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Elisant Ramsay absolutely positively does not need a man in her life.
Strong-willed, independent, and an accomplished archer, she’s
perfectly capable of taking care of herself. Why invite someone into
her life who will boss her around and make her decisions for her? No
thank you. And when her grandfather Logan starts pushing her to
marry Alaric Grant, of all people, she just digs her heels in harder.
The man is insufferable!

Alaric cannot resist Eli in any way. Looking at her, teasing her,
fighting with her and beside her—all of it thrills him. Maybe she
curses too much. And maybe she’s a tiny bit stubborn. And maybe
she drives him mad on a regular basis. But none of that can diminish
his respect for her. If he were not cursed to bring harm to those
around him, he would never let her go.

When chaos descends on their clans—freak injuries, a desperate
battle for the Scottish Borderlands, and deepest heartbreak—Eli and
Alaric must each accept the other’s support to find their way through
to a bright, new beginning.
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Spring, 1316, the Highlands of Scotland

Alaric Grant guided his horse down the treacherous incline, praying they’d make it to
the bottom safely. Three Grant guards had made it down before him, and several
others, including his father Jamie and brother Els, still waited their turn. Once down,
Alaric turned to his father and waved.

“Ye can make it. The storm is nearly upon us, but ye have time. We have to get the
seed in.” His brother, Els, rode behind his father, the large bags of seed they’d just
purchased settled across each horse. The seed was worth every bit of gold they’d paid
for it, after last year’ sfamine. But if it got wet, it would be ruined.

When his father and brother were halfway down the slope, big fat drops of rain
splattered around them, wetting the ground too quickly.

“Hurry! Ye can makeit.”

The others in their group waited at the top to see if the two made it safely before
attempting their own descent.

As Alaric watched, the horses' hooves slid on the wet, hard-packed clay. He bellowed
to the others behind his brother, “Go around!”

He wasn’t sure they heard, because just then, the skies opened, rain falling in sheets,
dlanting across the landscape, and the incline became a river. In moments, the
terrifying sound of a horse losing its footing rang out, and the scene in front of him
moved in slow motion. Everything in Alaric Grant’ s life changed in an instant.



His father’ s horse careened down the slope, front hooves catching on a stone as they
did, sending both rider and mount catapulting to the bottom of the rocky hill. The
chieftain of Clan Grant bellowed in pain with every impact. His horse landed well
away from him, one small favor that may have saved hislife.

They’d been off to a neighboring clan to purchase seeds for their spring planting,
patrolling along the way. When they noticed the storm on the horizon, they tried to
rush to save the seed, Alaric suggesting they take the incline back to the keep. It was
risky in bad weather, but he’'d made it down with his horse easly.

Why the hell hadn’t they taken the long way around? The safe way?

Alaric dismounted to help his sire, and he cringed when he looked at him, knowing
he'd broken at least one bone from the way his limbs were bent. At the sound of
pebbles and small stones on the slope, he glanced up to see his older brother and his
mount suffer the same fate as his sire. Els's horse also lost his footing on the hill,
sending Els into the air. His brother landed hard on his head and rolled down the
incline.

Alaric wished to hop back on his horse to race in the opposite direction, as far away
as possible, but years of his father's and grandfather’s and uncle's teachings made
him do the right thing. He hurried to his father’s side first, praying he was still alive.
He' d tend to Elsin a moment.

At the bottom of the embankment, he barked orders to the guards as the storm
continued to batter them, drenching them with heavy rain. Snow would have been
better, but the rain fell, freezing in some places on the ground, making the journey
even more treacherous.

He shouted at the group of men still considering venturing down the hill. “Take the
other path! Go that way.” He motioned them to the longer but safer path. The entire



group finally headed toward the longer option.

Alaric continued to give orders as the men arrived from the other path.

“Go to the keep for the carts. Take the seed with ye and keep it dry.” He pointed to
the large bags on the two horses.

“Tell my mother to ready the healing chamber for multiple injured.”

“Check the two horses. Seeif they can stand.”

Guards rushed to do his bidding. One raced off to the keep to fetch help while the
others tended to the horses and the precious seed. The famine had made all the clans
desperate to be sure their plantings would be successful this spring, and they were
readying for the season in as many ways as possible.

Confident that his orders were being followed, Alaric turned back to his father. Jamie
Grant lay in aheap, al mud from hisfall.

“Dal” Alaric called out as he knelt next to him, afraid to touch him. Aunt Jennie had
always said to check the injured before moving them. She's lectured everyone about
how moving someone the wrong way could make an injury worse.

“Hand me the blanket on my horse,” he yelled to one of the guards. “Da, can ye hear
me?’ He leaned over him to listen for breathing sounds before feeling for the beat of
hislife’s blood pulsing through him.

His father opened his eyes and groaned, “My leg.”

Alaric did aquick check of him, the oddly bent leg most concerning. He had blood on
his trews and some on the ground around him, but nothing that looked heavy.



“Da, dinnae move. | have to check Els. Yer leg isbroken, I've sent for acart.”

“I"'m fine. Elsfell too?”

Alaric could hear the sound of the cart wheels approaching. It must have been in a
nearby field to have arrived this quickly.

One guard stood with the blanket. “Do ye wish for me to pick him up, Alaric? | can
put him on yer horse.”

“Nay!” Alaric didn’'t wish to yell, but had the fool no common sense? “His leg is
broken. Cover him with the blanket while we wait for the cart. It will surely take two
of usto move him. Dinnae try to move him on yer own.”

Uncle Connor arrived. He' d been riding toward the back of their company and must
have just come in on the longer path. “What happened, Alaric?’

“Both mounts lost their footing. Da' s leg is broken so dinnae move him yet. | have to
check Els. And send the rest of the men back. This storm is getting worse and there is
no need to keep more men than necessary, or there will be more injuries. The horses
are al unsettled by Midnight Moon’sfall.”

Els hadn't moved, so Alaric knelt next to him and tapped his shoulder. “Els, wake
up-”

His cousin Alick joined him, riding in just behind Uncle Connor and leaping off his
horse.

“Helooks dead,” he whispered to Alaric.

“He's breathing.” Alaric reached for the blood pulsing in his neck. “ Strong heart still.



Do ye see any wounds? Any blood or broken bones?’

Alick sighed, feeling through the man’s ripped trews. “Nay. I’'ll put him on my horse
and take him back. Y our sire needs the cart and there' s only one.”

“Wait,” Alaric called out as Alick lifted Els with the help of another guard. “His
head. | see something.” He ran his hand over the back of his head. “He has a bump
starting just there. Get him to the keep. I'll take care of Da.”

Two guards helped get Els on the horse in front of Alick and then arranged him the
best they could, protecting him from the rain.

“And take al the ones hanging about with ye,” Alaric shouted after them. He noticed
a number of guards nearby staring, wishing to see how badly the two were injured.
“Leave two men to travel back with us.”

He glanced at Uncle Connor who nodded and said, “I’ll stay with ye, Alaric. He's my
only brother. We have to move him carefully.”

His sire opened his eyes, the pain evident. “I shouldn't have tried it, Connor.
Midnight did not wish to go down but | pushed him.”

Joya, Els' swife, burst into the space, panting and frantic. “Els!” she screamed.

“Get them both out of thisweather, Alick,” Alaric said. “Dinnae worry about us. Go.”

“Come, Joya,” Alick said softly. “Y€'ll do him no good out here, catching your
death.” Joya nodded and clambered up behind one of the guards, and the bulk of the
group headed toward the keep. The two injured horses were up and moving,
thankfully. Both were still skittish but they were walking without much problem
other than some cuts and scrapes from the rocks.



The two remaining guards moved the cart closer to Jamie.

His father hadn’t fared so well, though he and Els had both bounced while the horses
did. “Move the cart over here.”

“Alaric, tell yer mother | need her,” hisfather said.

“1 aready sent word, Da. Uncle Connor is going to help me lift ye into the cart. We'll
be careful aswe can, but yer leg looks broken.”

“And onearm too, | fear,” hisfather mumbled. “Just get me to Gracie.”

His parents still adored each other after all these years, and they were often teased
affectionately about it. It gave Alaric hope that someday he’'d find the same with the
right lass, but he'd had no luck up to this point.

Alaric gave instructions to one guard. “Put the blanket underneath, Hugh. Get the one
from yer horse, Uncle Connor. He'll need that to prop the leg. I'll cover him with
mine. | have one dry one yet. Hugh, hold the cart still while we settle him. We cannae
have it dliding in the mud.”

Once the blanket was under Jamie, Connor and Alaric used it to move his father into
the cart. His father only cursed them out once. “Hellfire, thisisnae what | needed.”

“Mamawill fix ye, Da.”

Connor added, “Y€'ll have to low down like she's been telling ye, Jamie. Ye just
dinnae listen.”

Connor and Jamie were the two chieftains of the clan since their brother Jake had
passed on. Connor was younger than Jamie. Their three sisters, Kyla, Elizabeth, and



Maeve, also helped keep the clan running efficiently and peacefully.

A horse approached as they eased the cart forward. It was his father’s second and
Kyla s husband, Finlay. “Hell, Jamie. Y e stay strong, Chief. What can | do, Alaric?’

“Ride along next to him and make him keep still. He cannae be moving that leg.”
Alaric had to admit he surprised himself with his instructions. He was no healer, but
apparently he'd been around his mother enough to learn something.

They headed back to the keep, moving slowly in the rain, but there were no other
problems. The horses all made it back, the seed had been handled, and Els was
already in the healing chamber by the time they arrived.

Alaric needed his brother to wake up and his father to heal. He had to pray both
would be on the mend soon, because he planned to head out on patrol again. Maitland
Menzie, one of the leads on the Scots' patrols, would be here shortly to gather a
group of riders for the next one.

And he needed a distraction. This experience was too close to the one event in his
past that he tried hardest to forget. Seeing his father and brother incapacitated so
quickly brought that dreaded memory to the fore. The one day he wished he could
forget because there was no fixing what had happened that day.

The worst day of hislife.



Page 2

Source Creation Date: August 13, 2025, 1:08 am

Elisant Ramsay came into the Ramsay great hall from their family tower with the
intent of going out to the archery field to practice, but she stopped as soon as she
noticed the crowd gathered there. So many of her cousins sat about chatting that it
reminded her of the Y ule festivities.

She ventured over to the side table and grabbed a hunk of bread then took a seat near
the hearth, waiting to hear what all the chatter was about. To her surprise, it appeared
they were discussing their next patrol, which she’ d been hoping would start soon.

“Eli, so glad ye joined us. Ye€'ll wish to hear this.” Reyna waved at her. “The next
patrol isleaving soon, and there arenae many going. Will ye join the patrol 7’

“Of course. Tell me more.” She took a bite of the crusty dark bread she loved,
dipping it into asmall bowl! of honey on atable nearby.

Reyna flipped her long dark plait off her shoulder, then continued. “ Grandda received
word that the English are restless in Berwick Castle. It seems they are nearly starving
and Edward hasnae sent any rations for them. James Douglas has heard they will be
leaving the safety of the castle to ook for food.”

Eli shrugged, not really understanding all that was going on with Edward, the king of
England, and the Scottish king, Robert the Bruce. It seemed the two were always at
odds with each other, and she never paid much attention to the specific incidents.

“That happened before. They headed to market at Edinburgh to steal. We caught
many of them then. Isthat no’ right?’



“Aye, Dyna and Thea were there, but this is different,” Isla offered, lifting her eyes
from the garment she worked on. “Douglas has heard a large number have been sent
out together in search of cattle. Yeraninto afew in Edinburgh.”

Y senda said, “They are intent on stealing cattle thistime.” She rubbed her leg, but Eli
was glad to see her sister freely moving about after breaking it last winter in an
avalanche. Though she hadn’'t expected her dear sister to fall for Lewis Haggert so
quickly.

Sometimesiit felt as though she' d lost her sister.

“So who is going on patrol?” She glanced from face to face, no one answering right
away. After along pause, she asked. “No one?’

Reyna said, “Isla and | are returning to Black Isle with our husbands. Perrin will go
with us. We dinnae wish to travel when we are too far along, and we wish to be near
our mamas when we have our bairns.”

Ysenda snorted. “Ye know how | feel. I'll never go on patrol again after what
happened to me in the avalanche. Lewis might go, but | think I’ve convinced him to
wait until the next one. My leg isnae that strong yet. I'm still limping.”

Eli couldn’t argue that point. Besides, she knew how particular her mother was. If
Ysenda went, Eli would have to stay home. Their mother wouldn’'t alow both
daughters on the same patrol.

Tryanasaid, “I’m carrying too, so Cadyn will be staying back.”
“That shrinks our numbers quite a bit,” Eli said, rubbing her cheek absent-mindedly.

She stopped the moment she realized what she was doing. She hated the habit—it
gave away too much of her thinking.



“What’s wrong?’ Y senda asked. “| know that look.” Her sister knew what the cheek
rub meant. Something was indeed bothering her.

Eli let out a whoosh of a sigh. “So that means on the patrol will be Dyna and
Maitland. Me.” She paused to go back to the original list of the patrol. Idla, Grif,
Reyna, Wulf, Cadyn, Y senda, Lewis, Thea... “Thea? Are she and Willum coming?’

“Nay,” her grandfather Logan said, entering the hall from the outside, banging it with
a wee bit more vigor than usual. “Donnan isnae completely healed yet, so she is
staying with her mother. Willum has agreed to stay with her unless ye are desperate
for him. He's promised to do Donnan’s work on the raised crop beds they have, just
in case we have another deluge of rain this season.”

Most of Europe and England had gone through drenching rains last summer, causing
famine due to the ruined crops. Donnan had worked out a way to keep his family’s
crops out of the soggy ground, so they’ d been better off than most.

