any value before the fire destroyed the rest. Gold, trinkets, women… 
 
    Not her! 
 
    Where had she gone? Straining to hear her voice, he could only make out the crackle of the flames and the cries of the dying men. She had saved his life and risked her own. He had to find her. 
 
    A scream sent a chill through him, followed by deep, hoarse laughter. He followed the sound through a doorway and up the staircase which led to Allendyne’s office. The foolish lass must have returned there to hide. 
 
    Halfway up the staircase, he came upon a dirt-covered man, towering over her crouching figure. The man had her by the wrists. He smashed her wrist against the wall, and she dropped the knife she had been holding with a cry of pain and despair. 
 
    The man laughed again, chuckling in his thick accent of the things he planned to do to her. With a roar, Tavish ran towards him, barrelling into his body and knocking him sideways. With a scream, the woman tumbled down the staircase, landing in a crumpled heap at the bottom. Before Tavish could follow, a thick muscular arm curled round his throat. 
 
    “You dog!” he cried. “The whore is mine. I found her!” 
 
    A glint of metal caught Tavish’s eye. Her knife. He reached out, fumbling toward it until his fingers found the blade. It was blunt but would have to do. Using the man’s weight against him, Tavish twisted his body to one side, letting him pitch forward. Losing his footing, the man toppled down the staircase, landing beside the motionless woman. Before he could rise, Tavish was upon him, slicing across his throat with the knife. The blade did not penetrate deeply enough, and though red liquid trickled across the man’s neck the injury was not severe enough to impede him, and he struggled, his thick arms trying to get a purchase round Tavish’s own throat. Gritting his teeth, Tavish plunged the blade into the man’s neck, using his full weight. He twisted the knife until the thrashing grew weaker and the man lay still. 
 
    Shouts echoed from above. Too many voices—he was outnumbered. 
 
    The woman stirred, her chest rising and falling in a shuddering motion. She was alive. 
 
    Taking her by the arms, he hauled her over his shoulder, ignoring his body’s reaction at the feel of her curves under his hands. 
 
    He picked his way over the bodies in the courtyard, under cover of the smoke which billowed round in thick swirling circles, a black cloud rising through the air, obscuring the sunlight. 
 
    Harsh voices followed in his wake. Ignoring the pain in his lungs from the smoke, he broke into a run as soon as he had cleared the building, following the path towards the trees surrounding the area. 
 
    Deeper and deeper into the forest he ran, the effort warming his limbs. At length, exhaustion overcame him, and he stopped, his chest aching. Laying the woman on the ground, he knelt beside her and ran his hands over her body. The bones seemed sound, but a stickiness on the back of her head indicated the source of her unconsciousness. Her breathing seemed sound. Cradling her in his arms, he lay beside her. He must rest. With luck, she would not wake while he slept. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    When Elyssia woke, coldness seeped into her body from beneath and light raindrops spattered on her face. 
 
    How did she come to be outside? 
 
    She tried to move but was restricted by something warm—a body. She turned her head and let out a cry as a sharp pain penetrated the back of her neck. 
 
    The body moved, and two arms tightened their hold on her, releasing a sharp scent of smoke, sweat, and man. She tried to scream, but her chest spasmed into a cough, retching at the acrid smoky taste in her lungs. 
 
    “Easy!” a voice rumbled against her, and a large hand caressed her face, turning it slowly until she looked into the clear green eyes of the prisoner. 
 
    She struggled against him. “Let me go!” 
 
    He shook his head, holding her gently but firmly. Weakened by the cold, she was no match for him, and eventually, she yielded. 
 
    She was surrounded by trees. The only source of light came from above, where a pale moon struggled to cast light on the forest floor. There was no sound apart from the breeze rushing through the needles of the pine trees and the occasional call of a bird concealed in the darkness. In the distance, musical notes of water dancing over rocks drifted across the air. 
 
    “Are we close to the garrison?” 
 
    “Nay, lass. The barbarians killed all the English and were stripping the building of everything of value. You’re safer here.” 
 
    Another pair of eyes flashed across her mind—deep, black eyes lurking beneath a harsh, strong brow, streaked with mud; a voice uttering obscenities before she was thrust to one side and an explosion of pain had sent her into the darkness of oblivion. 
 
    “The barbarian! Where is he?” 
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    “You killed him?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “You… you saved me?” 
 
    He bent his head over hers until his chin touched her head and he nodded against her, his voice a soft whisper. 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Why did you save my life?” 
 
    He tightened his hold on her. “Why did you free me, lass?” 
 
    He ran a light finger down her cheek before reaching her chin and tipping her face up to meet his. His clear, steady gaze shattered her defences, compelling her to tell the truth. Who was this man who penetrated her thoughts? Strong in body and mind, reduced to the status of mere livestock at the hands of his jailers, yet he had stood proud and defiant as they flayed the skin from his back. 
 
    “Why, lass?” 
 
    “I-I could not bear the thought of you coming to harm,” she whispered. 
 
    A soft smile played on his lips. 
 
    “Nor I you.” 
 
    He brought his mouth down on hers, caressing her lips in a soft kiss. A rush of warmth flooded through her, and she drew a sharp intake of breath at the pulse of desire, her body rewarding her with a burst of coughing, sending shards of pain deep into her lungs. 
 
    Concern flickered across his eyes. 
 
    “You need water.” 
 
    A large hand stayed her movement. 
 
    “Nay, lass.” 
 
    A glint of metal made her flinch. He had her knife. Was he going to slice her throat with it? He shook his head before handing it to her. 
 
    “You need not fear me; I owe you a debt. I give you my word I’ll never harm you. Not all men are like Morcar’s people—or Edward Morland.” 
 
    He brushed his knuckles against her bruised face. 
 
    “We must find somewhere less exposed. These woods are full of predators.” 
 
    He lifted her in his arms, silencing her protests, and carried her towards the sound of the water until they reached a river. He stopped beside a large rock which jutted up at an angle, providing some shelter from above. Setting her down as if she were a delicate bird’s egg in danger of breaking, he motioned to her to remain still while he brought water from the river, cupping it in his large hands. The cool, fresh liquid eased the ache in her throat and removed the foul taste of smoke. 
 
    When she had finished, he reached into his loincloth and pulled out a handful of berries. 
 
    “It’s not much, but it should lessen the hunger.” 
 
    Too tired to care whether he intended to poison her, she ate the berries, savouring the rich, sour taste as they burst on her tongue in an explosion of flavour. 
 
    “Rest now. I’ll keep watch until the morning.” 
 
    She sank to the ground and drew her cloak around her. The last thing she saw before sleep overtook her was a broad silhouette—her guardian angel, a silent sentinel watching over her. Her Highlander. 
 
    When she opened her eyes, slivers of grey streaked through the trees, forming a soft backdrop against the solid body of the man. She lifted her head, and he moved almost immediately. He must have watched over her through the night. 
 
    “Have you had no rest?” 
 
    “Dinnae bother with me, lass. I am well.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You must rest also. I can watch over you. As I can trust you, so can you trust me, sir.” 
 
    “Nay, lass. We need to keep moving. Food is scarce, and I need to get you to safety.” 
 
    “What do you intend to do with me?” 
 
    “I can take you to someone to arrange safe passage back to… to your own people.” 
 
    The contempt in his voice as he uttered the last three words cut through the air. 
 
    “You hate us that much?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “The English murdered my sister.” 
 
    “Is that why you were captive?” 
 
    “The English have taken our homes, bled our land dry, and raped our women. I pay the price for making a stand against the tide of evil.” 
 
    “You cannot believe all of us are evil?” 
 
    “My clan has been all but destroyed, woman. My sister tortured and murdered by your English lords, all under the guise of the law of the land.” 
 
    She shook her head. “The king would not condone such treatment of women. He’s a just man who wants peace.” 
 
    “Peace?” he cried. “Peace! Hundreds of my kinswomen have been raped and beaten with Longshanks’ blessing. I petitioned Longshanks to bring my sister’s murderer to justice, and he laughed in my face! My reward has been two years in captivity, subject to the mercy of your betrothed. Is this the peace you crave?” 
 
    She shook her head to disperse the images of innocents being violated, but they clung to her mind’s eye with a stubborn fervour, the most potent image that of the young girl in her father’s dungeon. 
 
    “Speak no more!” she cried, “I cannot bear it.” 
 
    “Aye,” he scoffed, “what greater burden it must be for your delicate ears to hear of it, while my people suffer it every day.” 
 
    “Forgive me.” 
 
    He drew her to him. 
 
    “Nay lass, ‘tis for me to ask forgiveness. How can you know what your countrymen have done? You have suffered at Allendyne’s hands as much as I. More so, for you have no allies to plead for your cause.” 
 
    “Allendyne. Is Edward… is he dead?” 
 
    “Morcar’s men do not take prisoners. They don’t value human life.” 
 
    “Then I’m free.” 
 
    He offered his hand, and she took it, reassured by its solidity as his fingers curled around hers, his thumb caressing her wrist. 
 
    “Come, lass, we must leave now to cover a good distance by nightfall.” 
 
    Nodding, she let him lead her. She may not know where he was taking her, but she was safer in this rough Highlander’s hands than she had ever been in those of Edward Morland. 
 
    Hours later, she sank to the ground once more. They had followed the river, picking their way over rocks when the riverbank had grown steep, forming the walls of a gorge where the rush of water had eroded away the rocks over centuries. Was this what her countrymen were doing to the Highlanders? They might defy Longshanks, standing tall and proud as granite, but the water was patient, unyielding, and relentless, wearing away the rocks’ defences. 
 
    Deep lines furrowed the Highlander’s face, dark circles beneath his eyes. His mistreatment at the garrison was taking its toll. 
 
    He had stopped several times to let her rest while he searched for food, but pickings were slim. There were few berries that would not upset the stomach, and he was unable to catch any fish. They made do with water, and her stomach growled in protest. 
 
    They would not be able to maintain such a pace with so little to sustain them. Her body grew weaker, and though he insisted on carrying her when the ground grew rough, his arms shook each time he held her. Yet still, he insisted she be the one who rested. When he almost dropped her, his exhausted body trembling, she refused to heed his warnings. The forest may not be safe at night, but their danger would be all the greater if he were too exhausted to defend himself. 
 
    To her relief, he relented and dropped to the ground beside her. 
 
    She drew her cloak around her, grateful for the now tattered, filthy garment. The absence of clouds ensured a sharp frost would prevail. He curled his body around hers, letting her lay her head against his chest. But sleep would not come. The sharp, musky scent of him heightened her senses, warming her body from within, yet his own body jerked and shivered. 
 
    Reaching up, she touched a muscled shoulder. His skin was freezing. 
 
    “You must take my cloak, sir.” 
 
    “You need it yourself,” his voice rumbled back, laced with cold, teeth chattering. 
 
    “Then we’ll share it.” 
 
    She unfastened her cloak and drew it around them both. His breathing grew steady, and he relaxed, muscles softening with each breath as they lay cocooned in their shared body heat. She sighed against his chest. 
 
    “Are ye well, lass? You do not fear the perils of the night?” 
 
    “I feel safer now than I have ever done,” she whispered, “with you.” 
 
    He nuzzled his face against her hair, whispering words of comfort. She tipped her face towards him, and his lips claimed hers, affirming the bond between them—the bond which had been forged the moment he had looked into her soul. 
 
    Tongues touching, probing, tasting, his body called to hers, and in turn, she responded, tentatively at first, but her movements became more eager as a burning need flowed through her. A need to resume the dance of desire they had shared in her chamber. 
 
    Soft, gentle nips skipped across her chin, growing sharper, more urgent before he soothed them with his tongue, his hot breath tightening her skin where his wet mouth had cooled it just before. 
 
    A hardness pressed against her belly—hot, insistent, seeking entrance. Not understanding the exquisite need which had set her body alive, she shifted her legs to accommodate him, feeling him pulsing hotly against her thigh, close to the centre of her longing. Instinct propelled her into the unknown, and she parted her thighs, her body understanding before she did that it was the first step on the journey to ease her craving. 
 
    “Oh, lass.” He tore his mouth away from her, his body shuddering with suppressed yearning. “I can go no further. I cannot touch you again.” 
 
    “Please,” she whispered, “I want you. I know not how, but I want you.” 
 
    “Aye, lass, I understand,” he said through gritted teeth. “That is why we must stop before it’s too late. I cannot take you, though I greatly desire it. There’s no greater pleasure than to be the one to take a woman for the first time, but I do not have the right. ‘Tis not for me to take you on the forest floor like a common whore. Your worth is greater than that, lass. Your maidenhead will be taken by your husband—by a man who pledges to protect and honour you until death. Now Allendyne is dead, you can find a man to love you as you deserve, but I am not he.” 
 
    “I care not.” 
 
    “It cannot be, lass. We are enemies.” 
 
    She shook her head. “How can you say such things? Because our people are at war? Am I to be tarnished for the sins my people have committed against yours? You and I are not enemies—we are merely a man and a woman.” 
 
    He cursed under his breath. 
 
    “May God forgive me, lass, I want you. I will not take you, but I can show you the pleasures a man can give a woman, though you will remain intact.” 
 
    Pulling her to him, he covered her mouth with his once more, this time unleashing the tightly coiled spring of passion within him. It had swirled in the depths of his eyes even when tethered to the whipping post, helpless and at the mercy of her sadistic fiancé. Now she lay in his arms, completely at his mercy, surrendering herself, trusting him with her body and her heart. 
 
    Hands tugged at her gown, fingers fumbling at the laces, soft caresses danced across her body sending fiery trails into her throbbing core. Words of passion reverberated in his chest and the pulse of his heartbeat sang a gentle melody, his own body moving to the rhythm. His hands joined the dance, fingers caressing, stroking, coaxing until her body began to hum. Her voice joined the chorus, and she cried out. Her body burst into life as the berries had exploded on her tongue, bringing forth its own sweetness. 
 
    Clinging to him, she wept aloud with joy, her limbs writhing as the dance intensified before she sank back into his embrace, glorying in his strength, lulled into rapture by the soft pulsing in her body, echoes of their song of passion. 
 
    She opened her eyes to meet his soft gaze, eyes crinkled into a smile. He bent his head towards her and brushed his lips against hers. 
 
    “Sleep now,” he whispered. 
 
    A comforting warmth spread throughout her body, her eyelids growing heavy, and she closed her eyes again, burying her head in his chest, not wanting the moment to end. 
 
    “My Highlander, my love…” Though she uttered the words in her mind, he tightened his embrace. 
 
    The following day, they continued their journey, their pace growing ever slower. Sticking close to the river, they at least had water, but food was scarce. After they made camp, he disappeared for a while, returning with another handful of berries and a fish he had caught from the river with her knife. The flesh, though raw and unappetising, was to Elyssia better than Papa’s banquets, for it had been provided with love. 
 
    Huddling under her cloak, he brought her to pleasure again, warming her cold body with his hands and lips, murmuring tender words against her skin. Afterwards, he whispered to her of his home—a stone building set deep in the Highlands, surrounded by mountains where his people worked the land. In her mind’s eye, she saw hills tinged with purple from the heather, the warm, rich red earth from which they dug their fuel, the smoke from the peat fires at night to keep them warm against the harsh cold. Peasant and laird alike, his people were as one—loyal, loving. He spoke of his brother—a young, impetuous man who had inherited their father’s fiery temper and fierce loyalty to their cause—and his mother. His voice was tinged with sadness at her loneliness now his father had died and what the worry of his two-year absence would have done to her. 
 
    “You love your family and your home.” 
 
    “Aye,” he rumbled, pulling her close. “I miss my people and worry how they have fared during my absence. My brother Callum is too young, too hot-tempered to lead them. I only pray my mother has prevailed—her steady hand and clear mind temper his passion.” 
 
    “Would that I could see it,” she sighed. 
 
    “My people would never accept you.” 
 
    “I understand, and I cannot abandon Alice.” 
 
    “Alice?” 
 
    “My sister. She suffers from poor health. It was for her sake I agreed to marry Allendyne, though I am the younger. She’s too frail to endure marriage. I must return for her sake, lest Papa gives her to another of his friends. He only needs one daughter to secure an alliance.” 
 
    “You love her so much you’d be willing to take her place? Marry another man like Allendyne?” 
 
    “Aye. She has none but I to care for her.” 
 
    “Oh, lass,” he whispered, his voice thick with emotion. A large hand caressed her face, cupping her chin before turning her head to face him. His lips smothered her own, claiming her with his tongue until once more her body burst into life at his hands. This nameless man, her Highlander, had taught her that not all men desire power. Some, despite enduring humiliation and torture, have souls that are as pure as the clear water of the highlands. 
 
    She drifted to sleep. If only she could lay in his arms forever. A voice in her mind told her they would soon be parted. He would resume his life of hardship and toil, and she would return to a life of duty, her consolation being that she could protect Alice to her last breath. God had seen fit to show her a brief glimpse of an honest union between a man and a woman. She would repay Him by doing her duty to her sister. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When Tavish opened his eyes, it was not yet dawn. Cold shards of light sliced through the sky to the East and the birds had begun to stir. What had woken him? Though the air was damp, the cold had yet to penetrate the thick cloak to battle with the warmth of the body of the woman sleeping beside him. 
 
    He lifted his head, and she stirred. Her face, so tense when he had first set eyes on her at the garrison, now showed a peaceful expression. Brushing tendrils of damp hair from her forehead, he sighed at the thought of their inevitable parting. She parted her lips, and he traced an outline of her features with his finger before circling her mouth, the memory of her sweet taste burned indelibly on his tongue. 
 
    Ignoring the stirring in his groin, he brushed his lips against hers. She opened her eyes and gave him a sleepy smile. The intensity of their colour shone—a rich blue which looked almost violet in the growing light of the dawn. 
 
    His manhood twitched eagerly, and he shifted his position. The intense need had burned in his veins from the moment he touched her, thickening to a searing inferno the night she had offered herself to him. Had she been any other woman, he would have taken her in the dirt and eased his lust. But he had no wish to ruin her. She had saved his life. Whatever happened between them, he would return to his home as laird and marry another. But the woman in his arms—she would return ruined, disgraced. He hated the English and would have his revenge, but he could not do that to her. 
 
    Silencing the voice in his head, he bent down to kiss her. 
 
    A noise in the distance made him look up. So that was why he had woken! He motioned to her to stay still and set off to investigate. 
 
    A small party of men picked their way across a path in a line, visible between the trees. Though mostly on foot, two men at the front were on horseback. 
 
    English. 
 
    A hand touched his shoulder, and he almost cried out. The woman. 
 
    “Shh.” She crouched beside him. 
 
    “I told you to remain where you were,” he hissed. “There’s English ahead. ‘Tis too dangerous.” 
 
    “Danger for you, but not I,” she said. “They can take me home.” 
 
    The time had come for them to part. Though he knew it would happen eventually, he had wanted one more night with her—to feel her in his arms, to witness the joy of her pleasure at his touch. 
 
    “Let us join them.” 
 
    “Nay.” She took his hand and kissed it. “I must go alone, for they’d kill you. You are free to avenge your sister. But I would beg you—do not let your quest for justice destroy you. You might wish to dig graves for the men who wronged you, but a vengeful man must also dig a grave for himself. I have learned that some battles are not worth fighting.” 
 
    Pulling her towards him for one final kiss, he blinked away the moisture in his eyes. 
 
    “I’ll never forget you lass.” 
 
    “Elyssia.” 
 
    “Go with my blessing, Elyssia,” he said. “Your sister is fortunate to have you to care for her. I pray you find someone to perform such a service for you.” 
 
    “My Highlander.” Kissing him back, she drew away, wiping the tears which soaked her cheeks. Motioning him to stay down, she stumbled away and called to the men. 
 
    Poised to defend her if need be, he smiled at her courage. The rider leading the procession dismounted and drew his sword, but she stayed firm. In her clear voice, she said she was Lord Allendyne’s fiancée and had walked for three days after escaping the fire at the Arnford garrison. 
 
    “Aye, lady, we heard rumours it had been destroyed and spotted the smoke yesterday. How did you escape?” 
 
    “I hid until the fighting stopped. The smoke was thick enough to conceal me.” 
 
    “You were the only one who escaped?” 
 
    “The barbarians killed all the men. Even the prisoners were not spared. I’m the only survivor.” 
 
    Through the trees, Tavish saw the man lift Elyssia onto his horse before swinging up behind her. With a sharp word, they set off into the distance. Soon the birdsong obscured the sound of the hoofbeats and voices, and Tavish sat alone in the forest. Alone and free. 
 
    Curling his hand into a fist, he felt something hard in his palm. She had left him her knife—a kind gesture to ensure his protection or a token of her affection? Either way, he would wear it always, treasure it, to remember her by. She might have given him her knife, but she had taken a piece of his heart. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Two years later 
 
      
 
    “How much further, Lyssie?” 
 
    Alice’s plaintive voice cut across Elyssia’s dreams. The lulling motion of the cart had let her mind slip sideways until her Highlander penetrated her dreams. After two years, she still clung to the memory of his hands and lips on her. 
 
    Where was he now? Had he returned to his people? Perhaps he was married, like her. After two years, had he avenged his sister? 
 
    Ahead of the cart rode her husband of six days, John de Beauchamp. Another friend of Papa’s, he was at least not as sadistic as Lord Allendyne. Rumours abounded that Edward Morland had not died in the fire, but thankfully Papa had not pursued them, having already promised her to de Beauchamp. 
 
    Life with a bad-tempered man old enough to be her grandfather would be more bearable now he had permitted Alice to live with them. Papa, glad to rid himself of both his daughters, had increased the dowry to persuade de Beauchamp to take Alice as well. Only Richard, her dear brother, had regretted her leaving. 
 
    “Lyssie?” 
 
    Pale eyes looked up at her, framed by fine blonde hair. 
 
    “Forgive me, Allie.” Elyssia drew a protective arm round her sister’s shoulders. “Not long now, then we can settle you in your new home.” 
 
    “Will we be happy there?” 
 
    “Aye, my dear. De Beauchamp is not a bad man. He’ll protect me—and I always take care of you, do I not?” 
 
    “I’m glad of it,” Alice replied. “Mamma told me she thought he wouldn’t want you, for you don’t have the body of a lady. What did she mean?” 
 
    “Hush, Allie. Do not speak of it.” 
 
    “Is your husband kind? As kind as Richard?” 
 
    “No man is as kind as our brother.” 
 
    “I’ll miss Richard.” 
 
    “Aye, dear one. So will I.” 
 
    Elyssia picked up a woollen rag which had been fashioned into a rough human form. 
 
    “Here, Alice. Take your doll.” 
 
    Alice smiled and buried her head in Elyssia’s chest. Kissing the top of her sister’s head, Elyssia banished all thoughts of her Highlander from her mind. The person she loved most in the world was in her arms here and now. 
 
    The cart drew to a halt and voices shouted from the front of the party. Elyssia called to one of the men. 
 
    “What’s happened?” 
 
    “The road is blocked, my lady.” 
 
    De Beauchamp rode back to the cart, turning his milky gaze on her. 
 
    “Stay here, wife. A tree has fallen across our path, but the men are moving it.” 
 
    “Husband, I can help.” 
 
    “Don’t be a fool. Do as you’re bid. Stay here and look after… her.” 
 
    Flinching at his tone, she nodded. 
 
    Voices carried through the air as the men heaved the tree, morphing into cries coming from the forest which ran alongside their path. 
 
    “Lyssie!” Alice screamed. 
 
    “Hush, Alice, we’ll be on our way soon.” 
 
    “No!” Alice gestured to the trees. Swarms of dark shapes grew larger until they formed definite shapes. Men—Highlanders—ran towards their party, puffs of breath visible in the air as they roared out their battle cries. At a sharp command from de Beauchamp, his men-at-arms surrounded the cart. 
 
    But they were outnumbered at least two to one. 
 
    Holding her sister close, Elyssia murmured a silent prayer. They were going to die. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “There they are, my lord.” 
 
    Tavish nodded, a grim smile on his lips. Lying on his belly at the top of the hill flanked by two of his men, he had a clear view of the path below, winding into the distance across the land. Distant figures appeared on the horizon, crawling along the path. 
 
    “At last, I have her. Lady Agatha de Montford. Daughter of the swine who murdered Flora.” 
 
    The man on his right sighed. “You intend to proceed?” 
 
    “Aye, Duncan. The clan demands it. I promised both Flora and my father. I have no choice. If the rumours are true, she’s a haughty bitch and deserves what’s coming to her.” 
 
    “You believe any woman deserves what we plan to do?” 
 
    “Did Flora deserve what that bastard de Montford did to her? To die screaming in my arms?” 
 
    “But what will it do to you, Tavish? Flora will be avenged, but at what cost? To the woman? To you? Will you be able to live with yourself afterwards?” 
 
    “I must, Duncan. I made a vow before the clan. I could not break it even if I wanted to.” 
 
    “I hear the reluctance in your voice, Tavish,” a rough voice said from the left. “You’re weak-bellied! Do you want our people to see you as a lover of the English? If you won’t do the deed, it would be my pleasure.” 
 
    “It’s not a deed to relish, Angus,” Tavish growled. “Go to the men and tell them to make ready.” 
 
    “Aye, my lord.” 
 
    Angus bowed and left, his heavy tread growing fainter through the forest. 
 
    “Take care of Angus,” Duncan said quietly. “If you must take this woman, keep him away from her.” 
 
    He took Tavish’s hand. “Wait for us at the camp.” 
 
    “I am your laird,” Tavish protested. “I must lead you into battle.” 
 
    “Aye, Tavish,” Duncan replied, “but tonight you are about to commit a greater sin, and you must make peace with your maker before you do the deed. When we have the woman, I’ll bring her to you.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Highlanders’ swords cut down the Englishmen as if they were saplings. De Beauchamp himself roared in pain and anger, his screams mingling with the shrill cries of his horse, which fell to the ground, huge red stains spreading across the animal’s white flank. 
 
    “English swine!” Harsh, brutal voices laced with thick accents spat obscenities. 
 
    Within moments, bodies of the English littered the path. The Highlanders had killed them with frightening efficiency without so much as a single injury to themselves. How could Longshanks think he could subjugate these people? 
 
    Slowly they advanced on the two women. Alice buried her head in Elyssia’s shoulder. Her whimpers increased, and her body shook, heralding the beginning of convulsions. 
 
    “Hush, sweet one.” Elyssia stroked her sister’s head, stepping into the familiar ritual. “Close your eyes—see the trees, like I taught you; the autumn leaves. Can you see the reds and golds?” 
 
    “Aye…” 
 
    “Breathe, dear one, breathe.” 
 
    Alice’s chest shuddered, but the convulsions in her body began to lessen. To keep them at bay, Elyssia had to disguise the fear which threatened to overpower her. 
 
    Straightening her stance, she called out in a clear voice. 
 
    “What manner of barbarism is this—to murder men and terrorise unarmed women?” 
 
    One of the men laughed coarsely, his shaggy, dirty beard brushing against his chest, red mouth opening to reveal yellowed teeth. 
 
    “We’ll do more than that, English bitch.” 
 
    “Have a care, Angus,” a second man said sharply before turning to the women. “My name is Duncan. Which of you is Agatha de Montford?” 
 
    “I am,” Elyssia said coldly. “Lady Agatha Elyssia, Countess de Beauchamp.” 
 
    “Countess no more, ye’re a widow now.” He inclined his head toward Alice. 
 
    “Is she your maid?” 
 
    “She’s my sister.” 
 
    “Then you’re both to come with us.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” 
 
    The first man laughed coarsely. “English whores!” 
 
    “Silence, Angus!” Duncan snapped before he addressed Elyssia. “Come with us or ye shall die here.” 
 
    “No!” Alice let out a wail, and Elyssia hushed her with a kiss. 
 
    “We have no choice, Allie, but I’ll not let them hurt you.” She turned to Duncan, who seemed to be the voice of reason. 
 
    “Will you promise not to harm us?” 
 
    “You’re in no position to bargain, woman, but ye’ll not be killed.” 
 
    Elyssia climbed out of the cart and helped Alice down. Almost at once, the men were upon them. Alice let out a howl, her voice heightening in pitch. 
 
    “Don’t frighten her,” Elyssia cried, “she does not understand.” 
 
    “Is she a half-wit?” Angus laughed. 
 
    Ignoring him, she spoke to Duncan. “She frightens easily and suffers poor health. Treat her gently, and I’ll do everything you ask.” 
 
    Duncan’s eyes softened before he gestured to the man on his right. “Finlay, look after the sister. I’ll take Lady Agatha.” 
 
    Finlay nodded. He was much younger than the rest—a mere boy only recently come to manhood. 
 
    “My lady.” He held his hand to Alice and waited, patience in his stance, a groom coaxing a nervous filly. 
 
    “Go to him,” Elyssia whispered. 
 
    Alice took Finlay’s hand, her body still trembling, and he gave her a shy smile of reassurance. 
 
    “Lady.” Duncan held out a rope, refusing to meet her eye. “Forgive us, we must bind your hands.” 
 
    Elyssia held out her hands. Securing the rope, Duncan lifted his eyes to meet hers before lowering them. Though he looked at her only briefly, it was enough to reveal the thick, raw shame in his expression. Whoever these men were, not all of them took pleasure in her abduction. Perhaps she could use that to her advantage. 
 
    The world inverted as Duncan lifted her onto his shoulder, Finlay following suit with Alice. The men set off into the forest at a fast pace, the heavy tread of footsteps through the undergrowth almost masking the sound of their puffs of breath and hacking coughs as they hawked and spat on the ground. 
 
    When they reached their destination—a camp consisting of makeshift tents—Duncan set her on her feet. 
 
    “Lyssie!” 
 
    Her heart tightened at the plaintive voice. 
 
    “I’m here, Alice. I won’t leave you.” 
 
    “Duncan,” Angus growled, “go tell the master we’ve returned with his bounty.” 
 
    Flashing Angus a hard look, Duncan left. With a grin, Angus advanced on Elyssia brandishing another rope, before securing it around her neck. 
 
    “How dare you treat us like animals!” Elyssia cried. “Are we to be tethered to a tree like horses?” 
 
    “Aye,” Angus rasped before leering at her, “and ridden like mares.” 
 
    He pushed Finlay towards them. “Watch over the whores until he’s ready.” 
 
    “Of what does he speak?” Fear tightened Elyssia’s chest, but Finlay turned his back as if unwilling to face her. 
 
    “Ye’ll soon find out.” 
 
    Raised voices surrounded the tent. The men argued, but their accents were too thick to make out more than a few words. Elyssia recognised Angus’s voice, angry and demanding, full of hate as he spat out her name. 
 
    The tent opening drew back, and Duncan’s face appeared, tinged with sadness. 
 
    “Untie her, Finlay. Woman, come with me.” 
 
    Complying, Finlay handed the rope to Duncan, who closed his eyes as if in prayer before curling it into a fist around the end. 
 
    He led her outside, and she drew back at the sight before her. The men had formed a semicircle surrounding her, faces leering in the torchlight. Tugging on the rope, Duncan pulled her towards another tent. An ugly black mass of terror welled up inside her. 
 
    “I hope the master will let me ride her after he’s had his fill,” Angus growled, accompanied by coarse laughter and jeering from the men. 
 
    “Ye’ll have a turn, Angus! There’s two for us all to share!” 
 
    “Not my sister!” Elyssia cried, lunging forward. Her head snapped back against the rope, sending a jolt of pain through her. 
 
    Rough hands propelled her towards the tent opening—a black, gaping hole awaiting her, through which she could make out a large, moving shape. A living nightmare waiting to destroy her. 
 
    She struck out, and her hand met flesh. Sticky wetness burst onto her hands as her fingernails made a purchase. She flung out an arm at a movement to one side, and a large hand gripped her wrist. Dipping her head, she sank her teeth into the hand, tearing at the flesh. 
 
    With a howl of pain, her assailant released her, but pain exploded in her face where he struck her. 
 
    “Curse you all to hell, you animals!” she screamed, but her cries were met with more laughter. 
 
    “A feisty filly this one. She’ll take some breaking in!” 
 
    She had been reduced to an animal. A terrified animal caught in a trap, using her only weapons—teeth and claws—against the pack of wolves which would inevitably overcome her. But she would fight to her last breath, instinct driving her to defend herself against the relentless tide of brutality and lust. 
 
    “Barbarians, the lot of you!” she screamed, “and all your women grubby whores!” 
 
    Hands pushed her forward, and she tripped, falling facedown on a hard pallet covered in a rough woollen blanket. 
 
    “No! Stop it!” A deep male voice penetrated her own screams before hands dug into her flesh, stifling her voice, and she choked against the coarse wool. 
 
    The voice cried out again, its timbre so familiar—an echo of her dreams which crawled into her mind. She screamed, obliterating the voice as a sharp pain heralded the end of her innocence. Closing her mind to her fate, she pictured the falling leaves, tumbling shapes drifting through the autumn air—shapes she used to draw with Alice in their old nursery, leaves falling to the earth in a soft rhythm to match her breathing. Her mind joined the leaves, drifting, weightless and soulless, in the cold air, leaving her body a cold, empty shell until blessed oblivion claimed her. 
 
    The noose tightened, returning her to the pain, and hands rolled her onto her back. She opened her eyes and looked into a nightmare worse than anything she could have imagined, and a wail of despair burst from her chest. 
 
    The moss green gaze that greeted her—they were eyes of the man who had visited her in her dreams for two years. 
 
    The man who tonight had stripped her of her innocence and reduced her to a whore. 
 
    Her Highlander. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “Elyssia.” 
 
    Tavish never thought he would hear that name on his lips—that he would see her again. Those violet eyes which had once shown only love and trust, now glittered with hatred. Eventually, they shrank into despair and dulled into the mindless expression of the animal his men had reduced her to—a cow lying broken before her owner, waiting to be slaughtered. 
 
    Drawing her knees to her chest, she rolled over, eyes open yet unseeing, and lay still. 
 
    “Tavish?” Duncan’s soft voice reminded him of his purpose and his duty. What was the life of one woman—whoever she may be—compared to his family, his clan? 
 
    “Shall I move her from your tent?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Leave her. Do not touch her again.” 
 
    A hand touched his arm, the hand of his friend, a gesture of friendship and understanding. 
 
    “Innocents are sacrificed in war, Tavish, ye ken that. Flora and Ewan are being avenged. The Clan will thank ye for it.” 
 
    “Aye,” Tavish croaked in reply, “but what makes us different to de Montford? Have I not become the same monster as he?” 
 
    “Don’t think of it, my friend,” Duncan replied. “Therein lies the path to insanity. Your conscience sets you apart from him. By taking the woman for yourself, you spare her the fate her father thrust upon Flora when he threw her to the rest of his men.” 
 
    “But I didn’t take her, Duncan,” Tavish sighed. “At the last, I couldn’t bring myself to do it; not even to that man’s daughter.” 
 
    “Then what will you do now, Tavish? Give her to your men like he did? You must take her for yourself if you wish to protect her from that.” 
 
    Nodding, Tavish picked up a blanket and draped it over Elyssia’s body. She did not react but continued to stare ahead, not even flinching when he touched her face. He ran a light finger along the ugly bruise below her left eye and her swollen lip, before lifting it to his lips, staring at the ruby droplet—the same blood he had shed moments before. 
 
    “Elyssia, can you hear me?” 
 
    Unresponsive, she lay still. 
 
    A woman screamed in the distance, and Elyssia’s body jerked upright. 
 
    “Alice!” With a cry, she leapt to her feet and darted outside. Tavish followed to find her sister grappling with Angus, who laughed as he jerked the noose on her neck, ignoring Finlay’s pleas for him to stop. 
 
    Alice shrieked again, her body jerking with stiff, inhuman motions. 
 
    Tavish grasped the rope secured around Elyssia’s neck. With a cry, her head snapped back, and he pulled her to him and drew his knife to hold it against her throat. 
 
    “Don’t move,” he hissed. She tried to twist her body away from him and caught her chin on the knife in his hand. 
 
    No, not his knife, but hers—the small eating knife he’d treasured since the day she had given it to him, oiling the handle and honing the blade to keep it sharp, as sharp as the sweet memory of her. How cruel fate could be that he had used this blade to injure her further. 
 
    A rush of warm liquid dripped from the wound on her chin. 
 
    “Alice!” she cried. “The leaves! Remember! Dear God, please!” 
 
    “Lyssie, your face!” Alice screamed, and her body jerked back and forth like a cart with a broken wheel. 
 
    “What manner of devilry is this?” Angus cried, pushing her away as if she were tainted by witchcraft. 
 
    Alice fell to the ground, but her limbs continued to thrash to and fro while she gurgled and moaned through clenched teeth. 
 
    “I must tend to her!” Elyssia cried. “Let me go!” 
 
    “So you can cast a spell on us?” Angus rounded on her, his face twisted with hatred and lust, but Tavish pushed him aside. 
 
    “What ails her?” 
 
    “She has the falling sickness. When she’s frightened, she… she collapses. When I was not present the last time, she nearly died. Please!” 
 
    “Lying whore!” 
 
    “Angus, be quiet!” 
 
    Tavish released her, and she flew towards her sister, taking her in her arms, whispering soft words, stroking her head, soothing, coaxing her back. 
 
    “Alice—leaves in autumn, can you see them?” The woman in her arms continued to jerk. 
 
    “Can you see them, Alice? Red and gold—there they are! Flying like butterflies in the air, landing in the stream at the bottom of your garden. See the clear water, Alice—you’re dipping your hand in. Feel the cold against your skin.” 
 
    Alice’s movements began to subside, the inhuman groans morphing into words. 
 
    “Lyssie… Lyssie. Richard?” 
 
    “Aye, Allie. Richard is with us in the dream. He wants you to return to us, as do I.” 
 
    “Lyssie?” Alice opened her eyes. Tavish watched in admiration as the woman his men had just violated set aside her injuries and humiliation, focusing on the childlike woman she cradled in her arms. She rocked her to and fro, singing a gentle lullaby which had no place among Tavish and his men. Another image burned into his memory—that of Flora; his gentle Flora as she lay dying in his arms, singing a soft song to the brother she loved, to ease his pain on her death. 
 
    Broken and violated, Elyssia was now the same as Flora. Yet still, she was capable of such love for another. But it mattered not. He had set upon the path of revenge, and there could be no return. She must pay for the sins of her sire. Duty to his clan overshadowed his desire for a woman. 
 
    The woman in Elyssia’s arms quietened, but Elyssia continued to sing. Finlay crouched beside her and murmured something in a low voice. Nodding, she sat back, letting him lift Alice’s motionless form before turning her sorrowful eyes on Tavish. 
 
    Lowering his eyes in shame, he gestured towards his friend. 
 
    “Duncan, take the woman to my tent and secure her, but treat her wound first.” 
 
    He waited until night was full upon them before returning to his tent. Duncan had lit a candle. The flickering light traced her form on the pallet, rising and falling with each breath. 
 
    “Elyssia.” 
 
    Her body stiffened. 
 
    “I know you’re awake, Elyssia.” 
 
    “Do not speak my name, Tavish,” she said, her voice bitter. “I am Lady Agatha de Montford. You have no right to address me with such familiarity.” 
 
    Anger mingled with guilt on hearing her utter his name for the first time with such loathing. 
 
    “You have no right to address me,” he growled. “Ye’re nothing but a whore now.” 
 
    Such ugly words! Her body flinched, but she did not respond; the fire had gone from her. Eventually, she murmured in a low voice, almost inaudible. 
 
    “May I ask you something?” 
 
    “No,” he replied. “You have no right to ask anything of me.” 
 
    “I only ask that Alice not be harmed.” 
 
    “You ask nothing for yourself?” 
 
    “No. I am lost. But I beg you spare my sister. She does not understand the world. Please release her.” 
 
    The stirring in his groin sent a jolt of pain through him—or was that his conscience? A hand shot out from under the blanket and took his wrist. Bright blue eyes stared at him, desperation in their wild expression. 
 
    “Please… Tavish.” 
 
    “She’ll not be harmed. You have my word.” 
 
    She did not thank him, but why would he expect gratitude from her? Spurred on by memories of the tender moments they had shared two years before, he lifted his hand to her sweet face, but she recoiled, hatred burning in her eyes. The wound on her chin had stopped bleeding. Duncan had cleaned it. It would heal, though she would be scarred for life. But she would never recover from the scars hidden deep within her—scars for which he was responsible. 
 
    Would that it had been any woman but her! 
 
    No woman deserves such a fate—not even an Englishwoman. 
 
    “Get to sleep,” he said, the rough command disguising his self-loathing. “We journey at first light.” 
 
    “Where to?” 
 
    “My home.” 
 
    His home. Glenblane—the rugged land of which he had spoken to her with such passion. The home she’d said she wished with all her heart she could see. A hidden corner of his soul had prayed she might return with him one day, but the circumstances of her return had cursed his prayers. It was a lesson he must learn—that he must put his clan first. He turned his back on her, closing his eyes, waiting until the gentle sound of her breathing signified she had fallen asleep. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The men journeyed hard and on foot. Separated from Alice, Elyssia could only trust Duncan’s reassurances that her sister was well. He took turns carrying her over his shoulder with another man, each handing her to the other when they stopped to rest. 
 
    As night fell, the party made camp, Tavish’s distinctive voice issuing orders. Would she be brought to him again? Her body ached, and the wound on her face stung despite Duncan’s administrations. 
 
    Occasionally Tavish glanced in her direction before averting his gaze, as if the sight of her disgusted him now he knew whose daughter she was. 
 
    She had not known the name of the girl in Papa’s dungeon—the poor, broken creature. Did the girl know her brother would seek retribution and reduce Elyssia to the same state? But he’d told her his sister had been murdered. What had happened to her after she’d left de Montford Castle? 
 
    Duncan pulled her to her feet and led her to a tent. Expecting to be violated once more, she let out an involuntary cry of joy. Alice sat, clutching her doll to her breast. Mindful of the rope around her sister’s neck, she bade her remain seated and joined her, complying in silence while Duncan tethered her alongside her sister before leaving them with Finlay. 
 
    The young man smiled at Alice. Too young to have been embittered by the experiences of life, his youthful face radiated warmth and friendship, only tinged with guilt and discomfort when he turned his soft brown eyes to Elyssia. Now she was a whore, would every soul she met look upon her thus? 
 
    Not understanding the evils of the world, Alice blushed when the young Highlander’s fingers brushed against hers as he handed her a chunk of bread. But Elyssia did not have the heart to admonish her. As long as Alice was at peace, Elyssia could bear the burden for both of them. 
 
    While they ate, Finlay gathered blankets together, setting them on the ground. 
 
    “How can we lie down, tethered like animals?” 
 
    He had the grace to blush. 
 
    “The master’s orders were that you be secured.” 
 
    “For what purpose? My sister is unwell. You think two women are a match for twenty strong men? I was denied the chance to comfort Alice last night. Grant me this concession now, I beg you—for her sake if not for mine. You would earn her gratitude for one small act of kindness.” 
 
    Blushing, he nodded and fumbled at the knots on the ropes. Alice took his hand, thanking him in her quiet voice. Mumbling his response, he handed Elyssia a blanket, watching with his wide, innocent eyes while she bade her sister join her before draping the blanket round them both, gritting her teeth while she drove out the memory of holding another warm body close to keep the cold at bay two years ago. 
 
    Why did it have to be him? Why did he invade her thoughts still, her body recalling the sweet pleasure he’d given her two years ago? 
 
    Alice’s breathing grew deep and steady. Sweet Alice—always trusting her sister to keep her safe. Elyssia brushed a kiss against her forehead. Could she keep Alice from harm, or would she betray her sister’s trust? Her own worth was gone. If these men succeeded in taking them to their stronghold, Alice would be lost also. She needed to act—soon. 
 
    Finlay’s breathing slowed to a rhythm, accompanied by gentle snores. Shaking Alice awake, Elyssia placed a hand over her mouth, her voice a low hiss. 
 
    “Make no sound. Be ready to move when I say. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    She crawled towards the young man who slept soundly, the rope at his feet. 
 
    His sword was propped up against a sack. Elyssia tested the weight—too heavy for her to wield, but it suited her purposes. 
 
    “Forgive me.” She struck the back of his neck with the hilt of the sword. He fell forward with a sigh, landing face down on the ground. 
 
    “Lyssie!” 
 
    “Hush!” she hissed. “I’ve not hurt him. See? He still breathes. Help me with the rope.” 
 
    She secured the rope around his wrists and tore a strip from her undergown to use as a gag. Satisfied with her handiwork, she took Alice’s hand and pulled her outside. 
 
    “My doll!” Alice cried. 
 
    “Hush! Go back for it—quickly, now!” 
 
    Outside, two men sat by a fire, their backs to them. Too busy exchanging crude remarks, they paid no attention to the soft shush of leaves as Elyssia crawled into the darkness, Alice in her wake. When the voices had faded and the fire only a dim flicker through the trees, she pulled Alice up, and they broke into a run. 
 
    Soon after, Alice’s breathing grew laboured, and they stopped to rest. A faint babbling in the distance heralded their first stroke of good fortune. Water. Taking Alice’s hand, she set off at a gentler pace until they reached a stream. 
 
    “Come, Allie. Drink, and you will feel better.” 
 
    “What about Finlay?” Alice pleaded. “Will he die?” 
 
    “No, sweet one, he will not.” 
 
    “But he fell after you hit him. You always say I could die when I fall.” 
 
    “Oh, my love, it’s not the same thing. I’m sorry for what I did, but it was our only chance of escape.” 
 
    “He was kind.” Alice’s voice held a hint of accusation. 
 
    “Aye, my love,” Elyssia whispered, “but other men are not so kind. We must be far from the camp when they discover we’ve gone.” 
 
    Their toil along the stream was reminiscent of her journey of two years before. This time, Elyssia played the role of guide, albeit a poor one. Their pace was slow, and Elyssia could find nothing to eat. Eventually, it became clear Alice could go no further. Elyssia led Alice into the forest where bracken grew thickly enough to provide shelter. With luck, any pursuers would stay close to the stream and miss them. Ignoring the thorns which tore at her gown, she crawled into the undergrowth, pulling Alice with her. She cradled her sister’s head against her chest while Alice clutched her doll and placed her thumb in her mouth. 
 
    Elyssia began to form a plan. In the morning she would climb a tree to see if she could spot the road where they had been ambushed. If fortune favoured her, they should reach the safety of de Beauchamp’s residence in a matter of days if they kept up a good walking pace. As his widow, she would claim sanctuary. She closed her eyes, lulled to sleep by Alice’s steady breathing. They were free. 
 
    The morning dawned damp and grey, a thick mist clinging to the forest, penetrating Elyssia’s bones with icy fingers. 
 
    Shaking Alice awake, she crawled out of their hiding place. There was no sound apart from the rush of water from the stream in the distance. 
 
    “Come on, dearest,” she coaxed, helping Alice up. 
 
    “I’m hungry.” Alice set her mouth into a childish pout. “Won’t move until I have eaten.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sweet one, I have nothing to give you.” She took Alice’s hand. Her sister’s slim fingers were freezing. She would not survive long out in the open. 
 
    “Let’s play a game!” Elyssia said brightly. “Pretend we’re hunters looking for faeries in the forest. We can’t see them if we sit still, but if we run for long enough, they will reward us.” 
 
    Alice’s face creased into a smile, her watery blue eyes shining with excitement. 
 
    “Can Richard play as well?” 
 
    “Not today, but we can tell him about it when we see him again. Come on. Don’t forget your doll.” 
 
    Alice would not be able to run for long, but Elyssia coaxed and cajoled her into moving with tales of the faeries that lived in the woods and water nymphs who sang songs to the tune of the rushing water of the stream. They stopped for breath beside the stream. It had narrowed to a point where the water tumbled and bubbled over rocks. 
 
    “Listen to the stream, Alice, can you hear them singing?” 
 
    “Aye, I can!” 
 
    The rushing sound grew louder until it formed words—harsh, deep words, voices calling. Had they reached safety already? Were they near an English outpost? 
 
    Nay, not the English. Thick accents shouted in urgency, accompanied by loud thrashing. 
 
    Highlanders. 
 
    Grasping Alice’s hand, she darted back into the forest, heading for a clump of bracken. It grew less thickly in this part of the forest—barely enough to conceal one. 
 
    Pushing her sister into the undergrowth, Elyssia pulled the bracken over her until she was completely concealed. 
 
    “Lyssie, don’t leave me!” 
 
    “Hush!” she hissed. “Stay still and don’t make a sound until I come for you. This is no game, Allie. Our lives depend on it.” 
 
    Alice nodded and held her doll close—a talisman to protect her. 
 
    The shouting increased. There was no time to lose. Running deeper into the forest, Elyssia came upon another clump of bracken and darted underneath it. The heavy crashing of men’s footsteps grew closer. 
 
    “Any sign?” 
 
    Angus. 
 
    Elyssia uttered a silent prayer he would not find her for he would show no mercy. 
 
    “Footprints by the water! They were here.” 
 
    “Search the surroundings. These prints are fresh. They cannot have gone far.” 
 
    The thrashing continued, but the cursing and swearing told her their search was not fruitful. 
 
    “Might they have crossed the water?” 
 
    “Then the bitch is a fool. The water is running so fast she’ll have drowned. But we should cross it just in case. Come on.” 
 
    This was her chance. If the men crossed the stream, it would give her time to get Alice away. 
 
    A sneeze interrupted her thoughts. Was that one of the men? 
 
    “What was that?” a sharp voice called out. “Search again!” 
 
    Alice! A knot of dread tightened in her throat. Through the bracken she could make out Alice’s hiding place, the fronds moving against the breeze. 
 
    Be still. Dear God, be still! 
 
    “Over there!” 
 
    No, not Alice! Elyssia jumped up. Three men advanced on Alice’s hiding position. 
 
    “Here!” she cried. 
 
    “Get her!” Angus roared. All three men burst into a run towards her. Lifting her skirts, she broke into a sprint, but a night and day of hard travelling with no food and little water had taken their toll on her body and her disobedient limbs failed to respond. 
 
    Her only advantage was her smaller frame. Picking a tree, she lifted herself onto the lowest branch, swinging her legs up to get a purchase before pulling up with her arms. The branch groaned in protest but held firm. Remembering happier childhood times when she had climbed trees with Richard, she continued to clamber skywards. 
 
    The tree vibrated, and a snapping sound was followed by a thud, and she looked down. Angus sprawled on the ground at the foot of the tree, cursing. His companions looked up at her, their eyes cold with hatred. 
 
    Pulling herself higher, she almost lost her footing when the tree shook. Through the branches, she saw Angus running towards the tree to ram it again with his shoulders. 
 
    “Bitch!” he roared. “Come down!” 
 
    “You come up!” she taunted. If she engaged him in a long enough conversation, perhaps Alice might gain the initiative to run on her own. 
 
    “Where’s the idiot?” Angus sneered. 
 
    “Don’t speak of her so!” Elyssia cried, loud enough for her sister to hear. “Alice has gone. We separated last night—she’s not here, and I’m glad of it!” 
 
    “We still have you.” 
 
    “I’ll never surrender to you. Go back to your master.” 
 
    “If you won’t climb down, you’ll be forced down.” 
 
    “How will you do that?” she cried. “The thickest branches cannot sustain your bulk, great ox that you are.” 
 
    “If the bird won’t fly the nest, we must fell the tree.” He drew out something large and shiny, the metal glinting in the dull morning light. With a laugh, he swung his arms, and a deep shudder reverberated through the tree as he struck it with the axe. 
 
    Accompanied by shouts of encouragement Angus swung the axe again, marking the same spot where the first blow fell, and the tree began to list to one side. In another blow or two, she would be felled. 
 
    With no choice but to surrender, she climbed down, ignoring the men’s jeers. Rough hands grasped her ankles, pulling her to the ground. 
 
    “The rope,” Angus hissed. He bound her hands and ankles, squeezing her buttocks in a crude gesture, and delivered a stinging slap on her thigh when she struggled. 
 
    “Stay still, whore, or I’ll ignore my lord’s orders and take you here and now on the forest floor.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “James, do something about her squeals. I’m not of a mind to hear a wench’s moans unless I’m between her thighs.” 
 
    A rough gag was forced between her teeth before she found herself upended as Angus slung her over his shoulder, squeezing her thighs again and chuckling when she groaned in protest. Praying for Alice’s safety, she let her body hang limply over the huge man’s shoulder. 
 
    The journey back was far quicker. She and Alice had barely covered any notable distance. It was still light when they arrived at the camp amid the murmurs of the men. Angus strode to Tavish’s tent and threw her to the floor at his feet. 
 
    Pushing herself up to a sitting position, she glared at the man she had once thought she could love. She lifted her head in a gesture of defiance, refusing to be cowed, while Angus gave an account of their search and her recapture. 
 
    Alice was free—nothing else mattered. 
 
