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        March 1342

        Castleton, Scotland

      

      

      

      Clara Fletcher didn’t need anyone to protect her.

      If only her family could be convinced.

      “The border is dangerous.” Drake paced the room, a sign her usually stoic brother was agitated. “With ye both living on Skye, there willna be Englishmen about to contend with when she goes to the village. Ye’ll no’ have to worry about them coming to the manor.”

      “I can handle myself,” Clara said resolutely.

      “It isna safe.” Drake frowned with concern.

      “And bringing her to Skye where there are violent clan wars is any safer?” Mum’s fair face flushed. “She’s happy here. She’s made a life here. Why would ye uproot us like that?”

      A coil of frustration tightened in Clara’s chest. “I’ll be happy anywhere. There’s no need to—”

      “Clara will have a chance for a better life at Dunscaith.” Drake’s voice was firm.

      Mum put her hands on her hips and huffed a sigh. “We have the manor.”

      “’Tis no’ as safe as a castle,” Drake countered.

      Anger burned in the back of Clara’s throat. She hated that everyone saw her as helpless, that her future had to be decided for her as if she were incapable of such a feat.

      “I can care for myself.” She kept her tone neutral so they wouldn’t detect her malcontent. “I’m fine here where I can—”

      “Ye see?” Mum lifted her chin triumphantly. “She wants to stay. We’ll remain here.”

      A muscle worked in Drake’s jaw. “Nay.”

      “Aye.”

      Clara gritted her teeth. She wanted to slam her fists onto the scarred wooden table and scream at them both to stop. Her unending patience had hit its ragged bottom, and there was nothing left to scrape up.

      She pushed herself from the bench, strode from the kitchen and climbed the stairs to her bedchamber. No one stopped her. No one so much as bothered to call out. This decision was one they intended to make for her as if she were inept.

      The room was quiet, the way it’d been since her younger sister left nearly a year ago. Once, she’d shared the space with both her sisters. In those days, it had been filled with chatter and laughter.

      Clara had loved those days.

      Her eldest sister, Faye, had forever been trying to style Clara’s hair a certain way or put her in a new kirtle, having long since given up on doing as much with their youngest sister, Kinsey.

      There had been disagreements, aye. But there had also been quiet nights where they talked to one another in the darkness. There had been comfort when one of them hurt, and there had been love.

      Angry voices rose from the kitchen as Drake and Mum continued to argue Clara’s fate.

      “She canna fend for herself,” Drake said.

      “She can,” Mum shot back. “She just willna do it. She’s too gentle.”

      Clara’s gaze slid to the trunk at the foot of her bed where she kept her daggers. A costly set of ten, all polished and sharpened to a razor’s edge. She could defend herself; her mother was correct. After years of practice, Clara could hit the center of a target every time, no matter the distance.

      If she could see it, she would hit her mark.

      But Mum was right, she couldn’t bring herself to harm another person. Was that what made them think her so weak?

      If being humane was the essence of defenseless, then Clara would accept the harsh judgment. Putting life above emotion took a strength—one she was proud of.

      “Ye’d have her closer to yer grandda?” Mum demanded below, the fiery temper she shared with Kinsey breaking through her control.

      Clara winced at the reminder of how Faye had been abducted by their grandfather, the Ross clan Chieftain. Aye, her marriage had worked out well, but the unrest between their family and their unwanted patriarch had been a point of much pain.

      There was no good solution. If she chose to remain in Castleton, Drake would worry about them being on the border between England and Scotland. If she chose to go to Dunscaith Castle on the Isle of Skye, where Kinsey lived with her new husband, Mum would be nearer to the father she loathed with such intensity.

      Clara didn’t care where she went. She would find a way to be happy. She always did— even if the feeling had to be forced for a while.

      She was not happy now. How could she be, when the fate of her wellbeing was tearing her family apart?

      Tears welled in her eyes, and she suddenly found herself envious of how Kinsey had decided to leave. She’d resolved to go and then done it.

      An offer edged into the back of Clara’s thoughts. One she’d tucked away and never allowed herself to think of again.

      Until now.

      Several months prior, Clara had aided a nun with a cut on her foot. Sister Seraphina was from a village outside of Glasgow and had said they were in sore need of someone with knowledge of healing for their infirmary at Paisley Abbey. Most young women accepted into the convent had a payment to offer, usually a dowry, in exchange for their place among those hallowed walls. But the nun had said Clara’s skills were strong enough that such financial considerations could be set aside.

      It had been tempting even then to slip away from the manor, to be one less burden for Drake to care for. But she’d stayed for her mother, to help her look after the manor.

      Except now, she’d become a burden to them both.

      Her mother could go to Dunscaith or stay if she wished. The choice would be hers to make for herself.

      And neither of them need worry after Clara, as she would be in a convent.

      The very thought lifted the weight of dread from her chest, and she knew immediately that the decision was right.

      Drake and their mother discussed Clara’s future late into the night. She’d been half tempted to tell them there was no need, but she knew they would brush off her words.

      Instead, she waited until the house went still before carefully gathering her things. She packed her herbs and healing ointments, some food, a wineskin and cooking pot and a fresh kirtle. The latter was more for travel than for her time at the convent, as she would be given a simple tunic upon her arrival like that of the nun she’d helped.

      She penned a note to her mother, much like Kinsey had. Only this time, Mum need not worry. It wasn’t rebels who Clara was joining, but nuns. And while Clara was quick to reassure her mother that she was on her way to join a convent, she did not specify which. Not when she knew Drake and Mum would immediately head her off in an effort to sway her decision. Clara’s mind would not be changed.

      After all, what trouble could she possibly find in such a venture?

      But the idea set her thinking, so Clara returned to her room and lifted the heavy sack of daggers, along with the special belt to hold several at once. Into this sack, she also tucked her practice trews and leine. Her brother had insisted she keep all on hand for travel, and it wouldn’t do to be unarmed.

      With that, she slipped into the stable to saddle her horse, then rode out into the dark night, determined to help her family by releasing them of the burden of her fate.
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      Reid MacLeod should have been on a special mission in combat for the king, rather than being on his way to Dumbarton with a message. Being the king’s personal messenger was not an honor he relished. Honor wasn’t what Reid wanted out of these raids against the English occupying Scottish territory.

      He wanted vengeance.

      He wanted to be in the thick of battle, to seek out Lord Rottry and make him pay for what he’d done all those years ago.

      Even the thought of the man’s name made Reid’s blood pound.

      Normally, carrying messages was squire’s work. However, with so many English about, a warrior needed to be sent, someone who could fight. And these missives were far too important to be diverted. But knowing the purpose of his role didn’t allay Reid’s irritation.

      He’d been all over Scotland, drenched in its icy, late winter rains, slogging through the mud-sucking countryside. There had been foul weather, random marauders attacking the road, and that damn pain in his back that hadn’t abated from a knife cut some cur had delivered in a tavern brawl. He had been sent down to the Cumberland border where they received unexpected word of a massive retaliatory English raid planned on Dumbarton Castle.

      Thunder rumbled overhead, like a great beast bearing down on Reid, and the dense cast of clouds blotted out the meager afternoon sun. He hunkered deeper into his cloak and tried to ignore that persistent ache of the wound at his back as he clicked his tongue to hasten his horse.

      More damned rain.

      The impending attack on Dumbarton would happen within a sennight. Not nearly enough time for the king to be informed and summon his men to offer aid. Thus the Scottish West March Warden had sent his fastest runner to the king in Aberdeen, while Reid was left to act as a messenger to inform Dumbarton to prepare for battle. After all, Reid could fight, and the runner could not.

      And Dumbarton would need all the warriors it could get.

      A scream pierced the air.

      Reid straightened in his saddle, immediately on high alert. The wind carrying toward him brought the odor of smoke.

      Fire.

      The woman shrieked again. Reid wasted no time rushing toward the sound. Toward the fire. And, unfortunately, toward the rise of unwanted memories.

      Thick plumes belched up through the trees. He followed to a clearing where a hut smoldered. The underside of the thick thatch roof was dry as tinder and crackled with flames.

      Several soldiers stood nearby, a charred torch on the ground at their feet.

      Englishmen.

      The raw cries of terror came from inside the burning building.

      The way it’d been with Reid’s mother.

      He didn’t think anymore after that. There was no logic to his next moves as he flew at the men; no mind for the discomfort at his back where that old injury pinched with each move. There was only the smooth power of his attack, practiced over a lifetime. Death would come to those who tortured and hurt the innocent.

      One man fell.

      A second.

      A third.

      The other two attacked, but they were no match for Reid, who swung his great sword with lethal precision. They fell as the door to the small hut flew open, and amid billowing smoke, a woman burst from the doorway. She clutched a small boy in her arms.

      Reid’s brother had been of a similar age.

      Except there had been no warrior there to rescue them as Reid did now. Nay, his da had been their only defense from slaughter, a man whose skills lent themselves to the soil rather than the sword.

      The woman ran toward Reid now, her face streaked with soot and tears. “Help me.”

      “Is there anyone else inside?” he asked.

      She shook her head, her eyes still wide with horror as she watched her home burn.

      An arrow darted out from the surrounding woods and sank in the soil near Reid’s feet. He put himself in front of the woman and her boy. “Go to the nearby village.” He didn’t look back to ensure they complied.

      Nay, he charged into the woods, determined to kill the archer. He saw the bastard between the trees—an Englishman, nocking another arrow.

      A stick cracked in the distance. Someone else was nearby.

      Reid ignored them and rushed at the archer, who fired another arrow. It sailed past him as two soldiers came at Reid. The archer quickly shot in the direction where the stick had snapped.

      Hopefully, that meant there would be more Scotsmen to fight the English whoresons .

      Reid dispatched the two soldiers with ease as the archer sent another arrow through the woods. No sooner had Reid’s opponents fallen than he was on the archer, jerking the man’s head hard to the right, so his neck gave a sickening crack that reverberated through Reid’s hands.

      In that moment, something slammed into Reid’s back, a sharp pressure near the already aching wound. The impact of it made him jerk forward as a burning pain blazed out from the spot. He pitched over the body of the archer with a grunt.

      The agony was breathtaking and left white-hot stars winking behind his closed lids.

      The gentle shush of footsteps over dry grass pulled his attention momentarily from his suffering. Someone was there.

      To ensure he was dead?

      He was in no condition to fight back. The bloody coward. Reid gritted his teeth.

      At least he had saved the woman and her child. He hadn’t been able to do the same for his own family. And no one else had been there to help. Mayhap now, he would finally join them.

      He only wished he’d killed Lord Rottry first.

      A delicate lavender scent swept over the odor of blood, followed by the soft intake of breath.

      “Ye’re not English?” A feminine voice sounded close to Reid’s ear, not quite Scottish. But not quite English, either.

      “Neither are ye,” he ground out. The ache of his injury had intensified to the point where even breathing hurt.

      “I hit ye.” The woman’s tone was horrified. “I’m so sorry.”

      Reid scoffed and pushed himself onto his side to face the woman who had sunk a dagger into his back. But as he looked up, the discomfort in his back faded away, along with the bodies and the blood and the ugly memories dredged up by the burning hut.

      He took in the woman’s silky, dark hair, her pale blue eyes and the sweetness behind them. Her flushed cheeks and earnest expression gave her an innocence that pierced his very soul.

      It was her.

      Kinsey’s sister.

      Clara.

      A woman he knew from simply looking at her that he would never be worthy of—a woman he had wanted since that day he’d caught sight of her at the market.

      Now she was here before him.

      There was so much he ought to say, so much he had imagined. But as he tried to turn the thoughts into words, darkness permeated his mind, and everything went black.
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      Clara had killed him.

      A whimper escaped her as she knelt next to the man she’d hit with her dagger. Just before he’d collapsed, his eyes had gone wide as they’d found hers.

      All around her was death. Slain Englishmen scattered about the forest, and this man who had saved the family trapped in the burning cottage.

      He’d saved them, and she’d killed him.

      Nay. Perhaps not. She was rushing ahead of herself, being led by her fear. It would not be the first time she’d let anxious feelings get the better of her.

      Her dagger still jutted from his back, buried no more than an inch deep. Thanks be to God. It would not have caused too much damage. She pressed gently around the blade, confirming the tip had likely caught on one of his ribs.

      Not dead then, just in enough pain to lose awareness.

      A swift glance around indicated no Englishmen still lived. At least none she could see, which meant she could hastily staunch his wound before finding a way to get him to safety. For the time being, at least she could ensure he didn’t lose too much blood.

      Acting quickly now, she pulled the dagger from his back. It slid free with a wet, sucking sound as blood trickled freely from his wound and darkened the surrounding area of his gambeson. A filthy gambeson, at that.

      Such things were the makings of infection, a warrior’s worst enemy.

      She tugged a strip of clean linen from the leather pouch she’d brought with her and pushed it against the wound. It was fortunate the cave she’d stayed in the night before was not too far off. His wound would need to be thoroughly cleaned and tended to lest it turn.

      She bound another length of linen around his chest, keeping the wadded bit taut against the injury. That was the easy part.

      She got to her feet, slung her bag over one shoulder and regarded the massive man at her feet. Moving him would prove difficult. Never one easily deterred, she gripped his thick wrists and tugged. He inched forward.

      If this was the only way to save him, so be it.

      “I can walk,” he muttered.

      “Thank heavens,” she gasped, releasing his arms.

      He pushed upright and swayed. His auburn hair hung down to his shoulders, dotted with bits of leaves and grass. There was a sharpness to his golden-hazel eyes as he studied her. “Ye stabbed me?”

      Heat effused her cheeks. “Well,” she hedged. “Now I’m saving ye.” She went to his side so that he could drape one sizable arm over her shoulder and she could assist him to her horse.

      He did not apply much weight on her despite his size. No doubt he was trying to walk more on his own than relying on her. “My destrier,” he gritted out.

      “Is he by the cottage?” she asked.

      The man nodded, and his weight began to rest more heavily upon her as they walked.

      “I’ll come back for him,” she said. “Only a few more steps.”

      He straightened somewhat, easing the bulk of his frame once more. Perspiration shone on his brow as he looked behind them with obvious concern over his steed, but he did not utter a single complaint of discomfort as he swung up on her horse. It was indeed a far preferable option to dragging him. She remained vigilant as she led her horse to the cave. Fortunately, no more English appeared.

      She led her horse into the mouth of the cave, and he managed to stagger from the old mare. The air inside was dank and held a clammy chill to it. But it was better than being exposed out in the open.

      He leaned against the wall and slowly began to slide down to the ground. “I need to rest a moment.”

      She didn’t try to keep him awake as his eyes slid shut. It was for the best, as she would likely have to stitch him up. After starting a fire with the remnants of what she’d used the night before, she lay a clean blanket on the ground beside him and reached for the bag still slung over his shoulders.

      His large hand gripped her wrist as his eyes flew open, bright with awareness. “What are ye doing?”

      She left her fingers curled around the strap, the worn leather smooth to the touch. “I’m seeing to yer wound.”

      His brow furrowed in obvious confusion.

      “I need to remove yer gambeson and leine,” she explained.

      His face smoothed in a subtle grin. “Ach, aye, but only because ye’re so verra beautiful.”

      She ignored his flattery as his eyes fell closed once more. He was not the first injured man to pay her compliments, and she paid them little mind.

      This time when she drew the bag over his shoulder, he did not wake. Nor did he rouse when she unfastened and withdrew his gambeson and eased his dirty leine over his head. Her gaze skimmed over him, noting the bruises and partially healed wounds marring his muscular torso.

      This was a man who had seen battle, and often.

      The wound at his back from her dagger still bled, but beside it was another wound, older, the skin around it inflamed. Perhaps it was not one of her daggers that had sent him to the forest floor but a number of injuries. She touched the former wound and gasped at the blazing heat there.

      His skin was hot. Too hot.

      A jolt of panic shot through her. It hadn’t been a weapon at all that felled this great warrior, but a fever.

      She poured out whisky from her wineskin and rinsed his new wound.

      “’Tis a fine thing ye’re sleeping,” she quietly said as she set to work cleaning the fresh injury and the one that had gone bad with infection.

      The poultice of plantain and calendula on his turned wound would help leach out the contamination while it kept the fresh injury clean and healing in a healthy manner. She carefully covered both with a strip of linen about his torso, and then she steeped some willow bark in the water she’d boiled in her small pot. Once the tea had cooled enough, she dribbled the brown liquid into his mouth with careful, patient drops until he’d had enough to reduce his fever.

      Hopefully.

      As she’d anticipated, he’d remained unconscious through her ministrations. Indeed, he continued to sleep on even afterward, as the sun sank in the sky and firelight played over his finely featured face. Rather than try to wrest his leine back on and undo her work, she laid a plaid over his chest to keep him warm.

      Though she didn’t intend to, her gaze continued to wander toward him. It had been impossible not to notice how attractive the man was with his auburn hair, straight nose and a strong jaw that warned her he’d likely be as stubborn as he was alluring. Equally inescapable of her notice was his strong physique. Even in his relaxed state, his torso was rippled with banded muscle beneath his scarred skin.

      Perhaps it was foolish to remain in the cave with him, a man more than double her own weight and emanating raw power. Just because he was Scottish didn’t mean he was good. And there were many with prejudice against her due to the English inflection of her accent.

      Except there had been kindness in the mysterious man’s eyes when his gaze fell on her after she’d thrown her dagger at him. She knew it made her seem whimsical, but something about the way he had looked at her touched a place deep inside her.

      He thought her beautiful.

      An indulgent warmth swelled in her chest. Surely, he meant her no harm, and even if he did, she was not defenseless. Not with her daggers within reach.

      And anyway, she could scarcely toss him out in such a state into the forest where Englishmen might happen upon him. If his fever were not tended to, he would most assuredly die.

      Therefore, it was easy to justify staying in the cave with the man as he slept, leaving only to obtain vegetation and a snared rabbit to make a stew for them both and reclaim his destrier. With luck, he would recover soon, and she could resume her travels to the Paisley Abbey, where there would be no more chances of encountering handsome, mysterious men in the forest.

      Her gaze slid to him once more, and her cheeks went warm.

      Foe he was truly fine to look upon.
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      The savory aroma of cooking meat coaxed Reid from a deep slumber. His stomach snarled with hunger, dissatisfied with the hunk of old cheese he’d eaten some time ago. How long ago?

      He blinked his eyes open to find the world had gone dark save for the cheerfully burning fire, which reflected an orange-red light off the jagged walls of what appeared to be a cave. A pot hung from a strip of metal over the flames, its contents bubbling with whatever had roused him.

      Sweat clung to his skin beneath a thick plaid. His mouth tasted like ash, and his throat was dry as stone. Sleep tugged at him, even with the promise of food so near. His eyes slid closed once more when several questions assaulted his mind.

      Where was he?

      How had he come to be here?

      Where was his bloody leine?

      He jerked awake and pushed up on one arm. The injury at his back screamed in agony, but he brushed it aside, the same as he’d been doing since he’d been struck the past fortnight. ’Twas only a flesh wound, after all.

      The blanket fell away, leaving his damp skin chilled despite the nearby fire.

      “Ye’re awake.” A feminine voice pulled his attention to the right, where a striking woman approached him with a flagon. Her long, dark hair was pulled back in a thick braid, and the eyes that met his were a pale shade he knew to be blue despite the muted light.

      His heartbeat quickened with recognition.

      Clara.

      “Ye’re lucky to be alive.” She settled on the ground beside him and handed him the vessel.

      Liquid sloshed inside and made his parched throat burn.

      She nodded encouragingly. “’Tis ale.”

      He put the rim to his lips and tilted his head back as he drank deeply, reveling in the refreshing wash of cool liquid against his parched mouth. It ran empty all too quickly.

      Clara held out her hand for the flagon. “I’ll pour more.”

      “Why am I here?” He asked, his voice rough with fatigue.

      “Ye’re injured.” She cast her eyes demurely downward. “I fear I threw a dagger at ye.”

      He stared at her, more with confusion than fascination. His thoughts were like icy mud, slushy, opaque and impossibly thick. “Why would ye do that?”

      “I thought ye were an Englishman.”

      It was a simple enough answer, and he nodded. After all, he’d have thrown a dagger as well if he thought there was an Englishman nearby.

      “Ye had an old wound near the injury I caused,” she continued. “’Twas inflamed.”

      He frowned. That was why the damn thing hurt like sin.

      “Ye had a fever.” She reached a slender hand toward him and hesitated, her gaze meeting his as though seeking permission to touch him.

      He nodded again. She could caress him any way, anywhere she liked. His loins twitched at the prospect.

      In the end, her fingers rested lightly against his brow. Worry pinched her brows together. “Ye still have a fever.”

      There was a clean, sweet fragrance about her, like lavender. The scent was as soothing as the cold press of her hand against his burning skin had been. He wanted to stay here, wherever they were, with her. Forever.

      He wanted her cool body against every blazing inch of him, those wide blue eyes staring into his own so that he might drink her like a reinvigorating ale. But he needed to leave. With haste.

      Why?

      He strained to think, his eyes narrowing with the effort.

      Clara rose from his side. Away from him.

      “Wait.” Without thinking, he reached for her, catching her arm.

      She startled but did not pull away. Instead, she met his gaze with a steely one of her own. “Do not mistake my kindness for weakness. I can easily put another dagger in ye to match the first.”

      Despite her bravado, her voice quavered. He had frightened her.

      He let go abruptly. “Forgive me.” He shook his head. “I’m no’ myself.”

      “I’ll bring ye some stew and steep a bit more tea.” She pressed her gentle touch to his brow once more. “For yer fever. Ye need more rest.”

      Food.

      Rest.

      Aye, that was what he needed. Except there was a reason that he shouldn’t. His thoughts churned slowly over the events that led him to have one of Clara’s daggers in him.

      The house. On fire. The mother and her child.

      His hand curled into a fist. He shouldn’t have stopped, but he did.

      Dumbarton.

      Awareness snapped through him. “I must go.”

      “I think not.” Clara leaned over him with a wooden bowl full of stew. A tendril of steam rose, alluring and aromatic. She handed him a bit of bread.

      He hesitated. “I’ll stay for a bit of stew first,” he conceded.

      She settled across from him, stirring a pot full of sticks and brown water. “And a rest.”

      “I canna.” He dipped the bread into the stew and began to eat. The meat was tender, the vegetables inside soft and the flavor beyond compare to anything he’d had in the last year on the trail.

      She studied him. “If ye don’t allow yerself to rest, ye’ll die.” Despite her tone's lightness, there was a certainty in how she spoke that made the hairs on his arms stand on end.

      There was no doubt in what she said.

      “If I dinna leave, hundreds will die.” He scooped up the last bit of the stew with the remaining heel of bread. “Better one than many.”

      “Better to not lose any at all.” She poured the brown water into a cup and held it out to him.

      “Ye’re a dreamer if ye think there willna be any death.” He eyed the concoction warily. There was an earthy aroma to it. Like dirt.

      He wrinkled his nose.

      “’Twill bring down yer fever.” She pressed it toward him, and this time, he took it. The pottery was hot against his fingertips, but he held tight and swallowed the scalding drink.

      “Are ye pleased?” He pushed up to his feet.

      The room tilted, and he staggered as he sought to find his balance.

      “I will be soon.” She rose in front of him and took his hands in hers, cautiously guiding him back to the makeshift bed—a siren leading a weary man to slumber. “Rest a bit,” she coaxed.

      Dizziness made the world swing around him; a discomfort eased only by lying on the blanket as she instructed. “I canna stay,” he muttered in halfhearted protest.

      He was so damned tired.

      “Ye must.” She appeared over him, her bonny face like a dream. An angel. A goddess.

      “I must go.” His tongue felt too thick to work properly, and his words came out slurred and broken.

      “Why are ye so insistent?”

      “I canna tell ye,” he said on a long exhale.

      She said nothing else, and in that brief lull of silence, sleep claimed him.
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      Clara held her breath as the mysterious man relaxed back into a deep slumber. He was a fool to think he’d survive any journey in his state. What could be of such great urgency that it was worth the risk of his life?

      He’d said many would die if he did not arrive.

      Her gaze wandered to the leather bag that had been slung across his chest. The one he’d been so resolved to not part with.

      She looked back toward him, noting he now dozed soundly. A sheen of sweat glistened on his naked torso, the golden firelight masking his injuries. He looked powerful. Beautiful. Like something otherworldly.

      And she was a fool for trusting him so implicitly. The leather bag drew her eye once more. She wouldn’t allow him to die, but nor would she become a victim of gullibility.

      Resolve set firmly in place, she reached for the bag and pulled open the flap. The contents within were meager: a bit of cheese that time had left discolored with mold, some bread too hard to consider eating, a few coins and a missive with a bent corner. Though she tried to remain quiet as she unfolded the note, the parchment made a soft rustle that echoed off the stone walls, sounding impossibly loud. Her gaze skimmed over the closely written text and her heart stopped.

      He was correct. If he didn’t arrive in Dumbarton before the English raiding party attacked, many people would die.

      But how could he make the trip in his condition?

      She refolded the missive with quiet care and returned it to the bag. The flap fell back into place silently, its leather worn flimsy with age and use. A band of tension knotted at the base of her neck.

      Innocent men, women and children’s lives were at stake.

      She put her hand over the ache in her chest for the hapless souls. Their safety took precedence over anything else.

      The convent would still be there when the missive had been delivered into the hands of its intended recipient. Furthermore, Paisley Abbey was not expecting her, so there was little need for additional contemplation.

      She would journey to Dumbarton in the injured man’s place.
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      Fire licked at Reid’s back. His mind filled with memories of the cottage he’d once shared with his family, how he and his mum and wee Ewan had remained inside as long as they could. Until the heat was unbearable and the smoke choked their lungs and burned their eyes.

      Reid was ablaze now. His breath locked in his throat. He cried out in a harsh, gasping exhale.

      Gentle hands caressed his face, and the scent of herbs filled his nostrils.

      “’Tis only a dream,” a soft voice said.

      His eyes flew open, his body tensed for battle.

      Clara’s light blue gaze locked on his and held it, her expression so consoling that it smoothed the ragged place inside his soul. “’Tis only a dream, warrior.”

      But it hadn’t been when he was a lad. The fire earlier that day had brought on too many memories—more than he ever wanted to think on again.

      Clara’s touch glided over his brow, cool against the inferno of his skin. “Yer fever is breaking.”

      He closed his eyes in pleasure at the calming touch. The temptation to remain with her teased at him for a brief moment, to bask in her calming presence and compassionate ministrations.

      Alas, he could not.

      He swallowed as he recalled why he was in the damp cave illuminated by a flicker of meager firelight. Nay, not only firelight but the gray tinge of pre-dawn outside. He needed to be back on the trail to Dumbarton.

      People would die if he did not leave.

      “I canna stay here.” He pulled away from her and pushed up to his feet, sending the blanket over him dropping to the ground. The cold air that rushed at him was glorious against the heat of his skin. The pain lancing at his back, however, was not.

      Abruptly, he realized where the burning at his back in his dream had originated. It wasn’t from a long-ago fire but his current wounds. Both the fresh one from when she’d thrown a dagger at him and the other she claimed had become infected.

      He braced the heel of his palm on the rough stone wall to steady himself on his feet. This time, the room did not dip and spin as it had before. The food he’d eaten earlier must have bolstered his strength.

      Good.

      He would have great need of it for the journey ahead. It would serve him well to eat a final time before his departure. Especially when one never knew when their next meal would be while traveling.

      Except there were no more bowls of stew that he could see, and the single pot on the flames held only a few sticks floating in a bubbling broth of murky water.

      None of the small satchels and jars of herbs were laid out as before either. In their place was a single, bulging sack. As though it had all been packed up.

      “Ye cannot go,” Clara said.

      He returned his attention to her. “I’m fine.”

      She studied him, and he was struck with how thick and long her lashes were. Lovely. She was even bonnier than he recalled from the first time he’d seen her at the market almost a year ago.

      Her brows furrowed with concern. “Ye’re not. Yer fever has only just begun to break and will most likely return.”

      “A fever willna keep me from my duty.” He pushed off the wall to prove his strength. If he could stand on his own, he could ride a horse. “I must go.”

      She put a hand to his chest to stop him, her touch crackling against his naked skin. He pulled in a breath at the power of her effect on him and looked down at where her slender fingers rested over his heart.

      Had she felt it as well?

      She snatched her hand back as though he’d scalded her and her cheeks flushed so fiercely that her heightened color was evident even in the dim firelight. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—”

      “Ye need no’ apologize.” He took her small hand in his and brought it back over his heart. “But I’m no’ hot with fever. And my heart is steady and true. Ye feel it, aye?”

      Well, mayhap not so steady. Her hand on him once more sent his pulse spiking.

      Her lashes lowered as she regarded the connection between them, then swept up as she lifted her gaze to him once more. She licked her lips. “’Twas the willow bark tea.”

      He wanted to say something more, to encourage her to continue staring up at him so that he might lose himself in her beautiful eyes, but nothing came to mind. He’d never been the type to woo women. That was left to men like William, who had found his match with Clara’s sister, Kinsey.

      “Clara,” he said in a quiet voice.

      Her eyes widened. “How do ye know my name?”

      Shite.

      It wasn’t that he wanted his association with her brother-in-law kept a secret, but he hadn’t meant for it to come out this way. Mayhap the infection addled his mind more than he cared to think.

      Clara was a gentle spirit from what Kinsey had said, one whose ideals were not focused on war but rather on kindness and compassion.

      “I know Kinsey,” he admitted begrudgingly. “And William.”

      Her eyes narrowed slightly, an action he wouldn’t have noticed were they not so close. She pulled her hand away from him. “How do ye know them?”

      Reid fought the urge to reach for her once more. “I fought with them under William.”

      The muscles of her neck tensed. “And now?”

      “Now I am at the king’s command.” Reid tried to keep the irritation from his tone, but he sensed by the slight flinch of her brows that she picked up on it regardless.

      He should tell her now that he’d seen her with her sister nearly a year ago at the market in Castleton when William recruited Kinsey into his ranks against the English and that he’d thought of her every damn day since. But the admission stuck in his throat.

      “Now ye’re being sent to Dumbarton to save lives,” she supplied.

      It was a far kinder way of looking at his role as a messenger. And suspect. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled. How could she possibly know of his mission?

      Had he said something in his sleep?

      “How do ye know that?” he demanded with a sternness he hadn’t intended.

      She lowered her head. “Forgive me, but I looked in yer bag.”

      He regarded her with incredulity. From what Kinsey said, Clara was next to godliness in her actions. “Ye read my missive?”

      “Forgive me,” she said again, lifting her head. “I don’t know ye. Ye’re a warrior I saved from a fight against the English, and I only had yer word that ye’d saved that woman and her boy. If I was to tend yer wounds, to sleep beside ye in this cave, I had to know who ye were.”

      Sleep beside him?

      Had she?

      Desire stirred low in his groin at the thought of her slender body curled up beside him, her warm breath whispering over his naked shoulder.

      Nay. He couldn’t think such things. Dumbarton needed him.

      “And now ye know who I am.” He strode past her to reclaim his pack.

      “But I don’t.” She followed him. “I only know that ye were right about the importance of delivering yer message. I don’t even know yer name.”

      “Reid MacLeod,” he said absently. His other bag was nowhere to be found. Only then did he remember his horse was still tethered near the cottage where he’d rescued the woman and child. Along with his other possessions. Damn.

      He would need to find them quickly, then see to his horse before the journey. How long had he been in this cave?

      He marched toward the yawning entrance where the delicate colors of dawn had begun to stain the sky with gold streaks.

      “Ye can’t leave,” Clara insisted. “Ye’re not well.”

      He didn’t slow down. “I canna abandon my horse.”

      “I reclaimed him after I dressed yer wounds.” She waved for him to follow her.

      The cave veered off somewhat to the side, creating a deep alcove where a brown mare was tethered near his black destrier. Beside his horse was the large pack of Reid’s goods.

      However, the brown mare was loaded down with a bedroll and several leather bags, packed for a journey.

      He experienced a flash of disappointment. “Ye’re leaving.”

      “Aye,” she replied. “To Dumbarton.”

      He frowned. “I dinna understand.”

      “Ye’re not going,” she said. “I am.”
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      Mayhap it would have been better for Clara to have left for the journey prior to Reid waking. The idea had crossed her mind, but she’d worried he wouldn’t know how to steep the tea or how often to drink it or have the ability to apply the poultice on his wounds—a feat not easily done on his back.

      His expression was fierce now as he stared down at her in the gilded light of early dawn, looking every bit a warrior with his bare torso rippling with strength. Her fingertips still tingled with the memory of his naked skin against her hand, warm and hard. Powerful.

      It was far different than touching someone in healing. Something had sparked between them, ignited by the way he’d watched her with those hazel eyes, how he’d pulled her hand back. She hadn’t resisted. Nay, she had welcomed the opportunity to return her touch to his warm skin again, for the way his steady heartbeat pulsed against her palm.

      “Ye’re no’ going,” he said with finality.

      Clara had never been one for conflict, but nor did she shy from something she knew to be wrong. And allowing Reid to travel by himself was wrong. “I’m healthy,” she countered. “If left on yer own, ye’d end up falling from yer horse.”

      He scoffed. “I’ve no’ ever fallen from my horse.”

      “Have ye ever had a wound that’s turned?” she asked, refusing to back down.

      He didn’t respond, which was an answer itself.

      He had not.

      His legs were braced wide, and his arms folded across his broad, muscular chest. It was nearly impossible not to look at him, to appreciate the beauty of his physique. The dark auburn hairs sprinkling his skin had tickled her fingertips when she’d touched him. A sensation that was nearly imperceptible against the forceful pounding of his heart.

      “I’m going,” he said.

      Heavens, but the man was stubborn.

      Clara tilted her head in consideration. “Then so will I.”

      “Nay.”

      She put herself in front of the horses, blocking his path. “Ye’re not in any condition to travel. If ye insist on going, at least let me join ye.”

      He frowned, and she knew he was going to argue against her accompaniment.

      “If ye tear open a wound or yer infection worsens, I’ll be there to heal ye,” she said.

      “’Tis too dangerous.”

      She tried to hide her smile. “I assure ye, I can take care of myself.”

      He lifted a brow, clearly skeptical.

      It was her turn to fold her arms over her chest as ire tightened the muscles at the back of her neck. Did everyone have to presume she was helpless?

      “I helped ye to this cave, hunted for our meal and prepared it with items found in the forest,” she replied. “As well as reclaiming yer horse to ensure he would be well cared for. Might I also remind ye, I sank a blade in ye.” She hadn’t intended the latter part to sound so proud. Truly, she did feel wretched about having caused him injury.

      He scoffed. “A lucky shot.”

      “An accurate shot,” she countered. “I never miss.”

      Clara had never been one to brag, but her humility was coloring people’s perspectives of her. If these people in Dumbarton were to receive the warning that would save their lives, she needed to prove her ability to fight. That she would not be a liability on the journey.

      Reid, however, still did not appear convinced. “Everyone misses at some point.”

      “I never have,” Clara admitted, her face going hot with the boast.

      He shook his head, not believing her. If she had been hot-tempered like Kinsey, she would have huffed out a growl of irritation. Except that Clara always fought away such emotions. Instead, she swallowed the bulk of her frustration and approached her pack of daggers, removing several.

      They clanked in her palms as she returned to Reid’s side. “Tell me what to hit first.” She faced the forest, where the sun had cast delicate shell-pink hues against a golden sky.

      He pointed to a tree several paces away. So close, it was nearly insulting.

      Clara drew back her dagger and let it sail directly into the rough bark center with enough force to split a vertical line in the tender wood.

      “There.” He pointed to a tree twice as far.

      She sent the next dagger into that mark as well.

      This happened two more times before he pointed to a tree impossibly far away—for most people.

      Clara aimed and loosed her weapon.

      Reid smirked. “Ye missed.”

      “I assure ye, I did not.”

      Together they strode deeper into the woods. Even as they did so, it did not escape her notice that Reid moved somewhat slow, his back still giving him a great deal of discomfort due to his injuries.

      Aye, she was making the right decision in insisting that she join him. Even if it did mean she had to be somewhat arrogant about her skill with her daggers.

      Reid stopped, his gaze locked on where Clara’s dagger protruded from the center of the tree and uttered a low curse. Light streaming through the trees caught his hazel eyes, displaying myriad flecks of green and amber.

      She wanted to stare forever, to learn every color and lose herself in them. Abruptly, she turned from him to break the temptation, and instead reclaimed her dagger. Now was not for acknowledging the warrior’s appeal. Especially not before giving herself over to a convent.

      Once there, she would be able to offer aid to people. Without distraction, without being a burden to anyone. Her life had always been intended for one of service to others, ever since she’d been a child and learned she could soothe those around her, that the ability to heal came to her so naturally. She was meant to help.

      The reminders of her purpose bolstered her and provided her with the strength to face him once more. “I don’t miss. And I’ll not take nay for an answer. I’m coming with ye.”

      “Throwing a dagger doesna mean ye willna get hurt,” he argued. “Even if yer skill is exceptional.”

      The compliment made her go hot once more. “But it does mean I can care for myself.”

      He trudged back toward the cave but didn’t argue again. It was as much of an acquiescence as she was likely to receive.

      “Ye may wish to dress.” Her eyes swept down his naked chest before she could stop herself, unable to help marveling at how the early morning light played over his sculpted physique.