Her grandsire moved closer to Eli. “I know what ye are wondering, so I'll help where
| can. Ceit is on Cameron land, | presume, and staying with Brin. | would expect
nothing else. Patrolling isnae in her future now. Her failing eyesight unsettles her.
And now that he is chieftain of Clan Cameron, Brin has too many responsibilities.”
Grandda paused for a moment before continuing, “So 'twill be Dyna, Maitland, ye,
Wenna, Tevis, and Alaric.”

She sighed again and rolled her eyes.

Islagrinned. “Who isit ye dinnae like, |ass?’

“Alaric,” her grandda announced.

“Grandda!” she shouted, perhaps a wee bit too loud.



The man arched his brow at her. “Y e should spend more time with him. ' Twould be a
great alliance between the clans. Ceit did her duty with Clan Cameron. Someone
needs to solidify the Grant alliance. And | wishye'd do it before | die.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but then closed it. She couldn’t think of anyone else
for Alaric. “Mayhap Alaric doesnae wish to marry.”

Y senda giggled. “I think ye should ask him. Y e two would make a cute couple.”

“But | dinnae wish to marry Alaric.” She nearly stomped her foot but stopped at the
last moment.

“Then dinnae. Find someone else. Look who Reyna found on patrol. Y e could do the
same.”

That gave her the perfect opportunity to roll her eyes with as much emphasis as she
could produce. This conversation was getting old.

“When are we leaving?’ she asked her grandfather.

“In two days. Maitland will be here to gather the group. Yer mother accepts that ye
will go with the group.”

“1 planned on going, Grandsire. | liked the last patrol, | just wish there were more
going.”

“Good because 'tis yer time. Yer country needs ye. All yer cousins stepped up when
they were needed. ' Tis yer turn now.”

She sighed again, not wishing to argue with the man because she knew what that
would bring her. More lecturing, more practicing in the fields, and then the same



from her parents, because her grandfather would tell her father about any
transgression she committed.

Reyna said, “Go on patrol, Eli. Ye need to get out there and see the world beyond
Clan Ramsay. Each patrol travels to a different area or city. Ye'll meet many Scots
along theway. I’'mglad | did.”

Y senda asked, “Or do ye have yer eye on someone else?’

“I'll be out in the stable with Torrian.” Her grandfather looked at her and said, “Pack
yer things.” Then he |eft.

Isla waited for the Ramsay elder to leave, then whispered, “Who isit? Ye must have
yer eye on someone. Isit Alaric?’

“Nay!” she shouted, bolting out of her seat. “No one. I’'m going to the archery field.”

She left, aburst of giggles following her.

Why were lasses so ridiculous sometimes? Men. Who said she needed a man? What
could they do for her that she couldn’t do herself?

The giggling infuriated her so much that she stuck her head back in the door. “I
dinnae need aman. | am no’ interested in any man in either clan or on patrol.” There.
That should put an end to it.

“Ye may no’ need one, but once ye find out what they can do for ye, ye might wish
ye had one.” Reyna s voice carried to her, and as much as Eli wished to slam the door

like her grandfather, her cousin had her curiosity going.

“Why?" She narrowed her gaze at Reyna, whose temperament had changed now that



she was married to Wulfstan. She was always happy. Sometimes too happy. What the
devil was she referring to?

All the conversation stopped as they al gazed at her. Then Reyna said, “Ye truly
dinnae know?’

“1 know enough. I've heard all yer giggles before, but why do ye love it so?’ She
thought it afair question. Even the serving lasses talked about a man’s member.

Reyna ran her tongue across her lips and said, “Becauseit’s so hot.”

“Why does that matter?’

“We need to have a talk with ye, Eli. | forget ye are inexperienced in some ways.
WEe' |l meet in yer chamber after the fireis out this eve.”

“Never mind.” She spun on her heel and closed the door behind her. Whenever her
cousins talked like this, it was as if she were naught but a wee bairn and she hated it.
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Alaric got up as soon as he opened his eyes the next morning, hopping out of bed and
donning his trews and tunic. He rinsed his mouth with water, using the tooth cleaning
cloth, ran his fingers through his wild hair, then headed down the stairs to the hall to
check on his sire and brother.

Dyna sat at a trestle table while her three bairns ate their meal. There were a few
others about, but the air was full of tension.

He understood why. Last eve, he’d checked on his sire and brother before he went to
bed. Neither had been in good shape.

“Good morn to ye, Dyna. Any changes for either one?’

Dyna shook her head, her long, white-blonde plait moving with the swing of her
head. “Aunt Jennie is on her way. They hope she'll be here by this eve. We need
another healer and soon. Y er poor mother is exhausted.”

He nodded. “I’'ll check with her. | can watch over them while she slegps. Any word
on patrol?” He was ready to go on the morrow. As soon as Els woke up, he'd leave
with no worries. If Els woke up.

“Maitland should be on his way. Probably arriving with Aunt Jennie. He was already
heading this way. We're assigned to the Borderlands again, not far from Berwick. I'll
explain later.”

“Who will be joining us for this trip?’ Their last group had been small, so he was
hoping for alarger one thistime. He preferred at least eight on patrol.



“Only six. The three of usplus Eli, Tevis, and Wenna.”

He let out a low whistle. That was smaller than he'd hoped for. He instantly
trandated the information to the important pieces. Three archers, three swordsmen.
Could be worse. There' d been only four once, and they’ d remained unscathed.

He was pleased to hear Eli was joining them. He enjoyed their verbal sparring. It kept
him alert. “What about Astra or Hagen? We could use more archers.” Dyna' s siblings
had both been trained in archery.

“Y e cannae be serious about Astra. She prefers a sword to a bow, and they are both
terrible on patrol. They cannae pay attention. Please dinnae mention them to my sire.
He' d send them along, and they arenae safe in my opinion.”

Alaric smiled, knowing how protective Dyna was of her two younger siblings. Still,
her misgivings were serious concerns, so he let the idea drop. “’ Tis a fine group. I'll
go see my mother.” He grabbed half aloaf of bread from the sideboard along with a
small cup of mead on hisway to hissire.

Stepping into the healing chamber quietly, he wasn't surprised to see his mother
mopping Els sforehead. His father was trying to rearrange himself in his bed, cursing
with every movement. He was in the actual bed in the chamber, with Els in the cot,
small for him, but he probably was unaware of anything at the moment.

“Mama, | can watch over them. Get some rest.” His mother stood and gave him a
quick, forced smile, her eyes tired and slightly red. After all her years, Gracie Grant
was still a beautiful woman. She had some gray mixed with her blonde strands, but
unless you were standing in the sunlight, it was difficult to tell the difference. Her
blue eyes held a sadness this morn, which he wished he could eliminate, but the only
thing that would return them to their usual bright countenance would be for Els and
Dato be hale again.



“1 will go to my bed as soon as yer sisters come down. They promised to sit with
them for a wee bit. Aunt Jennie should be here a bit after high sun, | hope. But she's
getting on and doesnae travel as quickly anymore.” Tears misted her gaze. “| must be
prepared for her arrival.”

“Mama, ye seem more frustrated than last eve. Aunt Kyla will prepare for Aunt
Jennie. Dinnae worry about that. What is it that has ye upset?’ His mother looked
frazzled, which he didn’t see often, especially in the healing chamber, though caring
for hisfather couldn’t be easy.

“Yer sire'sleg. | keep trying to fix it, but 'tis crooked. | cannae set the bone straight,
no matter how hard I try. | know how it pains him. And yer brother continues to sleep
no matter what | do. | need Jennie or Brenna or Brigid or Jennet...” She swiped at the
tear on her cheek as angrily as he'd ever seen her do. “The bump on his head is no’
going down at all.”

He held his arms open, and his mother fell into them, crying quietly. His mother was
as strong as anyone, but even she needed to let everything out once in a while. He
whispered, “ Aunt Jennie will fix them both.”

“| pray ye are correct, Alaric. Please excuse me,” she said, pulling back with a pat to
his shoulder. “I’ll go close my eyes. Come find me if either worsens. Aunt Kyla said
she would bring in a platter of food soon.”

He held out his piece of bread. “Eat it along the way, if ye please?’ His mother was
too thin, and he knew how stressful the act of healing was for her.

His father had always said that Jennie, Brenna, and Jennet were natural healers, but it
wasn't that way for his mother. She struggled to be perfect. Aunt Ashlyn helped her
many times, and so did Maryell and Merelda, but none came to it as naturally asit did
to the other three.



“Many thanks to ye, Alaric.” She left after she kissed his cheek, but then she paused
at the door. “1 know Aunt Jennie will help them.”

No sooner had the door closed than his sire began to balk. “ Gracie, come help me fix
these blasted blankets, will ye, please? | cannae move them with my leg so fragile
and my arm.” His bed was positioned so he wasn't facing the door and hadn’t noticed
his mother leaving nor heard their conversation. Even that was unusual. His father
had a second sense when it came to his mother.

Alaric set hisdrink down on the table in the center of the chamber, then took the stool
next to hissire’sbed. “I'll help ye, Da. | sent Mama off to bed. She’s exhausted.”

His father cursed and said, “I know sheis. | tried to tell her to go earlier, but she's a
stubborn woman.”

Alaric arched his brow at his father.

“So | can be stubborn too. But ye better prepare yerself. Ye'll be taking my place
soon.”

That thought threw him, so much that his entire body jerked backward. It was several
moments before he could reply. “I’'m no’ replacing ye. Da. Yer leg is broken, ye are
nae passing on. Ye are still the chieftain. Ye and Uncle Connor. Yer wisdom is
needed, no’ yer leg.”

Alaric stood and pulled the blanket clear off his father and worked to replace it more
comfortably.

“Hmph,” hissire grumbled. “I think ’tis time for new blood in the lairdship. We shall
see.” The man cursed three more times before Alaric managed to get the blanket
arranged the way his sire wanted. “Mayhap my arm isnae broken. It feels better



today.”

“But no’ yer leg?’

“Nay, my leg pains me something fierce. Even the blanket on it causes some pain.
But I’'m glad yer mother went to bed. She doesnae know how to straighten the bone
and her attempts to fix it were killing me.” He looked up at Alaric with a sheepish
expression. “I tried no’ to holler, but it wasimpossible. | fear I’ ve hurt her feelings.”

Alaric’s mind was stuck on his father’ s previous comment. He was way too young to
take over for his sire. Besides, everyone knew that it was Elshander’s place to take
over the chieftainship for his sire when he was ready to move on. Alaric didn’t like
the thought of becoming laird of Clan Grant.

Nay. Not for him. He was too young, too inexperienced.

“How is Els? Has he awakened at all, Da? Did ye hear him moan in the middle of the
night?’

“Nay. He hasnae made a sound. Even when | was hollering at yer mother.”

Alaric glanced over at his brother. There had to be something he could do to help
him.

“He looks the same, but I'll seeif | can wake him up at all. Mayhap he needs a loud
voice to snap him out of whatever spell heis under.”

His father glanced over at his eldest son, the sadness on his face evident. “He should
have awakened by now. Tell me about the bump on the back of his head. Ye felt it
before. Seeif it's shrinking yet. Y er mama says it must shrink before he'll awaken.”



Alaric got up and moved over to his brother’s bedside. He pulled a stool close,
settling on it. He took in his brother’s quiet breathing, pale color, and matted hair.
Reaching for the back of his head, he decided the bump was too well hidden for him
to seeit clearly, so he turned his cheek to the side.

Els groaned but said nothing. Alaric froze, giving Els the chance to speak if he could,
but he said naught.

His sire called out, “How does his wound look?’

“Not good, Da. ' Tis till partially covered in blood...”

“That doesnae matter, so Aunt Brenna told me once. | recall when Struan had one the
size of half awalnut and it was soaked in blood. He could still talk. How big is it?
"Tis the important part of it.”

Alaric probed through his brother’s golden locks, finaly finding the injury. The oval
shape was nearly as big as a cow’s full teat. “Papa, 'tis bigger than it was when |
brought himin.” It had definitely grown in the hours since he' d first noticed it.

“Pinch him. Seeif hereacts.”

Alaric scowled. If he dared to pinch his brother at any time when he was hale, Els
would have given him a quick punch in the belly. Pushing his stool back awee bit, he

pinched hisleg.

Nothing. This time he tipped his head, peering at his brother to see if he was faking
his sleep. That last pinch had to hurt. Thistime, he pinched his belly alittle harder.

No reaction at all.



“He'sno’ feeling it, ishe?’ hisfather called.

“Nay, no reaction at all, Da. I'm sorry.” He lifted one of ElS' s eyelids to peer into his
deep blue eyes. He' d done this multiple times when they were young, and Els would
jump at him. One time, Alaric had screamed like a lassie, and Els had fallen out of
bed laughing.

Not this time.

The door opened, and Joya entered, carrying their youngest bairn, a wee laddie just a
year born.

“Greetings to ye, Alaric. Has he awakened yet? Please give me some good news.”
Their son had his mother’s red hair, sticking up in the middle of his head at present.
He gnawed on a piece of crust.

He shook his head and stood. “Sorry, Joya. He's sound asleep. | just tried to wake
him but he doesnae react.”

She sat on the stool Alaric had just vacated and said, “I’ll put his laddie on his belly.
That may awaken him.” Joya kissed Els on the cheek, then set the lad on his belly.

“Come, Seamus. Wake up Papa.”

The lad looked at his father’ s face, grinned, and leaned forward, tapping his chest and
cheek. But Els did not react.

The door opened and his two sisters entered, Maryell and Merelda. The two were
inseparable, and he was pleased to see them today.

“Mamawent to sleep,” he told them. “Wake her when Aunt Jennie arrives.”



Then heleft. It was just too disheartening to stay there.