    “Why do you smile?” 
 
    She met his gaze steadily until he lowered his gaze, his expression uncomfortable. 
 
    Triumph filtered into her mind. He could do what he liked with her, but she had achieved her goal—outwitted him. 
 
    Not one heartbeat later, her triumph crumpled, its destruction brought about by a single cry. 
 
    “Lyssie!” 
 
    Alice. 
 
    Her chest constricted, forcing the breath from her body. She had failed. 
 
    Her captor’s voice resonated above her as she knelt at his feet, head bowed in surrender. 
 
    “Take them both to their tent. Make sure they’re secured properly this time.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” Angus’s voice was laced with hatred. He would punish her for her taunts. 
 
    Alice’s cries grew fainter. Elyssia felt the rope tighten around her wrists as she was pulled to her feet. She closed her eyes, anticipating a blow. 
 
    “Leave her, Angus.” 
 
    A gentle hand cupped her chin. Opening her eyes, she looked into the deep green, blurred by her tears. 
 
    “Why, lass?” 
 
    She let out a bitter laugh. “Surely you don’t expect me to wish to live out the remainder of my days as your whore?” 
 
    He shook his head. “You misunderstand me. I ask not why you tried to escape but why you let my men take you? You called out to them, made them chase you.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    “Aye, I would,” he replied, the gentle tone of his voice only causing her more pain as it reminded her of what they had once shared. “You lured them away from your sister.” 
 
    Her voice broke. “She has none but I to care for her.” 
 
    Lifting her eyes to his once more, she set her mouth in a hard line. “Though I am a woman, I understand the concept of sacrifice in war.” 
 
    “You understand nothing of sacrifice and hardship,” he snarled. “Nothing of what my people have suffered at the hands of yours.” 
 
    “Aye, you’re right!” she cried. “I know nothing of such things, yet you punish me for it.” 
 
    “Duncan!” he roared, pushing her away as if unwilling to acknowledge her words. “Take her away.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Alice let out a wail as Elyssia was pushed into the tent. 
 
    “Lyssie, forgive me. I tried to run, but he said if I didn’t go with him they’d hurt you.” 
 
    “Oh Alice, you shouldn’t have listened to them.” 
 
    “But I don’t want them to hurt you. What would I do without you? I lost my doll in the forest.” 
 
    “I’ll make you a new one.” 
 
    Leaning forward, Elyssia kissed her sister on the forehead, unable to embrace her now their hands were bound. 
 
    The tent flap drew back, and Finlay entered. Alice’s eyes brightened on seeing him. He turned a watery smile on her before casting a shamefaced glance at Elyssia, a bruise already adorning his left cheek. 
 
    “Forgive me, Finlay,” she said. 
 
    “Nae bother, lass. ‘Twas not a heavy blow.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You don’t understand. I’m sorry for humiliating you.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’m no fool, Finlay. I know how men view women in this world. The disgrace and punishment for having a woman trick you must be hard to bear. For that, I am deeply sorry. I wish it had been anyone but you. For you have been kind to us, especially my poor sister. I feel naught but shame for repaying that kindness with treachery and deceit.” 
 
    Finlay knelt beside her, placing a gentle hand on her shoulders. 
 
    “I’m sorry too, my lady, for what has been done to you. Ye must understand our quarrel is not with you. ‘Tis with your family—your king, Edward Longshanks. You are merely the spoils of war.” 
 
    Elyssia nodded. “Thank you, Finlay.” 
 
    “What for, lass?” 
 
    “For explaining using reason rather than hatred.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tavish leant against the tree, Elyssia’s words stinging his conscience. To have repaid her kindness of two years ago with nothing but brutality and humiliation weighed on his conscience. But this? To hear her show such pitiful gratitude for a small act of kindness in the face of what had been done to her. 
 
    He sighed at the memory of her embrace, of the pleasure he had awoken in her, and of the thought of the brutality to come before the debt owed to Flora and his clan had been repaid. 
 
    Justice demanded retribution, but why did it have to be her? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Dark shadows stretched across the terrain signalling the onset of dusk, and the men began to chatter excitedly, increasing their pace. Duncan set Elyssia on her feet. 
 
    “Ye walk from here, lass.” 
 
    Angus chuckled behind her, his voice thick with relish. “The men will be eager to see what we’ve brought them. We promised we’d deliver de Montford’s spawn as payment, bound and enslaved. Welcome, whore, to your new home.” 
 
    “Have a care, Angus,” Tavish growled. “Duncan, bring the women to me.” 
 
    Leading the party, Tavish pushed Elyssia and Alice in front of him, hands bound, the ropes still around their necks—cattle being led to slaughter. 
 
    The path rose in a steep incline before the trees of the forest thinned out into a huge clearing. Crude dwellings dotted the landscape, among which people milled about—peasants working the land, some tending to an assortment of farm animals, all thin and undernourished. 
 
    A low wall enclosed a courtyard, beyond which a higher wall stood, seemingly impenetrable save for a thick arched doorway through which she could make out a grey stone building. Well concealed and easy to defend, it looked as if it had been fashioned from the mountain itself. Small dots moved in the distance on the battlements of the building. Lookouts. The party must have been visible for some time. 
 
    “The laird!” 
 
    “They have returned!” 
 
    Eager voices rang out as people emerged from their huts—men wrapped in plaids; women covered in layers of rough homespun material to defend against the cold; grubby children squealing for joy. 
 
    At a word from Tavish his men set down the sacks they carried and opened them to disperse the contents amongst the people—bags of grain, blankets, trinkets, and dresses, items from Elyssia’s dowry, swords and armour from de Beauchamp’s men who no longer needed them. The women pulled at her bridal gowns, tearing the delicate material in their eagerness. 
 
    “You would resort to robbing the dead?” 
 
    Tavish pulled at the noose. 
 
    “My people starve and have the English to thank for it. We’ve had to rebuild our villages and farms too many times and must raid for food until we have replenished our crop stores. Our children suffer empty bellies while your men live off the fat of the land.” 
 
    He gave a snort of derision and jerked the rope again so violently she almost lost her balance. “You’ll find the fare here meagre compared to what you’ve been used to. The fruits of the labours of our people have been paid for with their blood and sweat under the lash of your men.” 
 
    “You have no idea what I’m used to,” she replied, “so eager are you to condemn me for my lineage.” 
 
    “English whore!” A voice rang out, joined by others until a cacophony jeered and snarled, a flock of crows cawing at a bird of prey, circling it, working together to destroy it. Richard had always told her the crows were merely protecting their young, but there had always been something malevolent in the way they preyed on the eagle, hopelessly outnumbering it. 
 
    Crossing the courtyard, they walked past a thick wooden block. A section from a felled tree trunk, it formed a triangular shape—one side vertical, the other at an angle. Two iron rings had been driven deep into the block. Dark red stains adorned the sides where the blood of past sinners had seeped into the wood. 
 
    A whipping post. 
 
    Elyssia bit her lip at the memory of the lashing Tavish had endured. The pain of seeing him endure such torture was still raw. Their eyes met, and for a brief moment, a glimmer of understanding crossed his expression before his eyes hardened and he pushed her towards the building. 
 
    The main door opened to reveal a young man and a woman. The boy bore a striking resemblance to Tavish—thick, dark red hair, green eyes bright with passion. The woman was the most beautiful creature Elyssia had seen. Tall and slender, she stood with poise, a gentle expression on her face. Soft flaxen hair framed delicate features and huge, warm brown eyes which smiled at Tavish. 
 
    Handing the ropes to Duncan, Tavish broke ahead and held out his arms in greeting, drawing her into an embrace before kissing her chastely on the forehead. 
 
    Elyssia could not tear her eyes away from the woman. Thin, dainty, and flawless—a gem among the dirt and dust. The body of a lady. Mamma’s words broke through her memory… 
 
    You have the body of a whore, Agatha—you should thank your fortune for securing any husband at all. 
 
    Angus chuckled, “Look upon your mistress.” 
 
    Tavish had a wife. Elyssia’s humiliation was complete. 
 
    Tavish whispered something in the woman’s ear, and she nodded and took the boy’s hand and withdrew inside the building. He turned to face the crowd which gathered in a semicircle. The women’s faces showed scorn, the children fear. But the men—they cast lustful glances, causing Elyssia’s skin to crawl, and she tightened her grip on Alice’s hand. 
 
    Tavish had spoken of retribution for his dead sister. Was Elyssia to suffer the same fate? Had she been carried for miles across land to be torn apart by lustful hands? 
 
    “People, I have returned!” His deep voice carried across the air, and the crowd fell quiet. 
 
    “I have taken the daughter of de Montford, as I promised my father on his deathbed. But I would say to you all that she is not to be harmed.” 
 
    He silenced the murmurs of dissent with a raised hand. Though she hated him, she uttered a silent prayer of thanks for his mercy. 
 
    Her prayer was not answered. Lowering his hand, he continued. “This woman is my property by right of conquest. From this day, none but I shall touch her. I once swore, on this very spot, to take retribution on behalf of the clan, and today I promise you I shall honour that pledge.” 
 
    He nodded to his friend. 
 
    “Duncan, take these women to their chamber. Break out the ale, for tonight we celebrate our safe return!” 
 
    Amid the cheers, Elyssia followed Duncan inside, holding Alice’s hand. She drew comfort from the gentle squeeze of her sister’s fingers against her own. 
 
    He led them up a crumbling staircase and along a passageway until he reached a wooden door at the end. Opening it, he pushed them inside. 
 
    “I’ll send someone to tend to you. Wait here.” The heavy metallic sound of a key turning in the lock behind him ensured the sisters had no choice but to comply. 
 
    Bare stone walls radiated cold and damp. In the flickering candlelight, dark shapes danced to a slow rhythm—a low pallet covered in a coarse blanket; rushes scattered across the floor; an empty stone fireplace, beside which two stools flanked a small wooden table as if standing guard. Elyssia reached out to touch the stone wall and lifted her fingers to her face. They were covered in a sticky greenish substance. 
 
    Mould. The air was laden with it, the sour smell cloying in her nostrils. The room could not have been lived in for years. Dark patches stretched across the furniture. She touched the blanket on the pallet and recoiled. Sodden and heavy, the mould had penetrated the coarsely woven fibres. 
 
    Drawing Alice close, Elyssia tossed the blanket on the floor and sat on the pallet and wrapped her cloak around them both. Alice gave a low cough, her breath visible in the air. The conditions in the room would erode her already delicate health, her frail body unable to withstand the winter months, Alice would not survive long here. 
 
    The key rattled, and the door opened to reveal a plump woman in a brown tunic, greying hair almost concealed beneath a cap, thick arms laden with blankets and furs. Standing behind her was a similarly dressed man. She bustled into the room, tutting to herself. 
 
    “Why did he put them in here? ‘Tis not fit for farm animals, this chamber.” 
 
    The woman glanced at the sisters before turning her attention to the sodden blanket on the floor, her sharp eyes taking in more than a quick glance might imply. 
 
    “Get up,” she said briskly, her tone hostile. She set the pile of blankets on the pallet, taking a fur and laying it on the floor in front of the fireplace. Arranging some of the blankets on the pallet, she held one out to Elyssia, her expression expectant. 
 
    “Well, lass. Take it. Ye dinnae want to catch your death, do ye now?” 
 
    “Thank you,” Elyssia replied. “I didn’t expect…” 
 
    “Expect what, lass? For us to be kind? Do ye expect all Highlanders to be cruel and unforgiving?” 
 
    Elyssia shook her head. “Kindness can be found in the most unlikely places. But so can cruelty. I have seen with my own eyes how my people treat their… captives.” 
 
    Alice tugged at Elyssia’s sleeve. “Lyssie… my doll.” 
 
    “Hush now!” Elyssia hissed. 
 
    “What does she say?” the woman asked. 
 
    “‘Tis nothing but a fancy.” 
 
    “But, Lyssie!” Alice’s voice wavered, eyes glistening with moisture. Snivelling, she sank onto the pallet. 
 
    “I lost my doll!” she wailed. 
 
    “I know, sweet baby, and I’m sorry for it.” 
 
    Elyssia stroked her sister’s golden head, running her fingers through her hair and massaging her scalp in the manner which had always lulled her to sleep when Alice suffered from troubled dreams. Rocking to and fro, she hummed the tune she had always sung with Richard. Memories of their dear brother always calmed Alice. 
 
    The old woman drew closer, her stance less hostile. 
 
    “Is the lass weak-minded?” 
 
    Elyssia held Alice close, swallowing her anger. 
 
    “Don’t speak of her so! My sister is a gentle creature—one of God’s angels. She’s kind and loving but doomed to be at the mercy of a cruel world where the men who rule it will not accept that which is different, where they fear it and wish to harm it. My sister would not hurt even the smallest creature—it’s not in her nature. She only wishes for a little comfort.” 
 
    “What does she ask for?” 
 
    “Her doll. She lost it on… on the journey here. I made it for her when we were children, to keep her safe when I’m not there to protect her.” 
 
    “You don’t have another?” 
 
    “No,” Elyssia replied quietly, “we lost all our possessions when…” 
 
    She bit her lip and looked away, shame restricting her voice at the memory of what had taken place and the fear of what lay ahead. 
 
    The woman nodded. “Aye, lass. I know how ye came to be here.” 
 
    “I wonder,” Elyssia hesitated, “would you be so kind as to bring me something I can use to fashion into a doll for her? Any discarded rag would do. It would give her much comfort for when we are apart. You would have my gratitude—for what little value you may place on it.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can find.” 
 
    “Thank you. I… I did not expect such kindness.” 
 
    “You ask nothing for yourself?” 
 
    Elyssia shook her head. “Just my sister. I know the world is not kind, but Alice—she sees it with different eyes. She thinks it a good world. I have borne in her stead the punishment your… your lord has seen fit to hand out and will do so again to keep her safe. She’s the only soul I know who is truly innocent.” 
 
    A rough fleshy hand cupped her cheek where she was still tender from the blows she had sustained the night they took her, and she looked up to see kind brown eyes looking back. They were the eyes of a woman who had endured many hardships, who had known pain, suffering, and humiliation, and who saw it mirrored in her own gaze. 
 
    “In my turn, I’ll say I did not expect an Englishwoman to be kind.” 
 
    “Are we to be defined by the actions of our men?” Elyssia asked, bitterness rending her voice tight. 
 
    “‘Tis the lot of any woman, lass. Now come, you are to be taken to the master’s chamber.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” 
 
    The man at the door gave a lewd laugh before the woman silenced him with a sharp word. 
 
    “Have a care, Ross. Take her to Lord Tavish’s chamber then return to your duties.” 
 
    She turned her sad eyes to Elyssia. “I’m sorry, lass.” 
 
    “Why?” Elyssia pleaded. “Why do you carry out orders you know to be wrong? Can you not take counsel from your conscience?” 
 
    “Loyalty to my clan will always come first.” 
 
    Elyssia rose. 
 
    Alice took her hand. “Don’t go!” 
 
    “I shall return soon, my love,” Elyssia said. “Close your eyes and count to fifty. I’ll return before you have finished, and this woman will ensure you come to no harm.” She turned to the woman, a silent plea in her eyes which was answered with a nod. 
 
    “To whom am I indebted?” 
 
    “My name is Isla.” 
 
    “Isla. Take care of my sister while I’m… gone.” 
 
    Her head jerked back as the manservant tugged at the rope before he led her, like an animal, out of the chamber and towards her fate. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “Brother, you’re most welcome.” 
 
    Callum leant across Tavish, reaching for the joint of rabbit in the platter. He tore at the flesh with his teeth. 
 
    “We’ve not eaten so well since you left. You should pick up whores more often.” 
 
    “Have a care, Callum.” Tavish lifted a tankard to his lips but barely tasted the brew. By now they will have taken her to his chamber to wait for him. Had they tethered her like an animal again? Had she fought them? Would he find her bloodied and battered on the floor? What made him any different to the barbarian he had saved her from two years ago? 
 
    “Care for what?” Callum asked, his voice high with passion. “I was there when Da made you vow on his deathbed. Would you dishonour his last request? That bitch must pay for Flora’s death.” 
 
    “I’m aware of what Da said, Callum, but I loathe myself for what I must do.” 
 
    “My love.” A slim hand touched his arm as delicately as a rose petal which falls from the bloom. Margaret, his betrothed, her gentle features curled into a grimace. 
 
    “Do not loathe yourself. If anyone here had a right to such feelings ‘tis I. Many would say you should be asking my forgiveness.” 
 
    “And would you grant it?” 
 
    “Of course.” She smiled. “I would forgive any action you undertook for the benefit of our people, but why not give the Englishwoman to your men?” 
 
    “I cannot do that, Margaret.” 
 
    Her face twisted for a brief moment, her expression almost ugly before her features smoothed once more into the captivating smile. That smile had once enthralled him to the point where he had almost succeeded in driving from his mind the vision of the violet eyes of the woman who had visited him in his dreams—Elyssia. 
 
    Margaret sighed. “I forgive you, as will young Callum, but I would beg you, in turn, to forgive Callum his impetuousness. He’s a passionate, loyal young man.” 
 
    The feast over, Tavish planted a chaste kiss on her forehead before letting Callum escort her back to her quarters. She lived in a small suite of rooms at the opposite end of the castle to his, for the sake of propriety. He had loved her since they were children—they’d grown up together, but he felt no stirrings of passion in his body at her touch. The whores he had visited and maidservants he had seduced in his youth had elicited visceral reactions he had only dreamed of when coming into the first flushes of manhood, bringing forth cries of ecstasy for which he had paid them handsomely. With Margaret, he felt companionship. But only once in his five and twenty years had he experienced a passion that touched his soul and stirred his body to life. With her—only with her, the woman lying tethered and bound in his chamber; the woman who justly and irretrievably hated him. 
 
    If only he could spare her what was to come! But there was no return—the path only led forwards. The clan demanded retribution, to be paid by the daughter of de Montford. Either Elyssia or her sister must pay the price. She loved Alice too greatly, placing her sister’s welfare over her own. It was the purest form of love—like the love a mother has for her child. To protect Elyssia from harm, he would have to violate her sister instead, which would pain her more. 
 
    The iron hinges in his chamber door creaked in protest, breaking the silence which was only penetrated by the occasional bout of laughter in the distance or squeal of female pleasure. One of his men was receiving a warm welcome from a maidservant. Or perhaps young Callum. Not long having entered manhood, he showed the same vitality Tavish himself had possessed at his age, and the glances the maidservants threw in his direction during the feast told him Callum did not want for admirers. Let him sow his wild oats before the burden and responsibility of marriage tethered him to another. As the younger son, Callum had less duty to fulfil in his choice of bride. As the elder, Tavish’s responsibility was to provide the clan with an heir to sustain the male line. Margaret would give him that heir—a legitimate heir. He must marry her rather than father bastards. 
 
    Bastards. His da’s dying words burned in his memory. Send her back with a Highlander’s bastard in her belly, son. Only then will de Montford have paid his due. 
 
    Even before he saw the dark shape on the floor beside the fireplace, he sensed her presence—a shift in the air as if her body called to him. Kneeling beside her sleeping form, he held his hand against her face. A faint puff of her breath warmed his palm, tightening the skin. Running his fingertips along the side of her face, he winced at the sight of the bruises that adorned her features, marks of her ruination. His fingers followed a path to her chin, tracing the knife wound, the dry lumps and bumps of blood which clung to her skin. The swelling had subsided, but the wound would remain. It might fade, but what man would want her now—ruined and scarred? 
 
    His fingers met the coarse fibres of the rope around her neck. Even in the poor light the angry red mark where it had chafed her skin glowed reproachfully at him—the mark of her debasement and humiliation. Yet the burden of shame had fallen upon him as she had walked through the courtyard, body erect, holding her sister’s hand. Only he had seen through her act—a display of strength and dignity to preserve her sister’s peace of mind, betrayed by the expression in her eyes. Only he knew those eyes could shine with joy. How he longed to see the joy in her once more! 
 
    He fumbled at the knot in the rope and worked it loose, discarding it on the floor. 
 
    She whimpered in her sleep. 
 
    “No, Papa, do not make me.” 
 
    She was the daughter condemned to pay the price for the sins of the sire. De Montford had committed the ultimate sin against Flora, but what sins had he committed on his own daughter? Tavish’s da had doted on Flora from the day Ma had lifted her into his arms. With a son already, the Old MacLean had not suffered the desperation all men experience when their wives enter their confinement—the blend of fear for the life of his woman and the burning need for an heir. His joy at Flora’s birth had grown with each day she lived. 
 
    In the end, that joy had been Da’s undoing—to see the destruction of his daughter. Suffering from failing health himself, the Old MacLean had died from a broken heart. 
 
    Would de Montford’s heart break when Elyssia was returned to him with a bastard in her belly? Or might he merely cast her aside? Tavish may have pledged to make de Montford suffer—but would he? Justice was only served if the one he sought it from suffered to the same degree, if he also lost something he valued and cherished. If de Montford cared nothing for his daughter, then all Tavish would achieve would be the ruination of an innocent life. 
 
    She stirred again and cried out in her sleep. 
 
    “No! Please! Do not hurt me!” 
 
    She flung an arm out, and he caught it and drew her to him. As a babe uses instinct to draw comfort from its mother’s embrace, she relaxed in his arms, and her cries lessened to a murmur. 
 
    “Shhh…” He stroked her hair, and she quietened. “I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Aye,” she whispered in her sleep. “My Highlander.” 
 
    Her body mirrored the frigid temperature of the chamber. The fire had not been lit. How long had she been lying on the floor? 
 
    He picked her up and carried her to his bed, covering her with a fur. Still asleep, her face relaxed into a smile. 
 
    “My Highlander…” 
 
    Did she dream of him? Had he penetrated her dreams these past two years the same way she had visited his? The invisible bond between them had grown ever stronger despite the distance which separated them, even though neither expected to see the other again. 
 
    Whispering of her Highlander again, she nestled close to him, sending a fireball of passion through his flesh. His manhood jerked in need of her. 
 
    Tonight he would give her the pleasure she deserved. He would be her Highlander, the man she yearned for, the illusion. That night, when he’d given her pleasure two years ago, he had told Elyssia that her first time would be with the man who loved her. But he had lied. Her first time would be forever carved into her memory as a time of pain, humiliation, and loss. 
 
    But tonight, he could fulfil her dream. Alone, behind his chamber door, away from the prying eyes and listening ears of his people, he could forget duty to his clan and be her Highlander. 
 
    His selfish body sought gratification. His very flesh yearned for her. Selfish also was his wish to give her pleasure. He needed to lessen the guilt burning inside him. By treating her tenderly, might she forgive him? 
 
    Stripping off his plaid, he threw it on the floor before pulling off his shirt. His manhood surged in his breeches in its eagerness to be buried inside her. Body taut with lust, he lay beside her and stroked her face with tender fingers until she turned to face him, eyes still closed. 
 
    Better able to play the part of the man of her dreams than her captor, he caressed the skin of her face, tracing a line along her scar until he reached her lips which she parted with a sigh. He planted a soft kiss on the scar, before following the line to her mouth, tongue probing, tasting; relishing her sweetness, the taste of honey and innocence. 
 
    Sighing against his mouth, she parted her lips, inviting him in. Tonight she saw him as her saviour: the man who had defiled her had been banished to the dark recesses of her mind, the cellar within which evil things are kept hidden. 
 
    He unlaced the front of her gown. Wetting his lips, he placed feathered kisses along the red mark circling her neck. The tangy taste of salt on her skin peppered with the sharper taste of blood where the skin had been broken. 
 
    She whimpered again. Hushing her, he caressed her shoulders while he continued to kiss her throat. Her chest rose and fell with a deep sigh. He became more insistent, delivering tiny open-mouthed kisses, hands parting the front of her gown, knuckles brushing against the skin of her breasts. A further jolt of desire stirred in his groin as her nipples hardened against his hands. 
 
    The stale smell of sweat which lingered over her tattered garments was replaced by a richer scent—the deep, sweet aroma of her need. Her unique essence had driven him almost mad with desire two years ago; the scent of a woman, utterly ready for a man. 
 
    He took a nipple in his mouth, savouring the taste of her. His tongue swirled against the soft skin before dancing over the precious little bud which hardened further. He took a deep pull, drawing the peak into his mouth and caressed the skin with his hand—soft, silken skin so unlike the calloused surface of his palms or the roughened skin of the whores. 
 
    A low cry of desire escaped her lips. Was she reliving her dreams—dreaming of him? Did she see him as her Highlander, the man who had rescued her? Or as Tavish MacLean, the man who had destroyed her? Did she want to escape as he did, to live for a brief moment in peace and happiness before the reality of her situation crushed her once more? 
 
    Eyes still closed, she reached out, and he took her hands, entwining his fingers within hers—two souls forever entangled; joined, at this moment, in need. 
 
    He grazed her nipple with his teeth, and she cried out and arched her back. Her legs began to move in a slow, unconscious dance, shifting back and forth, knees bending, rising and falling in a gentle motion, the swell of the tide. Muscles flexing, thighs parting, her body issued its invitation—welcoming, drawing him in. Her musky scent increased, casting its spell, and desire surged through his body and tightened his groin. 
 
    Releasing her hands, he unlaced his breeches before he covered her with his body. His lips touched hers, and she opened her mouth, pulling him in, her tongue curling around his, soft rumbles of pleasure in her throat. 
 
    Skin to skin their bodies fused, her thighs parting wider to accommodate him. With the tip of his manhood, he probed against her, a surge of need almost undoing him as the damp, welcoming heat caressed him. Soft, crooning sounds escaped her lips, and she lifted her hips, her body pleading. 
 
    Slowly, gently, wanting nothing but to give her the gift of pleasure, he entered her. Her tight, warm body cocooned him, her soft dance growing more intense. Her body began to pulse faintly, drawing him further in. 
 
    “Ahh…” a sigh rumbled in her throat, and she arched her back. He withdrew before plunging into her again. Her body pulsed more strongly, sending waves of pleasure radiating throughout her flesh and into his. She cried out, and his movements became more urgent. His body tightened with his own need—the desperate, longing need for the woman he had craved since he first laid eyes on her. 
 
    Meeting him thrust for thrust, she threw back her head, exposing her neck, frantic mewling gasps morphing into a shrill cry of pleasure and completion as he thrust into her one final time. His body burst with unkempt passion, fusing their bodies as indelibly as their souls were entwined. 
 
    He fell forward, his flesh weakened as if she had cast a spell on him. Drawing her to him, he rolled onto his side so as not to crush her with his huge frame. Instinctively she buried her head in the crook of his arm, reaching out to him, and she grasped his arms in her hands as if frightened he would abandon her. 
 
    “Shhh…” he whispered, his voice breathless from the exertion. “I’m with you.” 
 
    Her body relaxed at his words. For a fleeting moment, she opened her eyes, the vivid blue flashing in the candlelight. In them, he saw nothing but love—a pure, honest love for another human; the love he had only ever seen in the eyes of his mother and of his sister. His sister, now cold in her grave, her body battered and crumbling in the earth; his mother driven away by grief at the loss of her daughter and husband. What right had he—had anyone—to blame the woman in his arms for actions of another that were beyond her control? What right had he to punish her merely for the misfortune of being de Montford’s daughter? 
 
    She whimpered, and he relaxed his hold. The love in her eyes faded, replaced by recognition and finally horror. The dream yielded to reality, her Highlander replaced by her captor. Her body stiffened, and she let out a low cry of shame and horror. 
 
    A faint hiss signalled the death of the candle, and the chamber plunged into darkness. Protected from her accusing gaze, he drew her to him and kissed her forehead. 
 
    “Hush,” he whispered. “You’re safe here with your Highlander.” 
 
    She struggled for a moment before the dream conquered the reality and she relaxed into his embrace once more. Her conscious mind had crawled away to hide so she could extend the dream for a few hours more. If only he could do the same! At that moment, all he wanted to do was to forget who he was—forget the names of MacLean and de Montford, and hold her in his arms. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tavish opened his eyes and stretched, his eyes adjusting to the light as a silver glow signalled the oncoming dawn. Why was he so warm? 
 
    Elyssia. 
 
    She lay against him, her chest rising and falling with the slow rhythm of one who is content, who trusts and feels safe. Shaking his head with guilt at how her dreams were about to be destroyed again, he answered the faint knock at the chamber door. 
 
    “Ross.” 
 
    “Pardon, my lord. I’ve come to return the English bitch to her chamber.” 
 
    Suppressing a surge of anger, he nodded. Better the deed be done—and quickly—so that she could be returned to her father. 
 
    He motioned to the servant to come closer. 
 
    “Aye, Ross. I’m done with my whore. Return her to her chamber. I trust the half-wit sister gave you no trouble.” 
 
    “She was a little restless at first, but Isla administered a sleeping draught. She sleeps still.” 
 
    “Good. Send for Duncan, will you? I’ll break my fast in my chamber.” 
 
    “Aye, my lord.” 
 
    Tavish sat up, and a movement made him look round. 
 
    Elyssia watched him, her violet eyes wide and rimmed with moisture. 
 
    She had heard him. 
 
    He reached out, but she jerked away, holding her hands protectively in front of her gown to shield her body from him. A single tear bloomed before she blinked and it spilled onto her cheek, leaving a glistening trail of shame in its wake. 
 
    The pain in her eyes darkened into hatred before the colour dulled into the grey of resignation. Ross approached her, holding the noose, and she sat up and bowed her head in surrender. 
 
    “Nay, Ross. Not the rope,” Tavish said, unable to witness further humiliation. 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “‘Tis not kind. She’s not an animal.” 
 
    She turned to face him, but her eyes showed no recognition of what he had said, no acknowledgement of this small act of kindness. But why should he expect it? She had opened her heart to him in his bed—and he to her. Yet in the cold grey light of the morning when reality dawned along with the day, the precious kingdom they had forged together became an illusion, a twisted work of devilry fashioned to destroy her spirit. 
 
    With slow, deliberate movements, she stood, the only sign of her anguish the slight trembling in the hem of her tattered gown. 
 
    “Come with me,” Ross said. 
 
    Ross turned to leave, and she followed in his wake, her body gliding as if she were a ghost. And a ghost she was. Her body may be alive, but her soul was not. He saw Flora in her movements—walking in shame from de Montford’s chamber after he had violated her and used her as his whore. 
 
    Whore. My whore. That was what Elyssia had become, what she had heard from his lips. 
 
    The faint sounds of the dawn chorus penetrated the walls from outside—birds wakening from their slumber, bodies huddled together in their nests, beaks wide open in an instinctive urge to herald the beginning of a new day. As she shuffled out of the chamber, bent, cowed, and broken, the shrill sounds morphed into another, sharper sound. One which came from deep within Tavish’s mind—the sound of his soul ripping into pieces. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    A rough voice roused Elyssia from her sleep. 
 
    “Get up.” 
 
    Alice stirred and Elyssia drew her sister to her. 
 
    “Lyssie? Where were you?” 
 
    “Here, sweet one.” 
 
    The man at the door gave a crude laugh, “Apart from when you were whoring yourself out.” 
 
    Elyssia closed her eyes as if to distance herself from her shame but the laughter only grew more potent with the loss of sight, and she opened them again. Standing upright, she faced him. It was not her disgrace—these savages were the ones who had acted dishonourably. 
 
    “Come with me.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To work. You must earn your keep rather than languish at the expense of Clan MacLean.” His lip curled into a sneer, wrinkling his nose as if her very presence sickened him. “You’ll earn your keep well enough in the master’s bed, but a whore must earn her living honestly as well—particularly an English whore.” 
 
    “If we must earn our keep, why not release us? I’d rather starve than remain here.” 
 
    “We’ll return you to your home once you’ve served your purpose.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “To pay for what your sire has done to our clan. To pay for Flora.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Payment in kind,” he said. “The Old MacLean made Master Tavish swear on his deathbed to put a Scottish bastard in the belly of de Montford’s daughter.” 
 
    At last her fate was revealed. She was to be whored out until she quickened with child, before being returned to Papa—ruined and disgraced. She would never see her home again, for Papa would not admit her. 
 
    He spat on the floor. “I’ve no time to waste. Follow me.” 
 
    She would form a plan of escape, but first, they must comply with these Highlanders. There was little point in running—the man had an ugly-looking sword strapped to his belt. And she had Alice to consider. Her gentle sister would be incapable of running far. Better to appear compliant… for now. 
 
    They passed a number of servants in the passageway. Most of them looked thin and dirty. Women in shapeless gowns, clutching the hands of children, stared at her with sloe-black eyes filled with fear and hatred. The faint sounds of clashing steel filtered through a window, accompanied by voices and laughter. One voice stood out among the rest—Tavish; his deep, clear tones full of mirth. 
 
    Where had the man from last night gone—her Highlander? Was it another dream, one of the many that had disturbed her nights for so long? Or had it been an act, a ruse to ensure she was his willing whore? 
 
    My whore… 
 
    She was nothing but a whore now. Last night she had surrendered to him, given herself to him, bewitched by his false words. 
 
    They stopped at a thick wooden door, voices, and activity rattling from behind. Opening it, he pushed them through, and the voices fell silent. The room’s occupants turned to face her, hostility in their eyes. 
 
    The kitchen. A huge table stood in the centre. At the far end, a fire burned and crackled, over which a carcass hung on a spit. The smell of roasting meat reached her nostrils, and her stomach growled in protest. She could not remember the last time she’d eaten a hot meal. 
 
    “Lorna, I’ve brought the whores. See to it they earn their keep.” 
 
    A woman shuffled forward. 
 
    “Well, come on!” she chided, pointing to a corner at the far end of the kitchen. “The pots need scrubbing—you’ll find all you need yonder. Stay there, so you do not taint the rest of us with your sins.” 
 
    The man pushed them forward, Alice nearly tripping. 
 
    “Lyssie…” she whimpered. 
 
    “Hush, my love. We must do as we’re bid. Trust me.” 
 
    Nodding, Alice followed her to the corner. A number of iron pots had been placed on a bench together with a pile of cloths. 
 
    “Well, go on then,” Ross taunted, “unless you prefer to earn your keep spreading your legs for us all rather than just the master.” 
 
    A low titter rumbled through the servants, but Lorna silenced them. 
 
    “Get back to work, all of ye.” 
 
    Elyssia picked up a cloth and began to scrape the dirt from the pot in front of her, showing Alice how to scrape downward so the dirt fell to the bottom which could then be tipped out. Concentrating on the task and on her sister’s welfare, she ignored the conversation around her. 
 
    When they had finished, Lorna directed them outside to collect water. The two sisters approached the well, and the sounds of sword fighting grew louder. Men trained in the courtyard. As she passed them, Elyssia looked up into a pair of moss green eyes. 
 
    Tavish. 
 
    She held her head high, hugging the pot. 
 
    His forehead creased into a frown before he looked away. He cast his eyes down, and she resumed her journey to the well. Though small, it was nonetheless a victory—she could shame him more than he shamed her. But the victory would be short-lived now she knew her purpose here. Her future stretched ahead—a woman discarded and ostracised, living on the streets, whoring herself out to eat, to provide food for the bastard child clinging to her skirts. 
 
    Bastard. 
 
    “Bastard! Bastard!” 
 
    A group of children circled the well. Shrill taunts cut through the morning air, followed by a thin wail. 
 
    “Stupid, crippled bastard!” 
 
    A thin, dirty child crouched in the dirt, rubbing his cheek. 
 
    “Ye little bastard,” one of the others cried, “not fit to speak to us!” 
 
    Another boy aimed a kick at the child and Elyssia pushed him aside. 
 
    “Leave him alone!” 
 
    “I know ye,” the boy snarled. “Ye’re the English whore!” 
 
    She took hold of him by the shoulders. “Be that as it may, what right have you to treat this child so?” 
 
    “He’s a bastard—and ye’re a whore! A whore of the English, our oppressors.” 
 
    “And what of this child?” she cried. “You think your treatment of him makes you any better?” 
 
    Emboldened by her fury, she stepped closer. “I care not that you are a child yourself. If you deliver a man’s blow to this child here, then you should expect a man’s punishment.” 
 
    “Hey!” A woman’s voice shouted behind her. Lorna stood nearby, hands on her hips. 
 
    “What are you about, English?” 
 
    Elyssia pointed to the boy on the ground. “This child was being taunted by others. Of what use are your master’s speeches of honesty and a clan working together when you cannot even take care of your own children!” 
 
    “‘Tis no business of yours,” Lorna said. “Return to the kitchen.” 
 
    “Not before I tend to the boy.” 
 
    Elyssia knelt beside the thin little creature. He lay curled up, knees drawn to his chest to protect his stomach from further blows. His body shivered in the cold air, his clothes torn and tattered. She ran her fingers along one arm until she reached a grubby, bony hand. 
 
    “Child, you’re safe now,” she said. His fist uncurled, and small fingers grasped hers. 
 
    “The others are gone. Let me help you.” 
 
    The boy shook his head. 
 
    A gentle voice spoke next to her. 
 
    “Trust us, little one. We would not harm you.” 
 
    Alice. 
 
    With a child’s instinct, the boy nodded, reaching out to her sister. How was it that Alice’s innate gentleness and compassion shone from her like the sun’s rays, warming all those in need of succour, calming the storms which raged within the scared and the injured? 
 
    “Conall!” 
 
    A familiar voice rang out, followed by footsteps. Isla—the woman who had given Alice the blanket. 
 
    “What happened, child?” 
 
    The boy shook his head, fear returning to his eyes. 
 
    “The other children were taunting him,” Elyssia said sharply. 
 
    “Nay, Mistress Isla…” the child spoke piteously, but Elyssia interrupted him. 
 
    “See how terrified he is? He cannot even speak of his ordeal at the hands of others? I look around here and see oppression of the weak and small. How does that make your people better than mine?” 
 
    Isla motioned to the child. 
 
    “‘Tis true, Conall?” 
 
    The boy nodded miserably. 
 
    “He needs protection,” Elyssia said. “What’s to prevent the others from tormenting him again once you’re out of sight? And for what—by virtue of the fact that he is lame or the circumstances of his birth?” 
 
    “His birth?” Isla’s eyes widened. “Surely you don’t know—” 
 
    “They called him bastard. To think that children have such prejudices!” 
 
    “You defended him?” 
 
    “There were none hereabouts to defend the child,” Elyssia raised her voice in anger, “though there are many warriors nearby content to play at swordsmanship while one of their own suffers.” 
 
    The sound of sword fighting stopped. Elyssia turned to see the group of men looking in her direction. Angus muttered something, and a few of them barked with laughter before a sharp word silenced them. 
 
    Tavish. 
 
    He lowered his sword, eyeing Elyssia with curiosity. She met his gaze, anger fuelling her courage before he turned his back and issued a sharp command to the men who resumed their training. 
 
    “You are kind.” Isla drew the child to her. “I did not expect it.” 
 
    Elyssia nodded towards the child. “He scraped his arm when he fell, and the skin is broken. You need to tend to it to avoid putrefaction.” 
 
    “You understand healing?” 
 
    “Only a little. My brother would have me apply bandages after he had skirmished with his friends.” She smiled at the memory of dear Richard. “He used to say that if I were not so clumsy, my future husband…” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. She’d never find a husband now—ruined as she was. What respectable man would wed a whore? 
 
    A thin, calloused hand took hers. 
 
    “Come, lady. If you have some skill at bandages, perhaps you could tend to the child. The work may be a little kinder on your hands than that of a kitchen wench.” 
 
    “But I’m bid to work in the kitchens, Mistress Isla. I have no wish to cause trouble for you. 
 
    Isla smiled. “The master would think twice before telling me how to run his household. You and your sister can assist me during your visit.” 
 
    How could she call their imprisonment a visit? Fighting down the ball of indignation in her throat, Elyssia nodded. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Before they reached Isla’s workroom, they passed the young man Tavish had greeted so warmly on their arrival. Elyssia now knew him to be Tavish’s brother—the impetuous young man he had spoken of two years ago, whose passionate idealism for his people’s cause had stirred such admiration in her heart. But that passion was now directed towards her in the form of hatred. He spat a curse at her. Isla silenced him with a sharp word, and he scuttled off. 
 
    “Dinnae mind the young lad, his temper’s worse than his nature. I’ve known him since he was a bairn. He’s easily swayed and acts on impulse, ruled by his passions rather than his head. Now, as for master Tavish…” 
 
    Elyssia’s skin tightened, and Isla’s voice trailed away before she sighed. 
 
    “No matter, lass.” 
 
    Bandages and bottles lined the shelves of Isla’s storeroom. A pile of linen had been placed on a table in the centre. 
 
    “Conall, sit down.” 
 
    Isla picked up a strip of linen and wound it into a roll. Elyssia inspected his arm. Dirt smeared the graze. 
 
    “The wound will need to be cleaned first,” she said. “Do you have any salve?” 
 
    Isla nodded before handing Elyssia a dish of water and a cloth. Falling into her natural habit, she dipped the cloth into the water and pressed it against the wound. 
 
    “Tell me if it pains you, child. I’ll be as gentle as I can.” 
 
    The boy remained still while she rubbed the dirt from the wound and applied salve to it. She secured a knot in the bandage and smiled at him. 
 
    “You’re braver than my brother, child, for you’ve not made a sound. Richard would cry like a babe at the slightest scratch.” 
 
    The child smiled back, and his eyes lit up into bright blue sparkles. A shock of recognition coursed through Elyssia. It must have been the mention of her brother. For a moment she had seen Richard in his expression. 
 
    Would Richard wish to look upon her again? Would her ruination disgust even him—the one who loved her best? 
 
    “Come, child, thank the lady,” Isla admonished. 
 
    “Thank ye,” the boy mumbled before Isla shooed him out of the room. 
 
    “Next time tell me if the other children treat you poorly.” 
 
    Isla sorted through the pile of linen on the table. “Come, no time to dawdle. There’s much mending to do.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    As the shadows lengthened, Isla declared their work complete. She handed Elyssia a piece of linen to fashion a doll for Alice. After securing Elyssia’s promise not to leave the workroom, Isla left the two sisters alone. Accomplished at sewing, Elyssia found comfort in the work—the soothing repetitive motion of the needle pushing in and out of the fabric, the rhythm punctuated only by the occasional sigh as Alice pricked her fingers. Eventually, she bade her sister rest. Alice sank forward with a sigh of relief, folded her arms on the table in front of her and lowered her head. Before long, gentle snores told Elyssia her sister was at peace. 
 
    She began to rip the piece of linen into strips and twisted them to form thicker shapes from which she could fashion the limbs of a doll. There was enough material left for her to stitch a little dress, and by the time Alice woke she was able to place the doll in her arms. Alice’s face broadened into a smile of pure happiness. How blessed her sister was! Her limited understanding of the world and its evils gave her protection from it. Drawing Alice into her arms, Elyssia waited in silence for Isla to return. 
 
    Coarse voices echoed outside the door, and Isla entered the room, followed by two clansmen—one limping, the other with a muddied red streak on his face. 
 
    “Sit ye down.” Isla addressed the men. Elyssia stood, pulling Alice to her feet and backed away from the door. 
 
    One of the men watched her with curiosity. The other curled his lip into a snarl. 
 
    “I’ll not sit in a room with the whore!” 
 
    “Then your wound will go untreated, Iain,” Isla said sharply. “What say you, Malcolm?” 
 
    The other man shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “We can leave if you wish,” Elyssia said, but Isla shook her head. “I’m to put you to work, and I shall do that to the best of my ability. These great brutes shall hear from Master Tavish if they wish to protest. I’m sure he would be curious to understand why they refuse to have their wounds treated.” 
 
    “Mistress Isla…” Iain protested, but Isla clipped him over the ear with her hand. 
 
    “Ye great big fool! I brought ye into this world. A snivelling bairn then and you’re no different now. Do as I say.” 
 
    Grumbling, Iain sat where she indicated. Malcolm sat beside him and nodded to Elyssia. 
 
    “I’ll no mind the English treating my leg, Mistress Isla.” 
 
    Elyssia knelt at his feet and lifted his plaid to inspect his leg. Apart from a few gashes there seemed little damage, but when she touched his ankle, he winced. 
 
    “A minor sprain,” she said, reaching for a bandage. 
 
    Iain laughed. “Ye look good on the floor, wench—like a whore should be, kneeling at her master’s feet.” 
 
    “Iain!” Malcolm nudged his companion. “Pay no attention to this animal, lady. I’d challenge his knowledge of whores. I hear he’s unable to elicit even a false moan from their lips.” 
 
    Iain grunted. “That’ll change when Master Tavish decides to dish out this whore to the rest of us—though I’m minded not to touch her. Who knows what diseases English whores carry?” 
 
    “Ha!” Malcolm barked out a sharp laugh. “I’ll wager you have every disease known to man having tried to satisfy every whore in the Highlands in an attempt to show your prowess. ‘Tis a wonder your cock hasn’t fallen off.” 
 
    Her body heating with shame, Elyssia focused on the bandage and wound it around Malcolm’s leg, fighting against the violent trembling in her fingers. 
 
    When she finished, Malcolm placed a gentle hand on the top of her head. She looked up into a pair of deep green eyes which crinkled into a smile. 
 
    “Dinnae worry about him, lass. Master Tavish will no let him touch ye.” 
 
    Iain chuckled, but Isla silenced him with another cuff. 
 
    “I’ll have no more of that talk. Get ye gone.” 
 
    The men left the chamber, Iain cursing. 
 
    Isla offered her hand to Elyssia. “I’ll take you to the laundry. It’s quieter there, and ye can work in peace.” 
 
    Elyssia took Alice’s hand and followed the older woman out of the chamber, turning in the opposite direction to which the two men went. 
 
    “Isla.” A soft musical voice called from behind. Turning, Elyssia recognised the beautiful woman who had greeted Tavish on their arrival. 
 
    “Mistress Margaret!” Isla dropped a curtsey, motioning to Elyssia to do the same but the woman waved her hand. 
 
    “No need for that, Isla. The Lady Agatha and her sister are not servants.” 
 
    “Then what are we?” Elyssia demanded. “Honoured guests?” 
 
    Margaret narrowed her eyes a little before widening them again and smiling. 
 
    “Forgive us, my betrothed’s sister was much loved. We’ve suffered greatly at the hands of your people, and there is much bitterness here.” 
 
    My betrothed… 
 
    Tavish. After having ruined her, he would resume his life, wed Margaret, sire a family—and leave Elyssia with what? Nothing but a ruined reputation and a bastard offspring. 
 
    As if she read Elyssia’s thoughts, Margaret held out her hand. 
 
    “Forgive us, my dear. I wish atonement could be achieved in any other fashion, for you have done naught against us.” 
 
    “Lyssie…” Alice tightened her grip on Elyssia’s hand, fingernails digging into the flesh. 
 
    “Shhh, Alice my love.” 
 
    “Alice? You’re Lady Agatha’s younger sister?” Margaret spoke slowly and loudly as if Alice were hard of hearing. 
 
    “She’s the elder,” Elyssia replied. 
 
    “Why, I had no idea!” Margaret exclaimed. “Such a pity, for she’s so pretty. Never mind. The Almighty has his motives, does he not? I trust during your stay here we can be friends. I see no reason for us not to be.” She bowed her head before taking her leave. 
 
    Isla bobbed another curtsey. Her expression had changed, jaw set firm. 
 
    “Are you well?” Elyssia asked. 
 
    Isla opened her mouth to respond then shook her head. 
 
    “No matter, lass.” Her voice had grown rough. 
 
    “Mistress Isla?” 
 
    “I said no matter! Just make sure ye do as ye’re told here or I cannot be held accountable for what happens.” 
 
    Alice clutched Elyssia’s hand even tighter, and they followed Isla in silence. 
 
    The work in the laundry was not hard, and Elyssia was grateful for the solitude as she scrubbed the linen sheets, showing Alice how to help. Isla seemed to have forgotten her bad temper and issued orders in a quiet voice while she worked. When Alice began to visibly tire, she declared their work over for the day. 
 
    After their chamber door closed behind them, the familiar sound of the key turning in the lock, the two sisters sank onto the cot. 
 
    With so many people milling about, how could they possibly escape? Always they were accompanied, always watched. Elyssia might be able to overcome Isla, but could she harm her? Hatred and fear of the English may be ingrained in the old woman’s nature, but she had treated them with nothing but kindness. 
 
    But even if they escaped, could Alice withstand it? She could not sustain even a walk of any length without tiring. As children, they had played outside in the garden, and on one occasion Alice had collapsed, fighting for breath and clutching her chest, her body spasming with the onset of another seizure. Dear Richard had carried her back home, Elyssia keeping watch for onlookers. Papa and Mama always grew so angry when presented with evidence of Alice’s ailments. 
 
    No, poor Alice could not withstand an attempt to run. There must be another way. Perhaps she could rely on the mercy of a kind heart here—one who would be willing to waver from their duty to Tavish and help her escape. 
 
    Tavish—an invisible fist punched through her chest at the mere thought of his name. She was his whore, to be handed over to his men when he grew tired of her. Part of her wanted to hate the woman, Margaret, for securing his love—but she seemed kind. Perhaps she might be persuaded? She would not want Elyssia to stay. 
 
    Elyssia drew Alice to her, holding her dear sister close. 
 
    “We may be fortunate to have Margaret as a friend.” 
 
    “Nay.” 
 
    Drawing the blankets around them both, Elyssia sank back onto the bed. Before long the familiar sound of Alice’s steady breathing told her she was asleep. 
 
    Nay. 
 
    Alice’s voice had been no more than a whisper, but from years of watching over her sister, that single word told Elyssia more than an entire conversation, just as the grip of Alice’s trembling little fingers on her hand when she had reacted to Margaret’s first greeting. 
 
    Had it been a trick of the shadows dancing in the candlelight in the passageway? For a moment, Margaret’s eyes had glittered as if the devil himself had come upon them before she blinked, and their expression showed nothing but friendship. But Alice—her poor sister so unknowing in the ways of the world—often possessed such clarity of sight. The single word she uttered conveyed one thing—that which the suppressed shuddering of her body spoke of. Fear. 
 
    How was it that a softly spoken woman who greeted them in friendship could elicit such a reaction from Alice? 
 
    * * * 
 
    The following morning, the two women were roused once more by Isla and spent their time in the workroom mending torn sheets. Left to her own devices, Elyssia could almost believe herself back at home. Would her life have been so different had she remained married to de Beauchamp or even Edward Morland? Shivering at the memory of Edward’s touch, she drove the needle into the linen, wincing as it pricked her thumb. 
 
    Had she married Edward her life would have been little different to what it was now. Edward would have treated her like a whore. Though she would have been the lady of the castle, with power over the servants and household, she would have been trapped. Women were the property of the men in their lives. Fathers brokered daughters as chattel to secure alliances with no thought for their welfare. Husbands viewed their wives as their property to be used—and abused—as they saw fit. 
 
    At least here she had Alice to care for—sweet, gentle Alice, who would have suffered at the hands of any man their father would have given her to, the poor, gentle soul! 
 
    As the day wore on, hunger and thirst overcame her. After securing Isla’s permission, the two sisters went outside in search of fresh air and water. 
 
    Crossing the courtyard to the well, the familiar sound of steel on steel echoed in the air. Men sparred and laughed with each other. The familiar tall figure was not there, but she could make out the chestnut head of the young man, Callum, swinging a sword at Angus. The older man stopped and stared at her, eyes full of loathing and lust. A slow predatory smile spread across his lips. 
 
    Turning her back on him, an uneasy feeling crawled across her skin. Moving swiftly, she filled the bowl she carried with water. Whispering to Alice to stay by her side, she hurried back towards the building, focusing her eyes forward, not daring to look at the men. 
 
    A pair of feet appeared in front of her—a tall, thick shape casting a shadow. 
 
    “What have we here, men? A little refreshment after our exertions?” 
 
    The sour stench of unwashed man sharpened in her nostrils, and she took a step back. Leering down at her, Angus’s breath came out in short, sharp bursts—the efforts of sword fighting mixed with increasing lust. A low, primal growl rumbled in his throat. 
 
    “W-would you like some water?” Holding the bowl out, she willed him to take it, to occupy those hands which twitched with anticipation as if she could almost feel them on her body. 
 
    “Water would not quench my thirst, whore. Come here…” 
 
    “Nay!” She stepped back shaking her head. 
 
    “Then I’ll take the half-wit.” 
 
    With a speed which belied his bulky frame, he grasped Alice’s arm and pulled her to him amid a cheer from the men. Ignoring her screams, he forced his mouth on hers, grasping her buttocks with both hands. 
 
    Throwing the bowl to the ground, Elyssia lunged at Angus and clawed at his arms. 
 
    “Leave her alone, you beast!” 
 
    “Beast, is it?” a voice laughed. “Says the whore who my brother rides nightly.” 
 