      He reclaimed his pack from beside the cave wall and dug through the contents, his back muscles flexing and rippling as he did so. Clara’s pulse quickened, and she had to drag her gaze from him to keep from staring. It was ridiculous that he drew her attention in such a manner. No man ever had before.

      Finally, Reid withdrew a leine and tugged it over his head. The linen was heavily wrinkled from being crumpled in his bag, but he was still a sight to behold with his dark auburn hair hanging loose about his shoulders and around his face where whiskers shadowed his unshaven jaw. It wasn’t only his physique that was fine. So too was his face, all angles and hard lines, softened by the benevolence in his eyes and his generous mouth.

      She was staring again.

      He found his gambeson where it had been draped over a rock. Clara had tried as best she could to clean some of the blood from the thick cloth. It would need to be boiled to truly clean the thing.

      “I dinna like the idea of ye coming with me.” He thrust his arms into the heavy garment and secured it into place. “I should be protecting ye, no’ putting ye in danger.”

      “I don’t need protecting.” Clara tried to keep the hardness from her words. But it was true. No one ever seemed to realize that about her.

      He bound his hair back in a thong, making the sharpness of his jaw all the more apparent. “Ye’re verra stubborn.”

      She smiled at him. “Does that mean ye agree to let me come?”

      He sighed and lowered his head in defeat. “Aye.”

      With so little left to pack, it did not take much time to prepare for the journey. Within several minutes, they mounted their horses, Clara with ease and Reid with a stiffness she chose to ignore, refusing to coddle him. Men like Reid did not do well with such treatment. But she would certainly be observant of how he moved and reacted through the journey to ensure he remained in good health.

      They stayed silent as they rode out, long enough for Clara’s thoughts to wander amid the steady thump of horse hooves over the forest floor. Except it was not her family she’d left who occupied her thoughts, or the convent she intended to join or even the people they hoped to save with their journey to Dumbarton.

      Nay, it was the way Reid had looked down at her hand when she’d touched his bare chest. How he’d drawn her touch back to him and stared deeply into her eyes. She’d been so tempted then to let her fingers wander over his torso, to explore the dips and valleys of his muscles, to see if all of him was just as hard.

      As these thoughts teased her mind, desire played its havoc on her body. Her breath became shallow, her pulse ran faster, and an echo of its quickened pace thrummed between her thighs. She ought to have been mortified by her reaction, but its effect was too pleasant. It was appealing how a simple thought of him could bring on a fresh wash of excitement through her. What would it be like to touch him again? Mayhap even to kiss him?

      To…possibly…let his fingers brush over her sex where her newfound lust ached?

      “Why were ye out in the woods?” He asked abruptly.

      She startled at the sudden interruption to her wicked musings, and humiliation scorched through her. “What do ye mean?”

      “Ye’re nowhere near yer manor in Castleton.” He glanced toward her.

      She looked away to keep him from seeing her thoughts in case they were written as plainly on her face as they felt.

      “Why are ye so far from home?” he asked.

      “I was making my way to a village on the outskirts of Glasgow.” She took a deep breath to cool the heat in her blood, to clear her thoughts of intimacy. “To join a convent.”
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      Of all the answers Reid had anticipated Clara giving to explain being in the forest, joining a convent had not been one of them. She was young, bonny and remarkably skilled with her daggers and healing. There was no reason why a lass with her attributes should commit herself behind the drab walls of an abbey.

      What was more, it put her further from his reach. He shouldn’t want her, he knew. He wasn’t the type to give her everything a woman like her deserved. And yet, he could not stop the pang that rang out inside him at the thought of her locked away from him for good.

      “A convent?” he asked before he could stop himself.

      She nodded.

      He shook his head, baffled and disappointed. “Ye dinna seem the type.”

      “Do I not appear pious enough?” Worry edged into her tone.

      He lifted his shoulders. In truth, he hadn’t paid much mind to her piety. “Well, ye did throw a dagger at me.” He grinned at her, and her mouth fell open.

      “I didn’t mean—”

      He chuckled, something he didn’t often do. There was something about her, a sweetness, an innocence—it made him feel as though he didn’t have to guard himself actively against her.

      She wasn’t a woman who would try to pry from him anything she could. Nay, she seemed like the person who would give the cloak from her back in the middle of an ice storm if someone else was in need. And a woman such as she made him want to protect her, to curl her against him and ensure her safety always.

      But a convent?

      He said nothing more about it as they continued over a landscape where the grass was still husk-brown from the effects of winter. Their pace was a grueling one to make up for the lost time, and the morning turned to afternoon and finally dragged into dusk when they stopped to make camp.

      The tea she’d given him had seemed to be effective at the start of their journey. But as the hours stacked atop one another, the pain had returned, as had the ache that settled deep in his joints. Aye, he needed rest. And much as he was loathe to admit it, he would require more of her tea and mayhap her aid in changing the bandage on his back.

      While there wasn’t a cave available, they did find a place where the forest floor was dry and flat, which would suit for sleeping and making a fire.

      Reid leapt from his horse as he always did, his feet landing steadily on the ground. The impact, however, jarred the pain in his back. He reacted as any warrior would, without concern as he shrugged off the pulsing agony, and came round to Clara’s mare to help her down.

      Before he could lift his hand to assist her, she slid from the beast on her own and continued straight on downward without catching herself.

      Reid snatched her from the air with one arm and hoisted her slight weight up with ease before she could crumple to the forest floor. She was perfection in his arms, her waist resting against his forearm, his palm fitting perfectly along the curve of her hip. The fever muddled his thoughts, and he remained with his hands on her, torn between the desire to brush his mouth over hers and the knowledge he needed to release her. It was all he could do to avoid the temptation of letting his touch glide over her, pulling her closer still.

      She gave a shy laugh. “Forgive me. I didn’t expect my legs to be so weak.”

      He shook his head. “Ye’re no’ used to riding as hard as we just did, nor for as long.”

      She straightened in his arms and glanced over his shoulder, inadvertently pressing her body nearer to his. “Yer back.”

      His heart slammed like a drum against his ribs. “’Tis fine.”

      But it wasn’t. Something at his back drew tight and had snapped when he moved so swiftly to keep Clara from falling. Most likely, the plastered poultice at his injuries had cracked. Or something had torn. Either way, it wasn’t good.

      Not that he would pay it any mind, especially as long as Clara was in his arms.

      All that mattered was her.

      With him.

      In this moment between them and where it might lead.

      Damn, but he sounded like a romantic fool.

      “Nay,” she protested. “I’ll not have ye hurt yerself for me, Reid. Come, let me see to it.”

      He tried to brush her off, but she was indeed as stubborn as she was kind. While she agreed to set up camp first and allowed him to assist with the horses, she kept her sharp eye on him the entire time. With an admirable efficiency, she had their bedrolls laid out and her bag of herbs at the ready while he coaxed a fire to life before darkness could leach away the last of their visibility.

      She motioned for him to sit on the bedroll she’d unfurled by the flames and took the place behind him. “’Tis cold, I know. I can lift yer leine over the injuries if that would be more comfortable.”

      Warriors didn’t care about comfort.

      Aye, there was certainly an icy nip to the March air, but it seemed prudish for him to lift the bit of his shirt like a shy maid. He shrugged out of his gambeson, the absence of its weight already a relief, and peeled his leine over his head.

      “That isn’t—”

      He squared his back against the chill. “’Tis no’ that cold,” he lied. “And ye’ll be able to see better, aye?”

      She said nothing as her fingers lightly spread over the skin near his wounds. Her touch was so gentle, it was nearly unnoticeable, even against the ache of his injuries. “Yer fever has returned.” The sound of the bits of willow being tossed into a boiling pot followed her observation.

      Her concern for him was considerate but also somewhat disquieting. While he appreciated her worry, he was not used to being tended to in such a manner. He’d been on his own since his family was killed when he was but a lad of seven. There had been much he’d known in those years: the unfairness of life, the brutality of village streets, how those who helped often did so with selfish intent. It all had taught him to rely wholly and completely on only himself.

      He was not on familiar terms with the kindness Clara exhibited, and certainly, he had never been coddled as she seemed set on doing. Naturally, there had been camaraderie among William and the other men of their raiding party and respect. But no one had ever given him anything without asking for something in return.

      Which was all Clara had been intent upon doing since she first helped him to safety.

      Mayhap with a soul as pure as hers, she was ideal for a convent. She would bring godliness to one of the places that oft saw corruption despite an origin of well-meaning intentions. After all, his experiences with those who meant to help had not been pleasant.

      “I hope that didn’t hurt too badly.” Her breath brushed against his back, and her fingers lightly caressed the area near his wound as if she intended to take away his pain.

      And she had, in a way, with that brief moment of tender attention. She could do so for others out in their cruel world, those who were in dire need of her earnest regard. Children who had lost their parents too young, like he had, would benefit from her goodness, as would young women in need of protection and lost souls seeking succor. There were far too many in need and, sadly, far too few ready to give.

      He turned toward Clara, his heart heavy with the memory of his reaction when she’d told him of her plans. “I was wrong when I said ye were no’ the type to join a convent.”

      She gave a shy smile and shook her head, her mouth opening to protest.

      “Ye’re exactly the type of woman people should find among the nuns,” he said earnestly. “I only meant…”

      She nodded for him to continue, her eyes wide as they fixed on his.

      He hesitated before continuing, “I only meant ye’re too bonny.”

      It was something he didn’t often tell women as they took his flattery with a determined resolve to make a husband out of him. He wasn’t the marrying type. He wasn’t the stay in one place type, either.

      What was the point of having a cottage when it could be burned down? What good was having a family when they could be slain? And why bother with love when its departure left your heart ripped out and your chest raw and aching?

      Nay, he kept his affections to himself.

      Clara smiled up at him, so sweet and so damn alluring that he wanted to draw her into his arms and show her everything she’d never find in a convent. His groin stirred with longing.

      “Ye told me before ye thought me beautiful,” she replied.

      His brows lifted with genuine surprise.

      “Well, ye didn’t have yer wits about ye at the time.” She bit her lower lip and shrugged one shoulder.

      “Wits or no’, I was correct.” His hand acted of its own volition, reaching out to the softness of her cheek and stroking down to the line of her jaw. “Ye are beautiful.”

      She tilted her head higher in response. The way a woman did when they wanted to be kissed. It was an age-old reaction, one he would do better to ignore.

      And one that he found, he could not resist.

      Not when it came to Clara.
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      Clara had never been kissed. There had never been a man who caught her attention or made her pulse go even a whisper offbeat. At least, not until this moment. Until this man.

      Her heart thundered in her chest, and she found herself locked on his hazel eyes. The beautiful flecks of green and brown and gold were lost in the glowing firelight, but she knew they were there and searched to find them now.

      His hand remained on her face, cradling her jaw as if she were made of spun glass. His fingers shifted slightly, his callused thumb grazing the underside of her chin, and she tilted it upward toward him. Toward his mouth.

      His touch was hot with his fever. She should pull away from him to pour his tea. Except she was held in place by his stare.

      The moment his face lowered to hers, the breath caught in her chest in an exquisite moment of anticipation, unlike anything she’d ever experienced, and the heat of his lips closed over hers.

      He smelled of wet wool and horses and an underlying spiciness that made her heart throb faster still. His mouth pressed to hers, and she leaned into the fire of his strong, solid body, grateful she was sitting down lest her legs gave way from beneath her.

      His chest was firm beneath her hand, his skin feverish. She should stop. He needed tending to, not kissing.

      Heat pulsed between her legs, and her fingertips moved of their own volition, smoothing over his muscular chest. She parted her lips, mirroring what he had done and kissing him back. A low groan vibrated beneath her hand, and he slowly drew back.

      “I should be fetching yer tea.” She quickly turned to the boiling pot of willow bark, its earthy scent heavy in the damp air.

      Reid shook his head and ran a hand through his auburn hair. “I shouldna have done that.”

      The burning sensation in her cheeks slid down low into her belly as she poured the tea into the mug. What a ridiculous mistake she’d made in kissing him. In allowing him to kiss her. He regretted it, and she now looked quite the fool.

      “Forgive me. I didn’t…that is, I thought…” The stilted apology stammered from her lips. Dumbly, she thrust the mug toward him.

      He accepted it, his stare level with hers. “Ye’re to be a nun, Clara,” he said in a low voice.

      Shame simmered under her skin—skin that still crackled with awareness at his proximity, at the pleasure of his mouth moving over hers. Somehow her resolved endeavor to join the abbey had wildly deviated at that moment.

      And all it had taken was a single kiss.

      She was grateful for his respect for her future path, even if she had so readily forgotten her purpose. After all, the reason for becoming a nun was to ensure her family would not worry about her. Traveling alone with a warrior whose body was riddled with scars and wounds and bruises did not bode well for a peaceful future, or for ensuring her family would not have cause for concern.

      “I am to be a nun,” Clara stated, more brightly than she felt. “It was good of ye to be so considerate.”

      He gave a tight nod and tore his gaze from her. She gathered her healing supplies with trembling hands. Her nerves had left her clumsy, and she accidentally knocked over stoppered jars and dropped a roll of linen, causing it to uncurl onto the ground.

      Once she had secured the last of her materials into her bag, she looked up to find him wearing his leine once more. The neck of his shirt hung open, revealing the place where his muscular chest met his collarbones and strong throat. Her fingers tingled with the memory of how he had felt beneath her touch, and her lips still hummed from the caress of his lips. Heavens, even her heart still beat too swiftly.

      But he was right. She was to be a nun, and it wouldn’t do to lose her head over a man—especially not a warrior.

      His life was one of danger, and she needed one of peace. One of safety.

      They shared a meal of dry salted beef, stale bread and a bit of hard cheese, all washed down with wine, in silence. Though the meal was cold on a chilly night, it still filled her belly and left her groggy with the need for sleep.

      Reid was correct when he’d stated their ride was more rigorous than she was used to. She’d pressed a hand to his brow after they’d supped, confirming his fever had indeed receded. It had been intimate while she remained close enough to touch him as she gauged the tea’s effects. Before she could allow herself to be tempted to lean into him once more, she made her way to the opposite side of the fire and slipped into her bedroll for the night.

      Despite Clara’s fatigue, sleep would not come. It wasn’t only the riotous tumble of thoughts through her mind but also the firmness of the ground beneath her and how even the burn of humiliation at that kiss was insignificant against the frosty spring night air. The frigid dampness managed to wriggle into her bedroll at the gaps near her neck. It settled deep into her bones until her joints ached from the tight ball that she’d curled into to preserve her body heat.

      A log thunked onto the fire behind her, followed by a rush of welcome heat and light. Amid the pop and hiss of fresh wood being licked by greedy, glorious flames, Clara finally relaxed into slumber.

      It wasn’t to last, unfortunately.

      As soon as the fire began to wane, so too did its heat, and fingers of cold crept into her bedroll, rousing her from slumber. Another log was added, and then as the log dwindled, the chill came back. This happened twice more before the rustle of a person moving sounded in the dark.

      Clara fingered the hilt of the dagger she’d brought to bed with her, fully prepared to defend herself if need be. Footsteps approached. She tensed and opened her eyes a slit, regarding the fire and the emptiness around her.

      Where was Reid?

      The air stirred as something lightweight landed beside her, and the bulk of a man settled atop it.

      Ah, there he was.

      His familiar scent mingled with the smoky campfire as he lay close enough to her that he was nearly touching her; his heat immediately began to warm her frigid limbs.

      “This isn’t necessary,” Clara said through a clenched jaw.

      “Yer chattering teeth were keeping me awake.”

      Clara ought to apologize, but she was too exhausted and too cold. Instead, she melted against him, letting him thaw her from the back as she was heated from the front by the fire. He shifted slightly and his large arm eased over her.

      It was an intimate embrace, putting them in a position she should have protested. But she could not help but revel in the way he held her. Not only the additional heat it provided, but how it appealed to something deep inside her she’d never explored before, a yearning she’d never even known existed. It made her relive that kiss they had shared and left her craving far, far more.

      She slept on without waking again and did not rouse until the sun tipped its head over the horizon to bid them good morrow with its gilded light. Reid’s arm was still slung over Clara, hot and heavy where it dropped across her shoulder.

      Never had she thought to share sleeping space with a man. She rolled toward him, careful not to disturb his slumber. While she had meant to touch her hand to his forehead to gauge his temperature, she found herself drawn to his relaxed face. Fine lines creased his brow, and the skin at the corners of his eyes looked as though he’d spent much time squinting against the sun, but the rest of his face appeared youthful, his expression blank and his lips soft. The whiskers at his jaw caught the morning light and winked with a coppery brilliance.

      Suddenly, her palm itched for the prickle of those stiff hairs. She reached up and settled her hand on his face, slightly too hot, which meant his fever had returned in the night.

      She slipped from her makeshift bed and prepared more tea for him, as well as a meal with their meager rations. The firewood had nearly all been used, most likely to keep the cold at bay—for her. A small wooden figure lying in the dirt beside the fire pit caught her attention.

      Curious, Clara bent to retrieve it and found it to be a whittled image of a fox. And quite a well done one at that. Had Reid made it?

      She glanced to where he still slept and put the carving into her pocket so it wouldn’t be left behind before she set about waking him. Once he had some willow bark in him and had broken his fast, he would do well enough. Or rather he should, so long as the weather held.

      No sooner had the thought completed itself in her mind than the sky overhead rumbled with an angry growl and the promise of rain.
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      The day was bloody miserable with the Scottish rain at its most terrible. The rain came at them in torrents, lashing from all sides, leaving them drenched to the skin and chilled to the bone.

      Reid clung to his horse, his body numbed through from the cold. Except for his back. The wounds Clara had tended to so carefully that morning felt as though they were being stabbed all over again.

      For her part, Clara said nothing during their journey. She did not complain as other lasses might. Indeed, she did not so much as scowl or even glare malice in his direction for subjecting her to such dismal weather, rather than being within the dry, hallowed walls of the convent. Nay, she remained under the cover of her cloak and kept the pace he’d set, never once faltering, no matter how the lightning flashed, or the thunder cracked.

      In all this time that he’d wondered about Clara after seeing her at the market, when he’d known so little about her. What he knew now caused his fascination to grow. Her compassion, her unending patience. How she seemed so petite and delicate in his arms despite her mercenary’s skill with her daggers. And the way she had been so innocent when he kissed her, so eager to return his affection.

      It had been the tentative kiss she’d pressed to his mouth that made him recall his senses. She was meant for the convent. Not for him.

      And it was just as well. He wouldn’t do as a husband. Especially not to a woman like her. If she were to wed, she deserved a man who could give her everything Reid had vowed a long time ago never to possess.

      The rain intensified, and a flash of lightning was followed almost immediately by a crack of thunder that made the earth shudder. Clara’s mare reared up on its hindquarters, its front hooves stabbing frantically at the air.

      “Clara,” Reid cried out as he urged his horse toward her. There wasn’t time to get to her, let alone an opportunity to take the reins of her steed and calm the beast.

      By some miracle, she held on. She leaned her body forward against the mare’s powerful neck. When the horse’s front hooves returned to the sodden earth, Clara was once more upright in her saddle. Her hood had been thrown backward, her dark hair plastered to her face with rainwater, her eyes wide with what she had just endured.

      “We need to find shelter,” he said over the roar of the storm.

      She did not protest and instead nodded, urging her horse to follow his once more.

      It wasn’t simply that she had nearly fallen or that the lightning was too close for comfort. It was also that the mud was too deep and would freeze over as soon as the sun began to set. Already, the chill of dusk was beginning to settle in the air.

      Reid led them to a nearby village, if the collection of rundown cottages and shops could be referred to as such, and found the solitary inn. Every man from the village seemed to have congregated in the tavern's smoky main room, their voices boisterous in a collective rumble, and the air hot and thick with so many people pressed into one room.

      The tavern owner was not easily found, and when Reid located him, the man was bleary-eyed with drink.

      “Two rooms,” Reid said.

      The man gave a long, slow blink. “We’ve only got the one.”

      Reid flicked a glance at Clara at his side. “We require two.”

      “Well, we’ve got one,” the man repeated with a little smile as though he was laughing at his private jest.

      Clara’s face remained impassive, but Reid’s heart thudded hard. They’d slept near one another in the cave when he’d been injured and again last night out in the open. But in the close confines of a room, the proximity seemed inappropriately intimate. Especially for a woman who was intending to become a nun.

      Reid turned a desperate glance to the tavern owner.

      The old man shrugged his bulky shoulders. “There’s always the stable.”

      “Aye,” Reid readily replied. “I’ll take the stable. Give the lass the room.”

      “Nay.” Clara reached for his hand and squeezed it as if there were some secret between them. “My husband and I will take the room, please.” She met Reid’s eyes with a pointed look.

      My husband.

      He should have flinched at those words. Any other woman suggesting they were wed would have made him balk.

      Except, the way she said it filled him with an unnatural fascination as his thoughts flirted with the idea of what it would be like to be her husband truly.

      The tavern owner squinted, his eyes darting back and forth between them. “Yer husband?”

      “We quarreled and he assumed I was cross with him,” she said in a halting voice. “I’m not. Obviously. Or I wouldn’t want to…ehm…share a room. With him.”

      She really was meant to be a nun.

      She was a terrible liar.

      Even the drunk man appeared largely unconvinced, his brow screwed up to one side.

      “Ye’re no’ cross with me?” Reid asked, turning to her.

      Clara blinked in surprise. “Of course not.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” He reached out, stroking her cold, damp cheek with a lover’s touch. Beneath his fingers, her skin went pink with a blush. “I was worried I’d upset ye.”

      She shook her head.

      He leaned over her and pressed his lips to her fair brow.

      His ploy worked as the innkeeper dropped his skepticism, along with his interest, and shifted his focus to peer into the bottom of his nearly empty mug of ale.

      Reid put a coin on the table for the room and led Clara upstairs to freshen up. The second floor had a distinct lean that offered a somewhat precarious nature to their quarters. Still, it appeared stable enough against the storm that raged outside and battered at the shutters.

      The room was smaller than anticipated, scarcely big enough to accommodate the narrow bed and the table at its right side. Certainly not enough space to allow Clara privacy while she changed into a dry gown.

      They turned and looked at one another.

      “I’ll give ye a moment,” he said before she could try to be overly considerate again.

      “Ye can stay and change as well.” She bit her lip, her cheeks flushing to a lovely red. “Ye’re also wet. I imagine ye’re also cold. We could put our backs to one another…”

      They would be alone in the room, both in a state of undress. The slide of cloth over skin would be more than he could bear. His cock stirred as an enticing fantasy played out in his mind of them turning to one another in a state of partial undress, their mouths meeting in a searing kiss.

      Desire swelled hot in his groin.

      Damn. This wouldn’t do.

      “Nay,” he said abruptly. “I’ll meet ye downstairs. I’ll change later.” Without giving her a chance to protest, he left the room and waited until the bar fall into place on the door before making his way downstairs.

      But as he slid into a free seat in the common room, he couldn’t keep his thoughts from drifting to her upstairs as he imagined her stripping out of her sodden kirtle. Her skin would be damp and cool. And he would love nothing more than to warm her. With his hands and body, his mouth and tongue—until she was crying out with need.

      “What can I get ye?” A woman with a husky voice asked.

      Grateful for the distraction, he glanced up to find an older woman grinning down at him. “Two ales and two stews.”

      She nodded and sauntered off, catching more than one stare as she went. By the time two steaming trenchers of stew had arrived, Clara was making her way down the stairs. The room stilled as she descended the steps with a grace that couldn’t be ignored.

      The brown kirtle she’d worn had been replaced with blue wool that drew one’s attention to her beautiful eyes. Her hair was pulled back in a simple braid with several loose tendrils framing her lovely face.

      “Ye’re the bonniest lass I’ve ever seen,” a man said from a nearby table. “Will ye come share my table with me?”

      Reid pushed up to his feet.

      Clara flushed. “Thank ye, but that isn’t necessary. I already have—”

      “Ye’re English?” someone else said.

      “Only partly,” she replied with her blended accent.

      Reid stopped at her side and put his arm around her shoulders, intending to lead her toward their food.

      “After ye’ve had her,” the man who had demanded to know if she was English said, “I’d like a go.”

      The room narrowed suddenly so that all Reid could see was the whoreson who had spoken so ill of Clara. Reid rushed forward, his muscles on fire with the need to defend her.

      “Nay, Reid,” Clara called, but it was too late. His fist was already connecting with the cur’s weak jaw.
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      Clara watched in horror as Reid punched the man and lifted his hand back for a second strike, even as the drunk reeled backward.

      A woman with a tray of food stepped in front of Reid and cast a chastising look between him and the man who was staggering to remain upright with a hand over his wounded face. “Come on now, lads, if ye want yer ale, ye best be playing along better’n that.”

      “What if we want more’n ale?” another man called out.

      “Then ye ought to be keeping to yerself with yer best behavior.” She winked and guided Clara toward a rear table, waving away the men who sat there. “Ye’ll be fine here,” she said in a low voice. “My mum was English.” She gave a conspiratorial wink before she left and returned swiftly with Reid, who carried their two mugs of ale and two trenchers full of a stew. The aroma was so rich with the scent of herbs that Clara’s mouth watered.

      Reid glared at the table full of men who had called out to Clara when she’d descended the stairs. All appeared to be ignoring him, with the exception of the one he’d struck, who now glared at him with a wad of linen shoved up one nostril.

      “Please,” Clara said softly. “Leave him be.”

      Reid turned back to Clara, his gaze hard. “After he spoke to ye like that?”

      “He’s drunk.”

      “That isna an excuse to treat ye as he did.”

      “I assure ye, I’ve heard worse,” Clara said to diffuse the situation.

      It didn’t work. Reid frowned. “How can ye be so calm about it all? Does it no’ make ye angry?”

      She took a sip of ale and tore off a bit of bread. “’Tis the way it is, I suppose. I’m an outsider in England and in Scotland.”

      “So ye have no place to call yer own.”

      She’d never thought of it that way before. It wasn’t entirely a pleasant thought.

      Clara scooped some stew up with the bread and popped the morsel into her mouth. It was wonderfully hot when all of her was still so cold. Her clothes were dry, but they were still cool on her damp skin, and her heavy, wet braid had soaked through the back. She shivered.

      “I suppose I never had anything to compare my life with to think of it that way,” she answered finally.

      Reid drank from his mug of ale. “It doesna enrage ye?” he pressed. “How poorly ye’ve been treated? Yer family?”

      He scraped up some stew with his bread, and a weighty silence fell between them.

      She was no saint. Those ugly words hurtled at her in the past had indeed left their mark. She had been first hurt by them and then angered. The latter of which rose in her with white-hot fury.

      But with Drake and Mum already so burdened, Clara could never have unleashed her anger. It wouldn’t have been fair to. She thought of Kinsey’s rage, which was like wildfire, uncontrolled and all-consuming. And how Faye had hidden away her own emotions, curling into her thoughts during those trying times and Mum…she’d been beside herself with the loss of Da, exhausted from working so hard to ensure they all remained fed. Drake already shouldered the lot of them, working to support them, being there to help always, going without food so they would eat, being the man of the house when he was barely more than a lad.

      Nay, it would have been too selfish of Clara to give into her fury when they had already suffered enough, when they had all been through so much. And so, she’d swallowed it down, keeping it tightly bound and undetectable deep within herself.

      Clara brushed Reid’s question off with a smile. “’Tis the past.”

      “It doesna mean it’s no’ wrong what ye went through.” He tore off another chunk of bread. “What yer family went through.”

      There was an agitated clench to his jaw, his brows set in a ferocious expression.

      “And what was done to ye?” she asked gently.

      He straightened and regarded her with surprise. She stretched a hand across the table and covered his, expressing her sympathy for what he must have gone through with that single touch. His gaze fell to where their hands were clasped and swallowed.

      “Ye may want to rush yer sup.” He nodded to her half-full trencher. “Within the hour, ’twill become even more crowded.”

      And more crowds meant more drink and more men who might cause problems.

      Clara did not need to be told twice. She ate her food and finished her ale. Finally, full and at last no longer shivering, she allowed Reid to lead her up the rickety stairs where the floor sloped distinctly to the right.

      Reid paused outside the door and gave her an anxious glance. “I can sleep in the stable.”

      Clara shook her head and put a hand on his shoulder. His gambeson was soaked through with rainwater and ice cold to the touch. “Please don’t,” she said. “Ye’re still not recovered from yer injury. From the infection. Yer fever might still return.”

      “And what of ye?” he asked in a quiet voice. “Ye’re to be a nun, and ye’ll be sharing a room with a man.”

      Well, it did sound quite improper when said aloud in such a fashion.

      “I’m not a nun yet.” She met his gaze, and his pupils dilated slightly. There was something sensual in that reminder that she hadn’t intended. Yet, nor did she regret it.

      “I’m yer wife, remember?” Her hand slid into his, and she smiled up at him. His hands were huge and rough with the evidence of calluses on his palms from a life of being a warrior.

      Finally, he gave a slow nod and opened the door, their grasp slipping free of one another as he allowed her in first before following.

      When the door was closed, she faced him once more. “I apologize for the lie about our marriage. I thought it might discourage talk.” She lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “Not that I ought to care what people say of us when it’s doubtful we’ll ever see them again.”

      Reid narrowed his eyes in doubt. “I wouldna count on that. Scotland is nae as large as one might think.”

      Silence settled between them, a poignant reminder of how very alone they were together in such a small, intimate place. But it was not awkward or uncomfortable. Rather, it was quite the opposite.

      Being in a room alone with Reid was something she knew she shouldn’t do, like staying out too late at night or exploring an area she’d been told to ignore. It was a taste of rebellion in an otherwise rigid world of rule following. And it was delicious.

      Downstairs, a cheer rose, followed by a chorus of laughter. “Ye were right about returning here quickly.” Clara shyly flicked a glance at him.

      “I wouldna want ye down there with such rowdy men.”

      “I can take care of myself,” she said staunchly.

      “I know.” His brows pinched together. “But I dinna want ye to.”

      “I wanted to thank ye for earlier too,” she said, feeling suddenly shy. “When ye defended me. I would have just ignored them, but ye spoke up for me.”

      His jaw tightened. “I would do anything to keep ye safe.”

      The truth behind his words blazed in his hazel eyes. Not that she didn’t believe him. He had put action into his declaration long before making the vow.

      Even now, she could not help but relive the way he had appeared at her side before the man even finished his offensive comment. Reid had protected her.

      It lit a place inside her that had ached for such attention for far too long. She wanted to lean against him, to press her palms to his powerful chest, push up on her toes and kiss him. She wanted to taste the spicy brush of his tongue, to let herself be set alight by his strong hands, to arch against the stone wall of his body.

      “I…” She cleared the huskiness from her throat. “I should see to yer injuries. And ye should probably change out of yer wet clothes.” As the words emerged from her mouth, she could see him clearly in her mind, peeling the sodden clothes from his muscular body, his pale, damp skin glistening in the golden light of the hearth.

      He nodded and went to his bag to reclaim his dry clothing.

      “I’ll go outside.” She strode toward the door.

      “Nay.” He gently took her hand to prevent her from leaving. “’Tis no’ safe. I dinna need to change.”

      “Aye, ye do.” His wounds would not do well remaining soaked in the rainwater coming from his gambeson. “I’ll turn ’round.” Clara put her back to him as she spoke.

      Not that it did any good. She could recall every shadowed valley on his torso, every band of solid muscle on his flat abdomen. Aye, she knew his body well.

      Except, of course, his lower half beneath his trews. But that didn’t stop her mind from trying to fill in the gaps.

      When at last the rustling finally stopped, and he announced he’d finished, she turned to him once more to find he wore only his trews and nothing else. He tossed his wet clothing aside to the corner, where it landed with a soft splat, his body flexing with the simple action.

      Clara’s palms ached to smooth up over his chest, to wander over his broad shoulders and down his abdomen to where the narrow strip of auburn hair disappeared into his leather trews.

      Desire warmed through her, but she forced her mind to stay on the task at hand, a more worthy attention for her thoughts. She must ensure he remained healthy.

      Besides, this handsome warrior was best struck from her mind. A nun could have no room for a man in her life, especially not one like Reid, who aroused in Clara such undeniable lust.
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      The hearth gave off scant heat, but the chill in the room did not touch Reid. Not when Clara’s hot gaze searched his bare torso with such open appreciation. She was a terrible liar, he knew, but he was also discovering she lacked the ability to hide her emotions.

      Or at least, her desire.

      That realization settled deep in his loins.

      She looked away as if understanding the blatancy of her reaction to him and snatched up her wee bag of herbs. “Let me see yer back.”

      He sat on the edge of the narrow bed and put his back to her. Her fingers were cold against his skin.

      “’Tis looking better already,” she assessed. “Though ye need to have a care, aye?”

      “Having a care” wasn’t something he did well.

      Her touch was gentle as she cleaned his back and reapplied the poultice, the air sharp with the scent of pungent herbs. When she was done, she bound a fresh strip of linen over his torso, just under his chest.

      “By some miracle, yer other injuries appear to be healing nicely as well.” Her attention remained fixed on her task as she spoke.

      “Other injuries?”

      “All of them.” Those ice-blue eyes of her met his. “Ye’ve a number of them all over yer back and chest. Mostly bruises, but some nicks here and there.”

      “Still better than my opponents.” He smiled.

      She didn’t.

      The sweep of her fingers over his skin left a prickle of pleasure in their wake. “The English did this to ye.”

      “I’ve done worse to them.”

      She was silent a long moment, and he feared he had offended her with talk of violence. He shifted on the mattress to sit facing her.

      “I’m English,” she finally said.

      “Only partly.”

      “But still English enough.” Her attention fell on the small jars she was carefully wrapping and easing them into her bag, as well as several pouches of herbs that crackled despite her careful handling. “I know that makes me loathsome.”

      “The only thing loathsome is how anyone would look at ye and see nothing more than English blood in yer veins.” His words came out hard with his vehemence.

      “Then ye don’t hate me?” Her expression was hopeful. “Or at least that part of me?”

      “Do ye hate that part of yerself?”

      She shook her head. “My da was English. He was a good man—a knight. And an honest one at that. He was everything a father should be. Hating the English side of me would be hating him, and I could never do that.”

      “Where is he now?” Reid asked, anticipating he might not like the answer.

      Clara swallowed. “He was killed in battle when I was young. Drake, whom I wager ye know…”

      Reid nodded in confirmation.

      She continued, “He was in the battle with our da when it happened. I was young, but I still remember it.”

      “’Twas in England, then,” Reid surmised. “I imagine that was difficult.”

      Clara shrugged it off in a way that suggested it was more painful than she let on. “Our friends and neighbors turned on us after my da’s death. Mum is Scottish, ye see. They dinna trust us.”

      “Bloody English.” Reid ran a hand through his hair, imagining a mother and her four children without aid in England after already dealing with the untimely death of their father. “Is that why ye’re so serene now? Ye released all yer anger as a lass?”

      Color blossomed in her cheeks. Ah, so that was it then.

      “I didn’t.” She studied the lines on her palms. “I couldn’t. Not when everyone else was suffering so much already.”

      “Nay.” Reid reached for the hands she studied with such distraction.

      Clara regarded him with confusion.

      “Ye canna keep it locked inside ye forever.” He ran his thumb over her knuckles. “Anger needs to be released, or it festers. ’Tis like passion in that way.”

      “Passion?” She asked, her cheeks going pinker still.

      Shite. He shouldn’t have said that. Except it was too late to take it back now, especially with her looking at him as she did with...

      Curiosity.

      Interest.

      Desire.

      His pulse ticked faster.

      “Aye,” he confirmed. “The way yer blood builds hot in yer veins and how it thunders through yer whole body until ye want to scream with want of its release.”

      “How does one release such pressure?” She wet her lips with her tongue. “With passion, I mean.”

      God save him. He was actually having this conversation with a woman who planned to become a nun. He hesitated, uncertain how to properly answer without winding up in Hell.

      Clara boldly released one hand from his, easing closer to him as they both sat on the mattress, and put her palm to his bare chest.

      He should remove her touch from his person, he knew. Yet, he could not bring himself to do what he knew was right. “Ye’re to be a nun.”

      Her hand moved lightly over his chest, skimming upward. “I’m not a nun yet.”

      It was the second time she’d said that to him. And its impact was just as strong as a hammer of lust slamming into him.

      “Why are ye joining the convent, Clara?” he asked. Surely it was not for piety or chastity, or she would not be regarding him with such inquisitiveness.

      Her breath came out in a shaky exhale as her fingertips lightly brushed over his skin. He wanted to close his eyes and relish every tentative caress to hold tight to and remember forever.

      “Are ye joining a convent for others or yerself?” His voice was deeper with the force of his longing.

      She chewed the inside of her lip. “I’ve made the decision.”

      “For whom?” he pressed.

      She bit her lip. “To keep my family from worrying after me. To help in an abbey where they need a healer.”

      “For everyone but yerself.”

      She tilted her head in silent answer and shifted her touch lower, her fingers tracing down the shape of his chest muscle.

      “And what of ye?” He asked. “What do ye want?”

      This answer did not come as readily. Her brow furrowed as if she were uncertain how to respond. Or as if she did not want to.

      “Have ye no’ ever thought about what it is ye want for yerself?” Before he could stop himself, his hand came up to caress her face.

      Her lashes fluttered closed, and she drifted into his touch.

      His body curled around her, drawn in by her allure, his face near hers, his heart thundering beneath that innocent, maddening exploration on his chest. “What do ye want, Clara?” he asked softly.