How did healers go on so? Especialy when the view was so dim.

He feared his brother would never wake up.
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Eli took aim, let the arrow fly, and hit the target. Then she shot another five in rapid
succession. One hit the outside edge of the target, and she cursed. Loudly.

A curse she soon regretted because her grandmother appeared behind her on her
horse. How had she been able to sneak up on Eli like that mounted?

“Uh-oh,” she muttered, crossing her arms.

“Who are ye angry with?’ Her grandmother climbed down off her horse and tethered
him on a nearby bush. Eli hurried over in case she was unsteady, but she did fine this
time.

“No one.” She moved back to grab her bow and fired two more arrows, hitting the
target square. “Why are ye here, Grandmama? | know ’tis difficult for ye with yer
bad knees. Why no’ stay inside?’

“Because | could see ye were upset. And ye are younger than that group of giggling
young breasts in there.”

Eli’ s shot went wide. “ Grandmama! Giggling young breasts?’
“Aye. They are all the same age and ye are the youngest. | would guess they’ve
teased ye a wee bit over the years. No one came to yer aid when they teased ye this

time, so | came along. Keeps me busy. | dinnae like sitting around watching others.”

Eli didn’t know how to respond to that so she nocked another arrow and fired it. Hell,
but her grandmother usually could judge a situation with uncanny accuracy.



“Nice shot,” her grandmother said, sitting on a nearby boulder. “Who are ye mad at?’
“No one, Grandmama. Must | be angry to shoot well?’

“Nay, 'tisno’ yer shooting that tells me ye are upset. ' Tis the speed at which ye raced
out of the hall. | was just coming down the stairs when | saw ye leave. Someone say
something they shouldnae have?’ She crossed her arms, warming herself in the cool
ar.

“Nay, I'mfine.”

“What were ye all talking about?’

Silence. Eli fired four more arrows—dead center—then retrieved them all.

“Did ye hear there isto be a patrol to the Borderlands?’ her grandmother asked.
“‘Aye.”

“Areye going aong?’

She sighed. “Aye.” Then she returned to her spot. She was in no mood to discuss all
that was said about Alaric Grant. She set herself and resumed her archery practice.

Her grandfather approached from behind them, calling out to her grandmother.
“Gwynie, I’'m going to Bethia s to see how Thea and Willum are doing. Care to come
with me?’

Her grandmother shook her head. “Y e go. I'll go on the morrow, Logan.”

“While ye are here, convince this one to make an alliance for us.” He gestured at Eli



then turned his horse and | eft.

As her grandfather rode away, she nocked her arrow and aimed, peeking at her
grandmother from the corner of her eye to see what her reaction was.

The older woman was staring at her, but now had changed her position and |eaned
forward, her head tipped down, taking on that expression she knew to be Gwyneth
Ramsay suddenly understanding all that had happened.

Hellfire, but why did her grandparents have to be so quick in the mind?

“So Alaric Grant is going on patrol with ye, and yer grandsire wants ye to make an
aliance by marrying him? And | will guess that ye arenae entirely fond of the man.”

Alaric was a bit older than she was, though she had no idea how many years. But she
was only eight and ten. He could be more than five and twenty winters.

Eli’s next two arrows missed the target completely. Grandmama arched a brow and
grinned. “I believe | have the answer to my question. Ye need no’ say another word. |
seeyedinnae like him at all.”

Eli threw her bow down and stalked toward her grandmother, her hands now fisted on
her hips. “Why must Grandda butt into every part of my life? And why did he choose
me to make the alliance? Y senda could have married Alaric. And so could Ceit or
Reynaor Isa. And what about Wenna? Why can he no’ ask Wennato choose Alaric?
And if | do choose him, which | never will, but if for some reason it is forced upon
me, then | suppose Grandda is going to tell me we need to have a bairn right away.
And mayhap after that he'll ask me to ask the lairds to join the two clans. And then
he'll want a second bairn, and a third until we get one of each, alad and a lass. He'll
have to have a chieftain and an archer, so | suppose I'll be big in the belly and
ungainly for two years. Or will Grandda want me to be carrying all the time? Mayhap



| willnae.”

She crossed her arms and stopped in front of her grandmother, doing her best to calm
her trembling lip.

She. Would. Not. Cry.

She never cried and she surely wasn’t going to start over someone like Alaric Grant.

Her grandmother stood in front of her and whispered, “Y e dinnae need to do any of
that if ye dinnae wish to.”

“And Grandda willnae chase after me and tell me to do what he wishes?” One tear
escaped, but she flipped her plait around, her tear flying off into the air in the process.

Her grandmother took her hand, unwound her crossed arms, and tugged her over to
the boulder. “Ye dinnae like Alaric?” The two sat on the boulder, and her
grandmother faced her.

“Nay, | dinnae. He always tries to order me around. And then he teases me if | get
angry. | prefer no’ to be around him. Can ye no’ convince Grandda to match Wenna
with him?’ Twill never be me.”

“Why do ye no’ tell yer grandsire that yerself?’

“I did. | did in the hall, yet he comes here and tells ye to match us somehow. | dinnae
like Alaric Grant, Grandmama. | dinnae wish to marry any man. | told them all |

dinnae need aman and...” Shelooked away to hide the tears gathering in her eyes.

“And?’



“And they all laughed at me. And Reyna asked me if | knew what they meant and...”

“And ye didnae understand.” Her grandmother slid over next to her and wrapped her
arm around her shoulder. “Lass, things happen between a husband and wife. ' Tis all
she meant. Lovemaking can be fun for some women. Some hate it, some love it. Did
yer mother no’ talk to ye about this?’

She shook her head, wiping away the tears she was unable to stop this time. “She
tried a long time ago, but | told her | dinnae wish to know. I’ ve heard other things,
and | know most of it, but Reyna confused me.”

Grandmama nodded. “1 recall feeling the same. Y e shouldnae feel badly. They are all
older than ye, and at the same stage in their lives. Lasses can be mean sometimes.”

“So what do | do next time?’
Grandmother shrugged again and said, “When | was yer age, | told someone to stop
talking or 1I'd put an arrow in their lips. | dinnae have a problem after that. If they're

being rude, ye should be able to be rude in return.”

Eli burst into laughter and hugged her grandmother. “Thank ye, Grandmama. But
Grandda will yell at meif | do.”

“Ye come see me if he does, lass.” Grandmama kissed her forehead. “Men can be
incredibly daft at times. Ye must learn to ignore them. Agree with them and ignore

them.”

“Truly?’ Stunned by this answer, she couldn’t believe her grandmother ever ignored
her grandfather.

“How do ye think I’ ve been able to live with Logan Ramsay all these years? | agree



with him and ignore him. | do what | want, not what he wants. He thinks | listen to
everything he says, but | dinnae. Never lose yer soul to aman, Eli.”

“Grandmama!”

“l love Logan Ramsay for many reasons, lass. But he's no' my keeper. There's a
difference. Now, | expect ye to keep this as our secret. Ye'll no’ be giving my secret
away to Grandpapa, will ye?’

She grinned and shook her head. “I promise.”

“Come,” Grandmama said. “Help thisold lass get off the boulder.”

Once she helped her to stand, she gave her grandmother a swift hug. “1 do love ye,
Grandmama.”

“1 love ye too, Eli. Do what makes yer heart sing, not what others tell ye to do.” She
walked across the meadow to her horse, then stumbled. “Héellfire!”

“Grandmama? What happened?’ She hurried to her grandmother’s side, not liking
thisat all.

“A hole in the ground. Deeper than usual. I'm fine, but my knee turned in an odd
direction.” She stood rubbing her knee. “’Tis a bitch getting on in years, Eli. Age
isnae kind at all. I’ ve had more trouble with my knees than | care to deal with. | hope
ye have yer mind settled a wee bit. Dinnae be too angry with yer grandfather. He's
just acrusty old curmudgeon. He'll always love ye. Never think otherwise.”

“Areye hale? Do ye need my help?’

“Nay, | can still make my own way. The day | cannae will be the day | move on. Fear



no', I’'m no’ ready to leave yet. | love al my family and try to help where | can, but
my eyes dinnae work as well as they used to. Y e still have good eyes. Use them.”

“1 will. Forgive me for al my complaining, Grandmama.” Eli hung her head for all
the anger she let out. “And | do love Grandpapa. | just dinnae always agree with

him.

“Then ignore the stubborn old warrior. He'll get over it.”

She giggled again.
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That night, Alaric sat in front of the hearth after the evening meal, staring into the
flames. His father was injured, and his brother would not awaken. He didn’t like it at
al. At least he knew his sire would heal. The broken leg would take a bit of time to
heal, but his arm would heal quickly, or so he hoped.

Els? He had a sick feeling deep in his belly that his brother might never awaken. His
mother had said she knew of a bairn of five or so who'd had the same type of fall.
The child never awakened. Breathed well, she had said, but never awakened again. It
was as if her soul was taken away. She’d never recovered, but her parents had taken
her home and lovingly cared for her anyway.

Joya had two bairnsto care for, and one was still wearing raggies.
What if his brother never recovered?

His father had already told Alaric that he might be taking over some of his chieftain
duties for a short while. Hell, but he wanted no part of being chief of Clan Grant.
There were too many people to keep happy, too many problems, and too many
worries. Why the hell had he pushed everyone to take the shorter route? Because of
the impending storm. But that storm had proven to be the cause of the injuries.

His cousin Broc joined him at the hearth. “Ye know 'tisno’ yer fault, aye?’ Broc was
Alick’s younger brother, just as Alaric was brother to Elshander. The three cousins,
Alasdair, Alick, and Elshander had been born on the same day and had been
inseparable their whole lives. Their younger siblings were close too.

“1 suppose no’.” He knew it wasn't his fault, but it sure as hell felt as though it was,



Would they have taken the shorter route if Alaric hadn’t suggested it? Els would
have. His father wouldn’t have. That was his guess.

Guess.

“Y e made the right decision, Alaric,” Broc said. “Ye had to get the seed back. That
was our first concern. Alick was yelling about it all the way back.”

“1 know. But if we'd just gone around...”

Broc refilled both of their ales. “If | had been in yer place, | would have done the
same.”

“Thank ye, Broc.” Broc was one of hisfavorite cousins.

Elswas heir to the chieftainship. What if he couldn’t speak or walk?

The main door opened and three people entered the hall, shaking off their coats and
knocking the mud from their boots.

Alaric jumped out of his seat, startled. He'd been so lost in thought that he hadn’t
heard them arrive. “ Aunt Jennie, Uncle Aedan. I’'m so glad ye are here.”

Maitland came in behind them, closing the door behind him. “Alaric, Broc, how do
yefare?’

“We'refine, Maitland. But my father and brother did not fare so well.”

“1 brought one of the best to see if she can help.” Maitland nodded toward their aunt,
the youngest of the great Alex Grant’s siblings.



Aedan set his hand at her lower back and ushered her to the end of the hall. “Come,
Jennie. Sit by the hearth and warm up.”

Broc rushed to get her mantle off, hanging it on a peg nearby.

Aunt Jennie glanced over toward the healing chamber. “1 should probably check to
see if Gracie needs me right away or not.”

Alaric shook his head but said nothing, afraid to speak.

“What the hell does that mean?’ Maitland asked, not moving from the spot he wasiin.

Uncle Aedan stopped and stared at him. “Did someone die?’

“Nay, nay.” He ran both hands down his face, a sudden understanding of how his
gesture could be interpreted. “Nay, Mama is waiting for Aunt Jennie to help her
straighten Da’'s leg. Els hasn’t awakened yet. So | doubt ye need to do anything right
away. Allow me to get ye some wine from the cellar. Broc will see what food we
have in the kitchens.”

Aunt Kyla entered from the tower room. “I thought | heard voices. Aunt Jennie,
Uncle Aedan, 'tis so nice to see ye, and | thank ye for coming so quickly. Please sit
by the fire, Auntie. Warm yerselves and I’ [| find something for ye to eat.”

Maitland said, “Dinnae forget me, Kyla. I'm starving.”

Alaric headed toward the kitchen just as Finlay entered, barking orders as he went.
“Sit yer arse in that chair, Alaric. Tell yer aunt all ye remember about the accident.
Broc and I'll help Kyla get the food. Aedan, are ye still able to handle the stairs? If
so, I'll take yer bag above stairs once | return. Sit and rest yer bones after such a
quick trip.”



Alaric sat back down, grateful that Uncle Finlay had come along. He'd aways been
his father’s second, and everyone adored him because he was so lighthearted. He
could make anyone laugh over the oddest comments.

Uncle Aedan said, “We can both manage the stairs, Finlay. My thanks. I'm anxious
for a wee sip of that amber liquid ye keep in the cellars. And Jennie would love a
glass of wine to warm her insides.”

Maitland took a seat after their aunt and uncle settled, while Kyla, Broc, and Finlay
headed into the kitchens. Alaric reached into the basket by the hearth for a warm
blanket and offered it to his aunt.

“My thanksto ye, Alaric. | will enjoy this. Now tell me exactly what happened in the
accident. What did ye see of yer brother and father?’

Alaric explained how the accident took place, but he didn’t mention that he'd pushed
them to go down the incline instead of the longer, safer route because of the weather.

If that wasn’t a clear admission of guilt on its own. He feared he' d be blamed for the
accident. He couldn’t handle that on his conscience. His brother and his father both
seriously hurt due to his careless actions.

“S0 Els landed on his head? Did he ever speak to ye after that?’

“Nay. He was fast asleep.”

“And yer father. Gracie could not straighten the bone? | heard his arm was broken

too.

Maitland chuckled. “I’'m just going to suggest that Gracie didn't wish to set her
husband’ s leg. | can picture Jamie fussing enough to unsettle her.”