    “Hush, Callum! Angus, leave her alone.” Elyssia recognised Duncan’s voice—the one man among all who had shown her kindness, save for young Finlay. Next to him, she saw Finlay’s pale, distressed face watching the huge Highlander fondle Alice. 
 
    She pummelled Angus in the arm before reaching up and digging her nails into his cheek. He pushed Alice back, and she fell to the ground with a cry, but before Elyssia could tend to her, a huge hand grasped her arm. 
 
    “You dare touch me?” Angus roared. “Arran, fetch the whip.” 
 
    “Angus, for the love of God, stop!” 
 
    “Nay!” he roared. “You all saw her attack me, and she should be punished for it.” 
 
    He pushed her toward the solid block of wood in the centre of the courtyard. 
 
    “You will suffer for this, whore. I will break you. Come what may, you’ll be mine. When the MacLean tires of you, I’ll take you and then you shall learn to be obedient.” 
 
    Forcing her against the whipping post, he held her at arm’s length, his superior strength holding her firm despite her struggles. He drew back his free arm, the hiss in the air the only warning before pain exploded across her back. 
 
    “Stop this!” a voice roared across the courtyard. Angus delivered two more blows before he released his grip. She collapsed on the ground, shifting her mind away from the agony spreading across her back like fire. 
 
    “For the love of God, Angus, what are you doing?” 
 
    Tavish stood facing Angus. Though the other man dwarfed him, the aura of authority made Tavish look the taller. He turned his green gaze on her for a moment before his expression morphed into fury. 
 
    “What were you about, Angus?” 
 
    “This whore saw fit to harm me.” 
 
    Tavish pointed to Alice. “You think me blind—or a fool? I saw what you did to her. Duncan, Finlay, help them up.” 
 
    With a cry of relief, Finlay rushed to Alice and lifted her up, stroking her hair and enveloping her in a protective embrace. 
 
    “Come, lady.” Duncan’s soft voice rumbled in Elyssia’s ear. He took her hand and pulled her to her feet. Though not as tender as Finlay’s care of Alice, there was a kindness in his touch. 
 
    Tavish drew his sword and brandished it at his men. 
 
    “Listen,” he cried, “or you’ll suffer the point of my sword for disobeying me. These women are not to be treated so. Do ye understand?” 
 
    “Aye,” a few voices murmured. Angus looked on, pursing his thick lips. 
 
    “Angus, I would have ye pledge obedience.” 
 
    “I will do all my master asks of me to further our cause,” he muttered. His eyes focused on Elyssia, glittering with hatred. 
 
    “From henceforth, let my intentions be known,” Tavish cried. “These women are not to be punished or lashed without the authority of my family. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Aye, my lord.” 
 
    “Duncan, take them inside.” Turning his back on Elyssia, Tavish strode across the courtyard. 
 
    A low chuckle rumbled in Angus’s chest, and he smiled as she walked past him. 
 
    …without the authority of my family… 
 
    Angus nodded towards Callum. The young man looked sulky for a moment before understanding crossed his eyes which creased into a cold smile. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Entering his chamber, Tavish saw the prone form of the woman on his bed. Her back faced him, faint lash marks visible through her thin shift where Angus had struck her. 
 
    He sighed. Angus had lost his entire family to the English and hatred festered deep inside him. Unfit to lead an army into battle, yet he was a skilled warrior, his brute strength able to cut down many men. Tavish would have great need of him in the battles to come. William Wallace thought highly of Angus, admired his passion and devotion to their cause. Untempered by kindness, he did not suffer nightmares brought about by a lively conscience. That very conscience pricked Tavish now as the sharp aroma of salve prickled his senses, growing stronger as he approached the woman on the bed. 
 
    She turned to face him, a sharp breath forced from her lips as her sore back touched the bed. Her eyes were unreadable. Pain nestled in their depths, but something else. Sorrow? Regret? 
 
    “Forgive Angus. He feels your countrymen’s oppression keenly.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes, the expression morphing into hatred. 
 
    “What have I done to merit the abuse my poor sister suffers at the hands of that brute?” 
 
    “Your family has done mine much harm, wench.” 
 
    “An excuse to justify such treatment of innocent women.” 
 
    “Innocent women?” he roared. “Shall I tell you of an innocent woman?” 
 
    “I care not!” Elyssia spat. 
 
    “My sister was raped and abused by your father,” he said roughly. “He took her for himself when he saw her walking among the heather with her sweetheart—Ewan, my friend. To your sire, she was merely a fleeting fancy to be devoured with no thought to the consequences, with no thought to her family, her honour or her person.” 
 
    Her eyes widened at his words—recognition and horror sparking in their depths. 
 
    “He kept her at his estate as his whore, raping her day after day, night after night until she quickened with child, upon which he had no use for her and threw her to his men. He tortured Ewan and made him watch. I thank the Lord that some of his servants had enough compassion to help her escape. She returned to us battered, ruined, and broken both in body and in spirit, heavy with de Montford’s bastard. As for Ewan—I never saw him again.” 
 
    Her lips trembled, and a tear splashed onto her cheek, but the compassion in her eyes came too late—several years too late. Where was she when his beloved Flora had been destroyed? 
 
    “She had lost the will to live. My beautiful wee sister who was the light of our lives. She became a shadow of herself; a mere shell, never to laugh or sing again.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” The low whisper from the woman on the bed threatened to melt his heart, but he hardened it against her—the daughter of the man who had brought such sorrow into his life. 
 
    “She died in my arms giving birth to his bastard. The day she died she weighed no more than a child.” 
 
    “What of the child she bore?” 
 
    “Thin, sickly—it looked nothing like her and everything like its sire. The bastard child of the devil.” 
 
    He laughed coldly. “It would be a fitting role for you to be nursemaid to the brat.” 
 
    “Nursemaid to a bastard child?” she scoffed. “Is that a more fitting role than whore to an animal such as yourself? Have you not done enough to me?” 
 
    “Enough?” he roared. “You’re alive and will be returned to your family, while my beloved sister is dead! I can never see her again, my memories tainted by the pitiful creature she became!” 
 
    “Alive? What kind of life is this?” She gestured to the scar on her face. 
 
    “I am ruined! You took my virtue and destroyed my face! In a world which places such value on both, no man will want me. Is it my destiny to beg on the streets with a bastard child in my arms?” 
 
    “Be thankful you’re alive. Now remove your shift so you may fulfil your duties.” 
 
    “So you can rape me?” she hissed. “Does that make you a better man than my father?” 
 
    She lifted off her shift, her eyes narrowing in pain as the fabric brushed against her back. Sitting erect before him, she challenged him with her eyes, the blue turning to ice. 
 
    Withering under her look, he stepped back, ignoring the tightening in his body at the sight of her naked form. Her nipples puckered in the cold air—or was it with desire? 
 
    Devil take him, he wanted her! But not unwilling. The memory of her screams when his men had violated her tormented him with every waking moment. Though he had prayed each night for forgiveness, the guilt gnawed at him like a canker, rotting his mind and soul. 
 
    Clenching his hands, he turned his back to her to hide the cockstand which threatened to burst at the sight of her lush curves. 
 
    “Get thee gone.” 
 
    “You wish me to return to my chamber?” 
 
    “Aye!” he yelled. “Ross! Ross!” 
 
    The door opened. 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “I’ve finished with my whore for the night, Return her to her chamber.” 
 
    Closing his eyes, he prayed once more for forgiveness, barely registering her soft footsteps as Ross led her away. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A month into her captivity, Elyssia had grown used to the taunts from the children who gathered beside the kitchen fire and argued over the porridge each morning. But many of the kitchen servants had lost their edge of hostility. 
 
    Lorna, in particular, had softened towards her, having taken a liking to Alice, recognising her gentle nature. Taking Alice into her care, Lorna trusted Elyssia to gather berries in the woods; rich berries which ripened as the leaves turned brown, signalling the onset of winter. Lorna knew that Elyssia’s love for her sister prevented her from wanting to escape while Alice remained. 
 
    Anxious for air, peace, and solitude, Elyssia had almost kissed the woman when she first suggested the errand. Though part of her longed to be near her Highlander, the greater the distance between them, the less his presence affected her. Torn between hatred for what he had done, compassion for the dead sister he avenged and shame at her ruination, the brief moments of solitude in the forest or on the slopes of the mountain gave her solace. 
 
    The pure, natural beauty of the landscape untainted by men drove away her cares, and she was better able to bear the burdens—those she bore now and the greater burdens to come—knowing she could enjoy a brief, snatched moment of freedom. 
 
    Since the night he had withdrawn from the brink of taking her unwilling, Tavish had not sent for her again, but his presence ever hung over her like a growing thundercloud waiting to release its anger in a raging storm. Deep within the recesses of her conscience, a small voice told her that storm would soon break, and the full force of his anger would unleash itself. The dreadful secret which she suppressed during the day, filtered through her consciousness to plague her at night. On the day of judgement, she would be made to pay for her sin. Her violation and captivity were payment for Papa’s sins, but what would these people do once they discovered the full truth of the events of that terrible night at Papa’s castle—the part Elyssia herself had played? Tavish must never know of it. 
 
    Tavish. Her body tightened whenever he drew near, the sound of his footsteps discernible from the other men’s. Each time she heard him, she would flee, unwilling in her shame to look upon the man her mind and body craved. During the day, in the cold light of Glenblane Castle, her rational mind conquered her inner voice, telling her he was a man to be despised, a barbaric Highlander. But at night or when her mind drifted, her inner voice would come to the fore, speaking of the connection they shared. He was her Highlander, the man who ruled her dreams and had enslaved her heart as surely as he had enslaved her body. An invisible thread shackled her to him as surely as the ropes which had bound her hands the day he had taken her captive. 
 
    But to him, she was merely a means to an end. How long might it be before he discarded her and the others staked their claim on her body, the faceless men who had violated her? A rush of nausea threatened to overwhelm her, and she took a deep breath before pushing open the door leading to the courtyard, almost stumbling over the obstacle in her way. 
 
    A child crouched beside the door, shivering. Conall. 
 
    Elyssia knelt beside him. “Child, you’re frozen. Come inside. There’s hot porridge—you look in need of it.” 
 
    He shook his head, eyes already huge in his emaciated face growing larger, fear shuddering in their blue irises. 
 
    “Nobody will harm you,” she said. 
 
    “The others,” he whispered. 
 
    “The other children? Are you frightened of them?” 
 
    Though he shook his head, the fear in his eyes told a different story. She held out her hand, but he shrank back. If only Alice was with them, for her gentle nature could calm the most skittish of creatures. 
 
    “Let me take care of you.” 
 
    He twisted his face into a scowl. 
 
    “Ye’re the English whore,” he hissed, the momentary flash of bravado only thinly veiling the tremor in his voice. “All English are the spawn of dragons and witches.” 
 
    “Is that what you’ve been told?” 
 
    “Aye,” he said with less vehemence. 
 
    “By the other children?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “And you trust them? Are they your friends?” 
 
    Not answering, he lowered his gaze. “I have no friends.” 
 
    “Neither have I save my dear sister, Alice. Do you remember her? The day we met you by the well?” 
 
    His eyes softened at the mention of Alice’s name. Even a child recognised Alice’s sweet innocence for what it was. But when Elyssia moved closer, he shrank away from her again. 
 
    Sighing, she sat back. 
 
    “Do you believe in dragons and witches?” 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “Let me show you something,” she said. 
 
    She held her hand up, palm facing him before rotating it to show the back, the once smooth skin marred by blisters and grazes. 
 
    “See? Not a scale in sight. Flesh and blood—just as you are.” 
 
    He touched her hand, his thin fingers ice cold. Curling her hand around his, she smiled, recognition calling to her once more as he lifted his eyes to hers, his lips curling into a wan smile. 
 
    Those eyes—Richard’s eyes! Once again, the shock of familiarity tightened in her chest, and the truth slid into place. They were not Richard’s eyes, but Papa’s. Why had she not understood it before? 
 
    The bastard child of the devil. 
 
    “Come with me,” she said, tightening the grip on her half-brother’s hand. “From now on you’ll share my porridge.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    In the heat of the kitchen, the boy’s hands began to thaw against Elyssia’s skin. 
 
    “Lorna, may I give Conall a bowl of porridge?” 
 
    Lorna nodded. A harsh laugh stopped Elyssia, and she turned towards the sound. Callum stood in the doorway, Margaret by his side. His face was twisted in hatred and contempt, though hers was impassive, a benign smile playing on her lips. 
 
    “The whore and the bastard.” 
 
    The child tightened his grip at Callum’s words. 
 
    “Come, child,” Elyssia whispered, “while the porridge is hot.” 
 
    “Face me, whore, while I address you.” 
 
    Elyssia pulled Conall behind her, shielding him from the hatred in Callum’s eyes. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “You must address me as my lord,” the young man said. Behind him, Margaret shook her head, her golden hair trembling in the light of the kitchen fire, her eyes portraying nothing but gentle sadness. 
 
    Straightening her spine, Elyssia hardened her voice. 
 
    “What do you want—my lord?” 
 
    “I would know why the whore and the bastard take their meal from the same bowl as decent folk.” 
 
    “Decent folk?” Elyssia cried. “All I see before me is a man who takes pleasure in the suffering of others. Where must I take my meals? Outside with the swine? In the courtyard with the dogs? Or would you have me starve?” 
 
    “How dare you speak to me thus!” Callum cried, his face reddening with rage. He shook off Margaret’s restraining hand. “You’ve no right to taint my home—you and that bastard which hides behind your skirts.” 
 
    “The child you refer to is related to you by blood,” she said. “Have a little compassion. He is innocent.” 
 
    Callum lunged at her. “Innocent? Were it not for him, Flora would be alive!” 
 
    “Callum,” Margaret said, “have a little mercy, I beg you! Your brother will see the English reap their rewards. ‘Tis not for you to trouble yourself.” 
 
    “How can you, Margaret?” The young man’s voice broke with sorrow, raw emotion thick in his throat as he choked back a sob. “Flora lies cold in her grave, her body and soul destroyed…” 
 
    Margaret drew him to her. “Do not distress yourself.” 
 
    “But they must pay for their sins.” 
 
    “Aye, Callum. But you must trust Tavish—as I do. He’ll decide how that payment is collected.” 
 
    She nodded to Elyssia. 
 
    “Go, Lady de Montford. Take your porridge and eat it in your chamber. I will look after Callum. Forgive him. He loved his sister more passionately than even my beloved Tavish.” 
 
    At the mention of Tavish’s name, her eyes seemed to harden for a brief moment in the light of the kitchen fire before she blinked and her expression softened. 
 
    Callum pulled out of her embrace. 
 
    “Filthy whore!” He spat at Elyssia’s feet. “The day we return you to the English with a bastard in your belly cannot come too soon. I hope they treat you like the whore you are.” 
 
    Shouting for Tavish, he turned and left the kitchen. Margaret sighed, shaking her head. 
 
    “You must forgive us. Our quarrel is not with you. I’ll take care of Callum, but I would advise you to remain out of his sight. Perhaps you should spend the day gathering berries. The mountain air would be good for you. I’ll take care of your sister. Lorna, will you see to it for me?” 
 
    “Aye, Mistress Margaret.” For a brief moment, Lorna’s voice betrayed her reluctance before she ordered one of the kitchen maids to fetch a basket. 
 
    Sighing, Elyssia took the basket and left the heat of the kitchen, ignoring the laughs of derision from the other children. Lorna admonished them and sent them scattering into the courtyard before she ladled a bowl of porridge for Conall. 
 
    * * * 
 
    With the rush of the wind in her ears, Elyssia could almost forget she was a captive—a whore—imprisoned by the man intent on ruining her; the man she had given her heart to. The cool air caressed her burning cheeks. It might never remove the stain of shame which penetrated her body and mind, but it soothed the flame which burned within. 
 
    On higher ground beyond the castle, the terrain grew rocky, though the trees did not begin to thin out until further up. Here, the trees were too thick for her to make out the side of the mountain. She yearned to venture to the top, to feel the wind tearing through her hair and hear the cries of the eagles that circled above the terrain in glorious unfettered freedom. But she remained where she was, confined by the trees of the forest as surely as the castle walls confined her body. 
 
    Not only did she bear the physical confinement, but her conscience bade her stay—the voice deep within that whispered of the need to atone for her own sin; a sin much greater than Papa’s. But she was not only shackled by her conscience. Her treacherous heart, which ever triumphed in the battle with her head, pulled her towards him. Her shame had been shattered already—admitting her body’s craving for the man who had awakened her desires two years ago. But her heart had been captured by the tender words he had whispered in the dark before the cursed dawn broke through the darkness when he had declared her a whore and sent her from his chamber. 
 
    Kneeling as a penitent sinner before her God, she plucked a ripe, round berry. She bit into the soft flesh, her teeth cutting through the skin until the sweetness burst onto her tongue. Closing her eyes at the memory of the last time she had tasted a berry in the forest—offered up by her saviour—she heard a soft rustling as if the trees swayed against each other. The song of nature. 
 
    Would she anything but a prisoner here! The rugged Highlands spoke to her from within—a primal voice telling her of the pagan gods. Those same gods had smashed the rocks against each other to form the sharp shards of the mountains, the hard granite upon which mere mortals dashed themselves against before bathing them in the rich, purple heather, the soft blanket to drape over the harsh rocks—silk over steel. 
 
    The song deepened in tone, soft musical notes turning guttural, deep rumbles morphing into harsh words accompanied by mocking laughter. 
 
    “We’ve found ourselves a whore!” 
 
    Elyssia snapped her eyes open. Four men emerged from the trees. Barely clad in ragged loincloths, they towered over her. One of them let out a bark of laughter, revealing blackened teeth punctuated by gaps. 
 
    “Who’ll be first?” 
 
    The thick accents were reminiscent of the grunts of the wild boar in Papa’s estate. And just as deadly. Though these men had no tusks, they would rip her apart, but not before they devoured her. 
 
    Heavy, thick frames, shaggy dark hair, and the stench of savagery and stale sweat—only once before had she smelled it. 
 
    The man at the fort—the barbarian who would have ripped her body apart had Tavish not killed him. These men did not take prisoners—they tore their victims to pieces. 
 
    Holding her basket close, she struggled to her feet. Even at her full height, she could not hope to intimidate them into leaving her alone. 
 
    “I do not fear death,” she cried, as evenly as her voice would permit. 
 
    The man nearest her laughed. 
 
    “Death is not something we have in mind for you, woman, but something far sweeter. We shall enjoy you to the full.” 
 
    Savage lust glittered in his eyes. Death would be the better fate. 
 
    “Come no closer. I’m armed!” she cried. He laughed and drew a knife. 
 
    “As I am, woman,” he said, his accent thickening his speech. “A knife to keep the mare under control and a sword to spear her with.” 
 
    Thick, coarse laughter filled her ears, and they drew closer to form a tight circle. What chance had she against four men with bodies thick and hard from living on the land? The stench of lust thickened like a black cloud of smoke, threatening to engulf her. 
 
    “Who’ll fuck her first?” 
 
    “I saw her first. She’s mine by right.” 
 
    “Silence!” The first man roared. “‘Tis my claim to make. I’ll ready her for you, have her moaning underneath me.” 
 
    Another man laughed coarsely. “Then I’ll be last, so she realises what she’d be missing with the three of you. Would ye like that, wench?” 
 
    “Mayhap she could satisfy two of us at once—who knows what these English whores do?” 
 
    The first man held out his hand, a broad grin stretching across his fleshy face. 
 
    “I’ll treat ye right, whore. One taste of my cock and ye’ll never crave the MacLean again.” 
 
    She swung her basket at him, but he ducked and slapped it out of her hands. Anger deepened his brow before he leapt towards her and knocked her to the ground, the shock of the fall forcing the air from her lungs. Before she could move, he was on top of her, his lust-fuelled snarls of fury not quite obscuring the laughter from his companions. 
 
    “Turn her over!” 
 
    “Rut her like the sow she is!” 
 
    Striking out, she spat and cursed, her hands meeting flesh. As she had done that terrible night when the Highlanders took her, she curled her fingers and clawed at his face. She would not survive this—no pleas for forgiveness lay beneath the man’s voice as he cursed her; she heard only pure, savage, animal lust. 
 
    Pain exploded in her jaw, and her head snapped back sending a firebolt through her neck. A roaring sound began to build in her ears—a precursor to oblivion and death. Her mind fought against her assailant, but her body could not prevent her fate—an unarmed woman against four savage men intent on tearing her apart. 
 
    The roaring increased, forming deep cries as if her mind screamed in anger and the earth cried back. 
 
    Not the earth. A man’s voice. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    A deep scream of rage cut through the roar, bringing her back from the darkness. Angry words cried out in a familiar voice before the sharper sounds of steel against steel cut through the thick pain clouding her senses. 
 
    “Begone, MacLean! Our quarrel is not with you. Leave us be, and we’ll leave ye alone. We want only the whore.” 
 
    “Nay! The woman is mine!” 
 
    Tavish’s voice rang clear and true, cutting through the barbarians’ hoarse calls as the bitter juice of berries cuts through fat. Deep screams, battle cries followed by choking and splutters of hatred. 
 
    Elyssia tried to stand but lost her balance as the pain in her head throbbed, blurring her vision. 
 
    Three men lay dead, their life essence draining into the heather-clad ground. The fourth had forced Tavish to his knees. He snarled with battle-lust and fury, his huge hands wrapped around Tavish’s throat. 
 
    The urge to protect the man whose body and soul called to her in her dreams overpowered her mind as surely as the men he fought had overpowered her body. Screaming, Elyssia lunged at the barbarian. She clasped her hands around his head and dug her fingers into his eye sockets. 
 
    With a howl, he loosened his grip and fell back, taking her with him, and they landed on the ground with a grunt. The breath jolted out of her body on impact. 
 
    He dealt a blow to the side of her head. Through greyed vision, she glimpsed a fleshy face, dark shaggy beard surrounding a gaping mouth, red droplets on his lips. He raised his arm again, but before he could strike a second time he threw his head back and screamed. Red liquid spurted from his lips, and he fell forward, his body landing in a lifeless heap beside her. 
 
    Tavish stood before her, blotting out the light of the setting sun, his body casting a long shadow over her. With a sharp, swift movement, he drew back and withdrew his sword from the body of the man he had just killed. 
 
    Shaking, she struggled to her feet. Tavish stood still, body tense, shoulders heaving with exertion, puffs of breath visible in the frigid evening air. 
 
    The shadow lengthened as the light fell, but his eyes—deep, strong eyes that had looked into her so intensely—shone with lust from the kill. Standing before her, he was a wild animal, a beast from the Highlands who had killed the challengers who’d dared to encroach on his land. He lifted his head, exposing his throat, the Adam’s apple bulging as he growled at the sky. The hunter reasserting his supremacy over his territory and all that lay within it. 
 
    Raw, primal power shimmered in the air as if the earth responded to his call. No place for a civilised man; no place for a woman. She moved back and lowered her head, averting her gaze from the beast before her. 
 
    “Stay.” 
 
    The low voice growled—the stag exerting his ownership over his mate. 
 
    Dropping the knife, he tensed his body, ready to strike. 
 
    Without warning, he let out a roar and lunged forward, grasping her shoulders. Pulling her to him, he crushed her mouth with his; hot, hard lips devouring her, his tongue insistent, demanding entrance. 
 
    Unable to keep her balance, she fell backwards onto the soft heather. She opened her mouth to cry out, and he silenced her, thrusting his tongue in, claiming ownership, probing, insistent, overpowering. His hard, strong body pinned her to the ground, hands plundering her body. His flesh called to hers, and her willing body responded, conquering her unwilling mind, a deep groan bubbling up from her chest, her warm lifeblood calling to him. 
 
    She tasted triumph in his kiss. Sealing his ownership, he speared her with a rough, hard movement, the dominant male making his mark—confirmation of his own supremacy and a warning to all challengers. 
 
    Her treacherous body arched its back, and she threw back her head, hips lifting to meet each thrust, her mind at war with her voice which cried his name, a cry of recognition, acknowledging how their bodies moulded together as one. 
 
    Her Highlander. 
 
    “Oh God, sweet Flora forgive me!” he howled into the twilight air as he thrust into her one last time, his body bursting with the life he poured into her. 
 
    He fell forward, collapsing on top of her with a sharp cry before rolling onto his side, taking her with him, still inside her, their bodies joined as one, twin souls connecting at the most natural level—the unconscious calling which transcended rational thought. Instinctive, pure animal lust, a man seeking his mate, taking her and branding her as his. 
 
    For she did belong to him. Unwilling as her conscious mind may be, she knew she was his and always would be. Not only had he branded her body, but he had also etched himself indelibly into her soul. 
 
    He held her to him, their hearts beating to the same rhythm, the rhythm of the earth. Her pagan god. 
 
    A soft whisper, barely audible, made her skin tighten with want. 
 
    “My Elyssia.” 
 
    His body shook as if he fought another battle—one with his conscience—before he let out a low moan of anguish. 
 
    He withdrew from her, rolling onto his front, and brushed himself down. Smoothing his plaid, he picked up his sword and wiped it on the sleeve of his tunic. 
 
    “Clean yourself up before you return to the castle.” His cold words sliced through her heart and she bowed her head, closing her eyes to hold back tears of shame and self-loathing. 
 
    “Did you hear me, woman?” 
 
    “Aye,” she whispered, nodding her head. Brushing the leaves and dirt from her mud-stained skirts, she avoided his eyes and reached for the basket. 
 
    “Go,” he said, his voice shaking. “Go. Now.” 
 
    Setting her mouth into a firm line, she met his gaze. He would not have the satisfaction of seeing her shame. She dropped a slow curtsey before speaking clearly and coldly. 
 
    “As my captor wishes.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed and his brow furrowed as if in pain. She drew strength from every crease of his brow. Let him war with his conscience—hers was clear. 
 
    No, not clear. Flora. Always it came back to her. The girl in the dungeon. One day Elyssia’s sin would return to haunt her. 
 
    Eventually, he dropped his gaze, speaking in a pained voice. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    Turning her back on him, she returned to the castle. Escape was futile; she had nowhere else to go. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “Tavish, what have ye done?” 
 
    Tavish strode past Duncan, but his friend gripped his arm before he reached the doorway. 
 
    “What happened in the war with your conscience, Tav? Has your thirst for vengeance emerged victorious?” 
 
    “Of what do you speak?” 
 
    “The lass!” 
 
    Elyssia. 
 
    His Elyssia. The woman his body craved. Unable to deny it, he had sought her out in the forest, wanting to speak to her, to beg her forgiveness. He wanted to explain how loyalty to his clan had driven him to commit unspeakable acts—acts he’d suffer for until the day he died. But more than anything he wanted to bury himself inside her once more, to have her come willing to him as she had that first night at Glenblane when he had become her Highlander and seduced her in the dark. 
 
    To see those animals circling his woman like a pack of wolves circles a deer, primal rage had risen within him, the need to kill and maim those who would seek to harm her. Ignoring the voice uttering ‘hypocrite’ in his mind, he had fought to protect her and lay claim to his mate. He was a man, protecting his woman. 
 
    Even at the end when defeat threatened to engulf him, she had fought his remaining assailant with her bare hands, savage in her own way; biting, tearing at the enemy who had threatened her own mate. 
 
    The shame at his treatment of her momentarily obliterated by his animal lust, he had taken her on the forest floor, the raw power of the earth driving him inside her, their bodies fusing together, hers willing and open. 
 
    They were made for each other, fashioned by nature; the moment their eyes had met in the garrison two years ago, he had known it. His ma had always said that each human soul was an incomplete half made complete by the missing piece, a piece unique to each person—their true mate. The instant he saw those animals closing in on her, he finally admitted what his heart and mind had whispered to him. Elyssia was his mate. 
 
    Though he hated her family, the English, everything she represented, a deep corner of his soul wanted to lay itself at her feet and worship her. His body craved her. 
 
    He must not let his heart follow, but he would tear to pieces anyone who threatened her. 
 
    Yet he had been the one to destroy her! 
 
    “…destroyed her…” 
 
    Blinking, he shook his head to dissipate the image in his mind as Duncan’s voice splintered his dreams. 
 
    “…streaked in mud, face scratched, dress ripped down the front. Tavish, what happened to your conscience? Are ye worse than Morcar’s men now? Have ye descended into barbarism?” 
 
    Morcar! 
 
    “Morcar’s men were there, Duncan.” 
 
    “In the forest? So close to here?” 
 
    “Aye.” Tavish’s voice was hoarse. “They’ve never come so near or attacked one of our own.” 
 
    “The Englishwoman?” 
 
    Tavish’s voice broke. “Duncan, they were going to rip her to pieces! And I-I couldn’t help myself. Sweet Lord, what have I done to her!” 
 
    “Isla’s tending to her now,” Duncan said, “but you must tell me the truth about her.” 
 
    “I know not what you mean.” 
 
    “Do you not, Tavish? I’ve seen the way you look at her as if you battle with yourself. I also see how she looks at you.” 
 
    “She only looks at me with loathing, Duncan, and well she might.” 
 
    “Nay, my friend. She fights a battle of her own. A connection exists between the two of you. Not just that of captive and captor, but something else, as if she knows you and understands what you are doing to her.” 
 
    Tavish sighed. Duncan was a trusted friend. His keen eye, powers of observation, and ability to sense danger had saved Tavish’s life on many occasions. Tavish’s own capture at the hands of the sadistic Lord Allendyne was primarily due to Duncan’s absence at the time. 
 
    Allendyne—the man to whom Elyssia had been betrothed; the man who tortured him; who Elyssia had defied in order to save Tavish’s life, at great risk to her own. Aye, much existed between Elyssia and him. 
 
    “You’re right, Duncan. Elyssia and I have a past. I first laid eyes on her two years ago, though I knew not who she was.” 
 
    “Two years ago? When you were in captivity?” 
 
    “Aye, Duncan. Did you never think to ask how I came to escape?” 
 
    “You escaped in a fire, did you not?” 
 
    “Aye, but it was Elyssia who set me free. She protected me against Allendyne and freed the prisoners when the fort was on fire. Were it not for her, I would be dead.” 
 
    “And this is how you repay her?” Duncan’s expression creased into one of loathing. And well it might, for it mirrored the loathing Tavish felt for himself. “Ye gods, man! You must stop what you’re doing and set her free.” 
 
    “To go where Duncan? Her father would not take her back now she’s ruined. Though she’s the enemy, I want her, but the clan expects me to fulfil my duty.” 
 
    “The clan would understand, Tavish,” Duncan said. “You’re their chief. They must abide by what you say. It won’t be easy, but if you’re determined to keep the woman, I won’t stand in your way.” 
 
    “What of Margaret? I cannot cast her aside. I have known and loved her since childhood.” 
 
    “I’m not suggesting you do anything of the kind,” Duncan replied. “Marry Margaret as you intended. There are other ways you can take care of the Englishwoman. Give her a home here.” 
 
    “They’d never accept her. Look at Callum—or Angus. Hatred for the English, de Montford in particular, runs too deep. Elyssia’s very birth stands against her. There’s nothing I can do.” 
 
    “They’ll come round in time, Tavish. Even Callum. Why, look at young Finlay. He’s smitten with the sister. Even the children are fond of her.” 
 
    “That’s because she’s a half-wit, Duncan. They like her out of sympathy.” 
 
    “They’re fond of her because she’s gentle and kind. Aye, she’s afflicted, and men like Angus will always hate that which they do not understand. But many of us understand it’s no sin to love the daughter of your enemy.” 
 
    Love—what a foolish notion! He could never love his enemy; his clan came first. Margaret. He loved Margaret. 
 
    Tavish closed his eyes, picturing Margaret’s sweet face, her delicate features, but opened them again as the image of violet eyes filled his mind. 
 
    “I love Margaret,” he whispered. 
 
    Who was he trying to convince? Duncan—or himself? 
 
    * * * 
 
    He did not send for Elyssia that night. Guilt gnawed at him, magnifying when he saw her accompany the servants during the evening meal, serving ale to the men, weathering their taunts. The scratches on her face had dried, leaving thin trails on her cheek to accompany the scar where he had cut her with her knife. Though in a fresh, clean gown, the bruise under her left eye was an ugly reminder of her ordeal in the forest. 
 
    She needed protection—his protection. Duncan had scoured the surrounding terrain and had nothing to report. The barbarians in the forest must have been a small isolated band, searching for opportunities to raid and plunder before moving on. They would not trouble him again. But Elyssia also needed protection from Tavish’s own men. 
 
    Summoning Isla, he instructed her to take the Englishwomen back to their chamber and let them rest. If he wanted Elyssia to stay, the only way he could protect her would be to establish her as his mistress. 
 
    Isla nodded, the look in her eyes telling him of her compassionate nature and more. He had seen the servants’ demeanour change towards the two captives. Elyssia’s passionate protection of the bastard child Conall and the tender way she cared for Alice had attracted the notice, and compassion, of the household. She worked hard in the kitchens and around the castle, tending to the sick and injured—and coming to the aid of anyone in distress. Why, not two days before she had rushed to the aid of one of the kitchen maids who’d scalded her hands and was in too much pain to continue with her work. Elyssia had noticed her before the others, binding the girl’s hands and taking over her duties. Like it or not, she was earning the respect of some members of Clan MacLean. 
 
    The next morning, on his way to train with the men, a soft voice stopped him. 
 
    “My love.” 
 
    Margaret’s delicate features smiled up at him, and he took her hand. She deserved to be loved, and he did love her. He must. Though not a burning, uncontrollable passion, it was a gentle, deeply rooted love for a girl he had known and played with since boyhood. They were destined to be together, and she would give him strong Highlander sons. A gentle soul and loyal wife, she would support him in all that he did—including his decision to have Elyssia stay. Many clan chiefs kept mistresses, though they did not live in the castles out of respect for their wives. Margaret would accept it, in time. He had no wish to break her heart and would do everything he could to make it up to her. 
 
    “You look uneasy, Tavish.” Margaret touched his hand, her slim fingers curling around his wrist, her skin soft, so unlike Elyssia’s skin which had roughened from two months’ hard work at Glenblane Castle. 
 
    “I trust your conscience does not trouble you.” 
 
    She tipped her face up for a kiss, offering her lips. He kissed her chastely on the forehead, ignoring her sharp sigh of frustration. 
 
    “It pains me to see you thus,” she said. “You’re too good a man to undertake such a task.” 
 
    He had no need to ask what task she referred to. 
 
    “Surely the Englishwoman can be given to others?” she continued. “Angus would be willing to ease your burden, and he has the right to avenge the losses he has suffered at the hands of the English. Give her to him.” 
 
    “Margaret, I cannot.” 
 
    “I’m thinking of you, my love.” 
 
    “It’s my burden to bear.” 
 
    “Then what of me?” Margaret’s voice raised a notch. A flash of anger streaked across her eyes, but she blinked, and their usual benign expression returned. “Forgive me, Tavish, but we’re soon to be married, and I have no wish to be scandalised. Already the men whisper in the corridors and passageways. They say you enjoy relations with an English whore, the daughter of the man who caused you such misery. And when we marry, you’ll come to my bed already tainted by her flesh.” 
 
    “You should not listen to idle words, Margaret.” 
 
    “Oh, Tavish, I also listen to my heart!” she cried, her voice catching. “I understand you want vengeance for Flora, but I have no wish for this to come between us. I want us to be happy, but our future together must wait until you have finished with her. I cannot bear it!” 
 
    He took her in his arms as her body trembled and she cried into his chest while he stroked her hair, shushing her. 
 
    “Forgive me, Margaret. I’ll think of something. We’ll be married and will live in peace, whatever happens to the Englishwoman.” 
 
    He brushed his mouth against hers before resuming his path to the courtyard. Her lips were soft and pliant, but his body remained cold. He felt none of the heat which surged in his loins when Elyssia was near. 
 
    Elyssia—always his thoughts returned to her. 
 
    Her voice floated across the air. At first, he thought it was an echo of a memory, but it grew stronger, coupled with the whining of a child. Conall. 
 
    Even though the child was of his blood, he could not look at the boy with anything other than disgust, knowing who his sire was. The child had done nothing other than being born, but his very birth had brought about such misery! Someone had to pay—and the child was the only tangible thing Tavish could focus his anger on. Cast aside, left to fend for himself, the boy had little chance of survival, but Isla had taken care of him to the best of her ability, finding a home for him in an outbuilding. 
 
    The boy had none other to speak for him, to defend him against the hatred that was ingrained into his people. 
 
    Except now. Now he had one other, to fight for him as fiercely as she fought for her sister, as passionately as she had once fought for Tavish himself. 
 
    Rounding a corner, he came upon the two of them—brother and sister walking together in the yard, oblivious of his presence. 
 
    “They all hate me,” the boy whined. 
 
    “Hush!” Elyssia took his hand. “They know not what they say, sweet boy. They don’t understand.” 
 
    “Aye, they do,” the boy sniffed. “They hate me because I killed my mother.” 
 
    “That’s a wicked lie!” 
 
    “No, it’s true. She died giving birth to me. They tell me she was destroyed by the English dogs, but it was I who finally killed her. They say I’m the son of the devil.” 
 
    “Oh, Conall! We must forgive those we do not understand, but it’s wicked to say such things. Believe me when I say you’ve done nothing wrong. The ones who hate you are at fault. You’re innocent—in my eyes and in the eyes of God.” 
 
    “They hate you, too. Is it because you’re English?” 
 
    “Partly. They also hate me because of my father.” 
 
    “Is he also my father?” 
 
    Elyssia said nothing, but Tavish saw her nod her head. 
 
    “Are we both to be hated for things we did not do?” the boy said. “Things our… our father did?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Tavish shifted uncomfortably at Elyssia’s barely-heard whisper. Did she accept so readily the hatred of his people for her father’s sins? The boy clung to her. 
 
    “You’re my only friend,” Conall said. “I’m glad you came here, even if they do not treat you well.” 
 
    “There’s my sister also,” Elyssia said. “We both love you, Conall, and I promise I’ll take you home with me when the time comes for me to leave. I—we—have another brother. His name is Richard, and he’s kind and brave. He’ll give you better protection than you’ve had here.” 
 
    “Are you leaving?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    Elyssia sighed. “When I’ve paid my debt.” 
 
    Her debt! Aye. When her disgrace was complete, she’d be returned to her father with a bastard in her belly. How could she bear it with such fortitude? A sharp pain pricked in Tavish’s hand. Looking down, he saw he had curled his hand into a fist, digging the nails into the flesh to mirror the pain in his heart. He did not want her to go. 
 
    He waited for their voices to fade before venturing into the courtyard, Duncan’s words echoing in his ears. 
 
    It’s no sin to love the daughter of your enemy. 
 
    No. He did not love her. It was lust, nothing more. 
 
    Better for her that she quickened with child as soon as possible so she could be sent home. Winter was approaching, and he needed to be rid of her before the year was out. 
 
    It was time she warmed his bed again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “My dear!” 
 
    Lorna’s welcome was so different to the reception Elyssia had been given on her first day in the kitchens. More of the servants had taken a liking to her since she’d tended to Iona’s injuries. The poor child’s burns had long since healed, but she had been left scarred. Now winter had a strong grip on Glenblane, the fires burned constantly. Almost every day one of the servants sustained a burn, but Elyssia was glad to treat them. 
 
    Alice had secured their affections more easily. Her health suffered as the weeks passed and the air grew colder, but the servants took her into their hearts. Poor Alice had elicited nothing but hatred and misunderstanding from Papa’s household. But here, her tender, loving nature overcame their innate hatred for the English. They understood, as only those with no power can, that two women, the property of the men in their family were not responsible for the atrocities the English had committed against their countrymen. 
 
    Yet you are responsible. 
 
    That voice whispered in her mind. It haunted her at night, reminding her of her dreadful secret. 
 
    Since the day he had claimed her on the mountainside, Tavish had resumed sending for her. Willingly, she let herself be taken, night after night, in his bed; her payment to atone for her sin. But when he touched her, the cloak of darkness enabled his true nature to emerge. At night he was no longer a man seeking vengeance; he was her Highlander—the man whose gentle touches and feather-soft kisses set her skin ablaze. When their bodies joined, he brought her to pleasure with his lips and tongue. He waited for her to cry his name before driving himself inside her, pushing her over the crest of a great wave which crashed against her soul, battering it until she sobbed for him, offering herself, never wanting him to leave her. 
 
    But her Highlander could only reveal himself in the dark; alone and away from his clan. In the harsh light of the dawn, the captor always returned. 
 
    Isla had become a friend. Their mutual affection for the boy Conall had drawn them close, as had Isla’s fondness for Alice. 
 
    Elyssia still avoided Callum, though the passionate young man occasionally sought her out, often accompanied by Margaret. As Elyssia’s gown grew more and more tatty with each day and her hands grew coarser, she compared herself unfavourably to the genteel Scotswoman—Tavish’s betrothed. Margaret only spoke kindly to her, often chiding Callum when he threw insults at Elyssia and taunted Alice. 
 
    What sort of wife would Margaret be? Would Tavish take her with the same fervour he took Elyssia? How could Margaret bear the notion of Tavish lying with another? Elyssia blinked back the moisture in her eyes. Margaret would be his wife and Elyssia cast aside. He’d forget her, while she would remember him until the day she died. 
 
    After another encounter with Callum and Margaret, the softly spoken woman steered the hot-headed young man away. Waiting until they had gone, Isla took Elyssia’s hand. 
 
    “Be careful around them.” 
 
    “I can bear Callum’s hatred,” Elyssia replied, “as long as he leaves Alice alone.” 
 
    “I did not mean only Callum,” Isla replied. “Be wary of Margaret also, especially now.” 
 
    Elyssia shook her head. “Margaret tempers his behaviour. She’s been nothing but kind.” 
 
    “A female wolf will smile at her prey to mesmerise it before she rips its throat out. I beg you to take care. You have another to think of now.” 
 
    “Aye, I understand—Alice, Conall…” 
 
    “No, not them,” Isla said. “I looked after the Lady Molly, Master Tavish’s ma, and learnt to spot the signs as soon as the old laird begat her with child. You must take care of the life growing inside you, lass.” 
 
    A cold hand brushed against Elyssia’s skin, and she touched her stomach. 
 
    Her disgrace was complete. 
 
    “Forgive me for being the one to tell you, but there’s little benefit in denying it. The sooner you know, the sooner you can prepare yourself for whatever may befall you.” 
 
    Nausea threatened to overwhelm her, and she drew in a sharp breath. Isla squeezed her hand. 
 
    “Have… have you told anyone else?” 
 
    “Nay, lass. And I won’t. You’re early yet, which is why I urge you to take care.” 
 
    Isla’s soft voice could not compensate for the harsh ball of fear curling inside her gut. Tavish had his revenge—a Highlander bastard was inside her belly. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    A month after Isla’s revelation, Elyssia ventured into the forest again. Her desire for solitude and fresh air surpassed any fear of barbarians, and she found herself wandering towards the summit of the mountain overshadowing Glenblane Castle. 
 
    The deep rumble of the wind rushed between the rocks—the song of the Highlands, pagan gods calling to her. The earth spoke to her, a deep connection within her bones. The wind tearing through her hair only invigorated her, carrying her cares until they tumbled away over the summit. 
 
    The rays of the setting sun cast a pink glow across the landscape. Small crystals danced within the rocks as if faerie spirits beckoned to her, flickering in the sunlight as she reached out to touch them. The rock was warm, as if the heartbeat of the living, breathing earth, pulsed the lifeblood of the land into the stone. 
 
    She dropped to the ground and stretched out on the heather. The scent of peat brought forth images of the flickering firelight in Tavish’s chamber. 
 
    Always her thoughts turned to him. What would he do when he discovered she was with child? Would he send her away? Had Isla told him, despite her assurances to the contrary? She had yearned for escape, but now, when her release seemed imminent, she had no wish to leave. Many of the servants had begun to accept her and Alice as individuals—not as objects of hatred. 
 
    Even Tavish. For some inexplicable reason, he had, only a few days before, issued orders for Conall to be given a chamber of his own—one near to hers. Until then he had only shown his compassion at night when the peat-fuelled fires smoked and blazed in his chamber when there were none to witness it. Was his heart softening? 
 
    A sharp cry made her sit up. An eagle soared overhead. Vivid rays of pink and orange bled across the sky, lighting up the clouds as if a fire burned within them. The sun began to dip below the horizon, bathing the land in a soft pink glow. Even the tips of the fir trees on the hillside below her glowed as if lit by a flame. 
 
    The raw, natural earth—how she loved it! What right did her kinsmen have to assert their authority over the people here? The Highlanders living on the earth did not own the land—they belonged to it. As she did. The land spoke to her at a visceral level, her body reacting to the sights and sounds of the Highlands. A home was not defined by birth, but by life. Here, with a child growing inside her, with the respect of the people she toiled with, this could be her home… were it not for one thing. She was de Montford’s daughter. 
 
    “If only I were anything but English!” she cried into the wind. “This land is beyond beautiful! I wish it were my home!” 
 
    “You are more beautiful than the land, Elyssia.” A deep voice made her skin tighten with recognition. 
 
    Tavish stood behind her. 
 
    Her stomach rolled in fear. Did he know? Had he come to tell her it was time to leave? 
 
    She tried to stand, but he put out a warning hand. 
 
    “Stay.” 
 
    Her body obeyed the command before her mind even registered it, the deep timbre of his voice sending ripples across her skin. He sat beside her. 
 
    “I’ve been looking for you. You should not have left the building.” Though he spoke quietly, his voice held an undertone of anger. 
 
    “You should know by now I would not attempt to leave, not without my sister—or my brother,” she replied bitterly, “or do you seek to restrict my freedom even further?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I understand that, but ‘tis not safe here. Men, wolves… You’re foolish to venture out alone.” 
 
    “Can I not be granted a moment’s peace?” 
 
    He lifted a hand to her face, tracing a fingertip across the scar, regret clouding his eyes. 
 
    “What do you want of me, Tavish?” 
 
    His eyes widened at her question. Did he know she carried his child? 
 
    “I came looking for you,” he replied, “but instead found a pagan goddess among the heather, lit up by the flame of the sun as if she were part of the sun herself. A goddess who I am unworthy of, yet I would worship her.” 
 
    Cupping her face in his hands, he drew her to him. His lips were warm and soft against her skin. 
 
    “Elyssia…” He ran his tongue along her lips before begging entrance. Her Highlander. He only had to ask, and she would give. Opening her mouth, she welcomed him inside, their tongues curling together in a loving embrace. 
 
    A deep growl rumbled in his chest, and he withdrew before pushing her back against the springy bed of heather, his hands fumbling at the laces of her gown. She drew in a sharp breath at the cold air against her bare chest before a hot, wet mouth covered her breast, the soft downy hair of his red locks tickling her skin. His tongue, at first so gentle, became urgent and insistent, drifting round her breast in circles which spiralled inwards until he reached her nipple. With a deep pull, he drew it into his mouth. 
 
    “Ahhh…” 
 
    She let out a soft moan and arched her back, fisting her hands in his hair to hold him close. Two strong hands grasped her shoulders while he traced a path to her other breast, drawing the nipple into a taut peak to match its twin and she jerked her body off the ground, crying out with her need for him. 
 
    “Lie still.” His soft whisper against her tender flesh sent another pulse of fire through her, and she squeezed her thighs together to ease the longing. The sharp scent of desire united with the earthy scent of the heather. 
 
    Tracing a path with his lips across her breasts, he moved lower and nipped her flesh. Soft growls and grunts spoke of his desire more than words could convey. Once more the stag claimed his mate, but he took her tenderly, lovingly, assured of his welcome rather than desperately, brutally, after he had killed his rivals. 
 
    He nudged her thighs with his hands, and she parted them, need burning within her. His lips reached their destination, and he nuzzled her damp curls before drawing in a deep breath, letting out a sigh of contentment as if his very life had depended on it. 
 
    “You’re the air that I breathe, Elyssia.” His words, warm and tender, rumbled against her sensitive flesh and her body began to tighten, pulsing in a deep, slow rhythm, calling to her mate. 
 
    With a sigh, he dipped in his tongue. His soft, tender administrations sent pulses of desire through her until her body burst with life and she cried out, lifting her hips in offering to him. 
 
    Pleasure rippled through her as her body moved in an undulating dance—a pagan dance of love, worshipping the earth and the man who took her. Holding her thighs, he continued to caress her with his lips—insistent kisses, tender sighs against her quivering flesh before he circled her with his tongue, drinking from her like a man dying of thirst. Low cries from his throat spoke of his own need. 
 
    The captor forgotten—her Highlander, the man who owned her soul, took her hands and drew her to him. 
 
    Their eyes met, the soft moss green of his showing nothing but the love a man has for his soulmate. 
 
    “Tavish…” 
 
    He brushed his fingertips against her neck, sending soft tingles through her skin before he drew her to him, capturing his name in her mouth, lips caressing her own, sweet with the essence of her need for him. 
 
    With his free hand, he drew her hand to his length. Hard as the granite rocks of the mountain yet warm, he pulsed with the lifeblood of the earth. 
 
    “You are my life, Elyssia,” he whispered, “the warm earth, the gentle landscape, from which I draw my strength. You complete me—make me whole. I am yours; my life flows within you. As you have enslaved my heart and soul, let me take yours. I offer my life, my body, to you. Take it. Let us become one again.” 
 
    She curled her fingers around him, and he jerked with life, moving eagerly in her hand. A deep groan rumbled in his chest as she caressed his length, culminating in a soft cry when she reached the tip, rubbing the soft, smooth skin, slick with moisture. Squeezing him gently, she drew her hand back down his length which thickened, his need turning into steel, the nest of wiry curls hot and damp. Cupping his sacs, she kissed him, running her tongue along his lips, sighing into his mouth as he opened to receive her. 
 
    “I can wait no longer.” His voice hoarse with unsatisfied need, he pushed her back into the heather; nature’s soft, springy bed the perfect place to consummate their union. Before he had taken her as his captive, a means to an end, to secure vengeance against her father. Now, for the first time, he openly declared his love for her with his body. Not alone in the dark, in secret so that none would know, but here, now, out in the open. 
 
    She issued her invitation, parting her thighs to welcome him, and he eased himself into her with a sigh of contentment; claiming her as his and declaring it to the world. 
 
    He kissed her again, his tongue becoming more insistent. His movements grew in urgency as he thrust inside her and she lifted her hips to meet him—claiming him as her own. Small pinpricks of light flashed before her—the faerie lights dancing in the granite of the earth—before her body shattered. Their twin cries echoed across the mountain. A pagan god and his goddess, their union, forged from the strongest steel—steel borne of love and sacrifice. 
 
    With one final thrust, he plunged inside her, drawing her to him, their bodies fused together, letting the soft earth take them in its embrace, the warmth from his body enveloping her as his life essence flowed inside her. 
 
    The shrill cry of another overhead joined the first. The eagle had found his mate—their souls circling towards the setting sun, bathed in the light. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The castle came into view between the trees, blurred by the twilight. The sun had set but the fire still burned within her—the need for the man who walked beside her, the scent of his desire still in the air. 
 
    The silhouette of a man appeared at the door. 
 
    “Tav!” 
 
    She started at Duncan’s voice, expecting Tavish to become, once more, her captor. 
 
    “Duncan.” The growl in Tavish’s throat rumbled in his chest, a faint undertone of challenge in the deep timbre. 
 
    “I was growing concerned. You’ve been gone a while, and we leave at dawn.” 
 
    Elyssia moved away, but Tavish pulled her back and held her close. He took her hand and in full view of his friend he drew it to his lips. 
 
    “There was naught to fear, Duncan, I found her safe and well.” 
 
    Duncan’s eyes widened at the subtle change in Tavish’s demeanour. His body stood protectively beside her. His ownership of her had never been in doubt, but the harsh edges of the vengeful captor had softened into those of a lover and protector. 
 
    Duncan’s gaze shifted to Elyssia, his hazel eyes softer than Tavish’s but penetrating nonetheless. She met his gaze with defiance and his mouth creased into a smile. 
 
    “I am glad of it, Tav,” he said, “and for your sake, my lady.” 
 
    Wrapping his arms around her, Tavish placed a kiss on her head. 
 
    “Thank ye, Duncan. Sometimes I should heed the words of a trusted friend; more so when they reflect the call of my heart.” 
 
    “I am glad to call you friend, Tav. Your task will be easier than you think, and I will guard you—both of you—with my body and sword.” 
 
    He bowed to Elyssia before addressing his friend again. 
 
    “I’ll see you with the dawn, Tav.” 
 
    Watching Duncan’s retreating back, Tavish sighed. “My beloved friend. He always speaks such sense.” 
 
    “What was he speaking of?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    He traced an outline of her face with his fingertip until he reached her lips. He pressed his finger against them before placing it on his own lips. 
 
    “We leave in the morning, but before we go, I would have you promise to remain here.” 
 