      In response, she lifted her head and grazed her mouth to his. Lust shot through his veins like lightning, charging all of him with that simple, eager kiss. He lightly tugged her lower lip with his thumb and touched his tongue to hers.

      Clara’s mouth parted and met his deepened kiss with an eagerness of her own. She gave a little moan that stroked his desire, encouraging him. This woman who had been so repressed, who never released her anger, her lust.

      His fingers glided down the column of her throat and over her delicate collarbones. She leaned her head back, exposing her neck to him, which he kissed and licked until she was panting with delight. Her skin was smooth, her fragrance delicate and floral with the clean hint of the herbs she so often worked with.

      Her hands roamed over his back, fingering cautiously from the expanse of his shoulders to his waist. His hands explored too, the flare of her hips, the fullness of her breasts. Each kiss, each caress, made his cock ache with need of her.

      A need that would not be satisfied. Not when she was meant for the convent.

      And yet, God help him, even that thought did not diminish his yearning.
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      Clara had never known kisses could be so all-consuming. She sat forward, leaning into him to be closer, to experience him more fully. His hands caught her waist and pulled her to him. Her legs spread over his hips as their bodies settled against one another. A hard column strained against his trews and rubbed at the aching need between her thighs in the most delicious way.

      She arched toward him in a rhythm she didn’t have to think to set. Something innate inside her coaxed her toward him again and again. The same thing that made her tilt her head back as his lips brushed over her bodice.

      His mouth teased over her neckline. Her nipples were taut with anticipation, pebbled and overly sensitive against the homespun wool of her kirtle. He cupped her breasts with his large hand and teased the pad of his thumb over the tight buds through her gown. Clara gave a hoarse cry of pleasure that filled their small room.

      He slipped a finger into her bodice and eased it down so her breasts eased free. No sooner had the cold air washed over her skin than Reid’s lips closed around her pert bud, flicking his tongue, and warming her with the heat of his mouth. Pleasure needled through her. She gasped aloud with delight and clung to him as her hips continued to grind against his, each nudge of his arousal to hers more exquisite than the one before.

      With a groan, he straightened and caught her mouth with his, his palms cupping her naked breasts.

      This time when she cried out, it was his name on her lips.

      He growled and put his forehead to hers as his hand tugged up her bodice before resting on her waist.

      “What is it?” Clara asked.

      His breath came in hard pants as he eased her from his lap. “Forgive me,” he said raggedly.

      “Nay.” She stood on legs that did not feel they could support her. “I wanted it. I told ye that.”

      He ran a hand through his auburn hair. “Ye plan to join a convent, Clara. I’ll no’ take yer innocence.”

      Outside, the wind howled, and rain pelted the windows. The storm had not abated.

      It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him then that she didn’t really want to join the convent, an insight she hadn’t been willing to acknowledge until this moment.

      Her lips still hummed with the effects of his kiss, her breasts tingling where he had caressed and licked them, and a desperate, hungry pulse throbbed between her legs. But more than anything, her head spun.

      What did she want?

      To explore the passion that he had awoken in her.

      Aye, but there was more.

      To be loved.

      The truth of it hit her with a poignancy that almost drew tears.

      She wanted a husband to hold her at night as Reid had done the evening before when she had been wracked with cold. She wanted a home to keep up for her family. And she wanted children. Wee bairns she could cradle in her arms and breathe in their sweet, milky newness.

      Something in her chest clenched with palpable longing.

      It was a dream she’d spent far too long ignoring, one that had been too ridiculous to even consider before when there were so many others in her life who needed her. Which was why she had banished it from her heart long ago.

      It had been better to focus on those she could tend to rather than set her focus on a dream whose lack of actualization might break her heart.

      Until now…

      Now, that hope bobbed to the surface.

      Reid aroused in her more than carnal desire. He made her unearth the fantasy she’d once found so unattainable. Mayhap if she didn’t join a convent, if she opened her heart to him, he might do the same in return.

      The idea of a small cottage with him might not be an impossibility after all - babes with his auburn hair, a loving husband who would wrap her in those strong arms every night and gaze at her as if she were the only woman in the world.

      The longing for such a life was so visceral that it curled around her heart in a fierce grip.

      “I dinna mean to cause offense.” Though Reid spoke softly, Clara still glanced up at the interruption to her thoughts.

      She shook her head. “Ye didn’t.”

      “Clara…” He searched her face with his perceptive gaze. “I shouldna have kissed ye, no’ because I regret it, but because…”

      His jaw clenched and a hard knot of dread formed in Clara’s stomach.

      “Because ye mean to take yer vows, and I want to respect yer wishes.” He reached up and gently stroked the back of his fingers down her cheek.

      It took everything in her not to turn toward the heat of his touch, to bask in the tingle of pleasure at even such a simple caress and how it made all of her ache with need.

      “I’m attracted to ye, Clara.” He seemed hesitant to confess as much but continued, “Verra much so and have been since I saw ye at market day with Kinsey before she joined William’s army.”

      She blinked in surprise, and Reid gave a sheepish smile. It was an endearing expression on so strong and hard a man.

      And she had been the cause.

      That realization struck her somewhere deep in her chest, a place she found had been empty for far too long. If he had noticed her nearly a year ago and still remembered her now, mayhap he might someday love her.

      Mayhap her dream was within reach, after all.

      Her hope was so great that it robbed her of her breath.

      “But…” Reid let his hand fall from her face. “’Tis more than yer decision to be a nun. I havena any desire to marry, to settle down and have a home and bairns.”

      Whatever had sprung to life moments ago in her wilted.

      “I’m a warrior.” Reid shrugged uncomfortably. “’Tis what I’ve always been and what I’ll always be. I canna be a husband. And a lass like ye…” He looked at her as if it pained him to do so. “A lass like ye deserves a man who will provide her with a home, with a comfortable life and wee ones.”

      “What if I wasn’t to go to a convent?” she asked numbly.

      His brow furrowed, and he shook his head. “I’ll no’ take either future from ye, regardless of where yer heart guides ye.”

      She offered a smile to show she understood and that she appreciated his honesty rather than attempting to come up with a reply. After all, what could she say?

      In a matter of moments, she had finally acknowledged her wish for a future, found hope that it might exist and then had it immediately quashed.

      Outside, a massive gust of wind rattled at the thin walls of the inn, and a shiver ran down her spine.

      “We should rest,” Reid suggested. “We must leave early, as long as there’s no’ any ice on the ground.” As he spoke, he regarded the floor where there was barely room for them both to stand at once.

      The bed took up most of the small chamber. There wouldn’t be space enough for him to stretch out on the meager floor to sleep.

      “We can both fit on the bed,” Clara suggested.

      Reid cast a skeptical glance at the narrow mattress.

      “But only if ye promise not to ravish me in the night.” Her words were intended to come out playfully but rang hollow instead.

      In the end, he agreed to share the bed as long as they each were in their separate bedrolls, an agreement Clara hardened her heart to and complied with. He fell asleep quickly at her side, as she had anticipated due to the tea she’d had him drink before bed.

      However, she remained fully awake, her gaze locked on the ceiling above her as too many thoughts raced through her mind. His quiet breathing was a backdrop to her musings of how her future might now take shape. There would be just a few more short days in the company of a man she found as fascinating as he was enigmatic, one who stirred in her the desire for a life as she had never even bothered to hope for. What followed would include their arrival in Dumbarton to ensure the people knew of the attack, and then she would make her way to Paisley Abbey and…what?

      Live out her life in the service to others, remembering these few days with fondness.

      Aye, that seemed to be the truth of it.

      Outside, the wind battered the rickety inn with such a howl that goosebumps prickled over her skin. It was then that Reid rolled toward her in his sleep and curled an arm around her, drawing her back against him and his solid heat.

      She ought to nudge him to roll away or wake him and ask him to release her.

      Instead, she closed her eyes and gave in, for that one brief moment, to the fantasy that he truly was her husband and that they were asleep in a cottage with their child sleeping nearby. That her life was complete. That her life was happy. She fell asleep to that dream, simultaneously cherishing that precious moment while also dreading the next day when she had to wake up and face the reality of her situation once more. Because there would be no love for her in this life. Nor a husband or a family.

      There had never been, and there never would be.
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      Reid woke the following morning to a bundle of warmth in his arms. Not just any bundle of warmth.

      Clara.

      Her back was nestled against his chest, her head cradled against his shoulder, his arm wrapped about her waist. The delicate, clean scent of herbs tickled at his senses. Her smell.

      He inhaled deeply, appreciating her simple perfume and the way it made his body flood with energy. How many times had he fantasized about this moment?

      Almost every day since he’d seen her at the village market. He’d imagined her glossy, dark hair cool and smooth against his chest; her lithe body pressed to him as she slept, her face serene and so lovely, it made something inside his chest burn. The reality of such a thing was far greater than the fantasy. And yet, far more painful.

      Being with her would not change his inability to settle into life as any normal man would do. Especially not when he had yet to find Lord Rottry.

      The English baron was the reason Reid never pursued more information on her, why he never allowed himself to be given over to love. Not when there was vengeance to be had, and certainly not when he knew how easily it all could be snatched from him. There would be naught for them in the future but heartbreak, and he could not do that to her.

      Still, it did not stop him from remaining abed a few moments longer, allowing his musings to carry him away. In his mind, his restlessness had calmed, and he owned a fine cottage, a protective stone one like Clara’s family had built in Castleton, the type of home a woman like her deserved. And in that home, they had a happy life together. She, as his wife, with her tender smile and her stunning beauty.

      He brought her even closer, savoring the idea, savoring her. She gave a little hum of contentment in her sleep and something in his chest broke. He could not allow himself the pleasure of fantasy anymore. Not when it caused so much hurt to do so.

      Without any further delay, he pushed up from the bed. No good would come of dreaming about what could never be.

      “Reid,” Clara said sleepily from the small bed they’d shared.

      The heat of her body against his had already cooled in the chilled morning air. He tossed a couple of logs into the hearth where the embers scattered about, and the dry fuel quickly caught fire.

      “If we hurry, we might have time to break our fast with hot food before we depart.” He hadn’t meant to sound gruff, but it came out as such.

      She rose from the bed and padded toward him in stockinged feet. Her braid had come undone in the night, and her hair fell in loose waves down her back like a curtain of silk. “How is yer back?”

      He wanted to gather her tresses in his hands and let them slide through his fingers.

      Damn it.

      “Yer herbs seem to be helpful,” he replied honestly. The wounds hurt, but not as they had before.

      “May I see yer injuries?” She moved around behind him, and he lifted his leine for her.

      Her fingers swept down his back, her touch careful. Reid closed his eyes, giving in to the temptation to relish her caress while she could not see his expression.

      “So long as ye don’t go doing anything foolhardy, ye should continue to heal.” She withdrew her hands from him as he let his leine fall into place.

      Reid glanced over his shoulder at her. “Me? Do something foolhardy?” He couldn’t help but grin.

      She shook her head at him in warning, but her eyes sparkled playfully. There was a lighter side to her that he found he enjoyed as much as he did the parts of her that were compassionate and giving.

      They hurried through their morning ablutions that consisted of little more than a damp linen and water from the ewer on a narrow table by the door. Clara sprinkled a few herbs on her linen, which left the air scented with something floral and pleasant. She plaited her braid once more, and they made their way down to the tavern below.

      They broke their fast on pottage, a thick gruel that tasted of nothing but was hot enough to send curls of steam rising from their bowls and sat warm in their bellies. The meal would be a perfect start to what would be a cold day of hard riding, something to stick to their ribs and keep hunger at bay.

      While they ate, Clara’s attention slid to a man with rusty-white hair. The Scotsman was boisterous and surrounded by men who were only slightly quieter than himself.

      “Do ye know him?” Reid asked.

      Clara nodded. “I believe I might be able to acquire some troops to help protect the people of Dumbarton.”

      Reid returned his attention to the man with renewed interest. He was dressed in a fine gambeson and breeches that appeared to be good quality, and the hilt of his sword glittered with a couple of gems. A man with money and men could be a boon for Dumbarton in such trying times.

      “Who is he?” Reid asked.

      “The Chieftain of the Ross clan,” Clara said.

      Reid startled at the familiar name. William had told him Kinsey was the old chieftain’s granddaughter, which meant…

      “Aye,” Clara said as though reading Reid’s thoughts. “He’s my grandda.”
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      Approaching the Chieftain of the Ross clan was no mean feat. Clara’s nerves clattered as she neared the man who had created a massive rift within her family for so many years.

      It wasn’t only that he had abducted Faye and forced her to wed a man she didn’t know, a man who thankfully was not part of the plot and with whom she fell in love. But there was also the open hurt of whatever it was Clara’s grandda had done to her mother. Something Mum refused to speak of.

      Clara’s legs were numb as she crossed the short distance to her grandda. He threw his head back and laughed out loud at something someone in his party had said. But his mirth died as his sharp green eyes settled first on her, then on Reid behind her.

      “Are ye here for a dowry?” Ross demanded in a gravelly voice.

      The men around him snickered, and Clara’s face went hot with humiliation. “I’d like to speak with ye in private.”

      “Look at this bonny lass, lads,” he said loudly. “Though dinna be getting any ideas. I’ll no’ be accused of selling off another granddaughter of mine.”

      His men laughed in earnest, and Clara found herself wishing the floor would open up and swallow her whole. Her grandda was flush with drink. The odor of it emanated from him like a thick fog.

      This had been a mistake. She ought to have known better than ever to consider asking him for anything. Especially when he always exacted a price for his efforts.

      Ross waved his men away and gave her his full attention, his lined face nothing at all like the sweetness of her mother’s. Indeed, it was difficult to even imagine a man as brash and coarse as Ross having anything to do with Mum’s upbringing.

      He tilted his head closer to hers. “What is it ye’d like to discuss?”

      Clara wanted to shake her head and beg off the conversation. Indeed, she might well have, were it not for thoughts of the innocent children who would be subjected to an English attack if she could not get them aid. It was for them that she found her voice.

      “There’s to be an attack on a village in several days.” She spoke in a voice meant only for his ears and looked him directly in the eye as she did so, refusing to allow him to intimidate her. “We’re on our way to warn them, but they could use a stronger defense.” She looked behind her grandfather. “Warriors who could keep the English at bay. I imagine ye have even more with ye than are gathered here now.”

      Ross narrowed his green eyes. “I do. And they’re all spoken for. We’re off to raid one of the English border villages.”

      His selfishness was starker than she had anticipated. Her sisters might have been right when they said she tried too hard to find the good in people. Mayhap some people had no good in them.

      But Clara was never one to give up on anyone.

      “People are in need,” she said in a bid to appeal to him.

      “Aye, like my men.” Her grandda winked. “They’re in need of the great wealth they hear can be found in English homes.”

      She gaped at him. Was it possible there was truly no humanity in this man?

      Her grandda pointed at her shocked expression and guffawed. When his mirth subsided, he threw an arm over her shoulder. “Yer heart is too big for this small, ugly world, Clara. Find yerself a man and settle down. Leave the business of war to men.”

      “If I did that, I fear it would result in the loss of many innocent lives.” Clara regarded him with open hurt. “I’d hoped what Mum said about ye wasn’t true.”

      Any humor on his face melted into a wounded expression. “What did yer mum say?”

      Ordinarily, Clara would not have disclosed such a razor-edged truth, but her grandda needed to hear these words. “That ye’re greedy, cruel and self-serving.” She didn’t soften the words as she said them and tried to distract herself from the stab of guilt when he winced.

      He had the good sense to appear somewhat chastened.

      “If ye change yer mind,” she said. “Please join us in Dumbarton posthaste. We are making our way there now.” Even as she said it, she couldn’t help that sliver of hope that he might still prove himself a better man than so many thought him to be.

      He gave a stiff nod, but it was no commitment. It wasn’t even acquiescence. That much was evidenced by the way his gaze slid from hers.

      Shame.

      With that, their conversation was done. She stepped away from him and didn’t bother to look back at the man who had offered her family nothing but disillusionment. Often in her youth, she had wondered how a separation had formed between her mother and grandfather when Mum was so kind. And while Clara knew her grandfather to be a harsh man, she also knew her mother to be forgiving.

      Mayhap a man such as him was beyond forgiveness, even for someone like Mum.

      Reid still sat at the table, his body tense as if he anticipated having to leap up and strike someone at any moment. She understood then that he was ready to be at her side in a second should he be needed.

      He got to his feet as she approached, his eyes narrowing. “What did he say?”

      “He won’t help us,” Clara said, unable to stifle the flash of disappointment at her grandfather.

      Reid glared over her shoulder toward her grandda. “Why no’?”

      “They’re going on a raid in England.” Clara kept her tone flat to mask the smolder of her anger.

      “They’d rather rob the English than protect their own countrymen?” Reid growled.

      His ire fanned hers until it glowed like an ember in her chest. She curled her hand into a fist and focused on ebbing her rage.

      They pushed out of the tavern and made their way to the paltry stable that was little more than a covered stall where the horses all stood next to one another. Whatever ice had crusted over the ground had melted away with the first rays of sunlight that poked through gray clouds.

      As of yet, the day was blessedly without rain.

      “How can ye be so calm about it?” Reid asked.

      She sighed. “My being angry about it will not change his mind.”

      Reid frowned slightly and set to work on readying their horses.

      In truth, Clara wasn’t calm about it. Her grandda’s response screamed through her thoughts and left her pulse jumping in erratic beats. She’d wanted to demand the same as Reid, to know how they could focus on pillaging when others needed aid.

      She wished she could genuinely feel inside what she expressed outwardly. For as much as she outwardly exhibited being devoid of sorrow and anger, she felt it powerfully within.

      But of all the hurt churning in her, there was one that stood above the rest: Reid’s decision never to get married and how it had doused the fragile flame of hope that she might someday be his wife.
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      The day was clear, and Clara was grateful not to contend with the rain as they had the evening before. Particularly the lightning and thunder accompanying it. Her mare had only reared up yesterday after being startled by the lightning.

      Clara had managed to hang on, thanks to Drake’s insistent training that he had imposed on her and her sisters. It had been he who had educated her on the proper way to throw a dagger. He had also taught her how to ride a horse and how to handle one that had been spooked. That instruction may well have saved her life.

      Without the rain or fear of her horse’s reaction to a storm to focus on, Clara found her thoughts returning to Ross’s reaction to her request for his help. She considered what she might have said differently that would have convinced him. There had to have been something she missed, another way she might have approached it.

      She was so lost in her thoughts that she didn’t notice Reid stopping his horse.

      “Clara, are ye going on without me?” he called out.

      She pulled back on the reins and turned in her saddle to find him standing beside his destrier in a clearing with a small stream running nearby. A look of amusement quirked the corner of his handsome mouth.

      “Forgive me, I was…” She sighed. “I was thinking of my grandda.”

      Reid scowled. “I know ye say the whole mess of it doesna enrage ye, but how can it no’?”

      “It does make me angry,” Clara admitted. “But holding on to hate and anger makes it burn brighter inside ye, and to what effect? It helps no one and will not alter the situation.” She went to the stream and opened her wineskin. The fresh water would be needed for teas as the batch she’d made at camp the day before was nearly gone.

      “I disagree.” Reid led their horses to the stream, where they lowered their heads to drink from the clear, fast-moving water.

      Clara looked up at him, curious. “How so?”

      “Ye have to let it out.” He lifted a shoulder. “Hitting something, or even having a good scream. It can make quite the difference.”

      “A good scream?” She gave a little laugh.

      “Aye, ye dinna believe me, I know, but I think ye should try it.”

      She pushed the stopper back into the wineskin to seal it and returned to where they’d set their bags in the clearing. Though it wasn’t raining, the spring air still held a sharp bite and her fingers were half-frozen with cold.

      Reid joined her. “Are ye going to try it?”

      She studied him, noting his serious expression. “Ye were serious?”

      He nodded. “Try it.”

      She shook her head.

      Together, they went into the surrounding forest to gather whatever branches they could find that were not too wet. Sunlight dappled the forest floor, where leaves of various colors were scattered against the dark soil, and errant branches were readily available to retrieve.

      “Then tell me about yer grandda,” he said.

      Clara bent to pick up a relatively thin branch and discovered it was nearly dry to the touch. “I don’t know much about him.”

      “What ye do know, then?”

      She searched through her memories. “He’s been generous with the dowries for my sisters.”

      Reid slid her a long look but said nothing. “What else has he done to yer family?”

      Nothing but terrible things rushed to Clara’s mind.

      “Say them,” Reid encouraged as if he could see the awfulness rising in her.

      “He forcefully abducted my eldest sister and forced her and her husband to wed to get land he felt he was owed,” Clara replied slowly. “He tried to manipulate my older brother to get hold of that land. He’s done something to my mother that she will not speak of. And he is unkind to many.”

      As she spoke, tension built in the back of her throat, squeezing until an ache settled there.

      “And what has he done now?” Reid pressed.

      “He’s left people to die so he can loot treasure.”

      “And does that make ye upset?”

      Clara closed her eyes as the fire inside her sparked to life. “Aye,” she whispered.

      “When yer sister was taken, when ye found out what he’d done, were ye upset?” Reid moved by her side.

      The flames inside her licked at her patience, sewn and restitched over time until it had begun to wear thin, until it barely covered the hoard of her repressed emotions.

      She drew in a shuddering breath. “Aye.”

      “And what he’s done to yer mother…”

      A hot tear ran down her cheek, but it did little to assuage the pressure in her throat.

      “Scream, Clara,” Reid coaxed.

      She shook her head as tears ran freely down her cheeks.

      “Think of the English and how they treated yer family,” he said, his voice firm. “Think of the Scottish and how they have no’ let ye have a home here, either.”

      She choked on a sob as years of abuse snapped free from its hold and whirled around in her like a blizzard.

      “Scream,” Reid ordered.

      She opened her mouth, and a scream ripped from her throat, long and loud and so raw that it seemed to be physically torn from her body. The injustice of how she and her family had been treated, the pain of her father’s death. How she had to sacrifice so much so that others could give in to their grief. How everyone thought of her as weak, when in actuality, she had been the one to shoulder so very much.

      “Again,” Reid said.

      Again she screamed until she had no more breath and the tears were flowing down her cheeks. And just like that, the brilliant energy that fueled those screams winked out, replaced by a startling lethargy. She staggered back, and sturdy arms caught her.

      Reid.

      She sagged against him, grateful for his fortitude. He cradled her against the hard wall of his body while her sobs subsided into pathetic little whimpers. One large hand rubbed over her back as he patiently held her.

      Her breathing returned to normal, and though her eyes still felt gritty from her tears, a remarkable lightness seemed to replace that tension in her soul. She stayed in his arms longer than necessary, breathing in the familiar spice and leather scent, continuing to draw comfort from this man who offered so much, who somehow knew how to pry out her greatest weakness and set it free.

      For that was exactly how she felt now that her strength was returning.

      Free.

      His lips brushed the top of her head in a tender kiss. She tilted her head upward, wanting him closer, eager for affection and comfort. For him. He bowed over her, and his mouth grazed her jaw, her ear.

      Prickles of pleasure tingled over her skin as he spoke, like velvet in her ear. “Do ye feel better?”

      “I do,” Clara said. “I truly do.”

      She looked up at him and found him smiling down at her. Gone was his usual fierce expression, and in its place was a warmth that reached his eyes, as though he was genuinely glad to have helped her.

      At that moment, she couldn’t pull her gaze from his handsome face. Her heart did a strange little flip, and she suddenly had the very necessary urge to remain in his arms, to be loved by this man who saw her with more clarity than even her own family.

      He regarded her with the same enraptured focus, their eyes searching one another’s as their breath came more quickly. She wanted his mouth on hers, his hands on her body, his tongue teasing over her naked breasts, like before. But this time, without stopping.

      “Clara,” he said softly.

      “Don’t tell me ye shouldn’t,” she threatened.

      His brows drew together as if he was in physical agony. “I canna stay away from ye.” He caressed her cheek with his calloused palm. “God forgive me.”

      Before he could lean over her and take the full force of the guilt at what they were about to do, she met him halfway, sharing the responsibility. Their mouths found one another’s as they held tight in a desperate embrace.

      They could not be together like this forever. Their paths would eventually split, and they would be forced to go their separate ways.

      But now was not the time for thinking of such things. Now was for taking what she wanted when she had spent a lifetime putting her desires aside for others.

      Now was for her. And Reid. And the beautiful passion flaring out of control between them.
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      Reid clung to Clara, their mouths slanting over one another’s with unbridled eagerness. The harder he’d tried to keep from wanting her, the stronger her pull had become. Her kindness, her openness and honesty. The quiet strength that she used to pull together those around her. She was the most fascinating, irresistible woman he’d ever known.

      She filled his thoughts constantly, adorned his dreams and accented his fantasies, to a point where he wondered if it had been fate at work when she’d struck him with her blade.

      And now, with her in his arms, he could not deny his yearning for her any longer.

      Her screams echoing out into the forest had been so stark, so filled with pain that he’d wanted nothing more than to comfort her. But in holding her, his desire hit him full force—desire he’d meant to avoid until she looked up at him.

      There was so much reflected in her pale blue eyes: trust, need, longing...

      She was impossible to resist.

      His tongue stroked hers as one hand found her breast, and the other pulled her against him. She arched into his palm with a moan and tilted her head back to give him better access to her mouth, her throat, her bosom.

      He trailed kisses down her jaw to her slender neck. A pretty flush spread beneath the fair skin of her chest. He breathed her in as he kissed and licked his way down to the modest bodice of her gown.

      She smelled as she always did, of clean floral scents and herbs.

      Feminine.

      Sensual.

      He ran his tongue along the neckline of her kirtle. She cried out, her voice hoarse with need. He glanced up at her, using that swift moment to note how desire made her heavy-lidded eyes sparkle, how her lips and cheeks had gone from a delicate pink to an alluring red. Still studying her, he eased down her neckline and slid his palm inside to cup her breast.

      Her lashes fluttered, and she released a breathy exhale.

      He nudged her bodice lower, exposing her breasts and kissing first one, then the other, taking the time to work each little nub to a pert bud. Her hands fisted into his gambeson with every suckle, every teasing scrape of his teeth.

      Reid’s cock was hard as stone between them, the heavy shaft lying against her belly with only a few layers of clothes in between. Every roll of Clara’s body arching against his ground him into her and left a torrent of pleasure swirling through him.

      She was so responsive to his touch, to his ministrations. Each little moan and whimper encouraged him onward. He caught her skirt in his fist and slowly drew it up, shifting his hold on it as his hand passed over her knees and slid beneath. Her naked leg was warm, and her delicate thigh muscles strained as she pushed into his caress.

      Watching the expression on her face, he let his fingertips graze her sex. She blinked with wonder and sucked in a breath.

      When he touched her again, it was firmer, a definite stroke that glided over her slit and teased at the sensitive bud at the top. She clung to him, her body swaying slightly.

      “Trust me,” he said in a low voice.

      She nodded and leaned her head back in total surrender. There was something about the trust she put in his hands, how she did not once question him, that left him honored. He circled the pad of his thumb against the bud of her sex as he gently nudged his finger into her.

      Clara bent her head toward him, her brows drawn with the force of her pleasure. It was beautiful witnessing her experience such intimate sensations for the first time. He pushed his finger deeper inside her, carefully thrusting as he moved his thumb more quickly, pressing a little harder.

      Her knees buckled, and she cried out, a soft gasp of surprise first and then the hoarse exclamation as she came undone in his arms. Even though his cock ached with want of her, he knew he should walk away now. While she was still innocent.

      “Reid,” she moaned his name as she dragged him closer to kiss him.

      His mouth found her sweet lips, wishing he didn’t have to resist. But even as he tried to pull away, her hands fisted into his gambeson, and he was forced to remain where he stood.

      “I want ye, Reid,” she whispered against his mouth.

      He groaned in his longing for her. His cock ached with the urge to give her exactly what she wanted. What they both wanted.

      “Ye’re a maid.” He tried to extract himself from her once more, but she tightened her hold. “Ye’re going to be a nun, Clara.”

      “And I’ll never have this opportunity again.” Desperation tinged her voice. “To hold ye, to experience yer body and mine together, to truly understand what it feels like between a man and a woman.”

      He stared down at her. It was a grave mistake when she was so incredibly beautiful, when desire was so evident on her lovely face.

      He wanted her. God, how he wanted her.

      From the moment he’d laid eyes on her, and throughout the months that followed, he hadn’t stopped wanting her. And even now, when she was partially naked in his arms, and he knew he should bloody well walk away, he still could not stop himself from needing her.

      “’Twill be my only chance to feel what such intimacy is like.” Clara released his gambeson, holding him in place now with only her crystal-blue gaze. “Please.”

      Shite.

      Before he even agreed, they were both sinking to the forest floor. His prick strained against his breeches in anticipation.

      Her fingers worked over the fastenings of his gambeson, and he did not move to stop her. Not even when she pushed it from his shoulders and drew up his leine. He pulled it over his head and stared down at her, naked legs visible beneath her lifted skirt where she sat on the ground, her lovely firm breasts still bared above her bodice.

      She was the most beautiful woman in all of Scotland. And though she should not be, she would be his.

      He laid his gambeson on the ground as he guided her onto her back, bracing himself over the top of her. “I dinna want to hurt ye.”

      She shook her head, silently reassuring him. Though he wanted nothing more than to plunge into her and stroke their bodies into release, he took his time as he lay over her, kissing her, the ties of his trews still in place.

      If this would be her only opportunity to be with a man, he wanted to ensure the act would be memorable, filled with pleasure. He tilted her chin toward his face and lowered his head to kiss her tenderly. As their lips and tongues mated, he guided her hands to the ties and let her tug them free.

      His cock sprang free without decorum. Eager and rock hard. Clara pulled her gaze from his and glanced down, her eyes widening.

      Reid drew away slightly. “We dinna have to—”

      Her fingers curled around his shaft, silencing his words, and muting any thoughts but the tantalizing sensation of her slender fingers exploring his length. Her touch wandered up and down, from base to tip, where she ran her thumb over the spongy head.

      A groan rumbled low in his chest.

      Clara focused on him now as he had with her earlier when he had brought her to crises. Fascination played over her features as she observed his pleasure at her ministrations.

      Reid refused to allow himself to release with such sensual touches. Not when he meant to show her with his body what he’d previously introduced with his hand.

      Tenderly, he removed her exploration from his cock and positioned himself between her thighs. He tilted her chin toward him once more before he entered her, kissing her softly, eager to claim her as his.
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      Clara lost herself in Reid’s handsome hazel eyes and yielded to the longing burning through her. There was pressure between her legs, and she widened her thighs to better cradle his body.

      Reid’s back trembled slightly beneath her hand, and she understood how purposefully he was restraining himself to ensure he didn’t cause her harm.

      “Please don’t worry,” Clara said. “Ye won’t hurt me.”

      He nodded, but his body did not relax as he thrust into her with a single swift motion. A pinch of pain flashed through her awareness. Reid’s brows furrowed. “Are ye all right?”

      “Aye.” Clara tightened her hold on him. “Don’t stop.”

      With gritted teeth, he eased out of her before nudging back in. The thickness of his arousal gliding into the softness of hers was an oddly foreign feeling. His mouth lowered to hers, and she gave herself over to his kiss as her body adjusted to their coupling.

      Pleasure tingled in an intoxicating manner with each flex of his hips and soon the sensation overwhelmed any discomfort, and the fullness was no longer foreign but delightful. Clara let her hips undulate with Reid’s, joining his careful rhythm.

      All around her was the wet, earthy scent of the forest, mingled with the spicy familiarity of his smell. It was erotic and enticing, the same as his breath that huffed hot against her ear from his exertions and how his banded stomach squeezed with each thrust into her. Clara’s hands explored his powerful abdomen, rippling arms and the top of his broad back, mindful to avoid his injuries.

      She closed her eyes and surrendered to the wonderfulness of all of it, from the way he stretched her as their bodies connected, to the way her breast fit perfectly into his hands. She savored it all with the knowledge this would be the only time she would enjoy it, as she would never again have this.

      His pace increased, and her thighs squeezed around his hips. She rocked faster against him to match his speed. Their breath came in pants that mingled with groans and grunts of raw, primal pleasure. Heat built at Clara’s core, the same as when he’d touched her so intimately.

      His hand went between them, stroking her as he had once before. Suddenly, an explosion of pleasure rocketed through her, sending stars flashing before her eyes as Reid’s thrusts grew shorter and more insistent.

      Abruptly, he jerked himself free of her, his fist working over his shaft. He uttered a cry and fell forward as his seed spilled onto the forest floor.

      The warm, comfortable heat that might have otherwise left Clara in a buoyant, languid state suddenly cooled into something she did not like. While she had been a maiden up until this point, her practices with healing made her quite knowledgeable on what went on between a man and a woman.

      She had known there would be pain, possibly blood. She had known her body would adjust to it, and pleasure would follow. And she had known as well that a man usually spent his seed within a woman’s womb. To not do so was the sort of action a man would take with a woman he did not consider suitable to carry his child.

      He’d likely held back out of consideration for her. After all, a nun in a maternal way would not do. Regardless, the action still stung.

      It had robbed her of experiencing the completion of his pleasure, of their bodies rejoicing fully in one another. It was as though she had missed a critical piece of him, as if he had access to all of her, and she had been a mere observer to him.

      She pulled up her bodice, feeling at once foolish.

      Reid gave her a sheepish grin. “Sorry. I—”

      She shook her head, not wanting to hear what he intended to say, what she already knew: that she was meant for the convent, that he didn’t desire a family or a place to call home.

      That everything she’d ever secretly longed for, she could never have because he wanted none of it.

      “Did I hurt ye?” He fastened his trews and quickly came to her.

      She shook her head again as she worked to find her voice. “Nay. Ye were very gentle.”

      He hadn’t meant to cause offense. Most certainly, he hadn’t intended to make her chest squeeze with the tension it did.

      Yet that hurt swelled between them like a wall.

      “I wouldna have…” He cleared his throat. “If ye’d asked me to stop—”

      “I know.” She was being unfair.

      Then, she did what she’d always done—she shoved aside her displeasure and put her attention to him, reaching for his chest. He was still absent his leine, and the icy breeze left his skin prickled with the cold.

      He drew her into his arms, and all at once, she didn’t have to shove aside her aching heart. There, enveloped in his embrace, breathing in the familiar spice of his scent, her heart flipped in her chest to something awed and enamored with the man who stared down at her with hazel eyes.

      “Clara,” he said.

      “Reid.”

      He pulled in a breath as though he wanted to say something. Instead, he pressed a tender, lingering kiss to her mouth. “Let’s get ye to the fire.”

      She nodded, and they gathered the bit of wood they’d salvaged. The damp timber made for smoky flames, but it was still warm and a far cry better than nothing. As they ate, Reid sat closer to Clara than he had in the past, looking at her often with considering glances and lightly caressing her any chance possible. A stroke over her upper arm, his palm on her knee, a tender rub on the shoulder. Every affectionate gesture made the soreness between her legs throb with need once more.

      She remained quiet as they sat together, uncertain what to say. While he seemed to suffer from the same affliction of limited conversation, the silence that nestled between them wasn’t awkward but companionable.

      Sitting together thus made it far too easy to envision a future together—the life she had so desperately wanted, only with a longing that was even more palpable than before.

      So too was the poignancy of its impossibility.

      It was a good thing Clara was meant to go to the abbey. Being with a man who did not wish to create a family and a settled life would only serve to break her heart. Better to forego the idea of love altogether than to spend a lifetime chasing what could never be.
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      Reid didn’t want Clara to join a convent.

      The thought had tumbled around in his mind for some time now, though he’d done his best to ignore it. But now, more than ever, he had no choice but to acknowledge the realization.

      It was at the forefront when their bodies had joined together in that exquisite moment of passion and had remained as they dressed and ate. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t stop looking at her, marveling at the way the light shone off her glossy hair and how her cheeks turned pink when she caught him glancing in her direction while they ate. His hands wandered to her often, eager to be closer, even if it was a mere brush of their fingers or a touch of her arm.

      He treasured all of her. And longed for more.

      But her refraining from joining the abbey wasn’t something he could ask for, particularly when they were in such proximity.

      He’d had all she was able to give. It was unfair to ask for more.

      They ate quickly to make up for the time they’d spent together in the forest. He wished it weren’t necessary, that they could spend the entire day abed, learning and truly enjoying each other.

      It was all ending far too soon. Paisley Abbey was in the next village they would pass through. Though she continued to offer him the cold, bitter tea from a wineskin and prod about at his back, he did not require her ministration as he had when she’d first thrown her dagger at him.

      Rather than continue to Dumbarton with him, she could remain at the abbey. Indeed, it would be safer for her than being where the English planned to attack.

      Yet, he couldn’t bring himself to suggest it as they packed up their small camp and once more mounted their steeds to continue their journey.

      The day promised to be a fine one, with flecks of golden sunlight streaming through the leaves of the tall trees and dotting the ground. If the weather did not turn, there would be time to leave her at Paisley Abbey, and still make it to Dumbarton by nightfall.

      Such news should have pleased him. His errand would be accomplished. He would no longer have to play the part of messenger and could once more assume the role of warrior.

      But that would mean he would never see Clara again. The thought struck him like a physical blow.

      After wondering about her for so long, after finding out that she was better than even his most flattering musings, after what they shared with such intimate passion…no longer having her in his life was incomprehensible.