“1t unsettles anyone to have to take care of a spouse. 'Tis so true,” Aunt Jennie said
with a grin. “My nephews are much like my brother Alex. Stubborn and bossy at
times. | love them all dearly, but 'tis part of their nature.”

Alaric, shocked, asked, “Grandsire? Bossy?’

“QOch, aye. He was always bossing the four of us around when we were young.”

Alaric knew she meant her sister Brenna and her brothers Brodie and Robbie. And his
father did tend to boss his mother around at times. He had a sudden understanding of
why his mother was so upset.

Kyla returned with a goblet of wine for Aunt Jennie, and Uncle Finlay handed al the
men a wee bit of the breath of life while Broc set down a platter with a selection of
cheese, berries, and a partial loaf of bread. Alaric stared up at his uncle, shocked to be
handed such atreat with the adults.

“What? Yer sire never gave ye one? But ye are five and twenty. Well, I’'m giving ye
one. Ye look awee bit too unsettled, Alaric. Ease yer mind. Whatever happened out
there happened, and there' s naught ye can do to change it. Take it in one swift gulp.
Yell see”

Alaric had tried the golden liquid several times with his cousins, but his parents had
never given him any. They considered it too precious to share with the younger
group. In fact, the first time, Alasdair and Alick had drank almost al of it, leaving
very little for him to taste. Maitland took his and swallowed a sip, smiling as he did
so. “A fine batch, Finlay. | prefer to savor it.”

Alaric decided to do what Finlay told him, so he swallowed it in one gulp, hoping it
would calm him quickly.



And it did. He coughed a bit, the strange brew burning his throat, but within a few
moments, a warmth washed over him. He couldn’'t stop the smile from spreading
across hisface.

“My thanks to ye, Uncle Finlay. 'Tis just what | needed.” He held his cup out for
more, but Finlay set it aside.

“No’ yet. Let that first one settle on ye. Ye still must be able to answer yer aunt’s
guestions, and this batch will put ye to sleep in no time.”

Kyla brought out atray of apple tarts. “Our fruit is nearly gone, Auntie, but these will
serve for now. We're all praying for an early spring and a fine harvest.”

“Have ye enough seed to plant?” Aedan asked. “We were thin, but | went to
Inverness and traded for some oat seed and vegetables.”

“Aye,” Aunt Kyla said. “Jamie and the rest were returning from our neighbors after
buying some seed from them. In fact, after we had everyone inside and in the healing
chamber, it dawned on us that the seed they’d bought was probably ruined from the
rain. But someone had the foresight to send the seed in right away.”

Finlay reached over and patted Alaric’s back. “Ye did some fine thinking. | heard
"'twas ye who sent the seed in. Jamie was wild until he found out it was aready
inside. | checked it and all isfine but a small bag of turnip seed that was ruined. We'll
be fine aslong as our fields arenae flooded again.”

“Or a drought,” Aedan declared. “I heard Donnan has a fine setup, with his raised
wood planters. Set above the ground, with holes in the bottom for the rain to drain.
The man is mighty clever. I’'m going to build some of my own, just in case we have
another bad year.”



“He did afine job,” Maitland said. “Saved enough seed to give us some bean seed.
We are grateful.”

Aunt Jennie stood up and folded the blanket she'd had on her lap. “The wine and the
tart were perfect, but | wish to check on my nephews, if ye dinnae mind.”

Aunt Kyla went with her, which gave Alaric the opportunity to talk to Maitland.
“When do we |leave on patrol ?’

“I’ll stay for one day, then Dyna and | will ride out. Are ye staying back because of
the accident, Alaric?’

“Nay,” he said, awee bit too quickly probably. “I’m concerned, but | agreed to go on
patrol with ye, so | will do as | promised. There is little | can do here. | trust Aunt
Jennie will get them both healed.”

Maitland finished his drink. “And if she cannae help EIS?’

Alaric let out a big sigh. “If she cannae do naught, what could | do? I’'ll go with ye. |
honor my commitments.”

He had to leave. If either of them took a turn for the worse, he' d never be able to live
with the guilt. Keeping busy was the best thing for him.

Now, if he could only convince himself that their downfall was not his fault. He
agreed with everyone who insisted it wasn't his fault, but in his gut, he felt

differently. Their present state made him feel responsible, no matter what reason said.

Because if they were worse, he’' d leave and never return.
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Eli woke up the next morn with an ache in her knee. She sat on the edge of her bed
and rubbed her kneecap, trying to recall if the knee that hurt right now was the same
one that her grandmother had hurt in the archery field.

Was this a true injury or was she taking on Grandmama’'s pain? How she hated the
way it came on her at the oddest times. If it happened immediately, she'd have a
better idea as to what the cause was, but it didn't aways happen that way.
Sometimes, the pain would start within a short time, but other times it could be the
next day before her pain devel oped.

Fortunately, whenever she carried another’s pain, it never lasted too long. She took
care of her ablutions, dressed, and headed down the stairs. To her surprise, there was
a huddled group of people toward one side of the hall. Some of the women were
squatting on either side of someone Eli couldn’t make out.

“Stand back, everyone. I’'m fine.” The voice sounded like her grandmother.

She approached the group and discovered it was indeed her beloved grandmother the
others were tending to. The dear woman was seated awkwardly on the cold stone

floor.

“And dinnae get Logan. | dinnae want him here.” She pointed at the group, circling
her finger in warning.

Aunt Brenna sat on a stool next to her. “Gwyn, what happened?”’

“I’ve aways had trouble with my knee, Brenna. Ye know it. But | was walking



yesterday and turned it. Overnight it blew up to this size. | dinnae know why it is so
swollen. | attempted to walk across the room, and it buckled on me, so here | am. |
cannae get up on my own.”

Eli stepped closer, leaning over Y senda’ s shoulder to see what exactly had happened.
Onelook at her grandmother’ s knee made her gasp.

Y senda looked at her. “What was that for?”

“Her knee. It looks so painful.” Why the hell wasn’t the woman writhing in pain?

“Itis,” her sister muttered with an extra hiss. “Hush now.”

Eli was sick inside, wondering if her grandmother’s knee had turned that badly
because of the fall she’'d taken on the archery field. A sudden feeling of guilt washed
over her. Her grandmother shouldn’t have come to the archery field, but she’'d done it
because Eli’ s cousins had teased her and she felt sorry for her.

She should have walked along with her to make sure she wasn't hurt.

“What is wrong with ye?’ Y senda asked, looking at her strangely. She tugged her
sister over to the door. “Ye look as though ye are about to drop. Or isit cry? But ye
never cry, so it cannae be that.”

“1 was with Grandmama at the archery field when she stumbled. Her foot caught in a
hole. She said her knee took an odd turn. I'm feeling bad that she followed me there
and now this happened.” If she hadn’t stormed off, her grandmother wouldn’'t have
followed. She rubbed her cheek with the back of her hand.

“Stop doing that,” Y senda barked, grabbing Eli’ s hand away from her face. “’ Tis no’
yer fault. Y e didnae push her, did ye? Or dig the hole?’



“Nay, of course no’.

“Then’tisno’ yer fault. Stop wallowing. Thisisno’ about ye.”

Either way, she didn’'t wish to stay in the hall and watch her grandmother suffer. She
had the answer to why her own knee had bothered her earlier, the burning inside so
real. “I’m going to the stables to brush my horse down.” She rubbed her knee to make
sureit wasn't swollen.

“We'll talk later, Eli,” Ysenda said, then headed back to the group helping their
grandmother.

Eli couldn’'t get out of there fast enough, telling herself to stop limping just because
she could feel her grandmother’ s pain as her own.

Her sire came toward her, her grandfather behind him. “Gavin, have a talk with yer
daughter. I’m going to check on Gwynie.” He moved past Eli without a glance.

She reminded herself that he was worried about Grandmama. That was the only
reason he didn’t speak to her. It was surely not because he was angry with her for not
wanting to marry Alaric. Now she guessed she would have to listen to some lecture
from her father.

Patrol was looking more and more inviting. Perhaps it was time to get away for a
while.

“Eli, yelook upset. Did ye see Grandmama?’ her sire asked.

“Aye, and her knee looks terrible,” she said, rubbing her knee as if she spoke of her
own.



“Are ye feeling the pain yerself again? | wish ye could control it, especialy since it
seems to happen more often now that ye are older.” He motioned for her to follow
him into the garden where there was a bench to sit on.

“I'll be fine. But Grandmama did step into a hole in the archery field yesterday and
twisted her knee. | feel bad that it happened when she was with me.”

Her father wrapped his arm around her shoulders and led her to the bench. “Now ye
know Grandmama has had much trouble with her knee for along time. Her pain has
naught to do with ye.”

“1 hope no’ or | would fedl terrible. What did Grandsire wish for ye to talk with me
about? Please tell me the subject isnae Alaric Grant again.”

Her father broke into laughter.

“Why are ye laughing, Da?’

“Because 'tis exactly what he wants, an alliance with the Grants. He's hoping to tie
one of his granddaughters up with Alaric. Yer grandsire thinks he's going to pass on
someday soon and said he cannae leave until the alliance is settled. We cannae forget
that he thinks he' s running out of granddaughters of age. Brenna will be passing soon,

so he wants a match in yer generation.”

“Sometimes Grandda is daft,” she whispered, peering over her shoulder after she said
it. “He'll live forever, and ye know it.”

“He's got some time, but unfortunately, he willnae be around forever. Now what is
wrong with Alaric?’

“Naught is wrong with him, | just dinnae like him.” She lifted her chin, hoping her



words were the only thing her father required to believe her.

“Do ye know him well enough to be certain? He seems kind and honorable to me.”
“Of course he is. He's a Grant, but he likes to order me around, and | dinnae like it.
And why do men always like to order women around? Grandda does it al the time. |
am old enough to make my own decisions.”

Her father nodded slowly as he peered at her, his brow furrowed. “Ye are, | guess. Ye
are eight and ten, so ye can think for yerself.” He scratched his beard, assessing her

carefully. “Y e are the youngest of my bairns, so | do forget that sometimes.”

The entire situation with Alaric made her uncomfortable, but she'd feel the same
about any man, she knew. “Da, | dinnae wish to marry. Must 1?7’

That comment surprised him, she could tell by his expression. “I suppose no’, but
why are ye set against marriage?’

“Because | dinnae like anyone enough to wish to spend all my time with him. I’ve
been around enough to know.”

“Have ye ever been kissed, Eli?’

“Dal” Shedid her best not to blush, but she knew she had no control over it.

“’Tisafair question. Ye need no’ tell me who, just if ye have.”

“l have. Many times.”

He arched his brow at this comment but said nothing.



“I dinnae like exchanging spittle with a man. | see no reason to tie myself to one
person. The prospect of living with a man, growing ungainly with bairns, then
spending all my time taking care of them—I dinnae wish to do it.”

“Ye dinnae have to. 'Tis what most lasses want as they get older, but no one will
force ye to marry anyone.”

“Promise? Y€'ll no’ let Grandda make me marry Alaric?’

“Nay, yer grandsire willnae force ye into any marriage. Y e are my daughter, and that
decision isyers and yer mother’s and mine. Why do ye worry about that?’

“Because | know I'm no’ Grandda's favorite. He's always yelling at me. Now he's
yelling at me to marry Alaric. Please ask him to stop.” She bit back the words of
anger that she’'d love to unleash at her grandfather.

“Elisant Ramsay, ye know verra well that Logan Ramsay yells at everyone. 'Tis his
way. He loves ye the same as all his grandbairns.”

She didn’t wish to argue with her sire. His promise not to force her into marriage
made her so happy that she didn’t wish to ruin their time together. “1 suppose so.”

“I"d like to check on yer grandmother. Come with me. Y€'ll see that she doesnae
blame ye for her injury.”

“Must I?" She'd rather not be forced to view the reminder of her grandmother’s
recent problems. She’'d prefer to go to the stables or the archery field, away from
where any feelings of guilt would assault her again.

“Aye, ye must. Y€'ll be leaving on patrol on the morrow is my guess. And | dinnae
wish ye to bear guilt that isnae deserved.” He started to lead her back but then



stopped in histracks. “Y e do wish to go on patrol, do ye no’? Y e dinnae fedl forced in
that, do ye?’

“Aye, | do wish to go. | just dinnae wish to be forced into a relationship that isnae of
my choosing.”

“’Tisafoolish worry.”

“Why is it foolish? He's told me, told Grandmama, and now ye.” She had no idea
why he would say such athing. “He’ll no’ giveup on it easily.”

“Who is the one person that Grandpapa willnae argue with?’

“Aunt Brenna. Everyone knows that.”

“And ye recall why?’

“Because she saved Lily and Torrian.”

“And Uncle Quade. He was nearly dead when Grandda kidnapped her. And ever
since then, he will not argue with her. But 'tis also because yer grandsire respects
Aunt Brenna. He considers her to be wiser than any other person he knows.”

“Besides himself?’ she whispered.

Her father chuckled and said, “Besides himself. He thinks she has the wisest mind of
all. | tell ye this because | think ye have the idea that Grandsire has a certain view of

women. He does, but 'tisno’ what ye think.”

Now he had her totally confused. “I dinnae understand. What does he think of
women?”’



“Promise to never repeat thisto him?’

“l promise.” She had no idea what he was about to say.

“He believes women are stronger than men, and | cannae disagree with him.”

“* Struth?”

“* Struth. And because he reveres Aunt Brenna so much, ye need no’ worry about him
ever forcing yeto marry.”

“Why no’? What does Aunt Brenna have to do with my marriage?’

“Because Aunt Brenna' s mother made Alexander Grant promise that he would never
force any of his siblings into a marriage they didnae want. Elizabeth Grant was an
unusual woman, and Aunt Brenna makes sure that no Ramsay forces a marriage on
anyone either. "Tis a private cause of hers. If she thought ye were being forced, she
would stand up for ye.”