    A bolt of anger surged through her. What need did he have to ask such a question when she was held captive both by lock and key and by her fear for her sister? She opened her mouth to respond, but he interrupted her, placing his finger on her lips once more. 
 
    “I know what you must think of me, Elyssia. I have no right to ask your forgiveness for what I have done to you.” 
 
    “Tavish, I—” 
 
    “Please, Elyssia, I beg you. I cannot continue on this path of vengeance. You’re not my enemy. Did you not once tell me that were I to embark on the path to vengeance I would have to dig many graves, including my own? For myself, I care not, but I must stop now before it’s too late, for there is one grave I have no wish to dig. Yours.” 
 
    He drew her to him and kissed her. 
 
    “Stay for me, Elyssia. When I return, your life here will change. You have my word.” 
 
    He took her hands in his and kissed her knuckles before he turned his gaze to her, the unspoken plea searing her heart. The captor had gone—conquered and replaced by her Highlander, the man who asked her to stay of her own free will. 
 
    Could she place the primal needs of her body above her duty to her sister, and remain? Could she withstand the shame of it? What of her secret—the wicked secret she kept buried in her mind, the secret Tavish must never know. 
 
    Nodding, she sealed her fate. 
 
    “Aye, I’ll stay.” 
 
    He kissed her once more. 
 
    Returning to the chamber, she shared with Alice, a faint sound of footsteps echoed behind her. 
 
    “Who’s there?” 
 
    The footsteps stopped. 
 
    “Come out!” 
 
    A shape shifted in the shadows, but as she moved, it turned and fled. Elyssia caught a glimpse of her pursuer. For a brief moment, the flame of the torch in the wall cast a ray of light across the brightly coloured fabric of a woman’s gown. 
 
    Margaret had been following her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    “Callum.” 
 
    Tavish embraced his brother, his broader frame almost completely enveloping Callum’s slighter build. 
 
    He would never be a warrior like Tavish, but he could rule Glenblane in his absence. Tavish would be gone a month, maybe two, to meet with the great William Wallace to discuss how to erase the English from his homeland. 
 
    How Callum envied him! He loved his brother dearly—strong, just, and brave. His only weakness was the whore. She flaunted herself around the buildings with her idiot sister, fluttering her lashes at the men. All the servants had fallen under her spell. With luck, when Tavish sent her and her half-wit sister away, he would see fit to send the bastard away also—the devil child who had killed his beloved sister. 
 
    The vision of Flora’s beautiful face ravaged by illness and childbirth flashed across his mind, mingling with the echoes of her screams. He would never forget it—the sound of her agony as she gave birth to that monster, her body ripped to shreds, thick blood running in rivers down the passageway outside her room. Desperate to see her, he had hidden in the dark wanting to hear her sing to him. But when he saw her again, she would sing no more. Twisted and broken, her body lay on the pallet, dark red stains soaking the furs. For the first time, the passion of his people had consumed him—hatred for the English who subjected his people to such torture, and for what? So they could extend their greedy hands to plunder and rape his land. 
 
    Tavish took his hand. “Make me proud to call you brother. Rule wisely in my stead: you’re a man now. Angus will protect you. He has pledged his sword to you.” 
 
    “Aye, brother.” 
 
    Tavish narrowed his eyes. “Take counsel from Margaret if you need to. A ruler must show compassion rather than cruelty. You are responsible for the welfare of everyone within these walls, brother.” He turned his eye to the Englishwoman. “Everyone. Do you understand?” 
 
    Callum nodded. “Aye, I understand.” 
 
    “Good.” Tavish mounted his horse, signalling the company to do the same. The party set off, puffs of dust kicked up as they cantered along the path and out of sight. He only took a small party with him and had promised to return with Ma when he’d concluded his business. Following the success of the battle at Stirling Bridge, Wallace had great plans to further his cause and stop the tide of tyranny Longshanks threatened to envelop their country with. How he wished he could meet the man! But he would soon see Ma—his mother had not visited Glenblane for over a year, choosing to retire to a convent after Da had died. All because of the English. 
 
    All things returned to the English—and de Montford. 
 
    There she stood, the whore. Together with the idiot and the bastard. Did Tavish think Callum a fool? He’d seen the look Tavish gave her. 
 
    “Come, Callum,” a soft voice spoke at his side, “your brother will not be gone long.” 
 
    “Aye,” he breathed, “but I’ll miss him. I want to show him I’m no longer a boy, but a man.” 
 
    Margaret turned her soft eyes on him and smiled. “You are a man, Callum—a fine man. Tavish loves you and trusts you to do the right thing. Now is your chance to prove that you can rule the clan with a firm, strong hand. You are more than capable of undertaking the task, Callum. None shall doubt your loyalty to our people, and Tavish will reward that loyalty.” 
 
    “How can I do that?” 
 
    “Only when he’s tested by his enemies does a ruler show his true strength. Take this opportunity, Callum. Grasp it with both hands and show Tavish you can be strong.” 
 
    Margaret placed a kiss on his forehead before motioning to the servants to return to the building, the Englishwoman and her companions trailing in their wake. 
 
    “Aye,” Callum whispered to himself. “I shall prove myself—to my brother and to the memory of my sister.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Stealing a moment of solitude in the courtyard, Elyssia leant against the wall of an outbuilding, nibbling at the dry hunk of bread Isla had given her. Bouts of nausea had begun to afflict her almost daily. Risking Callum’s wrath, the old woman had sent her outside each morning to break her fast, insisting the fresh mountain air would soothe her constitution and strengthen the babe growing inside her. 
 
    “The air hereabouts is the best cure for you, lass. The Lady Molly thrived after a turn outside when she carried Master Tavish in her belly. You want to be strong and healthy, do ye not? The child you carry is a MacLean, and the Highland air is always beneficial to our own.” 
 
    A MacLean. Tavish’s child. Elyssia sighed at the memory of his parting words. 
 
    Your life here will change. 
 
    What did he mean? Her heart hardly dared hope that he would wish to keep her by his side, to cherish her openly during the day as he did when they were alone. Papa would not receive her now she was disgraced and sullied. Could she remain here at Glenblane? Would she be treated with kindness? If not, could she withstand their hatred? Perhaps her child would unite them. But no. The image of Conall’s thin, sad face pushed all hope to the recesses of her mind. Despite Tavish’s small acts of kindness towards the boy, Conall was still treated with suspicion. De Montford’s blood running through his veins was, to them, like the poison running through the fangs of the small snakes which nestled under the rocks in the summer. Tavish’s loyalty to his clan came first. And rightly so. For did not Elyssia herself place her loyalty to Alice first? 
 
    Would Alice survive the harsh life here? With her delicate constitution, she struggled to survive the winters at de Montford Castle. Here, many hundreds of leagues north, the winter was so much colder, icy fingers to freeze the bones. Only that morning the water of the well had been covered in a sheet of ice. Poor, sweet Alice had little chance of survival—the harsh work had already begun to claim her health. If she remained here much longer, she would sicken and die. 
 
    “English whore.” The bitter voice broke through her thoughts. 
 
    Callum stood before her, hands on his hips, nodding at the bread in her hand. 
 
    “Did you steal that?” 
 
    “No. I made it.” 
 
    “What makes you think you’re fit to touch our food?” he sneered. “A diseased whore who cast a spell over my brother.” 
 
    “I did no such thing,” she retorted. “Leave me be.” 
 
    “I shall not!” he cried. “My sister lies dead because of you, my country pillaged because of your countrymen. You have bewitched my brother by spreading your legs for him. He doesn’t care for you. He merely fucks you.” 
 
    “Come, Callum,” a gentle voice spoke from behind. A tall, slim shape stood silhouetted against the evening light. “Leave her be. Naught can be gained from speaking to her so.” 
 
    “Very well, Margaret,” Callum replied before turning on Elyssia once more. “Mark my words, whore. From now on, you shall earn your keep.” 
 
    “I earn it well enough,” Elyssia spat, “by subjecting myself to your taunts and by toiling in your kitchens!” 
 
    “You hold our people cheap if you think you have earned the right to be here,” Callum retorted, “but tonight that shall change. My fool of a brother saw fit to let you idle the hours away during the evening merely because he rutted you in his chamber at night. Tonight you shall know your rightful place here.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Approaching the dining hall, Alice beside her, Elyssia clutched the bowl of stew, her body stiffening at the drunken laughter of the men. Callum sat at the central position on the high table, Margaret by his side. Her brow furrowed in sympathy as she saw Elyssia and she placed a hand on his arm. He beckoned to Elyssia, his sharp green eyes bright with ale and loathing. 
 
    “Come here, whore.” 
 
    The passionate young man shook with emotion. Focusing her eyes on the ground so as not to antagonise him while Alice was in danger, Elyssia approached the table, placing the platter before him. She turned to retreat, but a sharp cry stopped her. 
 
    “How dare you! Face me, bitch!” 
 
    Lifting her chin, her eyes met his; so like Tavish’s yet so unlike. His lip curled into a cruel smile. Beside him, Margaret’s face was impassive. On his other side sat Angus, leaning his bulky body forwards, nostrils flaring, eyes darkening with lust, dulled by ale, a rim of foam moving in his beard as he spoke in a low snarl. 
 
    “Bow before your master.” 
 
    She eyed him with loathing. “I shall not.” 
 
    “Bow before me, whore,” Callum said, “and you shall be given a place at my table at Angus’s side. He is most anxious to… court you.” 
 
    Laughter reverberated throughout the room as the men made bawdy remarks and crude gestures. 
 
    “I tell you, I shall not!” 
 
    Callum leant back in his chair, his smile broadening. 
 
    “Then take your rightful place, bitch.” He gestured toward the fireplace. 
 
    “Among the dogs,” he said, “Iain! The rope!” 
 
    A man stood holding a thick noose in his hands, his features familiar. He was the man who had refused to let Elyssia treat him. The man beside him, Malcolm, had been kinder. He opened his mouth to protest. 
 
    “Iain, stay where you are. Callum, I beg you. Tavish would not agree to such—” 
 
    “Be silent!” Angus roared. “Let Master Callum rule as he sees fit. Did you not witness Tavish declare Callum laird in his absence? You should listen to your master rather than your cock.” 
 
    As Iain lifted the noose, Elyssia swung a fist at him which connected with his jaw. He roared in anger and backhanded her across the face. Staggering under the blow, she drew her free hand into a fist once more, but a shrill cry stopped her. 
 
    “Lyssie!” 
 
    Alice was in Angus’s arms, struggling while he fondled her breasts. 
 
    “A tasty morsel this one, though she is an idiot,” he laughed. “I’d rather ride you, but your sister will suffice.” 
 
    “Leave her alone!” 
 
    “Then do as your master bids.” 
 
    Defeated, she bowed her head, only flinching slightly as the rope tightened around her throat. Blinking back tears, she followed Iain to the fireplace and sat among the deerhounds where he indicated, keeping her head bowed while he secured the rope to a bolt in the wall. A piece of bread landed on the floor beside her. 
 
    “Eat.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Eat, whore or your sister will starve.” 
 
    Picking up the bread, she took a bite, chewing the leathery crust, ignoring the taunts. She must be strong for Alice; she could endure anything if it spared her sister. She forced herself to swallow the bread and bile in her throat as Alice was secured with a similar noose and tethered beside her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The two sisters spent the night on the hearthrug. As dawn broke the following morning, a triumphant Callum informed them they were to be turned out of their chamber and would live in their rightful place among the other bitches. Later that day, Iain replaced the ropes with chains. 
 
    Tavish had spoken the truth—her life had changed. 
 
    After the initial shock of humiliation, Elyssia drew on her inner strength to protect Alice. In focusing her efforts on comforting Alice, who understood little of what was happening, Elyssia found comfort and distraction from her own suffering. At night she lay beside her sister, the silence penetrated by the soft snoring of the dogs and the occasional sharp cry of a hunting owl outside. 
 
    In the morning, Iain unlocked the chains and led them to the kitchens to work. Under threat of punishment, Isla supervised them while they scrubbed and cleaned every dirty floor and wall. Elyssia’s hands, already calloused from her time at Glenblane Castle, did not suffer too greatly, but Alice’s delicate skin broke and blistered. 
 
    As each day drew to a close, Iain secured them once more in the hall before the men filed in to take their supper. After the first few days, most grew weary of taunting the women, though some, such as Angus, continued to take pleasure from it. Callum threw the occasional insult, tempered only by Margaret who placed a hand on his arm to silence him. 
 
    Occasionally Isla visited them in the middle of the night, having snatched an extra piece of bread. Silencing her apologies with a shake of the head, Elyssia gave the food to Alice. 
 
    During their third night in the hall, Margaret visited them. 
 
    “I’m sorry for your plight,” she whispered, eyes glistening with moisture. “Callum is a passionate young man. I’ve tried to speak to him, but he won’t listen.” 
 
    “Aye,” Elyssia whispered, “I am grateful for your kindness.” 
 
    “I wish to help you,” Margaret said, “but I must bide my time. I’ll think of something. I know I can persuade them to send you home.” 
 
    “Home?” 
 
    “You cannot remain here. Your place is with your family.” 
 
    After Margaret’s soft footsteps faded, Alice took Elyssia’s hand. 
 
    “She means us harm.” 
 
    “No,” Elyssia sighed. “She merely wants us to leave.” 
 
    “What about him? He doesn’t want you to leave.” 
 
    How come Alice, always viewed by the world as deficient in wits, was so perceptive? Did Tavish want to discard her? He wanted her, aye, to satisfy his body. But other than whispered words in her dreams, he gave no indication he cared for her. Not enough to go against the wishes of his clan. 
 
    She had thought they’d accepted her, but not now. Their view of her had become all too clear. No better than livestock, a vessel for their hatred. How would they treat her when they knew she carried a bastard child within her? No matter what Tavish thought of her, she could not remain here while his people thought of her as no better than a dog. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Almost two months had passed since Tavish left. Winter had drawn to a close. The first sprigs of bright, fresh green poked through the layers of snow. Elyssia’s gown now hung loosely on her frame. Her sickness had lessened and, save for a slight rounding of her belly, her condition was not yet noticeable. Isla had kept her word—and her secret. 
 
    Returning to the building with a bucket of fresh water, Elyssia kept her eyes downcast, bidding Alice to do likewise. The men were training in the yard. Better to ignore them. The last time she’d reacted to their jeering had earned her a blow to the face. 
 
    “Here comes the whore and the halfwit.” 
 
    “Come, Alice,” Elyssia whispered, “do not react.” 
 
    “Did you not hear me, whore?” 
 
    Callum blocked their path. 
 
    “I’m thirsty, half-wit.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Alice mumbled. 
 
    “I want a drink!” 
 
    Elyssia handed the bucket to Alice and nodded towards Callum. Alice shook her head. 
 
    “How can he drink from a bucket?” 
 
    Callum jerked out his hand, and Alice flinched, dropping the bucket, soaking the young man’s breeches. 
 
    “Stupid halfwit!” he roared. “It’s no better than a pack animal!” 
 
    “Do not speak of her so. She understands you!” Elyssia cried. “How can you treat us like this? Do you think this is what Tavish wants?” 
 
    “How dare you speak my brother’s name!” Callum replied. “He’s not here to prevent us sharing out your sister. A witless pack animal, it’s all she’s fit for.” 
 
    Lifting his arm to strike Alice, he sprang forward, but Elyssia blocked the blow with her body. 
 
    “Out of my way, whore!” He caught a glancing blow to Alice’s head and her legs crumpled beneath her. The telltale jerking in her limbs froze Elyssia’s blood. 
 
    Alice cried out, and her body spasmed. 
 
    “The mark of the devil!” Callum cried. “The halfwit is tainted by Satan.” 
 
    “Let me tend to her!” 
 
    “No,” Callum snarled. “Let the devil take his own.” 
 
    “You unfeeling swine!” Elyssia threw herself at him. Teeth and claws, fighting for herself and her sister, pent-up anger and frustration fuelled her strength, and they crashed to the ground. He grasped her wrist and she sunk her teeth into his hand. A blow to her head sent her flying. Strong arms pinned her to the ground, and she thrashed her limbs, trying to break free. 
 
    “Alice!” 
 
    Her sister did not hear. She lay on the ground, her body’s movements growing less acute. 
 
    Callum rubbed his cheek. Three parallel scratches ran across the flesh. 
 
    “You’ll pay for that.” 
 
    “Can’t I defend my sister?” 
 
    “You laid a hand on the laird.” Pain etched his eyes, but a smile crept across his mouth. “You must be punished. Angus, do your duty.” 
 
    “With pleasure,” Angus growled. “‘Tis time the whore entertained us to earn her keep.” 
 
    He carried her across the courtyard. A small crowd began to form—servants and soldiers alike. Some looked terrified, others animated, whispering to each other. Icy fingers of fear crept across her heart. What were they speaking of with such fervour? 
 
    Angus reached his destination, and her stomach lurched. 
 
    The whipping block. 
 
    “No!” Isla’s voice rang across the courtyard. “Master Callum, don’t do this!” 
 
    “Be quiet, old woman,” Callum cried, his voice cracking, “unless you want the same treatment. If you do not cease prattling, I’ll have the bastard whipped also.” 
 
    Rough hands pushed Elyssia forward until her body was forced against the wood. Splinters pricked through the material of her gown. 
 
    “Bind her.” 
 
    “With pleasure.” Angus’s voice, filled with hatred, reverberated through her body as he moved against her. She closed her eyes and grimaced at his hard arousal rubbing against her buttocks. 
 
    “I’ll have ye yet, whore when Arran has finished with ye. Or should I say have ye again? I’ll wager my second taste will be as sweet as the first.” 
 
    Nausea rippled through her at his words. She had buried the memory of her violation, the night they had taken her innocence, but the feel of his body against hers ripped it from the recesses of her mind. He leaned closer, his weight crushing her body. 
 
    “Then I’ll fuck the half-wit.” 
 
    With a lust-fuelled growl, he grasped the neck of her gown and tore it apart, sending a rush of cold air across her exposed back. 
 
    A low cry made her turn her head. That familiar voice. 
 
    “Lyssie…” 
 
    Alice had struggled to her feet. 
 
    “Alice, you must go!” At all costs, Alice must not bear witness to this. She stood a better chance if she ran. 
 
    “Lyssie!” 
 
    “Go!” Elyssia screamed. “Please, for my sake! If you remain here, they’ll kill you. If you do one thing for me, turn your back and run!” 
 
    She jerked her body back, screaming at Alice, but Angus dealt a blow to her head, and she fell forward. 
 
    Through a blur of tears and pain, she saw Alice nod before she turned and ran. 
 
    “Stop her!” Angus roared. 
 
    “Let her be,” Callum said. “She’ll not get far. We can bring her back when the wolves have finished with her.” 
 
    “No!” Elyssia jerked against the ropes on her wrists. 
 
    “The whore moves too much,” Angus spoke smoothly. “What say you, Master Callum? Shall we secure her further?” 
 
    “Aye,” Callum replied, “do as you will.” 
 
    The low chuckle from behind sent a chill through her veins. Unlike Callum’s voice—a voice ruled by emotions and pain—the voice of the man holding her was steady and calculating. 
 
    “Hold her arm.” 
 
    A sharp prick in her palm was followed by a burning agony which pulsed to the rhythm of a hammering sound, punctuated only by a woman’s screams. Hot flames of pain radiated through her right hand, spreading into her arms. Her fingers twitched, and a shock of red-hot needles pierced her hand, making her bite down, and she tasted blood on her lips. The pain was excruciating. 
 
    “Dear God! Stop this!” Isla cried. 
 
    “Remove that old woman from my sight,” Callum snarled before he addressed the crowd. 
 
    “Today I take back what’s rightfully ours—the honour of Clan MacLean. Too long have we skulked in the shadows, too long has my brother fallen prey to the witchcraft woven by this whore of the English. But no more! The whore shall remain here as a lesson to all who challenge us. ‘Tis time Clan MacLean was respected not only throughout our country but among the English. ‘Tis time my brother learned we’ll not accept a union with those who would oppress us!” 
 
    A softer timbre whispered in her ear. 
 
    “Can you hear me, lass?” 
 
    Her throat constricted, the pain having rendered her speechless, and she coughed and jerked her head. 
 
    A fingertip brushed her cheek. “Relax against the block. Dinnae fight it, and it will hurt less. Forgive me, lass, I have no choice, but I’ll be as gentle as I can. I could refuse, but it wouldn’t prevent the inevitable. Better I do this than another.” 
 
    “Arran, what are you about?” Callum cried before the voice spoke again. 
 
    “I’m making sure she’s secure, young master Callum.” 
 
    “Get on with it. I think ten should suffice.” 
 
    Footsteps receded, and silence descended on the courtyard, punctuated by the occasional cry from a bird of prey in the distance. 
 
    A low hiss through the air signalled the onset of her punishment, and a hot flame of agony sliced across her back. Her body jerked involuntarily against her bonds, sending a fresh bolt of agony through her hand. 
 
    “One!” Angus cried, his voice thick with triumph. 
 
    Relax against the block… 
 
    She drew an image in her mind—autumn leaves tumbling through the air; Alice’s laughter mingled with Richard’s as they reached out to catch a leaf. If they caught one, they could make a wish, but each wish came with a price which Fate could demand at any time. In the early years, her wish had been her sister’s health and long life, for which she would gladly pay any price. Later, after the girl in the dungeon, her wish had changed. With each leaf caught, she had prayed for the chance to make amends and pay for what she had done. 
 
    Today her wish was finally being granted. Fate had come to collect. 
 
    The next lash struck her with a sharp crack, and she bit her tongue. A scream threatened to tear itself from her throat, but she would not give them the satisfaction. 
 
    Through the rush of her heartbeat in her ears and the sobs of the watching women, Callum’s voice cried out, thick with emotion. 
 
    “Stop, Arran! Why is she silent? I want her to scream as my sister did!” 
 
    He broke into sobs. 
 
    “Callum, please.” Margaret’s musical voice drifted across the air. “Don’t distress yourself.” 
 
    “Stop this now, young master Callum,” a voice pleaded, “she’s been punished enough. Consider your sister avenged and be done with it.” 
 
    “No, Arran!” Callum cried. “If none here will avenge Flora, I’ll do it myself.” 
 
    A hiss in the air signalled the onset of another lash, but the whip struck the wooden block to one side. 
 
    A cry of fury rose up, and the whip struck again, meeting her flesh, and a slice of pain tore through her back, followed by another and another. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    “No, I won’t!” Callum cried. “Not until I hear that whore scream!” 
 
    The roaring in her ears intensified and her mind drifted, no longer feeling the pain, her senses overwhelmed by the noises around her—the memory of Alice’s laughter; the sobbing from the young man mourning his sister; and the cries from the crowd—until an explosion in her head brought forth peace, and she sank into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Lifting his head to face the evening sun which broke through the trees of the forest, Tavish sighed with contentment. His meeting with Wallace had gone well. Buoyed by the success of Stirling Bridge, Wallace was amassing an army to march on the English and had asked Tavish for support, which he gladly pledged. 
 
    The only stain on his conscience was the lass—his Elyssia, waiting for him. He had promised her that her life would change—and change it would. No longer did he feel the urge to avenge Flora. 
 
    He wanted to remember his sister as the sweet lass who had brought light into their lives. Perhaps it was the onset of spring, the colourful blooms adorning the landscape. It had been her favourite time of year. Ewan would rush to gather the first blooms and present them to her as a token of his love. He had adored her; a gallant suitor eager to show his prowess with a sword to protect her. The last time Tavish had seen them alive, they had been together, leaving Glenblane to journey across the Highlands and enjoy the land. 
 
    At least they were united now, if only in death. 
 
    Ma rode beside him, astride a white pony, her face aglow in the light of the setting sun. Despite her age and widowhood, she was still a beautiful woman. She looked well—better than she had looked the day they buried his da. Life in the convent suited her. 
 
    “I must say, Tavish, I’m intrigued to meet the Englishwoman who saved the life of my son.” 
 
    “Even given whose daughter she is?” 
 
    “Must we punish a daughter for the sins of her sire, an Englishwoman for the atrocities caused by her countrymen?” 
 
    “Aye, Ma. My conscience has plagued me ever since I realised who she was.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that had you not known the woman you took captive, you would have taken her with a clear conscience?” 
 
    “Did not Da demand it on his deathbed?” 
 
    “Aye, he did, Tavish, which was why I had to leave. I grieved for my daughter as much as your father, but it’s not for me to exact revenge. De Montford will answer for his sins at the hands of a higher authority than mortal man.” 
 
    “You would not wish to see Flora avenged?” 
 
    “What purpose would it serve? Your quest for revenge took you from me for over two years. I fear it will take you from me again, like your father. His bitterness destroyed him, Tavish.” 
 
    Duncan’s cry rose up from the front of the party. Tavish spurred his horse to the front. “What is it?” 
 
    “There—by the side of the path.” Duncan pointed ahead. 
 
    A large shape lay on the ground. From a distance, it looked like a sack of grain, but as he drew near, the blurred lines became clearer. 
 
    A man. 
 
    It couldn’t be one of his people—they would never abandon one of their own. It must be a barbarian, one of Morcar’s people. Had they come to raid Glenblane again? 
 
    “No!” Finlay’s voice cried out from behind, tight with pain. 
 
    Tavish dismounted and approached the prone figure. 
 
    Not a man. The body wore a dress of a familiar coarse woollen material, under which soft curves were visible. Long golden hair lay in a tangled mass, almost obscuring the delicate facial features. A thick chain hung round her neck. 
 
    Alice de Montford. 
 
    With a cry, Finlay fell to his knees beside her, lifting her by the shoulders and cradling her in his arms. A low groan escaped from her lips, and her eyelids opened. She was alive. 
 
    “Lyssie…” she croaked. 
 
    “What of her, Alice?” Finlay stroked her forehead. “How came you to be here?” 
 
    “She told me to leave.” 
 
    A finger of dread traced a line along Tavish’s neck. Why did Elyssia tell Alice to leave? What danger was she in? 
 
    “Where is she, Alice? Your sister?” 
 
    “The courtyard.” 
 
    Her body shook, and a cough rattled in her chest. 
 
    “Leave her be,” Finlay pleaded. “Can’t you see she’s unwell?” 
 
    A slim hand grasped Tavish’s wrist. Pale blue eyes so like Elyssia’s focused on him, her usual vacant gaze sharpening. 
 
    “Angus… and your brother. Forgive me! She told me to run—I must always do what she tells me—for the best, for my own protection. Lyssie protects me, she always has.” 
 
    “What were they doing in the courtyard?” 
 
    “Whipping post.” 
 
    “My God!” 
 
    A cold hand fisted round Tavish’s stomach. Why had he left Elyssia alone with none to protect her? What had he done? 
 
    “Finlay, take care of Alice,” he said. “Duncan, with me—quickly!” 
 
    “Tavish? What’s happening?” Ma leant forward in the saddle. 
 
    “I’ve no time, Mother,” he replied. “Stay with Finlay. He’ll escort you.” 
 
    Mounting his horse in a single leap, he squeezed its flanks and set off at a gallop. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The building became visible through the trees, and Tavish spurred his mount on, the courtyard coming into view. In the centre of the yard, a large rectangular shape stood like a silent sentinel, looking reproachfully at him as he returned. But he had returned too late. Lashed to the whipping block was a human form, the white skin of her exposed back gleaming in the evening light, marred by the criss-cross pattern of the lashes. 
 
    Elyssia. 
 
    Jumping off his horse, he ran towards her. She wore a chain round her neck identical to the one they must have placed on Alice. Her wrists were secured to the block by knotted lengths of rope. But what made him cry out was what they had done to her hand. A thick shard of iron protruded from the back of her hand where they had nailed her to the block, her fingers curled into a claw. She lay motionless against the block. He had arrived too late. Elyssia was dead. 
 
    In the shadows by the walls of the building, shapes moved about. Men and servants of Clan MacLean, none of them wishing to move closer. 
 
    “Dear God, what have they done?” Tavish whispered to himself before lifting his head and roaring in anger. 
 
    “People, come out! Your laird has returned!” 
 
    The shapes moved towards him, others joining them as they emerged from the building, whispering that their master had returned. He gestured to the nearest servant. 
 
    “Ross. What happened here?” 
 
    “She was whipped a day ago, my lord.” 
 
    “And no one saw fit to take her down?” 
 
    “She was left as a warning to others, to all who would defy the MacLean.” 
 
    “Who was it?” Tavish roared. “Who did this to her?” 
 
    “Arran. ‘Tis his job.” 
 
    “Bring him here.” 
 
    “He was only following orders.” 
 
    “Orders?” Tavish cried. “You think I’d sanction an order to murder?” 
 
    “She’s not dead.” Isla’s voice, roughened with pain, cut through the ache in his head. 
 
    Not dead… 
 
    Running to the block, he placed a hand against Elyssia’s cheek. The skin was cold and damp, but a faint brush of a breath tingled against the skin of his fingers. As he caressed her cheek, a low moan escaped her lips. 
 
    Placing his hands on her shoulders, he bent his head down until his lips brushed against her ear. 
 
    “Elyssia, can you hear me?” 
 
    “T-Tavish…” The whisper on her lips was almost inaudible, but his skin reacted, tightening with guilt and need. 
 
    “Aye. I’m here.” 
 
    “Tavish,” she sighed his name, the sigh cut short by a moan of pain as she tried to move her arms. 
 
    “Someone help me!” he cried. “We must cut her free.” 
 
    The low rumble of hoofbeats told him the rest of the party had arrived. A sharp cry of anguish rose up. Alice had seen them. 
 
    Elyssia’s eyes opened on hearing her sister’s voice. 
 
    “Alice,” she cried weakly, “you must leave. The wolves…” 
 
    Tavish placed his hands on her shoulders. “Hush, be still so I can free you.” 
 
    “No!” she wailed. “They’ll kill her if she does not run!” 
 
    “No one will kill her. You have my word.” 
 
    A hand touched his shoulder. Duncan, his beloved friend. 
 
    “Come, Tav, we must take her inside. You can deal with the repercussions later.” 
 
    He drew out his knife and sliced through the ropes binding her wrists. The chain round her neck would have to wait. The skin around her wrists pulsed an angry red. 
 
    “Hold her hand,” Duncan said. “I’ll remove the nail.” 
 
    Pressing her wrist against the wooden block to immobilise her hand, Tavish whispered comforting words as if to soothe a frightened animal before a branding. At the sound of his voice, she grew still. 
 
    Duncan grasped the nail and with a swift, sharp movement pulled it cleanly from the block. Elyssia’s body jerked against Tavish’s hold, and she let out a scream of agony. 
 
    “Pity the young master was not here to witness this.” 
 
    Tavish turned to the man who had spoken. Arran—master of the whip—responsible for meting out punishments. Rare they may be, but necessary to maintain order. Though never before had a punishment been so harsh—or meted out on a woman. 
 
    “Pity?” Tavish replied, his body tight with loathing. 
 
    “Aye,” Arran replied, his voice tight. “She remained silent throughout, refused to give him a scream. Until now.” His lip curled into a sneer. “He’ll be sorry to have been denied his entertainment.” 
 
    Entertainment. Allendyne’s words returned to haunt him. Each slice on Elyssia’s back brought forth the memory of the savage punishments that man had meted out on his own flesh, driving a searing pain through his own back. The pain he had endured at that man’s hands. To think that his Elyssia had been reduced to entertainment—a piece of flesh for his clan’s amusement! 
 
    With a roar, he smashed his fist in Arran’s face. The man staggered under the blow, but other than lift his hand to his face to stem the scarlet liquid pouring from his nose, he did not react. 
 
    “You bastard!” Tavish cried. He spread his arms out at the crowd which had gathered. 
 
    “This woman is innocent! What right have we to torture her thus?” 
 
    “She’s de Montford’s daughter!” a voice cried. Ross. “You said yourself she was to pay for the sins of her sire; the sins of the English.” 
 
    “Not like this! What you’ve done to her is no better than savagery!” 
 
    “And what of you, my lord?” Ross retorted. “What of your treatment? You lead by example, do you not?” 
 
    “You overstep your authority,” Tavish snarled. “What I did was wrong. I see that now. It’s time the circle of vengeance stopped.” 
 
    He lifted his head to the sky. “Do you hear me, Da? I want my sister to rest in peace—and not with the blood of an innocent woman staining her memory. It stops! Now!” 
 
    Letting out a howl, he sank to his knees. 
 
    “I want Flora to be remembered for the love and light she gave us. Not for the suffering and pain endured in her name.” 
 
    The silence which followed broke when a soft cry called to his soul, his heart tightening at her voice. 
 
    Elyssia. 
 
    “Help me get her inside.” Duncan lifted her limp form, taking care not to touch the exposed skin of her back, and handed her to Tavish. He wrinkled his nose at the faint odour of herbs. A thick substance glistened in the light. Someone had spread salve across her wounds. Not all of his people were driven by vengeance. 
 
    “My lord, I thank God you’ve returned!” 
 
    Isla. Of course! The telltale scent of herbs clung to her skin. 
 
    “Bring water and bandages to her chamber, Isla.” 
 
    “My lord, it’s better if we took her to yours. Her chamber has not been lived in since you left. It would be too cold for her.” 
 
    “Not lived in? Where in God’s name has she been sleeping?” 
 
    “With the dogs.” At Alice’s soft voice, he turned to look at her, and she cast her eyes down. 
 
    “You make no sense, woman.” 
 
    “She speaks the truth, Master Tavish,” Isla said. “They have slept on the floor in the main hall this past month.” 
 
    God’s blood! The woman in his arms let out a cry. In his anger, he’d tightened his hold on her. Something was amiss, and he would get to the bottom of it, but not now. First, he needed to treat Elyssia’s wounds. Even if she were to recover, such deep lashes would very likely cripple her for life. 
 
    “Very well, Isla,” he said, gritting his teeth to control the tight coil of rage threatening to unleash itself. “Bring what you need to my chamber.” 
 
    Nodding, the old woman fled. With Duncan’s help, he lifted Elyssia onto his shoulders and carried her inside. Alice followed Finlay by her side, a protective arm around her shoulders. 
 
    Tavish kicked at his chamber door, and it flew open with a crash. A fire blazed in the hearth. He nodded towards the furs on his bed and Duncan placed them beside the hearth, his friend needing no words to understand what must be done. Too often they had fought together, in play and in battle, watching each other’s backs, witnessing the injuries in the field and the treatments necessary to prevent putrefaction and death. With luck, Elyssia would remain unconscious until her wounds had been cauterized. 
 
    Placing her on the furs, Tavish inspected the wounds on Elyssia’s back. Four lash marks formed a neat criss-cross pattern—evidence of Arran’s work. Though running the entire length of her back, they were not as deep as he would have expected. Another four had not been administered with such care or accuracy. Their irregular shape and depth told him a different hand had been at work—one driven by emotion and fury rather than the careful detachment of the master of the whip. The jagged skin around the wounds had reddened, the flesh swollen, but there was no telltale sweet smell of putrefaction. The salve was performing its task. She would suffer pain for at least a sennight, but the wounds would heal. 
 
    Of more concern, however, was her hand. Isla had rubbed salve on it, but the danger of infection from the dirty nail still lingered. Not needing to tell his friend what must be done, Tavish nodded his approval as Duncan held his sword in the fire. 
 
    “Hold her hand, Duncan. This is my task to perform.” 
 
    “No, Tav.” His friend shook his head. “This is a job for someone whose judgement is not clouded by emotion. You need to tend to her. She needs to hear your voice. Finlay, come here.” 
 
    Letting go of Alice, Finlay knelt by Elyssia’s prone form and took her wrist. Tavish leant across her body and stroked her forehead. 
 
    “Forgive me.” 
 
    She stirred and opened her eyes—the blue, once so vivid, now dulled by pain; eyelids puffy, the whites of her eyes cracked with red. He ran a light finger across her forehead, and her gaze began to focus. Her body stiffened, and she gave an anguished whisper. 
 
    “Alice…” 
 
    “Lyssie!” Alice cried. 
 
    “Do not move, Alice my love,” Finlay said, “until we have seen to your sister.” 
 
    My love. 
 
    Elyssia’s gentle sister had found a champion. 
 
    “Elyssia,” he whispered in her ear. “We must sterilize your wound. Forgive me. It will hurt, but it will be over quickly. Do you trust me?” 
 
    Her head moved in a slight nod. “Always.” 
 
    Always! Despite his clan’s treatment of her—to say nothing of his own! How could this woman have such a capacity for forgiveness? Her courage and fortitude outshone his own sense of justice. His only regret was that Flora had not known her. With Elyssia’s courage and determination to protect the weak and downtrodden, Flora might be alive now had Elyssia been there to protect her. 
 
    Her lips moved again. “Tavish, I beg you.” 
 
    “What is it, my love?” 
 
    “Alice. She must not see this.” 
 
    “No!” Alice cried. “I won’t leave your side!” 
 
    Nodding, Elyssia closed her eyes, her brow creasing into a deep frown. Even now, knowing what she was to suffer, she thought of her sister—not wanting Alice to see her pain. Her voice was barely audible through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Be quick.” 
 
    Finlay held her wrist firm, palm, down, as Duncan approached. The dull hiss of metal against flesh was met with a strangled moan from Elyssia’s throat, and her body jerked with the pain and the effort not to scream. Stronger men had howled at such treatment, but concern for her sister’s distress drove her to remain silent. At a nod from Duncan, Finlay turned her hand over, and he pressed the sword against her palm. Another hiss and the smell of burning flesh reached Tavish’s nostrils, making his stomach heave. Eventually, Elyssia lay still. She had passed out again. 
 
    Tavish sat up. With a cry, Alice leapt forward to kneel beside her sister, cradling her head, whispering comforting words though Elyssia could not hear them. 
 
    The door opened, and Isla entered the chamber, carrying a jar of salve. Iona accompanied her. The young girl who Elyssia had treated after she had burned herself, come to repay the favour. 
 
    Tavish gestured to Elyssia’s hand. 
 
    “Tend to her.” 
 
    Isla knelt beside Elyssia’s body and began to clean the burn on her hand before smothering the wound with salve and bandaging it. When she finished, she took Tavish’s hand. 
 
    “Do not fear, my lord. She’s strong—and she has not lost the babe.” 
 
    “God’s blood. Is she with child?” 
 
    “Aye, your child grows within her.” 
 
    A bolt of white-hot fury surged through him. Not only was the life of his woman at risk, but that of his child. He leapt to his feet and strode out of the chamber. 
 
    “Arran, where are you!” 
 
    “Master Tavish.” The master of the whip had been waiting outside the chamber. “Forgive me. It pained my heart to do what I did.” 
 
    “Who gave the order?” 
 
    Arran shook his head. 
 
    “Who, God damn you, man? Who?” 
 
    A gentle hand touched his arm. 
 
    “My love, calm yourself.” 
 
    Margaret. God’s blood, had his gentle Margaret witnessed Elyssia’s beating? With her delicate nature, she would have suffered to see it. Guilt washed over him as her soft eyes looked up into his own. No longer able to deny the love he felt for Elyssia, he would have to decide what to do with Margaret. She expected him to marry her—and rightly so. They had been promised to each other from childhood. If she still wanted him for a husband, he must honour that promise, but no longer could he deny his feelings for Elyssia. Not now she carried his child. 
 
    Send her back to her father with a Highlander bastard in her belly. His father’s words taunted him, but he would ignore them. 
 
    “My love,” Margaret said, “do not judge a young man too harshly.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Your brother,” she sighed. “His words and actions were borne out of loyalty.” 
 
    Callum. Of course! Had Tavish not declared that his captive would only be punished by order of the laird and his family? 
 
    Curse him! Tavish would make sure his brother suffered tenfold for what he had done to Elyssia. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Leaves floated across Elyssia’s vision, spiralling against each other. Their rhythm pulsed, swirling to and fro, dancing, chanting, low voices whispering, murmuring, moaning. Among the storm of leaves, Richard’s voice told her to be strong, that she was loved. The leaves danced in and out—in and out, the rhythm increasing then slowing, angry red pulsing at the centre of the vortex. 
 
    The colours, at first sharp and painful, dulled into a deep ache, its edges blurred until they crumbled into fragments and dispersed in the air. 
 
    Another voice joined Richard’s, a man’s voice which had soothed her dreams when she had lain alone at her home, subject to Papa’s derision on her broken engagement to Edward, and Mamma’s harsh words… 
 
    …the body of a whore, Agatha. What man would want you now? Your ridiculous sensibilities regarding these Highlander savages will be your downfall. Your sister is fit for naught—our hopes were placed upon you. But look at you! You bear none of the de Montford countenance. You could easily be mistaken for a whore… 
 
    “…Whore. He called her whore, my lord.” 
 
    A woman’s voice spoke, not the harsh, clipped tones of Lady Sarah de Montford, but the soft lilt of the Highlands. 
 
    The man spoke again, but she could not make out the words. The leaves spiralled into a storm, the rushing noise resembling a waterfall, drowning out her senses, the red turning to darkness before silence and blackness gave her relief from pain. 
 
    When she opened her eyes again, the red had gone, replaced by green—its intensity burrowing into her mind which responded with a surge of desire before morphing into soul-crushing guilt. It was the green which had haunted her conscience. The girl from the dungeon had returned from the dead to exact judgement. 
 
    “Elyssia.” 
 
    No, not the girl. Her Highlander. 
 
    “Tavish.” 
 
    “No, don’t move!” A restraining hand touched her shoulder, and a throb of pain spread across her back. She moved her arm and cried out as a hot shard of agony drove through her right hand. 
 
    “The pain…” 
 
    “I know.” He caressed her cheek, his hand warm against her skin. “It will fade. I’ll never let them hurt you again.” 
 
    Sighing, she sank into the furs, the warmth of his touch seeping into her bones. With her Highlander to watch over her, she would be protected. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A soft, pink warmth caressed the skin of her face, and she opened her eyes. A beam of sunlight shone across the chamber, picking up motes of dust which danced to a lazy rhythm, amorphous shapes which pulsed as she breathed in and out. 
 
    The comforting scent of salve drifted over the air as she moved—woody base notes of herbs combined with another, sweeter scent. For the past sennight she had lain on her stomach on the bed in the chamber she shared with Alice. Her sister slept beside her at night, holding her hand. Isla had tended to her each day, spreading salve across her skin and warning her not to move for the sake of the babe growing inside her. 
 
    The babe. The source of her disgrace and ruination. Yet when she lay on her stomach, her wounds sending fiery agony through her veins, her greatest fear was not for herself but for her child. Someone to cherish and protect from an unfeeling, judgemental world, as she protected Alice. 
 
    After they had cut her down from the whipping block, Tavish had not visited her again except in her dreams. When she reached out for him at night, she found herself alone except for her sister, his soft voice replaced by the hush of Alice’s breathing. 
 
    Occasionally she heard voices outside the chamber—an angry male voice, accompanied by a woman’s voice, one she did not recognise. It was softer and smoother than the voices of the servants, but deeper than Margaret’s; the voice of a woman who had lived and suffered. 
 
    Where was he? Why did he not visit her? Had he admitted defeat—that his people would never accept her? Was he, even now, planning to have her removed as soon as she recovered? His work was done; she carried his bastard in her belly. Her work was done also; the destruction of her body at the hands of the whipmaster was her punishment, the searing burn to her hand the fire to purge her sins. 
 
    Clan MacLean would never accept her. Better that she left and took Alice and Conall with her. The image of their bodies tortured at the hands of unforgiving, grieving Highlanders could not be borne. 
 
    Lifting herself up, she placed her left hand on the mattress, taking care not to use the right. Though tightly bandaged, it still burned with agony when she moved it. Isla had declared her free from putrefaction, but the movement in her fingers was severely restricted. The door creaked open, and two voices cried out. 
 
    “Lyssie, what are you doing!” 
 
    Alice stood at the doorway, Isla beside her. 
 
    “You should be resting, my lady.” 
 
    “I’m weary of being confined,” she said. “I need to feel the sun on my face, to breathe fresh air.” 
 
    Isla nodded in understanding. The odour of sickness clung to the chamber. Gentle hands helped her to her feet and wrapped a cloak around her shoulders before she limped outside. 
 
    Each servant they passed stopped in their tracks. Their first encounter was Ross, who merely stared. Further along, they came across Iona, the young girl from the kitchens, together with another servant, barely older than a child. The two girls whispered to each other before scurrying away to resume their duties. 
 
    Was she now the subject of gossip? An object of humiliation and contempt? 
 
    “Take me back to my chamber, Isla. I cannot bear to see them look at me thus.” 
 
    “My lady?” 
 
    “Do they despise me that much?” 
 
    “Oh no,” Isla said. “They wonder at your courage—how you bore such punishment without uttering a sound. They understand you’re an innocent who has paid for the sins of the guilty.” 
 
    “‘Tis Callum who is…” Alice’s voice trailed off as Isla shushed her. 
 
    “No matter. Come, lady. You have nothing to be ashamed of.” 
 
    Stepping into the sunshine, she lifted her face up, and the warmth of the rays caressed her face. The sun had always given her comfort when she had run away from Mamma’s admonishments, seeking sanctuary in the garden or up a tree, knowing that Papa would beat her for her unladylike behaviour. If only she had been born a man, they would have given her the same freedom they gave Richard. But as a woman, she had no voice, destined to be the property of another. 
 
    But who would want her now? 
 
    Shaking the thought from her mind, she took in a deep breath before crossing the courtyard. 
 
    Her body froze at the dark shape in front of her, the notches in the wood and fresh stains on its flank. The crack of the whip against her flesh tore into her mind. The air grew stale; the odour of sweat, fear, and loathing crept into her senses; a thick fog constricting her throat. Sharp cries echoed in the distance, the wailings of a heartbroken young man, screaming with hatred borne of inconsolable grief and loss. She stumbled forward, into darkness… 
 
    Thin, tender fingers squeezed her wrist as Alice brought her back into the light. 
 
    “Do not look at it, my love,” Alice whispered. “You must forget. Come away. Naught can be gained from remembering.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “So, Tavish, you intend to proceed?” 
 
    “Aye, Duncan. Callum must pay for what he’s done, and the clan must see it.” 
 
    Tavish leant against the window of his chamber. It overlooked the courtyard, in the centre of which stood the dark symbol of his hatred and thirst for revenge—a thirst which had almost destroyed her. Not even the satisfaction of having Callum thrown into the dungeon had shattered the guilt which clawed at him. His brother may have issued the order and administered the final erratic lashes on her back, but Callum’s hatred was borne of his love for Flora. He looked up to Tavish—adored him—and his bitter hatred for Elyssia was a reflection of Tavish’s own lust for retribution against de Montford. How could he blame an impressionable young man for his passions? 
 
    But Callum must be seen to be punished. Ignoring his brother’s pleas, Tavish had dragged him to the dungeons himself and locked him in a cell. His mother and Margaret had looked on without protest, sadness lacing Ma’s eyes, but they had deferred to him as laird. Biddable, obedient women, they understood that here at Glenblane he ruled over everything from the edge of the forest to the mountains on the horizon and all that was contained within it—including the people. As Ma had deferred to his da, so Margaret would defer to him. 
 
    Unlike Elyssia. When he had first seen her, fire had burned from her eyes—her defiance of the sadistic Allendyne; the passion he had awoken the first night they had shared together. Even when his own men had taken her captive, she had fought them, spitting fire in defiance of her captors, only to be cowed when her sister was in danger. Her need to protect Alice had led to her whipping. Callum had repaid the shallow scratches to his face with deep scars that had not only marred Elyssia’s body but had broken Tavish’s heart. 
 
    If Callum were to become a man, he must accept a man’s punishment. He had defied the wishes of his laird and must suffer like for like. 
 
    As if in answer to his thoughts, she came into view, her sister on one side, Isla on the other. The old woman had barely left her side, tending to her wounds, feeding her and reporting to Tavish each night on her recovery. Isla understood that his guilt kept him away from her, but the understanding glowing in her eyes was accompanied by disapproval. Only he and Isla knew Elyssia carried his child. 
 
    She froze in front of the block, and Tavish caught his breath, his body calling silently to hers, the scars on his back throbbing in understanding of the marks she now carried on her own flesh. Her body pitched forward, and her companions caught her before they resumed their shuffle across the courtyard. 
 
    “You must act, Tav, before a tragedy occurs.” 
 
    “I know not what you mean, Duncan.” 
 
    Duncan sighed. “Aye, you do. You’re the laird and must make such decisions yourself. But I would say that any man who embarks on a journey of vengeance must dig two graves along with a burial site for all the innocent lives who drown in the waves that ripple out when the stone of revenge is dropped into the loch.” 
 
    “You speak nonsense.” 
 
    “I speak the truth.” An edge of cold steel laced Duncan’s voice. “You think I notice little, but I see much.” 
 
    “Not everything.” 
 
    “Aye, Tav, everything. I hear the servants’ talk. They have begun to accept her. I see Isla—see how she looks at the Englishwoman, and how she looks at you. I know that not just one life was at stake when she was tied to the whipping block, but two.” 
 
    Duncan, his beloved friend. Was there nothing he could conceal from him? 
 
    “The deed is done, Tav. Now you must decide what to do next.” 
 
    “I must send her home,” Tavish sighed. 
 
    “What do you think her father will do when he realises she carries your bastard?” 
 
    “He cannot treat her worse than we have.” 
 
    Before the women reached the opposite side of the courtyard, they were intercepted by a man. He reached out to Elyssia and fell to his knees. 
 
    Arran. 
 
    Breaking free from her companions’ hold, Elyssia held out her left hand to him. He took it, bending his head to kiss it before taking her bandaged right hand and caressing it. The low murmur of his voice turned into sobs. For the first time in his life, Tavish saw the usually stoic whipmaster bent and broken, kneeling before the woman he had tortured—the woman who had forgiven him. 
 
    “Not all of them see her as the enemy,” Duncan said. “They may even come to accept her… and her child.” 
 
    “But I cannot,” Tavish growled. “It would make Clan MacLean look weak. What do you think Wallace would think of me? Even if he approved, I cannot do that to Margaret. I love Margaret.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “I’ve known Margaret almost all my life. She expects me to marry her. It wouldn’t be fair to leave her unwed.” 
 
    “How fair is it to marry her when your heart lies elsewhere?” 
 
    “I have no heart for the Englishwoman.” 
 
    Duncan remained silent, but Tavish’s words echoed in his mind. The dark wall they fashioned around his heart might conceal his true feelings, but they still taunted him at night. 
 
    Dear God, he could deny it no longer. He had wanted her from the moment he’d seen her at the garrison. Duty to his clan and a desire for revenge had driven away the tenderness he’d felt towards her, but the lust had remained, intensifying into a burning need. But only when he saw her body on the whipping block and thought they’d taken her from him did that bodily desire reveal itself for what it was; what it had been for some time. 
 
    Love. 
 
    He turned from the window and faced his friend. 
 
    “I will decide what to do in time, Duncan. But first I must deal with Callum.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “The master has sent for you.” 
 
    Ross stood in the doorway to Elyssia’s chamber. Was she to resume her role as his whore? 
 
    No—at least, not yet. Instead of leading her to Tavish’s chamber, Ross took her to the courtyard. Most of the clan had formed a circle around the whipping block. Arran stood beside it holding the whip. 
 
    “Ah, Ross. Thank you.” Tavish beckoned to her. Margaret and another woman stood beside him. The other woman was much older, soft grey hair almost completely concealed by a veil, green eyes so like his. She must be his mother. 
 
    Tavish’s voice echoed across the courtyard. 
 
    “Bring him out.” 
 
    Two men appeared holding a third man between them. A wail rang out, and their charge began to struggle. 
 
    “Tavish! Ma!” 
 
    No longer the angry man, he had been reduced to a boy, a frightened child. 
 
    “Secure him.” Tavish’s voice was grim, his eyes hard, jaw set firm, body stiff. 
 
    They tied Callum to the whipping block. Elyssia’s own wrists itched at the memory of the rope burning her flesh, and her skin tightened with fear of what was to come. 
 
    “Get on with it.” Tavish’s cold, toneless voice was unrecognisable. Had she not seen his lips move, Elyssia would have thought another man had spoken—a man with no mercy, no heart. A man like Papa. 
 
    She touched his hand. “Don’t do this.” 
 
    “I’m laird here, and my word is law. Callum must be punished. I’m doing this for you,” he growled. 
 
    “Not in my name!” Elyssia turned to the older woman. “You must be his mother. How can you condone this?” 
 
    The woman shook her head. “My son is laird. I must accept his rule.” 
 
    “What kind of mother are you? Can you not see how frightened he is? I cannot be the only one to speak for him. Where is Alice?” 
 
    “Your sister is with Isla,” Tavish replied. “She’ll not bear witness to this.” 
 
    “But I must?” 
 