      “We’re nearing Paisley Abbey,” he ventured.

      “Are we?” She straightened somewhat in her saddle, and his stomach dropped.

      “We are.” He pointed northwest. “Another two hours that way, and we’ll arrive.”

      She pursed her lips, evidently in deep consideration, her body swaying with her horse’s gait.

      “’Tis on our way to Dumbarton.” Though Reid knew he had to offer to leave her at the abbey on his way, it settled in his chest like an anvil. “I’ve recovered well, thanks to yer efforts.”

      “I’m pleased to hear it.” Clara lowered her gaze, but it did not escape his notice that the small muscles of her neck tensed.

      “It may be dangerous in Dumbarton…” he continued.

      Why could he not just say it?

      She nodded.

      He would have to press on; inform her it would be best for her to remain at the abbey while he continued to Dumbarton. It was his job to deliver the message, not hers. And if something happened to her due to his selfish inability to leave her, he would never forgive himself.

      It was then he finally found the words that needed to be spoken. “Mayhap, it would be best for ye to go to the convent today.”

      “To begin my aspirancy?” Her gaze snapped up at him. “Already?”

      Aspirancy was a length of time the nuns allowed a woman to live with them to determine if they would accept her in their abbey. It was the first step of many for Clara officially taking her vows.

      A band of tension pulled taut within his chest. “Ye would have been there already had ye no’ thrown a dagger at me.” He smiled at her, but she didn’t return the gesture. In truth, he didn’t much feel like smiling either.

      Silence fell over them once more. This time, it was heavy with unspoken words, thickening the air between them.

      An hour passed, maybe more. Enough time for Reid to anticipate their impending arrival. The tension in his chest stretched past its limit and snapped.

      “What if ye dinna join the convent?” he asked abruptly.

      Clara’s focus slid to him, and her brow furrowed. “If I didn’t join the nuns at Paisley Abbey, what would I do? Where would I go?”

      “Ye could travel with me.” Even as he suggested it, he knew it to be a bad idea. It would put her in too much danger.

      Hurt radiated from her blue eyes before she could turn them from him. “Ye’ve previously stated that ye have no intention to take a wife.” Her brow furrowed. “Reid, I…what ye ask of me…I cannot…”

      He winced. She thought he had just requested that she become his leman.

      And hadn’t he?

      This woman who had saved him from certain death, who had meant to give her life to God, who had been intimate with him that one time for the experience of it. He held her in the highest esteem and yet just caused offense with his inept wording.

      “Nay,” he said. “I dinna mean…”

      But he had meant that, hadn’t he? That she would become his lover, his leman. He had made it clear he did not want a wife.

      There was no getting around what he had unintentionally offered.

      He gritted his teeth. “Do ye want to join the convent? Ye said ye were doing it for yer family, but what of yerself? What do ye want?”

      The last time he had posed that question, she had responded that she wanted him.

      She remained quiet, her gaze averted, as though she was unwilling to confide in him what she truly wanted.

      “Come, Clara, be honest with yerself.” He shifted his horse closer to hers. “Do ye truly wish to become a nun at Paisley Abbey?”

      She shook her head, her eyes filling with tears.

      A sudden urge to protect her, even from the weight of her emotional distress, welled up in him. How he longed to hold her in his arms and comfort her as he had after she had given in to her screams of anger.

      “I want a family,” Clara said at last. “I want a husband to love me and a home to make our own. I want children. Sweet babies to snuggle and watch grow.”

      A burning ache lodged itself in Reid’s chest. He swallowed, but the feeling did not abate.

      He longed for Clara to remain in his life, but he couldn’t give her what she most desired. Not while there were still Englishmen in Scotland. Not when a home could be so easily burned and the family within slain.

      Not when he still had not taken his revenge on Lord Rottry.

      Any protest he had to prevent her from going to Paisley Abbey died on his tongue. He had no right to ask her to remain with him. Not when he could not give her what she wanted.

      At least at the convent, she would remain safe. That knowledge would have to be enough for Reid, no matter how damn bad he still wanted her.
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      Mayhap being intimate with Reid had been a poor decision. Clara had made the choice with lust burning in her veins and the knowledge that she would be cloistered behind sacred walls for the rest of her life, that she would never again have the chance to taste passion.

      What she had not considered, however, was the starkness of their situation in the aftermath. Nor had she thought it possible that he might suggest she become his leman. The idea did not sit well with him either, as evidenced by how his jaw had clenched once he realized what he’d said.

      They wanted two different things, futures that opposed what the other sought. She knew that when she’d lain with him. He could never be the man to fulfill her dreams.

      Just as she knew now, her course was most advantageous with its direction set for Paisley Abbey.

      She shook her head sadly at Reid in response to his request that they travel together. Theirs was a path best wandered for this final day, one that would end upon their arrival at the abbey. Reid would go one way to live his life, and Clara would go another to devote herself to helping others. It was how it must be.

      “Clara…” Reid watched her, his hazel eyes filled with regret.

      She looked away, unable to bear seeing him thus. “I will not be yer lover, and ye do not want me as yer wife.” Tears burned in her eyes as she made the declaration. Saying as much aloud scraped at a raw, tender placed within her.

      “Come here,” he said, his voice gentle.

      She shook her head. Irritation tugged at her. She would not be seduced into becoming his leman.

      It would be far too easy for him to do, knowing how she felt about him. And she would never be able to live with herself if she became a woman whose love could be so easily discarded when a man grew bored of her. She had seen enough women with children from lovers who had abandoned them. Ending up in a similar situation would shatter her heart.

      “Clara,” Reid said again. “Please come here.”

      She turned back to him and found his gaze was now fierce, where before it had appeared wounded.

      “Come, lass.” He waved his fingers in a beckoning motion with an insistence that contradicted his soothing tone.

      A flash of fear sparked in her mind. Something was amiss. It was evident in his tense posture, in the urgency of that wave, in the way the air seemed to crackle with danger.

      She encouraged her horse over the trail to be closer to him. Before she could ask any questions, he held up a hand to discreetly silence her.

      “Stay behind me, aye?” he said under his breath.

      She scarcely had time to react to his words when a shout arose from the forest surrounding the trail, and a group of men ran toward them. Reid repositioned his horse in front of hers and withdrew his sword. The hiss of his weapon being unsheathed was nearly imperceptible beneath the thundering of Clara’s heartbeat in her ears.

      Keeping an eye on the enemy charging toward them, she reached for her bag with the daggers. Her fingertips met the cool metal hilt of one.

      There were six men in all, armed with swords and maces that flashed and glinted maliciously in the sunlight. Too many men for Reid to take on alone, even if he was entirely healthy. Which he was not.

      While he put on airs that he was perfectly fine, she knew better. She had seen the gash in his back from her blade and the irritated skin around the older injury where an infection could take hold again at any moment.

      She would have to fight with him.

      Apprehension nipped at her for only a brief moment before a dark-haired man hurtled his mace at Reid’s horse in an attempt to unseat him. Clara didn’t think. She didn’t acknowledge the guilt of what she was doing or the fear that she would cause pain.

      Her hand flung forward with the same precision she’d always possessed when throwing her daggers, and the weapon sailed toward her target. The blade sank into the man’s right forearm, midway between his wrist and elbow.

      He cried out, and the mace fell to the ground as he cradled his wounded arm. The wound would not be lethal, but he probably would never wield a weapon again.

      In front of her, Reid slashed downward, his sword clashing with another in a sharp clang that left her ears ringing. She gripped another dagger and aimed at a man to Reid’s left, his weaker side. As the English guard lifted his arm, she let her blade sail.

      The blade bounced off his blue tunic—no doubt due to armor beneath.

      Blast.

      “Get that Scottish bitch,” the man with the injured arm growled.

      Reid roared with rage, and the next time his blade came up, it was bright red with blood. Clara aimed a dagger at another man when her horse jerked violently.

      She cried out in surprise, tightening her thighs in the saddle to remain in place. An Englishman with dirty gray hair had her horse by the reins, grinning at her with yellowed teeth.

      “Leave her be,” Clara shouted, drawing her dagger back in a silent threat.

      “Clara.” Reid turned toward her, his eyes wide with concern.

      “Nay, I can—” But before she could get the words from her mouth, a mace swung up and connected with his back.

      The breath heaved from Reid’s lungs and he sagged forward, gasping for air. The four men in front of him no longer had to contend with his sword.

      It would be a battle easily won.

      They surged forward as Reid struggled to lift his blade to fight back.

      But he didn’t have to. Clara’s daggers flashed with lightning speed toward the men. First, at the one who held her horse, then the man with the mace, followed by the one with a sword and two more.

      Each man slid to the ground in a macabre cadence, daggers jutting from their throats, blood splashing bright red down their pale blue tunics as they collapsed.

      Clara’s breathing went ragged, too fast for her to catch as she stared in horror at what she had done. Five lives, taken in the blink of an eye.

      If she hadn’t dispatched them as swiftly as she did, Reid would have been killed.

      As she stared in horror, a hot tear ran down her cheek.

      A low, guttural curse pulled her attention to the Englishman still holding his wounded arm. He shook his head violently, backing away. “Nay. Don’t kill me.” Nearly staggering in his haste, he turned and darted back into the forest, shouting over his shoulder. “Lord Rottry will hear of this. Ye’ll pay, ye Scottish wench.”

      His escape didn’t matter. All that captured her focus was the dead who lay around her; their lives cut short. Because of her.

      Air rasped in and out of Clara’s chest in great huffs, but she somehow still felt as though she were suffocating. The vacant eyes of the dead stared up at the sky.

      Men she had killed.

      What had she done?
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      The agony at Reid’s back, brilliant and all-consuming, left him momentarily stunned,. The attacks had ceased; the men all lay dead. A jagged gasping pulled Reid from his stupor, the sound of someone unable to breathe.

      Clara.

      He lifted his head and found her, wide-eyed and in shock at the dead men, her chest heaving with each choked breath. His grip on the sword relaxed, and his weapon clanged to the ground.

      Her eyes fluttered in a series of blinks, and her gaze focused on him. “Reid,” she said through lips that didn’t move. “Ye’re injured.”

      She shook her head as though clearing it and reached for him.

      “We must get off the trail.” He barely managed the simple statement through gritted teeth.

      She leapt from her horse, stepping over a body. “I have yer sword.” She caught his sheath and slid it into place, so its considerable weight once more hung from his side.

      Reid grunted his thanks as a light plinking of metal against metal sounded before she appeared in front of their horses and took both the reins.

      “I had to get my daggers.” There was something odd about the way she spoke, her voice strangely flat. “Hold tight, aye?”

      He couldn’t think of that now. He had to focus all his energy on gripping the horse’s mane with what little strength he had left. Anger coursed through his veins at his weakness. He had never been felled so easily in battle. Shite, he was lucky he wasn’t dead.

      The horses' smooth gait jostled, meeting rougher terrain as they entered the forest. There they could move without being as visible. The last thing they needed was to be on the trail and vulnerable to another attack, especially if the English returned with more troops.

      Clara could only hold off so many, and he was in no condition to fight.

      With the additional cover to shield them from the enemy, some of the tension drained from Reid. They continued on for some time, and he found himself grateful for Clara’s knowledge of safety among one’s enemy.

      His awareness winked out from time to time. Each time he faded away, he started awake and experienced a fresh peal of pain in his back. At last, they finally stopped, and Clara gently pulled him from the horse.

      He tried to keep from grunting in pain but had no idea if he was successful or not. All he knew was pain and the oblivion that threatened to pull him into its inky depths.

      “We’re far enough away?” he asked, his breath coming out in shaky pants. “They canna find us?”

      “Aye, don’t worry.” Clara’s soothing hands set to work, divesting him of his thick gambeson. There was the occasional rustle of her wee bag of herbs and salves, and then her touch was on him once more, her ministrations gentle on his back. “I found this small cave so I can have a look at yer injury without interruption.”

      “’Tis no’ the worst I’ve had,” he said in an attempt to jest but didn’t stay conscious long enough to know if she found it humorous or not.

      Darkness claimed him, floating him amid a black sea with a starless sky overhead, the world dipping and bobbing in a lazy roll. It might have made him feel lost, suspended in nothing, except Clara’s soothing words drifted through his thoughts and her clean, familiar floral fragrance brought him such comfort.

      “I need ye to get on yer horse,” the feminine voice said in his ear. “We need to get ye to the abbey so they can see to ye.”

      “It canna be that bad,” he mumbled.

      “Yer injuries have reopened,” she replied. “And I cannot stop the bleeding.”

      So that was why his back hurt so badly. His movements were clumsy, and every shift of an arm or a leg made his injuries blaze in agony. Still, he managed to mount his horse once more and hold on.

      Her voice kept him focused as they rode, his head lulling on his chest as he barely managed to stay slumped in the saddle. After what seemed like ages, his horse slowed.

      He glanced upward at the towering stone building with spires stretching toward the heavens. Though he’d only ever seen it once before, he immediately knew the place.

      Paisley Abbey.

      Clara.

      He slid off his horse. The impact of his landing was nearly enough to make him tip over. By some miracle, he remained upright and even bit off a growl of pain as it rose up in his throat.

      A cool, soft hand folded around his. “They’ll help ye here.”

      Pale blue eyes. Black silk hair. The bonniest lass he’d ever laid eyes on.

      He had so little energy left to spare. “Clara.”

      She lifted her brows. “Aye?”

      “Is this when ye leave me forever?”

      But before she could reply, the effort of the ride finally caught up with him, and he crumpled to the ground.
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      It was impossible for Clara to catch Reid before he crumpled to the grass. She’d tried to grab his arm, but it did her little good, and down he went regardless.

      The back of his gambeson was dark with fresh blood. It was clear he had lost a considerable amount on the ride to the abbey. Her heart caught in her throat.

      But how much blood?

      It was difficult to tell until they could remove the gambeson and his leine. A nun rushed out, calling orders as she dashed toward them, her habit rippling about her.

      “What happened to him?” she demanded.

      Clara explained his injuries and what she’d done with the poultices and the teas to aid him. The older woman winced when Clara described the hit on those older injuries that he’d taken with the mace.

      “These warriors.” The nun shook her head. “They’ll just keep fighting until they’ve killed themselves.”

      Clara gaped at the woman’s blatant remark.

      “They will.” Despite the disparaging remark, the nun’s kind gray eyes crinkled at the corners in a way that showed a lifetime of smiling and good humor. “Who is he to ye? A husband? A brother?”

      A ready answer stuck on Clara’s tongue. If she told the nun Reid was her husband, she would never be accepted into Paisley Abbey. At least not without a considerable donation she could ill afford to give. There would be no place for her to go, save to return home to have her future argued over between her mother and Drake.

      “He’s my brother.” Clara’s face burned with the lie.

      It wasn’t just the act of telling a falsehood that caused Clara shame. It was how she had minimized what Reid was to her. Just this afternoon, he had slid her skirts up over her legs and had her in the way a man claimed a woman. And she had welcomed it.

      Lying and debauchery were not her only sins. She also carried the stain of murder from the men she had killed in battle. The horror of what she had done, of what she had witnessed crept into her awareness once more, unraveling the edges of her control. She clenched her hand to rein herself in. It could all be processed later. Now she needed to be strong for Reid.

      But there was one thing of which she was certain, she did not deserve to be in this holy place meant for good women.

      The shame of it twisted in her chest and soured her stomach.

      “Ye’ve a fine-looking brother.” The nun winked at her, and Clara was horrified to find her face heating in a tell-tale flush.

      The nun threw her head back with a laugh and jostled Clara’s shoulder. “I may be a bride of Christ, but that doesna mean I’m blind. Dinna worry about yer lad, whoever he may be. Ye’ve cared well for him, and we’ll do the same. He’ll be fine.”

      Clara nodded despite the anxiety tensing through her. It was so much harder to be objective about someone who was injured when she cared so much about them.

      And she did care about Reid. Immensely so.

      More than she wished to explore at the moment.

      Several other women rushed out, but even as they tried to pick up Reid, he staggered to his feet and made his way into the abbey.

      “Stamina too.” The older nun nudged Clara again.

      “He’s my brother,” Clara hissed.

      The nun laughed. “Ach, aye.” She winked. “Of course he is. I’m Sister Agnes. Go help the lad, and I’ll lead the way.” Her smile crinkled the well-worn lines on her face.

      Clara put her shoulder under one of Reid’s arms, hefting him upright and slowly walking as they followed Sister Agnes through the tall entrance with crested stonework adorning the frame. A series of shadowed corridors came next. Eventually, Clara caught the light, herbal scents of healing: calendula, meadowsweet, sage, and so many more, familiar smells that grew stronger as they entered an open room filled with beds. The fresh rushes underfoot were sprinkled with lavender and rosemary to deter pests, as well as foul smells. However, nothing could fully eliminate the underlying odor of illness that hovered in the area.

      Sister Agnes indicated an empty bed where Clara guided Reid. He immediately sank onto the clean mattress and lay back as his eyes closed.

      “Why dinna ye remove his gambeson and leine?” The nun indicated Reid. “Since he’s yer brother.”

      Clara averted her gaze lest the woman see the shame written clearly on her face. Reid didn’t move as she took the bag from across his shoulder, the one containing the missive warning the residents of Dumbarton. Next, she began to unfasten the ties of his gambeson. It was not the first time she’d removed it that day. Her fingers shook with the memory, and a new longing warmed through her. She clenched her back teeth and tried not to think of such things.

      Truly, she was too wicked even to be considered for a place in these hallowed walls.

      She shifted the gambeson off his shoulders, being as gentle as she could. He ground out a short groan, and she flinched as if it were she who had been hurt rather than him. Indeed, she wished it were her. He had been through so much already.

      And all in the name of saving innocent lives.

      It was not the first time she considered the souls of Dumbarton, who unknowingly awaited a message of salvation. Reid would be in no condition to travel that day. Even with proper care, he would need at least two days’ rest before he could even consider leaving the bed. Most likely more.

      With as much care as was possible, she drew his leine off. The fabric was wet with blood, but the wounds did not appear to be bleeding any longer.

      “Is that wee Clara?” A friendly voice asked.

      Clara turned to find a slender nun with dark, expressive brows and deep brown, intelligent eyes. Sister Seraphina, the kindly nun Clara had aided in Castleton. The one who had invited her to Paisley Abbey.

      “I was told there was a bonny lass and an injured warrior to tend to.” She strode over to where Reid lay. “While I am pleased to see ye, I am sorry about yer friend.”

      “Her brother,” Sister Agnes supplied before making her way to one of the other occupied beds.

      Sister Seraphina looked to Reid’s sleeping form, then back to Clara, her sharp gaze no doubt noting the lack of familial resemblance between them.

      “I hope ye’ve come to join us,” Sister Seraphina said before Clara could completely surrender to the burn of a fresh blush.

      Clara did not respond. How could she when she did not deserve to be in such a place, among such noble women?

      Sister Seraphina approached a table laden with various bottles and jars. Her absence of a limp implied her wounded foot had mended cleanly. She must have noticed Clara watching her gait because she smiled and said, “My wound healed perfectly, thanks to ye.”

      After Sister Seraphina selected several jars and indicated a few for Clara to grab, they carried them over to Reid.

      “Ye will do a lot of good here if ye stay and eventually take yer vows.” Seraphina poured clean water into basin and began to wipe the blood from Reid’s back.

      He did not stir.

      Clara took another linen and helped the nun. “I fear I am not the same person I was when we first met,” she admitted.

      “Ye have doubts as to beginning yer aspirancy?” The question was issued without judgment or malice.

      “I…” Clara swept her cloth over Reid’s back, over the swells of his powerful muscles, and was unable to stop the memory of how they’d felt under her fingertips as they lay together in the forest. “I’ve done terrible things.”

      “Ye are young,” Sister Seraphina said patiently. “Many make mistakes in their youth.” She lifted a shoulder. “I did.”

      Despite the nun’s compassion, Clara knew her follies were not simply a result of youth.

      “I killed several men today,” she whispered. “Five.” Her voice caught, and she found she could say no more. The hand she held the linen with shook uncontrollably as the force of what she had done captured her.

      Sister Seraphina’s long fingers rested on Clara’s hand and gave a gentle squeeze. “Did ye pray for their souls?”

      Clara nodded, her eyes filling with hot tears.

      “I suspect,” Sister Seraphina said slowly, “that had ye no’ killed them, neither of ye would be here now.”

      Clara nodded again and tried to swallow the lump in her throat.

      “Then I’ll pray for ye that ye might find peace.” Sister Seraphina released Clara’s hand and resumed wiping at Reid’s back. “Sins can be forgiven, and these are trying times.” The nun pulled the stopper from a jar and dipped her tapered fingers into a pale yellow-green salve. “But dinna be too quick to decide yer future.” Her gaze settled on Clara. “The life of a nun is no’ for everyone. If ye choose this path, it must be with the whole of yer heart.”

      It was an opportunity to not commit to taking vows. Why then did it sit like a stone on Clara’s chest?

      “May he remain here for a few days?” Clara asked. “I have an important message to deliver in Dumbarton, to ensure the safety of the people.”

      “By all means,” Sister Seraphina said. “Ye may borrow one of our horses if ye like. They’ll be fresher than the mare ye’ve been riding all day.”

      Clara inclined her head with humbled gratitude. “Thank ye.”

      “Why do ye need a fresh horse?” Reid mumbled.

      Sister Seraphina lifted her brows and picked up the gambeson from the ground. “I’ll see this is washed and leave ye two to speak.”

      Reid turned his head to regard Clara and repeated from where he lay on his stomach, “Why do ye need a fresh horse?”

      She steeled herself against the onslaught of protest she knew she would receive. “I’m going to Dumbarton.”
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      Reid shifted on the small bed to better look at Clara. His back ached, but not like before, thanks be to God. If nothing else, he was plagued with terrible fatigue.

      “I’m going to Dumbarton with yer message.” Clara folded her arms over her chest, that stubborn spirit he knew so well sparking in her otherwise gentle nature. It would be endearing if it weren’t so damn dangerous.

      “Like hell ye are,” he said.

      Someone cleared their throat. And older nun, Sister Agnes, he thought he heard her being called, was shaking her head at him with a slight frown. He grimaced, recalling that they were in Paisley Abbey, the place where Clara intended to live the remainder of her life. Apparently, after charging into war.

      “’Tis no’ safe for ye to go to Dumbarton alone,” Reid protested.

      “I’ll get there before the English.” She spoke sweetly but in a way that indicated the matter was not up for discussion.

      “How do ye know they’re no’ already there?” He tried to roll over, but his back was still fiercely uncomfortable, even if it didn’t hurt as bad as before.

      She shrugged. “I don’t.”

      “Ye’ll get yerself killed, Clara.”

      “And if ye go, ye most certainly will.” She reached down to him and helped him to a sitting position.

      Not only did it ease the pressure at his back, but it was easier to speak to her when he could see her, when he could look into her lovely blue eyes.

      “I know ye don’t want me to go.” She settled her hand over his with tender affection. “But ye’re in no condition to make the trip, nor would ye be able to fight. Ye need only recover yer strength and allow yer injuries to heal a bit, and then ye can join me. Just a few days, really.”

      A few days were far too bloody many as far as he was concerned. He hated this forced convalescence and how it rendered him so helpless. Ever since he’d been able to bear the weight of a solid sword in his hands, he had not been reliant on anyone.

      That was how he liked it best.

      He was a man who protected, not one who needed saving.

      He would never be that lad again.

      “I’m sorry, but ye know this is what must be done.” Clara sank onto the narrow bed beside him, her hand still on his. “Ye were struck with a mace on yer back,” she explained. “It reopened yer wounds. Yer body needs to recover from that.”

      It rushed back to him then, the memory of that explosive agony at his back and how it had rendered him incapacitated. How Clara had been left defenseless.

      But she wasn’t entirely defenseless…

      “What happened to the Englishmen?” he asked. “The ones who attacked us?”

      Her confident posture stiffened unnaturally, and her stare slid away.

      “Clara, did ye…”

      She pressed her lips together, and she nodded silently.

      His stomach clenched at the idea of having left her to kill those men. He was a warrior. Death was a part of what he did. It was what he was used to.

      But Clara…

      She healed while he killed. She was gentle while he was fierce. She was everything good and kind in this ugly world, and she had been forced to go against her very nature to save them both.

      “I’m so verra sorry,” Reid said, his voice soft with the force of his emotion. “I know how painful that was for ye.”

      Her chin quivered, and his heart broke.

      “Come, lass.” He opened his arms to her, but she shook her head and wiped at her tears.

      “There isn’t any time.” She looked at him, resolute.

      “Ye did what ye had to,” he said vehemently.

      She lifted her face higher, her expression one of bravado. “And I may well have to do it again in Dumbarton.” Her hand was in a white-knuckled fist in her lap.

      Despite her firm resolve, he knew her better. He knew how those men’s lives burned like hot coals in her gut, how she would forever remember the looks on their faces as their life drained away. She was dreading what she may have to do, even if she wouldn’t admit it.

      He tried to swallow down his stubborn ire. “Ye shouldna have to be the one doing this.”

      She shook her head again. “I’ve been too long shielded from this world’s horrors. ’Tis my turn to protect others, and I will not see innocents put to death.”

      Though he wanted to protest that she should not go, and insist he should be there in her place, she was right. He was not in any condition to go. Not that he would ever admit it aloud, of course. Even as they spoke, even as he begrudged his weakened state, his body suffered from the unmistakable pull of exhaustion.

      He reached for his bag where it sat on the table by his bed and handed it to her. “Ye said ye’ll return in two or three days. If ye dinna return by then, I’ll come for ye, even if my horse has to drag me.”

      “I’ll be back.” Her hand closed over the bag, and her lovely, light blue eyes met his. He could lose himself in those eyes. Hell, he wanted to. Right now. In the future. Forever.

      With her.

      The very thought echoed through him. But it was one he could not entertain. They were at war. There were lives to be saved. And Clara was taking all the risk.

      He held tighter to the bag, preventing her from pulling it away just yet. “Be safe,” he ordered as if mortality could be commanded.

      Still, she met his gaze and nodded with as much determination as any soldier did. “I will.”

      Her stare roamed over his face for a long moment before she got to her feet and left. He felt her absence immediately, and that silent, solitary sense around him that had so long been a companion now felt like a chasm.

      “I’m sure she’ll return soon.” Sister Agnes approached his bed with a cup of something steaming hot and fetid smelling.

      Though he hoped the foul concoction wasn’t for him, he was almost certain it was.

      “Dinna worry yerself, lad.” As he had feared, the nun handed him the mug. “’Twill only be a wink of time before ye see yer sister again.”

      He paused with the cup held between his fingertips, its unappetizing odor no longer as great a concern as it had been moments before.

      His sister?

      Something in his chest flinched.

      If Clara had referred to herself as his sister, that meant she was trying to protect her reputation. It was the definitive confirmation of her intent to pursue life at the abbey.

      Once she returned and he was well, he would never see her again.
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      Dumbarton Castle was difficult to miss. Clara made it out far in the distance before her arrival, her gaze fixed on it as she closed in on her destination. This was where the king and queen had sheltered from the English nearly a decade ago, and it was rumored even to offer refuge to Merlin in the days of old.

      And as she beheld its magnificence, it was no wonder it held such a prestigious history.

      The castle sat aloft on what appeared to be a massive twin-peaked hill set apart from any other in the area. Jagged land hugged either side of the castle, protecting it from nearly every angle, save the front where the white-capped waters of the River Clyde rushed by. A curtain wall framed the massive keep, and various turrets rose from behind the heavy stone, stretching up toward the sky.

      It appeared impenetrable.

      The village resting at the foot of the ridge, however, was not. Small homes with ribbons of smoke curling from their chimneys clustered in a group made up a bustling area, as well as many more that dotted the surrounding land. It appeared to be a market day, and the people were out in droves—women with their baskets, children darting about and pleading with their parents for goods, vendors hawking their wares.

      All were vulnerable.

      It further justified her decision to come to Dumbarton. Though, she had spent her entire journey thinking of Reid. Not only the begrudging manner with which he’d finally acquiesced to allow her to come in his stead but the way he had regarded her so helplessly when they first arrived at Paisley Abbey.

      Is this where ye leave me forever?

      His question still haunted her. The pleading look in his eyes, as though parting would cause him as much pain as her.

      Recalling the moment prodded at her heart and made it ache like a wound, yet she could not seem to keep from doing so over and over again.

      A new sensation tightened in her stomach as she neared the massive gates leading up to the castle—nervousness. This was what the last sennight had been for, what Reid had nearly died for, what she had killed for. She steeled her resolve.

      Four guards stood before the closed gates. Each wore chainmail with a white-and-red tunic belted over it. One with a tuft of dirty-blond hair poking from his helm stepped forward, arms crossed. “What have ye come to see us for then, ye bonny lass?”

      Clara lifted her chin. “I come with a missive for Lord Tavish.”

      “She sounds English,” a dark-haired man muttered.

      “Are ye English?” asked another, one whose face had gone ruddy in the cold.

      “My mum is Scottish,” she replied.

      The men scoffed.

      Anger sparked to life. While she didn’t fight its flare, nor did she allow herself to burn up with it. Nay, she kept her head about her and allowed her ire to infuse her words with power. “I am the granddaughter of the Chieftain of the Ross clan.”

      The men glanced at one another, uncertain how to take this new information.

      Her horse shifted under her, its hooves thudding into the packed dirt. “I demand to speak with Lord Tavish.”

      The ruddy-faced man called out to someone behind the wall. A thunk sounded, followed by a groaning creak as the gates slowly parted. They nodded up a steep walkway, which the abbey’s strong horse navigated with ease.

      Once the stable lad took her steed, she was led to the great hall where several people had gathered. Peasants, in dun-colored homespun cloth tunics, with their grievances mingled among the castle guards and several nobles adorned in such finely crafted garments that Clara was suddenly aware of her simple kirtle.

      The hum of conversation echoed on the high ceiling overhead with crisscrossing beams so large that they must have taken the length of an entire tree to construct. Pennants adorned the wall, along with swords and stag heads, while fires blazed and crackled in the massive hearths on either side of the open room.

      She tightened her hold on the bag at her side, the one containing the missive, and approached the dais. The rushes underfoot were spongy and in need of changing.

      A guard lowered a halberd in her path, stopping her and obstructing her vision with the red flag hanging from the thick, wooden pole.

      Apparently, this was to be the way of it.

      “I have an urgent message for Lord Tavish,” she said.

      The guard scoffed. “Ye’re only a lass.”

      “Aye, I’m a lass, and I’ve proven myself to the men at the gates already,” she replied. “I’ve got an urgent message for Lord Tavish that could be the difference between life and death.”

      “By all means,” a man drawled in a bored, heavily accented brogue. “Let the messenger through.”

      Clara exhaled a sigh of relief. At last.

      The halberd lifted, and she was permitted to approach the dais. Lord Tavish sat upon an ornate hardbacked chair with a jeweled chalice clutched in his hand. He wore a white tunic with embroidered red lions along the hem, and his dark hair was shorn to his ears. His pale gaze slid down her kirtle, rumpled and dirty from her travels. She saw herself from his eyes at that moment and humiliation scorched through her.

      He lifted a brow. “Ye have a message for me?”

      She pulled the battered missive from Reid’s bag and stepped forward, handing it to the lord.

      Despite her self-consciousness at her disheveled appearance, this was a moment of victory. She had done it—the missive had been delivered.

      After the storm that they had ridden through, and Reid’s infected wound and even being ambushed on the trail—finally, Dumbarton would know of the impending attack.

      Lord Tavish lowered the missive with an irritated huff. “Is this some foolhardy jest?”

      Clara stiffened. “I beg yer pardon?”

      The young earl scoffed. “Ye even sound English. ‘I beg yer pardon?’” he mimicked. Several of the well-dressed people standing nearby tittered.

      Scorn. It was a constant in her life. Scottish who distrusted her for being English. English who distrusted her for being Scottish. And all their unease soured into malice with words that cut, and laughter that mocked.

      She squared her shoulders, refusing to allow their cruel sport to hurt her.

      “We’re a well-fortified castle,” Lord Tavish said dismissively. “Ye expect me to believe this. When it comes from ye, a woman? And an English woman at that?”

      Clara clenched her hands in the folds of her skirt. “The messenger was injured. He is convalescing at Paisley Abbey. I came as quickly as possible to ensure ye received the missive. So ye could take the proper precautions.”

      “And I presume ye were given a ring to accompany this message?” Lord Tavish raised his brows.

      Clara patted the bag at her side. There had been no ring in its depths. She hadn’t even considered that she might need to ask if there was one. But Reid had never mentioned it. “I don’t believe so.”

      “Ye dinna believe so?” Lord Tavish smirked. “I assure ye, we are well protected. Now go before I have ye arrested.” His eyes narrowed with disgust. “We dinna much care for the English here.”

      “What of yer peasants?” Clara demanded. “They are no’ protected behind a curtain wall.”

      The people around the young lord went quiet, and the man’s face reddened. “Dinna presume to tell me how to care for my people. Guards!”

      There was a flurry of movement on either side of her as his soldiers leapt to attention to come to his aid.

      “What I tell ye is true,” Clara cried out while she still had time. “I am a granddaughter of the Chieftain of the Ross clan. I assure ye I am no Englishwoman. I have Scottish blood in my veins, and I tell ye—”

      “And yet the Ross Chieftain is riding farther south to raid as I understand it, and not here.” Lord Tavish shook his head. “Even if ye are his granddaughter, why dinna he accompany ye here to help?”

      Disappointment crushed within her chest. She shook her head, unable to provide a reasonable answer. At least not one that would aid her cause.

      “Leave here at once.” Lord Tavish arrogantly waved his hand. “Or I’ll have ye arrested.”

      Her gaze fell on the missive, but he did not offer it back. It didn’t matter. It was his to keep. Even if he refused to do anything with the news, he had received it.

      Still, his disinclination stung.

      After everything she and Reid had sacrificed to get to him in time, it hadn’t been enough.

      And the people…

      “Yer people will suffer,” she protested.

      He stood up. “Guards!”

      Clara backed away this time as several men approached her.

      “Leave my sight,” Lord Tavish growled.

      This time, Clara did not argue. She raced from the castle as fast as possible, pausing only to reclaim the abbey’s horse. As she passed through the gates, the market scene met her once more.

      A woman with two children waiting patiently at her side, their hands interlocked, purchased bread at a nearby stall. Off to the side, a little girl was slipping a bit of food to a dog whose tail wagged with happy affection. Yet another woman passed by as she kissed the crown of the babe’s head she held cradled in her arms.

      All innocent.

      All at the mercy of the English and their own obstinate lord in his protected fortress.

      Clara could not leave them to such a fate. There had to be something more she could do. Reid was not yet able to travel, but there were other lords in the surrounding area. Mayhap, she could appeal to them to help Dumbarton.

      As she made her way from the village and into the quiet forest, however, a creeping sensation slithering down the back of her neck told her that she wasn’t alone.

      She was being watched.
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      Reid had been sitting in that damn bed for nigh on four days. He had no fever, and he didn’t feel any discomfort from his back, mayhap thanks to the nuns and their perpetual insistence that they apply salves and linens. His energy had even come back after the third day, leaving him restless and grating with irritability.

      A low growl of frustration rumbled in his chest.

      “Ye’re a gruff one,” Sister Agnes said without sympathy as she approached.

      “How long do I have to stay here?” he groused.

      She lifted a shoulder. “Ye’re no’ a prisoner. Ye can leave as soon as ye’re hale and hearty enough to do so.” She arched a brow, and the lines along her brow crinkled like aged parchment. “And by hale and hearty, I mean ye dinna fall into a stupor and drop from yer horse.”

      He grunted in irritation at her unwelcome assessment.

      Aye, he wasn’t held in place with chains, but he felt a prisoner just the same with the women clucking and fluttering around him every time he stood to relieve himself.

      “Clara should have returned by now,” he said. “She may have need of me. I should be there. To protect her.”

      Sister Agnes scoffed. “To get yerself killed, more like.”

      He glared at her.

      She tossed him a look of bored disinterest in return. “Do ye really think ye could fight in yer condition? That ye could save her if need be?”

      He scowled.

      Sister Agnes nodded. “’Tis as I thought.” She lifted a strip of linen and wound it with a maddeningly slow precision as if everything in the convent moved at an interminable pace. “Ye care for her, aye?”

      “Of course,” he replied bitterly. “She’s my sister.”

      Sister Agnes lifted her blue eyes heavenward as if seeking help for patience from the Almighty himself. “If ye knew I dinna believe that…” She lowered her head and settled a pointed gaze on Reid.

      He said nothing.

      “I believe ye truly do care for the lass.” Sister Agnes set aside the bound linen and picked up another bit of linen. “It’s obvious she cares for ye as well.”

      Reid’s chest tightened. “Aye,” he admitted grudgingly. “She does.”

      “Well,” the older woman huffed as she began to wind the linen. “I know I’m only a nun and dinna understand such things as matters of the heart, but I canna see why ye’re no’ married to the lass.”

      “Because she’s my sister,” he hedged.

      Sister Agnes sent him a long-suffering look that was not at all what would be expected from a nun.

      It was Reid’s turn to roll his eyes. “Fine,” he conceded. “’Tis complicated.”

      “Aye, it always is.” She set the neat linen on the table and looked into the small jars one by one as though taking stock.

      “She’s to join ye here at the abbey.” He kicked his legs where they dangled over the edge of the bed, sending the narrow cot rocking gently.