“1"d heard that about the Grants, but | never knew why. ' Tis most interesting.” She let
out alarge sigh. “And pleasing to know.”

“ Stop worrying about Grandda. Now, let’ s visit Grandmama.”
She didn’t relish going back inside, but she went along with her father. He'd just
made her happier than anyone had in a verralong time, and she felt free to make her

own decision. And no one would change her mind.

She was never getting married.
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Alaric sat on a stool next to his sire’s bed in the healing chamber. “Does it feel better,
Da?’

“Aye, once yer mother and Aunt Jennie straightened the bone, it took much of the
pain away. And yer aunt splinted it tightly so | cannae move it much. I’'ll have the
same contraption Y senda used eventually, the kind that allows me to get around a
wee bit, but for now, I’m stuck in this bed.”

“1 can carry yeinto the hall if yelike.”

“Connor and Magnus said they would bring me out for the evening meal. Gracie will
hold the leg still while they move me. | have this bucket to pish in for now, but my
pain is better. And | actually would like to sleep. The pain was fierce enough last
night that | didnae sleep much. | promised Gracie I’ d take a nap before thiseve.”

Alaric stared at his sire, trying to get the gumption up to say what needed to be said,
knowing that it needed to be said now. He had to apologize, since the entire episode
was his fault.

“Da, I'msorry | led ye down the slope.”
“Alaric, | would have suggested going that way if ye hadnae said anything. ' Twas
more important that we get the seed into storage before the rain hit. We took a

chance, and some of ye got through, just no’ all of us.”

Alaric thought for a moment. He hadn’t been the first one through. Why hadn’t he
recalled that? He' d been about fourth in line, and they’d all been successful.



“The weather turning was what hurt us. Ye know it, but | do thank ye for having the
presence of mind to send the seed ahead. If no’, it could have been totaly ruined.
Finlay said it came through dry and will feed us well when the time comes.”

The door opened and Uncle Connor came in. “Alaric, we're taking him out into the
hall. He's been in here long enough. Will ye watch over yer brother while we carry
him out?” Magnus entered behind him. “ Gracie says he can nap near the hearth.”

His mother camein last. “ Jamie, do no’ movethat leg at al. | will moveit.”

“1 know what to do, Gracie. Y e need to calm yerself.”

The two bickered on as they often did, so Alaric turned his attention to his brother.
He hated the sight of him so motionless and pale. Els did not look well at all. His
mother kept changing his position, but he had yet to awaken.

Once the group left and he was aone with Els, and he knew this was time to speak to
his brother. He had much he needed to say.

He sat next to his brother, setting the stool as close to his bed as possible, and he
began his apology. “Els, forgive me for convincing ye to come down the incline. We
should have gone around. What did it matter if we took the long way? It was the
safest way.” He stopped to swallow a few times. If not, he feared he'd cry like a
bairn. “I know Da says | didnae make ye come that way, but | persisted when others
suggested taking the long way. | shouldnae have been so pushy about it. I’ [l keep my
mouth shut the next time.” He knew what his father had said about many of them
deciding the same, but it did not ease his guilt. He felt responsible, though his own
sense of reason was beginning to flounder after speaking with his father. Perhaps it
was not entirely his fault.

“Els, | missye.” There. He'd said the words he wanted to say. “If ye can hear me, |



beg ye to fight. Please try to wake up. We're all so worried about ye, but ye are my
closest friend. Ye are my brother. | expected us to...” He stopped, wiping the tears
from his eyes, not caring that he was crying. He needed to speak, because he believed
his brother was still inside, that he could indeed hear him. “1 expected us to grow old
side by side, to marry beautiful lasses, have bairns who would grow up together. |
wished to do the same as ye and Joya. | want my bairns to know ye aswell as | know
yours. Y e have to wake up.”

He reached his hand behind his brother’s head and felt the swelling still there. “’Tis
no’ growing any larger, and | think it may have shrunk a wee bit. So sleep until 'tis
gone, but then ye must awaken. Mama is heartbroken and so is Da. And Joya, poor

Joyatries to be positive around the bairns, but she's scared, Els.

“She’'s scared and so am |. And so are yer sisters and brother. Please wake up.” He
stopped again to wipe the tears from hisface. “| need ye, Els.”

The door opened and he quickly wiped his tears away. It was his mother.

“Oh, Alaric.”

“1 miss him, Mama. | just begged him to wake up.”

His mother said, “Now that yer sire is out of the room, I'm free to do what | have
longed to do since your brother came home.” She pulled a stool over and lay her head

on Els' s chest and sobbed.

Alaric stepped away and let her cry her tears out, though he stayed nearby in case she
needed him.

He' d cried his tears out; she needed her turn.



And while his mother cried, he prayed.

***

Eli tied her saddiebag to her horse, getting ready to leave with their small patrol
group. The group from Clan Grant had arrived and were chatting in the yard, waiting
for Eli, Tevis, and Wenna.

Wenna came in and said, “Are ye ready, Eli? | surely am. | wish to go south. Mayhap
spring will be closer in the Borderlands. Are ye worried that our group is too small?”’

“Nay, we have three archers and three swordsmen. We'll be fine. | hope we find the
English invaders quickly. I dinnae like to spend more than a moon on each patrol.”

“1 havenae been on many.” Wenna leaned toward her. “So what do ye think of Tevis
and Alaric. Do ye like either one?’ Wenna had the long dark hair of her father. With

her deep blue eyes, she was striking, especially because she was aways smiling.

Eli didn't know exactly what Wenna meant by that so she was unsure how to answer.
“1 like everyone on the patrol, or do ye mean something more serious?’

“Aye. Do ye like either of them as alad? Because | do, and | hope we arenae liking
the same one,” she whispered, glancing over her shoulder to watch for anyone

entering the stable.

“I dinnae like either one like that, so ye may have yer choice. Which oneisit?’ Why
was there a sudden squeeze inside her chest that said she hoped it was not Alaric?

“Tevis. | like Tevis. He kissed me once, and it was sweet.”

Wenna was older than Eli, and it seemed she had more interest in men. Was Eli’s sire



right, and that was something that came with age?

Fortunately, Dyna entered, ending their conversation. But Eli was glad to know
Wenna's interest. She would observe Wenna and Tevis along the way. This would
prove interesting.

“Are ye ready, lasses? We're off to the Borderlands. Douglas says the English in
Berwick Castle are starving and restless. He fears they’ll be out in search of food
soon. We're to go patrol along with Douglas and his men. There's a large area to
cover.”

“Does he think the English will be traveling as a larger group?’ Eli asked. “We only
met up with those few who tried going to market in Edinburgh last year. Mayhap they
have gone elsewhere too.”

Dyna shrugged. “Edward isnae sending any rations. Douglas said word reached him
they’ ve killed horses for food. They're in a desperate situation, for sure. They must
send more out to search for provisions, but we dinnae know if they’ll go in force or
small bands.”

Eli led her horse outside, grabbing some dried meat to take along, something they
often kept in a bin for the stable lads. Food was still scarce after the famine last year.
Clan Ramsay got by, as did most of their allies, but times would be tougher this year.
Better to take afew provisions along than count on finding anything as they traveled.

Once outside, she nodded to Alaric. “I see ye are joining the patrol again, Grant.”

“Aye. | hope we are successful. Even with our small group, we should be able to take
any marauders down.”

Aunt Brenna surprised her by coming out to greet those coming from Clan Grant.



“Will ye comeinside for ameal?I'd like to hear about yer sire, Alaric.”

Maitland stepped in behind Alaric, joining the conversation. “Good morn, Aunt
Brenna.”

“Greetings, Maitland. I’'m anxious for awee update, if ye please.”

Alaric replied, “We are stopping on Cameron land so we cannae stay, but I'm happy
to update ye. My da is healing well now that Aunt Jennie has helped Mama set his
leg. He sprained his wrist, and it will take time for him to be up and about, but he's
adjusting. Magnus and Finlay move him, though he's no’ the best patient when he's
confined to a chair. But he's accepted his fate for now. I’'m sure someone will be
coming for that contraption Y senda used, but he doesnae need it yet.”

“And Elshander? | heard he had a severe head injury, Alaric.”

“He has not awakened yet, Aunt Brenna. He' s got a large swelling on his head. It has
just begun to shrink. Think ye he has a chance at this point? | would love to hear yer
opinion.”

The look on Alaric’s face struck Eli. His pain washed through her as if it were her
sister Y'senda hurt again. When Y senda had broken her leg in the avalanche, Eli had
been distraught, but at least a bone could heal. Elshander’s situation sounded much
more serious.

“He took a bad fall?’ she asked, wondering why she hadn’t heard the news. Or had
she? So worried about her grandmother, she hadn’'t paid much attention to anything
else. She chided herself for being too focused on one thing, promising herself to pay
better attention to those around her.

Dyna explained. “Uncle Jamie and Elshander both. Their horses fell coming down a



slope dlick with rain. Els landed on his head. The blow knocked him out, and he
hasnae awakened yet. Uncle Jamie landed on hisleg and is healing.”

Aunt Brenna took Alaric’'s hand and sgqueezed it. “I’ve seen similar head injuries
many times. There have been situations when the injured is out for a sennight. One
was out for nearly a fortnight, and he still awakened. He lost some of his thinking
ability, but he came to and was able to speak just fine. But some never awaken either.
| pray that Elshander will awaken and be hale.”

“Thinking ability?’

“Much like an apoplexy, an injury to the head can cause some strange things to
happen. He could have trouble talking. He could lose some memories or just not be
able to work out puzzles as well. Sometimes physical abilities will be affected as
well. | dinnae understand how the brain works, but with time, some of the loss can
sometimes return. For others, the loss can be permanent. But remember, Elshander
could awaken tomorrow and be perfectly fine, especially since he's a young man in
his prime. Y e must have faith. Give my love to my sister when ye see her, please.”

Aunt Brenna gave Alaric a tight hug and returned to the keep, stopping once to turn
around and say, “ Godspeed to ye all.”

Eli was sobered by the news, especially for Alaric. “I'm sorry to hear about yer
brother and father, Alaric. 'Tis a most difficult situation.” Two in his close family
were stricken. For her, just the incident with her sister had upset her terribly. And
now her grandmother was ailing. Would it never cease? She couldn’t stop thinking
about her grandmother, and her situation wasn't nearly as bad as Alaric’s brother or
father. How was he handling everything so well?

“My thanks,” Alaric said, a heavy sigh telling her exactly how he felt. “I’m going to
believe Els will awaken. ' Tis my hope.” Alaric mounted and turned his horse toward



the path, the others following.

Little as she liked him and even less the idea of marrying him—no matter what her
grandsire said—this sad turn of events changed her whole demeanor toward Alaric.

She'd have to be kind to him.

She'd rather tell him to kiss her arse.
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Having Eli as part of their patrol was probably the only good thing in Alaric’s life at
the moment. He expected her sparring banter, though he wasn’t in the mood for it.
Even so, her company made it harder to wallow in hisworry and guilt.

They’d traveled three hours south without event. Maitland and Dyna rode in front
while Tevis rode next to Alaric in the back, behind Wenna and Eli.

Exactly where he didn’t wish to be.

He experienced an entirely unexpected response to seeing the sweet arses in front of
him. He had to force his gaze away from Eli’s exquisitely formed bottom. He' d never
anticipated attraction . He' d thought to enjoy their trip together, but not this much and
not in away that forced himto rein in his thoughts so as not to embarrass himself.

Eli Ramsay was proving to be a saucy lass without doing anything at all.

He recalled his cousins chatting with his brother a few years ago about a lass's
bottom when riding a horse. They’d chuckled about one lass in particular, though
Alaric couldn’t recall which one. They’d made various facial expressions along with
the accompanying noises to express their opinion on said arse—Ilip smacking, tongue
wagging, and kissing motions, among others.

Alaric had thought they were all losing their minds. Why would anyone wish to truly
kiss anyone's arse? Elshander had chuckled when he'd asked him that question once

they’ d been alone. Els had ruffled his hair and said, “ Someday ye'll see, lad.”

He hated to admit that his brother was right. Oh, he'd admired the sweet curves of



many lasses in the past. But this was different. This was more than just a passing
glance, a quick peek. It wasn't because he was older either, it was because of who
had caught his attention.

Eli was different.

Tevis must have noticed, because he laughed. “Ye are sweet on her, | see. Think ye
she feels the same?’

He glared at Tevis. “Nay. And nay!” Perhaps he'd been a bit too loud voicing his
denial because Tevis laughed harder.

“Sure ye dinnae. | know what | see.”
“Think what ye wish, but | know whose arse ye are looking to caress,” Alaric
grumbled. He' d noticed where his friend' s gaze had drifted, and it wasn't to the birds

over their heads.

“I'll no’ deny it one bit,” Tevis said, nodding his head. “I hope she allows me close
enough someday.”

Wenna glanced back over her shoulder at Tevis and blushed.

Alaric shook his head. The girl’s hearing was amazing.

Maitland pointed to a spot off the main path. “That way. We'll take a brief respite
before continuing. | think it might be better if we split up. But we'll eat and discuss

it.”

They arrived in the clearing, Alaric glancing up at the gray clouds that were
beginning to cover the sky. They'd had a bit of sunshine, but it was disappearing and



promising to give way to the usual cloud cover. At least it was not raining.

Spring was showing itself everywhere. Some trees had begun to bud, and he’d seen a
few flowers poking up through the leftover snow crystals in spots. He was more than
ready for summer. Enough of the cold and the ice. They needed warmth, especially
for the trees to blossom so they would bear fruit, though it would be along time yet.
It was nearly time to plant the few fields they had left from last year’s floods.