    “Be quiet, you whore!” Callum cried, “I’d rather be whipped raw than have a creature such as you speak for me.” 
 
    “Then so be it,” Tavish said, his voice quiet and cold. “Eight lashes, Arran. One for each lash on the lady’s back.” 
 
    Elyssia tried to break free, but he held her firm, his body impervious to her cries. In her weakened state, he was too strong for her. With each attempt to move, needles of pain flashed across her back, a reminder of the lash, mirrored by the sharp cracks of the whip in the air and the boy’s screams. 
 
    Margaret’s eyes displayed no emotion; the woman beside her wiped a tear from her eyes but remained still. The men stood firm, used as they were to the brutal punishments and injuries of the battlefield. But the servants, not restricted by the etiquette of nobility or the rules of the men, could not temper their emotions. Iona—the young girl from the kitchens—wailed uncontrollably, her body shaking as Lorna held her. 
 
    How could he subject his brother to such torture? 
 
    “I never wanted this,” Elyssia sobbed. 
 
    “I know,” he whispered in her ear. “Forgive me, but my brother must learn to control his emotions. If he cannot control himself when safe among his own people, how can he learn to survive in battle? A bitter lesson it may be, but a lesson nonetheless. Callum may not thank me, but he’ll be a better man for it.” 
 
    He nodded to Ross. “Cut him down. Take him to his chamber and lock him in.” 
 
    “What about his wounds, Master Tavish?” 
 
    “He must learn to endure the pain. He’s been pampered for too long. Nobody is to see him until I say.” 
 
    Tavish addressed the onlookers. 
 
    “Return to your duties unless you wish for the same.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    In the evening light, Elyssia could just discern a human shape outside the door to Callum’s chamber. Tavish had instructed Ross to prevent anyone from seeing his brother. 
 
    After Ross had cut Callum down, the crowd dispersed, and Tavish resumed training with his men. Beneath the cheers, as they sparred with their swords, a faint undercurrent rang in his voice. He bore his guilt well, but it was visible in his eyes. 
 
    Obedient and loyal, the household resumed their duties, Iona’s sobbing the only evidence of feeling. Tavish’s mother comforted the girl but made no attempt to defy Tavish by visiting her younger son. 
 
    Was this what Mamma had meant when she’d told Elyssia she would never be a lady, having neither the body nor the inclination? To be the perfect wife in this world did a woman need to be biddable, meek, and have the body of a waif? 
 
    Perhaps, then, Elyssia’s disgrace was also her freedom. Knowing that no one would want her now, she could be true to her principles. If nobody else would tend to the boy, then it was up to her. 
 
    A soft snore echoed in the passageway. Ross had fallen asleep. Not expecting anyone to defy his master, he’d even left the key in the door. She slipped into the chamber, pocketed the key, and closed the door behind her. Placing her candle on a table, she approached the bed. 
 
    The white skin of Callum’s back glowed in the candlelight which cast her shadow against the wall. She sat beside him and removed the lid of the jar of salve she had brought with her. 
 
    The lashes formed a neat pattern; Arran’s careful handiwork. Callum’s back rose and fell with each breath, accompanied by a soft moan, his forehead furrowed in pain. 
 
    Dipping her finger in the jar, she spread the cool salve along the length of each wound, and he cried out in his sleep. 
 
    “Shhh…” She stroked his forehead until he grew quiet. He might hate her, but she couldn’t blame him. A young child whose heart had been broken at the murder of his sister, a boy who looked up to his brother and yearned to prove himself worthy of him. Callum was not evil—merely misguided. 
 
    A sob broke from his chest. 
 
    “Iona, where are ye?” 
 
    “Here.” She took his hand. 
 
    “Iona, I’m sorry for hurting her. It was wrong.” 
 
    “Be still,” Elyssia whispered, “do not distress yourself.” 
 
    “I wish I could undo what I did,” he whimpered. “She was only protecting her sister. I want to hate her, but I cannot.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Will she ever forgive me?” 
 
    Elyssia squeezed his hand. “She already has.” 
 
    His breathing grew steady, as if by giving him assurance of her forgiveness she had eased his heart. His hold on her loosened and his breathing steadied and grew deeper. 
 
    Checking Ross was still asleep, she slipped through the door, but not before she heard Callum cry out in his dreams. 
 
    “Why, Margaret? Why?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    As the day drew to a close and the shadows lengthened, Tavish sent for Elyssia. Finlay shifted uncomfortably in her doorway, his eyes drifting towards Alice who clutched her doll and blushed. 
 
    “Forgive me, but I’m to take you to his chamber.” 
 
    So, the routine was to resume; a whore’s duties awaited her. 
 
    When Finlay knocked on the chamber door, that familiar deep voice resonated from within. 
 
    “Enter.” 
 
    A fire blazed in the hearth, and numerous candles flickered in the warm air, sending shadows dancing across the stone walls. A tray laden with a platter of food, a flagon, and two goblets had been placed on a table by the bed. He sat beside it, eyes sparkling like emeralds in the candlelight. 
 
    Who was he tonight: her captor or her Highlander? 
 
    “Come here.” 
 
    Even as her mind rebelled, her body yearned to obey the soft command, and she crossed the floor, drawn to him as the falcon returns to her master’s wrist, to settle in his grasp, no longer drifting, but anchored to him. 
 
    The door closed behind her, and the faint echo of Finlay’s footsteps faded into the distance. She withdrew her hand. No longer would she be his whore. She must fight her body’s instincts to yield. 
 
    He poured wine into a goblet and offered it to her. 
 
    “Will you dine with me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    She set her mouth into a hard line. “Do you intend to take me again tonight?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed, and he set the goblet down, spilling its contents. 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “Then you’ve no use for me. Let me return to my sister.” 
 
    “No!” The sharp command froze her limbs. “Do you not ask why I’ll no longer take you into my bed?” 
 
    Closing her eyes against his hatred, she turned to leave. Isla had told him about the child. He had no further use for her. 
 
    “Aye,” his voice softened. “I know a child grows within you. Isla told me when she tended to… to your wounds.” 
 
    “Then I understand,” she replied. “You’ve done what you set out to do. I would only ask that you tell me what is to be done with me now.” 
 
    “With you?” 
 
    Bitterness rose in her throat, thickening her words. “Will you turn me out now you have done the deed? Or will you wait?” 
 
    “Wait? What for?” 
 
    “For the day you can take my child,” she spat, “and claim it as your bastard.” 
 
    Before she reached the door, he was upon her, firm hands grasping her arms as he pulled her to him, silencing her angry words with a brutal kiss, his mouth hard and unyielding against her own, hungry lips claiming, taking. He silenced her cry with a sweep of his tongue, swallowing her protests and pleas for mercy. 
 
    She ripped her head away. “Let me go! Haven’t you done enough! You took everything from me. Give me back my freedom!” 
 
    “No!” he roared. “Do you know why I’ll not force you into my bed? It’s because I want you too much!” 
 
    “You only wanted revenge. Everything you did was to make me pay for Papa’s sins. I’ve paid the price, Tavish! Surely I have earned my freedom now you no longer want me?” 
 
    “Oh, Elyssia!” he cried, pulling her close, her struggles no match for his broad arms and iron-hard muscles, “I want ye, woman. I want ye so badly I ache with it, and have ached ever since I first saw you when the fire in your eyes burned into my heart. I took you without asking, I know that. But I will never regret the sweet joy of having ye in my arms.” 
 
    He pulled her to him, covering her mouth with his own, lips teasing, caressing, tongue probing, pleading gently against her lips before she parted her lips and invited him in. 
 
    “Oh, Elyssia, my love,” his voice cracked in a hoarse groan. “I would have ye come to me willing—or not at all.” 
 
    Slipping a hand inside his shirt, she traced a line along his chest, palm pressed against the muscles which grew taut at her touch. She met his gaze, the fire within the deep green pulsing in a rhythm of desire as she moved her hand lower until her fingers met his hot, hard length—the silken exterior surrounding the firm hard steel. A deep rumble echoed in his chest as he pulsed in her hand, thickening with his need for her. 
 
    “God help me,” she whispered, sealing her fate, “but I am willing.” 
 
    “Would you give yourself to me?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Then I claim you as my woman.” 
 
    He pushed her onto the bed. She cried out in pain as she fell back, fire pulsing through the lash wounds on her skin. 
 
    “Shhh…” he whispered, “come with me.” He lifted her into his arms and carried her to a low chair beside the table. Sitting back, he placed her on his lap, straddling him. She parted her thighs, and he inhaled sharply, nostrils flaring at the scent of her which thickened the air of the chamber. 
 
    Claiming her mouth once more, he groaned a deep rumble in his chest. She lifted his plaid and took him in her hand, caressing the smooth skin at the tip, spreading the bead of moisture which erupted as his body shuddered with tightly coiled need. 
 
    “I gladly give myself to you,” she whispered before easing herself onto him, his member nudging against her core. She pressed her lips against his. Taking her head in his hands, he drew her close, tracing a path of kisses across her neck until he reached her ear, and took the lobe between his teeth. 
 
    “Then I claim you as my own, here and forever,” he whispered, his breath sending a current of desire through her as he thrust upwards. 
 
    “Ahhh…” She met his thrust and impaled herself on him, an act of irrevocable submission. 
 
    Her body rippled from within. Fisting her hands in his shirt, she arched her back, crying his name in surrender, declaring herself as his, wholly his. 
 
    “Oh, Elyssia!” He fumbled at the laces of her gown and pressed his lips against her throat. Her breasts tightened with longing, nipples hardening to painful points. With a groan, he took her breast into his mouth, teeth grazing against her sensitive skin. 
 
    “I want you, Elyssia. I can wait no longer.” 
 
    With a growl of frustration, he grasped the front of her gown, the sharp sound of material tearing followed by a rush of cold against her heated skin. Burning heat replaced the cold as he brought his mouth down on her nipple and gave a deep pull, drawing her into him, nipping her skin, nuzzling her flesh, deep growls of pleasure erupting from his chest, glorying in his complete ownership of her now she had given herself to him. 
 
    “Tavish!” she cried out, back stiffening as her body shattered around him, and with a roar, he exploded inside her. 
 
    Pulling her close, he crushed her against his chest, sending a burst of pain across her back. Still inside her, he held her tightly as if to acknowledge his ownership of her. Ignoring the pain, she let him claim her. No longer Agatha de Montford, she was Elyssia of Glenblane Castle. She belonged to Tavish. He would take care of her—and their child. 
 
    Leaning against him, she let their flesh mould together as they became one creature. 
 
    “Do not return to your chamber, my Elyssia,” he sighed. “Stay with me.” 
 
    “Aye, my love,” she whispered against his warm skin “I’m yours. Forever. I will never leave your side.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The morning sun filtered into the room, the warmth of the light caressing her skin. With a sleepy smile, she opened her eyes. Tavish lay beside her, his chest rising and falling. With a deep sigh, he rolled onto his side, facing her. He looked at peace, the furrows which had once torn across his face now smoothed into oblivion. His full lips curled into a smile. She ran a fingertip across his chin before reaching his mouth, his lips soft against her touch. 
 
    “Elyssia…” Her name escaped his lips in a warm breath, tightening the skin of her fingers. 
 
    “My Elyssia.” 
 
    Her Highlander had, at last, descended from her dreams to claim her in the daylight as his own. 
 
    He opened his eyes, love in his soft green gaze. He took her hand, eyes narrowing in guilt as she winced. Despite the bandages, it still pained her. But as the wounds in her flesh healed, so did the wounds of her heart. She had forgiven him. He wanted her; not for her fortune or to make alliances, nor purely for their child. He wanted her for herself. 
 
    “You’re mine now I’ve claimed you,” he whispered. 
 
    “Aye,” she replied with a smile. 
 
    “I must decide what to do with Margaret,” he sighed, “but she’ll come to accept it.” 
 
    Would he find Margaret a new husband now Elyssia was to take her place? Margaret did not deserve to be abandoned, but the people here looked after their own. Perhaps Duncan could marry her. Such a union would not disgrace her. In time, she might forgive Elyssia, and the two women would become friends. 
 
    “I must think of her, Elyssia.” 
 
    “You are kind, Tavish, and I love you for it.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you understand, my love.” He kissed her, soft lips caressing her own, tongue probing before she opened for him—her master, her lover. 
 
    “Of course you cannot remain here, but I’ll find a home for you. And your sister.” 
 
    What did he mean? 
 
    “Once Margaret and I are married, you cannot live in the castle. It would not be fair to parade my mistress in front of her.” 
 
    “Married?” 
 
    “She has waited patiently ever since I returned. She bore my absence with such fortitude. I cannot make her wait any longer. But I’ll take care of you. Though her children will carry my name, yours will want for nothing.” 
 
    “My children?” 
 
    “Aye,” he said sleepily, “and I’ll make you a promise.” 
 
    A ray of hope sparked in her heart which his next words extinguished. 
 
    “Bastards though your children may be, I will never utter that word in their presence.” 
 
    The beam of sunlight grew blurry, light dispersing as moisture pooled in her eyes. She blinked, and a hot tear splashed onto her cheek. Making no attempt to wipe it, for it would soon be joined by others, she closed her eyes against the cruelty of her fate. 
 
    She shifted her position but he only held her more tightly, his arms no longer loving and protecting, but possessive, dominating, sealing his ownership. 
 
    Her hopes, at first so bright, dulled to a black shadow. The previous night, with her voice and body, she had sealed her fate, not fully understanding that fate until now. 
 
    She was his whore. Nothing more than a vessel for his lust for when he grew bored with his wife. 
 
    This was the final payment for her sins. Her captor had violated her body. Now her Highlander had destroyed her heart. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    “My dear, might I speak with you?” 
 
    Margaret’s soft tones interrupted Elyssia’s conversation with Alice on their way to the kitchens. Elyssia had resumed her duties, finding comfort in the occupation and companionship of the servants. Her hand still burned with pain, but she needed to keep busy. Soon Tavish would banish her from the castle and establish her in an outbuilding as his whore, after which the members of the household may not be willing, or even permitted, to visit her. 
 
    Papa had always kept his mistresses far from de Montford Castle. They had lived in exile, the subjects of servants’ gossip and Mamma’s hatred. Though Papa’s bastards were given positions in the household, the chatelaine treated them poorly, the thin veil of respect which Papa demanded barely concealing the contempt beneath. 
 
    As a child, Elyssia had heard rumours of death—one of Papa’s mistresses struck down by a violent sickness too swift to be a disease. Unable to temper her curiosity, Elyssia had followed the servants to the cottage and watched as they dragged the bodies out—a woman and a baby. Whispers of poison echoed in the hall of the castle, the only change in her parents’ countenance a sly smile on Mamma’s lips and a blackening of Papa’s mood until, only a few days later, smoke rose from the chimney of the cottage once more; evidence of a new occupant. 
 
    Was this to be Elyssia’s fate now? To be set aside as a whore, waiting for the day when she, too, would be disposed of by a jealous wife and replaced by another who would serve the lustful husband? 
 
    A hand touched her shoulder, the iron-like grip sending a bolt of pain into her flesh before the woman relaxed her grip. 
 
    “Might I have a word? In private?” 
 
    The smile on Margaret’s lips almost reached her eyes, which flashed in the morning light. 
 
    Alice tightened her hold on Elyssia’s hand. 
 
    “You can have nothing to say that my sister cannot also hear. We have no secrets from each other.” 
 
    “Very well.” Margaret fell into step with them, reaching for Elyssia’s right hand which she touched gently, her fingers caressing the bandages. 
 
    “I want to reassure you that I will accept you in your position as Tavish’s mistress.” At the final word, Alice tightened her grip on Elyssia’s hand. Her sister had noticed the subtle change in Margaret’s tone. Margaret had her own demons to fight. She, too, would struggle to accept their circumstances. How was it that the men of the world had ownership and mastery over so many lives, yet the women must themselves be owned and mastered? 
 
    Margaret’s eyes hardened a fraction, an edge of steel underlying her soft voice. 
 
    “I trust you will accept my status as his wife.” 
 
    A gentle squeeze sent a needle of pain through Elyssia’s palm, and she winced and withdrew her hand. 
 
    “You must not show anger, my dear,” Margaret chided as if admonishing a petulant child. “Clan MacLean would never accept you—unchaste, English, and de Montford’s daughter. They call you whore and say you have cast a spell on Tavish with your body. Whether he wished it or no, he could never wed you.” 
 
    Elyssia pulled away, but Margaret raised a hand in a placating gesture. “Trust me, my dear, I understand your plight. As women, our lives are not our own. You think I wish to be confined in the role of a wife, my world restricted to running a household and bearing children? There is a whole world outside of Glenblane which I will never see, for I was not born a man. We must both bear our burdens with fortitude and accept them for the sake of others, not just for ourselves.” 
 
    “Do you love him?” Elyssia almost choked on the words. 
 
    “I have known and loved him all my life, as he has known and loved me. My duty is to help him govern Clan MacLean and give him sons.” 
 
    Margaret took Elyssia’s hand and pulled her close, kissing her on the forehead. 
 
    “I trust we understand each other.” 
 
    “Aye,” Elyssia replied. “Completely.” 
 
    Margaret’s smile broadened. “I’ll let you resume your duties while I return to mine.” She let go of Elyssia’s hand almost as if it burned her before taking her leave, her light footsteps almost inaudible as she disappeared into the darkness of the passageway. 
 
    Alice sniffed. “I don’t like her, Lyssie. She’s evil.” 
 
    “Hush, Alice!” Elyssia hissed. “How can you speak so? Few women would be so accepting of us. We must make the best of our life here, and we’ll need her as an ally.” 
 
    “He loves you.” 
 
    “But he’s marrying her. At least she has a kind heart.” 
 
    “She does not!” Alice cried. “She may speak kind words, but her eyes and soul betray her. They’re black and rotten.” 
 
    “What nonsense! To say such things here when we know not who may be listening? Are you so deficient in wits you cannot understand the danger in uttering such foolishness?” 
 
    “Think on what Margaret says to you,” Alice pleaded. “Always she speaks of how you’re called whore and the devil’s daughter.” 
 
    “Those are words she has repeated from others, Alice. Not her own words.” 
 
    “Are they not? Perhaps she manipulates others to her will?” 
 
    “Be quiet!” Elyssia cried. “Is this how you repay me for everything I’ve done to protect you? Your half-witted words may be the death of us.” 
 
    Alice flinched, her face turning ashen. 
 
    Half-witted—dear God! What had caused her to utter such foul words? 
 
    Alice began to shake, her jaw stiffening, eyes rolling in the manner Elyssia knew only too well. She pitched forward, and Elyssia caught her, but she could not hold her weight, and they crumpled to the floor. 
 
    For the first time in her life, she had spoken with cruelty towards her sister. 
 
    “Alice, I’m sorry. Forgive me. I spoke in anger. Dear one, I would give my life to protect you. Alice…” 
 
    Her sister’s body quietened, the jerks lessening in intensity until her breathing grew steady. 
 
    “Lyssie…” 
 
    “Oh, Alice, I’d do anything to have those horrible words unsaid.” 
 
    “All I ask is that you believe me,” Alice said. “I may understand little, but I hear much. I hear it in her voice.” 
 
    “What do you hear?” 
 
    “Mamma. It’s like Mamma with Papa’s women.” 
 
    Mamma—the proud, resentful woman who despised her daughters. Beneath the aura of the respectable wife and mother had lain a core of hatred; the will to remove all obstacles and inconveniences. 
 
    Margaret had all the appearance of beauty and tenderness and had tempered Callum’s anger. Or had she? What if she had been inciting his feelings instead? Softly whispered words could pierce a man’s armour more effectively than a sword. 
 
    Callum had cried so bitterly after his whipping, the tears of regret of a misguided child. But since he had risen from the sickbed, Margaret at his side, he’d resumed hurling insults at them. Alone and in pain, he had shown compassion, but now… 
 
    Margaret. Always it came back to her. Elyssia’s mind drifted back to the day they whipped her. Isla’s and Iona’s voices had pleaded for mercy; Arran’s voice had been laced with regret; Angus’s voice had been full of lust, and Callum had wept for his sister. Among them all, only one voice had remained calm and dispassionate. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Tavish! Tavish!” 
 
    Two blasts of a horn echoed in the air. Someone had been sighted in the forest. Tavish called up to the lookout. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “A man approaches!” 
 
    “Is he alone?” 
 
    “I can only see one man. He’s moving slowly, making no attempt to conceal himself.” 
 
    “Duncan! With me, quickly! Bring four others.” 
 
    Swords drawn, the six men approached the forest. A lone man emerged from between the trees, covered in scratches and bruises, his body filthy, plaid torn. 
 
    “Tavish…” As if uttering that single word had taken all his strength, he pitched forward, body spent. 
 
    His features were barely recognisable as the young clansman who had fallen in love with Flora and sworn to protect her; the man who had left with her, never to return. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    “Ewan.” 
 
    The virile young man was no more. His skin had a grey pallor, his once bright eyes now dull and sunken into the flesh of his thin, ravaged face. A scar ran across his cheek, destroying features once so handsome. He’d been popular with women but had eyes only for one. Flora. Did he know what had happened to her? Had he witnessed her destruction? 
 
    Yelling for Isla, Tavish carried Ewan into his chamber and placed him on the bed. He retched at the smell of filth and decay clinging to the young Highlander’s body. He lifted the torn plaid to reveal a deep wound which ran along his leg. The sweet smell of putrefaction and blackening of the skin surrounding it clawed at his senses, and he retched again. 
 
    He lifted his eyes and met Duncan’s steady gaze. His friend shook his head. There was nothing they could do. 
 
    “Flora…” Ewan’s voice erupted in a fit of coughs. “Where… where is she?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ewan. My sister is dead.” 
 
    Ewan nodded, and a pained smile puckered the scar across his cheek. “I wanted to see her one last time. To ask you for her hand.” 
 
    “I would gladly have given it.” 
 
    “Thank you…” he burst into another fit of coughing “…I take comfort from knowing I’ll soon join her. My sweet angel.” 
 
    “She waits for you,” Tavish replied. “Go to her with my blessing.” 
 
    The door opened, and Isla entered, carrying a bundle of bandages, Elyssia by her side. 
 
    “Master Ewan!” Isla cried. 
 
    Elyssia lifted Ewan’s shirt to inspect the wounds on his chest. 
 
    “Wolves,” she said. “Dear Lord! Look at these bites and scratches!” 
 
    Ewan’s body stiffened. 
 
    “You! Bitch! Get away from me!” He tried to sit, groaning with the effort. “What is she doing here?” 
 
    “Please, sir, I do not know you,” Elyssia pleaded. “You must calm yourself, so we can tend to you.” 
 
    “Don’t let her touch me! She’s the one who abused Flora!” 
 
    Tavish’s body stiffened. “What do you mean? Elyssia, what is he saying?” 
 
    She backed away, moving towards the door. Her expression, at first full of shock, began to change—to one of recognition, and finally guilt. 
 
    “Look at me, Elyssia.” 
 
    Lowering her gaze, she shook her head and spread her hands out behind her until she touched the door and fumbled for the handle. 
 
    “Don’t let her go!” 
 
    Before she could move, Duncan took her in his arms, holding her in a firm grip. 
 
    “Bring her close, Duncan. Let her bear witness to the truth from a dying man’s lips.” 
 
    Her body grew limp as Duncan pushed her towards the bed until she overlooked the dying man. 
 
    “Tell me what you did, woman.” 
 
    She shook her head, eyes brimming with false tears. 
 
    Ewan coughed. “Let me tell you.” 
 
    Tavish nodded, his eyes focused on the woman he thought he had loved. 
 
    “She gave the order, Tavish. Two of her father’s men held Flora by the arms in the middle of the hall, and she ordered them to strip her.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “They tore the clothes from her body. That bitch stood and watched while they forced her to the ground. She… she addressed her father’s men, telling them that her father had no more use for Flora and she was now their property. She… she then…” Another cough burst from his chest, sending red droplets onto Elyssia’s gown—red to match Flora’s blood which her evil hands were stained with. 
 
    “She told them to fuck her. To fuck her raw until there was nothing left of her.” 
 
    A wave of nausea rippled through Tavish’s body, but he would not show weakness—not in front of his friend who was about to die, nor in front of the devil’s spawn he had almost given his heart to. He would not give the bitch the satisfaction. 
 
    “And what then?” 
 
    “They… they took turns in raping her, Tavish. One by one, while she screamed for mercy.” 
 
    “And what did she do while my sister was violated?” 
 
    “She stood and watched until they had finished with her. After they carried Flora away, she sat down beside her father and took her supper. I know not what she did then for I was taken away.” 
 
    Another fit of coughing and he fell back and lay still. 
 
    “Master Ewan!” Isla cried, but he did not respond. 
 
    Ewan was dead. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The cold hand of justice clawed at Elyssia’s heart. Finally, the dreadful truth had been revealed. Her secret was out, and Tavish knew the extent of her wickedness. 
 
    “Isla, leave us.” Tavish’s voice held a tone of eerie calm. 
 
    The door closed behind the old woman. 
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    Elyssia shook her head. 
 
    “Look at me, bitch. ‘Tis the least you can do now I know the truth!” 
 
    She lifted her eyes. His green gaze was bright with grief. 
 
    “Is it true? Did you give the order for my sister to be raped by those men?” 
 
    Her head jerked into a nod. “Tavish, you must understand…” 
 
    “Understand what? That you’re responsible for my sister’s death? That you ordered her torture and took your supper while you watched the entertainment? My God! I thought Allendyne was evil, but he was nothing compared to you. I should have left you to rot in that Garrison, to spread your legs for every barbarian in the place. To think I suffered my conscience after I took you captive! I should have thrown you to my men, or better still, throw you to the dogs for men do not deserve to be tainted by your flesh. You filthy whore!” 
 
    He propelled himself forward and delivered a blow to her face, and her head snapped sideways with the force of it. 
 
    She staggered under the blow but made no move to fight back. 
 
    He closed his eyes and squeezed his hands into fists. Silence fell while his chest shuddered as he breathed in before exhaling with a sigh. When he opened his eyes, the hot fury had been replaced by pure hatred. Through gritted teeth, he spoke coldly and quietly. 
 
    “I thought I loved you. I was prepared to dishonour my clan by accepting you and your bastard. I thank God I discovered the truth about you before I succumbed to your evil.” 
 
    “Tavish, please, you must understand. I love you.” 
 
    “You don’t understand the word, woman. You’re nothing but a base animal. You’re worse than your father, worse than Longshanks himself, for you have come into our home and tainted us with your filth. Your father should have strangled you at birth.” 
 
    “Tavish…” 
 
    He turned his back on her. 
 
    “Remove this creature from my sight, Duncan. Lock her in her chamber with the half-wit until I decide what to do with them.” 
 
    Making no attempt to resist, she let Duncan take her arm and lead her out of the chamber. She would never forgive herself for what she had done all those years ago. Now Tavish knew of it, his hatred for her would never wane. 
 
    The Highlander of her dreams was gone forever. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “Lyssie, what’s happened!” 
 
    Elyssia lifted her head. Her jaw ached, and a metallic taste filled her mouth which pulsed with pain when she tried to speak. 
 
    “He knows the truth. The girl in the dungeon at home. She was his sister.” 
 
    “Oh, Lyssie… I didn’t know. Why did you not tell me it was her?” 
 
    “What purpose would it have served?” 
 
    Alice touched Elyssia’s jaw where Tavish had struck her. “I could have spoken for you.” 
 
    The rope around her neck which Duncan had fixed to a bolt in the wall, chafed against her skin as she shook her head. “It would make no difference. He’ll never forgive me.” 
 
    “But you did it to protect me!” 
 
    Elyssia took Alice’s hand. “I’ve carried this burden for so many years. At least now the truth has been revealed I can be free of it.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Six summers ago, Papa had returned to de Montford Castle with his prize—a young girl with flame red hair and vivid green eyes that he had seen on the road with a young man, and taken a fancy to. Younger than Elyssia, her beauty was exquisite; the soft lilt of her voice like music, even when she pleaded for mercy. Her pleas had echoed throughout the castle, accompanied by Papa’s angry voice which turned into lustful groans as he took her as his mistress. Papa had set the girl’s companion to work on the estate, subject to the lashes of his steward and confined to the dungeons at night. 
 
    When the girl quickened with child, Papa declared her of no further use and ordered her to be used to further his daughter’s education. Lady Agatha Elyssia de Montford had many flaws—the plump body of a whore, so unlike Mamma’s delicate well-bred looks; her wilful temper and disobedient nature. But her greatest flaw was her sentiment towards the Scottish people. 
 
    “Your sympathies towards these savages need to be purged, Agatha,” Papa had said. “Your mamma despairs of ever finding a man willing to take you for a wife. Your lack of beauty is a great disappointment, but given your sister’s imbecility, our hopes lie with you to make a match. But no man will want you if you persist in these foolish notions.” 
 
    “They’re people just like us, Papa. Why can’t we leave them alone?” 
 
    “Foolish child! You speak treason. I’ll have to instruct your future husband to beat such sensibilities out of you.” 
 
    “I have no wish to marry, Papa. Let Richard secure your alliances when he chooses his bride.” 
 
    “Richard! Your brother has yet to prove himself as a man. You will do your duty, but for now, I must cure you of your madness.” 
 
    Ordering her to follow him, he had led her into the main hall. A meal had been laid out on the high table where Mamma sat waiting. In the centre of the hall, two men held a slim figure dressed in a gaudy silk gown. 
 
    The girl. Her once flawless skin had a grey pallor; her hair, once so vibrant, hung limply down her shoulders. But her eyes still flashed with fire: three months at Papa’s hands had not broken her. Her gaze met Elyssia’s and widened in recognition, a connection between the two women—two souls at the mercy of a sadistic man. She must help her. 
 
    At Papa’s command, the men formed a semi-circle around the girl. 
 
    “I find I’m weary of the little savage,” Papa addressed the men. “As you’ve served me well, I shall reward you.” 
 
    Elyssia’s veins had turned to ice at Papa’s words. The girl stared back, defiance dancing in her eyes. She had yet to understand Papa’s meaning. 
 
    “Papa, let her go.” 
 
    Papa gave a snort of derision. “She’s mine to do with as I please! You think these savages are human? They’re barely more than animals, livestock.” 
 
    Elyssia turned her pleas towards her mother. “Mamma, you cannot condone this.” 
 
    “Be quiet, child,” Mamma’s harsh voice grated. “If you defy your father, you’re no daughter of mine.” 
 
    Papa pushed her forward. 
 
    “Do your duty, daughter. Give the order.” 
 
    “I will not.” 
 
    Papa held her close and hissed in her ear. Clasping her throat, he forced her head back until his hot breath fanned across her neck. 
 
    “You will, my dear. Or your idiot of a sister will suffer. Give the order. Tell my men they can have the little savage. Tell them to fuck her bloody, to share her among themselves. They shall have their meal—either this savage or your sister.” 
 
    A weak cry clutched at her heart. Alice. Dearest Alice who had nobody to protect her. Struggling in the arms of one of Papa’s men, she pleaded as he began to fondle the front of her gown. 
 
    The choice lay before her: two paths, each leading to hell. One path led to the end of the beloved sister whom Elyssia had sworn to protect. Poor Alice did not understand what the man fondling her was doing; her eyes had not been awakened to the sins of the flesh. The other path led to the destruction of the young woman kneeling before her—a woman she did not even know. Her mind had been opened; her body ruined from the day Papa took her. At Elyssia’s command, her soul would follow. 
 
    The girl’s eyes met hers, growing lifeless as understanding extinguished the flame. 
 
    I’m sorry. Elyssia mouthed the words. The girl gave a slight nod of acknowledgement. 
 
    She closed her eyes and issued the command, hardening her voice as she granted the men leave to do what they wanted with her. Foul, base words escaped her lips, hatred for Papa and the men who had command over the world driving her forward. 
 
    The girl’s cries pierced the air as the men closed in on her, arguing who would be first. 
 
    “Let us dine while we’re entertained,” Papa said, his voice thick with relish, “but I warn you. Shed one tear for that creature and your sister will share her fate.” 
 
    Echoes of the girl’s screams and pleas for mercy had haunted Elyssia ever since. Each day after she had uttered the words condemning her soul, she dreaded the night and what her dreams would bring her. The knowledge that she had spared Alice was not comfort enough. The girl remained within the walls of the castle—confined to the dungeons to be used by the men when they had need of her body. 
 
    A sennight later, Richard had returned. The only person she trusted, he gave her hope that the girl might be freed. Taking Elyssia in his arms, he had heard her tearful confession and tried to give her comfort. 
 
    “You’re a good woman, sister. You did no wrong. Look how you suffer! You protected Alice. Nobody else would have done that.” 
 
    “You think my plan to free the girl would work?” 
 
    “Aye, but you must be careful. If you’re caught, then it would all be for nothing—Papa will not spare Alice.” 
 
    “But I must risk it. My conscience screams to me at night. I cannot close my eyes without seeing her face.” 
 
    “Let me help you, Elyssia.” 
 
    “No, Richard. It’s my duty and mine alone. If I’m caught, I’ll gladly accept any punishment Papa would mete out, but I cannot put you at risk. I am merely a daughter. You are a son—the future Lord de Montford. Our family’s honour, and welfare lies in your hands. You must not fall out of favour with Papa.” 
 
    Poor Richard. He had the makings of a fine soldier but feared one thing above all else—Papa. The brutal discipline Papa meted upon his men—including his only son—surpassed even the treatment he had subjected on that poor girl. 
 
    The girl. Her eyes had dulled to a hazy grey, yet the pitiful spark of hope which flared up when she saw Elyssia approach, almost cleaved her heart in two. Checking that the sentry was unconscious after taking the drugged ale she’d given him, Elyssia pulled the key from his hands and released the girl, wrapping a cloak around her and concealing her face with a hood. Taking her hand, she led her outside. 
 
    Unable to look the girl in the eye, she pushed a bag of coins into her hand before leading her to the man she had brought—one of Richard’s manservants, who waited beside a cart. 
 
    “Go with Edwin. He’ll take you to the borders—and beyond if he can. I know my word means nothing after what I have done, but you can trust him.” 
 
    Thin, cold hands gripped her fingers. 
 
    “Thank ye.” The girl’s musical lilt, so full of gratitude, tore into Elyssia’s conscience. 
 
    Elyssia shook her head, blinking back tears of shame. “You have nothing to thank me for. I cannot do enough to atone.” 
 
    “Please,” the girl whispered, “let me thank you. You’re the first person to show me kindness. My brother will hear how you helped me. Tell me your name.” 
 
    “No.” Elyssia’s voice cracked with shame. “My name will forever be associated with the evil of my actions. Forget me; forget my family and what we’ve done. I bear the burden of our shame. The only comfort I can take is in anonymity. I have no wish to hear my name on your lips.” 
 
    The girl nodded, understanding in her eyes and Edwin led her away. 
 
    A small part of the shame she carried within her was purged when Papa discovered what she had done, but to her relief, he left Alice alone. As she lay in her chamber, bruised and bleeding from Papa’s beating, she prayed for the girl; prayed she would heal, though she never knew her name. 
 
    But the girl had not healed. She had died screaming, bearing the bastard child Papa had spawned in her belly. 
 
    Her name had been Flora. Flora MacLean, Tavish’s beloved sister. 
 
    And Elyssia had ordered her destruction. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The day after Ewan’s return, Tavish ordered that Elyssia and her sister be turned out of their chamber to live in an outbuilding. Barely fit for livestock, the croft they were confined to was cold, damp, and filthy, the scratching sounds at night the only sign of their companions. 
 
    The men jeered as Duncan led them to their new home, ropes secured around their necks; not to prevent escape but to further their humiliation. A stone flew across the air, striking Alice in the shoulder, and in a fit of rage Elyssia hurled herself at the assailant. With a roar of laughter, he forced her to the ground, raising his fist to strike her, but before his fist met her jaw he was pulled off, and strong hands lifted her to her feet. 
 
    Tavish. 
 
    “Don’t harm her!” he roared, silencing the man’s angry protest. 
 
    His kindness was unexpected. Had he begun to understand, to forgive her? 
 
    “Thank you.” She took his hand. 
 
    He jerked free as if her touch poisoned him. 
 
    “I didn’t do it for you,” he snarled. “I am not your saviour. I’m merely looking after my property. If any of the livestock hereabouts were harmed, I would seek to prevent it. A cow with a damaged flank attracts wolves and harbours disease. I wish to save my people the trouble of having to tend to one such as you.” 
 
    He jerked the noose on her neck before handing the rope to Duncan. 
 
    “Secure the whore and the half-wit, Duncan. Then meet me in my study. Ma wishes to return to the convent, and we leave in the morning.” 
 
    Without another glance at Elyssia, he turned his back and walked away. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “My dear.” 
 
    A hand touched Elyssia’s face, gentle at first before gripping her shoulder. 
 
    Memories of her dream where Tavish had caressed her face, telling her he loved her, began to fade, his rich, deep timbre replaced by the lighter tones of a woman. 
 
    Margaret. 
 
    Lifting her head, Elyssia opened her eyes. Pale blue eyes looked back at her. For a flicker of a moment, their expression looked hard but when Elyssia rubbed her eyes, sticky with mucus, their expression was kind. A cough erupted from her throat, echoed by a cough from Alice, whose body huddled against hers under the blanket they shared. 
 
    She had been living in the outbuilding for almost a month. Spring flowers bloomed across the landscape. The air grew warmer with the onset of summer, but at night the damp penetrated her bones, and she huddled against Alice to contain her body’s shivering. Nobody came near save Iona, who brought food. On pain of death, they had been ordered not to leave the building. Each time she ventured outside, a man advanced on them, brandishing his sword. 
 
    Tavish had given orders for them to remain until he decided what to do with them. Whatever it was would not be pleasant. 
 
    Rubbing her belly, Elyssia sat, nodding in gratitude as Margaret supported her arm and she winced as she leant against the stone wall. The dull ache in her back still reminded her of her lashing. How much more punishment could she bear? How much more could Alice endure? 
 
    Her sister moaned in her sleep, as if in answer to Elyssia’s question. Outside, living in conditions not even fit for cattle, Alice would not last long. Elyssia’s body could withstand more hardship, but as for her mind and soul—the look of hatred and disgust on Tavish’s face had broken her. Only her love for Alice prevented her from retreating into the darkness to leave her body an empty shell, devoid of any feeling or love. 
 
    “I wish to help you, my dear.” 
 
    Margaret crouched next to Elyssia and wrinkled her nose at the smell of damp and dung—a smell Elyssia had almost choked on at first, but she hardly noticed now. 
 
    “How can you possibly help us, Lady Margaret?” Elyssia croaked, the cold rasping against her throat. 
 
    “You’re still in danger.” 
 
    “We couldn’t sink any lower.” 
 
    Margaret sighed, pity lacing her expression. She stroked the tendrils of hair out of Elyssia’s eyes—hair, sticky with grime and sweat. “What do you suppose my beloved Tavish is thinking this very moment?” 
 
    “I’ll wager he does not think of us. I’ve not seen him in almost a month.” 
 
    “You’re wrong.” Margaret ran a fingertip across Elyssia’s forehead, the sharp nail scraping against her skin. “You know yourself how deeply he loved his sister. All his hatred has been directed towards your father. You think he has treated you badly until now. But now he knows you ordered Flora’s destruction, his eye of vengeance has been trained on you. He departs to fight the English soon. Do you think he’ll be content to leave you behind—untouched?” 
 
    Elyssia winced as a fingernail dug into her cheek. 
 
    “Forgive me,” Margaret said, “there’s nothing I can do to save you from his wrath. Please believe me when I say that I would have gladly accepted you as his mistress—even accepted your bastard.” 
 
    Elyssia closed her eyes, but the soft voice continued, relentless, each word driving a sharp sting of pain into her heart, only serving to confirm that she was lost. 
 
    “He has left to escort his mother home. When he returns, he’ll stop at nothing to make you suffer tenfold what Flora suffered. You have one hope for salvation, and I’m the only one who can give it to you.” 
 
    Elyssia sought out Alice’s hand underneath the blanket while her sister slept on. Her future stretched before her—the illness which had begun to show signs of spreading into Alice’s lungs, leading her to a slow, painful death. What then? She had no one to love and care for save a bastard child doomed to be slaughtered as soon as it entered the world or to suffer a life of derision and hatred as poor Conall. To live a life no better than that of a dog until she, too, succumbed to the elements. 
 
    Death. Margaret was offering her death. 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    As if she heard her condemn them both, Alice whispered in her sleep, the word on her lips driving a stake into Elyssia’s soul. 
 
    “Finlay…” 
 
    Poor, sweet Alice had never known love—and never would—all because of Elyssia’s sin. 
 
    Margaret’s eyes narrowed before she smiled and nodded. 
 
    “Good. Then you must do as I say if you are to leave. It’s not been easy to secure your passage to the borders.” 
 
    “Leave?” 
 
    “Aye, my dear. But it must be done today before Tavish returns. I’ve put everything in order. You can trust me.” 
 
    Alice stirred and opened her eyes. She coughed and squeezed Elyssia’s hand. 
 
    “Think of your sister,” Margaret said. “Your leaving here would benefit her also.” 
 
    “Aye,” Elyssia whispered to herself, “Tavish would never care for me now, and I cannot protect Alice.” 
 
    Margaret nodded. “He would never acknowledge your bastard. Are you strong enough to withstand the scorn of those who surround you here, begging for scraps of food with your bastard hanging onto your breast?” 
 
    Elyssia shut her eyes but Margaret’s voice sliced into her consciousness, her tone sharpening almost as if with relish. 
 
    “You’re English. Our clan will always despise you for it. They’ll never believe your child is Tavish’s. They would say you whored your way through the clan and the brat could be anybody’s get. Look how they treated your half-brother!” 
 
    “Can Conall come with us?” 
 
    Margaret shook her head. “The price will only secure passage for you and your sister.” 
 
    “Price?” 
 
    “Aye.” Margaret’s lip almost lifted into a smile before she frowned. “Come, there’s no time to lose. It must be now.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Aye.” Margaret’s voice grew more urgent. “Think, my dear, think of your sister. What would become of her?” 
 
    “What will become of me?” Alice’s voice was hoarse, evidence of the water in her lungs. Ignoring her, Margaret squeezed Elyssia’s shoulder. 
 
    “You gave the order for Flora to be raped. How long before Tavish returns to issue that same order to his own men? Your sister…” 
 
    Alice—dear God! At all cost, she must be spared. 
 
    “How will you bear it,” Margaret continued, “to see Alice thrown to the ground and—” 
 
    “No!” Elyssia cried, and Alice sat up in fright at the strength in her voice. “Please, I beg you, stop!” 
 
    “You must understand the urgency of your situation,” Margaret hissed. 
 
    Nodding, Elyssia struggled to her feet before helping Alice up. Taking her sister’s hand, she followed Margaret out of the building. 
 
    Two men stood waiting. The first, short and lean, held the reins of two horses. Elyssia recognised Malcolm, the young man who had been less hostile than the others. The second man towered over the first. Tall and heavily built, he stood feet set apart, hands on hips, fingers clasping the hilt of his sword. A broad smile stretched across his fleshy face, a smile of triumph and lust. 
 
    Angus. 
 
    Margaret gripped Elyssia’s hand. 
 
    “It’s the only way. I trust none else to betray Tavish and take you home. Angus here will take you to the borders—and beyond if he is able.” 
 
    “Are we leaving, Lyssie?” Alice coughed. 
 
    Elyssia nodded. “Aye.” 
 
    “Come then,” Margaret said. “I’ll bid you farewell and wish you a safe journey.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Angus stepped forward, his smile broadening. “There’s the matter of payment.” 
 
    He leered at Elyssia. “Take the half-wit, Lady Margaret, while I collect.” 
 
    Margaret took Alice’s hand. “Come with me, child, while your sister pays for your safe passage.” 
 
    Elyssia’s skin tightened, and cold fingers of dread clasped the back of her neck. 
 
    “I have nothing to give him.” 
 
    “Aye, you do,” Angus growled. He unbuckled his sword belt and threw it on the ground. “You have something I want, whore.” 
 
    Dear Lord! Elyssia’s flesh crawled with understanding. 
 
    “I will not!” 
 
    “Aye, you will,” Angus leered, “and this time you’ll be willing or I shall take your sister instead. I prefer a willing whore, but an unwilling half-wit shall suffice.” 
 
    The cold hand of resignation crawled through Elyssia’s mind, devouring the remainder of her soul. For now, she truly had lost all humanity, been reduced to a mere animal, a vessel for the lust of others, to be used and discarded. 
 
    It had to be done—for Alice’s sake. Alice, the one good thing she had left to fight for. There was no reassurance Angus would spare Alice, but Elyssia had no choice but to trust him. If they remained at Glenblane, Alice would be given to the men eventually, her body torn apart and reduced to dust. 
 
    Hunching her shoulders in defeat, she motioned towards Margaret. 
 
    “Please,” she said quietly, “I have no wish for my sister to see this.” 
 
    Malcolm cleared his throat. “Bring the lass to me.” An undercurrent of pity thickened his tongue. Elyssia focused her eyes on the ground until the irregular gait of Alice’s footsteps stopped. Looking up briefly, she was just in time to see Margaret’s retreating back as she disappeared into the main building. Alice’s golden head was buried in Malcolm’s chest, the young man holding her tight against him. He nodded towards Elyssia before closing his eyes. 
 
    “Come here, whore, and give me my due,” Angus growled behind her. 
 
    Elyssia looked into red-rimmed eyes, meeting his stare with defiance. “If you want your payment, you must take it.” 
 
    “Nay, whore, you must offer yourself. Ye was willing enough when Tavish fucked you.” 
 
    He jerked his head in Alice’s direction. “Unless you please me and take pleasure in return, I’ll seek payment elsewhere.” 
 
    She took an involuntary step back, and his face darkened. 
 
    “I’m not a patient man. Unlace your gown.” 
 
    The price made clear, Elyssia closed her eyes, fighting the revulsion which threatened to engulf her. Her body was lost. From the day they took her, she was a fallen woman. What further harm could they do? It was a small price to pay for Alice. For a brief moment’s degradation and pain, she would soon be home—and under Richard’s protection. 
 
    Dear Richard. She’d have to throw herself at his mercy. 
 
    In her mind’s eye, Richard called her name, stray tendrils of his hair ringed with sunlight, the jewels on his hand glistening as he reached out to her. Her brother had always given her strength. She called on him now, letting his love and kindness flow into her as her trembling fingers fumbled at the laces of her gown. Richard’s clear voice offset the grunts of approval coming from behind. 
 
    The rough hands touching her body were not those of the man who lay claim to her on the ground, but the hands of her brother as they ran hand-in-hand into the forest to gather leaves, laughing as the bright colours swirled in the breeze, catching the sunlight. 
 
    A dull ache in her knees vibrated through her body as she was pushed to the ground. The cold against her legs threatened to penetrate her dreams. Biting her lip, she withdrew once more into the world of her imagination, her mind wandering free as her body obeyed the gruff commands of the man behind her. 
 
    A sharp sting of pain signalled her descent into savagery, rough, hard thrusts, coarse hands squeezing her body, urging her to cry out. Closing her mind, she opened her body, letting scream after scream leave her lips—howls of despair which drove him into a frenzy of lust. With a roar of triumph, he speared her once more, falling forward, his weight crushing her body. She reached forward and gathered a ball of mud in her fist and smeared it over her face, eradicating her features. No longer Elyssia, she was merely an animal—a soulless, nameless animal. 
 
    He rolled off her, and a rush of cold air tightened the skin across her legs. Kneeling up, she waved away his proffered arm and ignored his scornful laugh. 
 
    “I knew you’d moan like a whore.” 
 
    A tight coil of self-loathing burst inside her and she pitched forward, body spasming as violent waves of nausea engulfed her, and she retched, body heaving until her back screamed at her in agony. Her wounds reopened as her skin stretched with each convulsion. 
 
    “Lyssie!” 
 
    Alice struggled against Malcom’s arms, but he held her firm. 
 
    “No!” Elyssia cried. “Don’t come near me!” 
 
    Malcolm nodded pity and understanding in his eyes. 
 
    “Come, Lady Alice,” he said. “Your sister needs time alone.” 
 
    She heard voices in the distance. Margaret had not left. Callum stood next to her, his eyes burning with hatred. 
 
    Angus’s low chuckle thickened her blood. 
 
    “Aye, ‘tis best they know what a whore ye really are. Master Tavish always planned to return you to your father with a bastard in your belly. He’ll thank me when he returns. Come, whore, ‘tis time to return the sow to the animal that spawned her.” 
 
    His fleshy fingers dug into her arm as he dragged her towards his horse. In the distance, Margaret took the hand of the young man next to her and returned to the building. 
 
    Callum had seen her. When Tavish returned, his brother would not hesitate to tell him of her whoring. 
 
    There was no turning back now. Whatever beating Papa would give her would pale into nothingness compared to the punishment Tavish would mete out. 
 
    Elyssia was lost. She may have secured safe passage home, but it had been at the cost of her soul. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    The evening sun cast shadows which stretched ahead of Tavish towards his destination. Glenblane would soon come into view. Having escorted Ma back to the convent, he now headed home to prepare for war. The news which had arrived from William Wallace shortly before Tavish had left with Ma was the news he’d been waiting for. Wallace was mustering an army to defeat the English. The prospect of battle gave Tavish something to focus on. Soon the purposeful sound of steel against steel would echo around the courtyard as his men trained to fight. Almost all of them would leave to join Wallace’s army, except for those who had lived too many summers—or too few. But how many would return? 
 
    Callum had pleaded with Tavish to let him fight, but he was too young. The impulsive boy had even petitioned Ma for her support, but Ma deferred to Tavish, as she had always deferred to Da. 
 
    Ma had been well schooled in the duties of a lady—to maintain a household, raise children, and tend to the sick. Not once had she questioned Da’s judgement. It was a trait she shared with Margaret—that of a biddable wife, neither to question nor challenge. 
 
    Marriage to Margaret would be easy, but where was the excitement in an easy life? To never have his authority tested. Should any man be given such power? 
 
    If only Margaret had more spirit, more courage, like… 
 
    …like her. 
 
    He bit his lip, and the pain brought comfort, banishing all thoughts of the creature in the outbuilding. That whore had murdered his sister as surely as if she had crushed Flora’s life force with her bare hands. 
 
    Why, then, did she continue to haunt his dreams: the memory of her voice; the feel of her body enveloping his; always slipping into his mind when caught unawares? 
 
    It was the same reason why Ma had not wished to remain at Glenblane. Ma would never admonish him, for it was not a woman’s place to do so. But the expression in her eyes mirrored the corner of his soul which he had tried to ignore. It whispered to his conscience each night when he lay alone in his chamber, tormented by the memory of that sweet body writhing beneath him in pleasure—the body of the woman who now wallowed in the dirt. 
 
    His lust for vengeance had been ignited by Ewan’s revelation—and her confession. But strong-willed as she may be, she was still a woman. Did she possess the power and authority to control her father’s men? 
 
    He grimaced at the memory of his own treatment of her, how she had accepted her violation and the hardships he’d subjected her to. Almost from the moment he’d taken her captive, he had known how to make her submit. 
 
    Alice. 
 
    De Montford had used his daughter’s love for her sister to bend her to his will at least once. She had agreed to wed that monster Allendyne so that Alice may be spared such a fate. 
 
    Had Tavish misunderstood her? 
 
    You must understand… 
 
    She had said those very words just before he’d cast her aside. 
 
    Elyssia loved her sister. She had endured so much to keep Alice safe. After her escape in the forest the day after his men had violated her, she had let herself be recaptured—all to protect her sister. Even her brutal whipping had arisen because Alice was being molested. 
 
    “Oh, Elyssia, perhaps I have misjudged you…” 
 
    Since her exile to the outbuilding, he had avoided her, unwilling as he was to place himself before temptation. But he still ached for her. The burning need within his very bones had only grown with intensity as each day passed. 
 
    He could not live without her. 
 
    The time had come to set aside his hatred. When he returned, he would listen to her explanation. He would discover the truth about Elyssia de Montford and the day her fate became entwined with Flora’s. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Why won’t you speak to me, Lyssie?” 
 
    What Alice lacked in wits she made up for with insight. Though Elyssia tried to hide her self-loathing over how she’d secured their passage, Alice knew something was wrong. Each morning when they woke, she issued a gentle enquiry, as if she hoped that before Elyssia had fully roused from sleep, her defences would be weak enough for Alice to penetrate. 
 
    “I’m well,” she said, “just anxious for us to return home.” 
 
    For four days and nights, they had ridden hard. Angus had insisted they put as much distance between them and Glenblane as possible. As the light faded at the end of the fourth day, Malcolm’s horse grew restless, its ears twitching. But despite Malcolm’s concerns they were being followed, Angus had insisted they continue. The two men had argued, and Malcolm had deferred to Angus’s greater age, size, and authority. 
 