      “Does she want to?” Sister Agnes asked in a manner that was almost innocent.

      Almost.

      Reid didn’t answer.

      “Surely ye’re no’ that daft.” The nun gave an exasperated sigh.

      He smirked at her assessment. “’Tis no’ my place to say.”

      She nodded in understanding. “But ye know what she wants, dinna ye?”

      He swallowed.

      There was no point in feigning ignorance. The older woman was far too perceptive and clearly intended to continue digging until she had the truth. With him having nowhere to go, he was at her mercy.

      “I canna give her what she wants,” he said at last.

      “Does she want all the gold in Scotland?” Sister Agnes asked. “A unicorn? A castle floating in the clouds?”

      “Ach, who wouldna want such things?”

      Sister Agnes’s mouth twitched. “Ah, he does have a sense of humor after all.” She winked at him and continued checking the jars, pausing to add one to a pocket somewhere in the voluminous folds of her habit. “So, what does yer lass truly want?”

      What Clara longed for was simple and natural. Saying her desires out loud made him feel foolish, and so he remained silent.

      A man on the other side of the room cried out in his sleep. Sister Agnes didn’t so much as glance at the other man, but remained by Reid, her stare unbreaking. “Well?”

      The man cried out again, hoarse and rasping.

      “Should ye no’ go to him?” Reid asked.

      Sister Agnes shrugged. “He has night terrors. He does this all the time.” She looked over her shoulder to the sleeping man. “Ye’re fine, Richard. The English are no’ here.”

      The man quieted, and the nun turned back to Reid with a cocky smile. So much for the sin of pride…

      Reid dragged a hand through his hair. “She wants a husband. A home. Bairns.”

      Sister Agnes nodded, her brow furrowed. “I can see how such a request would be lofty. She’s no’ even verra nice or even bonny at that.” She gave an exaggerated eye roll.

      “Dinna ye have work to do?” he asked.

      “Ach, I’m doing it.” She pointed to the jars with a grin. “Ensuring they’re well-stocked.”

      “I know ’tis foolish to no’ want what she does.” He looked down at his hands.

      “Even with her?” the nun pressed. “For her?”

      He shifted on the small cot, and the ropes beneath his mattress squeaked and groaned. “Ye’re meddlesome, ye know that?”

      “Aye,” she said without even bothering to appear remorseful. “Is it fear holding ye back, lad?”

      “Of course no’.” He’d responded too quickly, and she knew.

      Like a vulture of the truth, she descended upon him. “Are ye afraid she’ll leave ye?” Sister Agnes innocently checked over the jars once more. Ones she’d already perused earlier, he noticed. “Or that ye willna be a good husband to her?” She slid her gaze to him and narrowed her eyes. “Ye dinna beat women, do ye?”

      “Nay,” he exclaimed.

      “Are ye afraid then that she’ll be taken from ye?” Sister Agnes asked.

      Reid clenched his jaw.

      The nun nodded. “That’s it, then.” The older woman put her hand over his. Her hands were soft and dotted with brown flecks; her nails trimmed so close that only a sliver of white showed above her fingertips.

      He was studying her hands intently, he knew. It was easier than meeting those keenly perceptive eyes and having this difficult conversation.

      “My family was slain in a raid,” Sister Agnes said softly. “They meant to kill me too, but I ran and hid. I stayed where I lay beneath some brush and watched as they killed my whole family. It wasna my proudest moment.”

      “They would have killed ye too,” Reid said without looking up.

      “Aye. I tell myself that a thousand times over, but it willna ever heal that emptiness in my heart.” She withdrew her hand from his and resumed her tasks, examining the jars. “I grew up here after the nuns took me in. I enjoy my life here because I’ve no’ ever known anything different. I never had the opportunity for love. No’ like yer Clara.”

      He nodded and finally lifted his eyes to meet the woman’s gaze, a kindred spirit bound together by the trauma of their childhood.

      “I dinna know yer story, my lad.” She held up a hand to keep him from talking, not that he’d planned to, and continued, “’tis yer story. But I think mayhap ye ought to tell it to her so that she can understand. And I think ye should set yer fears aside and take a risk that ye might both be the happier for.”

      “And if they raid my home?” Anger and fear mixed into one, the effect so overwhelming it made breathing difficult.

      “Then ye kill them, and ye protect yer family.”

      But if he couldn’t?

      The question arose from the darkest depths within him, the ugly dread he never wanted to acknowledge. Even its presence in his thoughts made his heart constrict in such a way that he could scarcely draw breath.

      He couldn’t lose those he loved again. Not when it was still so easy to recall that visceral loss; the emptiness of knowing all those he loved were dead. His gentle da, who worked hard so they always had food on the table, and who promised days by the stream when the sun rose high and bright. His mum who had the sweetest voice as she sang him to sleep. Wee Ewan and how he followed Reid everywhere.

      “Do ye know what happens if ye dinna let yerself choose the possibility of happiness?” Sister Agnes asked, breaking into those unwanted memories. “If ye never grasp the opportunity for love and a life fully lived?”

      Reid shook his head.

      Her eyes narrowed, no longer friendly but glinting with malice. “Those bastards win.”

      “Sister Agnes,” the man on the other side of the room called. “My bandage.”

      “Ach, did ye undo it again?” She called out pleasantly. With a serious nod to Reid, she went to the other man’s side, crooning over him with attentive interest.

      Reid lay back in his bed, no longer bored as much as he was agitated. The nun had given him much to think on. He wished Clara were there, that he might speak with her, so she would know she was not the cause.

      And yet, even as Sister Agnes’s words sank in, even as his head acknowledged the sound logic, his heart stubbornly refused to yield.

      He knew what he had to do to protect himself. To protect Clara.

      It would be better to have her leave him now for the convent than wait until they had built a life together, when there would be so much more to lose. When having it all stripped from his life would be his undoing.

      It was the only way to truly avoid ever feeling that pain again. Because he did not know if he could survive it a second time.
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      “I know ye’re back there,” Clara called out behind her.

      No one replied. Not that she had expected them to.

      Whoever they were, they’d been trailing her for the last four days as she journeyed over the straw-yellow grass, going first to the Hamiltons, then to the Maxwells, and later to the Stirlings. Her adherent didn’t attack, nor did they interfere with her visits. They simply followed.

      She hadn’t seen them fully yet, only a shadow from time to time or the rustle of leaves deep in the woods. But they were there. And that prickling unease at the back of her neck crawled with the awareness that there was indeed someone watching.

      The forest thinned away into a clearing with a village at its center. Just beyond the thatch-roofed homes, and clusters of people going about their daily lives, rose yet another castle.

      Clara had been so hopeful when she’d first gone to the Hamiltons, certain they would believe her when Lord Tavish had not. However, without the missive, they afforded her even less trust than did Lord Tavish.

      The problems began with the muted Scottish burr in her accent, flattened by her time in England. Her inability to produce proof of what she claimed as Lord Tavish had kept the missive added to that. And the final nail in her coffin was the fact that she was a woman.

      Never had being of the fairer sex been more of a hindrance than in the business of warfare and saving lives.

      She looked up at the castle whose shadow fell ominously over her as she approached. The soldier guarding it would need convincing that she was worthy of an audience with the laird of the keep, the same as they all did. All that to inevitably pass back through these very gates without success. Again.

      Exhaustion gripped her and begged her to turn back, to go through the forest and to Paisley Abbey, where she could accept her ultimate defeat.

      Reid would be recovered by now. He would be able to go to Dumbarton, and they would finally have to say their farewells. It was where their paths would split, for him to continue to live his peripatetic life, and she to devote her time to the abbey until they agreed to allow her to remain with them and later take her vows.

      She would never see him again.

      Her thoughts shifted once more to the futility standing before her. The castle, the guard, knowing she had to try with the Montgomeries. They were the last clan she planned to speak with. She could go farther south and speak to the Muirs, but time was a persistent issue nipping at her mind and rose more forefront with each passing day. Indeed, she hoped she was not too late, that the English had not already attacked.

      Mayhap the Montgomeries would say yes where the others had cast her aside. If they did, there would be one more army to help protect the villagers outside of Dumbarton Castle.

      The possibility was slight, but she had hope, even if it was foolish to do so.

      She was shown into the keep, more diminutive and less opulent by comparison to the rest, with a great hall nearly half the others’ size. However, the rushes were clean, and she was offered sustenance upon her arrival—a bit of salted butter and bread still warm from the oven, along with a mug of ale. It was more than the others had provided.

      But as well-mannered as the Montgomeries had proven to be, their aged laird regarded her with the same contempt as the others had when she was announced with a message for him. That disdain curled his thin lips when she began to speak.

      “English,” he accused.

      “My da was,” she admitted tiredly. “But I’m the granddaughter of the Chieftain of the Ross clan.” Never in her life had she thought she would admit to such a connection. Certainly, she’d never believed she would say it so often in so many days.

      The laird tilted his head, his gray eyes narrowing as he studied her. “Ye’ve got the look of his wife about ye.”

      Clara hid her surprise. No one had ever told her as much. But then, she wasn’t often around anyone from her mother’s family.

      The laird settled back in his chair upon the dais, his hand smoothing down his considerable beard. After a moment, he nodded. “Aye, I’ll join yer grandda in the fight. We’re always looking for an excuse to kill the English.”

      Her stomach sank. “My grandda won’t be there.”

      The laird’s brows raised with incredulity. “I’ll no’ risk my men if yer grandda isna willing to do the same.”

      “But innocent people—”

      “My men’s families are innocent too, are they no’?” he asked, his hands spreading out, palm up. “Who will care for them when their fathers and husbands dinna come home?”

      Clara went quiet at that. She knew all too well that no one did.

      With that, she was dismissed from the keep, a failure once again, with her shadow hiding in the tree line to witness her defeat. She kept from the trail as had become her habit, opting instead to go through the forest, where there was less likelihood of running into Englishmen or being harassed by men eager to find a woman traveling alone.

      It was a miserably cold day with a wind that cut through her cloak, and flecks of rain that stung like shards of ice on her face and hands. She traveled for a bit of time with her shadow trailing behind her before finally stopping to rest her mount near a stream.

      Even as she built a quick fire to thaw her numbed hands, the urgency returned. The English would be there soon. She could sense it in the air as if it were something tangible. They could have already attacked, and she wouldn’t be the wiser. She had been gone long enough. Reid would be recovered as long as another infection had not set in, and he could go to Dumbarton Castle to speak with Lord Tavish.

      Surely, they would believe Reid, being that he was Scottish and a man.

      She caught a rabbit to roast before departing for the journey back to Paisley Abbey. Though she’d had a bit of bread, it was hardly enough to fill her belly, and she did not wish to stop until she was at the convent.

      Awareness slinked over her skin.

      She was being watched again. A shiver squeezed down her spine. Her nerves were ragged and raw, shredded with the continual stream of degradation and rejection she’d received; the helplessness of her own inability to save innocent lives. And through it all, this person had continued to observe her, without care or concern for those she wished to save.

      It made rage boil in her veins until she had to fight down the urge to leap to her feet and scream like a madwoman, as she had in the forest with Reid. But Reid wasn’t there to comfort her now. It was only herself and her voyeur.

      A stick snapped in the woods.

      Her patience broke along with it. She’d had enough, and now she had an idea of what direction she might find her watcher. Energy shot through her muscles, springing her up, a predator descending on her prey as she closed in toward the sound. Movement showed between the trees.

      “Will ye run from a woman then?” she called out. “Am I so terrifying?”

      It was the kind of goading tactic Kinsey might utilize. Her younger sister always was ready to issue or accept a challenge.

      For Clara’s part, she couldn’t stand the watching anymore.

      Whatever had shifted between the trees went still. She wasted no time in approaching the person who had spent so many days shadowing her every move.

      The metallic hiss of a blade clearing its sheath called her attention to a man standing by a thick tree trunk, his hard face set beneath a pair of bushy red brows. He was shorter than her, his body stocky.

      Clara came closer despite the brandished weapon. “Why have ye been following me?”

      “Why are ye going to all these keeps?” the man asked, lowering his blade by only a fraction of an inch.

      “To implore their lords to assist Dumbarton when the English attack.”

      He studied her a long moment, then his red mustache and beard twitched. “Ye’re either daft or brave.”

      She lifted her shoulders in a helpless shrug. “I have hope.”

      “Daft then.”

      “I prefer stubborn.” She smiled at him, and he lowered his weapon entirely.

      “Ye’ll be glad to know I’m done,” she informed him. “Ye can return to Dumbarton, to yer family and nights in a warm bed, secure under yer own roof.”

      “That’s what ye’d say if ye were going to plan something nefarious.” His dark eyes narrowed. “And I dinna have a family.”

      “I am merely venturing to Paisley Abbey to bring back the man who should have been the messenger,” she explained. “He ought to be recovered by now. Mayhap Lord Tavish will believe him.”

      “I canna let ye go without me.” The older man puffed his chest out. “I’m to follow ye and ensure ye’re no’ a traitor.”

      “Then ye are welcome to join me on my way to Paisley Abbey.” She hesitated, regarding him cautiously. “Though it would do well to know yer name. I’m Clara Fletcher.”

      He studied her for so long that she didn’t think he would offer his name in reply. After a stretch, he finally said, “Well met. I’m Finlay.”

      “Will ye join me for a bit of rabbit, Finlay?” she asked. “Ye’ve not had a campfire that I can tell, and I wager ye want some warm food.”

      His gaze slid toward the smell of roasting meat. “If ye have enough…”

      “I do.” She tilted her head toward her camp and made her way back to the small fire. “But we need to be swift. I think we may be running out of time.”

      Finlay nodded and followed her, bringing his horse with him. He put his hands to the fire as soon as they arrived at her camp; his fingers were reddened with chilblains.

      “Do yer hands bother ye?” she asked.

      He paused, mid-scratch between his forefinger and thumb. “Aye, but ’tis common this time of year.” He lifted a booted foot. “My feet as well.”

      She went through her bag and withdrew a jar of rosemary and lavender salve. “Keep them as warm as ye can and ensure yer feet stay dry and warm. Put this on for some relief.”

      He accepted it, popped off the lid and sniffed. With a shrug, he smeared a bit on his hands. He offered it back to her.

      “Ye can keep it,” she said. “’Tis easy to make more.”

      He nodded again, this time in appreciation, and folded it into the leather satchel at his side.

      They departed for the Paisley Abbey once they snuffed out the small fire, but while Clara tried to maintain a pleasant conversation with the warrior on the way to the abbey, her pulse beat wild and erratic.

      She would see Reid. Most likely for the last time in her life.

      Her emotions tangled into something bittersweet. There was the joy at being reunited with him, of course. But also the trepidation of facing what stood between them.

      And what could never be.

      For as much as she cared for Reid, and mayhap despite the regard he harbored for her, theirs was an affection that would never bloom into love. Not when there could be no future.

      It was that thought which held fast in Clara’s mind as if a burr was stuck in the back of her skull. However, once the spires of the abbey came into view, her poor, foolish heart slammed its ecstatic beats in her chest, and she could think of nothing more than seeing his handsome face once more.
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      For the better part of the day, Reid had been out of bed and moving about. After nearly a week of confinement, which had felt like a year, the ability to stretch his muscles was glorious.

      Sister Agnes entered the infirmary with a tray of herbs. “Ye look hearty, my lad.”

      “I wish to leave for Dumbarton,” he said without preamble.

      Concern crinkled the skin around her eyes. “I’ll allow it so long as ye dinna do anything foolish,” she said at last and set the tray down. “I’ve a list of rules for ye to follow. Ye’re the type who needs to be told what ye canna do.”

      “Even though I’ll likely do it regardless?” he grinned.

      She gave a good-natured chuckle and wagged a finger at him. “No riding longer than two hours.” She lifted her brows. “No fighting.”

      He looked away.

      “There ye go already—” The whinny of a horse outside interrupted Sister Agnes’s chastisement.

      Reid’s heart leapt into his throat, the same as it did every time a horse sounded in the courtyard. Though he always hoped it would be Clara, she had yet to return.

      The need to leave the abbey, to get to Dumbarton, pressed on him until he felt as though he was suffocating. She had been away too damn long. The worry of it had gone from an occasional thought in the back of his mind to a constant gnawing.

      He strode from the infirmary and to the doorway to see who had arrived. Once it had been the butcher; another time, it had been a traveler seeking shelter for the night.

      His pulse kicked up into a frenzy. A woman with a long, dark braid dismounted from her horse.

      Clara.

      Sunlight shone off her shimmering black hair, and she moved with grace as she stroked the steed’s powerful neck with gentle affection.

      He approached her and was struck anew with the force of her beauty. The five days of her absence had somehow become a lifetime, and he wondered how he had even breathed without her.

      Her eyes were paler than a winter sky, yet as warm as summer. Her generous mouth turned up in a shy smile that recalled everything that existed between them. He longed to draw her into his arms, for their bodies to fit together perfectly once more, for the opportunity to press his mouth to hers and taste her sweetness.

      His hand curled into a fist to ward off such temptations, especially when there were important matters at play. “What happened?” he asked. “Did the English come already?”

      Clara shook her head. “Nay. Lord Tavish didn’t believe me. I tried to enlist the aid of the surrounding clans, but they wouldn’t hear of it from me either.”

      He frowned. “Because ye’re English?”

      “And a woman.” She notched her chin just a little higher, an indication their disparaging treatment had left her wounded.

      “The fools,” Reid growled. “’Twill be their people who pay the price for their lack of trust.”

      “Women are no’ often sent.” A man appeared beside Clara, the first Reid had seen of him. He appeared to be a guard from his chainmail and the red-and-white tunic he wore over his armor. His stature was stout, and he had more red hair sprouting from his helm than visible skin.

      “This is Finlay,” Clara introduced. “He was sent to ensure I wasn’t an English spy.”

      The man pulled off his helm and smoothed a hand down his thick beard. “I dinna know she was such a goodly soul. I was merely doing as I was told.”

      A goodly soul? How much did he know of Clara?

      An unfamiliar and unwelcome spike of discomfort lodged itself in Reid’s gut at the thought of the two spending time alone together. She reached for her bag, but Finlay was there before her fingertips could even brush over the leather.

      “I’ll get that for ye.” A flash of teeth appeared in the middle of his bright-red beard.

      “I was just now preparing to depart to Dumbarton.” Reid slid a glare toward the other man.

      Clara hesitated. “I see.”

      Only then did Reid realize that if she did not return to Dumbarton with him, this would likely be the last time he saw her. There hadn’t been an opportunity to talk to her, to tell her about his parents and brother, to explain.

      She looked up at him, regret heavy in her wide gaze. “I…” she bit her lip.

      “Come with us,” Reid said. “So they will see ye were no’ lying.”

      It was a ridiculous suggestion. She would be safe in the abbey with the nuns. Returning to Dumbarton would put her in the path of danger.

      “Nay—wait.” He shook his head. “I shouldna have asked—”

      “Aye,” she answered swiftly. “I’ll come.” Her breathing quickened and her stare became almost desperate.

      “It isna safe,” he protested.

      “I can take care of myself.”

      The wind stirred and blew wisps of hair across her face. He couldn’t stop himself as he reached out and swept it behind her ear. She was warm against his fingertips, her hair even silkier than he remembered.

      “I’ll protect her as well,” the Dumbarton guard said.

      Reid shot him a hard look, but Clara smiled at him. “Thank ye, Finlay.”

      The bit of skin visible against all that hair flushed to a deep red.

      “I’ll take my horse, though.” Clara patted her horse’s long, dark mane. “’Twas kind of Sister Seraphina to allow me to use this horse, but I’d much prefer to be back on my own mare.”

      “I’ll see it done,” Reid said. “Go refresh yerself while I make the necessary preparations.”

      Clara offered him a grateful smile and disappeared into the abbey with the Dumbarton guard trotting at her heels like a besotted whelp.

      Heaven help the man if he so much as laid a finger on Clara.

      Within the hour, and following a stern lecture from Sister Agnes, Reid and Clara were ready to travel once more. Unfortunately, so too was Fintan. Or was it Finsby?

      Regardless, the Dumbarton guard sat atop his horse with his chest puffed out, ready to lead them to the castle where they would finally ensure Lord Tavish took the threat against his people seriously. They were near the castle when a distant humming vibrated in the air.

      Clara turned a confused glance toward Reid. “Do ye hear that?”

      Reid turned in his saddle and froze.

      In the distance, moving like a hoard of locusts over the swells of hills, there was an army of Englishmen. Their number was so great that no beginning nor an end could be seen; a sea of men moving with their flags cast into the whipping wind as though they were the sails of attacking ships.

      Finlay uttered a low curse.

      “We must hurry before we’re too late,” Clara said at Reid’s side.

      He narrowed his eyes in contemplation. “They will doubtless need to make camp before the attack.”

      “Or will do so in the middle of the night,” the Dumbarton guard agreed. “Regardless, we should make haste to Lord Tavish.”

      As they rode on, however, Reid couldn’t get the number of soldiers from his thoughts. The size was far, far greater than he had assumed. Enough to overrun the fortitude of Dumbarton Castle.

      The understanding of their predicament hit him like a gut punch. He should not have suggested Clara come. She should be back at the convent where she would be safe. Asking her to come had not only been selfish, but it had also been dangerous—and might well be the cause of her death.
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      The approaching army's noise continued until Clara, Reid and Finlay were swallowed up by the forest. None of them spoke as they neared the castle nestled protectively between the two massive hills.

      If Lord Tavish had listened to Clara, he could have moved the villagers to the safety of those high, stone walls. There would have been time to gather his allies to help fight off the English.

      As it was, the army would result in a slaughter if the villagers could not be relocated into the castle in time to ensure their safety.

      Though she knew the danger she had placed herself in, Clara was grateful to be going with Reid and Finlay, to know that she would be of help where she was needed.

      And to be at Reid’s side.

      She had only her daggers, aye, but they were better than nothing, and it would offer her the opportunity to save his life possibly. If any of them could be saved.

      A shiver of apprehension rippled down her spine.

      The guards at the gate offered no resistance when Finlay demanded entry, though they did eye her with suspicion. The three of them were immediately shown to the great hall, which went silent upon their entrance.

      Despite the room's size and the number of people within, their footfalls on the rushes were audible, the soft thuds echoing down from the impossibly high rafters.

      Lord Tavish narrowed his pale eyes as they approached. “I knew she was a traitor.”

      Finlay stepped ahead of Clara and Reid and pulled off his helm, revealing a tangle of bright red hair. “She was telling the truth, my lord.”

      Lord Tavish’s expression changed to one of surprise and then horror. “Everyone out,” he said in a low, flat voice.

      People scrambled in all directions to obey his orders with a frenzy that made Clara recall the chaos of ants whose hill had been kicked. The door thundered shut behind the last person to leave, its boom reverberating in an echo from the tall ceilings.

      “How do ye know this?” Lord Tavish demanded. “What proof do ye have?”

      “This is Reid MacLeod, the original messenger who acts on behalf of the king,” Finlay replied. “He was going to deliver the message, so ye’d believe it. And then we saw the army marching here on our way back to the castle.”

      The earl sat forward in his high-backed seat. “Ye saw them?”

      Finlay nodded. “They’ll be here within the hour but may no’ attack until nightfall. Mayhap tomorrow. ’Tis a large army. Well over a thousand men.”

      Lord Tavish uttered a quiet curse. “Why did it take ye so long to return to me? Where were ye?”

      Finlay looked back at Clara with a sad frown that indicated his feelings of betrayal. But she did not fault him. It was the job he’d been sent to do.

      “She was going to the surrounding clans,” Finlay said. “To gain their support to assist Dumbarton.”

      The earl’s sharp stare fixed on Clara. “Were ye successful?”

      She stepped forward, but before she could speak, Reid did so for her.

      “She is but a woman, my lord,” he said sarcastically. “And one presumed to be English at that. She was met with the same reception ye afforded her.”

      Clara shook her head at him. She did not need him to fight her battles.

      Lord Tavish’s face deepened with his irritation at Reid’s reply, but then he refocused his attention on Clara once more. “Thank ye for all ye’ve done. Despite how ye were treated.”

      “Women aren’t helpless creatures,” she said with a tilt to her chin.

      Lord Tavish took a drink from the chalice in his hand. “Because of ye, the surrounding clans will no’ be ignorant of this impending attack. Finlay, see to it that they are given rooms for their stay, however long that might be, and leave me to meet with my advisors.”

      Finlay nodded and did as was bid exactly, locating two rooms for them within the castle. While the private accommodations were luxurious, Clara couldn’t stand the idea of being far from Reid’s side. They had already spent enough time apart from one another.

      Their time together would be ephemeral. She wanted to make the most out of every moment she could.

      As they were shown to their rooms in a corridor with a long row of doors, her hand moved behind the cover of her skirt and found his. His grip squeezed back at once in understanding.

      “I’ll come to ye,” he said under his breath as she was left in a solitary chamber, and he was shown to his accommodations.

      Her room was simple but elegant, with a four-poster bed surrounded by thick crimson curtains. The room had a number of fine furnishings, a chest at the foot of the bed, two chairs near the hearth and several small tables. A fire crackled in the fireplace and kept the room at a pleasant temperature.

      Clara stood at the center of it all, too eager for Reid’s return to relax.

      At long last, a knock sounded. She rushed to the door so quickly that her skirt swung around her legs. Reid was on the other side, his shoulders broad and powerful, his face set with a look of determination that made her heart flip.

      She stepped back to allow him to enter, then closed the door behind him. A single moment hovered between them, and in that brief spell, Clara relived everything they’d shared. The journey they’d done together, the admissions they’d both confided in one another, the attack when Reid had been knocked senseless, and the intimate moment of passion.

      To be so close to him and not touch him, hold him, kiss him—it was almost too painful. And yet, she did not know if she could stand going to him, giving in to the longing within her that someday promised to break her heart.

      If they even survived this night.

      In the end, she did not have to decide on how she would react to being alone with him for the first time since the attack. It was Reid who closed the distance between them and drew her into the security of his arms.

      Clara breathed him in as she melted against his body, savoring the safety of his embrace, his masculine strength and the alluring connection that hummed between them.

      His hand tenderly touched her jaw, tilting her face up to look at him as he searched her eyes. “I shouldna have asked ye to come here, Clara. ’Tis no’ safe.”

      “I would not have stayed away,” she said firmly. “Not when I might do something to help. Not when I know ye’re here.”

      His brows furrowed with apparent anguish, and he rested his forehead on hers. “I couldna bear the thought of leaving ye. Of knowing it might be the last time I ever saw ye.”

      “Nor could I,” Clara whispered.

      She leaned into him until the spice of his breath teased her with memories of everything they had shared the afternoon they lay together in the forest. Desire pulsed anew through the place he had touched so thoroughly, where they had once been joined.

      Without considering what she was doing, Clara brushed her mouth against his. He gave a low groan and tightened his hold on her as his lips captured hers in a passionate kiss. His tongue grazed hers, an intimacy she welcomed and returned with fervor.

      Longing simmered through her, heating her blood, and made her body thrum with need. Their kisses and panted breaths were overloud in the quiet room, but Clara didn’t care.

      She didn’t care about anything but Reid and the passion between them. Even if it was fleeting, she wanted to hold tight to it with a white-knuckled grip.

      Reid broke off the kiss and stared down at her, his eyes bright. “Ye canna stay here.”

      “I cannot go without ye.”

      “Ye saw the soldiers coming here…”

      Clara swallowed and nodded. There had been far more than Dumbarton could have withstood, even with prior warning.

      “Ye must return to Paisley Abbey,” he said.

      “Once I go there, I will never come back,” she replied solemnly. Her mind had been made up. She could not stand the idea of going back to the manor in Castleton, of being a burden to her family. And though it broke a piece off her heart to admit it, she could not allow herself to be a warrior’s lover. She would not travel from battle to battle with no purpose but to warm his bed.

      “Clara.” His voice caught.

      “I know ye don’t want a family.” Clara shook her head. “I’ll not force ye to try to be who ye aren’t.”

      “There’s a reason…”

      She gazed up at him. “What do ye mean?”

      “There’s a reason I’ve no’ had a desire to start a family.” He hissed a sigh and strode away, running a hand through his hair.

      She let him have his space and leaned against one of the thick posts of the bed. Its polished, carved surface dug into her hip. “And what reason is that?”

      He dragged his stare from the floor up to her. “Because I’m scared that I’ll lose ye.”
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      An ache lodged itself in Reid’s throat. He’d never spoken to anyone of his family before. Even as a lad when he’d wandered the streets, utterly lost, he had not told anyone what had happened.

      The tale was far too painful.

      Not that it would have had an effect anyway. It was a time of great violence. One couldn’t walk down the street without seeing an orphan or a family who had lost their home in an English raid. He was simply one more person seeking aid in a sea of many.

      “What do ye mean, ye’re afraid ye’ll lose me?” Clara pushed off the bedpost and approached him.

      She was so lovely that gazing at her actually hurt. It tugged at a place inside his chest and made it throb with agony. She was far too good for the likes of him.

      He did not deserve her.

      “I’m afraid to have anything the English can take from me,” he admitted. “The way they did my home. My family.”

      “Reid.” She reached for him.

      He didn’t pull away from her touch and instead allowed her to guide him with her toward the edge of the mattress, where they both sat on its soft, pillowy edge.

      Her fingers entwined with his. “How old were ye when this happened?”

      “I’d seen seven summers at that time,” he replied in a voice that did not sound like his own. It was too wooden, too flat.

      Too devoid of the pain that still plagued him, thinking back on the moment his life had been so terribly altered.

      She gave a pained exhale and rested her head on his shoulder.

      “It was like that day in the forest when we met,” he said. “When they tried to burn the cottage with the woman and her bairn inside.”

      Clara’s hand tightened on his. It was a small gesture, but the comfort it offered was enormous.

      “My da was a farmer,” he continued. “We dinna have much, and he’d never been trained in battle. He was in the field when the English came into our home. They kicked in the door and entered. Mum gathered us up and told them to take what they liked but to leave us be. They ransacked the cottage, turning over furniture, breaking a new chair Da had made for Ewan, my little brother.”

      The memory of that damn chair sank its teeth into Reid’s emotions. Ewan had been so proud to have a seat just like Reid, his big brother, not to have to sit on their mother’s lap like a baby anymore.

      “Once they stole what they wanted, they went outside,” Reid said, hating remembering it all as clearly as he did. “Mum went about setting the house to rights, then the odor of smoke filled the house. That’s when we realized they’d set the thatch on fire. We tried to run outside, but the Englishmen jabbed their swords at us to keep us inside. As they did so…” Reid shook his head in disgust. “They were laughing. As though our lives—our deaths—were merely a game to them.”

      Clara winced in empathy.

      “An English baron sat on his horse outside, looking on as if he were bored by their antics.” That was the first time Reid had noticed Lord Rottry, or so he’d been called by his men. He was tall and lanky with a nose that appeared to try to compensate for the absence of a chin. His tunic was a light blue with a golden yellow sun stitched upon it.

      “I heard my da shouting outside.” Reid swallowed. “He’d come from the field to help. But he wasna a warrior. The closest things he wielded to a weapon were his farming tools or a small knife he used for whittling wee animals with.”

      “Oh, Reid,” Clara breathed, evidently knowing what he would say next.

      “My da tried to stop them.” In Reid’s mind, he could see his father, racing toward the Englishmen with a pitchfork clutched in his fists. Lord Rottry had snorted with mirth then and told his men to kill him. An armored man stepped forward, his sword at the ready. The tip of that sharp blade went clean through and jutted out the other side.

      Da, who had always been so strong and stoic, went soft, his body slumping to the ground. The guard yanked his weapon back and returned his attention to the burning cottage, rejoining the others in their jeers and calls. As if Da were nothing at all. “The first man cut him down without any effort. Without any feeling. And all the while, the cottage was burning around us without a chance of escape.”

      Even all these years later, Reid could still recall the heat of the flames and the choking smoke growing thick in the home.

      “I knew it was left to me to save them.” Reid gritted his teeth as a fresh wave of anger rolled over him at how his father had lain there, dead. Not one of the Englishmen had appeared remorseful for what they’d done.

      “I rushed outside to attack them as my da had done, to do whatever was possible to save my mum and Ewan, but they dinna run me through,” Reid continued. “They hit me instead, their gauntlets so hard, it knocked the sense from me. I staggered about for a moment, then heard the baron order his men to hurry up and kill us, so they could be on their way. The world went dark then, and when I woke up…”

      When he had regained awareness, there was little left of his smoldering home. His father’s body remained in a crumpled pile with a swarm of flies buzzing around him. It had taken several minutes to scrape together the courage to look inside the ruined cottage. That was where Reid had found the charred remains of his mother and Ewan still in her arms.

      “When I woke up, they were all dead,” he said raggedly.

      That hollow ache in his chest sucked at him with the same visceral agony as before. As if his entire self were being drawn into the pain.

      “Reid,” Clara said in a thick voice.

      Something warm and wet landed on their joined hands. A tear. Hers.

      He reached for her face with his free hand and tilted her head up. She met his gaze with watery eyes, the tip of her nose pink.

      Clara shook her head slowly. “No child should ever go through something so terrible.”

      “I lost everything because of them,” Reid said. “Because of a rich baron and his men. It almost destroyed me.”

      She nodded in understanding. “But it did not. Ye grew up strong, into a warrior who has protected others from such a fate as yer family suffered.” She withdrew something from the pocket of her kirtle and put the cold, heavy figure into his hand.

      He looked down to find a carved fox. The one he’d done the night they had slept outside.

      “Was that yer da’s?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “Nay but thank ye for bringing it along. He taught me how to carve animals out of bits of wood when I was a lad. My skill has never been near the level of his, but I still enjoy doing it. It makes me feel as if some part of him survived.”

      “I like that,” Clara said. “And I’m sorry. For everything ye lost.”

      “I’ve no’ ever let anyone close since,” he said gently. “Because I…” His words caught in the tension at the back of his throat. “I dinna think I could stand it if I were to lose someone I love again. I…” He swallowed hard. “I dinna think I could stand it if I lost ye.”

      “And that’s why ye don’t want to wed?” she asked.

      He fingered the carved fox, then set it aside. “I saw how easily it could all be taken away. I know the pain that I suffered when everyone I loved was slain.”

      She touched her hand to his jaw. The clean, floral scent followed the caress. “But what of happiness?”

      “What of it?”

      Her eyes searched his. “Are ye happy, Reid?”

      “With ye, I am.”

      She gave a sad smile. “When ye aren’t with me, I mean.”

      He looked toward the hearth as the logs in the fireplace collapsed, issuing a spray of embers.

      He survived. After years of training and fighting, he had camaraderie with his fellow soldiers and warriors.

      But those things were not enjoying his life. They were merely living.

      Clara rose and stood before him, so her thighs were between Reid’s knees. She kept his face in her hands and guided his attention back to her.

      Was he content when he wasn’t with her?

      “Nay,” he admitted.

      “We can be happy together,” she said. “I will not force ye into something ye genuinely don’t want. But neither can I stand by and watch ye lead a life less than ye deserve.”

      His chest ached at her words. He wanted to release his fear, to open up and allow himself to love her.

      “Ye can’t let them win like that,” she said.

      He straightened at those words, ones that echoed what Sister Agnes had told him. “What did ye say?”

      Clara gave him a sweet smile, her affection for him shining from her beautiful face. “That I want ye to be contented?”

      “The last bit.” He grinned. “Though that bit is verra nice as well.”

      She ran her thumb down his cheek. “That ye can’t permit them to win?”

      He nodded.

      “If ye live in fear of what ye may lose, ye’ll give them power. And for what?” She shrugged.

      Aye, for what indeed?

      “Reid.” She bit her lip, and a pretty blush colored her cheeks in the way he’d always found alluring. “I admit, I may be selfish in saying this to ye.”

      “I dinna think it’s possible for ye to be selfish.” He chuckled. “Ye’re too good. Ye’re kind and genuinely caring, more so than anyone I’ve ever met. Ye throw daggers better than any mercenary I know, but ye’re no’ arrogant about yer skill. Ye heal in a world where others hurt, and ye have the patience of a saint.”

      “Ye see me as better than I am.” Still, the pleasure of his words was evident in how the corners of her mouth lifted. “I’m telling ye because I don’t want to become a nun. Because I would rather wed and be a wife and a mum.”

      His heart twisted. “Any man would be lucky to have ye as a wife.”

      He wasn’t sure what made him say the latter part, but he did not regret it. For it was true.

      He knew at that moment, he couldn’t let her walk out of his life, that she could never be anyone’s wife other than his. She would take the light of his soul with her when she left, the joy they’d shared together. Without her in his world, it would all be snuffed out.

      Her breathing quickened as though she followed his thoughts but didn’t dare put a voice to them. She didn’t have to. That was for him to do.

      “I canna let ye go back to the abbey, Clara,” he said.

      Tears sparkled in her eyes. “What do ye mean by that?”

      “I mean to make ye my wife.” He tenderly brushed an errant tear from her cheek. “I mean to choose happiness.” He kissed her smooth brow. “With ye.”

      “Ye mean…”

      He knelt before her. “Clara Fletcher, will ye marry me?”
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      “What did ye say?” Clara asked, certain she had not heard Reid correctly.

      “I asked if ye’d marry me.” He gave a sheepish smile that made her heart go soft. “Unless ye still mean to return to Paisley Abbey—”

      “Aye,” she replied.

      He froze, and she realized he thought she referred to the convent.