Spring was the sign of new beginnings, and he looked forward to it every year.

Except thisyear.

His father’s and brother’s injuries overshadowed everything. It was as if someone
threw a shroud over the entire clan, their daily interactions all subdued and tainted
with a worry that he hated. Until Els woke up and Jamie was riding his horse again,
the clan would not change.

Nor would he. The first thing he thought of every day was the health of his brother.
He knew his sire would heal, but no one could tell him anything about Els. No one
could predict if he would ever awaken.

Not Aunt Jennie, Aunt Brenna, his mother, or any other healer he knew.

As soon as they gathered, Maitland headed into the bushes, so he pulled Dyna aside
and asked, “Any visions of my brother yet, Auntie?’ Dyna had a sound reputation as
a seer.

“Nay. They may come to me at any time, or | could learn something in a dream when
I’m slegping. But I've seen naught about Els yet, Alaric. I'm sorry.” She shook her
head and set her hand on his forearm. “If | do, ye will be one of the first | tell. Trust
methat | willnae forget.”



He nodded and grabbed a piece of dried meat and sat down on alog. Once Maitland
returned from his visit to the trees, they all gave him their attention.

Dyna chewed on a piece of cheese and asked, “How do ye wish to split up? That is, if
ye still believe it to be the best way. ' Twould definitely cover more ground, though it
comes with risks.”

Maitland glanced up at the clouds and then said, “I think we could do this quicker if
we split up. | dinnae like the clouds rolling in. There are six of us. Easy enough at the
upcoming split in the path. There are three different ways, and all three end at a
crossroads about an hour’s ride farther on. If we split into pairs, we can each take a
path.”

“Where do they head?’ Tevis asked.

“The Borderlands, which is our destination. Sir James Douglas, warden of the
marches, is determined to protect his march. The two outside paths are commonly
used by reivers hoping to avoid anyone who might be on the main road. Since we
haven’'t seen many travelers, | think we're safe in splitting up. What say ye?’

“Aye,” Alaric offered. “Tevisand | can take one path.”

Maitland and Dyna both stopped eating and shook their heads.

“No’ how it works,” Maitland said. “One archer and one swordsman. Y e will go with
Eli, and Tevis will go with Wenna. Dyna and | will take the main path, the place
we're most likely to meet anyone. It forks a second time, briefly, so we can split and

look for any English soldiers scavenging for food.”

“They are most likely to be on the main path,” Dyna said. “They willnae know yer
paths well. But be careful if you come upon anyone.”



Alaric accepted his assignment without argument. They'd seen little traffic, so he
wasn’'t worried. An hour alone with Eli would be easy enough to handle. She'd curse
him out a hundred ways, but that he could listen to, no matter where they were.
Bantering with Eli might keep his mind from going back to his brother.

They finished their meal in pleasant companionship. Before they rode on, Maitland
called their attention back to him.

“A word we must agree upon. The paths split but we should be rejoined in less than
an hour and a half. If anything happens, meet back here whenever ye can. Get away
from the path if ye see numbers too large for ye. If we don't all come to the
crossroads within an hour and a half, whoever is there should wait a quarter hour, and
if anyoneis still missing, take their path back here.”

Dyna added, “And know that we will only travel on the main path after this. We'll
no’ split up again.”

Alaric thought that made perfect sense. His sense of direction was not the best. His
brother liked to tease him that he could get lost in a large stable. That jest had been
the cause of many brotherly fights.

But put Alaric in an unfamiliar area, and he couldn’t argue with his brother’ s teasing.
Every patch of forest or hillside looked the same to him. His sire always told him to
watch for landmarks, but one tree looked just like the next. A clear path should be all
right, though.

They made it to the point where they were to split up and headed off in different
directions. Tevis and Wenna to the left while he and Eli took the right path. They

were headed southwest, or so he was told. He had no idea.

Neither spoke for the first ten minutes. But then he couldn’t stand the silence. “Areye



angry with me for some reason?’

“Nay,” Eli said, peeking over at him. “No’ mad about anything.”

“How do ye wish to pursue this?’

“What the hell does that mean?’

“Do ye want to ride fast? Slow? We both look at both sides or ye just to yer left and |
to my right? Or what the hell, we could just watch the sky for any bird about to land
white shite on us.”

“Verrafunny,” Eli mumbled. “Stay at this pace. I'll look |eft. Yeto the right.”

They continued, still not conversing, but the sky began to darken in away he didn’t
like. He glanced up at the rolling clouds, not surprised to see some black clouds
approaching.

“Hell, | hope'tisno’ about to rain.”

“l hope no’ either. | hate damn rain, especially when it comes down so hard that it
looks like shite slanted in the distance. The kind that hits ye right in the face like a
ruffian would.”

“Do ye aways curse so?’ Alaric noticed Eli saved her cursing for when she was not
in a crowd or a group. He guessed with just the two of them that she’d unleash a few

more obscene oaths before she was finished.

She never answered, instead focusing on the task at hand. Ten minutes later, Alaric
could smell the storm in the air, and the black clouds were nearly over them.



“Do ye know the area, lass? |'s there somewhere we can shelter until the rain ends? It
could bejust aquick storm, but *twill be a storm, no doubt.”

“Nay, | dinnae know the area at al.”

“But ye are a Ramsay.”

“And so I’'m supposed to know every area? Y e do know how big this forest is? Or do
they no’ teach ye such things on Grant land? Or are yer forests minuscule?’

“Verra funny, ye are. We are closer to Ramsay land than Grant land. | smply
wondered if ye know the land better than | do.” As soon as he finished his sentence,
the clouds opened, drenching them. It felt as though they were being pelted by hail
from all four directions.

“Find us somewhere, ye fool!” Eli’ s voice carried in the wind, including the bite.
“Fool?’ Alaric had his hand in front of hisface in an attempt to protect his eyes from
the stinging raindrops. “Y e wish me to help but ye call me afool? Find yer own place
to hide.”

Alaric led his horse off the path to an area thick with pines, one way to stay out of the
rain. He made his way into the copse, but the rain was so hard, the branches didn’t do
much good. The ground was rapidly turning into a muddy, boggy mess.

“Hellfire, we need to find somewhere.”

Eli was right behind him, cursing all the way. “God’ s bollocks!”

“What the hell! Dinnae take God’s name in vain like that! He' [l make us both pay.”



He led his horse forward, no idea where he was headed. He hoped his horse had some
instinct that would help find some kind of shelter. Making hisway slowly forward, he
wished he' d packed more clothes than the one change he had. The rain was relentless,
drenching, and the kind that cooled the air. He shivered and pulled his wool plaid
closer about him.

“There,” he said, pointing ahead. “A small cave, but big enough for the two of us.”

She nodded. “Hurry up!”

Alaric wished to tell her to shut up. And as soon as they were safely ensconced in
somewhere dry, he would.
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Hell, but how had she gotten stuck with the fool of Clan Grant? Stuck in a muddy
pool of rain, Eli dismounted, tugging on her horse’' s reins to get him to move forward.
He didn’t like the flooded mess they stood in any more than she did.

Alaric had miraculously found a cave, and it was a bit above the ground, so at |east
they wouldn’t be stuck in agully full of raindrops. They headed toward the cave, and
once he had his horse tethered safely, he returned to help her, taking her reins and
tugging the beast into a spot that shielded the cave opening from much of the rain. He
was able to let enough of the reins out to give them enough space to stick their heads
inside the cave.

She grabbed her saddiebag and raced into the cave, and once Alaric had her horse
tethered next to his, he did the same, though the area he'd found, even outside the
cave, was much better than standing in the worst of it. Both animals turned their
heads toward the cave, shielding themselves from the worst of the onslaught. She
noticed him talking to his mount before giving it a kind pat on its flank. His words
carried through the rain.

“WEe'll be back. Y€ ll befine here.”

So the man did have some finer points to his personality. Kindness to animals
definitely counted with her.

Inside the cave, she fell onto a boulder just inside, wringing the rain from her hair the
best she could. Then she searched inside her saddlebag for a linen square to dry her
face and for adry tunic.



She stepped into the back of the cave where it was dark, tore off her wet tunic, then
quickly put the fresh one on.

“Warn me next time, Eli. For Heaven's sake, ye are nearly naked.”

She sighed, arranging herself so she was presentable. “ Then stop looking. ' Tisonly a
bare back. Why would it bother ye? Do ye wish for me to turn around instead?’ It
wouldn’t bother her at al, though she was one of the few lasses who felt that way.
What did she care if a man saw her breasts? They were just two blobs meant for a
bairn’s mouth. Asfar as Eli was concerned, they only got in her way, especially when
nocking an arrow.

He spun on his heel and faced out, looking through the deluge to the landscape. “I
wonder where the others are.”

She'd been thinking the same. “We're supposed to meet within the hour. If we stay
here, will they leave without us?’

Alaric said, “If 1 know Dyna, she'll be hiding in a dry place. She doesnae like
rainstorms either. |1 dinnae know Wenna and Tevis well enough to know if they
would continue or if they would do the same as us. But I'm no’ taking my horse out
in that. Look at them. They are both turning away from the rain. It reminds me of
when my sire and brother took their falls. Both of their horses slid in a wee bit of a
mudslide. Look at them now. 'Tisno’ safe out there.”

Eli couldn’t imagine what it would be like to watch someone get hurt like that. “I
hope yer brother heals.”

“Many thanks. Sodo I.”

Therain didn’t last long, so as soon as they thought the area was dry enough and the



rain off for good, they left, heading back toward the path they were on. There was
only one problem.

Where was it?

The rain had washed away all signs of their passing, and a mist had developed,
swirling low enough to obscure their vision as the horses moved forward. At one
point, Eli’s horse decided it was not interested in going any farther. The air was
sodden and clammy, the cold reaching its damp tendrils deep into her belly.

She wanted to go home. A sudden bad feeling crept up her back and her neck, making
her shiver in the cooling evening air.

“The path is gone.” Alaric stopped and dismounted, handing the reins of his horse to
her. “Let me check the area.”

For a moment, he disappeared into the mist, and she couldn’t wait for him to return.
He reappeared, then went in a different direction, then reappeared and chose a third
direction.

When he returned, he stopped in front of her and said, “I have no idea where we are. |
expected the path to be not far, but | cannae locate it. Do ye recall which way to go?’

“Nay,” she said, suddenly skittish about the entire situation. “1 dinnae know the area
and I'm no’ good with directions.”

He chuckled. “I’'m worse with directions. We'll remember that the next time we
break into groups or pairs. We shouldnae be together. Until then, what do we do?’

“We'll guess. Which way do ye think would be the best? I’ll count to three and we'll
both point and see if we agree.”



He crossed hisarms and said, “ As good as anything | could think of.”

“Ready? Then one, two, three!”

Oddly enough, they both pointed in the same direction. She smirked and said, “ Get
yer arse in the saddle and let’s go. | wish to be with the others before nightfall. No
offense to ye intended.”

“Understood. | prefer to be with a larger group too.” He swung onto his horse and
said, “Come on, Midnight Blue. Take me to Dyna and Midnight Shadow.”

They headed off, staying as close together as possible. The air was as still as ever, so
they had no trouble hearing each other.

Shefinally asked, “Why the name for yer horse?’

“No one gets it except Grant mounts. They are all descendants of Grandda's horse,
Midnight, a brilliant black warhorse who carried Grandda in the Battle of Largs. My
grandfather adored him, so he had the stallion stand with many of the clan’s best
mares. Thus, many of his foals carry his name in some way. We have Midnight
Dancer, Blue, Ray, Shadow, Moon. A couple of people call them by number, but |
cannae do it that way. Numbers dinnae help mein the least.”

“1 love numbers. Not a surprise, since we are opposites in many ways.”

“But ye dinnae call yer horses by number.”

“Nay, his name is Moonlight. Names suit me fine.”

They rode on in silence for another half an hour before she stopped her horse, dread
pooling in her belly. “Alaric, we should admit it—we're lost.”



“Mayhap no’. The path could be just ahead.”

“Call me awitchin’ bitch if ye want, but if ye look there, ye'll see a small loch up
ahead. | dinnae recall ever seeing a loch before.” She pointed straight ahead, and
Alaric moved his horse for a better view.

“Shiteif ye arenae correct.” He turned his horseto look at her. “We're lost.”

“Y e hedge-born foal, | just told ye that. Do ye never listen?’

“I’'m no’ hedge-born and ye know it. I'd appreciate it if ye'd stop insulting me.”

“1 only insulted ye once.”

“True, and ye insulted yerself, too. What the hell isawitchin’ bitch anyway? |'ve no’
heard that expression before.”

“I made it up, arsehole.”

“Now I’'m an arsehole? | might just take my leave. Ye'd prefer to be alone, it sounds
liketo me.”

“1 dinnae care what ye do. Go ahead and go.” Hellfire, but she’ d never admit the truth
of their situation. Her feelings for this brute had grown tenfold just from being stuck
in the rain with him. And the last thing she wished for was to be lost by herself. He'd
better not leave her here alone, or she'd chase him down and curse at him for days.
She dared to peek at him, at his broad shoulders and his handsome face, even with the
stubble growing. And if she were to guess, it was coming in a shade of red, unlike the
blond hair on his head.

She had to stop staring at the man.



“Hell nay, I'm no’ going anywhere without ye. Do ye think 1'd leave ye here to fend
for yerself? Do | look like afool? If | |eft ye, yer grandfather would hang me by my
bollocks somewhere.”

“Nay he willnae. He doesnage care anything about me. Believe me, I’'m naught special
to him.” She could still see that ook of disdain in his eyes when he walked past her to
go into the keep, blatantly ignoring her. What grandparent ignored their
granddaughter? Only Logan Ramsay and Elisant.