    Tavish would have returned to Glenblane by now. Would he send his men to retrieve her, or would he rejoice at being relieved of the burden? He would hate her, even more, when he learned of her whoring. 
 
    “Get up.” 
 
    Alice’s body tightened at Angus’s command. Since taking his payment, he had spoken little to them apart from the occasional insult which Elyssia closed her ears to and Alice, thankfully, did not seem to understand. 
 
    Were it not for Malcolm’s presence, Angus would have taken further payment from her. But after a warning from Malcolm, he’d contented himself with telling her how unpleasant it had been to lie with an English whore as if he were the one who’d suffered from their transaction. 
 
    Angus waved a waterskin at Alice. “Fetch me water.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Elyssia replied. 
 
    “I didn’t ask you, whore.” 
 
    Alice laid a hand on Elyssia’s arm. “The river’s not far from here, Lyssie. ‘Tis no trouble.” 
 
    As soon as Alice’s footsteps had faded into the distance, Angus drew his knife. His face darkened with hatred. 
 
    “Angus, what are you doing?” 
 
    “‘Tis not your place to ask questions, Malcolm. Hold the whore.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” 
 
    “The good of the clan.” Angus raised his knife. “I should have done this when I first saw you. I fucked you like a sow, now I’ll gut you like a pig.” 
 
    “Angus, no.” Malcolm drew his sword. 
 
    “You do as I say,” Angus snarled, “or must I slice you open as well?” 
 
    “Tavish would not agree to this.” 
 
    “Tavish is a fool and does not know his own mind. We’re at war with Longshanks, yet while she entices him with her fat thighs, Tavish grows weaker. But no more! I’m to leave her here for the wolves—far enough away where he’ll never find her.” 
 
    “On whose authority?” 
 
    “It matters not.” 
 
    Malcolm raised his sword and shielded Elyssia with his body. 
 
    “I won’t let you harm her.” 
 
    Angus drew his sword with a hiss of steel against leather. He thrust it at her, but Malcolm parried the blow and the clash of steel sent sparks flying. 
 
    A guttural growl rang out from the darkness between the trees. 
 
    The whispers of movement which had plagued them for the past day magnified into heavy crashes as thick, blurred shapes sharpened into the forms of men. 
 
    Barbarians. 
 
    A battle cry rang out. 
 
    “Stop!” Angus cried, “‘Tis I!” 
 
    Malcolm pushed Elyssia to the ground. “You must hide!” 
 
    “But Alice…” 
 
    “I’ll protect her when she returns.” 
 
    “She’s my responsibility. I must find her.” 
 
    She turned her back on Malcolm to run in the direction Alice had gone but staggered forwards at a blow to the back of her neck. She heard a soft plea before blackness engulfed her. 
 
    “Forgive me.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    When she opened her eyes, the light had almost gone. Warm fingers caressed her face and traced a circle on her cheek before they drew an imaginary line down her nose. Alice’s touch was unmistakeable. 
 
    “How long have I been lying here?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Alice replied, “but it’s almost dark now.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “He said I must hide with you and not move or speak until either he returned or you woke.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The kind one.” 
 
    Malcolm. 
 
    I’ll protect her when she returns. 
 
    What had he done? Closing her eyes, she relived the sensations in her body—her neck throbbing, a strong grip on her arms, being lifted, before falling to the ground once more. 
 
    The undergrowth grew more thickly where she sat, huge fronds of bracken and bramble which would have concealed her position. 
 
    Alice helped her to her feet. 
 
    “He bade me give you this when you woke.” 
 
    Alice held out a knife in a leather scabbard. Elyssia took it and unsheathed the blade. 
 
    Malcolm’s knife. She had seen it when he gutted the fish he’d caught on their journey. The blade was well-honed, sharp, and almost as long as her handspan. Though well balanced, it was heavier than her own knife—the one she had given him two years ago. 
 
    Tavish. The green of his eyes was everywhere—in the grass underfoot, the moss on the trees. Would she ever be free from him? 
 
    “We must go to him,” Alice said. “He is near.” 
 
    Hope tangled with panic before Elyssia understood that Alice referred to Malcolm. 
 
    “There!” 
 
    Men’s bodies adorned the ground. Two displayed the plaid of Clan MacLean. Scattered among them were six others, their dirty tunics already stained with their life essence. On the edge of the carnage, Malcolm’s horse stood placidly. It pricked its ears up as they approached. 
 
    “Malcolm!” 
 
    Elyssia fell to her knees beside one of the bodies. Dark stains covered his chest. A gaping hole leered at her from his side, red globules congealing around the wound below which a pool of darker red had soaked into the ground. A sword lay beside his lifeless hand. Malcolm would never use it again. 
 
    She whispered a prayer before she ran her fingertips over his eyelids, shutting his eyes from the mortal world. 
 
    A liquid cough made her jump. Brandishing the knife, she turned towards the noise. One of the men was still alive. 
 
    His huge body was all but destroyed. One arm had been severed at the wrist and shards of bone protruded from where the hand should have been. A thick wound ran diagonally across his face, severing his features in two, his left eye reduced to pulp. 
 
    He opened his mouth, and a spurt of red sprayed out. 
 
    “Treacherous bitch!” 
 
    Angus. 
 
    “What happened, Angus?” 
 
    He coughed again. 
 
    “Betrayed, bitch!” 
 
    On the brink of death, when the gates of heaven might, even now, welcome a penitent sinner, he still chose to utter words of hatred. 
 
    A hand gripped her wrist, and he drew his lips back. 
 
    “Kill me.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “I’ll not have your death on my conscience.” 
 
    His remaining eye glistened and a bead of moisture pooled in the corner. 
 
    “I beg you, lady,” he choked. “I cannot endure the pain.” 
 
    Even though he hated her, he asked her to perform a service. His body destroyed, limbs trembling, chest heaving in agony. 
 
    He was pleading for kindness. 
 
    “My heart… make it quick.” He gritted his teeth. 
 
    She nodded. Her soul, lost as it was, had little to lose by ending a man’s suffering. 
 
    A low moan escaped his throat. “Do… do not let Alice watch…” 
 
    “Shhh…” she soothed, “speak no more. Alice, turn your back until I say.” 
 
    She lifted the knife and held it over Angus’s chest where the heart lay. 
 
    “Tell me what happened here.” 
 
    He coughed, sending a splash of red liquid from his mouth. “I was betrayed… the barbarians… the clan is at risk.” Another cough and he groaned. “Please, I beg you, do it now." 
 
    Though he had cursed her and called her bitch, she could not refuse his request. Closing her eyes, she drove the blade between his ribs. 
 
    Angus may have hated her, but he had brought about her freedom. In the end, he had shown enough humanity to call her sister by her name and ask Elyssia to ensure Alice did not suffer to witness an act of murder. 
 
    Beneath the hostile flesh and bone, a heart had beaten inside his chest—the heart she had plunged a knife into. 
 
    “Have you done it?” Alice asked quietly. 
 
    “Aye.” Elyssia wiped the knife in the grass. “We must leave now. These bodies will attract wolves—or worse.” 
 
    “Where shall we go?” 
 
    Malcolm’s horse looked up as Elyssia moved towards it and patted its flank. 
 
    “Home, Alice. We’ll go home.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The summer sun had not yet slipped below the horizon when Tavish arrived home, bone-weary from journeying but eager for the battle to come. 
 
    The castle came into view. Sunlight formed a halo round the outline of the stone. 
 
    “My lord!” 
 
    Tavish dismounted and handed his horse to the servant who had greeted him. Voices hailed the arrival of the laird, and the main doors opened to reveal Callum and Margaret. She rushed forward and offered her lips to him. 
 
    Kissing her forehead, he ignored the frown on her face and turned to greet his brother. 
 
    “I trust all is well, Callum.” 
 
    The young man shifted his gaze to Margaret. 
 
    “Aye, we’re well.” He cast his eyes down. Always so passionate and forthright, why couldn’t he meet Tavish’s gaze directly? 
 
    “Callum, what’s wrong?” 
 
    He looked at Margaret, and she shook her head. 
 
    Something was amiss. 
 
    “Answer me, Callum.” 
 
    “Brother, the whore has gone.” 
 
    “Elyssia? Dear God, is she dead?” 
 
    A momentary flash of anger crossed Margaret’s face. Tavish took Callum by the shoulders. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “She’s not dead, but she has left.” 
 
    “And Alice?” Finlay’s voice was stricken with panic. “What’s happened to her?” 
 
    “She’s gone also,” Callum said. “Forgive me, brother, we had a traitor in our midst.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Angus.” 
 
    Not Angus! Of all Tavish’s men, Angus loathed the English the most. He would never betray his clan. 
 
    “Don’t be too hard on him, my love.” Margaret laid a hand on his arm. “Even the most loyal of men succumb to temptation.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She… she… must have persuaded Angus to take her. Malcolm also.” 
 
    “And where are they now?” 
 
    “They’re…” Margaret’s voice broke off into a sob “…they’re dead!” 
 
    Callum took her in his arms, stroking her head. “Shhh, Margaret. I’ll tell him. Don’t distress yourself.” 
 
    Stroking her head, he lifted his gaze to Tavish. 
 
    “The whore persuaded Angus to escort her home.” 
 
    “I don’t understand you.” 
 
    “Do you not?” Callum cried. “Are you still blind to her true nature? How do you think a whore persuades a man to do her bidding?” 
 
    “Elyssia would never do such a thing.” 
 
    “You fool!” Callum snarled, voice shaking with emotion. “How quickly you forget what she did to Flora! I saw her, Tavish! Saw her with my own eyes. She offered herself to Angus, lifted her skirts and offered herself to him like a whore, on all fours in the dirt, tempting him to fuck her from behind. Poor Angus. He could not withstand such temptation, and he died for it! I sent out a search party, and do you know what they found?” Callum’s voice cracked with emotion. “Bodies! Morcar’s men must have attacked them. Angus and Malcolm were murdered. There was no sign of the women. I pray the wolves found them.” 
 
    How could Elyssia have been capable of such a deed? To lie with another man? Perhaps she had done it to punish him for casting her aside. 
 
    It mattered not. He would never see her again. Even if she were still alive, she had her duty to her sister; Tavish, his duty to his clan. For each of them, their loyalties necessitated acts which furthered the destruction of the other. Their irreconcilable beliefs confirmed they could only ever be enemies. 
 
    Elyssia was a product of the English, of de Montford, oppressors he would have purged from his beloved homeland. 
 
    Now was the time to rally the men, to draw strength from their hatred of the English. In a few days, they would leave to join Wallace and fight for their freedom. He would not rest until they had destroyed every stinking Englishman in the place. He prayed he would meet de Montford face-to-face in battle. He would take pleasure hearing that man scream as he drove his sword into his flesh. Only when the odour of death—de Montford’s death—filled his nostrils would his work be done. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “Lady, we’re nearly here.” 
 
    The battlements of de Montford Castle came into view over the tops of the trees. The grey stone, once so comforting, now symbolised confinement. 
 
    Though blessed with fine weather, Elyssia’s melancholy had only increased, the rays of the summer sun mocking her with each step she drew closer to home. 
 
    She smiled at the man riding beside her. She had been fortunate enough to encounter a small party of English soldiers. The second-in-command, a young nobleman by the name of William de Neville, had agreed to escort her home together with four of his men. Too young to be tainted by a lust for power, he reminded her of dear Richard—eager to display his gallantry. He could not fail to notice her swollen belly, but he had said nothing other than to offer her his cloak for the journey, to conceal her shame. 
 
    He had spoken of an army mustering near Falkirk to fight Wallace and his supporters, his youthful exuberance yet to be tempered by the harsh realities of war. 
 
    Falkirk—might he be there? 
 
    The main doors to de Montford Castle looked as they always had. Thick, dark wood soaked up the light and blackened her heart. 
 
    The doors opened to reveal Papa and Mamma, flanked either side by two men-at-arms. Tall and muscular, Robert de Montford looked every part the nobleman. Despite his advanced age, his shoulders were broad and strong, toned muscles evident even through his tunic. He flexed his fingers on the hilt of his sword, the sunlight catching the large emerald ring on his left hand. Mamma, her slim figure clothed in a gown of pale blue silk, eyed Elyssia with distaste. 
 
    At a word from Papa, his men drew their swords. 
 
    William dismounted and, bowing to Papa, introduced himself. Papa’s head inclined towards him in a gesture of acknowledgement before he cast a disapproving eye on his daughter. 
 
    “Agatha.” His voice held no emotion. 
 
    “Papa!” She dismounted with Alice and moved towards him. 
 
    Ignoring her, he turned to her escort. 
 
    “My stables are at your disposal, de Neville. Take your horses there, and my men will tend to you.” 
 
    De Neville bowed before signalling his men to follow him. Before the dust had settled Papa levelled his gaze on Elyssia, his eyes darkening with rage. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “We’ve come home.” 
 
    Curling his lip into a sneer, he stepped forward too quickly for Elyssia to move away and delivered a blow to her face. 
 
    “You dare show your face here? Your husband murdered, his men butchered by animals, yet you survive and return to plague me at my door?” 
 
    “We were taken by Highlanders…” Alice pleaded, but Elyssia squeezed her hand in warning. 
 
    “Highlanders?” he snarled. “Then I presume you’re no longer chaste.” 
 
    Mamma covered her mouth in a gesture of disgust. 
 
    “Have you both been whoring yourselves?” 
 
    “Alice was left untouched, Mamma.” 
 
    “And you, Agatha?” 
 
    Elyssia met her mother’s gaze, searching for the compassion she had never received as a child. 
 
    Papa snorted. “Pity you couldn’t keep your legs closed, Agatha. Your sister is worthless either way.” 
 
    “Papa…” 
 
    “Be silent!” Mamma interrupted. “Two respectable husbands we found for you, and you saw fit to discard them both. What possible reason could you have for returning to us sullied? You cannot expect us to find you a third husband. None would have you. You’re worth even less than your half-wit sister now.” 
 
    Respectable?” Elyssia cried, squeezing Alice’s hand even though her sister may not have understood the insult. “Edward Morland curried favour with Papa to further himself in the eyes of the king. He was a monster who took pleasure from torturing the men in his power! John de Beauchamp was a bitter old man who only wanted my dowry!” 
 
    “How dare you!” Her father took Elyssia by the arm. “You shall come inside where I’ll determine what is to be done with you. I’ll not have my daughter acting like a whore for all to see.” 
 
    “Lyssie!” Alice’s plea followed her as Papa dragged her inside, her feet stumbling as she tried to keep pace. His grip tightened as they entered the hall. With an angry word, he dismissed the waiting servants before throwing Elyssia forward. She tripped and fell to the floor—the same floor on which Flora MacLean had been destroyed. 
 
    “Would you sully our family name by returning here?” Papa snarled. 
 
    “If we’re not welcome here, Papa, I’m sure Richard will take us.” 
 
    “You’re not to go near your brother.” 
 
    “And what of you, Papa? What have you done to sully our name? The young Scotswoman you destroyed on this very spot, do you know her fate?” 
 
    Papa’s lip curled into a sneer. “I care not.” 
 
    “She died giving birth to your child!” 
 
    “My child!” Papa scoffed. “That little whore was fucked by every man in my employ and likely half the horses in my stables. Who can say whose child she spawned?” 
 
    “I’ve seen him, Papa. He has Richard’s eyes.” 
 
    “Then perhaps Richard fucked her; in which case, my son has risen in my estimation. And don’t forget, daughter, she was raped on your orders.” 
 
    “You gave me no choice. You threatened Alice.” 
 
    “You had choices.” Papa took her shoulder, his lean fingers digging into her flesh. 
 
    “If I remember right, you made a choice to free that little whore. Disobedient, defiant. If I did not know what a pure woman your mother was, I’d say you were not my daughter. The body of a whore and the heart of a savage. Had I known the disgrace you’d bring on our family, I’d have drowned you at birth.” 
 
    He raised his free hand, and the blur of movement preceded an explosion of pain across her face. Ignoring her struggles, Papa rained blow after blow on her body until a shrill scream interrupted him. 
 
    “Stop! She’s having a baby!” 
 
    His grip slackened, and Elyssia fell to the floor once more. She drew her knees up, closing her eyes against the pain. 
 
    Dear Lord. In trying to protect her, Alice had revealed her shameful secret. Elyssia cradled her belly, the instinct to protect the life growing within her matched only by the instinct to protect her sister. 
 
    “So, my daughter is a whore,” Papa snarled. “Take them away.” 
 
    His footsteps echoed across the chamber, accompanied by Mamma’s lighter tread. Rough hands pulled her to her feet, the world inverted, and darkness overcame her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “I want to fight, Iona.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do, young master, but you’re too young. Heed Master Tavish’s words.” 
 
    Callum scowled at the lass in his bed. He was fond of Iona—she had kept his bed warm for many months—but her unwavering loyalty to Tavish irritated him. 
 
    “You should listen to me, not Tavish.” 
 
    Iona placed a light kiss on his lips. The touch of her lithe young body against his skin sent a rush of desire through his cock. 
 
    “Come here,” he said, his throat hoarse with lust. 
 
    “Master Callum, if ye cannot even control yer cock, then what help will ye be to Master Tavish in battle? A soldier must have complete command over himself.” 
 
    “But I want to fight, to seek out the de Montfords and tear them apart for what they’ve done to us.” 
 
    “Do ye not think it’s time to forget your thirst for vengeance?” Iona took his hand, holding it firmly when he tried to withdraw. 
 
    “Nay, little master, listen to me.” Iona’s voice took a firm tone. Her presence in his bed seemed to blur the lines of rank between them. Though barely older than Callum himself, Iona had seen her share of heartache. She had lost her parents to a fever six summers ago and since then had cared for her brother and sisters, uncomplainingly devoting her own childhood to raising them. Yet she had not taken pity on herself. She had done her duty, her young shoulders bearing burdens greater than anything Callum himself had borne. 
 
    She moved her hand across his flesh to administer to him once more. He sank back into a languid doze as her skilled little fingers caressed his length. 
 
    “You should be kind to those who showed you kindness, Master Callum,” she chided, a smile in her voice as pleasure rose within him. “Ye must understand the true meaning of justice.” 
 
    “Of what do you speak?” 
 
    “The Englishwoman.” 
 
    He sat up, but she pushed him back “No. Listen to me, little master. Who do ye think treated your wounds after Tavish had you whipped?” 
 
    “Margaret.” 
 
    Iona shook her head. “Tavish forbade all to touch you. The only one who defied him was the Englishwoman. The same woman who treated me when I burned my hand.” 
 
    She lifted her hand to reveal an ugly scar on her palm. “Were it not for the Lady Elyssia, I might have lost the use of my hand. She tended to me and undertook my duties while I healed.” 
 
    “I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Did you not also know that Master Tavish had met her two summers before she came here?” 
 
    Tavish? He’d already known the woman? 
 
    “I hear from Duncan she saved Master Tavish’s life,” Iona said. “She risked her life to free him when he was a prisoner of the English. She never spoke of it while she was kept captive here. Why do ye think that was?” 
 
    “I know not.” 
 
    “Shall I tell ye what I think? I think she wished to atone for Mistress Flora, so she endured everything without a fight. I know what happened with Angus, but I cannot believe she’d whore herself in such a manner unless she had no choice. The one thing that’s driven her has been her need to protect her sister, whom all here taunted and called half-wit.” 
 
    Half-wit. That’s what Callum himself had called Alice. Yet she had been harmless enough, and kind. Her eyes had only ever shown a benign serenity, not a shred of anger or dislike. A gentle soul. 
 
    “It matters not, Iona. Flora’s dead and that whore’s family are responsible. What can I do? She’s gone.” 
 
    “Aye,” Iona replied, “and I pray that she and her sister arrived home safe and well. As for you, young master, I’d urge you not to let your thirst for vengeance lead you to ruin. You must learn the lesson of forgiveness before you venture out into the world as a man. Do not let your bloodlust cloud your judgement. I fear it already hampers your brother’s.” 
 
    “Tavish can look after himself.” 
 
    “He’s a fine warrior, aye, but I fear that when he leaves for war, he’ll not return.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    When Elyssia woke, she lay on a mattress, the aroma of fresh straw in her nostrils. 
 
    A tapestry hung on the wall opposite, depicting a familiar hunting scene—a deer surrounded by hounds and men on horseback. The detail of the saddle on one of the horses was blurred where the stitching had frayed. She had always intended to mend it as a child. 
 
    She was in her old bedchamber. 
 
    Ignoring her aching body, she limped to the door and tested the handle, but it was locked. Once more she was a prisoner—in her own home. She could only pray Papa’s treatment of her would be kinder than what she had endured at Glenblane, at his hands. 
 
    The image of his face tore through her mind—moss-green eyes full of tenderness and love, turning, at the last, to a burning hatred. In her chamber on the top floor of a turret, her only means of escape was to throw herself out of the window. Were it not for the need to protect Alice and the child inside her, she would end her misery in a heartbeat. She returned to the bed and sank onto the mattress, but sleep eluded her. 
 
    The door opened to reveal Papa. Standing in her doorway, hands on hips, he gazed down at her, a look of satisfaction on his face. 
 
    “I’ve decided what is to be done with you.” 
 
    “Am I to remain here?” 
 
    “No. You’ll leave for your new home shortly.” 
 
    Her heart leapt in hope. Had Papa relented enough to send her to Richard? A new future stretched ahead—keeping house for her dear brother, a man who would be a loving uncle to her child, though it was a bastard. 
 
    Papa’s face distorted into a sneer. 
 
    “I have a very accommodating houseguest who is willing to take you, sullied as you are.” 
 
    He stepped aside. 
 
    “Come forward, my friend. Daughter, stand in the presence of your new protector.” 
 
    A man moved out of the shadows. His once handsome face was blurred on one side, the skin puckered as if by fire. He grinned to reveal white, even teeth. 
 
    “How delightful to see you again my dear.” 
 
    Elyssia’s throat tightened, and she fought for breath as she looked into the eyes of the man who had owned her two years ago. 
 
    Edward Morland had returned from the dead to claim his property. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “I see the English.” 
 
    Duncan nudged Tavish’s arm and pointed towards the edge of the forest. They had been camping out in Callander Woods for a fortnight, on the watch for English troops. After the first sightings, Wallace had ordered the army to prepare for battle. Saddled and ready to ride, they now waited for the order to fight. 
 
    Tavish flexed his muscles, his sword hand eager for battle. He’d waited too long to slice the heads off these English bastards. 
 
    “With luck, de Montford will be among them—and his son. My chance has come, Duncan, to exact revenge once and for all.” 
 
    Duncan placed a warning hand on his arm. “Take care, my friend. De Montford may seek you out also. Watch your back.” 
 
    “I have you to watch my back, Duncan.” 
 
    “You’d do well to heed your own instincts for survival than rely on others, Tav. Longshanks has an army to be reckoned with.” 
 
    “The English have been marching up and down the country for several days. Their supplies will have run low. Weakened by lack of food and idle from lack of battle, their complacency will be their downfall.” 
 
    “What of your complacency, Tav?” 
 
    “I’m not complacent! De Montford will die today. His family will be destroyed, as he destroyed mine.” 
 
    “Even the woman?” 
 
    Tavish jerked his arm where Duncan held it. “She matters not. She’s gone.” 
 
    He closed his eyes, guilt gnawing at him for his false words. But today was not a day for regrets. In all likelihood, Elyssia was dead. Even if she had survived the journey home, she was lost to him. What he had done to her, what she had forced herself to do—neither could be forgotten. Better they remain apart. The greater ideals of familial duty and retribution would have destroyed them. 
 
    But you loved her. 
 
    An order rang out, and the army surged forward. As Wallace had predicted, Longshanks’ men were mustering near Falkirk field. 
 
    At a signal from ahead, they moved towards the edge of the forest before emerging into the field and forming schiltrons, giant circular shapes, armed with spears and arrows—impenetrable masses of men, four in all. Between each mass, archers stood, ready to fire upon the enemy. A small troop of armed men brought up the rear, their backs to the forest, Tavish and Duncan among them. 
 
    At either side of Wallace’s army, men began to emerge. 
 
    The English. 
 
    Cries rang out as the two armies met. Tavish spurred his horse on. He didn’t want to skulk at the back like a coward. He wanted to slay as many English as he could. He must kill de Montford: the satisfaction of knowing the man was dead would not surpass the disappointment if he weren’t the one to send that evil bastard to hell. 
 
    A rushing, whispering sound came from above, punctuated by warning shouts. A thousand arrows flew towards them, forming a wide arc in the air before falling towards the Scots, arrowheads clattering against their shields. 
 
    The schiltrons began to disperse as arrows hit their targets. Bodies crumpled to the ground. Injured men screamed as they were trampled underfoot. Those fortunate enough to be killed instantly lay quiet. Men on horseback cut through the crowds, swords swinging in the air: arcs of scarlet liquid flew in all directions as men lost limbs and heads. The earth shuddered with the vibration of hooves and falling bodies as the blood of the Scots mingled with that of the hated English, the two nations united only in death. 
 
    With a roar, Tavish spurred his horse on. Ignoring Duncan’s warning cry, he rode straight at the approaching enemy, slicing at all in his path, not caring whether his sword met horseflesh or man. 
 
    “De Montford!” 
 
    Lust for savagery pounded in his ears, turning his vision red. No longer was the battle one to free his countrymen—it was the battle Tavish fought on his own, to avenge his sister and honour his clan. 
 
    Cries of retreat sliced through his mind. Wallace’s men were hopelessly outnumbered, and their only chance was to scatter. 
 
    But Tavish forged ahead, screaming de Montford’s name. That man must die this day, even if it cost Tavish his life. 
 
    He roared again, and a man astride a black destrier turned his horse around and steered it purposefully towards him. Tavish held his sword aloft, but before he drew close enough to fight, his horse shuddered sideways, and he lost his seat. The animal collapsed on top of him, forcing the air from his lungs. He tried to pull free, but his legs were trapped. While the battle raged around him, the animal thrashed its body, screaming while the lifeblood drained from its flank from which a sword protruded. 
 
    A man’s face appeared above him, mouth twisted into a smile. But his eyes remained hard—eyes so familiar, and yet so different. 
 
    On the edge of his vision, Tavish saw the blurred shape of a foot. The man smiled again before a kick to the head sent him into oblivion. 
 
    De Montford had found him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tavish roused at the sound of a key turning. Since arriving at his captor’s destination, he had been left to rot in a cell. The occasional scrape of wood had signalled the approach of his jailer, who would deposit scraps of stale bread and toughened meat into his cell together with a small bowl of water. 
 
    He did not know how long he’d been a prisoner. Each day Tavish woke he was weaker than the last. Fog thickened in his mind, mirroring the thickening of his tongue, dry and useless against the back of his throat. The throbbing in his head grew stronger until sharp pains cut through his mind each time he moved. 
 
    His dreams had been plagued by the squealing of rats fighting over the crumbs which had fallen between the cracks in the stone floor. Each night voices had drifted across the air in his cell. The occasional beam of light had crossed his vision, broken by the shadows of the bars in the door, sometimes picking up the flash of a pair of eyes. It was as if his captors toyed with him, waiting until he was weak enough to succumb to their methods of questioning. 
 
    The key rattled again. The door creaked open, and footsteps approached. Two men wearing chain mail hauled him to his feet. A blow to the head tempered any struggles as they forced his arms behind his back and bound his hands. The rope cut through the skin of his wrists as they tightened the knots. Resistance was futile. In his weakened state, he could not overpower a child, let alone two armed men. 
 
    They dragged him into another cell and pushed him forward. He tripped and fell face down on the floor, his bound hands unable to break the fall. 
 
    “Get him up.” 
 
    Hands lifted him upright to face his captor. 
 
    Two men stood before him. One was a similar age to Tavish, the other much older. The older man bowed in mock courtesy. 
 
    “Welcome, Tavish MacLean.” 
 
    His eyes flashed in the torchlight. That same blue—the eyes of the man on the battlefield. 
 
    “De Montford.” 
 
    “Aye. It gives me great pleasure to have you as my… guest.” 
 
    The younger man shifted on his feet, betraying his discomfort. His eyes were a similar shade of blue but held a tone of compassion rather than hatred. He must be Richard de Montford—the brother she had spoken of with such love; the only one in the world, save Alice, who truly valued her. 
 
    The older man nodded. 
 
    “Let us begin.” 
 
    A wooden bench stood against the wall of the cell. Next to it was a table laden with instruments of torture. 
 
    An involuntary cry escaped Tavish’s lips at the prospect of what was to come, and he struggled against the hands holding him. 
 
    Pain exploded in his head at another blow before he was lifted onto the bench. The ropes binding his hands were sliced through and replaced by cold, unyielding metal against his wrists and ankles. 
 
    “And now we must talk.” 
 
    “Papa, may I—” 
 
    “Silence!” De Montford’s roar cut off his son’s lighter voice. “You’re a witless fool with your sensibilities. How many did you kill at Falkirk? None! You scuttled into the corner of the field like a coward, unworthy to be called my son. But no more. Tonight you’ll learn what it is to be a man.” 
 
    De Montford’s face came into view, a lazy smile on his face. “There’s no rush. We have all night.” 
 
    “Take as long as you wish, de Montford,” Tavish croaked. “I’ll not betray my countrymen. Ye’ll find us Highlanders are made of sterner stuff.” 
 
    De Montford grunted. “See what fools they are, Richard, suffering under the delusion they’re better than us? They need to be contained. They’re like animals that roam in the wilds. Unfettered, they’re too witless to tend to themselves.” 
 
    “My countrymen prospered before Longshanks saw fit to oppress us,” Tavish hissed. “Where would you be without us? Our labour pays for your prosperity. I’ll wager you know nothing of how to tend to another creature. You treat your own son like an animal.” 
 
    “Richard is nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “And what of Elyssia?” 
 
    Richard drew a sharp breath, but de Montford silenced him with a sharp word. 
 
    “Speak not of her,” he snarled, “though I’ll thank you for reminding me of the debt I owe you. The debt for ruining her.” 
 
    Tavish closed his eyes. Perhaps, buried among his hatred for the Highlanders, de Montford had a shred of decency in him if he wished to avenge her. 
 
    “She’s alive?” 
 
    “Aye,” the old man spat. “Alive but worthless. Who would have her after she spread her legs for Highlander scum?” 
 
    Tavish jerked against the chains, de Montford’s hate-ridden words fuelling his own hatred. His heart burned with shame at the part he had played in her downfall. Did she deserve to suffer even more at her father’s hands? 
 
    “Elyssia—” 
 
    “Do not mention her name! Richard, silence him.” 
 
    “Papa…” 
 
    “I said silence him!” De Montford roared. “He destroyed her worth to me. You must secure payment from him. Show me you’re worthy of my name. Do it. Hold him down.” 
 
    Hands held his wrist against the bench. A sharp prick on his palm was the only warning before a searing pain tore through his hand. The throbbing in his head echoed the hammering as they drove the nail through his palm. 
 
    “This is for you, Lyssie,” a voice whispered, before the hammer struck the nail, again and again, penetrating bone and flesh, each blow sending firebolts through his limbs. The multi-layered circles of vengeance still turned, but one had been completed as Tavish paid for Elyssia’s torture. 
 
    Dear God, what pain she must have endured! Tears stung his eyeballs, blurring the face of the young man who gritted his teeth, sweat dripping from his brow onto Tavish’s palm, as he brought the hammer down one last time. The salt intensified the sharp knives scraping the nerves in his hand. 
 
    Tavish slumped back on the bench, his wrists and ankles burning where he had strained against the manacles. 
 
    “Good, very good, Richard. I’ll make a man of you yet.” 
 
    “May I go now, Papa?” 
 
    “No,” de Montford replied. “The lesson is incomplete.” 
 
    “Papa?” 
 
    “Did you think I’d seek exactly the same payment from this animal for what he did? No! When my property is damaged, I’ll take one payment to redress the balance and a further payment for the trouble it has caused me.” 
 
    “Haven’t my people paid you enough?” Tavish croaked, his throat dry with pain and thirst. 
 
    De Montford laughed. “Defiant to the last, even though you know you’ll not leave here alive. My son shall collect further payment from you while I take my supper.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” 
 
    De Montford leant closer. “A finger. Nay, let us make it two. Two of my son’s choosing for me to feed to the pigs. Then two tomorrow night, and a further two each night until there are none left.” 
 
    His sour breath caught in Tavish’s nostrils, sending a surge of nausea through his body. 
 
    “And then we’ll cut off your hands. Each night I shall remove part of you to feed to my pigs until there is just enough left to scream for mercy. Then I shall pull out your teeth, one by one before I cut out your tongue to silence the screams.” 
 
    He grasped the nail, twisting it until Tavish let out a moan of pain. 
 
    “Do you know what I’ll do then, animal?” 
 
    “I care not,” Tavish snarled, the metallic taste on his tongue where he had bitten it. 
 
    “‘Tis a method Longshanks uses against traitors. I hear he has great plans for that whoreson Wallace when he catches him. But for now, I have you. I shall slice you open until your entrails spill out. Then I’ll set fire to them. You shall enjoy the smell of your body being roasted, and I’ll hold your beating heart in my hands until it beats no more, before I feed that, too, to my pigs.” 
 
    “The devil would welcome you as his own, de Montford.” 
 
    “Use words all you will, MacLean, for they’re the only weapons at your disposal.” 
 
    He nodded to the guards. “See to it that my son carries out my wishes.” 
 
    “Aye, my lord.” 
 
    His footsteps had not even faded before Richard’s face came into view again, the glint of a knife reflecting in his eyes. Eyes a vivid blue, so like his sister’s. 
 
    “Richard…” 
 
    “Silence!” the young man cried, his voice thick with emotion. Guilt, perhaps, but also despair. He blinked and cast his eyes down as he held the blade against Tavish’s hand. Whatever de Montford felt, his son lacked the same lust for torture. 
 
    Setting his mouth into a straight line, Richard took Tavish’s wrist in one hand before leaning forward, the action driving the blade through Tavish’s fingers. 
 
    Tavish screamed, jerking his hand against the nail, sending fresh arrows of agony through his body. The pounding in his head turned into a roar until an explosion brought forth darkness and respite from the pain. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tavish opened his eyes. He was still secured to the bench, and his hand burned as if on fire. The smallest two fingers of his left hand were missing, leaving bloody stumps which still oozed when he moved, dark red droplets glistening in the torchlight. 
 
    His head pulsed with pain to a deep rhythm which grew louder. 
 
    Footsteps, a key turning, the creak of hinges. 
 
    They had returned. 
 
    A hand supported the back of his head and lifted it up. A small bowl was placed against his lips and tipped up until water trickled into his mouth. He swallowed, relishing the sweet relief from the burning in his throat. A cough erupted from his chest, and a gentle hand wiped his brow. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    The visitor moved into the light. Close up, the resemblance was even more striking. The shape of his eyes, the little creases at the corner of his mouth, brought forth memories of another—memories both sweet and bitter. 
 
    “You look just like her.” 
 
    Richard set the bowl aside. 
 
    “We’re twins.” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “You’ve no right to ask. She saved your life, and you repaid her with rape and torture!” 
 
    “Repaid her? What of her own actions? She gave the order for my sister to be violated. I only sought justice.” 
 
    “Justice!” Richard spat, his face contorted in disgust. “Lyssie had no choice. Papa threatened Alice in front of her. If Lyssie had not ordered the men to violate your sister, then Alice was to be given to them—to be raped by every man in Papa’s service before he slit her throat.” 
 
    His voice broke into a sob. 
 
    “To see Alice threatened… it broke her. To my shame, though I love Alice, I could never defy Papa as Lyssie did to protect her. Lyssie was always the strongest of the three of us, yet as a woman, she held no power.” 
 
    “She had the power of choice. She could have refused…” 
 
    “…and have Alice torn to pieces? I’m sorry for your sister, but would you have sacrificed her for a stranger?” 
 
    Richard spoke the truth, hateful though it may be. 
 
    “Did you never wonder how your sister returned to you, MacLean?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Elyssia risked her life to engineer her escape—gave her money, food, and clothing. She suffered such guilt. She told me that one day she would pay for what she saw as her greatest sin. And she has paid, has she not, you Scottish bastard? Even now, she’s still paying.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Papa sold her to become another man’s whore.” 
 
    “No! Elyssia…” 
 
    “Aye,” Richard snarled. “She’s gone.” 
 
    “What of Alice? Is she here?” 
 
    “Alice has married,” Richard said. “Her husband took her away almost a month ago. He agreed to marry Alice on condition he took Lyssie as his concubine.” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “Lyssie’s living in an outbuilding until her child is born. Kept hidden lest her presence brings disgrace on the estate.” 
 
    “Have you seen her?” 
 
    “Only once, for a few minutes, before they turned me away.” Richard’s voice cracked. “Do you know what sickened me most? It was what she said about you, MacLean. Even now, when she can sink no further, she would not hear a word against you. She begged me to leave, lest my presence rouse his anger and he harm Alice.” 
 
    “Whose anger?” 
 
    “Edward Morland, Lord Allendyne. Alice’s husband.” 
 
    “Allendyne! I thought he had died.” Tavish cried. “Dear God, have mercy if she’s in his hands.” 
 
    “‘Tis all your doing, MacLean.” Hatred shook in Richard’s voice. “You know you’re going to die here, don’t you?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Then tell me the truth. Did you ever care for her?” 
 
    “Aye, I did,” Tavish replied. “I do. God help me, I love her! You cannot begin to know how I hate myself for what I’ve done to her. I deserve what punishment you see fit and will not even ask you for a swift death. But once you have avenged her by killing me, I beg you to take her away from him. If I cannot protect her, then you must.” 
 
    “You love her?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Yet you brought her such harm.” Richard’s voice was laced with disgust. 
 
    “What of you, de Montford? Where were you when your father sold her like a whore? Do you know what Allendyne is capable of? He takes relish in grinding others in the dirt—the Highlanders in his captivity; the servants who do his bidding; and the women he lusts after.” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “How can you know that?” 
 
    “I saw him with my own eyes. I was his prisoner until your sister freed me. He treated her with brutality and contempt. And you let her fall into his hands again.” 
 
    “I wasn’t here when Papa gave her to him.” 
 
    “Why did you not release her when you saw her?” 
 
    Richard closed his eyes. “She refused to leave without Alice.” 
 
    “Then you’re a fool to listen to the words of a woman. A real man would have taken her away whether she protested or no.” 
 
    “But Papa…” 
 
    Fear glistened in Richard’s eyes, so unlike the strength which had burned from Elyssia’s gaze. Yet now she lay helpless, in Allendyne’s power. 
 
    “You may have the body of a man, de Montford, yet you have the heart of a mouse.” 
 
    “I can do nothing. My men are loyal to Papa.” 
 
    “I would not lie down so readily and let her suffer!” 
 
    “Aye,” Richard sighed. “I saw it in your eyes when you defied Papa. She needs you to fight for her.” 
 
    “Then help me.” 
 
    Richard paused, as if in thought, then nodded. “That’s what I came to do.” He held up a key. “Lyssie freed your sister. It’s only right I perform the same service for you.” 
 
    The faint clink of metal echoed in the cell as Richard unlocked the manacles. A shard of pain shot through Tavish’s hand where his fingers had been severed. 
 
    “Forgive me, MacLean. I had no choice.” 
 
    “It matters not,” Tavish replied. “I can more easily miss the two smallest fingers on my left hand than any other.” 
 
    “That is why I chose them.” 
 
    Tavish let Richard lead him to the door, but his body had weakened during his captivity, and he stumbled at the threshold. The journey to the outer door took too long. Rather than the exercise freeing his limbs, Tavish’s muscles began to cramp and seize. 
 
    “I cannot go much further.” 
 
    “You have to.” Richard’s voice, heightened with fear, began to waver. “I must return to my chamber before Papa discovers I’m gone.” 
 
    “He already has.” 
 
    A deep voice resonated through the doorway. Robert de Montford stepped into the torchlight. 
 
    “Take that animal back to his cell, Richard. I’ll deal with you later.” 
 
    “Papa…” 
 
    “Now!” de Montford roared. “Do you wish to make me even more ashamed of you?” 
 
    Richard flinched but held his ground. His father drew a dagger and lunged towards him. The young man stood, frozen to the spot. Summoning his remaining strength, Tavish reached towards de Montford’s wrist. Arrogant to the last, the old man hadn’t expected resistance. Neither from the son who cowed before him nor the prisoner he’d tortured to the brink of death. 
 
    Gripping the old man’s wrist, Tavish twisted his arm until de Montford’s dagger faced back towards him. Using his full bodyweight, Tavish lunged forward until de Montford lost his balance and fell to the floor. Tavish landed on top of him, his weight driving the dagger into de Montford’s chest. 
 
    De Montford grunted as Tavish twisted the dagger and warm, red liquid spread across the older man’s tunic. 
 
    “What a pity a Highlander animal is more of a man than my weakling son.” 
 
    “I’m no animal. I’m a man seeking justice for what you have done.” 
 
    “You seek to kill me for what I did to your sister.” 
 
    “No, de Montford. My sister’s death has been paid for a thousand-fold in suffering. I take pleasure in killing you now, not for my sister but for what you did to your daughter. It is in her name I seek vengeance.” 
 
    “You’re a fool. My daughter is a whore. She’s nothing.” 
 
    “No,” Tavish said. “She is everything.” 
 
    De Montford coughed again, and Tavish sliced the dagger across the older man’s throat. Warm red gushed from his neck before slowing to a trickle. 
 
    “Curse you, MacLean… and Richard! I’ll see you both in hell.” 
 
    “No, Papa.” Richard’s quiet voice grew stronger. “By ridding the world of your hatred, MacLean has earned his place in heaven. My only regret is that I did not do it myself. But we will live on and be happy.” 
 
    A cough erupted from the old man’s throat, and scarlet droplets splattered on Tavish’s face before a deep sigh followed and his chest deflated. 
 
    Robert de Montford was dead. The path of vengeance had come to an end. Tavish had reached his destination. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Summer had ended. Leaves littered the ground, a brown mass with accents of red and gold almost glowing in the crisp, cold sunlight. The terrain grew familiar, and Tavish recognised landmarks from his childhood. They were approaching Glenblane. 
 
    He had been travelling almost a month with his companions—Richard, Lord de Montford now his father was dead, and his manservant. The old man, Edwin, had taken care of Tavish, tending to his wounds and binding his injured hand. Edwin had marvelled at the resemblance between Tavish and his sister, the young girl he’d once helped Elyssia to free. 
 
    Rather than dwell on the account of Flora’s death, Tavish had spoken to him of the joy Flora had brought into his life, how she used to sing and dance in the forests near her home when she thought nobody was watching, how she had tended to the sick. The time had come to put past miseries behind him, to break free from the shackles of pain and revenge, to look to the future and let her rest in peace. Flora was now reunited with Ewan, her one true love. She would want the same for Tavish—want him to find love and be happy. 
 
    Elyssia. She belonged to him and none other. Hatred rose in his chest for Edward Morland, the man who held her in his power. But what made Tavish any different to him? What gave him a greater authority over her? 
 
    She’s mine. That is all the authority I need. 
 
    She carried his child in her belly, and he was going to claim her. 
 
    And he had Richard’s support. Elyssia’s brother had demanded he accompany Tavish to the Highlands. Even in the short space of a fortnight, the young man had begun to show signs of being a soldier, the traces of leadership bleeding into his words and actions. Now the shadow cast by his father had lifted, he was able to bathe in the light and become a man. 
 
    A shrill whistle in the distance carried across the air. That familiar sound—two short bursts followed by a longer note. 
 
    Duncan. 
 
    Three men on horseback came into view, the leader flanked by two others. 
 
    “Tav!” 
 
    What a sweet sight he was; Tavish had thought he’d never see him again. 
 
    “Ye gods, Tav, I thought you were dead! I’ve not heard news of you for almost two months.” 
 
    “I’m alive, as you see.” 
 
    Duncan’s gaze fell upon Tavish’s companions. The man to his left he dismissed with a nod. His expression hardened as he stared at the other man and he gripped the hilt of his sword. 
 
    “You ride with an Englishman?” 
 
    “This is Richard de Montford.” 
 
    Duncan’s eyes widened before he nodded and relaxed his stance. 
 
    “You look just like her. What are you doing with my friend?” 
 
    “MacLean has promised to free my sister. Lord Allendyne has her.” 
 
    Duncan let out a hiss. “The man who tortured you, Tav?” 
 
    Tavish nodded. “I want her back, Duncan.” 
 
    “Then I’ll help you. It’s time the two of you were reunited.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “There it is!” Richard’s soft cry from the head of the party brought Tavish back from his thoughts. The top of a tower stood above the trees. They had reached Allendyne. 
 
    Winter was upon them, its icy hand grasping the landscape and freezing the bones. They had been riding hard, riding through the night in their haste to reach Allendyne’s estate. 
 
    Tavish ignored the fatigue in his body. He had rested at Glenblane while Duncan mustered a small riding party. His men had not protested at the prospect of Elyssia’s return, but Callum and Margaret had argued against it. 
 
    His childhood sweetheart had raised her voice in anger, the pitch grating at his senses before she had burst into tears, clinging to him and declaring her love. Callum had followed suit, using her words in his argument against the Englishwoman, that she was better left to her own kind. 
 
    For the first time in his life, he had begun to doubt Margaret. He still loved her—he had to—but what lay beneath her purity of voice and gentle manner? What caused her eyes to harden, so they glittered with hatred, if only momentarily? 
 
    Elyssia’s return would pain her. It would be fairer to Margaret to let someone else marry her; someone who would treat her as she deserved to be treated, who would not subject her to the inevitable hurt she would suffer at Tavish’s hands. 
 
    Perhaps Duncan would marry her. He was kind, honourable, and would follow the wishes of his friend and laird. When he returned, he would speak with her. 
 
    “Master Tavish, shall I go?” 
 
    He turned to the man beside him. Gordon may be the son of a cowherd, but he was a skilled tracker. His task was to scout the property to confirm where Elyssia was being held. 
 
    “Aye, Gordon. Make haste.” 
 
    With luck, by this time tomorrow, they would be on their way home with his woman. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Elyssia rubbed her lower back. Stiff with cold, her hands cramped into claws. But she was grateful for the oncoming winter, for Edward’s visits had grown less. He had refused to let her see Alice, and her fears for her sister grew each day. The thought of her delicate body at the mercy of Edward’s harsh hands was almost unbearable. But Alice, it seemed, was no sport for Edward, her biddable nature her salvation. An old woman from Allendyne village who visited Elyssia to bring her food had given news of Lady Allendyne. It seemed that Edward, tiring of his wife’s passivity, had turned his attentions to the village whores. 
 
    The sentries guarding her taunted her during the day, but her mind had long since hardened to their insults. “The Highlander’s whore,” they called her, laughing as they told her what would happen when she rid her body of the bastard. Edward had promised he’d permit the child to live, but what life would it lead, despised by all? 
 
    Her skin prickled at a sound from outside; a clash of steel, a muffled crash as a door was flung open. Footsteps echoed across the wooden floor until they stopped outside her chamber door. 
 
    She winced at a twinge in her lower belly, and her stomach churned. With no weapons, she had only her fists. But they would not take her without a fight. 
 
    The door swung inwards to reveal the silhouette of a man. He filled the doorway, his shoulders almost touching either side. Thick calfskin boots were laced to the knees. A plaid wrapped around his body, enveloping him in the thick woollen material. The blade of his sword was covered in red smears. His free hand, on which he wore a glove, rested on his sword belt which hung low on his hips. 
 
    His hair hung below his shoulders, longer than when she had last seen him. The candlelight picked out flecks of red and gold. But his eyes—they shone in the light, bright and hard as emeralds. 
 
    Tavish MacLean had come for her. 
 
    The memory of his hatred burned through her mind and she stepped back. She would never willingly be a man’s whore again. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’ve come to claim you.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You belong to me,” he growled, “and you’ll come with me now.” 
 
    “I belong to nobody. You cannot force me to go with you.” 
 
    In a blur of movement, he crossed the chamber and pinned her to the wall with his body, reminiscent of their first meeting—the prisoner in the garrison, his hard, muscular body against hers, the scent of musk and man. 
 
    He took her wrists, and his hot, hard mouth came down on her. She let out a cry, and he thrust his tongue in, swallowing her protest, probing, teasing before becoming more insistent. Lips moved hungrily over her mouth. Rough, strong male lips, abrasive against her skin, branding her as his. The friction sent shockwaves through to her core which pulsed in recognition. 
 
    “Lyssie!” A familiar voice cut through the fog of primal lust. 
 
    “R-Richard…” she panted. What was her brother doing here… with Highlanders? 
 
    A deep rumble erupted from Tavish’s chest. “Leave the chamber, de Montford.” 
 
    “MacLean…” 
 
    “Duncan! Take him out.” 
 
    “Let me go!” Elyssia cried. 
 
    “No. You are mine.” 
 
    He brought his mouth on her again, a gentle caress which soothed her bruised lips where he had crushed them just moments before. 
 
    “Ye want me, woman. Or would ye deny it?” 
 
    In a slow, deliberate gesture, he lifted her wrists until her arms were raised over her head, before pressing them against the wall and leaning against her. His body heat penetrated the thin material of her gown, and her nipples tightened to peaks, stiffening against the rough fabric. A low growl vibrated in his body. 
 
    “Aye, ye want me.” 
 
    He silenced her denial with his mouth. Holding her wrists in his gloved hand, he took her throat with his free hand, and circled it with his fingers, a thrall collar of flesh and bone. Though she struggled, his grip on her wrists was too tight. Dipping his hand below the front of her gown, his lips curled into a smile against her mouth as his fingers found her breast and teased her nipple which tightened to a painful point to betray her further. 
 
    He withdrew his hand, and she whimpered at the sense of loss before he placed his hand on her belly in a gentle caress. 
 
    “This child is mine.” 
 
    “No,” she sobbed, “it’ll never be yours, only mine. Leave me alone!” 
 
    “I will not,” he said, his voice laced with ownership. “I want you—and the child.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” she cried. “I was merely a vessel for your revenge.” 
 
    He tightened his hold on her wrists. “You were mine from the day I first saw you in that garrison. I wanted nothing more than to lift your skirts and bury myself inside you, to take you against that wall as I will do here and now.” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “Aye, Elyssia. Remember what I said. A woman is only ever truly owned by the man who first gave her pleasure.” 
 
    He cupped her breast and pinned her to the wall, his body hard and ready. The instinct to submit destroyed her defences, the shield with which she protected her mind against the battering ram of his manhood, the raw, potent mastery of the dominant male taking his mate. 
 
    “Who first gave you pleasure, Elyssia?” 
 
    A shock of heat grazed her nipple as he took her breast into his mouth and nipped it with his lips before soothing it with his tongue. A deep roar of need echoed in his chest, sending shockwaves through her body. Murmuring her name, he stroked and suckled, a man dying of thirst drinking from the well he had sought at the end of a long, arid journey. 
 
    He pulled up her skirts, his hand abrading the sensitive skin of her thigh before he opened his palm to caress her belly, the feather-soft movement so unlike the dominant grasp of his hand on her wrists. 
 
    “My child,” he whispered. His breath caught as the babe moved inside her. His caresses spoke of something more than mastery over her flesh. Did he cherish her, or was it merely the child he wanted? 
 
    He moved his hand lower, and the pagan returned. His fingers reached their destination, and he drew in a sharp breath. 
 
    “My woman.” 
 
    Unable to fight her body’s reaction, she parted her thighs, and his fingers caressed her in smooth, slick movements. A cry erupted from her, and he suckled at the sensitive skin at the base of her throat. The nip of pain increased her craving and another surge of need pulsed from deep within her. 
 
    He rumbled his approval, the primal sound vibrating against her body. 
 
    “Your lips may deny me, woman, but your body speaks the truth. It knows you are mine and is calling to your master.” 
 
    Her body tightened at his last word. With a sigh of defeat, she surrendered and waited for him to ignite the fire which would consume her. 
 
    He stopped moving his finger and the embers within her dulled. She whimpered with unmet need. 
 
    “Tell me, Elyssia,” he said, a hard edge to his voice. “Say you belong to me.” 
 
    Tears of shame and denial burned her eyelids. Biting her lip to prevent her cry of submission, she shifted her legs against his hand, chasing the flame of desire which flickered just out of reach, offering herself to him in her desperate need for release. 
 
    He gripped her thigh, holding her still while she squirmed in need, forcing her shame to the recesses of her mind. 
 
    “No, woman,” he growled. “Choose your fate. Tell me what your body begs for—or deny me. If you tell me to leave, I will go, and you’ll never see me again.” 
 
    A voice in her mind screamed at her to deny him. Holding her firm, he eased a finger inside her. 
 