      “I mean, aye, I’ll marry ye,” she amended quickly.

      His face broke out in a broad grin, mayhap the biggest she’d ever seen on him. He leapt to his feet and captured her in a hug that lifted her off her feet.

      “Are ye sure?” she asked.

      “I’ve no’ ever been surer of anything in my life.” He set her back on her feet. “Ye’re the one good thing that has ever happened to me, Clara Fletcher. I canna lose ye.”

      “Reid.” She wrapped her arms about him and remained there for a long moment with her head pressed to his chest, his heartbeat throbbing in a strong rhythm against her cheek.

      Everything was completely perfect.

      The realization of what they were about to face slammed into her like a punch.

      Everything would be completely perfect, were it not for the droves of Englishmen marching to Dumbarton and the impending battle. Reid would want to fight, of course. Even injured.

      A frisson of fear squeezed through her. What if he was overpowered on the battlefield? What if—

      Nay, she would not think it.

      Except the idea of it already whispered in the back of her mind, that very real danger. Her arms tightened around him, mindful of his injuries, and yet she suddenly found herself loathe to let him go.

      He had chosen happiness. And so too would she.

      She would also be joining him on the battlefield. Unbeknownst to him, so he could not decline her offer—as he most assuredly would. She would be there to protect him, to heal him, for whatever else he might need. But ultimately, to ensure his safety.

      “Do ye think we can find a priest quickly?” he asked.

      “I believe there’s one in the village. We can ask after…” her voice trailed off.

      “Now,” Reid said.

      She lifted her head from his chest and gazed up at him. “Now?”

      “We are on the eve of war.” He stroked a hand down her face. “Or mayhap the attack will come within the hour. It is all too uncertain, Clara. I dinna know what the outcome will be, but I know that I want ye as my wife, no matter what may come.”

      No matter what may come.

      She couldn’t think about what all the possibilities might be. The threat of tears tingled at her eyes, but she blinked them away. “Then, let us see if we can find a priest now.”

      He clasped her hand and drew her from the chamber, out into the hall where he stopped a passing guard. “Where’s the chapel?”

      The man looked between Reid and Clara before pointing up. “Top of the gate tower.”

      Reid nodded his thanks, and together he and Clara raced down the stairs like children toward the castle gates. On their way through the Great Hall, the faces they encountered were grim.

      The news must have been announced of the upcoming attack from the English.

      Clara slowed her pace, as did Reid at her side, and slid her hand into his.

      “Ye shouldna be here,” Reid said under his breath.

      “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be than with ye.” She looked up at him and found worry creasing his brow.

      Suddenly, his eyes narrowed as his attention caught on someone. “Finlay,” he called. “Come be our witness. We’re to be wed.”

      Finlay came over with a smirk. “Ye’re going to wed this beast of a man?” he asked. “Now?”

      Clara looked at Reid and nodded, unable to stop the glowing swell in her chest for the man she had lost her heart to.

      Finlay eyed Reid menacingly. “If ye hurt her, I’ll kill ye.”

      “No’ before the English,” someone muttered as they passed.

      “Dinna pay them any mind,” Reid said with a glare over his shoulder.

      Together, the three of them made their way to the gates and up into the stone tower, where a priest stood among several parishioners who knelt before the altar. It was a small chapel, its walls and ceiling comprised of gray stone offset with the golden wood of its pews and altar. Candles were lit on tall candlesticks around the room to provide light, warmth and succor to those seeking comfort on dark days, such as the one they now faced.

      “Father,” Reid said to the older man. “Will ye marry us?”

      A look of deep sadness passed over the priest’s withered face, but he nodded and attempted a smile. “Aye, of course.”

      The men praying by the altar stood back and sat in the pews, partially locked in their thoughts as they watched the ceremony. It was a brief exchange of vows, which suited Clara fine. They promised to remain faithful to one another, to care for one another, and with only a few short words, they were wed.

      Bound forever with a set of vows Clara had never thought to be so fortunate to take. Vows that gave her a husband and promised a home and a family to love.

      Her dreams coming true.

      Reid cradled her face in his hands and regarded her with such tender affection that her heart nearly burst. They turned to the audience of strangers who offered muted smiles and Finlay, who gave a congratulatory grin. After thanking the priest and Finlay, they clasped hands once more, husband and wife, and were set free into a world ready to be taken down by war.

      There was no wedding feast, as there might have been in other times. But none of that mattered. They had each other, and that was all either of them needed.

      They were silent as they made their way through the crowds of people once more, some solemn, others frantic with a need for action. As they walked, each slid a glance at the other.

      Husband.

      The word resounded in Clara’s mind and echoed in her heart. She was wed. There would be no convent for her after all.

      Reid.

      His name was a wistful sigh in her soul. One she repeated with each footfall, letting it sing out in her mind.

      He had faced his greatest fear—for her. Together, they returned to the keep and up the stairs to what was now their chamber. Reid opened the door and indicated she go first. “After ye, my wife.”

      “Thank ye, my husband,” she said with a little laugh, giddy with joy.

      He followed behind her and closed the door, pausing only to bar the door before taking her into his arms. The smile he gave her was reticent. “Ye recall how I told ye I saw ye that day at the market? When William enlisted yer sister as his archer.”

      Clara nodded.

      “I thought of ye every day after,” he admitted.

      Her pulse quickened with delighted surprise. “Ye did?”

      He gave a sheepish nod. “I dinna want to ask after ye and come across as overeager. But one time, Kinsey told me ye were unwed, and I never forgot that.” His hands clasped hers. “I never forgot ye. Now, after all those nights and days thinking of ye, ye’re my wife.” He gave a disbelieving chuckle.

      “Thank ye for facing yer fears for me,” Clara said earnestly.

      He stroked her face with his fingertips. “Thank ye for being worth it.” He shook his head. “I canna believe my good fortune.”

      “Aye, ye can.” Clara edged even closer to him, bringing the proximity between them to something more intimate. “I’m here. And ye’re here. And we’ve our whole lives stretched ahead of us.”

      The familiar beat of desire thrummed through her veins, only this time she did not have to fight it or let a wave of guilt follow in its wake. She was a wife, a woman who was free to be loved by her husband.

      And that was just what she intended to do.

      She put her hands to his broad chest, pushed up on her toes and pressed her lips to his. “Love me, husband,” she whispered against his lips.

      “I already do,” he said softly.

      Her heart fluttered at such precious words.

      She leaned slightly back to regard him, her expression intentionally earnest, so he would know how genuine she was in her request. “Do not pull from me at the last moment.” Her fingers skimmed over the padded squares of his gambeson, knowing he would understand what she meant. “Please.”

      A muscle worked in his jaw. “If something were to happen to me, Clara, I canna leave ye and a bairn—”

      “If something happened to ye,” she said. “Which I do not believe it will, then I…” Saying such words aloud was far greater a difficulty than she had anticipated they would be. “I would want yer babe, a part of ye, that I would always have to remember ye by,” she finished, her voice cracked with the power of her emotion.

      Reid smoothed the hair back from her face and nodded. “If that is what ye wish.”

      “I do,” she breathed. “And come back to me so we can build our cottage and have our bairns. Together.”

      He drew her into his arms and kissed her soundly. For now, this one night would have to be enough.
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      Reid couldn’t promise he would return from the fight. No one knew where fate would cast its dice on the battlefield.

      What he could promise was to love her in the time they had. To show her his appreciation for the way she made him feel, for the bliss she brought into his life. He brushed his tongue against hers, cherishing the sweet taste of her, and reveling in her clean, floral scent as it enveloped him.

      He pulled at the ties of his gambeson as he kissed her and shrugged out of the heavy garment. Her hands moved over his thin leine with an eagerness he understood all too well.

      They had been hurried before, still nearly entirely dressed and on the damp floor of a forest. While they were now in a finely appointed room in a castle—this was exactly what she deserved. Luxury, beauty, warmth and comfort.

      He tugged at the bow at the back of her kirtle, his fingers working at the woven wool. A breathy exhale sighed from her lips as she leaned her head back to offer the creamy expanse of her neck and chest.

      With a groan, he leaned over her, his mouth grazing her skin as he admired at the way pleasure washed over her in a delicate, rosy hue. Once her gown was loosened, he skimmed his hand first over her right shoulder and then her left to sweep the kirtle from her body.

      The heavy blue wool pooled at her feet, leaving her in only her shift, her nipples standing in peaks against the thick fabric. He tugged his leine off, revealing himself before revealing her.

      Her breath came more quickly, and her gaze glided down his body. He squared his shoulders, indulgently flexing his hard-won muscles for his wife. She sucked in a breath, and when her eyes returned to his, they were bright with desire.

      He reached for the ribbon at the center of her chemise and pulled. It gave with a soft pop as the bow slipped free. His fingertips caressed her graceful neck, down over the swell of her breasts to the edge of her chemise, which he caught as he drew his touch across her bosom.

      The simple, loose garment slid down her shoulders and pooled at her feet, joining her kirtle. She wore only her stockings now, tied just over her knees. Reid let his stare wander over her beautiful body, something he hadn’t had the privilege of doing when they were together in the forest.

      Seeing her now, blushing and bare and eager, was more than worth the wait.

      Her skin was smooth and flawless, her thighs slender with a triangle of dark hair at the apex. His gaze traced up the curve of her hips to her slim waist to where her breasts rose high and proud on her chest.

      She was even more beautiful than he had imagined. And he had imagined her. Quite often, in fact. But never had he thought he would actually see her thus, let alone that she would become his wife.

      “Clara.” Her name came out on a low groan.

      She shyly looked away, but he tenderly brought her face back to him. “Ye’re the bonniest lass in all of Scotland.”

      Her cheeks and lips were rosy, from his kisses and her own reticence.

      “And ye’re my wife.” He cupped the back of her head and kissed her deeply, his body aching from his need to feel the heat of her naked skin against his.

      His free hand glided up her waist and to her breast, where he brushed the pink tip of her nipple with his thumb. She moaned into his mouth.

      In the forest, they hadn’t had the time to explore one another, to relish the many aspects of intimacy. Now, their mission had been properly seen to, and they had only to wait on the English to attack. Though he was loathe to think it, in the back of his mind, he acknowledged that this could well be the last time he was ever with Clara.

      He intended to enjoy it for every moment.

      His mouth moved down her chin, her neck, not stopping his descent until his lips parted over her nipple. She cried out and wrapped her arms around him to hold him closer as he loved the pert bud with his tongue.

      Once the little nub strained taut against his mouth, he shifted to the other one, circling and flicking over it as she sighed with obvious enjoyment. His hands caressed her smooth skin, over the flare of her hips and back to cradle her round bottom. Their bodies pressed together, so the force of his arousal strained against her stomach.

      With an excited gasp, she arched herself against him. The meeting of their pelvises sent prickles of delight racing over Reid’s body.

      This time would be different. This time there would be no pain for Clara, only pleasure.

      He straightened to claim her lips once more as his hand dipped between her legs, tracing the slit of her sex, where she was wet and ready. Her knees buckled, but he held fast to her with his free hand and teased his touch over her again and again until her breath came in shaky pants.

      There was so much more he wanted to do with her, so much more affection to give.

      He slid a finger inside her. Her lashes fluttered.

      He eased back, watching her face as the digit carefully thrust inside the grip of her sheath. Her eyes held his, heavy-lidded as she issued forth a soft moan.

      His prick was near-bursting with the longing to take her.

      His wife.

      His.

      She had helped him see how he was being held back by his pain. How in his hate, he had forgotten to see love. He saw it now in her, in what they shared, in how she made him feel.

      Not just passion, but the need to always be with her, to protect her and care for her.

      He swept her into his arms and carried her to the bed, where he laid her on the fine velvet coverlet and kissed her ardently. She would know how greatly he loved her by the attention he gave her this night and always.

      She pushed up on her forearms to meet him halfway; her chin angled upward to return his kisses better. But he backed away from her, issuing little kisses and licks down her body, past her breasts to the slight dip of her navel.

      She studied him as he moved lower, her ice-blue eyes burning like fire. He parted her thighs where they draped over the bed, exposing her sex, swollen and wet with need.

      “Reid,” she said hesitantly.

      “Trust me,” he murmured and leaned forward.

      “Why—”

      He traced her sex with his tongue, and the question died on her lips as she found out exactly what he meant to do.
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      The pleasure was overwhelming. Clara’s arms gave out, and she sank back on the soft mattress. Reid continued to move between her legs, his mouth hot, his tongue…sinful.

      Sinful, and exquisite where he licked at her sex. Cries and gasps of delight escaped from her lips, and she clutched at the coverlet beneath her, the velvet incredibly soft against her palms and naked back while she writhed with need.

      He nudged a finger inside her as he continued to lick and tease. His ministrations were going from long strokes to short, fast flicks that made her whimper. Her core tightened as it had in the forest, and her skin tingled in anticipation. Between her thighs, Reid increased the pace of his attentions until heat prickled at her palms.

      All at once, her body released the tension in an explosion of pleasure that made her feel as though she were soaring into the heavens. Light and heat and the most wondrous waves of euphoria washed over her.

      He grinned up at her. “Did ye enjoy that?”

      She laughed, giddy. “I don’t think ye even need to ask.”

      He gave a playful shrug.

      “Aye.” She reached for him to draw him up to standing. “I enjoyed it very much.”

      As he got to his feet, his hands went to the ties of his trews where the thick column of his arousal strained against the fabric. The thrill of his intimate kisses still hummed warmly between her thighs, and the sight of his hardened sex made her ache anew with desire.

      He tugged at the ties slowly, and his arousal jutted out as the flap of his trews fell open. She still recalled how his arousal had felt in her hand, steel and silk all at once, hot with lust. Before she could reach for him, he crawled over the top of her, his gaze drifting up her body appreciatively as he did so.

      In truth, she had been somewhat anxious to have him see her naked. No one had seen her in such a state since she was a babe. But the way he stared at her with open admiration, the way his hands constantly stroked and glided over her, he managed to strip away all her insecurities and left her feeling entirely beautiful.

      Their mouths met in a tender kiss as his body stretched out over hers. The dark auburn hair that dotted his thighs and chest, and grew thick around his sex, rasped over her skin in the most tantalizing way. She parted her thighs to accommodate his weight, to cradle him against her.

      His arousal lay heavy where it rested against her belly. But he didn’t move to push between her legs. Nay, instead, he held her, kissing her. “Clara,” he murmured. “My bonny wife.”

      “Reid.” She looked up at him, her body on fire with longing, her heart aglow. “I love ye.”

      He smoothed her hair back and kissed her again, deeper, hungrier. He altered his position ever so slightly, and the tip of his sex nudged against her. She moaned against his lips and arched upward, eager for their bodies to join.

      The light nudge became more of a push and he entered her with ease. This time, there was no pain, only the wonderful full feel of their bodies connecting, of their two selves becoming one.

      She curled her legs around him, drawing him deeper inside her as he began to thrust. Warm tingles of bliss spread through her at the meeting of their pelvises. Reid’s groan sounded in her ear as his pace quickened. She matched his rhythm, rocking her hips to meet each flex of his.

      He shifted so the angle of their joining rubbed at the top of her sex, increasing the sensations in her core as it tightened with yet another impending release. Reid gave a little growl and plunged faster, harder, sending her over the edge.

      Clara threw her head back, crying out with the intensity of her enjoyment. Her sex spasmed around his as his hips jerked against her, and he groaned tightly through gritted teeth. This time, he did not pull from her as he spilled his seed. Nay, she experienced every spasm of his pleasure inside her, as he did hers around him.

      Just as she had asked him.

      She truly did have all of him.

      He smiled tenderly at her and brushed a lock of hair from where it had fallen over her shoulder. “I love ye, Clara MacLeod.”

      “And I love ye, my husband.”

      “Thank ye for showing me that I could be happy,” he said.

      “And ye are?” She couldn’t stop smiling up at him. “Happy?”

      “Blissful.” He nuzzled her nose with his and pressed his lips to hers. “I dinna know how I have been fortunate enough to end up with a woman like ye.”

      “Oh?” she teased.

      “Aye.” He withdrew from her and rolled languidly onto his side. “Bonny, kind, patient beyond all measure.”

      “Beyond on all measure?” She nestled against him. “I don’t know about all that.”

      “Ye are, though.” He ran a finger over her arm, tracing an invisible pattern over her skin. “I spent the better part of my life trying to learn to control my anger. I had so much after…”

      He stopped, but she understood. What he had experienced was more than anyone should ever have to go through. Let alone a child. He truly had lost everything in that one moment at the hands of the English.

      “Most would be angry.” Clara put her hand over his heart as if she could leach away the pain that still resided there. For she wished she could draw it out like an infection and he would never again have to feel its obvious discomfort.

      “Should I see Lord Rottry again, I dinna know if I can suppress that rage,” he admitted. “But I’ve no’ seen or heard of him ever since that day.”

      Lord Rottry.

      Dread prickled down her spine.

      The name was familiar. One of the men who had attacked them a week ago had mentioned it.

      “And ye want to find him?” Clara tried to keep her tone casual.

      Reid shook his head. “Ye need no’ worry, my love. I’ll no’ go wandering all over Scotland to find him. I’ve done that to no avail.”

      “But if ye knew he was somewhere near here?” Clara asked hesitantly.

      The glow of post-coital bliss on his face faded, and his expression hardened. “Why are ye asking me this, Clara?”

      “I’ve heard that name before,” she whispered.

      His heartbeat beneath her fingers thudded harder. “Where?”

      “The men who attacked us a sennight ago,” she replied. “They said Lord Rottry would hear of us and what we’d done to his men…” Her voice tapered off at the high color rising in Reid’s cheeks.

      She had done the right thing in telling him the truth. She knew she had. But still, the twist inside her gut made her wish she had lied.
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      After all this time, Reid was close to Lord Rottry. The world took a sheen of red as fury thundered in Reid’s blood.

      “Did they say where they were staying?” he asked. “Where they were going?”

      She shook her head. “Only one man remained and said he’d ensure Lord Rottry knew what we did to his men. That’s all that was said. I didn’t know the significance of who he was.”

      Reid’s hand curled into a fist. In truth, he’d wondered in the last years if the bastard was even still alive. Now he knew for certes. There was still an opportunity to kill the whoreson, to make him pay for what he’d done to Reid’s family.

      “Reid?” There was a note of fear in Clara’s voice.

      He glanced down at his new wife. He wanted to reassure her, to tell her there was nothing to worry about. But he couldn’t. Not now when he knew how close he was to vengeance. He could still picture the man in his mind’s eye, overproud and bored with murder, and his fine blue tunic with its golden-yellow sun.

      Aye, Reid would know him anywhere. Even with nearly twenty years between the memory and the man he was now.

      And he might well have his chance. If the English were all coming to Dumbarton, Lord Rottry and his men would doubtless be among them.

      Reid pushed up from the bed to clean and dress. A battle was nigh, and he would not be late.

      “Reid,” Clara said. “Please don’t do anything rash…”

      “I’ve been looking for this man for almost twenty years, Clara,” he said. “Twenty years. His men slaughtered my da and burned my mum and Ewan to death. My entire family. They were good people, honest and hardworking and bloody innocent.”

      Tears welled in her eyes and pulled at a fragile place in his chest.

      “I don’t want to lose ye to yer need for vengeance.” She reached for him.

      He allowed her to grab his hand and then drew her against him. “I love ye, Clara. No’ anything will change that. But ye must understand this is something I have to do. I must avenge my family. That bastard stole my entire life.”

      She nodded against his chest. “Promise me ye’ll be safe.”

      “Aye, I’ll no’ take any foolish risks.” He tilted her head up. “I’ll come home to ye.”

      The long, low call of a horn sounded in the distance. The enemy was approaching.

      This was it.

      The English were attacking. And there was a good chance that Lord Rottry would be among them.

      Reid’s heart hammered against his ribs. He went to the window overlooking the village and unlatched the shutters. They flew inward, blown back by a terrible wind that carried a reminder that winter was not long past.

      He faced the wind as though it had personally challenged him and looked out into the black night. Clara joined him with a sheet wrapped about her like a mantle, pressing close to him. He put an arm around her slender body, and together they watched by cloudy moonlight the cluster of men roll over the hills and sweep toward the village.

      Immediately, he released Clara with a tender kiss to her brow and went to dress. He would not stand by as the army slaughtered villagers. Energy flowed through his limbs and made him feel strong enough to slam his way through stone. It was always this way at the onset of battle. An unholy strength consumed him when he fought.

      It made his blade fly fast and true; its hit usually fatal.

      Mayhap that was why he was as successful a warrior as he was. Or mayhap it was that he’d never really had anything to lose before.

      Such was not the case anymore. Now he had everything to lose.

      He glanced to where Clara stood by the window, still looking out, her fingers in a white-knuckled grip on the sheet around her.

      “Come, Clara,” he said gently. “I want ye in the cellar with the rest of the women to ensure ye remain safe.”

      She didn’t move from her place.

      He approached her and rubbed his hands over her sheet-clad arms, trying to block the wind as best he could. Goosebumps had risen on the visible tops of her shoulders. “Ye need to dress, lass.” The delicate curve where her neck met her shoulders was impossible to resist. He kissed her lightly there, lingering so that he could breathe in her alluring scent. “Come, my love,” he coaxed. “Ye need to dress and go where it will be safe.”

      Again, she did not move. “I don’t think they’re English, Reid.”

      He faced the bitter wind rushing into their room once more and stared at the army. The entirety of it had already passed over a distant hill and was streaming toward Dumbarton Castle, not with the haste of a storming army, but apparently with leisure.

      “Aye,” he said slowly. “I think ye’re right. ’Tis no’ the English.” He leaned farther from the windowsill, his eyes narrowing to see better in the darkness. “If ‘tis no’ the English, who is it?”

      Neither spoke for a moment as the army swept into the village and continued up to Dumbarton Castle. There were no attacks, no fires or screams of terror.

      Aye, they were most certainly not the English.

      Clara drew in a hard breath. “Reid…” She reached out and gripped his forearm.

      He regarded his wife, whose eyes were wide with surprise.

      “What is it?” he asked, his blood chilling.

      She gave an unexpected smile and blinked back tears. “’Tis my grandda.”
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      For a moment, Clara could not remove herself from the window despite the blast of icy air sweeping her hair back and threatening to tear the sheet from her hands.

      Was it true?

      Had her grandda really come to help?

      Aye, as unbelievable as it seemed, it was him. She recognized the large steed he rode and the red-and-black tunic of the Ross clan. “I must meet him,” she said, spinning away from the window.

      She was ready to run out into the hall when she recalled she was not properly dressed. Quickly she washed and put on her kirtle with Reid’s help. As much as she wished she could be wholly excited, apprehension twisted in her stomach.

      Reid regarded her with concern. “Ye dinna appear as overjoyed as I would have expected.”

      Clara issued a long exhale. “My grandda seldom does anything out of the kindness of his heart. Unless there is something he wants.” She plaited her hair with shaking fingers. “I worry over what he’ll ask for in return.”

      “What do ye think it will be?” Reid asked.

      “That’s the thing…” She looked at her husband without bothering to mask her concern. “One never knows when it comes to my grandda. At least I’m already wed.” She offered a reassuring smile.

      Her relief was genuinely palpable. Faye had been lucky to have a handsome husband of the same age, one she was able to connect with and find love. Clara had no desire to be married off to a man who she might never come to care for. Especially after having discovered such happiness herself.

      Reid embraced her. “No one will take ye from me, my love.” Despite his tender touch, his face was hard with determination. “And heaven help them if they try.”

      They made their way downstairs together to find the Chieftain of the Ross clan. He was easy to identify before he could even be seen. His boisterous voice rose from the Great Hall on the first floor and reverberated off the cold stone walls.

      “’Tis a fine thing ye’ve called the other clans,” Ross said. “Ye’ll have need of them. We saw the army on our way, and it wasna a small force.”

      Reid put his hand to Clara’s lower back, the movement one of love and support as they entered the open hall.

      Ross looked to Clara and then to Reid, his focus going to the intimate caress of Reid’s hand at her back. “There’s another dowry.” Though Ross muttered the statement low and more to himself, his booming voice still carried.

      “Ye owe me nothing,” Reid said. “I’ve everything I want already.”

      Ross put his attention to Clara once more. “Ye married a fool.”

      “I married a man who loves me.”

      Her grandda scoffed. “Then ye’re the fool.”

      There were so many arguments to be made against such a declaration but now was not for altering her grandda’s view on love.

      “Ye came.” Clara smiled at him.

      Her grandda rolled his eyes with an exasperated look. “Ach, ye’re too damn good, Clara,” he groused. “Ye made me feel bad.”

      “I made ye feel bad?” she asked, her words heavy with her skepticism.

      “Aye, we were on our way to raid, and I kept thinking about what ye said.” He sighed. “Yer sisters are both pains in my arse, but ye’ve always been a sweet lass. I know I upset ye…” He shrugged, a short, aggravated motion. “I dinna want to do that.”

      Clara watched her grandda, wanting desperately to believe him. But he didn’t stare at her with the same stubborn challenge as he did all others. The way he gazed cautiously at her, he appeared almost uncomfortable. As if for once, he might genuinely be sincere.

      She went to him and put her arms about his massive shoulders. His scent was unfamiliar yet pleasant, his damp clothes smoky with the smell of campfire. He stiffened when she first embraced him but then relaxed and hugged one large arm around her.

      “Ye’re a good lass, Clara,” he said, nodding. “Thank ye for giving me a chance to prove myself.”

      She looked up at him. “Thank ye for being the man I hoped ye would be.”

      He beamed at her then, a broad grin she’d never thought to see cross his weathered face. “Mayhap ye could tell yer mum I’m no’ as bad as she thinks?”

      Ah, so there it was, the ulterior motive. However, it was one of sentiment rather than greed, and Clara would not deny him such a request.

      “I can speak with Mum for ye,” she agreed. “Though, I’d like to know…what happened between the two of ye?”

      He considered Clara for a moment. “’Tis yer mum’s story to tell, I think.”

      Clara nodded. “I’ll speak with her for ye. But I need a favor from ye as well.”

      His eyes narrowed, and he released his snug hold on her, suddenly radiating distrust. “Aye?”

      “Reid, my husband—”

      “Aye, I know—a dowry.” Her grandda muttered something under his breath about expensive granddaughters.

      Clara shook her head. “I appreciate the offer, and we can discuss that later, but ’tis not the favor I need. Reid is injured and shouldn’t be going into battle. If he’s struck in the back…” She couldn’t finish the statement aloud.

      Ross scowled. “He’s a man. Of course, he should. Wounded or no’, a man doesna miss a battle.”

      “He’s of the same mind.” Clara didn’t bother to hide her exasperation. “I worry for him.”

      Her grandda smirked. “I’ll no’ tell him ye said that.”

      “Will ye look out for him?” Clara asked.

      Her grandda’s chin jutted forward as he considered her request. “Aye, I can do that.”

      She embraced him again. “Thank ye, Grandda. No’ only for yer help with Reid, but also for coming to the aid of the people of Dumbarton.”

      “They’re already in the castle as I understand it,” he said.

      “Aye,” Clara said with gratitude. “The women and children are.”

      And it was true, most of the women and children from the village were already in the cellar of the castle, where a small army guarded the stairwell leading down to them. The men of the village had traded the tools of their everyday professions in for swords. With an army the size of the one heading toward them, every man would need to fight, regardless of his training.

      But saving the people wouldn’t save all the homes that would doubtless be stripped of their goods and razed. For peasants such as those gathered in the cellars and awkwardly mingling among trained soldiers, those possessions were their entire life and might take years to recoup. Not to mention the livestock that would be lost in such an attack.

      And even seemingly impenetrable castles like Dumbarton could be overrun by so large an opponent—if not overrun, then laid siege to. With so many people hiding in the castle’s depths, a siege would be over quickly with the strain on food supplies.

      “Ye look worried, lass.” Her grandda put a hand to her shoulder and squeezed. “That isna necessary. I’ll ensure yer man stays safe.” He winked at her and left her side to join several of his men.

      She followed him with her gaze, hoping he was correct but not entirely able to trust he would remember to see to Reid. From what she understood of battle, it could be terribly confusing. They could become separated.

      Reid could—

      Nay. She should appeal to Reid first and ask him to reconsider going to battle. And if he declined to remain back as she suspected he would, she would stick with her original plan despite her grandda’s claim that he would keep Reid safe. She would sneak into the battle with him to ensure he did not get reinjured. Even if her grandda did make good on his promise, then Reid would have double the protection.

      And he would be guaranteed to return home to her, so they could truly begin their life together.

      A messenger ran into the room and bellowed, “Approaching army.”
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      Again, it was not the English approaching, but yet another ally. Nevertheless, Reid rushed to Clara’s side. She had stayed away from the cellars for far too long, and every second that passed rankled his nerves.

      “Come, Clara,” he said. “I want ye downstairs.”

      “’Tis not the English,” she insisted.

      At that moment, the doors to the Great Hall were thrown open, and an older man wearing a mantle of bristling gray wolf hair strode in. “Ross,” he bellowed. “Where are ye, ye sour wee bastard?”

      “Montgomerie, ye auld cur,” Clara’s grandda cried back in return and rushed forward.

      Clara tensed, apparently expecting one to land a blow on the other, but instead, their forearms clasped, and the men exchanged greetings instead.

      “I dinna expect to see ye here,” Ross said, clapping the other man on the shoulder.

      Montgomerie chuckled. “I couldna let ye have all the fun. We want to kill some English too.”

      This was all wasting time. At any moment, the army could attack, and Clara would be in danger. He needed her to be safe, so Reid could set aside the fear of losing her from his mind. He put his back to the two men and curled an arm around Clara’s shoulders to guide her away. “Please, ye must go.”

      She nodded and allowed him to lead her from the Great Hall but slowed her pace once they were out in the corridor. Her hand gripped his, and she pulled him to a stop.

      “Please don’t go into battle,” she said in a whisper. “Stay here with me.”

      He gaped at her. Was she jesting? “Ye want me to go to the cellars with the women and bairns?” he asked, appalled.

      Her eyes searched his with genuine desperation. “Ye’re injured.”

      “I’m a warrior,” he corrected. “Fighting is what I do, whether I’m injured or no’.”

      She drew in a shaky inhale. “But yer back…”

      He shook his head to prevent her from saying more. He knew his back was still vulnerable, the wounds barely healed. One solid hit as he had before with the mace, and he would be laid out on the ground.

      And he was well aware of what happened to soldiers who fell in battle. If they weren’t slain by the enemy, they were crushed by the trampling feet or drowned in puddles of mud. Seldom did they survive.

      Regardless of that very likely concern, he would not cower in the cellar of the keep with the innocent lives he should be protecting.

      “Nay,” he said with finality. “I willna discuss this further. I willna hide behind lasses and bairns when I should be fighting with the men.”

      The wounded hurt in her wide blue eyes softened his rankled demeanor. “Come, I’ll walk ye downstairs.” He put his hand to the small of her back, his fingertips whispering over her wool kirtle.

      She frowned. “I want to come with ye.”

      “Nay,” he said firmly. This request was almost as bad as the one for him to hide with women and children in a time of the battle.

      She stood in place, not allowing him to lead her to safety. God’s teeth, but the lass was stubborn.

      “I can heal men who are injured.” Her tone took on a pleading note. “I can throw my daggers.”

      “Then ye can be there to help the women and children, should the English break through the line.” He regretted the words as soon as they were out of his mouth. If the English broke through the line, that would mean they were all dead. Or would be.

      The very thought of what the English would do to a room full of women and children made his blood go cold. Urgency pushed at him with a sudden need to get Clara to safety.

      He needed her in the cellars of the keep. So he could concentrate in battle. So the grip around his heart could relax.

      If he suspected she was in an area where she could be harmed, there would be no way he could focus, which would be entirely to his detriment.

      She did not move, as obdurate in her determination to stay with him as he was in his need to have her in the cellar of Dumbarton. He wanted to yell at her to get down there, not out of cruelty but out of insistent necessity. But this might be the last time he would ever speak to her, the last time he would ever have to hold her, kiss her.

      He could not end things between them with words of anger, no matter the well-meaning intentions behind them.

      In that moment of poignant understanding, he grabbed her to him and held her with everything he had. He breathed her sensual, familiar scent and ran his hand down her silky, dark braid.

      “Reid.” Her voice was a whispered exhale that echoed her overwhelming emotions.

      “I love ye, Clara,” he said in a choked voice. “If ye’re no’ safe here, I’ll worry about ye too much. I need ye to be safe. For me. For our future.”

      Tears welled in her eyes.

      “Trust me, lass.” He rested his forehead against hers and made a vow that no mortal man could offer with certainty, “I promise to return.” He took her hand, and together they walked to the stairs leading to the cellar. The hum of voices echoed up around them, along with the cries of several dozen babies and children.

      Reid knew what they would find below. Frightened faces tipped up to watch the stairwell, to see who would be joining them in their interminable wait to find out if they would live or die. To learn if their fathers and brothers and husbands were dead.

      All at once, he understood Clara’s hesitation to join them. He couldn’t imagine the maddening helplessness of just waiting.

      He pulled her to him. “I’ll come home to ye,” he swore. “As soon as ’tis safe to come to ye, I’ll be here.”

      He caressed her cheek, burning the softness of her skin to his memory. This woman gave him such purpose, such joy.

      His wife.

      He hated that he was the source of her tears, that she had to remain in the suffocating bowels of a castle as she waited to find out her fate. And he hated that he had to leave her when he wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of his life cherishing her and what they had together.

      Clara’s face crumpled. “Please don’t go.”

      Her request left him raw.

      A knot of tension ached at the back of his throat. “Dinna ask what ye know I canna give.” He took her hands and held them to his heart. “Please.”

      This time, she did not argue. She choked on a sob and threw her arms around him in a fierce hug. They held one another for a long moment until he knew he could postpone leaving no longer.

      “I love ye, Clara MacLeod.” He kissed her tenderly, with all the love he had for her in his soul.

      A tear ran down her cheek. “And I love ye, husband,” she whispered.

      He turned from her then, without escorting her into the cellar. He could not bring himself to see those anxious faces peering at him. He could not stand to leave her there.

      Nay, he had to go now while he was still able to.

      He made his way back to the Great Hall, his shoulders squared. Finlay approached, his gaze filled with worry beneath a bush of his red-orange eyebrows. “Is she in the cellars?”

      Reid nodded.

      “Ye did the right thing, lad.” Finlay clapped a hand on Reid’s shoulder. “She’ll be safe. The Stirlings and Hamiltons have joined us as well. There may be a lot of English, but there will also be a bloody lot of Scots for them to contend with.” He nodded. “Best of luck to ye.”

      “And to ye as well,” Reid said in earnest to the man who had once prickled his jealousy and now had his respect.

      A guard appeared in the massive doorway to the Great Hall. “The English are here,” he cried out. Immediately following his words was the long, lone note of the horn outside.

      The hall went silent as everyone digested the news. Aye, they were five clans strong now, but would it be enough?

      Reid put his hand on the hilt of his sword, reassured by its proximity.

      This was it—the battle he had been anticipating for some time.

      Thanks be to God that he knew without a doubt Clara was safe.
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      Clara did not go below to the cellars. She waited for some time after Reid’s broad back disappeared from view and she was certain he wouldn’t notice that she did not stay with the others.

      The cries of the frightened occupants rose from the cellars. Men and servants ran in all directions through the corridors in preparation for battle. People shouted at one another, their voices ringing off the stonework. The whole of it was sheer chaos. And the perfect cover to locate a helm and gambeson.

      Both were easily obtained. She needed only to pretend to be a wife acquiring them for her husband, and she was readily given them without question by a harried guard. Bounty in hand, she raced up to the bedchamber she shared with Reid to change into the leine and trews Drake had them practice in, the set she’d fortunately packed.

      The bedchamber was just as she and Reid had left it, with the sheets tousled from the consummation of their marriage, where they had spent so much time loving one another. Her heart threatened to crumble at the sight.

      Nay, she could not think of that now.

      Instead, she quickly divested herself of her kirtle and pushed her limbs into her trews and leine.

      The gambeson was enormous on her and reeked of unwashed body, but the bulk of the armor worked out well, masking her shape and the length of her braid. It also allowed her to stash her bag of herbs within the bulk. Around the padded armor, she fastened the belt Drake had specially made for her with multiple sheaths. Perfect for her daggers. If Reid did fall, hopefully she would be able to help him to safety and tend to his wounds.

      Apprehension tingled along the back of her neck. What she was doing was most likely a terrible idea, one Reid did not support. But she could not allow him to go out there unaccompanied while he was still wounded.

      She couldn’t sit back in a cellar and listen to the sounds of the war raging overhead, helpless to do anything to sway the outcome. Or to protect Reid.

      She could not lose him.

      Before leaving the chamber, she plunked the helm over her head to hide her face and hair. The thing was terribly heavy and stunk of old metal, but it would keep anyone from recognizing her.

      Finally ready, she joined the other warriors in the corridor and searched for Reid. It was not an easy task when the slit in the helm greatly hindered her ability to see. Her visibility was limited to what was directly in front of her.

      The weight of the belt with her daggers was considerable but necessary. Walking took some adjustment, between the immensity and burden of her armor and the inability to see properly.

      How did men fight in such gear?

      She kept to the sides of the wall, avoiding eye contact with anyone she passed as she wound her way to the Great Hall. Once there, a man in front of her turned round to face her and those around her.