“Then we have something in common, because no one will care that I'm no’
returning.”

“Ye are still spitting slime out. Ye are a Grant. Isnae yer mother Kyla Grant? The
firstborn daughter of Alex?’

“Nay, my sireis Jamie, and my mother is Gracie.”

“Och, ye are the son of the chief and no one will miss ye? Ye are full of shite,
Alaric.”

“The hell | am. After what |’ ve done, no one will careif | return.”

She couldn’t believe what he said was true, but it felt so good to argue with the man
that she couldn’t stop herself. “What the hell did ye do to pish everyone off?’

He dismounted and began to pace in acircle. “’ Tis my fault my brother and father got
hurt. And my brother may never wake again.”

“At least they liked ye before. My clan has never liked me.”

“What the hell are ye speaking of? Ye are Ramsay blood. Yer grandmother would



spit firefor ye.”

“She might, but my grandsire wouldn’'t. The last time | walked past him, he didnae
even speak.”

He moved over to stand in front of her horse, his hands on his hips. “Ye arelying.”

“Nay, I'm no’. I’ve always been a disappointment to him. I’ ve never been as good an
archer as my cousins. No matter how hard I try, | can never match them. And what do
ye mean that ye caused the accident? Did ye push them off their horses?” She was
yelling at the start, but the last part came out barely audible.

He couldn’t be serious.

“Nay, | didnae push them, but we had two choices on our return to the keep. We had
seed we'd purchased from our neighbor, and we could see a storm was nearly upon
us, so | pushed to take the shorter route. It was riskier because it could be treacherous
for the horses in the rain, but | thought we could beat the storm. Only a few of us
made it down the slope before the rain started. My father’s horse and my brother’s
horse both lost their footing. It was awful.”

“I’m sorry. That must have been hard for ye to watch. | know...”

“How do ye know?”’

“Because | watched my grandmother take a fall when she twisted her knee the other
day. If | hadn’t left the keep alone, she'd no’ have followed me. It was my fault she

fell.”

“Och, so ye pushed her?” His grin told her he was teasing her the same way she'd
teased him.



And when had Alaric Grant become so handsome? His hair was just beginning to dry
from the rain, but she noticed something else about him that she had never noticed on
anyone before.

His tunic melded to his muscles, and he looked quite fine.

She was losing her mind for sure.

They were lost and had no idea how to get back to the path. She was starving and
there was little for them to eat.

But she had an urgent need to run her hands up Alaric’s chest and then nibble on his
lower lip.

She was surely turning into awitchin’ bitch. A slutty one at that.
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Alaric had to turn away from Eli before his erect member gave him away. Hell, but
did she have to look at him that way—that way that ended with her licking her lower
lip slowly while she stared at his chest?

If that look didn’'t rouse his need, nothing would. Her green eyes had the longest
lashes he’ d ever seen on anyone. Hell, he'd never noticed anyone's eyelashes before.
Her skin carried a light bronze from the sun with a smattering of freckles across her
pert nose. Her hair looked brown some days and blonde on others, as if someone gave
her hair two different colors and mixed all the strands. It was neatly plaited before the
storm, but many strands had escaped since then and framed her face with a dight
curl. None of that enticed him like the rest of her. The pink lips were just the right
size of plumpness, and the curves she carried were unmatched.

She was nearly perfect in his eyes.

He looked off into the distance, not surprised that he couldn’'t see far a al. But
someone had to make a decision. It might as well be him.

“All right. | say we return to the cave for this eve. We cannae ride in the mist for
hours—we might never find our path again. In the cave, we can get a good night’s
sleep, even if it rains again, and wake up refreshed and able to find our way back on
the morrow. Asit s, | think we've circled about for more than two hours. Mayhap the
mist will be gone in the morn.”

Eli didn't say anything, just stared up at the sky. In fact, he thought her eyes were
growing wet.



“Dinnae cry, Eli. I'll protect ye.”
“Cry? | never cry. What made ye ask me such a ridiculous question? What the hell
have ye been thinking? | agree with yer suggestion. | dinnae like to slegp on sodden

ground. | have to be dry, which aso means no raindrops faling from treetops. I’ll
never sleep on the ground, wet asit is after that storm. Lead the way.”

“Me?’ Hell, but he didn’t know if he could do it. He mounted his horse and swung its
head to point—he hoped—back the way they’ d come.

“Aye. Y e know the way, do ye no’ ?’

Nay, he surely did not, but he wasn't about to admit that to her. “Of course. That
way.” He turned his horse but he heard a shout behind him.

“Nay, that way. God’s bollocks, do ye no’ know anything?’

He covered his ears. “Will ye please stop with the blasphemous cursing? Just say hell
or hellfire or bollocks even, and leave God out of it.”

She sighed. “I'll try my best. Hellfire,” she drawled. “Do ye no’ know anything? We
have to go that way.” She pointed in a different direction.

“Do we? Are ye sure?” He was more confused than ever, but when the fog was so
thick that the sun was hidden, it was difficult to judge directions. His cousin Alasdair
knew where he was without ever checking the sun. How Alaric wished he were with
them now.

Alaric could hardly find the sun.

“All right. We'll go that way.”



They had to adjust their directions on three different occasions, but they finally found
their way back to the cave. “Y er horse is a better guide than ye are, Grant.”

Alaric barked out a chuckle. “I cannae argue with that, but ye arenae much better,
Ramsay.” He winked at her.

“Dinnae wink at me.” Her lips made a straight line that was surely the biggest pout
he'd ever seen.

He did his best no’ to laugh at her, though it would be better if he laughed than if he

told her exactly what was going through his mind. She was cute when she looked
annoyed. He was going daft, for sure. That wasiit.

“All right. I'll never wink again. | beg yer pardon, lass. But only if ye quit the
blasphemy.”

She narrowed her gaze at him but said nothing.

After settling their horses, they found their way into the cave, Alaric making sure to
follow Eli so he could look at her sweet arse. He would die before ever admitting
such a schemeto her, of course.

She was a prickly sort, but he liked that she kept him alert, so to speak. He'd never
dareto fall aslegp around her because she'd do something like his brother and cousins
used to do.

Comb his hair in adifferent way.

Paint his face with ashes.

Put afoolish hat on his head.



Once they carried him outside, and he never awakened until they yelled at him with
swords aimed at his belly.

Once they put his hand in a bowl of water because someone told Els he would wet his
bed if they did it.

Fortunately, he proved his brother wrong.

He let out a deep sigh, hoping he'd have the opportunity to argue with his brother
again. He enjoyed their banter, just like he enjoyed bantering with Eli. It was a
challenge, and it kept his mind off other topics.

Like his brother and his father. Like how much he'd failed them both.

“Stop whining.”

“I’'mno’ whining.” His hands went to his hips. How could she call what he was doing
whining? He hadn’t made a sound.

“Aye, yedid. Yewere sighing. Nearly the same as whining.”

And suddenly, Alaric was tired of arguing. “I’ll do my best. Look, I'm tired and I'm
sure ye are the same. | have some dried meat | can share and a hunk of cheese. Then
I’m going to try to get some sleep.”

Eli said, “I’ll go along with that plan. I’'m verra tired too. | have a wee bit of dried
meat |eft too. My apologies for being so abrupt. I’m worried. | just hope we can find
our way back on the morrow.” She plunked down on the boulder and took the
proffered hunk of cheese, biting into it slowly.

“We will. Once the mist is gone, we'll be able to see the landmarks to guide us. If ye



cannae see in front of ye, finding a path will never be easy. 'Tis annoying that the
weather has made it so difficult. But at least we havenae fallen because of an
avalanche. We've no’ been attacked like poor Thea. Not been kidnapped like Reyna.
Not locked in acéllar like Isla and Grif. And at least this cave is big enough for both
of us. There's awee bend to block the wind. | think we should sleep back behind it.”

Eli smiled. “I am shocked when | consider all that has happened to our friends and
clanmates on patrol. I'm glad | missed much of it. Are ye worried about the English
finding us?’

“Nay,” he replied. “The issue with Thea was vengeance for stealing their quarry and
later, wounding one of them.”

“The one Englishman was apparently offended that a lass struck him with an arrow.
I’d like to be the one to hit him, if that were the case.”

Alaric laughed. “Aye. This patrol will be more interesting, if the English really are
coming out in force. Dyna thinks there will be a true battle. Have ye been in battle

yet?’

“Nay. | must admit it makes me a wee bit anxious thinking on it. | am no’ sure how
well | can handle looking at dead bodies. Have ye been in abig battle?’

“Nay, no’ yet.” He chewed on his dried meat, finishing up the last piece. “We have to
find our way out on the morrow. We'll run out of food soon.”

“We can both hunt. We'll no’ starve, Alaric.”

“1 know. But | hope to catch the group. This isnae what | thought I’d be doing on
patrol.”



They finished their meager meal and readied for the night. Alaric knew the night
would be cold but how exactly did one suggest sleeping together for warmth to
someone like her?

“Ye can deep close to meif ye'd like my heat, lass. | promise to be honorable.”

“If we do, we'll end up like Brin and Ceit. 'Tis what they did in the cold, or so |
heard.”

“Wagging tongues like to tell stories. Y e have my word as a Grant warrior that I'll be
honorable.”

“I'll be fine, Alaric. My thanks for offering. I'll sleep deeper into the cave. | dinnae
want some odd creature coming up to mein the middle of the night.”

“Fine. I'll gladly sleep closer to the mouth. | hate spiders, so | dinnae wish to sleep in
the back of the cave.”

“Afraid of spiders? Truly? Why?’

“Probably because my brother and cousins used to hold me down and tease me with
them. Now | hate all spiders.”

“Now that was just cruel,” Eli said. “Y e may have the front of the cave.” She rubbed
her cheek, a nervous habit if he were to guess.

Alaric settled once he knew she'd found her spot, then crossed his arms, his head on
his spare plaid, which had finally dried from the rain. They weren't that far apart,
close enough for him to keep watch over her. His grandfather’s teachings told him
that he was responsible for the lass whether she liked it or not.



He closed his eyes once he knew she'd settled, then cleared his head so he could
seep. The only thought in his mind was a lass with long brown hair, green eyes, and
an unusual vocabulary of curse words.

Someday he'd like to kiss the curses off her tongue.
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When Eli woke up, it was pitch black outside the cave. In fact, it was so dark that she
couldn’t tell exactly where the mouth of the cave was. A light snoring told her where
Alaric was, and something else caught her attention.

She was frozen. Not truly frozen, but she would be as cold as the top layer of ice on a
loch soon enough if she didn’t do something about it.

She'd heard her cousins often jest about their husbands being as hot as a hearth and
that it was one of the finer things of marriage, but she never actually believed it. But
apparently, every bit of it was true.

She shivered, the cold from the stone floor and the one plaid she had sending tremors
through her that she couldn’t stop. Edging her body closer to Alaric bit by bit, she
hesitated every time his breathing changed because she didn’t wish to awaken him.

She just wanted his heat. How close would she have to get to him to absorb some of
his warmth? She’ d take any wee bit he could share with her.

After shimmying across the stone, she reached a spot where she could reach out and
touch his back with her fingers, and she sighed, basking in the warmth that emanated
from him. How the hell did men do it?

She had to learn this trick. Until then, she'd take whatever Alaric was putting off.
Closing her eyes, she moved just a wee bit closer, smiling as the wave of body heat

hit her.

“Lass, no reason to sneak. All ye haveto do isask.”



Her eyes snapped open. He rolled over to face her, a slight grin on his face, the
stubble on his cheeks making him ook even more handsome.

“Comecloser. I'll no’ touch unless ye ask meto.”

She dlid closer, letting out a small moan of pleasure when there was little space
between them.

“Keep making that sound and there will be trouble.” His arched brow told her he
meant what he said.

She glared at him and snuck her feet closer to hislegs.

He whispered, “ Take yer boots off.”

“My feet will freeze,” she whispered, though she didn’t know why. There was no one
around to overhear them.

“Nay, I’ll warm them. I’ve heard alass' s feet will be the coldest. True?’

“They are cold, but removing my boots will make them colder.”

“Yewillnae know until yetry, will ye?’

His hand came across and found hers under the plaid, and her moan of pleasure
would definitely have embarrassed her if anyone else had heard.

“All right, I'll try.”

She did her best to remove her boots, her hands too cold to grip well. The cold hit her
skin and bit into her flesh so quickly that it frightened her. But then she pressed her



feet against his legs. Even through his trews, she could feel his warmth. She closed
her eyes and allowed him to do whatever he wished.

Anything for his heat.
He tugged her closer, slipped his legs to either side of her feet, tucking the rest of her
flush against him. Then he rested his head above hers. They were close enough

together that she could pillow her head on his folded plaid. He adjusted the other two
plaidsto cover them both.

She stared straight at his chest and blast it all, but she could see the muscles there.
She did the only thing she could. She rested her head against his chest, the beating of

his heart calming her.

Reveling in his heat, she smiled, soaking up all he had to give, but then she felt a
strange pressure against her belly.

A large, hard, hot projection poked her, seeming to grow longer moment by moment.

“Alaric?’

“Sorry, lass. 'Tis natural. | wish to stop it, but | cannae. I'll still behave myself. Ye
have my word of honor.”

She leaned her head back to look at him, and she judged his expression to be quite
sincere. Oh, she knew what it was. Her cousins and the kitchen lasses had educated
her verrawell over the years.

The pole on the hill.

The rod of the mountain peak.



The throbbing member.

The stiff one.

The hard meat of his manhood.

And last but not least, the ssmplest but clearest name—the hot one.

Isla had said she wished to salute Grif’s full mast one day, and the others had giggled
hysterically.

Now she truly understood.

Curiosity got the best of her. “Can | touch it?’

“I wouldnae suggest...och...too late.”