    “Tavish!” the cry burst from her lips as her body began to ripple around him. 
 
    “Tell me to leave.” 
 
    “No!” she cried, tilting her pelvis towards him, submitting to the burning passion that only he could satisfy. 
 
    “Will you come to me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you belong to me? Are you mine?” 
 
    “Yes!” she sobbed, the voice of her defeat resonating through the chamber. “Yes, Tavish! I’m yours!” 
 
    He withdrew his finger before plunging it back in, joined by a second and a third, curling them round inside her. The sweet agony burst into an inferno. She screamed with the force of it, crying out his name until his mouth crashed into hers, marking her as his forever. 
 
    He released her wrists. Ignoring the ache where the rough material of the glove had bitten into the flesh, she drew her arms around him, fisting her hands in his hair, pulling him towards her, drawing him in deeper, wanting him to consume her, wanting her flesh to dissolve into his. 
 
    The myriad of colours swirling in her vision merged into a soft grey as her climax subsided. Opening her eyes, she saw the edge of his plaid where he had placed her head on his chest. One arm held her in a tight embrace, her body limp against his. Tender fingertips caressed the skin at the nape of her neck, his breath a warm sigh, sending sparks of fire through her skin, answering the deep pulse of aftershocks in her body. 
 
    Tears burned her cheeks, salty beads of shame and defeat moistening his plaid, some standing proud against the rough woollen fabric, others melting into the fibres. 
 
    “Shhh…” 
 
    He caressed her hair, the gesture of the Highlander of her dreams; so unlike the savage she had willingly given herself to. 
 
    Eventually, he released his hold and opened the door. Richard stood at the threshold, Duncan restraining his arms. Her brother’s face was ghostly white, horror etched into his delicate features. His eyes met hers, pity in their soft expression before he dropped his gaze to her hand which clutched Tavish’s arm, fingers curling into the material of his plaid. Her dear brother had witnessed her surrender, had seen—and heard—her true weakness. 
 
    Richard’s expression twisted with fury and he pulled free from Duncan’s grip. The arms holding Elyssia stiffened, muscles tense, ready to crush the challenge of another male. Recognising his dominance, Richard dropped his gaze. 
 
    “Are you ready, Tav?” Duncan said. 
 
    “Aye,” Tavish replied. “It’s time I took my woman home.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The further Tavish moved from the hovel in which Allendyne had incarcerated Elyssia, the weaker the influence of the spell he’d woven around her. Shame at how he had mastered her body in the cottage ate away at his conscience, but he had been unable to stop himself. For there was only one tool, he could use to engineer her willing flight—their mutual craving for each other. 
 
    But her desire warred with the one thing that had driven her actions almost from the day she had been born. It resurfaced with each step they took. 
 
    “Alice…” 
 
    She pulled her hand away from his, crying in frustration as he held her firm. 
 
    “We must leave, Elyssia. There’s no time to lose.” 
 
    “You found time to force yourself on me!” she hissed. 
 
    He pulled her close. “Be quiet, woman, lest you betray us. We’re not clear of the estate.” Grasping the back of her neck, he forced her head around to face him. Her eyes glittered with defiance, but he would not back down. 
 
    “I did not force myself upon you, woman. You gave yourself to me and will come with me now unless you want more deaths on your conscience.” 
 
    “Damn you!” she cried. “I’ll not suffer Alice’s death on my conscience!” 
 
    Richard took her hand. “Lyssie, please listen to him. I like it not myself, but he speaks the truth. You must come now. Willing or no, MacLean will take you.” 
 
    “What of Alice?” Elyssia’s voice increased in pitch with fear for her sister. “Please, Tavish, do not take me without her! She has no one to fight for her.” 
 
    “Forgive me, there’s no time.” 
 
    “No!” she screamed. “I would rather die than abandon her! If I leave her to her fate, then everything I sacrificed on her behalf was for nothing!” 
 
    Dear Lord, she spoke the truth. His own sister had been sacrificed to protect Alice. Even Elyssia herself willingly sacrificed her virtue and her dignity, submitting herself to humiliation and torture at the hands of Tavish and his people—all for Alice. 
 
    And he owed her, though she would never tell him. 
 
    “Duncan, find her sister.” 
 
    Elyssia struggled in his grip. “Let me.” 
 
    “Don’t be a fool!” he said. “In your condition, you’d not get far.” 
 
    Richard pulled Elyssia to him. “I’ll go. Alice is my sister also.” 
 
    Perhaps in the face of his sister’s bravery, the young man would be worthy to be called her brother after all. Tavish released Elyssia from his grip, his heart aching as she flew into her brother’s arms. 
 
    “Let me be the one to look after her this time, Lyssie.” Richard nodded towards Tavish. “Your place is with him. It’s time you placed your own welfare before that of others.” 
 
    She took her brother’s hands, her eyes shining with the same love she held for her sister. Would she turn her loving eyes on Tavish again, or had he destroyed it irrevocably? 
 
    Richard kissed his sister on the forehead. “Your concern for those dependent on you has almost ruined you, dearest sister. But no more. ‘Tis time your brother became a man. While I have breath in my body, you shall suffer no more. I would die to protect you, Lyssie, and I’ll kill anyone who brings you harm.” 
 
    Richard lifted his gaze to Tavish, the height differential between them destroyed by the resolve in his expression. Eyes the colour of ice conveyed the unspoken message. 
 
    Tavish bowed his head in acknowledgement of the warning. 
 
    “Very well, de Montford. Give us half the night before you make your move. In her current state, I cannot travel quickly with your sister, and I want to put as much distance as possible between us and Allendyne before the alarm is raised.” 
 
    Elyssia embraced her brother, the twins whispering words of love to each other before Richard handed her back to Tavish. 
 
    “Take care of her, MacLean.” 
 
    Tavish nodded before leading Elyssia to his mount. He lifted her swollen body onto the saddle before swinging himself up behind her. Elyssia clutched the horse’s mane, but her body shook with fatigue. It would be impossible to ride hard in her condition. 
 
    The party set off at a slow pace. It was going to be a long night. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    The darkness deepened, clouds obscuring the moonlight. Tavish was reluctant to order the party to stop to rest, even though the woman in his arms was exhausted. At one point she had nearly lost her hold and fallen. Now she lay back in his arms, secured by his plaid which he had wrapped around them both. 
 
    The steady tread of the horses’ hooves reverberated through the ground beneath them, punctuated by the screech of hunting owls and the squeals of their prey. 
 
    Soon Tavish’s own party would be a quarry for another hunt, their predator more formidable than a woodland bird. He straightened his back, the skin burning at the memory of Allendyne’s lash marks. If he caught up with them, he would not be merciful. He would not stop until Tavish, and his men were dead. 
 
    And what of the woman in his arms? Allendyne would not willingly let her go. Tavish tightened his hold on her at the thought of that man’s hands on her, and she let out a soft moan. 
 
    “Hush,” he whispered. She let out another groan which increased until she pitched forward and screamed. His mount whinnied in protest. 
 
    “Let me down!” 
 
    She screamed again. The men began to protest. Her cries echoed in the night air. On an open path, they would be easy prey. 
 
    “Into the forest!” he cried, and he spurred his mount and led the party into the trees. With each jolting motion, she grunted in pain until she let out a long screech as if summoning a creature from beyond the grave. The inhuman wail prickled at the base of his neck. His body itched to flee as primal fear rose from within. It was the fear every child carries—fear of the dark, of ghosts, of the dead. 
 
    “For the love of God, Tavish, silence her!” 
 
    He reined his mount to a halt and dismounted, pulling Elyssia with him. The clouds broke, and a shaft of moonlight highlighted a creature from another world, skin deathly pale, eyes dark and wide. 
 
    “The child…” She dug her fingers into his arm. 
 
    A large stain spread across the skirt of her gown, dark red liquid glistening in the moonlight. 
 
    “Help me with her—someone!” 
 
    Twigs snapped underfoot as a man ran towards him. The cowherd, Gordon. 
 
    “Give her to me, Master Tavish, I know what to do.” 
 
    “We need a midwife.” 
 
    “You think one will spring from the bracken? Don’t be a fool! I can tend to her.” 
 
    “She’s not one of your cows!” 
 
    “It’s no different to birthing a calf. You have no choice. Do you want her to die?” 
 
    Elyssia let out another wail. 
 
    “Very well. See to her while I keep watch.” 
 
    Handing her to Gordon, Tavish turned his back, but a hand restrained him, and he looked into Duncan’s angry face. 
 
    “You’re to abandon her while she suffers?” 
 
    “Birthing is not a man’s job.” 
 
    “Help her, Tav. It’s your child she carries.” 
 
    “The father is never present at the birth of his child.” 
 
    “Neither should he violate the mother.” 
 
    Duncan’s words carried the tone of judgement, but none could judge Tavish as harshly as his own conscience. To see her suffer when it had all been at his hand, knowing that she may die tonight—the guilt gnawed away at him. 
 
    He turned back at another howl. Elyssia was on her hands and knees. Her body rocked to and fro, grunting with each movement. Gordon knelt beside her, palm flat on her back. 
 
    “Should she not be lying on her back?” 
 
    “More cows die when they calve lying down, Master Tavish.” 
 
    Tavish curled his hand into a fist. “She’s my woman, Gordon, not livestock!” His words rang hollow in his ears—a reminder of how he had reduced her to livestock, the cruel words with which he had denounced her as nothing more than an animal. 
 
    “Aye, I ken that, but I’m thinking of her. When the mother bleeds this much, it means that the calf is unwell—or dead. I must act now before I lose the mother.” 
 
    Dear God! After all she had endured. After he had liberated her and claimed her as his. 
 
    She moaned again, her voice strained through gritted teeth. What was he thinking, leaving her on her own while he bathed in self-pity? He knelt in front of her, taking her hands, his left hand still gloved to conceal his wounds. She curled her fingers round his, grasping the glove which collapsed where his fingers were missing. 
 
    She tipped her head back, mouth open, gasping for air as if she drowned. 
 
    “I’m here. Look at me.” 
 
    Could she understand him… or even hear him? 
 
    He kissed her forehead and held his lips close to her ear as if to crawl into her mind. 
 
    “Elyssia. Elyssia, my love. Can you hear me?” 
 
    She was his responsibility. It was up to him to bring her from the brink of death—or comfort her in the journey to the afterlife if she were to be taken from him tonight. 
 
    He bit his lip, the pain distracting him from the thought of losing her. 
 
    “Elyssia, my love, I’m here. Your Highlander. 
 
    She opened her eyes, red-rimmed with pain, pupils widening to dark pools. 
 
    “Tavish…” 
 
    At her hoarse whisper, he smiled, lifting his ungloved hand to her face to cup her cheek. With a sigh, she pressed her face against his palm before her features contorted with pain. 
 
    A blurred shape moved behind her, and her body stiffened. 
 
    “No! Don’t let him take me, please!” 
 
    Gordon had lifted her skirts. Shame overcame Tavish at the raw terror in her eyes at the prospect of being violated yet again. 
 
    “No one will harm you, I swear. Not while your Highlander is here.” 
 
    Cradling her head on his shoulder, he stroked her hair while she clutched at his gloved hand, her fingertips digging into the material, sending pulses of pain through his wound where the stumps of his fingers had yet to heal fully. Her body’s movements developed into a rhythm, becoming more regular as Gordon issued soft commands, telling her to relax, to ease the passage of her child. 
 
    Not just her child—but Tavish’s also. 
 
    Voices erupted in the distance, the crash of feet trampling the undergrowth and the hiss of swords being unsheathed. A shrill cry rang out. 
 
    Alice. Richard de Montford had returned with her. 
 
    Brother and sister ran towards Elyssia. She turned her head sideways, concern for her sister, even now, overshadowing her fear for herself. 
 
    Richard knelt beside Tavish. “I’m here, Lyssie. I’ve brought Alice—she’s safe.” 
 
    A slow smile spread across Elyssia’s face, and she released one of her hands from Tavish’s grip before reaching out to her brother. 
 
    Her face twisted in pain. 
 
    “The baby’s coming!” 
 
    Urging Elyssia to push, Gordon held her thighs firm while her body shook once more. She let out a long, deep wail, her face growing red, forehead puckering into creases, before she collapsed forward and fell silent, her chest rising and falling. She lived but was unconscious. 
 
    Pushing Tavish to one side, Richard took her in his arms and rocked her to and fro. 
 
    A surge of envy and loss raged through Tavish. She had reached out for her brother and not him. 
 
    Another cry rose up. Weak at first, it grew stronger; a shrill wail which resonated with Tavish at the basest level. 
 
    A child. His child. 
 
    Gordon sat up. In his arms, he held a tiny creature which writhed and screamed. 
 
    “You have a son.” 
 
    The muscles in Tavish’s chest began to constrict. A son. 
 
    “Is he… well?” 
 
    “Aye. Take him.” 
 
    “No! He should go to his mother.” 
 
    Gordon nodded towards Elyssia, unconscious in her brother’s arms. “His mother is unwell. He needs his father.” 
 
    Tavish’s heart leapt as the cattleherd dropped the baby into his arms. His skin tightened, and a rush of warmth flooded his body. The child stilled and opened his eyes. Two dark pools of sapphire stared at him, drawing him into their depths, towards the soul within. Wide eyes blinked, their delicate oval shape framed by thick, dark lashes. 
 
    He had her eyes—that air of purity which Tavish had destroyed, but in doing so, he had created the child who now lay content in his arms. A tide of love engulfed him, obliterating any desire he might have had for vengeance. The child twitched in his arms as a salty droplet splashed onto his face. Wiping it off, Tavish blinked, another droplet splashing onto the back of his hand. 
 
    “Tav.” 
 
    He bent his head. 
 
    “Tav… there’s no shame in it.” 
 
    He might conceal his face, but his friend knew him too well. At Duncan’s familiar touch on his shoulder, he nodded, wiping his face. 
 
    “My lord,” Gordon cried, “she’s coming round.” 
 
    Richard cradled her head in his arms while Gordon tended to her, cleaning her legs with a cloth. She murmured into her brother’s shoulder, the words unintelligible at first before they became clearer. 
 
    “Richard. Don’t leave me; I need you. Richard…” 
 
    “I’m here, Lyssie. I’ll never leave you.” 
 
    “Where’s my child, Richard? I want my child!” 
 
    Tavish handed the child to Duncan. “Take him to her.” 
 
    “She’s in pain, Tav,” Duncan said. “She needs you, though she does not speak your name. She cries for her brother because she’s known him all her life. Do not be ruled by envy.” 
 
    “You’re a fool if you think I envy de Montford,” Tavish replied. “A man can only covet that which he does not own. She belongs to me.” 
 
    “She belongs to no man, Tav,” Duncan warned. “Though you may lay claim to her body, her heart and mind are hers and hers alone. She’s free to give her heart to whomsoever she chooses.” 
 
    “She has never been free. No woman is. I have taken her, delivered her from the arms of that evil bastard and will claim her.” 
 
    “You think she’ll accept your mastery over her? The last words you spoke to her at Glenblane were full of hatred. ‘Tis not enough to say you love her. You must show it.” 
 
    “By liberating her from Allendyne, have I not shown my love for her?” 
 
    “You forced her to accompany you!” 
 
    “She came willingly.” The words sounded hollow in Tavish’s throat. She might have agreed to accompany him but only after he had plundered her body, using their primal need for each other as a weapon against her. If he wanted to show his love for her, he needed to give her the freedom to choose to be with him of her own volition. 
 
    “What if she does not choose to be with me?” 
 
    “Then, my friend, you must accept that you’re not worthy of her.” 
 
    Wordlessly, Tavish handed the child to Duncan. Elyssia’s cry of joy as Duncan placed the child in her arms tore through his heart and drained his hope, leaving his soul empty and barren. It should have been him, not her brother, holding her in his arms while she smiled up at him, cherishing his child. 
 
    His friend was right. He did not deserve her—not after what he had done. Some wounds would never heal. 
 
    Duncan took his hand. “She’ll come to you, Tav. Give her time.” 
 
    “MacLean!” Richard’s voice carried across the night air. 
 
    Elyssia reclined in her brother’s arms, clutching the baby to her breast. Her eyes were closed, the strain of the birthing etched into her forehead, yet the corners of her mouth curled into a smile. Stroking her hair, Richard stared out at Tavish, his brilliant blue eyes so like his sister’s. Alice sat beside them, singing softly to Elyssia. 
 
    Richard stood, brushing leaves off his tunic. 
 
    “We must leave. Now.” 
 
    Tavish shook his head. “Your sister needs to rest.” 
 
    “I fear discovery. Sounds carry across the night air. How do you think I found you so quickly? Though I managed to get Alice away unnoticed, it won’t be long before the alarm is raised. If Allendyne is following us, he’ll have heard Lyssie’s screams.” 
 
    De Montford was right. 
 
    “Very well,” he said, before raising his voice. “We ride immediately!” 
 
    Amid murmurs of assent, the men gathered their belongings and mounted their horses, used as they were to sleeping rough and having to prepare for travel at a moment’s notice. Under Duncan’s instructions, the whole party was ready to ride in a matter of heartbeats. 
 
    A bitter knot twisted in his stomach as Duncan helped Elyssia onto Richard’s mount. The child had been bound to her chest with strips of cloth, leaving her hands free. She clutched the reins of his horse while he bent his head to drop a kiss onto her neck. 
 
    Tavish strode towards her, but an obstacle appeared in his path. Duncan. 
 
    “Leave her be.” 
 
    “She should be with me.” 
 
    “She asked to ride with her brother.” 
 
    “I care not. I lead this party, and all shall do as I say—even an English lord who thinks he rules over us.” 
 
    “That’s not fair, Tav, and ye know it. If you continue to fight over her like a bull which thinks the cow should always be taken by the strongest, then you’ll lose her—and rightly so.” 
 
    “She belongs to me!” 
 
    “You can force her body to submit, Tav, but do you wish to return to the circumstances under which she first arrived; as your captive, to be summoned and led by the neck, every night, to your chamber so you can fuck her before sending her back to her cell?” 
 
    “If you weren’t my friend, I’d kill you for uttering such words.” 
 
    “It’s because I’m your friend that I tell you the truth. Forcing her into your bed may satisfy your body, but the taste would soon grow sour. If you were to capture her willing, heart and soul, would not the taste be sweeter?” 
 
    Duncan—his dearest friend—the only one who questioned him. 
 
    Except her. She had challenged him—and others who held power over her—to stand for what she thought was right. To have such a woman come to him willingly was worth the risk of losing her by giving her freedom. 
 
    “Very well. Duncan, bring up the rear. Ensure de Montford’s mount is protected from all sides.” 
 
    The clouds had dissipated, revealing a full moon, its cold blue light casting sharp shadows across the path. Fear scraped his nerves each time a shadow moved—a nocturnal creature occupied in its hunt; a fox darting across the path; an owl flitting through the air ahead. The primal urge to protect her with his body warred with his conscience. She was in safe hands with her brother: he had been the one constant in Elyssia’s life; the one person who had not let her down. 
 
    Twisting his body once more, he caught a flash of green—the emerald on Richard’s finger, the ring of the Earl of de Montford. Despite the horses surrounding Richard’s mount in a protective formation, fists of dread clutched at his heart. Cold voices whispered in his head. An omen took shape in his mind. Whispers echoed in the trees, growing louder, the cries of the night hunters’ quarry sharpening into a single word. 
 
    Death… 
 
    Death would visit them tonight. 
 
    His horse shied and reared up, and he almost lost his grip on the reins. Shapes leapt from the earth, demons from hell come to claim him. Screeches echoed in his mind, followed by a long hiss—a serpent from hell. Whispers reverberated around him until his rational mind broke through the film of terror and he recognised the sounds for what they were. 
 
    Swords being unsheathed. 
 
    “Stop! You’re surrounded!” 
 
    Allendyne. He had been waiting for them. 
 
    “At arms!” Tavish cried. His men obeyed the command and formed a circle around de Montford’s mount, a barrier to protect the woman and child, the precious cargo in Richard’s arms. 
 
    Tavish unsheathed his sword. 
 
    “Show yourself!” 
 
    A laugh erupted from between the trees, and a number of men on horseback emerged from all sides. But there was no sign of Allendyne himself. Had he sent his men to do his dirty work? No. The man’s arrogance was too great. He would want to seize her himself, to witness his victory with his own eyes. But Tavish was prepared. He would fight to the death to protect her. 
 
    “Come out, Allendyne, and face me like a man! Or does cowardice still govern your actions?” 
 
    A rider emerged from the darkness. Back straight, exuding arrogance, his eyes glittered with hatred. The skin of his face was puckered and scarred by fire from the siege at the garrison two years ago when Elyssia had freed Tavish, setting in motion the events which led to this final confrontation. 
 
    Allendyne lifted his hand in greeting. 
 
    “MacLean. I’m delighted to have the opportunity to conclude our business.” 
 
    “As am I.” 
 
    “I’ve come to reclaim that which you stole from me. My wife—and my whore.” 
 
    Tavish tightened the hold on his sword. Allendyne chuckled. The bastard had Duncan’s perception. He understood Tavish’s weakness and would exploit it if he could. But Tavish had the upper hand. Protected by ten swords, Elyssia was safe. 
 
    “I wish you luck, Allendyne,” Tavish snarled. “If you touch her, you’ll have a fight to the death on your hands. And this time, I’ll wager you won’t find it entertaining.” 
 
    A thin scream came from the rear of the party. 
 
    Alice. 
 
    Allendyne laughed. “You’re wrong, MacLean. I find this very entertaining.” 
 
    “Alice. No!” Elyssia’s plaintive cry joined her sister’s screams. 
 
    Allendyne had outwitted him. Tavish had been so concerned with his own weakness that he had disregarded Elyssia’s—her love for her sister. 
 
    One of Allendyne’s men had Alice in his grasp and held a sword at her throat. 
 
    Allendyne smiled. “I have my wife. Now give me my whore.” 
 
    “She’s not yours to give, you English bastard,” Tavish hissed. “She is mine!” 
 
    Alice shrieked in pain. The man holding her remained still, but a dark stain began to form where his sword touched her throat, swelling until a fat, droplet splashed onto her gown. 
 
    “No!” Struggling against Richard’s hold, Elyssia dismounted, stumbling as she clutched the child to her breast. 
 
    “Let her go, Edward!” 
 
    Allendyne held out his hand. “Come here.” 
 
    Tavish’s men stood still, the circle surrounding Elyssia remaining intact. 
 
    “Let me through!” she cried. “Edward, I’ll come to you if your man unhands my sister.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    She pushed past the men guarding her who stood aside on Tavish’s command. 
 
    “I’ll come no further until Alice is freed.” 
 
    Allendyne nodded to his soldier. “Bring her to me.” 
 
    Stumbling, Alice moved towards Allendyne. He threw her a look of distaste before beckoning to Elyssia. 
 
    “Bring the little bastard to me.” 
 
    “No, Edward. Let me give him to his father.” 
 
    Allendyne stepped towards her and backhanded her across the face. 
 
    “You dare to address me by name? A whore addresses me as ‘my lord.’ His father? His father! How can you tell who sired the brat? You spread your legs for every man you came across! You offered yourself to others even when you were betrothed to me. How many men have you fucked since then, my dear?” 
 
    A bead of rage burst inside Tavish but Elyssia bowed her head. Only the whitening of her lips spoke of her own fury. Once more she was cowed into submission for the sake of someone she wished to protect—her child. 
 
    Drawing his arms around her, Allendyne smiled at Tavish. “Rest assured I’ll take care of the little bastard. Consider it a favour, MacLean. Every day you’d look into its eyes and wonder whether you had sired the brat. I’m merely relieving you of that burden. Now stand back.” 
 
    Tavish lowered his sword. With Elyssia in that man’s grasp, he could not make a move and risk her being injured. 
 
    Allendyne gave a low snarl which turned into a deep growl before he let out a strangled cry. He had not noticed the shadow moving behind him. Eyes widened in surprise, he released his grip on Elyssia before he clutched his throat with both hands to stem the flow of the thick, dark liquid seeping between his fingers. 
 
    “B-bitch!” He teetered backwards, and his body crumpled to the ground. 
 
    Behind him, his assailant held a small dagger. Pale blue eyes shone in the moonlight, framed by an even paler face. 
 
    Alice. 
 
    At the final moment, Edward Morland, Lord of Allendyne had underestimated his wife—as indeed had the rest of the world. 
 
    “Attack!” Tavish cried. 
 
    Allendyne’s soldiers drew their swords, but they were too late. Tavish’s men were upon them. Richard leapt out of the saddle and grasped Elyssia, pulling her into the shadows of the forest and calling for Alice to follow. The three siblings disappeared between the trees, the sounds of their escape obliterated by the noise of battle. 
 
    Almost as soon as it had begun, the battle was over, the Englishmen dispatched swiftly by Tavish’s men. The worst injury was a cut to the arm which Gordon was able to bind. A handful of men, including Duncan, had sustained minor scratches. Allendyne’s arrogance had been their salvation. He had been outnumbered almost three to one. Relying on Elyssia’s love for her sister, he had targeted Alice and ridden with a small party in order to overtake Tavish’s men swiftly and easily. But his plan had failed. Focusing on Elyssia’s desire to protect Alice, Allendyne had been outmanoeuvred by Alice’s own desire to protect Elyssia. 
 
    Barely a sound remained, apart from the whispered words of his men as they tended to each other and checked the horses, securing the horses of the English—bounty to return to Glenblane. Not even the sounds of wildlife could be heard, both predator and prey long gone. 
 
    His body sighed with relief at the mewling cry of a baby—his child. Grey shapes emerged from the trees. First Alice, the dagger still in her right hand, followed by her brother. And finally, Elyssia, cradling the child. Her legs crumpled beneath her and she sank to the ground. Alice dropped to her knees beside her. 
 
    “You’re safe now, Lyssie.” 
 
    “Oh Alice, what have you done?” 
 
    “Hush,” Alice murmured. Her voice, once so weak and plaintive, now held an undertone of steel. “I did what I had to. For you.” 
 
    “But you’re too gentle to commit such a sin. It should have been me. My soul is already condemned, and I would not have you join me in purgatory.” 
 
    Alice drew her arms around Elyssia, the gentle act causing a prick of moisture to sting in Tavish’s eyes. 
 
    “Sweet sister.” She bowed her head over Elyssia’s hair and placed a kiss on her head. “You’ve looked after me all your life. It’s time I returned the favour.” 
 
    From where did the sisters get such inner strength? Weak in body as all women were, yet their hearts and souls were forged from the strongest steel. 
 
    How could he have believed he could tame her? Own her? Their child may have formed an invisible bond which tied her to him as surely as the rope he had secured around her neck. But did he have the right to force her back into his life? The bond between Elyssia and her sister was far stronger. While that bond existed, she would never truly be his. 
 
    When they returned to Glenblane, he must leave her to make her own choice, to be with the people who deserved her, even if that meant he had to let her go. 
 
    Summoning his men, he issued the order to ride. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Wrapped in a woollen cloak, Elyssia found warmth from the child in her arms. Richard’s broad chest supported her back, one arm surrounding her as he steered his mount. 
 
    During the journey they had been surrounded on all sides by Highlanders, their conversation growing more jovial the closer they came to home. 
 
    The last time she had crossed this forest, she had been friendless save for Alice, broken and humiliated, subjected to the taunts of the men. 
 
    But now she had her dear brother to protect her and a child in her arms more beautiful than life itself. Alice’s laugh echoed across the wind, accompanied by Duncan’s deep timbre. Tavish’s best friend had pledged to take care of her. Though an accomplished rider, Alice was in danger. If she had an attack, she could fall. But astride one of the Englishmen’s mounts, Duncan by her side, she was safe. 
 
    All seemed to accept Elyssia and her sister now. 
 
    Except him. 
 
    Since the birth of her child, he’d not spoken to her. His voice barked orders to his men as if he battled demons of his own, the anger in his voice intensifying the more she withdrew into her brother’s arms. The night after Allendyne had intercepted them, she had thought Tavish would demand she lie with him—or ask to see his son. But he had turned his back on her and ordered his men to surround her. 
 
    Was she a captive once more? Had he delivered her from her position as Allendyne’s concubine—a dirty secret imprisoned on the outskirts of respectability and used to quench his lust—only to establish her at Glenblane to perform the same services for him? He had used her body’s weakness for him to persuade her to go with him. Perhaps he only wanted the child. Would he take him from her then cast her out? 
 
    The child stirred in her arms. 
 
    “Forgive me, sweet one.” She placed a kiss on his cheek. Eyes opened to reveal a dark blue gaze. 
 
    “Richard.” 
 
    What other name did her son deserve? He had been conceived in hate. His father may not want him—or her. But his uncle did. 
 
    A voice called out from the head of the party. The building had been sighted through the trees. Shortly afterwards, they emerged into the sunlight and approached the courtyard. Elyssia’s body stiffened at the sight of the wooden block in the centre, and the wound in her hand itched in recognition. 
 
    Alice dismounted and helped her down. Richard joined them and placed a protective arm round his sisters’ shoulders. 
 
    A small crowd began to form. Women greeted husbands, brothers, and lovers; the men greeted their master. Some of them bore injuries, and one limped as he moved. 
 
    What had happened? Had the English attacked Glenblane? 
 
    “Lady!” 
 
    An old woman hurried across the courtyard and drew her arms around Elyssia. 
 
    “Look at your bairn. He has your eyes!” 
 
    She ran a fat finger across the baby’s cheek before turning a stern eye on Elyssia. 
 
    “Ye should not have left us,” she admonished. “What were ye thinking?” 
 
    “My dear.” A softer voice sent a spike of fear through Elyssia before its tone grew more soothing. Isla dropped a curtsey and stood aside to let Margaret greet Elyssia. Soft fingertips caressed the blanket the baby was wrapped in. His body stiffened, and he whimpered. 
 
    “Forgive me, Elyssia,” Margaret said, “I trusted the wrong men to take you home. I did what I thought was best.” 
 
    Elyssia’s skin tightened before she heard the familiar footsteps behind her. Her nostrils flared at the faint aroma—the masculine scent which drew her body towards him. 
 
    Margaret’s face lit up into a smile. “My love! I’m glad to see you returned, and that the Englishwoman is safe. I’m sure her brother will protect her, but you must assign some of your men to escort them home safely.” 
 
    “She stays.” 
 
    The low growl behind Elyssia tightened the skin on her neck. Richard’s body tensed against hers as if he sensed danger. 
 
    “But, my love,” Margaret protested, “she cannot stay. She deserves better than the disgrace of living in an outbuilding with your bastard.” 
 
    “The child is mine.” He spoke quietly, but his voice held an edge of steel. “I shall kill anyone—man or woman—who tries to take him from me.” 
 
    The threat thickened in the air. She was not even a possession for him to lay claim to. He only wanted her son. 
 
    Yelling at the men to stable the horses, Tavish crossed the courtyard in long, purposeful strides. Margaret followed in his wake, her plaintive voice disappearing only when they entered the building, and the door closed behind them. 
 
    “Come with me, lady.” Isla held out her hand, but Elyssia drew back. 
 
    “For what purpose, Isla? To resume my old position? Are you to secure a rope around my neck once more?” 
 
    She clutched the child closer to her breast. 
 
    “We don’t deserve this. I’ve paid for what I did. Alice is innocent. My son is innocent. My brother has no quarrel with you. Why can’t you let us go?” 
 
    Richard squeezed her shoulder. “Lyssie, we must remain here for a while.” 
 
    “Why, Richard? Papa is dead. You’re Lord de Montford now. You have a duty to take up your position.” 
 
    “I never cared for the title, Lyssie, nor the responsibility. I cannot support Longshanks in his quest to rule over these people.” 
 
    “Then return home and fight him.” 
 
    Richard sighed. “Longshanks is powerful. If I opposed him, I’d merely be branded a traitor. Strung up and dismembered. Let us remain here for a while. Secure allies, bide our time.” 
 
    “And hide like cowards?” 
 
    “I may not have your resolve, Lyssie, but I understand the futility of resisting an opponent stronger than myself.” 
 
    “You should resist them nonetheless.” 
 
    “As you have done? Lyssie, how has your defiance served you? You may argue that you maintained your integrity, but it has come at too heavy a price.” 
 
    “What price?” 
 
    Richard lifted his hand to touch the scar on her face, his fingertip soft against the rough skin. “You paid with your virtue, your beauty, and your reputation. Look at what it has reduced you to, the degradation you are suffering.” 
 
    Degradation? How dare he! 
 
    She turned her head away. 
 
    “I have a child, Richard, and I love him. Where’s the degradation in that? Do you judge me as the world judges a fallen woman? Is there nowhere I can go where I will not be looked upon with contempt and disgust?” 
 
    Richard drew her to him, his arms warm against her body. 
 
    “I meant no offence, dear one. You know I love you. You’ll always have a home with me, but I thought you would wish to remain here. With him.” 
 
    Hot moisture stung her eyes. The father of her son. The man she had fallen irrevocably in love with. He could command her body with a single word, and she had willingly and shamelessly followed him here. Yet he had turned from her, slipped inside his home, his betrothed in his wake. 
 
    “My only home is with you. Richard.” 
 
    “Then come home with me, Lyssie. Teach me to be strong.” 
 
    His soft fingertips traced the wound on her palm. So unlike the rough hands which had given such intense pleasure, yet they were the hands of the one man who truly loved her. 
 
    Before she could reply, a light voice echoed across the courtyard, the Highlander’s lilt cracking with emotion. 
 
    “Alice? My God, Alice!” 
 
    “Finlay!” 
 
    He raced across the courtyard, puffs of dust bursting into the air in his wake with each footstep. Arms outstretched, Alice ran to him, her gentle face creased into a smile. Finlay swept her into his arms and lifted her thin body into the air. Joyful laughter erupted from her as he swung her in a wide arc before he pulled her to him, their mouths meeting in a kiss. 
 
    “Dearest Alice! I thought I’d lost you. I’m never letting you go again.” 
 
    After a terrible marriage to Allendyne, Alice had returned to the man who had fallen in love with her—the gentle Highlander who did not care that they were enemies. 
 
    He dropped to his knees in front of Alice, took her hands and kissed her fingers. Alice’s low cry of delight slipped through the air. He stood and, taking Alice’s hand, he approached Elyssia, gave her a bow and addressed Richard. 
 
    “Lord de Montford, I would ask your permission for Alice’s hand in marriage.” 
 
    “I know not who you are…” Richard protested, but Elyssia nudged him with her elbow. 
 
    “Grant it.” 
 
    “But, Lyssie…” 
 
    “Give them your blessing, Richard. This man is one of the few people who values Alice. He will make her happy.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “If you would grant it, Lyssie, then so shall I. You should have been born a man. You would have ruled over de Montford much better than I.” 
 
    “But I would not have my son.” 
 
    Alice kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you, Lyssie. I only wish you could be as happy.” 
 
    “Come, lady,” Isla said. “We must see you settled in your chamber. I cannot tell you how glad I am that you’ve come home to us.” 
 
    Home. Where was her home? Not here. Though the land was beautiful, the wild mountain air invigorating, it was also the backdrop to her ruination. The whipping block stood in the centre of the courtyard. Beyond, she saw the dirty stone building Tavish had banished her to. Though she closed her eyes, the image of her final disgrace burrowed into her mind’s eye; the pattern the stones made in the mud when she had dug her fingernails into the ground as Angus pounded into her from behind; the spot where she had whored herself to secure her passage away from the very place she had now returned to. 
 
    She followed Isla until they reached the familiar door. But the room was almost unrecognisable. The walls had been scrubbed clean and covered with hangings. The damp smell had been replaced by an aroma of herbs, leaves sprinkled over the floor which was covered with fresh rushes. 
 
    “I prepared your room in the hope you would return to us,” Isla said. “I’ll leave you to rest, now.” 
 
    She dropped a curtsey to Richard. “Lord de Montford, I’ll prepare a chamber for you also.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Richard nodded. “I’ll wait here with my sister.” 
 
    After the door had closed, Elyssia sank onto the bed. 
 
    “Let me take him, Lyssie. You’re exhausted.” 
 
    She handed the child over to her brother, and he kissed him on the forehead. 
 
    “He’s my heir until I have a son of my own.” 
 
    He lifted his gaze to her, the blue of his eyes blurred with moisture. 
 
    “I feel nothing but shame that you think I’d view him as a disgrace, Lyssie. He’s my flesh and blood, and I’ll gladly acknowledge him as such.” 
 
    “Then you would accept him?” 
 
    “Of course. I would welcome both you and your son—and Alice.” 
 
    “Alice has found a man to love her. Her home is here now.” 
 
    “And you, Lyssie? Have you not found a man to love you?” 
 
    “No, Richard. I thought I had, but that love has been destroyed. I have no wish to stay here. Not any more.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    The sounds of training echoed across the courtyard, together with the occasional flash as swords glinted in the sunlight. In the distance, black smoke rose from the remains of some of the outbuildings. 
 
    It seemed that Clan MacLean had a threat closer to home than the English. Rather than prowl the remote parts of the Highlands, Morcar’s barbarians had planned a direct attack on Glenblane. 
 
    Tavish turned from the window to face the man before him. 
 
    “It makes no sense, Arran. Why would they raid us? They know we have nothing.” 
 
    “I know not, Master Tavish. We heard rumours of Morcar’s men in the area—sightings in the forest. Thanks to Margaret, we were ready for them. 
 
    “Margaret?” 
 
    “Aye. She sighted them while riding in the forest. It was on her insistence that we lie in wait for them; she arranged for the preparations. The men protested, but she persuaded young Master Callum to give the order. We have her influence over your brother to thank that we’re still alive. Ye gods, Tavish, it was a full raid! They had come to kill us all! Stealing through the night like the cowards they are.” 
 
    Margaret—the woman destined from childhood to be his bride. Like a true clanswoman, she had protected his people. While he had been off on a selfish errand to fetch Elyssia, he had left his clan to the mercy of enemies. 
 
    His people had seemed to accept Elyssia’s return. Finlay had even asked for the sister’s hand. The young man was a lovesick fool. Tavish had given Finlay his blessing, but what of himself, his duty? A laird needed to place his clan before his personal wishes and desires. His heart might lie with Elyssia, but his duty lay with the clan—with Margaret. 
 
    “Did you kill all the barbarians?” 
 
    “All but one.” 
 
    “Did he get away?” 
 
    Arran shook his head. “She’s in the dungeon.” 
 
    “A woman?” 
 
    “Barely more than a child. Morcar’s daughter. Fought like a savage, the foul-mouthed creature. I don’t know what to do with her. We cannot let her go.” 
 
    “I’ll wager she’d prefer death to a lifetime of imprisonment,” Tavish replied. “But I could not bring myself to kill a woman. Not when she’s defenceless and alone.” 
 
    “You saw fit to torture and humiliate a woman, one who was equally defenceless and alone.” 
 
    Arran still blamed Tavish for Elyssia’s whipping and the part he had been forced to play in it. 
 
    But what of Margaret? She expected him to marry her. She had displayed the best qualities of a laird’s wife, and he could not let her down. She would never accept Elyssia as his mistress. But from the moment he looked into the eyes of his son, he wanted to recognise him as his heir. He did not want to fight Richard de Montford in his claim for the child. 
 
    Now was not the time to listen to the war raging in his heart. 
 
    “Come, Arran, let me speak to the prisoner.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The air grew damp as Tavish descended the steps with Arran and Duncan. Little used, the dungeons reeked of decay. Prisoners had not resided here since the days of Tavish’s great-grandfather. No prisoner had left alive, their bodies left to rot in the cells before the remains were buried in the forest. But their spirits remained, seeping through the gaps in the stone walls. Icy fingers caressed his skin, a reminder of the souls his forefathers had condemned. 
 
    What made him so different from the English? When a man has power over another, his true nature is revealed, darkness triumphing over a conscience borne of fear of retribution. Here, in the dungeons, he had nothing to fear other than the souls of past victims long dead. 
 
    A solitary torch flickered at the end of the passageway, casting shadows across the floor which danced in time to Tavish’s footsteps. 
 
    In the barred window of the door to the last cell, two bright eyes burned outwards, glistening with hatred. Slender, grubby fingers clutched the bars. 
 
    “So, you’re Morcar’s daughter.” 
 
    The creature curled its lip, swollen with bruising. 
 
    “The devil take ye!” 
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
    The girl spat, sending a stream of red-stained spittle onto Tavish’s face. 
 
    “Ye’ll have to kill me before I tell ye,” she hissed. “I’ll not give you the power of my name. You would use it to cast a spell over me, to call the demons up from the earth.” 
 
    “Her name is Mella,” Arran whispered. “It was the name Morcar screamed when we killed him.” 
 
    “Mella.” 
 
    The girl let out a wail of despair, her mouth opening into a dark hole, teeth bared. 
 
    “Curse you! Curse you all to hell!” 
 
    Releasing her hold on the bars, she sprang back before throwing her body against the back wall, pounding her fists against the stones. 
 
    “Ye gods! Tavish cried. “Stop her before she harms herself!” 
 
    Arran fumbled with the key while the girl’s screams echoed in the dungeon, punctuated by dull thuds as she continued to throw herself against the wall. Arran kicked the door open and leapt at the girl, wrapping his arms around her while she struggled and wailed, kicking against him. But she was no match for the tall, muscled Highlander. Eventually, she grew weak and desisted. Her body may have been overpowered, but she kept her head held high, her eyes burning with hatred. 
 
    “Ye’ll join me in hell, Tavish MacLean,” she snarled. “The demons shall take us both.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in your demons or your gods.” 
 
    “It matters not. The devil takes his own, even if they deny him. You killed my people. You killed my da!” 
 
    “We were defending ourselves against your attack,” Arran said. “You should not have waged war on us unless you were prepared to suffer the consequences of defeat. Every soldier knows that.” 
 
    “We were promised there’d be no defence.” 
 
    “Who promised?” 
 
    The girl struggled again, but Arran held her firm. 
 
    “We were betrayed.” She spat once more. 
 
    Icy fingers clenched Tavish’s stomach, twisting it into a hard knot. 
 
    A traitor! 
 
    “Who betrayed you?” 
 
    “Curse you!” the girl cried. “Curse you and your whore!” 
 
    Your whore… 
 
    Did she mean Elyssia? Where would she have seen her before? Perhaps the girl had been a captive of Allendyne in the past. Or had she been present when Angus had taken Elyssia away—when he and Malcolm had been killed by the barbarians? 
 
    “Duncan, fetch the Englishwoman.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    By the time Duncan returned with Elyssia, the barbarian had grown calmer. Her hands secured by a rope, Arran had tethered her to an iron ring set into the wall. Images of Elyssia, bound at the neck, pricked at his conscience. But enemies must be restricted—and punished. Despite the fires of defiance in her eyes, she looked fragile and defenceless, crouching on the floor while Arran watched over her. Though she cursed him and called him a coward, his real reason had been for her protection. The barbarians who roamed the land, clanless and landless, worshipped the pagan gods of old and believed in old magic. To reveal her name to the people, she viewed as heathens, exposed her to the ancient demons she feared. 
 
    For her, death at her own hands would be preferable to the spells an enemy could weave with her name; ancient superstitions, beliefs Tavish could never comprehend. But the defiance in her eyes barely masked the sheer terror deep inside her. 
 
    The air prickled as he sensed Elyssia’s arrival, his body reacting to her closeness. Curse his weakness! 
 
    A surge of jealousy sent fire through his veins. She had not come alone. 
 
    Richard’s eyes blazed as they focused on Tavish, and Elyssia leaned into his embrace, brother and sister united against him. 
 
    “Why have you summoned my sister?” 
 
    Tavish motioned towards the girl. 
 
    Elyssia’s eyes widened as she saw the prisoner. 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Her people attacked us.” 
 
    “She’s just a child!” Elyssia cried. “Do you still have a taste for chaining defenceless women like animals? Or do you think that by tethering her by the hands, rather than the neck, you are no longer a savage?” 
 
    Tavish pointed to the girl. “She’s the savage, as are her people.” 
 
    “Where are her people?” 
 
    “Dead. They raided us and were defeated—thanks to Margaret and my brother. This girl is the sole survivor.” 
 
    “You summoned me to show me this? Let her go!” 
 
    “No. Not until I find out why.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with me?” 
 
    “You’ve encountered Morcar’s people before. Perhaps you know something.” 
 
    He motioned to Mella. “Tell her, savage. Tell her what you told me.” 
 
    The girl let out a coarse laugh, throaty cackles spiralling into the air, tightening Tavish’s skin with fear, bringing forth nightmares of old, dreams of witches casting evil spells on the unwary. 
 
    “Ye’re right to trust no one, MacLean,” she laughed. “Who among your clan, even now, plots your death?” 
 
    Elyssia’s eyes hardened. “I see,” she said. “You think I would betray you, that I’d wish to further the cause of vengeance until all are dead save for memories? Memories of hatred and the lust for power?” 
 
    Did she think he sought to accuse her? Even now? 
 
    “Good God, Elyssia, how can you think…” 
 
    “No, Tavish.” 
 
    She turned her head away, disgust in her eyes. “I’ll deny nothing, Tavish MacLean. All I’ve ever wanted is to see my sister, and now my son, safe from harm. Why would I waste my efforts betraying yet another man who sees me as nothing more than a whore? I no longer care what you think of me. Secure me in a cell if you will, but I’d ask you to decide here and now. I grow weary of waiting.” 
 
    Mella’s cackles grew soft, but she continued to chuckle to herself. 
 
    How could Elyssia so readily believe he would think the worst of her? 
 
    “I wasn’t accusing you.” 
 
    He reached out to her, but she pulled away. 
 
    “Richard, take me away from him.” 
 
    “Elyssia,” Tavish pleaded, “what would you have me do?” 
 
    “Free the child.” 
 
    “I cannot do that.” 
 
    “Then release her into my custody,” Richard said. “Let me take her when I return home. You may think we English are brutal, but this child would fare better in my custody than yours.” 
 
    Tavish nodded. “Very well.” 
 
    “Treat her well, MacLean,” Richard warned. “Secure her somewhere other than this godforsaken cell. Do not make me regret sparing your life.” 
 
    Before Tavish could respond, Richard took his sister’s hand and led her out of the dungeon. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When he returned outside, Tavish breathed in the air, his lungs almost sighing with relief, drawing out the taste of the mould from the dungeons as poison from a wound. 
 
    Where was she? 
 
    Her voice carried across the air, accompanied by two others. Richard’s light timbre he recognised, the same lilt as hers. The third voice was that of the child, Conall; Flora’s bastard child—the child who had killed her. 
 
    “So you see, Conall, you’re my brother also.” Richard’s voice, full of love, sent a pulse of shame through Tavish. He had only ever seen the boy as the creature which had destroyed Flora. But Richard de Montford, one of the unfeeling English, treated him with love and respect. 
 
    “Lyssie and I want you to come home with us where you can be loved, as an equal.” 
 
    “What of the Lady Alice?” 
 
    “She’ll remain here.” Elyssia’s soft voice spoke, a trace of sadness dampening her tone. “She has found someone to care for her. We’ll miss her dreadfully, but we cannot deny her the pleasure of a husband—or the love of someone who understands her value.” 
 
    As Tavish rounded a corner, the three came into view. Conall sat on the edge of the well, Elyssia and Richard either side. Elyssia drew the child’s hand to her breast. 
 
    “Conall, I love you as I love Richard. You’re our flesh and blood, and your home is with us. Would you not wish to be part of a proper family, something you’ve been denied all your life?” 
 
    “Are ye not to remain here, Elyssia?” 
 
    “No, Conall, my love. I would only stay if Alice needed me. But she has Finlay now. I gladly relinquish my responsibility to him, because he loves her. For myself, I have nothing here, and no wish to remain. This is not my home, neither is it yours. Our home is in England.” 
 
    The boy nodded, and Elyssia drew him to her, the act piercing Tavish’s heart. 
 
    Despite all he had undergone to bring her to him, she wished to be gone. But could he blame her? 
 
    “Run along now, child,” Richard said, “our sister is tired and must rest.” 
 
    As Conall scampered back into the building, Tavish heard Elyssia laugh—a sound he had never heard before. A laugh of joy, of hope. When had Tavish given her either? 
 
    The best he had offered was to set her up as his whore. 
 
    Now, he wanted more. He wanted to shout from the battlements, to declare his love for her above all. 
 
    He wanted her. 
 
    But she no longer wanted him. 
 
    The twins embraced and kissed before they parted. Richard headed to the stables and Elyssia towards her chamber. 
 
    Tavish moved out of hiding and blocked her path. She stopped, body tensing as if anticipating a blow. 
 
    “Is this how you thank me for freeing you, Elyssia?” Flinching inwardly at his rough tone, he drew himself to his full height. But his actions no longer cowed her. 
 
    “If I’m free, am I not able to make my own choices, including where my home is? Or does your notion of freedom only mean an exchange of one prison for another?” 
 
    “You wish to leave?” 
 
    “Do my wishes matter to you? You take what you want and keep it in a cage. First me and my sister, and now that poor child. You’ve hidden her in your dungeon, so the fruits of your savage desire for vengeance are not visible, lest they prick your conscience. Or are you yet to gain a conscience?” 
 
    “What did your conscience say when you condemned my sister to rape and torture?” 
 
    Regret tore through him as the words fell from his lips. Dear God, what had he just said? 
 
    Her defiant gaze darkened with pain—the guilt she would always carry with her. 
 
    How could he have used such a weapon to spear her with? Duncan was right. He did not deserve her. 
 
    “Can I never atone for what I did?” she said. “What would you have me do, Tavish? Remain here as your whore, chained in your dungeon, tethered to your bed? Will that bring her back? Will her spirit rest in peace, knowing another woman suffers at your hand in the same manner in which she suffered at the hands of my father?” 
 
    Her voice broke, and she wiped her face, glistening with moisture. 
 
    “Let me go,” she whispered. “The hatred you bear will destroy both of us. Marry Margaret and let me go. You’ve done what you set out to do. You placed a Scottish bastard in the belly of your enemy’s daughter.” 
 
    Bastard. To think she used that word to describe their son; that his hatred had driven her to it. 
 
    “Aye, I did,” he snarled, his voice shaking. He had lost her—all he had left was the force of his anger to fuel his cruelty. 
 
    “Be off with thee. Take yer little bastard and go!” 
 
    Her face grew pale before she turned and ran to the building. 
 
    He closed his eyes but could not shut out the voice of his conscience. 
 
    How could ye, how could ye… 
 
    “How could ye, Tavish!” 
 
    A hand gripped his shoulder, fingers digging into the flesh, forcing him to open his eyes. Duncan stood before him. 
 
    “You foolish man!” he hissed. “Though why I should call ye a man, I know not.” 
 
    “What would you have me do, Duncan? I won’t force her to stay.” 
 
    “Fight for her!” Duncan cried. “You think I can’t see what you’re doing? You want her, Tavish. I’ve known you all my life and understand you better than you do yourself. Your guilt eats away at you because you believe you don’t deserve her. So what do you do? Everything in your power to drive her away! If she leaves of her own accord, then you never have to face up to what you have done.” 
 
    “You speak nonsense.” 
 
    Before Tavish could react, pain exploded in his face, and he reeled backwards. 
 
    Duncan’s eyes blazed with fury, his right hand drawn into a fist, the skin of the knuckles broken where he had struck Tavish square on the jaw. 
 
    “You call yourself a man? Would a real man let the woman he loves slip through his fingers? No! He would beg forgiveness at the feet of one he has wronged. Admitting your folly is not a weakness, Tav, but a strength. In understanding where he has sinned, a man can grow and become stronger. Otherwise, he remains weak and descends into savagery.” 
 
    Duncan touched Tavish’s chin. 
 
    “You’ll lose her to the English unless you act now.” 
 
    “I’ve already lost her, Duncan. By nature of her birth, she never was mine. By letting her go, I’m doing her a service. The clan could never accept her.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, Tavish. Look around you. Isla, Arran—they love and respect her. Aye, some mistrust her, but if you openly accepted her, they’d follow your lead. Even Callum.” 
 
    Duncan cupped his hand against Tavish’s cheek. 
 
    “Forgive me, my friend. Sometimes we need a sharp reminder of where our heart lies. Tell me honestly, would you take her as your wife to rule the clan with ye? Do ye love her?” 
 
    What would it be to have such a woman by his side, to help him rule the clan with her strength and compassion? She would devote herself to his people as she had tended to them, even while a prisoner. She would love their son, who would rule after him. And she would set fire to his passions in his bed. 
 
    Such a prize was within his grasp. He only needed a little humility. 
 
    Duncan’s expression transformed into a knowing smile. 
 
    “Ye have no need to speak, Tav. With your silence, you’ve given me a truer answer than you ever could with words.” 
 