      Not just any man, her grandda.

      Her heart leapt into her chest, and her quickened breath huffed inside her helm.

      He looked right through her as he addressed everyone en masse. “Let’s kill the bastards.”

      A cheer arose, and the crowd of men surged forward. At Ross’s side, Reid settled the helm on his head and was pushed forward with the cluster of soldiers following Lord Tavish. The men around her flowed toward the exit of the Great Hall, and even if she hadn’t meant to walk along with them, she would have had no choice.

      She tried to guide her path in the cluster of men to enable her gaze to remain fixed on Reid. They poured out into the night where the air was thick with moisture, and the cold reached through the padding of her gambeson. But there was something more than that, a sense of dread that hung around them, its scent sharp and metallic.

      She shivered.

      The horses of the many men who had ridden to Dumbarton to fight now lingered in the courtyard. Each was being claimed now and Clara quickly climbed onto the back of a smaller steed.

      Outside the gates, the shouts of men rose in a cacophony. In the distance, screams came up from the villagers, most likely those who refused to leave their homes in the hope they could prevent everything from being destroyed or stolen in the raid.

      Clara’s heart squeezed at what they were losing now. She knew what such an existence felt like. When all you owned could fit in a sack tossed over one’s back.

      The men around her wore stoic faces as if those horrible screams were not audible.

      But suddenly, the terrified shrieks of the villagers weren’t the only sound that filled the night. Battle cries rose, followed by the clashing of steel striking against one another.

      “The Douglases have joined the battle,” a guard called from the parapet.

      “Open the gates, Tavish,” Clara’s grandda said in a low voice. “We’ll no’ leave them out there to die defending yer keep.”

      Lord Tavish said nothing for a moment, his horse stepping anxiously from hoof to hoof under him.

      Ross looked to Lord Tavish, his brows lifted, teeth bared in a grin. “Aye?”

      Lord Tavish nodded grudgingly. “Aye, but the gates get closed behind us.” He addressed the men around them. “If ye mean to ride into battle, know ye willna be able to get back in until the English are vanquished.”

      Once more, the men’s response was a collective cheer as energy charged through the air.

      Fear tightened in Clara’s chest. While she had been prepared to go outside the castle walls, she had hoped it would not come to this. At least not yet, while the English soldiers would still be fresh and bloodthirsty.

      Her gaze found Reid where he sat astride his destrier near Ross, and her heart constricted. He turned to look back to the keep. “I love ye,” he mouthed before turning away with an expression of pain.

      At that moment, Clara knew that his decision to fight outside the curtain walls also meant he assumed he would not return home. He was aware of the danger, and he was taking it on to protect everyone. Including her.

      The gates groaned open, and the men followed Lord Tavish like a tide. Whatever fear had paralyzed Clara loosened its hold, and she let herself get swept up with his men—beyond the gates, past the curtain walls and out to where the night was all-consuming, save for a fingernail sliver of moonlight overhead. The wind rippled tunics and whipped at their pennants, making them blend into the night like dragon’s tongues.

      Clara rode through the gates out into the night, into the brunt of danger. Behind her came a reverberating thunk as the gates were closed. She tried her best to keep from losing Reid and her grandda, but it was too hard with the world so dark, and the men all moving so quickly.

      Her heart raced in her chest.

      This had been a terrible idea.

      An appalling stench preceded their arrival to the battlefield. Were she not a healer, she might not have recognized it—the odor of blood and death, tinged with the metallic tang of fear.

      Primal terror clawed at Clara, but she tried to shove it away, knowing she would need to keep her wits about her.

      The men at the front of their charge merged into the wall of Englishmen, and their group slowed as men clashed into combat. Clara’s breath echoed the frenzy all around her. She could scarcely move in her armor and was nearly blind in her helm.

      A house erupted in flame to her right, a brilliant glow of light that cast the battle in a red-orange glow. Her grandda was at the head of his men, swinging a battle-axe glistening with blood. And at his side was Reid, sword thrusting and swiping, his face hidden by his helm.

      All at once, her fear bled away as she focused on the reason that she had put herself at such risk.

      Reid.

      She was here to save him, to ensure he kept the promise to come back to her when this was done, that they would have their life together. Carefully, she eased her horse to the shadows of a nearby cottage where she hoped she wouldn’t be seen yet would still be close enough to throw a dagger.

      She would not lose her husband this night.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The Englishmen fell before Reid’s sword, not because they were weak, but due to the battle with the Douglases having already left them exhausted. While these Englishmen were weary from their second attack in a row, the men behind them would not be.

      It was those soldiers Reid was most worried about.

      He thrust his blade into a man before him and jerked it free in time to deflect another attack. It had been foolish to leave the castle, knowing he would not be allowed to return until the fight was over. But he couldn’t stand the idea of the villagers at the mercy of the English.

      Every scream had made him think of his mother. His father. Ewan.

      The anger flashed inside him and exploded out in a lethal jab of his blade. Lord Rottry might be somewhere in the melee.

      That awareness spurred Reid into the fight, hacking and slashing his way through his enemy. Something slammed into his right side, knocking him slightly off balance.

      Mayhap it was one of Ross’s men accidentally knocked aside, or an Englishman as he fell. Whoever it was did not attack, but the damage was done regardless. The familiar pain at Reid’s back told him the injury had been ripped open again. He staggered under the agony of it but quickly righted himself and slew the Englishman in front of him lest he was perceived as feeble.

      The weakest in battle were always the first to die, and he had promised Clara he would return to her.

      He hefted his sword and ignored the pain at his back. A battle-axe swooped down in front of him, cleaving into the chest of a man whose mace was drawn back, his aim pointed at Reid.

      Ross winked at Reid as he pulled his battle-axe free. “I canna let my Clara be a widow, aye? She’s taken a liking to ye.”

      A man to the chieftain’s left speared at him, and he retaliated with a roar and a lethal strike.

      Reid gritted his teeth, determined to fight his own battle, to move past the ache blazing at his back. Clara’s grandda didn’t need to protect him. Reid could bloody well do it himself.

      Two men came at him at once. He managed to dodge one's attack, but the second caught him just under the ribs with a sword. Reid’s gambeson deflected the blade, but the hit was still strong enough to thump the wind momentarily from his lungs.

      A dagger flew through the air and sank into the throat of one of the men Reid fought. The man collapsed forward, leaving one lone man for Reid to contend with.

      Something uneasy trailed down Reid’s spine. He managed to reclaim the dagger from the dead man while blocking a blow from his living opponent. That dagger throw was no accident in the middle of combat. It had been a clean shot by someone whose aim had been intentional. Reid tamped down the prickle of fear at his suspicion and pushed back into the fray, trying to ignore the burning ache in his back with each lift of his sword.

      The man he fought was eventually dispatched but another turned toward Reid and raised his war hammer. There wouldn’t be enough time for Reid to clear its path. He pulled away, but the wall of men behind him prevented him from moving. The dagger in his hand might be his salvation.

      Before he had a chance to come up with retaliatory action, another dagger sailed through the air and landed at the back of the man’s hand. He screamed, and the hammer tumbled harmlessly from his grip.

      This time Reid knew for certain daggers thrown so close together could not be coincidental. Which could only mean one thing.

      Cold fear trickled down his spine.

      Reid cursed.

      “What is it?” Ross demanded at his side, battle-axe still swinging even as he tried to peer above the heads of those fighting in front of them. “Are there more of the bastards coming?”

      “Nay,” Reid gritted out. “Clara is here.”

      The battle-axe stopped moving for a moment. An English soldier broke through and lashed out with a sword at the chieftain.

      A dagger flashed through the air between Reid and Ross and plunged into their opponent. They both looked over their shoulders toward the shadows of a lone cottage.

      Ross growled under his breath. “Go to her and get her away from here. I dinna care if ye have to tie her to a bloody tree.” He glared at Reid. “Ye know what the English will do to her if they capture her.”

      Nausea swirled in Reid’s stomach. He didn’t even want to think of what these violent men would do to his gentle, tender wife.

      He pulled away from the fight, making his way through the Scotsmen behind him and the Englishmen who fought against them.

      Footsteps sounded behind Reid. He spun about as a man whipped his war hammer through the air. Reid crouched low and thrust the dagger he’d reclaimed upward into the man’s gut. The Englishman cried out and fell forward. Reid pulled the dagger free and stuck it into the leg of his boot.

      After confirming the man would not rise again, Reid ran to the shadows behind the cottage. Clara sat atop a horse in a guard’s uniform that was at least three times too large, secured with a belt glittering with dagger hilts. Her helm was missing, and her dark hair was tousled about her face where several strands had pulled free from her braid.

      He knew it was Clara who had thrown those daggers. He knew it.

      But seeing her there, dressed like a soldier, as a man ready to fight, to die—it cut him deeper than any injury he’d ever had.

      “Clara,” he choked. “Why are ye here? I told ye to stay at the keep.”

      She shook her head, eyes filling with tears. “I couldn’t stay there, helplessly waiting for ye to return. Reid, ye’re still injured.”

      “I’m still a warrior,” he growled, angry at himself for his inability to fight to his full potential and that his wife felt the need to protect him.

      He glanced around to ensure no one rode toward them with the intent to attack. “Ye need to return to the keep.”

      “I wouldn’t be able to get through the gates,” she said. “Ye heard them when we rode out. Once we left, we wouldn’t be allowed back in until after the battle.”

      Reid hissed out an exhale of irritation.

      An Englishman rode by, his eyes alighting on Clara. The bastard drew his horse to a stop and reeled about, riding toward them once more, this time with intent.

      “Get in the cottage, Clara,” Reid said.

      She opened her mouth to protest.

      “Go,” he said firmly.

      She slid off her horse and pushed through the door to the cottage. Finally, she disappeared inside.

      Thank God for small favors.

      Jesu, the lass was going to get him killed.

      Reid tightened his grip on the hilt of his sword as the Englishman rode toward him. All at once, he noted the tunic the man wore, blue with a yellow sun.

      Lord Rottry.

      This Englishman must fight for him.

      The realization was so stunning that Reid nearly missed the whoreson as he swept past.

      Nearly.

      His blade caught the Englishman’s calf. Reid’s opponent cried out in pain as he pitched from his horse and writhed on the ground. Reid rushed over to him.

      “Do ye serve Lord Rottry?” he demanded.

      The Englishman spit in Reid’s direction.

      Reid put his foot on the man’s neck. “That bastard killed my whole family when I was a lad. An unarmed man, woman and child. All innocent. For sport.”

      “No Scotsman is innocent,” the man croaked from beneath the hold.

      “Is he here?” Reid pushed his foot harder.

      The man’s eyes bulged, and he gave a frantic nod. “In the melee,” he grunted.

      Reid looked toward the swarm of men as they wrested against one another for an upper hand in the battle. Suddenly, the man swept his legs against Reid in an attempt to take him down. Reid, ever ready for a fight, had his body tensed for such an attack and did not so much as flinch at the blow. But he did bring his sword down on the bastard’s neck.

      His long-awaited vengeance would finally be had. But first, he needed to figure out how to get Clara to safety. She could not remain in the battle, no matter how skilled she was with her daggers.

      He glanced back toward the melee once more.

      Rottry was among the English, and Reid would find him.
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      Darkness pressed in on Clara from all angles within the shuttered cottage that smelled of greasy stew and smoke. Outside came the cries and calls of battle, all slightly muted by the closed door. How she longed to have even that sliver of moonlight back, anything by which to see.

      The need to open the door and look out at Reid clawed at her, becoming more desperate with each passing second. But she held back, afraid that in doing so, she might distract him. Coming to the village had indeed been a mistake. One she could not undo.

      The quiet gasp of a sob broke the air.

      Clara stiffened.

      “Who’s there?” she asked into the darkness.

      The only reply was a whimper.

      “Who are ye?” she asked again.

      “Are ye English?” the voice was small and scared.

      A child.

      “Only half,” Clara said. “My husband and grandda are outside fighting with the Scottish to save the village.”

      “And what of ye?” the little voice asked.

      “I tried to help.” Clara closed her eyes against the pain of knowing Reid was out there and she was in here.

      In truth, she felt ashamed to have followed, assuming he needed her protection. He had not.

      Her husband was one of the finest men on the battlefield from what she had witnessed. His blade moved with incredible accuracy, his body powerful and strong, even with his injuries. He was beautiful to behold, graceful and confident. A true warrior if ever there was one.

      No doubt her coming to “protect” him had been difficult for such a man to swallow. An insult.

      “Can ye help us?” the child asked.

      Us?

      “Aye,” Clara said. “Of course I can.”

      The scuffle of feet over the hard-packed dirt floor filled the home, and a cold, wee hand curled into hers. An ache filled her chest for these bairns who should never have been subjected to war.

      “Is this yer home?” Clara asked.

      “Aye,” a different child said. “Mum said she’d be back, but she hasna returned.”

      “I’ll make sure ye stay safe, aye?” Clara folded her hand more firmly around the tiny fingers resting against her palm. Most likely, the children’s mother was dead.

      Footsteps approached the cottage door. The child at her side tensed. “I believe that is my husband,” she spoke in as calm a voice as she could muster and released the bairn’s hand. “But I’d like ye to get behind me just in case.” She slid two daggers free from her belt, ready to attack.

      For the first time in her life, she appreciated Drake’s efforts in teaching her and her sisters to fight. She had never thought she needed such a skill, that it might be the one thing that stood between herself and survival, or that she might use it to keep others safe. But then she had underestimated the brutality of the English against the Scottish. Brutality that Drake was no doubt accustomed since he’d been Captain of the Guard to an English lord on the English Scottish border.

      The door rattled and swung open. A shadowed figure filled the doorway, backlit by the blaze of several fires.

      “Clara,” Reid said.

      She exhaled slowly so the little ones wouldn’t know that she had been holding her breath with anticipation. With fear.

      For if it truly had been English soldiers, there wouldn’t be much she could do to save them all.

      “Who are they?” Reid asked, nodding to her new charges.

      Clara looked down at the children hiding behind her, seeing them for the first time. Three bairns with mussed brown hair—an older lass around the age of seven, a lad of mayhap five and another small girl who appeared barely more than two with a thumb thrust in her mouth as she stared up at Clara with large, blue eyes.

      “They’ve been separated from their mother,” Clara replied.

      Reid cast a worried glance behind his shoulder where the world appeared to be entirely aflame, and she knew what he was thinking. They couldn’t stay in the cottage. It wasn’t safe. Not when so many homes were being set ablaze by the English.

      “I can get them into the forest,” Clara said with more confidence than she felt. At least there, they would be under the cover of the shadows. There would be somewhere to run if need be. They also would have more freedom to remove themselves from combat by venturing deeper into the forest, where they would be safer.

      Reid nodded. “I’ll protect ye while ye get them out of the village.”

      Clara hesitated, knowing that in protecting them, he was putting himself at great risk. She knew he was strong, and he had great skill in fighting. She had to put her trust in that, to know that he would remain safe and come back to her as he had promised.

      “I love ye,” she said softly.

      “And I ye.” He caressed her face, his expression one of longing.

      A band of tension constricted around her chest, squeezing until she felt as if she could not breathe. She turned toward the bairns and crouched to speak with them at their level. Three sets of wide eyes stared at her with fear and uncertainty.

      “We are going into the woods where it won’t be as dangerous,” she said. “When we get outside, ye need to stay by my side, aye? No running off.”

      The three nodded in unison.

      Apprehension twisted in her stomach. She didn’t even know if they could get to the forest without being seen by the English. But she had to try, at least. For it truly was their only chance to make it through the battle.

      She waved them toward her, and the two older children stepped forward, both taking hold of the hem of her gambeson. The youngest lifted her arms up in preparation to be carried, and Clara hefted the girl up, hugging her close.

      Never had Clara been charged with so precious a task as seeing her charges to safety. No matter what it took, she would not let anything happen to them.

      Reid pulled something from his pocket and handed it to the smallest girl. She examined the small carved fox and hugged it against her chest. He caressed Clara’s face one last time and nodded, to which she responded with her own silent nod.

      They were ready.

      He crept outside and glanced about before motioning for her to follow. Clara’s heart leapt into a gallop. Holding the little girl tight, she strode forward with the other two clinging to her as if they were survivors on a bit of driftwood after a shipwreck at sea.

      Outside, the fighting had spread from the center of the village through to the entirety of it. All around, men were hacking and slashing with their weapons. Bodies lay strewn about, and the ground was soaked with blood.

      Clara was grateful she’d told the children to stay by her side. Hopefully, she could prevent them from seeing most of the grim sights. The youngest tried to lift her head, but Clara settled her hand over the girl’s downy hair. “Keep yer eyes shut,” she said softly. “We’ll be in the forest soon.”

      The bairn relaxed and lay against Clara, making her weight easier to hold. Reid’s head turned from side to side as he found a path for them to follow. Clara and the children rushed as quickly as they could. They were between two cottages when a group of Englishmen rounded from another home and pointed toward them.

      “Get in the cottage,” Reid shouted.

      Clara wanted to protest, to refuse to leave his side. But with the lass in her arms and two more clinging to her in terror, she held her tongue and obeyed without hesitation.

      She spirited them all through the open door to the small, ransacked one-room home and slammed it shut, plunging them immediately into darkness. The boy began to cry, as did the girl in Clara’s arms.

      “Ye dinna need to be afraid.” The eldest lass’s voice trembled and belied the fear behind her bravery. “We have help now.”

      Outside came the clash of weapons striking one another. Clara’s heart was caught in the grip of fear. How many men were there? Four? Three?

      She hoped three, but it had happened too quickly for her to assess before she’d gotten the children into the safety of the cottage. The glow from the fires raging outside limned the doorframe and allowed a modicum of light in. Once their eyes adjusted to the darkness, it was at least enough to see by, so they were not in complete blackness.

      There was nothing Clara could do to see what transpired outside, but it didn’t mean it didn’t weigh on her mind or her heart. She could not escape the thought that Reid was putting his life on the line to save them. That he was fighting three or four men in his wounded state.

      And the odds would not be in his favor.

      There was nothing for it but to wait, helpless and frightened that she might lose everything this night.
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      Taking on four men was never easy. It was significantly more difficult when exhaustion left Reid’s limbs weighty and his back burned with the pain of his unhealed wounds. Sticky wetness at his leine confirmed what he already knew; his wounds had reopened.

      He’d managed to dispatch one Englishman, but three more were still fighting him at once, their blades slashing with speed Reid could scarce keep up with. He would not give up. He pushed past the weight of his fatigue, through the agony at his back.

      For Clara.

      For the innocent bairns that he knew she would die to protect.

      He swung his sword with a growl, and a second man fell.

      Reid shoved back from the men, pausing a split second to catch his breath. The air stank of burning thatch and smoke that seared into his lungs, hovering on the edges of a nightmare that wanted to consume him.

      It would be so easy to fall prey to his fears, to let the memories unravel his resolve, and relive the terror that had robbed him of everything.

      He pulled in a deep breath, focusing his mind, moving past the fear. It took only a moment to recover himself. And it was all he needed.

      With a rush of vitality, he came at his opponents, whipping his blade to the right, and then jabbing hard to the left. Both men crumpled to the ground with their brethren.

      Reid staggered to remain upright; his body taxed from the effort of defeating the four men. His arms hung limp at his side as he tried to calm the rapid beating of his heart.

      The air in front of him cleared of swirling smoke, blown from his path by an unseen wind, highlighting the man who rode on horseback through the village with an aristocratic air. The caparison draped over the horse was one Reid knew well.

      A blue background with a fiery golden sun.

      Lord Rottry.

      Raw energy crackled through Reid’s body, giving vitality to his heavy limbs, and filling them with power. Everything faded around him—the fire, the smoke, the fighting and death. The only thing visible, the only thing that mattered, was Lord Rottry and the sweet promise of vengeance.

      Reid’s breath shuddered from him, a pained exhalation from a lifetime of torment, the enormity of loss and its resounding impact. His mother’s charred body with Ewan still held in her arms. His da cut down amid jeers, like sport.

      A snarl growled low in Reid’s throat. Since that day, he had not had the opportunity to see the baron, let alone the chance to attack.

      To kill.

      Vengeance.

      Now would be the perfect moment. Battle waged around them. Both men on opposites sides of the war. His enemy, in more ways than just one.

      Reid tightened his grip on the pommel of his sword. It would taste English noble blood this night. However, his steps were halting as he moved first one foot forward and then the other.

      Clara.

      He turned back toward the cottage. It remained unmolested and free of any English guards. He had dispatched the men with relative ease despite his injuries. Surely, he could do the same of Lord Rottry.

      Reid’s gaze swept once more to the baron to find the smoke wall was billowing into place, and Lord Rottry’s horse was trotting away.

      Nay.

      This time, there were no other thoughts in Reid’s mind, save those of his parents and his brother. And the pathetic wee lad he’d been on that fateful day and how it impacted every one thereafter. His had been a life of loneliness, one seasoned with the brutality of an orphan’s survival on cruel streets.

      No family. No love. No happiness.

      Reid roared with a ferocity that tore at his throat and raced through the curling tendrils of smoke.

      The man on the horseback turned toward him, eyes narrowed. The baron had aged in the years that laid between them, his face lined, and a soft paunch where his stomach was once flat. He regarded Reid with obvious disinterest, a similar apathy as he’d possessed the day that he had ordered Reid’s entire family to be slaughtered.

      Lord Rottry waved one slender hand in the air. “Kill this vermin and let us be on our way.”

      The two men beside him turned their horses around and charged at Reid. When Reid lifted his sword and swung it, there was no pain in his back, nor was there fatigue in his muscles.

      All that consumed him was rage and hate and the savage need for vengeance.
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      It was the roar outside that stuck fast in Clara’s mind. The bestial cry had ripped through the cottage walls and chilled her to the marrow of her bones. The children crushed close to her at the horrible sound, the youngest one whimpering.

      “All will be well,” Clara soothed in a whisper. She held the little girl’s hand but left her right one free. Her throwing hand, the hilt of the dagger clutched in her fingers.

      But as time crept by, she began to fear that it would not be well at all. Reid had been gone too long. Or at least, she thought it might be too long. In truth, every second that she waited to learn of his fate was like the passing of an eternity.

      It might have been only five minutes, or an hour. All she knew was that her body ached from remaining tense for so long and that the need to find out what was going on bordered on desperation.

      The not knowing scraped at her raw nerves. Every cry on the other side of that door, every clang of metal, might be Reid. Those thoughts drove her to near madness.

      “I am going to check on him,” Clara said softly. “Go hide in the corner.”

      The older lass, whose name Clara had discovered was Fia, shepherded the younger two, Ian and Mairi, into the corner by an overturned table.

      Heart pounding, Clara went to the door, her dagger at the ready. She slowly released the board that latched it in place and pushed it open slightly. The surrounding fires were brilliant against her eyes, which had become acclimated to near darkness. Smoke rolled in, stinging her nostrils with its acrid odor, and she had to squint for any visibility through the heavy black-gray plumes.

      Reid was not there.

      Her pulse froze, and she frantically searched through the smoke, to no avail. Reid was nowhere to be seen.

      That roar…

      The memory of that barbaric howl sent a shiver down her spine.

      Not far in front of the cottage were several men laid out, their tunics declaring them English. Not Reid.

      Thanks be to God.

      But where was he?

      She closed the door, slid the thick board into place at its center and pressed her back to it.

      “Was he out there?” Fia asked in a hushed whisper.

      Clara shook her head. “I think we should—”

      A thud slammed into the door. Clara leapt, and Fia clapped her hand over her mouth and that of wee Mairi to ensure their silence, while Ian curled into a small ball with his head tucked into his knees.

      “Anyone in here?” an English voice taunted.

      An icy chill descended over Clara’s entire body. She looked to the children and motioned for them to get down. Fia shrank behind the overturned table, bringing her siblings with her. Clara eased to the side of the door, her dagger ready.

      Almost immediately, an axe blade splintered through the door, mere inches from Clara’s face.

      She pressed her hand to her mouth as little Fia had done to keep from crying out. Her heart slammed in a wild beat that threatened to pound free from her chest.

      “There’s someone in there,” another man said. “Or it wouldn’t be locked.”

      Clara drew in a long, slow breath and tried to clear her mind to assess the situation properly. The way Drake had taught her.

      There were two voices thus far, which implied only two men. One of which was clearly armed with a battle-axe. She still had seven daggers she could throw, and her aim was precise.

      But what she didn’t know was how many more Englishmen might be around them. If she opened the door and ran at them, she could kill two with little effort and escape to the woods with the bairns. However, if there were a group of men, they would have no chance.

      She looked back at the children as her mind whirled with the possibilities. The risk was so great.

      Ian peeked up, and all three small faces looked at her for guidance, their expressions struck with fear. Her heart crumpled.

      She could not risk their lives.

      The odor of smoke from outside became sharper, more pungent. It swept into the cottage in a choking puff. Clara covered her face with the sleeve of her gambeson, preferring to breathe in the musty sweat odor rather than fresh smoke.

      Fresh smoke.

      It wasn’t coming in from outside. It was coming from the roof.

      Her heart leapt into her throat.

      The cottage was on fire.

      She staggered back in surprise. Smoke rolled in as she recovered and raced to the children. The younger two had both begun to cry. Gray-black swells of smoke expanded over the ceiling until the whitewash disappeared entirely beneath a hazy cloud, which was swiftly filling the room.

      “We’re waiting for you,” came a menacing voice. Different than the other two.

      So, three at least, then.

      Overhead came the crackling and popping of flames as they devoured the thick thatch roof.

      Clara held the bairns as she visually searched the home for any other way that they might be able to escape besides the front door. It was far too easy to recall Reid’s experience with a burning cottage. If Clara and the children escaped outside, they would surely be cut down.

      The shutters on the windows were still too close to the door. By the time they would be able to climb out, the English would be upon them.

      She released the children and got to her feet. Mayhap she could open the door herself, or a shutter, see how many she could kill before being slain.

      If nothing else, it would allow the children to flee to safety.
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      Though the two men charging at Reid were on horseback, he managed to stab one in the gullet and slashed the other’s thigh. Both were swiftly taken care of once they were on the same level as him.

      Having slain the men, he rose with his blade held at the ready. “Lord Rottry,” he bellowed. “I mean to avenge my family.”

      “Your family?” Though the man sneered with condescension, there was a wild look in his eye—one Reid knew well: fear.

      “Aye.” Reid strode toward the baron. All around him was the choking smoke of burning cottages, so much like his own. Only now, he wasn’t a young boy trapped in a nightmare. He was a warrior, a man stronger than his enemy, a man set on revenge. “Ye killed my da, a simple farmer who sought only to protect his family.”

      The baron’s horse anxiously pranced backward.

      “Guards,” Lord Rottry called.

      Reid waited a moment, his hand tight on his hilt. No men came.

      “My mum and brother were in the cottage with me when yer men set it alight,” Reid said, stepping closer still. “’Twas our screams that brought Da running from the field to help.”

      “I can’t be held responsible for what my guards do.” The baron looked about at the narrow alleyways on either side of him, all engulfed in flames from burning cottages. His soldiers had inadvertently blocked him with their destruction.

      “’Twas many years ago,” Reid said. “Ye were the one who gave the order for them to kill us all.”

      “And yet you still live.” Lord Rottry lifted a brow. “Apparently, my men weren’t as thorough then.” He spun about like the coward he was and snapped his reigns, encouraging his horse into a gallop to try to ride through the narrow path behind him.

      Reid pulled Clara’s dagger from his pocket, which he’d recovered from the melee and threw it. The blade caught Lord Rottry in the shoulder. While Reid’s aim was not as accurate as Clara’s would have been, it still sent the English baron tumbling to the ground all the same.

      The horse, free of its burden, raced off through the flaming alleys of the village.

      Lord Rottry groaned in agony but pushed himself to standing, his blade drawn. “How long have you spent dreaming of this moment, farmer’s whelp?”

      “Twenty years,” Reid said through his teeth.

      “You’re so tired, you’re stumbling,” the baron tsked. “You have blood darkening your padded armor, and you appear as though you’re going to tip over at any moment.” He smirked. “Do you really think you can beat me?”

      “I know I can.” He lunged at the baron, slashing to the right.

      Lord Rottry evaded the blow with more speed than Reid had thought him capable. But Reid was a fighter who adapted to his opponent. It was one of the many reasons why he had survived so many battles.

      The baron came at Reid with a short jab that nearly nicked his neck. A close strike, but not a hit.

      Whatever Reid did, he would need to do it quickly. Though the need for vengeance raged through him, exhaustion was slowly sapping his energy, making his body and his mind sluggish.

      Use his speed against him.

      Reid feinted left, and when the baron moved to evade the attack, Reid swept his sword around hard to the right, so the blade sank into the man’s neck. Blood spurted from the wound and ran down his blue-and-yellow tunic, staining it with sin and hate.

      After all the years Reid had dreamt of that moment, Lord Rottry finally slumped to the ground at the hands of Reid’s blade. Da, Mum and Ewan had been avenged, as well as every other Scotsman the bastard had killed over the many years of his reign of terror.

      Reid staggered to his knees, his legs no longer able to carry his weight, buckling at the poignancy of the moment.

      Lord Rottry stared up at the sky, focused on nothing. Dead.

      At last.

      Yet the triumph Reid had expected to surge through him did not come. There was no victory or bliss. A hollowness rang out in his chest. Sadness. Loss. Grief.

      The death of this man could not bring back his family.

      They were gone forever.

      Clara.

      Reid pushed himself up to his feet. All around him, clusters of men still fought with blades and hands and stones; whatever could be had in this melee of survival. None of them paid him any mind as he ran on weakened legs back to the cottage where he had left Clara and the bairns.

      He stopped short. The warmth drained from his body and left an icy wash of dread in its place.

      The cottage was consumed in flames, the thatch long since blackened with damage, caving in at several places, and the walls sagged inward, collapsing on themselves. The door remained standing, its edges charred. No doubt it had been bolted shut.

      And had never been opened despite the flames.

      No one within could have survived.

      They would have ended up like…like Mum and Ewan.

      Reid choked out a pained gasp, and the scene blurred in front of him. Anguish welled up inside him, overwhelming and brilliant in its pain.

      He should go to the cottage, he knew, to confirm.

      Yet he could not will his feet forward. Doing so would inevitably bring him to a sight he would never be able to clear from his mind, one that would forever scar his heart.

      He had failed them.

      Clara. She was the embodiment of everything good in this cruel world, the only person to ever convince him to open his heart.

      She had shown him love. And kindness. Her soothing words and gentle ways had slowly brought down his walls, and he had gladly watched them be torn down, brick by brick, by her graceful hands.

      Now she was gone.

      Gone.

      The word was too bleak for a woman whose light shone as bright as Clara’s, whose love glowed so perfect and wonderful.

      His wife.

      He had abandoned her and the bairns, too taken by his need for revenge, too plagued by anger. He had thought he would avenge everything he had lost but only ended up sacrificing everything he had gained.

      A past at the cost of his future.

      God, what had he done?

      Clara and those precious bairns she’d sought to protect…dead.

      Because of him.

      He had spent his life running from the possibility of love for exactly this reason. And yet, even amid such terrible agony, he could not bring himself to regret what he had shared with Clara. Nay, he cherished it, cradling it in the raw place in his heart that would forever belong to her.

      Drawing in a shuddering breath, he stepped forward, knowing what he had to do, even as he dreaded the truth of what he would find. Hot tears blurred his vision as he approached the ruined building with the orange-red flames that still ravaged the remaining structure.

      He swiped the tears from his eyes and stopped before the door. With his last bit of strength, he lifted his leg and kicked the door in with one solid strike.
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      The room was filled with smoke and flames; the air so heated, it seared Reid’s skin. He covered his mouth and nose with the crook of his elbow and pressed inward, his steps hesitant lest he stumbled over one of their bodies.

      All at once, he was that boy again, scared and alone, walking through the remains of his home. Dread tightened in the pit of his stomach.

      Mum.

      Ewan.

      Clara.

      Those wee bairns.

      So much death.

      The ache at the back of his throat was unbearable, but still, nothing compared to the suffering of his broken heart.

      Something at the rear of the cottage caught his attention. He strained in the smoke to see what it was. The rafters overhead groaned in warning of a roof about to collapse, and embers rained down on him in a glowing shower. Still, he strode forward until he was at the rear of the cottage where the bottom of the whitewashed wall had been kicked out, leaving the structure's waddle and daub makeup crumbling inward.

      His heart slammed against his ribs.

      They had escaped.

      The roof overhead issued a long, loud creak. He glanced up instinctually as it cracked and roared, disintegrating into a massive fireball heading straight for him.

      Reid dove toward the small hole, wrenching it wide with the breadth of his shoulders as he escaped the burning cottage. The multitude of fires outside that had left him overly warm earlier now seemed cold in comparison to the inferno he had just escaped. He remained on his hands and knees for a moment, gulping in lungfuls of clean air.

      Something to the right caught his attention. There, between two burning cottages, was a clear path to the woods.

      In that instant, he knew exactly where Clara had gone.

      By some miracle, she had survived the burning cottage. He would not see such a wondrous gift squandered. He would not let her down again.

      He pushed up to his feet, dredging up whatever energy he could find, and sprinted toward the woods. No matter what it took, he would ensure Clara and the bairns made it to safety.

      Tension knotted his throat as he ran with wild joy.

      Clara was alive.
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      Clara pressed herself lower to the ground behind the brush, her arms spread over the three children. All were quiet, even wee Mairi who cowered into Clara, the little carved fox squeezed in her small hands. A man passed in front of the bushes they hid behind, the footfalls intentionally heavy.

      "We saw you come out this way," the English guard taunted.

      There were five. She knew that now. Few enough that she could take them on herself, but also enough to become complicated. The slightest misstep and one of the children could end up injured. Or taken.

      Or worse.

      She suppressed the shiver threatening to run its way up her spine. They had to remain perfectly motionless, perfectly silent.

      Mayhap then their pursuers would presume they had escaped and leave them in search of worthier opponents. Not a woman and three bairns, but an armed man. Someone who had the means to defend themselves.

      The way these men stalked them was sickening as if they were nothing more than blood sport and entertainment.

      Clara held her breath as the man passed by once more.

      That she and the children had survived the burning building had been a lucky recollection of a humorous accident occurring some years prior at a rickety cottage Clara and her family had lived in for a spell. Drake had spent the better part of the week reinforcing the door to ensure it would hold when pushed against. The day after it was properly completed, he'd tripped inside the home, fell and went straight through the wall. The waddle and daub of the house’s construction was little more than straw and mud with a bit of whitewash over it. They all had a great laugh at the time, and the repair had been easily done.

      Thankfully, that pleasant memory had saved the lives of the three children in Clara's care, as well as her own. She'd made her way to the back wall and kicked. As she’d hoped, her foot had gone straight through. Smoke immediately streamed out as the four of them wriggled to safety.

      Mayhap that was what had alerted the guards to their escape. Or perhaps the cries that had stopped suddenly.

      Either way, they were now hunkered down among the flora of the forest, praying to God to keep them from being discovered. And all the while, fears nipped at the back of Clara’s mind for Reid.

      What had become of him?

      He wouldn't have left her. She knew that.

      Her stomach clenched with dread at what could have pulled him away.

      Nay, she wouldn't think of it. She couldn't.

      The English soldier strode in the opposite direction, and Clara let out her breath. The leaves in front of her face quivered with the force of her released exhale.

      "Clara!" A man's voice shouted from somewhere in the forest, desperate and so familiar that tears sprang to her eyes.

      Reid.

      His name rose in her throat, but she pressed her lips together to fight the urge to call out to him. She wanted to warn him that the English were here, that they would be coming for him.

      Would he be in any condition to fight? Had he been wounded further? Her heart flinched.

      She wanted to stand and throw her daggers. But not yet. The English were still too close to the children.

      The man’s footsteps—slowly, steadily marching from the area of the forest where Clara and the children were hidden—stopped and moved to where Reid’s voice had called out. She carefully eased her hands away from the bairns as the footsteps grew more distant.

      “Die, you Scottish cur,” an Englishman cried out.

      That was when Clara leapt up from the brush as quietly as she possibly could and darted away from the children. In case she failed, she wanted to ensure the English would not find them.

      Reid was streaked with soot and blood, but he still lifted his blade against the men rushing at him and fought with valor.

      Clara would do the same.

      She pulled her arm back and loosed her first dagger, sending it into the sword arm of one of the men. Then to the shoulder of another man. And then the hand of yet another.

      With four daggers still on her belt, Reid removed the threat of the last two English guards.

      The wounded Englishmen staggered from the woods, cursing under their breath while thanking God for Clara’s bad aim. Little did they know how true she had aimed—that she hadn’t meant to kill.

      She had taken enough lives, said enough prayers for men she never knew.

      Now she stood a stone’s throw away from one man she knew better than any other.

      “Clara,” he cried out and they ran toward one another.

      Clara all but fell into his arms, clutching him to her while mindful of his back. It did not escape her notice that the padded gambeson was wet under her fingers. Blood, no doubt.

      What had he been through in the time they’d been separated?

      “Clara,” he said again, his voice choked.

      When she leaned her head back to look up at him, she found his hazel eyes bright with tears. He shook his head. “I thought…” A tear spilled down his cheek, leaving a line through the soot smeared over his face. “When I found the cottage burning, I thought…”

      “Nay.” She embraced him again, understanding what he meant exactly. What he’d thought.