    A small cry made him turn towards the building. Margaret stood in the doorway, her eyes wet with tears. Her crushed expression told him all he needed to know. 
 
    She had heard. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Elyssia shifted in the cot. The flame of a solitary candle cast shadows across the chamber. They flickered in the breeze which the hangings could not completely smother. 
 
    Gentle snores penetrated the silence. The baby was asleep. 
 
    Why had she woken? 
 
    A sound. A footstep, followed by another, the low hiss of a breath. 
 
    “Who’s there?” 
 
    A shape emerged from the shadows. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    Was it a ghost? Had the spirit of Flora MacLean come to claim her? 
 
    You condemned my sister to rape and torture. 
 
    Since uttering the words which had cut through her heart, he had avoided her. She’d kept herself busy helping Alice prepare for the simple ceremony which would bind her to Finlay. 
 
    As for Tavish, he would never forgive her. 
 
    She reached towards the cot where the baby slept. A glint of steel flashed in the candlelight. 
 
    “Don’t move!” a voice hissed. 
 
    It was a woman. Had the barbarian child come to kill her? 
 
    “What are you doing?” Elyssia asked. “Mella? Is that your name? I have no quarrel with you. What purpose would killing me serve? You’ll never escape.” 
 
    “I have no wish to escape.” 
 
    It wasn’t the barbarian child. 
 
    “Margaret! What are you doing?” 
 
    “You think you can whore your way into his bed again?” Margaret snarled. “You spin your witchcraft to poison his mind against me. And now you have the brat—another spell you can weave unless I obliterate it.” 
 
    Margaret sprang towards the crib and picked up the child. 
 
    “No!” Elyssia screamed. 
 
    Margaret held her knife against the baby’s chest, the glint of light on the metal winking cruelly at Elyssia. 
 
    “Don’t move! Or I’ll slice the brat in two.” 
 
    “Not my son. I’ll do anything you want. Please!” 
 
    “Anything?” Margaret laughed. “Filthy whore! You think I’d succumb to your evil as the men you offered yourself to? You might have spread your legs for Tavish and offered yourself to Angus, but you’ll not find me as weak. I’m a woman and cannot be tempted.” 
 
    She twisted the blade, and the baby let out a wail. 
 
    “Silence, you little bastard,” she snarled. “We women are thought to be weak, while the men rule over us. Why, even though Callum is a mere boy, the clan turned to him in Tavish’s absence and not me. Though I understood where the danger lay, I was ignored because of my sex. But no more. Tonight I reclaim my position, and none shall deny me; not even an English whore.” 
 
    “Margaret, I’m leaving with my brother. Once Alice is wed, you’ll never see me again.” 
 
    “You think I’d let that half-wit remain here? Once I’ve dealt with you, I’ll dispose of her also. She should have been slaughtered at birth.” 
 
    “You think by killing me he’ll love you?” 
 
    “Morcar’s brat will take the blame. That little savage was supposed to die along with the others, but she can serve a better purpose now.” 
 
    Margaret’s usually gentle voice turned harsh; the voice of evil, lust for power dripping from her lips. “Morcar was a fool. He thought he could control me, but like all men he underestimated me.” 
 
    “You’re the traitor?” 
 
    “Did you never wonder how they came across you that day in the forest after I’d sent you for berries? It was my misfortune that Tavish had gone looking for you. They were supposed to rip you apart.” 
 
    “But you were so kind to me.” 
 
    “Aye,” Margaret sneered. “I had thought as a woman you’d have the wits to see through my ruse, but you didn’t. Like the men, you were foolish enough to believe a few softly spoken words. I played you from the moment I laid eyes on you. Only your idiot sister looked at me with suspicion, but not even you listened to her.” 
 
    Elyssia’s stomach churned. Surely Margaret had not been responsible for what Angus had done to her? 
 
    “Was it you who persuaded Angus to… to take me home?” 
 
    Margaret laughed, tightening her hold on the baby. 
 
    “I used his hatred for the English and his lust for your fat thighs to persuade him to rid me of you. I trusted Morcar’s men to dispose of him in turn so he’d not betray me. My plan should have succeeded. I was sure the wolves had taken you. But no, even the basest creature can survive a tempest when others are slain. The devil truly does protect his own.” 
 
    Traitorous bitch! 
 
    Angus’s words floated into Elyssia’s memory. She had thought them a final insult. But they had been a warning. 
 
    “You betrayed him.” 
 
    “He’d served his purpose.” 
 
    How was it that such a gentle-looking creature harboured such a black soul? 
 
    “Did you plan the attack on Glenblane?” 
 
    “I promised Morcar the estate and the title, told him of the wealth hidden within. The foolish savage trusted me! I only had to sow the seed of doubt in Callum’s mind to persuade him to order the men to lie in wait.” 
 
    “You engineered a massacre?” 
 
    “What would you care?” Margaret cried. “Their only use was to rid me of you, and they failed. They were savages, born of the dirt of the earth, deserving nothing but to be wiped from the land as vermin.” 
 
    “You sound like my father,” Elyssia said quietly. “He condemned that which he did not understand.” 
 
    “It matters not, English bitch. I’ll be rid of you and Tavish shall be mine. He won’t hesitate to kill the savage when I tell him what she’s done. A few soft words, a gentle tear on my cheek, and he’ll be mine again.” 
 
    “I’ll never be yours,” a deep voice said from the doorway. 
 
    “Tavish… my love!” Margaret’s voice softened, losing the harsh tones of hatred. 
 
    “Return the child to his mother, Margaret.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Tavish moved out of the shadows towards the woman holding the child. “'I heard everything, Margaret.” 
 
    “I-I was merely playing a game, my love.” Her voice grew plaintive like a child caught torturing an animal who pleads for mercy. 
 
    “I ken that, and now the game is over. Hand the child back to his mother. Then we can be together again.” 
 
    “Together?” Margaret whispered. “Like we were meant to? Before that whore came between us?” 
 
    “The whore means nothing to me,” Tavish replied. “Hand back her bastard.” 
 
    Sharp knives shredded Elyssia’s soul at his cruel words. 
 
    Margaret smiled. “You promise we’ll be together?” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    She lowered the child into the cot. Elyssia reached out to him, and with a scream of rage, Margaret leapt towards her. 
 
    “Elyssia!” Tavish roared. A white-hot slice of pain tore into her arm as she fended off her attacker. Margaret’s slight body displayed inhuman strength, and Elyssia thrashed her head to the side, narrowly avoiding the blade which sliced towards her face. 
 
    “Die, you whore!” Margaret screamed. “He’s mine!” 
 
    She drew her lips back, revealing sharp teeth, and raised the knife, ready to plunge into Elyssia’s heart. A scream of triumph burst from her lips, which morphed into a screech of pain. Hot red liquid spurted from her neck. She dropped the knife and clutched her throat with both hands and staggered backwards. 
 
    “Curse you all to hell!” she cried, the words turning liquid as she choked, sending scarlet droplets into the air before she fell onto the bed and lay still. 
 
    The man behind her stood transfixed, holding a knife aloft. The blade, small enough to fit in a man’s palm, had a slight curve. The handle was made of bone into which three emeralds had been set among an intricately carved pattern; a pattern etched into Elyssia’s mind as surely as it had been carved into the bone by the craftsman she had visited as a child. It was the knife Elyssia had given Tavish as a token of love for saving her life when they had first met; the knife he’d scarred her face with when he had taken her prisoner two years later. 
 
    The knife with which tonight he had slit Margaret’s throat. 
 
    He advanced on Elyssia, and she screamed, pulling the child to her. 
 
    “Don’t hurt us!” 
 
    Dropping the knife, he bent his head over Margaret’s body. His huge frame shook as he lifted his betrothed into his arms. The door slammed against the wall, and two men burst into the chamber. Richard’s eyes flashed in the light, but it was Duncan who moved forwards. 
 
    “What’s happened?” 
 
    “She tried to murder them!” Tavish croaked before he threw his head back, a deep wail bubbling inside his throat until it erupted into a howl of despair 
 
    “Oh, Margaret. Margaret! How did it come to this?” 
 
    His body shook with sobs, and he clung to Margaret’s body, oblivious of her lifeblood soaking into his nightshirt. 
 
    “Tav…” Duncan laid a hand on his shoulder, but Tavish shook it off. 
 
    “Let me grieve for her. I was supposed to spend the rest of my life with her. What happened to my gentle Margaret?” 
 
    His words cut into Elyssia’s heart. Wounds which drained her hope. The child let out a wail as if he understood his father had forsaken them. The air in the chamber grew thick, choking her with the realisation of love lost—a love that had never been hers. 
 
    “Come away, Lyssie.” 
 
    Richard, her beloved brother. They had shared their mother’s womb, their childhood, and their mutual love for Alice. He held out his hand, and she took it. Her body shook with despair, which deepened with each word of love Tavish uttered as he cried for the woman who had wanted her dead. The woman who, over the past year, had tried to destroy her. 
 
    Richard’s embrace was a pale shadow of Tavish’s strong arms, but it radiated love—the love of a brother more steadfast and unwavering than any other. 
 
    “Lady.” 
 
    Duncan’s hand drew her back, his eyes full of sorrow and understanding. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him. Grief drives away all reason. He mourns her now, but he’ll recover. They were destined for each other from childhood—their marriage arranged by Tavish’s father. He knows not what he says.” 
 
    “No, Duncan, ‘tis too late,” Elyssia replied. “Only at the edge of despair do we reveal ourselves. Pain and loss strip away the barriers and inhibitions which prevent us from revealing our feelings. Whether he knows it or not, he’s speaking the truth.” 
 
    “He loves you, lady. I know he does.” 
 
    Tavish’s sobs had subsided, but he still clung to Margaret’s body. 
 
    Elyssia shook her head. Soon she would be gone, parted forever from the man she loved but whose heart had always belonged to another. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Elyssia pushed the needle through the tapestry she was making as a wedding present for Alice. The picture was taking shape. Reds and golds depicting falling leaves—the image with which she had comforted Alice over the years and soothed her when her damaged body threatened to convulse and shake. It would serve as a reminder of Elyssia and Richard when they were gone. 
 
    Margaret’s body had been buried in a quiet ceremony in the forest. Only Tavish, Callum, and a handful of others had attended. The two brothers had returned arm-in-arm across the courtyard while Elyssia watched, alone in her chamber. 
 
    The morning after the burial, Elyssia had returned to her chamber to tend to the baby and had encountered Tavish holding the child in his arms in the very spot where he had killed his betrothed. Mumbling an apology, he had returned the child to his cot and hurried out in his eagerness to be rid of her. 
 
    Whenever he was near, her treacherous body tightened with need, her heart following in its wake. But soon she would be gone. The day after Alice’s wedding they were leaving for de Montford Castle—Richard, Elyssia and her child, along with their half-brother Conall and the barbarian girl. 
 
    Once free from his influence, the pain would recede, even if it could never fully be extinguished. But a dull ache was better than the searing agony of heartbreak. 
 
    She would be content with the love of her son and the knowledge that Alice was happy. 
 
    Finlay doted on Alice and followed her everywhere. He tended to her at the table when the clan gathered in the hall for the evening meal, and even sang to her, ignoring the ridicule of the clansmen. His desire to make Alice smile surpassed any shame at his lack of talent for ballads. 
 
    That very morning Alice’s laughter had echoed across the courtyard, accompanied by Finlay’s voice and the thud of hoofbeats as they prepared for a ride in the mountain air. Not even as children had Elyssia heard Alice laugh so much. 
 
    She would miss her. Alice had been her main responsibility, the one reason she had for living until the birth of her child. But Alice had another to take care of her now. 
 
    A deep scream cut through the silence, and a sharp pain jabbed at her thumb as her needle slipped. The scream was that of a man. 
 
    Finlay. 
 
    Moments later, Isla burst through the door. 
 
    “Come quick! Your sister’s had an accident.” 
 
    Pushing her chair aside, Elyssia raced out of the chamber and followed Isla. 
 
    A small crowd had formed outside Alice’s chamber which parted as they saw Elyssia, pity, and horror on their faces. 
 
    Alice lay on her bed. Finlay leant over her, clutching her hand, soft cries shaking his body. Her right leg was twisted at an unnatural angle, as was one arm. Scarlet streaks marred her face, her lip torn where she had bitten it. 
 
    “Alice! What happened?” 
 
    “Lyssie,” Alice whispered. Lorna lifted her broken arm, and she screamed. 
 
    “Forgive me!” Lorna cried. “I can do nothing. Her injuries are too great.” 
 
    Was this what happened as soon as Elyssia relinquished her responsibility? Had she handed her beloved sister over to a man unworthy of her? 
 
    “Finlay, what have you done!” 
 
    The young man lifted his face. Tears smeared his cheeks. 
 
    “Forgive me… she… she had a seizure! She wanted to ride, to feel the wind in her hair…” 
 
    “You fool!” Elyssia cried. “I’ve told you not to let her ride too fast. Why couldn’t you take better care of her? I thought you loved her!” 
 
    “I do. I love her more than my own life and wish I had fallen instead! You think I don’t regret this?” 
 
    “It’s not your body which lies broken and shattered as the result of your foolishness!” 
 
    “Lady, I must protest,” Isla cried. “It was an accident. Alice may yet recover.” 
 
    Lorna shook her head, the motion almost imperceptible, but it told Elyssia more than any words could. Alice already knew. Despite pain etching furrows across her forehead, her eyes glistened with sorrow, resignation, and acceptance. 
 
    Pushing Finlay to one side, Elyssia took Alice’s hand and kissed it. “Oh, Alice! Why did I let you go?” 
 
    “Lyssie,” Alice whispered, “we all deserve freedom in the end. You deserve it, and so do I.” 
 
    “Look at what it’s done to you!” 
 
    “I made my choice.” Alice smiled, her eyes dulled with pain. “Even if only for a few days, I have been happy with the man I love.” 
 
    “But your life, Alice. You have so many years ahead of you.” 
 
    “None of us know how long we have, Lyssie. It’s up to us to make the best of our time, to make wise choices, be happy and follow our hearts." 
 
    “Oh Alice, what shall I do without you?” 
 
    Alice’s fingers squeezed Elyssia’s hand, the gentle pressure weakening as her life essence began to fade. 
 
    “Find love, Lyssie. Give my nephew a name and be the best mother you can to him. Conquer your anger and break the cycle of vengeance.” 
 
    Her body spasmed and a cough erupted from her throat. 
 
    “She’s not long for this world.” Isla crossed herself and fell to her knees. 
 
    “Alice…” Elyssia whispered, “I’m so sorry…” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry, Lyssie,” Alice smiled. “Be happy.” 
 
    She pulled Elyssia close. 
 
    “Be happy with him.” 
 
    Another spasm racked her body, and she cried out in pain as a pulse of blood erupted from her shattered leg. 
 
    “Finlay! Don’t leave me!” 
 
    “No,” Elyssia snarled as he drew near. “You took her from me, do not deny me her last moments.” 
 
    Strong hands took her shoulders and pulled her back, and she came face-to-face with Richard, his eye blazing with anger. 
 
    “How dare you condemn that young man when his only sin has been to love her. Are you so selfish as to think you’re the only one worthy of her love?” 
 
    She struggled, but he held her firm. 
 
    “Go to her, Finlay. Ignore my fool of a sister whose jealousy hampers her judgement. It’s you Alice wants.” 
 
    “No!” Alice cried. “I want you all beside me.” 
 
    Shame flooded Elyssia’s heart. After condemning Tavish for treating her as an object he could lay claim to, she had treated Alice in the same manner, denying her the one thing she wished for—to be in the company of the man she loved at the moment of death. 
 
    “Forgive me, Finlay.” She wiped her soaked face. 
 
    “Come, dearest, let us comfort her.” Richard knelt beside Finlay as he leant over Alice and placed a chaste kiss on her lips. Elyssia joined the two men Alice loved most, and the three of them linked hands. 
 
    “Thank you, my love.” Alice’s lips lifted into a smile. The pain in her eyes began to dissipate, the pale blue strengthening as she took the first step on the path to peace. Her chest rose in a single breath before sinking, the muscles relaxing as the air left her lungs for the last time. Her body grew still, her face radiating peace as she took her leave of the people she loved. 
 
    Salty tears stung Elyssia’s eyes, but she refused to wipe them, clutching onto her sister’s lifeless hand as if it would bring her back. 
 
    A large hand touched her cheek. 
 
    “Come away, sister dearest. There’s nothing you can do for her now.” 
 
    “I can’t let her go.” 
 
    “Yes, you can. Her soul has departed. Alice was an angel sent to bring light into our lives and teach us to love and be strong. Now she has returned and resides with her fellow angels in heaven.” 
 
    “Oh, Richard, what shall I do?” 
 
    He kissed her on the forehead and held her close. 
 
    “Honour her last wish, Lyssie. You owe her that.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Snowflakes danced in the air, forming spiral patterns before settling on the ground, a light dusting of white. The people shivered, their layers of coarse wool insufficient to keep out the cold completely. Winter had arrived at Glenblane. 
 
    Tavish stood apart from the party as Richard de Montford lowered his sister’s body into the grave with the help of three others—Duncan, Arran, and Finlay. The young clansman’s face had grown thin in the days since Alice’s death, his features shrunken by grief. The previous night he had dug her grave, driving the spade into the ground, his strength almost inhuman as he battled against the frozen earth, issuing curses at the Almighty with each stroke. 
 
    Finlay recited a prayer, but his voice cracked. Clasping his hand, Richard began to speak, his sharp English tones slicing through the air, growing stronger as he recited a brief eulogy. 
 
    Elyssia stood at the head of the grave, holding the baby in her arms. After her sister’s death, she had withdrawn into herself, staring into the distance as if she were no longer there and ignoring Tavish when he spoke to her. 
 
    Anything would be better than the blank silence. He would even have welcomed it if she had raged at him or blamed him for Alice’s death. But she didn’t acknowledge him at all, and he was unwilling to force a response from her. He had forced her enough. 
 
    The only creature she had reacted to, save the child, was her brother. She took her meals in silence, alone in her chamber, where Isla told him she ate barely enough to sustain a bird. 
 
    It was as if now Alice had gone Elyssia no longer had a reason to live. After everything she had endured to protect her sister, in the end, Alice had not been killed by enemies or by cruelty. A simple accident had killed her while enjoying her freedom, after she had, at last, found love. 
 
    How cruel fate could be! 
 
    As Alice’s body disappeared into the earth, Richard threw a fistful of soil into the grave. Elyssia joined him, and he took her hand. 
 
    She broke her silence, uttering a prayer for Alice. 
 
    “Dearest sister, may you find peace at last away from a world that never understood you. Now you are free—free to fly. Go with my blessing and take your place among the angels, to watch over us. You made me a better person. You showed me how to love and taught me that forgiveness conquers vengeance. Forgive me, dearest Alice, for not taking greater care of you. I pray that you’ll watch over your nephew, and I promise I’ll do everything in my power to ensure he grows to be a better person than his mother.” 
 
    Her voice broke, and she began to cry. Small whimpers turned into painful sobs, and she opened her mouth and howled at the sky, desolation, and futility cutting through the mountain air. 
 
    Richard handed the baby to Isla and pulled Elyssia into his arms, muffling her sobs in his cloak. Her body shook, and she drew her hands into claws, digging her fingers into her brother’s arms while she screamed—broken at last. 
 
    Tavish wiped his eyes. From the first moment he’d lain eyes on her—under the power of the sadistic Allendyne—she had never exposed such raw emotion. Even when she had been beaten and tortured, when he had discarded her, called her whore, she had remained strong. 
 
    The sight of her now, bent and broken, speared his soul with shame. He motioned to the onlookers to disperse. They moved back, leaving the siblings to comfort each other and issue their final farewell to Alice. 
 
    At length, her cries subsided. Richard continued to hold her, resolve and determination in his expression. Tavish had thought him a weakling, but Richard drew strength from Elyssia’s despair. When the stronger of the two siblings was in need, he showed himself to be worthy of his sister. 
 
    Stroking her head, he placed a kiss in her hair, the warm gold colour a shade lighter than his. 
 
    “Hush, Lyssie, my love. Alice would not wish to see you thus. She would want you to be free of grief and strong for your son.” 
 
    “Oh Richard!” she cried. “I cannot bear life without her.” 
 
    “I know, Lyssie, but we must.” 
 
    “I want to go home, Richard. I want to leave.” 
 
    “Take counsel from your heart, Lyssie. Remember Alice’s last wish.” 
 
    “I have no reason to stay.” 
 
    “What of him?” 
 
    Tavish’s skin tightened at Richard’s last word, and he held his breath, willing her to answer, yet also dreading it. 
 
    “He only ever saw me as a means to an end, Richard. Someone had to pay for what Papa did to his sister—and I did pay. But I’m nothing now, Richard, nothing without Alice. An unwed whore with a bastard child—the world will always view me as such. Though I may be worthless, my son deserves better. To Tavish, my child is the bastard he placed in the belly of his enemy’s daughter as vengeance for the murder of his sister. He will never see him as anything else.” 
 
    Her words drove a knife into Tavish’s heart. Did she view herself as nothing? 
 
    Aye. And he had none to blame but himself. 
 
    Tavish approached them, and her body stiffened. 
 
    “Elyssia…” 
 
    She lifted her head and shook it from side to side. 
 
    “No,” she said, her voice flat. “You’ve taken everything from me. Can you not leave me in peace?” 
 
    “Elyssia, please…” 
 
    “Richard, keep him away from me!” 
 
    Pulling away from her brother’s embrace, she turned her back on Tavish and crossed the yard. 
 
    Before Tavish could follow her, a hand gripped his arm. Though the Englishman’s face was wet with tears, his expression held an undertone of steel. Perhaps the loss of his sister was what he needed to show his strength. Or perhaps it was the fact that Elyssia appeared broken beyond repair. 
 
    “Leave her be,” Richard growled. 
 
    “Who are you to tell me what to do in my own home?” 
 
    “Let her grieve for her sister in peace. She withstood all you did to her; bending, not breaking. Now she has finally broken, would you triumph over her remains? If you hurt her any more, MacLean, so help me God, I’ll drive my sword into your heart!” 
 
    “You think I’d hurt her—even now? You think I don’t regret what I’ve done to her?” 
 
    Tavish choked down the sobs which tightened in his throat, and he bowed his head. 
 
    “I feel nothing but shame for my actions. From the day I took her captive, I’ve been at war with myself, my thirst for vengeance for my sister and my people battling against my love and admiration for your sister. Each time she cried in pain or sorrow, it drove a knife further into my heart. Would that I could atone for what I have done to her as she sought to atone for my sister.” 
 
    “She has atoned for it, MacLean. Why can’t you let her go?” 
 
    “Because I love her. I cannot live without her. Since I lost my sister, Elyssia has been the one person I have valued above all others. I feel naught but shame that she’d even think I could view her as a whore, though I called her such; shame that she calls her son bastard. I need her strength—and her love. What life will she lead if she returns to England with you? With me by her side, she can do anything she wishes.” 
 
    “What do you want, MacLean?” 
 
    “I want to wed her. I want to spend the rest of my days with your sister by my side, to rule the clan with me—as an equal, as she deserves.” 
 
    He sank to his knees and reached his hands out in a silent plea, his huge muscular body dwarfed by Richard’s slighter frame as the Englishman stood as straight as the trees of the forest, unmoving, his expression stern and unforgiving. 
 
    “I beg you, de Montford. Grant me your sister’s hand in marriage.” 
 
    Richard ignored his outstretched hands. 
 
    “No.” The breeze caught his response, the denial floating in the air. 
 
    “Richard, please. Can’t you forgive me?” 
 
    “No!” Richard replied. “I’ll not give her to you.” 
 
    “Why not, Englishman? Is it because I’m a Highlander? Despite your wearing our plaid and enjoying our hospitality, do you still see us like animals?” 
 
    “Do not judge me. I don’t see you like animals.” 
 
    “Then why deny me?” 
 
    “Even after all that’s happened, you still don’t understand, do you? It’s not for me to give permission.” 
 
    “Then who? I shall petition him if you deny me.” 
 
    “It’s no man’s decision, MacLean. It’s her choice and hers alone. She’s not mine to give. Neither is she yours to take.” 
 
    “Then I have lost her.” 
 
    “If you give up so readily, then you don’t deserve her,” Richard replied. “Prove yourself worthy. Let her come to you of her own free will. Would that not be a sweeter reward than taking her by force? If you wish her to live with you as an equal and not in subjugation, then you must you find a way to win her hand.” 
 
    Richard took Tavish’s hands in his own. His slender fingers ran across the glove concealing the stumps on Tavish’s left hand. 
 
    “Forgive me for what I did, MacLean,” he said. “If I felt I had the right to grant permission, then I would. For I believe you love her. Part of me wishes to kill you for what you did to her, but you have paid for it. It’s time to set vengeance aside, time for love and forgiveness to triumph. Though she has not spoken of it, I believe my sister loves you.” 
 
    Tavish blinked, and a salty droplet splashed onto his hand. 
 
    “Give her time to grieve,” Richard said, “then go to her. If you can prove yourself worthy of her, then I would be glad to call you brother.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Elyssia ran her fingertips across the surface of the headstone. Over time the texture of the granite would wear away, weathered by the elements. The stone would become smooth, blurred by time—as memories fade with age, the pain growing less acute, softening to a dull ache within the hearts of those left behind. 
 
    Memories. All that remained of Alice. Save for the crude little doll Elyssia had fashioned for her, none of Alice’s possessions held any value for her. Alice had cared little for material wealth and comfort. The purest form of love was the love for others. It was a lesson Alice had taught her. Not by words or instruction, but by how she had lived her life, repaying unkindness with love, abuse with forgiveness, ignorance with insight. 
 
    Elyssia kissed the piece of rag and placed it at the base of the headstone. The material had frayed where Alice had held it to her breast almost every night since Elyssia had stitched the pieces together. 
 
    She had no need for objects or possessions to remember Alice by. To preserve the memory of her sister, she only had to live a life of peace and love. She had her son to care for. She would teach him to be strong, but also kind, forgiving, loving—in honour of Alice. 
 
    “I’ll do that for you, Alice. Your nephew will grow to be a man you can be proud of. I shall tell him about his aunt. Richard and I will try to make you proud of us. Every night I shall look to the stars and pray that I can be worthy to have called you my sister.” 
 
    A hand on her shoulder sent a jolt through her. Had Alice’s ghost returned from beyond the grave to issue a warning? Did she believe Elyssia would fail her? 
 
    “Elyssia…” 
 
    The soft male voice was not that of a disembodied spirit. 
 
    “Don’t get up.” He lowered himself to crouch beside her. 
 
    He had grown thin. A downy beard masked his chin but did not completely conceal the tremors, his lips clamped tightly together to stem the tide of emotion. 
 
    The moss green of his eyes, so like his brother’s, had grown dull. Hatred no longer burned within them, the fires of passion quenched by loss. 
 
    Suffering had turned the boy into a man. 
 
    Callum released her shoulder and took her hand. His fingers, warm against her skin, had been roughened by years of swordplay, the callouses an echo of his brother’s. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your sister.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She withdrew her hand, but he pulled it back. 
 
    “Elyssia, please believe me.” A bubble of sorrow resonated in his throat, the voice of a child pained with guilt and tortured by his conscience. 
 
    “I regret much of what I did, but the one thing I regret most of all is that I did not recognise your sister’s true value until it was too late.” 
 
    “Nor I, Callum.” 
 
    “Don’t say that!” Callum cried. “You were the only one who valued her. As for us, not even my brother, whom I have admired all my life, recognised her qualities. Among all of us, only Finlay was able to look beyond that which the rest of us called half-wit.” 
 
    Her throat caught at the insult and she tightened her hand into a fist. 
 
    “Forgive me, Elyssia. I say it not to pain you, but to recognise my own cruelty. I never should have uttered such foul words.” 
 
    He reached for her hand again, smiling as she curled her fingers around his. 
 
    “I should never have listened to her.” 
 
    Margaret. 
 
    The image of Margaret would always haunt her—her lifeless body in Tavish’s arms; Tavish crying over the loss of his childhood sweetheart, the woman he had been destined to marry. Bitter bile swirled in her throat, the taste of rejection. 
 
    “May I stay here for a while, Elyssia? With you?” 
 
    She pulled her hand free. 
 
    “I cannot stop you from doing what you want in your own home, Callum. You’re the laird’s brother. I’m nothing but his discarded whore.” 
 
    Callum flinched. 
 
    “Forgive me,” she said. “I’ve been too harsh. 
 
    “No, Elyssia, you have no need to ask for forgiveness. When I think on what I did. I had you whipped! I’ve never seen Arran so distressed as when I ordered him to lash you. That was my doing, and I’m ashamed to think of it. Even after what I’d done, you were the only one who showed me kindness, who tended to my wounds after my own whipping. Please forgive me!” 
 
    His eyes glistened with moisture, the watery light of the winter sun picking up the trace of a single tear which released as he blinked. He wiped it away, leaving a trail of moisture. 
 
    “I love my brother as much as Alice loved her sister. I want him to be happy, and I know Alice would wish the same for you.” 
 
    Tavish—would she never be free of him? Would he plague her thoughts, encroach on her dreams even after she returned to England? 
 
    “I’m sorry about Margaret,” Callum said, the force of shame blurting out the words, “sorry I ever listened to her. She flattered me, praised me, understood my weaknesses and took advantage. She told me to be strong, to make my brother proud. Only now do I realise that her words and actions were born of cruelty and jealousy. Beneath the soft exterior of a lady lay a woman who preyed on the weaknesses of those around her. My weakness, my brother’s—and yours.” 
 
    “My weakness?” 
 
    “Duncan taught me about weakness. He said I must conquer it to be a warrior. He also said I must understand the weaknesses of others. I recognised yours as soon as you came here. We all did.” 
 
    He nodded towards the gravestone. 
 
    Alice. 
 
    “My love for my sister is no weakness, and I would not have you call it so! It’s the one thing I can be proud of.” 
 
    “You misunderstand me.” His throat tightened as tears began to pool once more. “Your love for your sister is—was—a good thing, but Margaret viewed it as a weakness.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, sorrow threatening to overcome her once more. 
 
    Callum’s voice grew gentle. 
 
    “Do you know what my brother’s weakness was—is—has always been?” 
 
    “Aye.” She opened her eyes, blinking away the moisture until his face came into focus. “His love of the clan. His people, his sister, and the land.” 
 
    “No, lady, that is something we all share. A man’s true weakness is unique to him. It makes him act without regard for his own safety or for what is rational. It governs his every waking thought and invades his dreams at night to the exclusion of all else.” 
 
    “Your brother has no such weakness.” 
 
    “Aye, he does,” Callum replied, “and it has ruled over him for almost three years. Your weakness, my lady, is your love for your sister. My brother’s…” 
 
    He took her hand, squeezing it until she met his gaze. His emerald eyes softened, their expression showing guilt, admiration, and acceptance. 
 
    “My brother’s weakness is his love for you.” 
 
    She uncurled her legs to stand, but he took her arm. 
 
    “Don’t go, Elyssia.” 
 
    “I wish to go inside,” she said. “It’s cold out here.” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand,” he pleaded. “I meant don’t leave Glenblane. You belong here. My brother loves you and I… I care for you.” 
 
    She shook her head, and he clutched her fingers, the act of a frightened child seeking comfort and reassurance. 
 
    “Please!” he cried. “I lost my own sister, and I miss her. Sometimes I dream at night that she’s still here, but in the morning she’s gone, and it pains me so much! I-I would like another sister. Someone to guide me and teach me what is right.” 
 
    His voice broke into a sob, and she drew him into an embrace, his body, though smaller than Tavish’s, showing signs of developing muscles. 
 
    “Let me be your brother, Elyssia. Let me grow to be a man and stand beside my brother to love and protect you as one of our own.” 
 
    “Forgive me, Callum. I cannot.” 
 
    A flash of pain sparked in his eyes. They were the eyes of his sister—the young woman whose death had set events in motion as a stone rolling down a mountain gathers dirt and grows before it obliterates and crushes everything, good and evil, in its path. 
 
    At length, he nodded. 
 
    “We must all pay the price of our sins. You have paid the price for the sins of your sire. I now understand the price I must pay for my own sins—to lose someone I could love like a sister. But I will say this, my brother is a fool to let you go.” 
 
    Elyssia freed herself from his embrace and returned to the building. Her heart swelled at the faint cries of the child who had woken and needed his mother. The sharp tug at her soul on hearing his mewling cry warred with the pull of Callum’s cries which, though inaudible, drew a blade across her conscience, cutting into her heart. 
 
    In two short days, she would leave with Richard. Her future lay with her brother, the one man who would never call her whore. 
 
    But a voice whispered in the air that her heart would remain at Glenblane forever—with him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    The iron-hard ground dug into Elyssia’s back, but the cold failed to penetrate the plaid. The warmth from the sun’s rays caressed her face. Even in the midst of winter, nature could bless the land with air and light. 
 
    Soft shapes reflected the pink tone of the sunlight, ringed by an orange fire. Clouds hung in the sky, their moisture dissipating into wisps, dancing into the air, rather than pooling in an angry mass. She followed the line of the clouds with her eyes, to the golden ball of the sun which had begun to lower itself towards the horizon. A sharp cry from above was joined by another. Two shapes drifted into her line of vision, circling each other in a spiral of love and unity, growing smaller as they gained height. Calling to each other, they reached their peak and locked together to plunge towards the earth before resuming their courtship. 
 
    The eagle had found his mate. 
 
    “Have you brought her here to show her to me? You can give her a fine home, my friend, a beautiful land, raw with passion. But if you want to mate for life, you must give her love.” 
 
    As if in answer, they resumed their ascent. Elyssia pulled the plaid closer and closed her eyes. Soft sunlight penetrated her eyelids, bathing them in a pink glow. The song of the trees rushed through the needles of the pines, releasing their fragrance which united with the woody base notes of the peat. 
 
    The heartbeat of the earth reverberated through the ground beneath her. The tone grew lighter, faint crackles reminiscent of the sound of leaves being crushed underfoot… 
 
    A shadow blocked the light, and she opened her eyes. Silhouetted against the setting sun, he stood over her. 
 
    Her body reacted as if the ground beneath her had burst into flame, sending a ripple of heat through her. 
 
    “Why have you come here?” 
 
    “To see you.” 
 
    “Can’t I spend my final days here in peace, before I return home?” 
 
    He knelt beside her, and her skin tightened with need, the ripple of desire penetrating the thick wool of the plaid. 
 
    Elyssia sat up, clutching the plaid as if to protect herself from him, willing her body not to respond to the invisible rope of attraction which bound her to him. 
 
    “Where is your home, Elyssia?” he asked softly. “Where do you belong?” 
 
    She lifted her gaze to the sky. The birds still circled in their courtship as the male wooed his mate, asking her to stay with him. 
 
    “I belong nowhere,” she said, “but Richard will give me refuge.” 
 
    “And when he takes a wife, what then? She may insist he cast you out.” 
 
    “Richard would never…” 
 
    “Are you willing to risk it? The chance that you may have to spend your days begging on the streets, with a Scottish bastard clinging to your skirts?” 
 
    She freed her left arm from the blanket, raising it to strike him, but he was ready for her. His grasped her wrist, his hand forming a band of iron. 
 
    “You may wish to strike me, but I would have you listen to me first.” 
 
    “No!” she cried. “Richard would not see me on the streets. But even if he cast me out, I would survive. Unlike you, I would gladly suffer for someone I loved. I’d even whore myself out, letting myself be led by the neck to my masters if it put food in my child’s belly. I may have failed my sister, but the devil take me if I fail my son!” 
 
    He released his grip as if her skin burned him. 
 
    “Our son.” 
 
    Base notes of pain deepened his voice. 
 
    “He’s not your son, Tavish. You lost any claim you might have had the day you declared you’d place a bastard in my belly to repay my father for the bastard he placed into the belly of your sister. I will give them both a home where they will be loved for themselves. When I go home, I’ll take with me two children who shall grow up to be fine men who will never hate another for his lineage, whereas you will be rid of the family you sought to destroy and the child who killed your sister merely by entering the world.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” he said. “I would suffer for someone I loved. Hold out your hand.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” 
 
    “Do it now, woman!” 
 
    Instinctively, her body obeyed, and she lifted her right hand. He removed his glove and held up his hand, palm facing upwards. 
 
    “Dear God… Tavish…” 
 
    A jagged scar dominated the centre of his palm. The skin had reddened and puckered with slivers of white radiating outwards, forming the shape of an arrow which pointed towards knobbly stumps where the two smallest fingers should have been. Severed at the base, the skin stretched over them, jagged and rough where the shards of bone remained. Her hand itched in recognition. 
 
    He placed his palm over hers, uniting their wounds. 
 
    “This is the reminder of my sins, Elyssia.” 
 
    She ran her fingertips over the stumps, puckered with sharp little points which lay beneath the skin. 
 
    “Oh Tavish, how you must have suffered! Who did this?” 
 
    “Your brother.” 
 
    “Richard?” 
 
    “He showed me mercy, Elyssia. Richard did what was necessary to appease your father until he was able to free me. I wear these wounds with pride—to mark my rightful punishment for what I did to you.” 
 
    He brushed his lips against her knuckles. 
 
    “I would have each and every finger torn from me if it would atone for what I did to you—the only woman I have ever loved.” 
 
    “What of Margaret? I saw you, Tavish. I heard your words.” 
 
    “They were the words of a man who regrets the waste of a life. Before the bitterness of loss and jealousies of adulthood consumed her, she was a gentle, loving child. The night I killed her, I mourned the loss of that child. But I don’t regret killing the woman she had turned into, for she wanted to take you from me.” 
 
    “And who am I, Tavish? A body to possess?” 
 
    He drew close, nostrils flaring. 
 
    “You may have the body of a whore, but do ye think I prefer the skinny body of one who deems herself to be a lady over one such as yours? That I would prefer anything over a lovely round arse and beautiful round, ripe teats that were made fill my hands? We Highlanders are a hungry race. The mountain air fuels our passions. I came here to claim your sweet curves, Elyssia. I want to feel the flesh of my woman quivering beneath me against the land of my ancestors while I bury myself inside her and brand her as mine.” 
 
    “You want me to be your whore again?” 
 
    He fisted his hand in her hair and brought his face close. Desire and fury flared in his eyes. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    His body trembled with unmet need, the passion threatening to burst; a thundercloud ready to strike, unleashing the torrent within. 
 
    “I want ye to be my wife, Elyssia. I want ye to rule Clan MacLean with me, as my equal, to watch our son grow to be a man and teach him that strength comes from forgiveness, not vengeance. I want ye by my side for the rest of my life, to bear me lusty sons and strong daughters, and to hear their laughter carry across the wind of the forest and the air of the mountains.” 
 
    He brought his mouth down on hers, his lips demanding until she yielded. Her body obeyed him as instinctively as her heart pumped her lifeblood through her veins—the lifeblood destined to flow through her children. 
 
    His kisses grew tender, gentle administrations to conquer her soul as his strength had conquered her body long ago. He traced a path across her cheek before he whispered in her ear, his hot breath warming her body against the winter air. 
 
    “But most of all, lass, I want ye in my bed, every night, waiting for me.” 
 
    He nipped her ear, sending a wicked pulse through her body. The scent of male need and deep timbre of his voice spoke of his primal desire for her. 
 
    “Willing…” 
 
    “Eager…” 
 
    “Ready…” 
 
    A low moan escaped her lips and his eyes lifted in a knowing smile. 
 
    “There’s nothing more desirable than a woman who is ready for a man.” 
 
    A surge of heat pooled in her centre, the sweet aroma of her own need mixing with his to form a heady cocktail. 
 
    He drew the plaid back to expose her body. Yet the cold did not penetrate her. Warmth, fuelled by desire, intensified as he unlaced the front of her gown, tearing the material in his eagerness for her. The skin of her breasts tingled, and her nipples peaked to aching points before his hot, wet mouth soothed the ache and nipped the sensitive buds. 
 
    “Do ye take me, Elyssia?” 
 
    He lay back against the ground and pulled her on top of him. 
 
    “I offer you myself—my land, my heart, and my soul. But I will not stand in your way if you wish to leave. The decision—and the power—belongs to you, and you alone.” 
 
    “You would let me go if I wished it?” 
 
    He blinked, his eyes moistening. “I love ye, Elyssia. Enough to desire your happiness above all things, even if that means letting you walk away from me.” 
 
    “Hush, my love.” 
 
    She leant against him, pleasurable pain spiking in her hardened nipples as they rubbed against the coarse material of his tunic. Parting her thighs, she gripped his legs with her knees, the wiry hairs of his thighs pricking against her skin. She crawled forwards until his member bulged against her body, pulsing against the source of her heat. 
 
    “Elyssia…” 
 
    She pulled his tunic up, and her body surged as the tip of him rubbed against her flesh, burning heat meeting burning heat. The tide of unmet need, which had swelled during their separation, finally burst within her. 
 
    Emboldened by his surrender, she moved against him. The iron-hard flesh and muscle beneath her swelled against her thighs, ready to spear her. 
 
    A groan of need burst from his lips, which she silenced, capturing his cries with her mouth. He invited her in, waiting for her to claim him. 
 
    She thrust her tongue into his mouth, savouring the potent taste of man and spices, the earthy taste of her pagan god, who worshipped the goddess he offered himself to. She flexed her thigh muscles and rubbed herself against him until he hardened to bursting point. His manhood strained to bury himself inside her. 
 
    “Elyssia… I cannot hold on…” 
 
    She shifted away. “Not yet. You must wait.” 
 
    “How you… you torture me so… you… you sorceress!” His breath came out in broken rasps. “Were you sent by the gods of old to torment me?” 
 
    She moved until her flesh met his once more and teased him with her body, denying him entry though he jerked his body upwards, seeking entrance. 
 
    “Take me, Elyssia. I am yours,” his voice strained through gritted teeth. “Do not deny me.” 
 
    “And I belong to you, my love.” 
 
    As if her words gave him permission, his body sprang into life. In one swift, dominant movement, he flipped her over until she landed on her back and he pinned her to the ground with his body. 
 
    “Tavish…” 
 
    Old memories darkened her vision, and a thick cloud of fear paralysed her. 
 
    “No, my love!” he cried. “I’ll never take you unwilling again. You are mine, but not a possession to own and conquer. You’re mine to protect, to cherish and worship. The other half of my soul. My equal. My love,” 
 
    The tide of fear which had threatened to drown her receded. Though it may return, the fear always nestling in the darkest recesses of her mind, he would help her conquer it. 
 
    He loved her. Not for her title or her ability to tend to his home and bear children, but as a companion, a mate for life, to turn to for support and succour when needed, as he would give it to her. 
 
    “Aye,” she whispered. “I am yours. And I love you.” 
 
    His eyes crinkled into a smile, flecks of gold igniting the emerald green before a wicked glint pulsed in their depths. 
 
    “Do you trust me?” 
 
    She nodded, returning the smile. 
 
    He nudged her thighs apart and pressed his body against her, the raw heat of man contrasting against the cold ground at her back. She parted her knees, issuing her invitation, but instead of driving himself into her he teased her as she had teased him. The tip of his manhood moved slickly against her flesh which pulsed with longing. A deep, slow rhythm reverberated throughout her body; a pagan chant, calling for the gods to descend. 
 
    Her body tightened, and she threw her head back, pleading for release, but still, he tormented her, denying that which her body screamed for. 
 
    “No, Elyssia.” 
 
    “Please!” 
 
    “No,” he repeated more quietly, but his voice held the tone of steel, a blade being drawn ready to fight to assert his place as the dominant male. 
 
    “Your pleasure shall come at my command.” 
 
    “No, Tavish. Would you torture me?” 
 
    “As you tortured me just now? I merely seek retribution. But this time, my love, it’s not borne of a need for vengeance, but of a wish to give you pleasure.” 
 
    He eased himself into her, but before she could draw him fully in, he withdrew. The ripples in her body died before they had begun. A cry burst from her throat at his denial. Her senses heightened with each movement—the rush of the air; the screams of the eagles overhead mirroring her own; and the overpowering scent of a male animal ready to take his mate. 
 
    “Wait for me, my love.” 
 
    She bit her lip, the sharp pain giving only slight relief from the pleasurable agony of his administrations. Her soul might be free, but her body had always been his. His to command, to take pleasure at his direction. 
 
    “Now,” he whispered, his voice a soft echo in her head. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    He sheathed himself inside her in a swift, powerful motion before withdrawing and plunging in again. A roar of triumph erupted from his chest, and her body burst into wave after wave of pleasure at his command, rippling and contracting round him. Her limbs writhed and danced, tempered only by the iron-hard body which claimed her as his. He speared her again with a deep cry which spiralled into the air to join the eagles, finally declaring her as his true mate, the other half of his soul. 
 
    Pleasure crossed the threshold into pain before returning to pleasure. She cried his name until her voice broke and she let out a primeval scream—that of the female accepting his mastery over her body. Their twin cries echoed into the winter air, absorbed by the rocks to become part of the earth. 
 
    He fell forwards with a roar of completion, his life essence flooding her with love. His huge muscular body was not stifling but protecting. The contours of his muscles hardened as he tightened his hold on her, his breath sending puffs into the air, his chest hammering in unison with hers. 
 
    The Highlander had found his mate. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The pink hue on the ground had long since turned purple. The sun had slipped beneath the horizon, and the air had grown quiet, the eagles having disappeared for the night. But warmth cocooned her—the body heat of the man on top of her. 
 
    Her Highlander. 
 
    Her back ached, and her thighs burned from the pleasures he had given her—rough, animalistic pleasures. Her skin would be bruised; marks of love, not shame, given to her as she had urged him to bring her to completion. 
 
    He opened his eyes. Two sleepy ovals which sparked with joy as they focused on her. 
 
    “Are you real?” he whispered. 
 
    “Aye, my love.” 
 
    “Do you belong to me, Elyssia?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    He flashed her a devilish smile. “I must put that to the test once more.” 
 
    His words sent a pulse of warmth through her centre, though her skin ached where he had taken her. 
 
    “No, Tavish…” 
 
    “Would you deny me?” 
 
    “You said you would never take me by force.” 
 
    “And I never will. I shall take you with gentleness. Your trust is the greatest gift you can give me, and I will treat it well. Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Then lie back.” 
 
    He kissed her. Not savagely, but reverently—the tender worship of his mate. He brushed her breasts with his knuckles, and her nipples stiffened, pleading to be tasted again despite her earlier denial. Placing a light kiss on the sensitive little bud, he moved his hand lower, towards the source of her need. The soft whisper of a fingertip reignited the flame within. 
 
    “Do ye remember what I said that night in the forest when we first met?” 
 
    “Aye. You said you would show me the pleasure a man can give a woman.” 
 
    He traced a circle across her flesh, and the spark of life returned under his expert fingers. 
 
    “The greatest honour I can give my woman is to show her pleasure when we are united in love and at one with the land which is part of my bones. I pledge myself to you now, before the land of my ancestors, to bind myself to you as your husband. It is my destiny—for I was the first man to give you pleasure.” 
 
    Her body burst with life, and he claimed her cries with his kiss. Her limbs danced to the echo of the first pleasures they had shared at the very moment he had become her Highlander. The captor no longer existed. 
 
    Elyssia closed her eyes and let the ripples of pleasure wash over her before she fell back into a delicious languor in his arms. 
 
    “Sleep safe, my love.” 
 
    He curled his big body round hers. Her Highlander, sent by the pagan gods to love and protect her. 
 
    Lyssie… 
 
    A voice whispered in her heart. 
 
    …be happy with him. 
 
    In her mind’s eye, she saw two women holding hands—Alice and Flora. Two gentle souls too pure for the mortal world, faerie spirits free to float on the breeze and watch over all at Glenblane. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Elyssia held the crying child to her breast. Tavish didn’t know whether he cried from cold or hunger. Perhaps he knew his uncle was leaving. 
 
    The faint undertone of hoarseness in his wife’s voice, indiscernible to others, spoke of her pain. She would miss her brother dreadfully. 
 
    “Must you go today? It’s such a long journey.” 
 
    Richard laughed. “Motherhood becomes you, Lyssie, but not all men are weak babes, despite the fact that, compared to you, most men would be found wanting.” 
 
    His eyes crinkled into a smile, so like hers. 
 
    Oh, how she smiled now! From the day Tavish first saw her, in the power of the sadistic Allendyne, he’d been captivated by the soulful expression in her eyes. But never had he realised how her smile would illuminate the darkness and drive out the shadows in his heart. 
 
    He moved behind her, and his body hardened. The familiar warmth pulsed through his veins at her closeness. Since they had made love on the mountainside, she had barely left his bed, his need for her only momentarily satisfied before he craved her once more, drawing her back to take her again. Their cries of ecstasy echoed through the passageways, soaking into the walls of the solar, banishing the screams of terror and pain which had plagued his memories and driven his thirst for vengeance. 
 
    Her craving for him was as potent. The breath caught in her throat with sorrow at parting with her brother, but also with the effort to temper her desire. She leant against him and tipped her head back, offering her lips. 
 
    The child stirred in her arms and drew a little fist into his mouth. 
 
    His son. Richard McTavish MacLean. 
 
    Richard de Montford kissed his nephew before cupping Elyssia’s face in his hand. Sorrow etched into his forehead as he traced the scar on her chin with his thumb. 
 
    “You have a husband and a son to care for now, Lyssie. Let me shift for myself.” 
 
    “Can’t you wait until summer is here?” Elyssia persisted. “Wouldn’t it be less dangerous?” 
 
    “There’s little danger. Conall and I will be safe.” 
 
    Flora’s son. The boy had the makings of a fine man and was devoted to his older brother. He sat on his mount, proud and erect, determination in his stance; a determination to honour his family—both English and Scottish. 
 
    Tavish nodded towards a third horse, tethered to Richard’s mount. Its rider had been secured to the saddle, hands bound. Though she wore a finely spun cloak, streaks of dirt stained her face, her hair a tangled mass. Two brown eyes glittered with defiance. 
 
    “What about the barbarian?” 
 
    “She’ll be no trouble,” Richard said. “I’m more than a match for one thin child, brother. Has she not pledged not to harm me?” 
 
    “Aye,” Tavish replied. “I was there when she made her vow before her pagan gods, offering herself up to be struck down by the demons if she were to break it. But the old ways run deep. You must be wary of her.” 
 
    “Treat her with kindness,” Elyssia said. “‘Tis plain to see she’s had little or no love in her life.” 
 
    “You’re too soft-hearted,” Richard smiled. 
 
    Tavish held out his hand. Richard took it and curled his fingers into an iron grip. His voice carried an edge of steel. 
 
    “Take care of my sister, MacLean.” 
 
    “Aye, I will,” Tavish replied, mischief in his heart. “I found a spirited lass among my enemies and fell in love the day I opened her eyes to the pleasures a man can give. Take care, de Montford, lest you find yourself doing the same.” 
 
    A curse sprang from the girl’s lips. Richard turned to look at her, his nostrils flaring before he threw back his head and laughed. 
 
    “You and I are so different, brother! You would never have been happy with a biddable wife. I myself prefer a peaceful existence. I wish you luck with my hellion of a sister in your bed.” 
 
    He mounted his horse and, with a final salute, spurred his mount forward, his two companions in his wake. The rhythmic hoofbeats of the three horses drifted across the air long after they had disappeared among the trees. 
 
    Tavish drew his wife close and tipped his head forward, breathing in the scent of her hair. 
 
    “Why would you tease my brother so?” Elyssia asked. 
 
    Tavish laughed. “I’ve grown to know your brother well. I’ve seen him in many guises—an enemy on the field; my captor; torturer; the man who delivered me from death; my comrade in battle; and finally, my brother. He and I are more alike than he thinks. I see a man whose heart is ripe for the taking—ready to be ensnared by a spirited lass who cannot be tamed.” 
 
    He kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “Come inside, my love. It grows cold. Pass Richard to me.” 
 
    Cradling his son in the crook of his arm, he took her hand and led her across the courtyard towards his future—a life governed by love. 
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    She now lives in rural Scotland with her husband, two daughters and a menagerie of pets including Twinkle, an attention-seeking boa constrictor. She reignited her passion for romance when she joined the Romantic Novelists’ Association under their New Writers’ Scheme. 
 
    When not working on algebra or writing, Emily enjoys cooking, painting, target sports and playing the piano. She can often be found wandering about the hills of Scotland looking for inspiration. 
 
      
 
    Find Emily online: 
 
      
 
    Website — http://www.emroyal.com 
 
    Blog — http://www.emroyal.com/blog 
 
    Facebook — https://www.facebook.com/eroyalauthor 
 
    Twitter — https://twitter.com/eroyalauthor 
 
    Tirgearr Publishing — http://www.tirgearrpublishing.com/authors/Royal_Emily 
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