      That she had been burned alive in the cottage with her charges, the same way his mother had with his brother.

      "Come," he ushered her deeper into the forest. "Where are the bairns? We canna stay here."

      Clara nodded and went to the brush where the children were still curled up on the ground together. She pulled Mairi into her arms, while Reid took the hands of the other two. Together, the five of them made their way deeper into the woods.

      By the sliver of moonlight, they managed to find a cave where they could take shelter. Clara went swiftly inside with the wee ones, leaned her head back against the rough stone wall and exhaled a long sigh of relief. They were alive and safe and together.

      She only hoped they remained thus until after the fighting came to an end.
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      Despite Reid's exhaustion, he forced himself to remain awake through the night as Clara slept with her head on his shoulder, the three bairns leaning on her and snuggled in her arms. If anyone came, he wanted to be aware, to ensure they all were protected. If he allowed himself to sleep, he feared he might do so too deeply and not hear the approaching danger.

      In that stretch of time where night filtered into the soft, dove gray of dawn, he reveled in what he had with an appreciation for what he had almost lost. Clara, still beautiful even with the soot streaking her skin and clothes, remained nestled against him, her chest rising and falling with each breath.

      An entire life together awaited them. A cottage, mayhap a few animals, a future Reid had never thought possible. Yet now, he realized how badly he wanted it. With Clara.

      A home. Bairns.

      He smiled to think of her as she lay thus, with the little ones she’d saved curled against her. She would be a perfect mother: loving, caring, and kind.

      A sound broke through Reid’s musings, or rather the absence of sounds. Gone were the cries and roars and clangs. In its place, silence descended, followed by the cheer of a victorious army.

      But which army?

      Reid’s heart caught in his throat.

      Clara’s head shifted on his shoulder. When he turned to her, he found her awake, her concerned gaze fixed on him.

      “I need to see who won,” he whispered.

      She lifted her head from him and nodded.

      “I’ll be quick,” he said.

      Again, she nodded, but worry creased her otherwise smooth brow.

      He dashed through the trees as silently as possible, pausing only to see the clans gathered together as they celebrated over the defeat of the English.

      They had won.

      It had all been worth it. Being tasked as a messenger rather than a warrior, the journey to Dumbarton. Meeting Clara. Accepting a life he lived for himself rather than being burdened by the fear of loss.

      It wasn’t only the people of Dumbarton who were saved by his mission but also himself.

      Reid retraced his steps back, his feet nearly tripping over themselves with his exhaustion. Finally, this would all be done.

      Even his search for Lord Rottry had come to an end, a nightmare defeated.

      He entered the cave, and Clara stiffened.

      “We won,” he said.

      She beamed up at him.

      “We won?” Ian opened his eyes and gazed sleepily at Reid.

      “Aye, we did,” Reid replied.

      At his side, Fia woke. “Come, we must find our mum.”

      Clara and Reid exchanged looks. If their mother was in the village, it was doubtful she was still alive.

      Clara held little Mairi as she got to her feet. The sleeping girl stirred in her arms with a slight whimper. Reid held out his arms to carry the bairn, but Clara shook her head. “I don’t want her to wake.”

      Reid backed away in understanding. “Come, my love. Let us return to Dumbarton, aye?”

      Clara nodded at him, looking equal parts relieved and exhausted. The five of them staggered through the forest, taking special care to avoid the village. The remnants of war would be nothing the bairns needed to see. If their mother had managed to survive, she would doubtless look for them at the castle.

      Although, such a miracle was not likely.

      Reid marveled at the little hands holding tightly to his, at the smallness of them, how tender and rewarding it was to have a child’s whole trust in such a way. The unmistakable feeling of being watched brought Reid’s attention to Clara to find her regarding him with a sweet smile on her face.

      No doubt she was seeing him as he saw her with a babe in her arms—as a parent. The idea glowed in Reid’s chest and kept him from being cold in the early dawn chill that had not yet warmed with the rising sun. In the distance, smoke billowed up from the village, the odor of fire still heavy in the air. The wind kicked up and sent loose flakes of ash floating around them, as if it were a lightly sifting snowfall.

      A rustle sounded from the right. A prickle of alarm jolted up the back of Reid’s neck.

      He released the children and put himself in front of the four of them while drawing his sword. No sooner had it hissed free of its scabbard, than an Englishman flew at them, screaming like a madman with his mace whipping in the air.

      Reid cut him down in one hearty blow. The man fell, and Reid nearly did as well, his body pushed beyond its limits. His arm shook as he slid his sword back in its scabbard and returned to the children, keeping the dead man blocked from their view. The five of them hastened toward the castle, where the gates were thrown open in victory. The rest of the journey was thankfully uneventful, though the keep's steep incline was nearly unbearable on Reid’s tired body.

      It was those wee hands in his, however, that kept him climbing upward until at last they were passing through the tall entryway of the keep and into the Great Hall. All around, men were drinking ale and clapping one another on the back, their faces bright with their win.

      Clara scanned the crowd at Reid’s side, but he knew it wasn’t men she sought but a woman. The children’s mother.

      If she were indeed dead, the bairns would be orphans. Like Reid had been.

      His heart clenched at the thought.

      “If we canna—” he stopped himself, but Clara nodded at him in understanding. “They will come with us,” he mouthed.

      She nodded again, as he knew she would. These children would not end up on the streets as Reid had. They would be welcomed into a home where they would be loved and well cared for.

      “Mum,” Fia shrieked. She pulled away from Reid and raced across the room to embrace a woman who wore a dun-colored kirtle, her dark hair messy and her face as layered with soot as the lass who ran to her.

      The woman blinked in surprise. “Fia?” she gasped. “Fia!” The repeat of her child’s name was said with a cry of joy. Her eyes filled with tears as she embraced her daughter fiercely.

      “Mum.” Ian released Reid’s other hand and followed his sister, practically knocking his mother and sister down with the force of his affection.

      Little Mairi wriggled from Clara’s hold, the carved fox still in her fist, and toddled to her family, joining the happy reunion.

      Their mother looked up with tears streaming down her face. “How?”

      “We happened upon them,” Clara said. “Then escaped to the forest to wait out the rest of battle.”

      It was a simple explanation for the horrendous events that had transpired, ones Reid was certain would be recounted to their mother over the next few days in greater detail.

      “I dinna know it would be so awful.” The woman shook her head in shocked awe. “I wouldna ever have left them alone if I’d known. Were it no’ for a man helping me to safety, I’d be dead myself.” She made the sign of the cross. “Thanks be to God for Finlay.”

      Only then did Reid recognize the warrior standing at her side as Finlay. His copper-red hair was so covered in soot that it appeared black at first glance. He flashed a smile from behind his thick beard. “I was glad to ensure yer safety. And yer bairns were in excellent care.”

      The woman smiled up at him with adoration.

      Clara lifted her brows and grinned up at Reid, no doubt having seen the same connection between the two as he did.

      “Clara.” A boisterous voice rose above all the others, making them both turn.

      Ross strode toward them, the handle of his battle-axe visible on his back where it angled over his left shoulder. Dirt and mud were spattered on his face and clothes, but he paid it no mind. “And here ye tried to keep her tucked safely in the keep,” he said to Reid, then laughed and shook his head. “’Tis that Ross blood in her veins. She couldna help it.”

      Several people around them joined in the laughter, and Clara flushed.

      He reached out and clasped her shoulder. “Ye fought for what ye believe in, and ye did it with skill. Ye even convinced this stubborn old warrior to join ye in helping defeat the English and saving all these damn fine people.” He leaned closer to her, but not so far that Reid couldn’t hear what he said. “I’m proud of ye, lass.”

      She smiled up at her grandfather.

      “Ye dinna fight so bad yerself.” He winked at Reid. “Thank ye for keeping her safe.”

      “I would die for her if need be,” Reid said.

      “And thank ye for no’ doing that either,” Ross replied. “It wouldna have done any of us any good. Off with ye two now. Ye look like ye’re about to fall asleep where ye stand.”

      In truth, Reid did feel as though he might fall asleep where he stood. By some miracle, he managed to make it up the stairs to the chamber they shared. But as soon as the door behind them closed, he turned to Clara, and any thoughts of sleep fled his mind.

      All the horrible moments of war they had shared in those few hours rushed back at him, those fears at what might have been lost and the elation of finding one another. They were both safe.

      Clara approached him. “Let me see to yer back.”

      He stared down at her, his blood hot with the lust of war and survival and the taste of victory. “’Tis no’ my back that needs tending first.”

      “Reid…” She bit her lip.

      He put his thumb to her chin and applied a little pressure, so her lower lip was released from the pinch of her teeth. “I love ye.” His voice caught with the power of his emotion.

      Clara blinked slowly, and a tear ran down her cheek. “And I love ye.”

      He went to her then. He needed her. More than sleep. More than this damn back being seen to. More than breathing.

      He closed the distance between them and pulled her into his arms, desire and affection pounding in his veins. She met him halfway as he lowered his mouth to hers in a passionate kiss that said everything at once.
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      The longing Clara had for Reid before was nothing compared to what burned in her core after the battle, once they were both safely in the confines of their chamber. Mayhap it was the overwhelming relief that he had survived, or seeing his power on the battlefield, or even the danger they had both faced and how it charged them with the sensation of truly living. Regardless, their coupling was fast and desperate, with a wall at Clara’s back to hold them both upright, their skin pale beneath soot-stained clothing.

      Their joining was a celebration of being alive and being in love—as beautiful as it was frenzied.

      When they were done, they slid to the ground where they lay against one another panting, legs entwined. A deep calm settled over Clara as her heartbeat evened out, and her mind began to sift through the events that had transpired in those terrifying hours.

      “I thought I lost ye when we were in the cottage before they set it ablaze,” she admitted aloud. It had been too difficult to speak so candidly when the children were within earshot. Now they had the luxury of privacy to discuss such matters.

      “I looked outside and didn’t see ye.” She pressed her lips together and wondered for the countless time if the act of opening the door had brought the Englishmen’s attention to her. Not that the act could be taken back, however, she could not help but assess every action she had taken in hindsight.

      A muscle worked in Reid’s jaw and something twisted in Clara’s stomach.

      “What is it?” She sat up on her elbow to see him better. Soot still smudged his face and coated his auburn hair. “What happened?”

      His gaze went distant, seeing something she could not. “I encountered Lord Rottry.”

      Clara sucked in a breath. “He was in the village?”

      Reid’s stare drifted toward the floor. “I left to go after him. It was why I wasna there when they set fire to the cottage ye were in.” He clenched his fist. “Ye and the bairns almost died in there because of my need for vengeance.” His voice caught.

      She put her hand on his forearm and detected a tremble. “We didn’t die.” Her fingers left a black smudge on his skin. She pushed up to her feet and went to the ewer and basin, bringing both back with several lengths of linen. “What happened?”

      Reid sat up and accepted the damp linen from her, scrubbing it over his hands first and then his face and hair. “I killed him.”

      Clara knew what this man had meant to Reid and what his death would signify. However, Reid’s blank expression did not reflect what should have been an enormous triumph.

      She lowered the now dirty linen in her hands to her lap and regarded him. “It didn’t make ye feel better, did it?”

      He shook his head. “I think ye were right when ye said holding onto hate and anger only makes it burn brighter, and for no reason.”

      “At least now ye know he won’t do the same to anyone else. Ye’ve helped save others from the fate ye suffered.” She put her hand over his. “And ye had made the decision to be happy and live yer life before ye killed him.”

      He looked down at where their hands were clasped and smiled. “I’m a lucky man to have such a knowing wife.”

      “And as yer knowing wife,” she said gently. “I need to see to yer back. And whatever other injuries ye may have.”

      He pushed up to his feet, his slow movements indicative of his wounds. “I dinna think I will miss battle once we’ve settled somewhere quiet,” he admitted.

      “I will not, for certes.” But even as she said it, she couldn’t help the smile stretching over her lips. He didn’t intend to go to battle anymore. That meant he truly did mean to ease into a peaceful, happy life with her.

      “Where do ye think ye’d like to live?” She kept her question casual as she dumped the dirty water through the window and refilled the basin with a fresh pour.

      Reid lay on his stomach with his back facing her. The injuries had opened once more and appeared to have been bleeding for some time. The pain was likely considerable, and yet not once had he complained.

      “We could go to Castleton if ye like, near yer mum,” he said. “Or to Skye near Dunscaith Castle where William and Kinsey live.” He shrugged. “Or we can go elsewhere.”

      Clara’s stomach tightened at the idea of being torn once more between Castleton or Dunscaith. The argument between Drake and her mother surfaced in her mind, the one that had pushed her to leave Castleton for Paisley Abbey in the first place.

      Reid turned his head to regard her from where he rested. “Ye need no’ choose for anyone but yerself.”

      “Nay.” She tilted her face toward his. “We have to choose for ourselves.”

      He grinned. “I like the sound of that.”

      “As do I.”

      She returned her attention to her task as she applied poultices to his wounds. “I believe Castleton to be too dangerous,” she admitted. “For a family.”

      He smiled at the last words she said, and she found her lips lifting with joy as well.

      Unfortunately, what she’d said was true. Castleton was too near to the border, where reivers from both sides regularly stole and retaliated against the other, setting their vengeance on villages. And though Drake had built them a stone manor on the village's outskirts, the location was still risky.

      As strong a man as her husband was, Clara knew the power of his fear that all might once more be lost to the English. He had taken a chance on allowing their lives to entwine forever. She would not put their future in such a precarious position as Castleton warranted.

      Clara carefully ran her hand down the unmarred side of Reid’s powerful back, enjoying the warm feel of his skin before wrapping the linen around his torso to protect his injuries. “I’ve heard Skye is very lovely.”

      “Aye, verra much so. And I would be able to find employment as a guard with William.”

      Clara nodded. “I believe we know where we’re going.”

      “To Dunscaith.” He grimaced. “After I see the king.”

      Clara matched his expression. “And after I speak with my mum.”

      “And then a life together.” He rolled onto his side and pulled her to lay beside him.

      She sighed and relaxed against him, relishing the wall of his body behind her. Never in her wildest dreams did she imagine she could be so at peace, so blissfully happy.

      Soon, they would have a home together. She put a hand to her lower stomach. They would have children together.

      An ache of longing settled in her chest at the thought of feeling a babe move in her womb, at holding it later in her arms and staring down at the sweet perfection of its small face. She would be a mother. After all these years of empty arms and a hollow heart, she would have her true desire, the one that took a wonderful man to bring to the surface and see it done.

      Soon.
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      The nuns were overjoyed to see Reid arrive at the convent the next day with Clara on his arm. They’d planned to remain in Dumbarton until Reid was properly healed but wanted to ensure the nuns had remained safe in light of the attack.

      The nuns waved off his and Clara’s concern and instead focused all their attention on the newlywed couple.

      “Ye married yer sister?” Sister Agnes asked incredulously before loosing a cackling laugh. “Ach, I jest, lad. No’ a one of us ever believed that falsehood ye tried to pass off.” Her mirth smoothed with sincerity. “We’re verra happy for ye.”

      “I’m sorry I am unable to assist yer abbey,” Clara said to Sister Seraphina.

      No one knew the depth of authenticity in Clara’s apology as well as Reid. She’d paced the floor that morning before their departure, uncertain how to tell the older nun that she would not be returning to the abbey.

      Seraphina smiled and took one of Clara’s hands in hers. “My child, not all of us have a calling for this life. Seeing how ye look at yer husband and how he gazes at ye tells me well enough ye made the correct decision.” She turned her attention to Reid. “And how have ye been healing?”

      He shrugged rather than lie to a nun.

      Sister Agnes wasn’t fooled. “I bet he tore himself open again.” She tsked with chastisement.

      He smirked.

      “I imagine the lives of three bairns are worth more than another injury.” The older nun winked at him.

      Reid lifted a brow, uncertain how Sister Agnes could possibly know about the little ones Clara had saved.

      “Finlay was here earlier,” Sister Seraphina explained. “Like ye, he wanted to ensure we were safe. We are so fortunate to have so many caring souls.”

      “He told us how ye saved those bairns,” Sister Agnes added. “And apparently, he saved their mother.” She clasped her hands to her chest. “Ach, and when he spoke of her, he had quite a blush under all those whiskers.”

      “Mayhap, ’twill no’ be the only marriage we are congratulating soon.” Sister Seraphina’s sparkling brown eyes said everything about how she felt about the idea of another happy union.

      After the pleasant visit with the nuns had reassured them, Clara and Reid returned to the castle and remained there for a sennight until Reid’s back was healed enough for travel. It was perhaps the greatest sennight of his life. There was no mission to accomplish, no battle to fight, no urgent location to which he must travel.

      Nay, he spent those glorious days at Clara’s side, sharing stories of their lives, building plans for a future together and exploring all the ways he could make her blush. It was too easy to forget in such bliss how ephemeral their tranquility might be. After all, he still needed the king’s permission to be removed from the crown’s service.

      After several inquiries, they learned that the king was at the monastery of Kinross. A necessary journey for Reid to free himself from his duties to the king.

      Ross came to see them prior to their departure, the chieftain’s hard eyes going soft when they settled on Clara. She had a way of melting even the coldest of hearts.

      “I know ye said ye dinna want a dowry,” Ross said. “But I canna have ye go without something. No’ when yer sisters both had small fortunes to help them into their marriage, aye?”

      “Grandda.” Clara shook her head.

      In truth, any coin they could acquire would be of help. Reid had nothing for them to use in funding the creation of their new life.

      Ross put his hand up. “I’ll no’ take nay for an answer, and only want the best for ye both.”

      Clara rushed to him and wrapped him in a warm embrace that made the old man’s face glow.

      “And dinna forget to speak with yer mum for me, aye?” He winked at Clara as he let her go.

      She nodded, chuckling. “Aye, of course.”

      After that, Ross clasped Reid’s forearms. “And ye stay out of battle until that back of yers is healed.”

      “I’ve no’ plans to fight for a good long time,” Reid replied earnestly. “No’ with such a better option.”

      Ross nodded with approval. “If the king gives ye any trouble, ye come to see me.”

      Clara’s eyes widened briefly, but Reid discreetly shook his head at her. The last person they would seek help from with matters of the king would be the Chieftain of the Ross clan, whose methods could be questionable.

      Travel to Kinross took two days, and Clara was to remain at the inn while Reid went alone to meet with the king. When Reid arrived, King David II was in the grand chapel, the monarch’s gaze lost in thought, hands clasped behind his back.

      He turned upon Reid’s approach. “Ye did well, MacLeod,” the king said in his smooth voice. “Ye saved many innocent lives by getting the message to the people in time. We only regret we couldna travel there in time to help.”

      Reid inclined his head gratefully at the king’s praise.

      “How did ye secure the Ross Chieftain’s aid?” the king asked. “The man’s as stubborn as they come.”

      Reid hid his smile. “My wife is his granddaughter and can be verra convincing.”

      “She must be quite the lass.” The king nodded. “We assume that is why ye wished to speak with us, as we understand it. Ye wish to leave our service?”

      Reid’s heartbeat kicked up in his chest. The king could deny him this request, and he would have no choice but to stay at his side. “I’ve spent my whole life fighting and have no’ had a home since the English burned it down. Now that I’m wed, I’d like to have a peaceful life. With my lass.”

      The king gave a sad smile. “We know well how hard it is to spend so much time away and never to have any true semblance of a home.” He nodded to himself. “We give ye permission to return to yer wife and reside wherever ye like. But know that we will always be honored to have ye at our side should ye change yer mind and may have cause to call on ye in the future.”

      Reid discreetly exhaled a breath he’d been holding. It was as close to an opportunity to be free as was possible. “Thank ye, sire.”

      “Take this.” The king reached into his pocket and withdrew a leather purse that clinked with coin. He settled it into Reid’s hand, its heft considerable. “For the start of yer future.”

      Reid bowed low, humbled by the gift. “Thank ye, my liege.”

      After years of being an orphan and struggling each day to eat, to live, finally, all the pieces were starting to fall into place to build a real life.

      And all it had taken was trusting himself to love.

      He only hoped the meeting with Clara’s mother would go as well for her sake.
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      Clara had not even made it up the walkway to the manor house on the outskirts of Castleton when the door flew open, and her mother ran out, her skirts flying around her ankles, white hair streaming behind her.

      “Clara! Clara! Is that ye, my lass?” Her mother met her halfway and caught her in an embrace where she held her for a long while, soft whimpers indicative of her tears. “I was so worried about ye, my sweet lass. We searched all the abbeys and convents, but no’ a soul had seen ye.”

      Clara looked up guiltily to find Drake striding toward them, his back straight and proud. His gaze went first to Reid, then to Clara. The stern expression set on his face melted as he pulled her into a hug as soon as their mother released her.

      “I’m glad to see ye safe,” he said, his hug fierce but gentle. “We were worried…”

      “Forgive me,” Clara said. “I…I didn’t want to be a burden.”

      Drake shook his head. “Nay, ye’re never a burden, Clara. Ye’re the kindest of us all. We shouldna have excluded ye from deciding yer own future.”

      Once more, his gaze wandered to Reid and his eyes narrowed.

      Aye, so it was time.

      “This is Reid MacLeod.” Her pulse ticked a little faster. “My husband.” Despite the nerves dancing in her stomach, a smile pulled at her lips as she straightened a little taller in her pride to show him off to her family.

      Mum’s blue gaze returned to Clara. “I thought ye were to join an abbey.”

      “I took a different type of vow, it appears.” Clara’s face warmed.

      “I know him,” Drake said.

      Reid inclined his head respectfully. “Aye, we fought the English together with Sir William.”

      “Ye’re a strong warrior and a good man.” Drake nodded in approval before turning his gaze to Clara. “Are ye happy?”

      She beamed at her brother. “Very.”

      “Then that is all that matters.” Mum flushed with pleasure as she strode toward Reid to wrap him in her slender arms and welcome him to the family. When she was done, Drake clasped arms with Clara’s husband. And just like that, Reid was immediately accepted as one of their own.

      They had stew for supper, one filled with snap beans from the garden and salted beef, with freshly baked bread. It was a familiar meal that warmed Clara’s heart.

      “Where will ye be settling down?” Mum asked.

      The bread Clara had been about to swallow stuck fast in her throat.

      “We mean to go to Skye to live near Dunscaith,” Reid answered for her. “’Twill be safer for raising a family, and I will be able to find a secure job at the castle after years of serving with Sir William.”

      The response gave the exact reasons they wanted to go, which were also the exact reasons they should go. Yet still, Clara’s stomach knotted around the food she’d just eaten. This was the very argument that had caused such unrest in her home before.

      Mum nodded as she chewed a bit of bread.

      “Please come with us,” Clara said.

      Mum gave a tight smile. “I suppose we dinna need to worry about yer grandda marrying ye off.”

      Ah, and here was the second piece of news Clara had been dreading speaking to her mother about. But Clara had made a vow, one she meant to honor. Even if her grandda had not offered her a dowry, she still would have told her mother about his good deeds in foregoing a raid to help save innocent lives.

      “He was there with us, in Dumbarton,” Clara admitted.

      Her mother stiffened. “Was he?”

      “Aye, at my request,” Clara said. “He was intending to raid the northern part of England when we were on our way to deliver a message about an attack on Dumbarton. I asked him to reconsider and join us to help save the people. He declined but later still came.”

      “His support brought that of the neighboring clans,” Reid added. “Without him, Dumbarton would have fallen.”

      Mum sat back in her seat, her brow pinched with thought.

      “What happened between ye two, Mum?” Clara asked. “We only know ye’ve told us he was terrible and cruel. And, aye, what he did to Faye canna be forgiven. But what did he do to ye?”

      “Ye should ask him,” Mum said in a hard voice.

      “I did,” Clara replied. “He said ’twas yer story to tell.”

      “I see.” Mum reached into her pocket and pulled out a small item bound in a bit of linen. She unwrapped it slowly, her hands slightly shaking to reveal the delicate rose brooch Clara’s grandda had given Mum at Kinsey’s wedding.

      “I was in love once.” Mum pressed her lips together. “Before yer da. His name was Duncan, a man who belonged to the MacKenzies, our greatest rival clan.” Her fingertip traced over the rose. “Duncan had asked me to run away and marry him. He wanted to be free of the hate festering between our clans, to go on our own and live out our days with love and happiness. He said if I agreed, then I was to leave this brooch in the hollowed-out log near the place we always met, and he would be ready to leave by nightfall.”

      Clara’s mind reeled. Her mother had loved another man? Before Da?

      “What happened?” Reid asked.

      “I left the brooch to let Duncan know to be ready that night,” Mum replied. “And when I went to the place, ’twas no’ him there, but my da. He told me I’d no’ ever see Duncan again, and if I wanted a marriage, he would arrange a more suitable match. I dinna believe him, but when I chanced an encounter with Duncan’s mum, she told me…” Mum paused and drew in a long, quiet breath. “She told me he was gone and ’twas my fault.” Mum folded her hand over the brooch. “My dad had him killed to keep him from being with me. I left home and dinna look back. That’s when I met yer da. He saved me.”

      Drake and Clara locked eyes with the shock of this story, of their mother loving another man. Of their father being there when she had no one.

      Reid put his hand in Clara’s and squeezed. Supportive when she needed it the most.

      Mum sighed softly. “If ye’re going to Dunscaith, then I will too. I stayed here to avoid my da for as long as possible, but if all my children are in the depths of the Highlands, ’tis where I will be too.” She wagged a finger at Clara. “But dinna expect me ever to welcome yer grandda with open arms.”

      Clara nodded in understanding, willing to accept anything for her mother to join them in the Highlands. Finally, after so much strife, their family would be together once more.

      Truly, life could not bring her any more joy than it already had.

      Soon, they would be on Skye with Faye only two days’ ride from them, and Clara and Reid would be building their home and starting a family of their own.
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      The dowry Clara’s grandda had gifted them, along with the king’s coin given to Reid, had been put to good use to build a stone manor much like the one Clara had lived in at Castleton. While they were far safer up north in Scotland, the solid structure still provided a sense of security that put Reid at visible ease.

      They even had an extra room built off to the side for Clara to use for helping those in need, whether it be with a hot bowl of stew or with her healing skills. She was in that very room one summer afternoon, appreciating yet another beautiful sunset that streaked the sky in purple, red and gold when the sound of footsteps pulled her from the magnificent sight.

      Reid stood there, his leine pushed up over his powerful forearms, regarding her with the same quiet joy as she did the sunset.

      “Have ye come to watch the sunset with me?” She waved him over.

      He approached and wrapped his strong arms around her. With a sigh, she sank back against his broad chest as the setting sun cast the sky in myriad colors upon its descent.

      “Are ye feeling better?” His hand went tenderly to her lower stomach.

      She’d told him several times he wouldn’t hurt the babe growing there, but still, every time he touched her, he did so with great care. It always made her smile at how gentle he was. It would be one of the many things that would make him a perfect father.

      “Aye.” She leaned her head back against his shoulder. “I didn’t feel ill today. Only tired. So tired.”

      “Mayhap after supper this evening, I can rub yer feet,” he suggested.

      Clara gave a little moan of approval that earned her a chuckle.

      Days ago, he’d affectionately massaged the ache she’d been complaining about from her feet, and after he saw how much she’d enjoyed it, he had often offered to repeat the gesture.

      “Mayhap we could cancel going to the keep for supper tonight?” Clara suggested, feeling entirely as drained as she claimed. After all, they often ate at Dunscaith’s keep with Kinsey, William, Drake and Mum. One night to themselves was not terribly selfish.

      Still, she did feel a pinch of guilt at the thought.

      Reid nuzzled against her neck, and chills of pleasure prickled over her skin. “Drake says he has an announcement.”

      “Drake?” Clara asked, her curiosity piqued.

      Reid nipped at the place where her neck met her shoulder. “Mmhmm.”

      She leaned her head back farther, giving Reid access to her body to kiss as they both pleased. “Mayhap, we should ready ourselves,” she said regretfully.

      “Mayhap, but I think we have a bit of time before we must prepare,” Reid replied, his voice like velvet in her ear.

      As it turned out, there was ample time for them to prepare and still arrive at the Great Hall along with the rest of Clara’s family. They sat at the main table with the MacLeod clan filling up the trestle tables laid out through the large room.

      Kinsey was at the table's head with her husband, Sir William, acting laird while his father fought alongside the king. Beside Kinsey was Mum and Drake, with Reid and Clara beside William.

      It was an incredible thing to see Kinsey so happy, her face constantly lighting with a smile around her husband as they laughed and teased throughout the meal. Of all the siblings, Kinsey had struggled with her anger the most at their treatment growing up. Clara often prayed she would find peace, and it appeared her younger sister finally had.

      “So many anxious faces this evening,” William jovially declared as he glanced around their table with a sparkle in his eyes. “Do ye think they are anticipating news?” He lifted his brows at Drake.

      Kinsey shook her head at him playfully. “Ye’re wicked.”

      He whispered something to her, and a look passed between them.

      “Ye canna leave us wondering all night,” Mum said. “What is it?”

      William turned to Drake and held up a hand in an invitation for him to share whatever it was he needed to say.

      Drake nodded and cleared his throat, his expression serious. Reid took Clara’s hand in his and gave it a little squeeze.

      “The king has tasked me with a special mission,” Drake said. “And if I succeed, he has promised to knight me.”

      Clara cried out with joy, as did everyone else.

      “Ye knew, and ye didn’t say anything to me?” Kinsey asked of her husband.

      William shrugged helplessly. “I knew he’d want to tell ye.”

      A slight hint of color touched Drake’s cheeks. Becoming a knight was a dream he had devoted his life to, a life he had modeled after the chivalric code in the hope of one day being a knight like their father. Never had there been a man with higher morals than Drake, or even one more determined to be the best person possible.

      Nor was there ever a man more deserving of a knighthood than he.

      “Of course, Drake’s absence will leave me out a Captain of the Guard,” William said.

      The gazes at the table shifted toward Clara and Reid. Clara’s mouth fell open as she looked at Reid, who appeared genuinely surprised. He’d spent their time in Skye working with the guards at the castle as a commander for the men, and one that had earned their respect.

      “Reid, will ye do me the honor of being my Captain of the Guard for Dunscaith Castle?” William asked.

      Reid grinned, his chest puffing with pride at the incredible honor. “Aye.”

      “Then let us pour some wine,” William said. “For there is much to celebrate.”

      And truly there was.

      Clara had found a joy she hadn’t realized possible, and she hoped Drake would as well. Of him completing his mission, she had no doubt he would be successful. With his determination, nothing would sway him from his purpose.

      Mayhap he might even find love to bring greater fulfillment to his life, as the rest of them had.

      Aye, the night was one to celebrate indeed. She edged closer to Reid, proud of the man who had put aside his greatest fear to afford them both the most beautiful happiness. And never once did she regret the change in the vows that she’d ultimately ended up taking. For they had led her to love and immeasurable happiness.
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        Thank you for reading CLARA’S VOW! I read all of my reviews and would love to know that you enjoyed it, so please do leave a review.

      

        

      
        Clara’s siblings all have their own stories too:

      

      

      
        	Faye in Faye’s Sacrifice

        	Kinsey in Kinsey’s Defiance

        	Drake in Drake’s Honor

        	If you want more stories that take place on the border between England and Scotland, check out my Borderland Ladies series and meet Drake, starting with Marin’s Promise

      

      Check out Drake’s story next in DRAKE’S HONOR where Drake finally has the opportunity to fulfill his dream to become a knight. However, the task necessary to fulfill his obligation to the king may not be as easily completed as Drake assumes and not all is as it appears…

      
        
        Pre-Order Drake’s Honor Now

      

      

      
        
        Sign up for my exclusive newsletter to stay up to date on the latest Borderland Rebels news. Sign up today and get a FREE download THE HIGHLANDER’S CHALLENGE.

        www.MadelineMartin/newsletter

      

      

      
        
        Drake’s Honor

      

        

      
        HIS HONOR IS WITHOUT QUESTION…

        Drake Fletcher has spent his entire life keeping his family safe, but has always clung to the desire to become a knight, like his father. Despite prejudices working against him and a country at war, his dreams may finally be within his grasp. But his journey to knighthood is interrupted by a woman with flashing green eyes and a sharp wit, one who has found a way to waver the most stoic of men.

      

        

      
        HER HONOR IS IN QUESTION…

        Greer MacPherson’s brother has been arrested and though she suspects foul play, no one will bother to listen. Not when she is a woman of such little consequence. In order to save him, she must resort to the skills she’s had to rely on most of their lives: scheming and a sleight of hand. But when a heroic warrior rescues her, she finds she’s not only drawn to his ability to keep her safe on the road, the man of such lofty morals also makes her thoughts turn wicked.

      

        

      
        CAN LOVE BE THEIR COMMON GROUND?

        Where one sees honor, the other sees deceit. Even as passion ignites between them, so too does betrayal. But amid a maelstrom of danger and lies, can love sway the scales of justice?

      

      

      
        
        Pre-Order Drake’s Honor Now

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      One of my favorite aspects of history to study is the practice of medicine. I think it's fascinating what they got right and with the also got horribly wrong. When writing characters who are healers, I do try to have them at least be on the right path as far as what they're doing in their practice. That said, here are some herbs mentioned in the book that were not only used properly back then, but that are still effective and in use today.

      

      Plantain – This was seen as something of a cure all. Healers in the medieval days used it for irritated skin and wounds, but also digestive problems and pain management as well. It was so effective that this herb is still in use today in ointments for skin irritation and in teas for tummy relief.

      

      Lavender – This was another ‘good for all things’ type of herb. Tinctures made of lavender were used for headaches as well as colic and indigestion and could also be used for burn and insect bite relief. Also, lice hated lavender making it an ideal addition to mattress padding and rushes on the floor.

      The scent of lavender is said to have a calming effect and is still used today with anxiety, depression and insomnia treatment. Additionally lavender oil has antibacterial and anti-fungal effects, which make it helpful in balms and salves for the skin.

      

      Calendula - Otherwise known as marigolds, this herb was - and still is - used in teas for treating tummy problems and in salves for treating many skin injuries.

      It is surprisingly effective in aiding with scrapes, stings, but bites, burns and can even help with bruising and reduce inflammation. I actually have a recipe for a calendula ointment with tea tree oil and lavender that I make from time to time and my whole family loves it!

      

      Meadowsweet – This herb has a pleasant scent to it, which made it popular to strew in the rushes of homes during the medieval days. This pretty flowering herb was great at helping cure headaches. It’s so effective, the root is still used today in making aspirin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you to my amazing beta readers who helped make this story so much more with their wonderful suggestions: Tracy Emro and Tina Ullrich. You ladies are so amazing and make my books just shine!

      Thank you to Erica Monroe with Quillfire Author Services for the consistently amazing edits.

      Thank you to Janet Kazmirski for the final read-through you always do for me and for catching all the little last minute tweaks.

      Thank you to John and my wonderful minions for all the support they give me. And to Ink for sitting in my lap and keeping me on task (mostly).

      And a huge thank you so much to my readers for always being so fantastically supportive and eager for my next book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Madeline Martin is a USA TODAY Bestselling author of Scottish set historical romance novels filled with twists and turns, adventure, steamy romance, empowered heroines and the men who are strong enough to love them.

      

      She lives a glitter-filled life in Jacksonville, Florida with her two daughters (known collectively as the minions) and a man so wonderful he's been dubbed Mr. Awesome. She loves Disney, Nutella, cat videos and goats dressed up in pajamas. She also loves to travel and attributes her love of history to having spent most of her childhood as an Army brat in Germany.

      

      Find out more about Madeline at her website:

      
        
        http://www.madelinemartin.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Madeline Martin

          

        

      

    

    
      Borderland Ladies

      Ena’s Surrender (Prequel)

      Marin’s Promise

      Anice’s Bargain

      Ella’s Desire

      Catriona’s Secret

      Leila’s Legacy

      Borderland Rebels

      Faye’s Sacrifice

      Kinsey’s Defiance

      Clara’s Vow

      Drake’s Honor

      Wedding a Wallflower

      The Earl’s Hoyden

      The Rake’s Convenient Bride

      The Duke’s Arrangement

      Scandal and the Viscount

      Forbidden Rogue

      Regency Novellas (Matchmaker of Mayfair)

      Discovering the Duke

      Unmasking the Earl (A Midsummer Night’s Romance Anthology)

      Mesmerizing the Marquis

      Earl of Benton (Wicked Earls’ Club)

      Earl of Oakhurst (Wicked Earls’ Club)

      Earl of Kendal (Wicked Earls’ Club)

      Medieval Novellas

      The Highlander’s Challenge

      The Highlander’s Lady Knight

      Her Highland Beast

      Harlequin Historicals

      How to Tempt a Duke

      How to Start a Scandal

      How to Wed a Courtesan

      Highland Passions

      A Ghostly Tale of Forbidden Love

      The Madam’s Highlander

      The Highlander’s Untamed Lady

      Her Highland Destiny

      Highland Passions Box Set Volume 1

      WWII Historical Fiction

      The Last Bookshop in London

      Heart of the Highlands

      Deception of a Highlander

      Possession of a Highlander

      Enchantment of a Highlander

      The Mercenary Maidens

      Highland Spy

      Highland Ruse

      Highland Wrath

    

  

OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/break-section-fell-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-fell-flower-abc-screen-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/heading-fell-flower-kj-screen-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/social-goodreads-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png






OEBPS/images/clarasvowcover.jpg





OEBPS/images/social-twitter-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-bookbub-screen.png