She wrapped her hand around his manhood, the heat warming her hand so much that
she wished to wrap her foot around it but decided that would not be the best idea.

The moan of pleasure from Alaric at just her touch shocked her. She squeezed it just
abit and he moaned again, stilling her hand with his.

“Please dinnae,” he ground out, sweat beading on his forehead unlike she’ d ever seen
before.

“Doesit hurt ye?’

“Nay, it doesnae, but "twill be a different kind of torture if ye dinnae take yer hand
away. Please, lass.”



“Y e are sweating in this cold?’

“Aye.” The one word came out quiet and strangled, asif he choked on it.

The change in him gave her new insight into the relationship between a man and a
woman. The twitch in his jaw, the way his eyes closed slowly with his moan of
pleasure gave her a sudden sense of power.

Were al men like this?

His hand reached over and caressed her breast through her tunic. “Will this warm ye
at al, lass? It works for me, it must work for ye too.”

She forced the shock back inside—her curiosity was stronger. No one would ever
learn the truth of their encounter. This was the safest chance she'd ever have to
experiment with sex.

It was time she learned. She took his hand and guided it underneath her tunic. She
wished to see exactly how his hand felt on her breast, but she also wanted the warmth
of his skin. His thumb brushed the tip of her nipple and a spark shot through her
straight to her lady parts.

More curious than ever, she moved closer to him. She took his other hand and moved
it under her tunic. Since she had two breasts, she saw no reason for him not to caress
them both.

And it worked. She was warming up, partly from Alaric but also from the reaction
her body was having to the physical stimulation. She knew how the act took place,
and now that she held him in her hand, she envisoned how that heat would feel
between her legs, so she moved him there, right where she wanted him. The heat
traveled through her leggings, which surprised her. “Am | hurting ye? Should | stop?’



Alaric tipped his head down and closed his eyes, shaking his head. She squeezed her
legs together against him just awee bit and he moaned again, squeezing her nipples.

“Y e better stop, lass, if ye don’t want to do something ye might regret.”

Her curiosity was getting the better of her. If she could warm up from completing the
act, then why not? She had no intention of marrying, so there was no reason to keep
her virginity intact. Why not use it to suit her needs instead of some man’s?

The truth came to her then, but she tried her best to deny it.

She wanted that man to be Alaric. She didn’'t understand why, but she trusted him. He
was handsome, kind, and she actually had feelings for him. This was a far better
situation than some random lad in the stables. And since there would never be a
wedding, this was the best way for her to learn all about the act.

“1 think 1 would like thisinside me.” There was something powerful going on inside
her own body, and she wished to see exactly what it was. If she ever had to explain to
anyone why she did it, the simple answer was to stay alive. She was about to freeze to
death, and if she could find away to fit this hot rod in her hand inside her, she would
finally be warm. Surely anyone who'd spent a night in the cold would understand her
meaning. They would surely believe her, would they not?

Then the oddest thing happened. Alaric squeezed her nipples again, and she
shivered—but not from the cold. A need developed inside her that she wished to
satisfy. Now she had to figure out exactly how to go about it. She reached for his
member again and wrapped her hand around him.

Alaric groaned, a sound that was both pain and pleasure. Then he pulled her hand
away from him. “ Stop.”



She did, watching his face. The poor man seemed to be in pain.

“Alaric, | am freezing cold. | need yer heat and that...thing of yers seems the best
way to warm up. Please put it inside me.”

“Nay, | canno’ do thisjust to warm ye. ' Tis afoolish thing to say.”
Annoyed that he didn’t fall for her reasoning, she tried another tactic, one that was a
wee hit closer to the truth. Her lady parts seemed to have a mind of their own and

wanted that thing inside her. How she knew that, she wasn’t quite sure, but she did.

He pulled himself away from her, and she began to shiver again. “Nay, please. | need
ye, Alaric. | like the way ye are making me feel.” That was the simple truth.

“Nay. I'll no’ be bedding ye unless ye promise to marry me. My sire would kill me if
| took yer maidenhead and we werenae married or at least promised to each other.”

“1 dinnae care anything about my maidenhead. | dinnae need it. I'm never marrying,
so | chooseto giveit to ye. Please.”

“Never marry? Why would ye say so?’

“Because | dinnae need a man for anything. I'll be fine by myself. | have a clan, a
family. I’ll have nieces and nephews, so I'll be fine without a husband. So | dinnae
need my maidenhead. In fact, I'm sick of it. | wish to rid myself of it.” With that, just
to make sure he understood her, she reached for his manhood and wrapped her hand
around it again. “It shrank.”

“No’ for long!” He let out alarge growl when she squeezed it again.

Sure enough, it grew in her hand like some magical staff. She was quite enjoying this



discovery. It was hot and smooth and so comforting that she slid her leggings down
and sgueezed it between her legs. “ That feels so much better.”

It was asif her lady parts were talking now.

“Nay!” He pushed her away, and her shivers shook her body. But it wasn't just from
the cold. It was from something else, and she had to convince him to finish this.

“Alaric, | need ye. I'm no” worried about marrying ye because I'll no’ survive the
cold.”

He stared at her. “Promise me y€'ll marry me if we both survive this night and our
patrol. Or at least handfast with me. Though | think this night with ye is more likely
to kill me than any battle with the English.”

“Fine. I'll handfast with ye. That way | can end it in ayear. But please. | desperately
want ye now.”
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Alaric groaned and tugged her close to him, his mouth finding hers. He had to do
something to stop her trembling and shivering and chattering teeth. He managed to
dlip out of histrews while he kissed her.

She pushed her leggings down and spread her legs, then taking him firmly in her hand
and guiding him between her legs. She wanted him, and that drove his own need for
her to a height he’ d never experienced before.

She whimpered when he rolled her onto her back and moved between her legs,
angling himself at her entrance, doing his best to tease her. She wriggled against him,
whispering against his ear.

“Aye, more, Alaric. | feel yer heat. More, pleeeease.”

His hands found her breasts again under her tunic, and he teased her nipple, pleased
to feel her arching against him. Her nipples were so cold that they were already
peaked. But when she squirmed beneath him, begging him for more, angling his
manhood exactly where she wanted him, he knew she was coming undone.

She was driving their coupling more than he would have guessed. She writhed against
him until he found himself fitting inside her entrance. Her dlickness surprised him,
and it drove him forward just a bit. He should move slowly, gently, if he were taking
her maidenhead.

But her words drove him to finish the deed. “Alaric, ye are so hot and warming me
everywhere. This feels so wonderful, 1 need ye more. Please come into me. More,
please.”



She rambled on in her need, begging him as she spread her legs wider. Any hesitancy
he might have still felt disappeared. He pushed inside.

“Ow!” she shouted, pinching his shoulder.

“One moment. Give it amoment, lass. It will go away, | promise.”

And sooner than he expected, she was moving against him, controlling their rhythm
and positions so he was pulsing against her just right. They moved against each other
in that wonderful dance that only happened between lovers. This was the magic of
melding well with someone, of fitting together the way nature intended. He made
himself go slowly until she punched him.

“Faster, damn ye!”

He obeyed, speeding up and going deeper inside her with each push. He could feel
her contractions until she finally convulsed against him with a scream, and he
finished with aroar.

He rolled onto his back, taking her with him until she was on top of him. He covered
her with his plaid and kept his arms wrapped around her, panting in the aftermath of
pleasure unlike any he' d ever had before. She collapsed against him, her breathing as
fast as his own.

“Yefound yer pleasure, Eli?’

“1 sure as hell did. | had no idea it could be so pleasing.” She laughed, her cheek
resting against his chest. “Y our heart is beating so fast.”

“Fast and happy,” he murmured, kissing her forehead.



He rubbed circles on her back, then rolled onto his side, still cocooning her within his
arms.

She was sound asleep. And the truth of it all hit him.

What the hell had they just done?

***

The next morning, Eli awakened a bit sore in various spots, including one she hadn’t
realized could be sore, but that didn’t concern her. In fact, she was quite pleased with
herself for her boldness with Alaric. His arms were still wrapped around her but she
forced herself to push away awee bit, just to check to see if he was still asleep.

He wasn't, instead looking a her with a gy grin. She gave him the same back.
“Pleased with yerself, Grant?’ she asked.

“Aye. And by the expression on yer face, Lady Ramsay, I’d say ye are just as pleased
with yerself as| am.”

“1 cannae deny it. It was a most enjoyable night. Now the question is, can we find our
way back to the path and the rest of the patrol?”

He gave her a quick kiss on the lips. The action confused her, but it also pleased her.
After unraveling their intertwined limbs, he stood and then helped her to her feet. The
cold hit her like a blast and she shivered, realizing how fortunate she was to have
dept in his arms. She headed toward the mouth of the cave but he shouted, scaring
the wits from her.

“What?’



“Lass, ye know no’ who will be out there. Put yer leggings on.”

She looked down at her bare legs and chuckled. “I suppose ye are correct, even
though | dinnae need them for my first task.”

“But Maitland could be looking for us. Have ye no dignity?’

She had to ponder that for a moment because she was unsure of her answer. It
wouldn’t have bothered her to walk out and take care of her needs before donning her
leggings, but she supposed it made good sense to put them on. After all, she wouldn't

like to be kidnapped half naked in just atunic. And she did need her boots.

“Probably ye areright. I’ [l put them on.” She chuckled as she balanced on one foot to
put her clothing on, then her boots. “Have we any food left?’

“1 only have a couple of oatcakes. Ye?’

“None,” she said as they headed out of the cave.

They both took care of their needs and met near their horses.

“What say ye, lass? Try to find the others or head home?’

Eli took a bit of an oatcake and looked around as she chewed. “The mist is gone, so
we should try to find our way back to the path. The place we'd said we would meet.”
Then she gave him a saucy look. “Or we could do what we did last night. One more
time?’

He stared at her wide-eyed. “Areyeno’ sore?’

She shrugged. “Mayhap awee bit. But I'm sureit will go away quickly.”



Alaric glanced over his shoulder.

“What?’

“Naught.” He kissed her on the lips too quickly for her to react. “I think we should
move on. Try to find the group.”

“One moretime? | like that there is no one to worry about. No one here to watch us.”

He whipped his head around to look behind him.

“What? Why do ye keep looking over yer shoulder? No one isthere.”

“Ye cannae see him? Because | surely can.” His face went pale with fright. She'd
never seen him look so.

“Who?’ She moved him off to the side and stared where he was looking. “ There is no
onethere.”

“Aye, thereis.” He pointed at nothing Eli could see but trees and undergrowth.

“Where?”’

“Right there. My grandsire Alex.”

Eli stared at him. “Alaric, yer grandfather passed away last Yule.”

“l1 know. But that cannae stop him from watching us. Probably makes it easier. He
saw us last night. We arenae married, so now he’s hounding me.”

The fear in his face was surely real. And she didn’t know how to tell him that the act



of handfasting meant naught to her. But if it would help him ignore the ghost of his
grandsire, she would do it.

She knew exactly how ornery grandparents could be.

“Alaric, he cannae be here. He' s dead!”

“His spirit is no’ dead, ’tis quite alive and glaring at me. And if my grandmama
shows up, we'll be finding a kirk. But until then, we have to handfast. Y our choice,
lass—marry in the first kirk we come to or handfast now.”

“We did handfast.”

“No’ officially.” The sweat broke out across his forehead again. “Please? He'll no’
leave me be until we do. | swear that every time | look over my shoulder, he will be

there. Please, Eli.”

“Fine. He doesn’'t spook me, but if he's bothering ye, then we can handfast. But |
thought we already did.”

“Nay, we only spoke of it.” He held his hand out and said, “ Give me yer hand.”

She gave him a skeptical 1ook.

“I"'m doing it, Grandpapa!” He looked behind him again. “Eli, would ye like to have
yer grandsire looking over yer shoulder all the time? Alexander Grant would be ten
times worse. | have to get rid of him. Hellfire. He heard that.” He turned all the way
around and held out his hands placatingly. “1 do love ye, Grandpapa, just no’ so much

when yer ghost hovers and glares like that. I’ Il fix it!”

Eli put her hand over her mouth to hide her grin. He truly believed his grandfather



was watching them and, apparently, sending a very clear message.

Alaric turned back to her. “Ye think 'tis amusing, but ye'll see someday when yer
grandsire passes on and watches everything ye do.”

Eli scowled, that thought too frightening. She shuddered at the thought. “Well, that
would be disconcerting, | suppose.”

“Take my hand, Eli,” Alaric urged, his voice commanding now.

“Dinnae panic, Alaric. Logan Ramsay is aready looking over my shoulder all the
time, but I'll agreeif "twill please ye.”

“Logan wasn't here to see us last night, was he? That would be the difference.”

She couldn’'t argue that and stifled a second shudder. “Ye make a fair point.” She
held out her hand, and he took it, tossing the end of his plaid over their intertwined
fingers. Then he repeated some Gaelic phrases and said, “| agree to handfast to ye, Eli
Ramsay, for ayear and aday. Do ye agree?”’

“Aye. Sure.”

He leaned over and kissed her, then pulled the plaid back, dropping her hand.

“Is he gone?’

He looked back and then smiled. “Aye, he's gone.”

Crushing pain sslammed into Eli’s shoulder. “Ach!” She bent double, hand to the
invisible wound.



“Eli! What'swrong?’ Alaric gripped her arms and held her.

“My shoulder hurts, like someone put an arrow init.”

Asif that wasn’t enough, her knee began to ache, just as it had when her grandmother
had fallen in the great hall. She bent over to massageit.

“Does yer knee hurt too?’ Alaric asked. He looked around, as if he might spot the
archer shooting phantom arrows.

“Aye. They both hurt. Help me get on my horse. We need to find the others. | think
something has happened.”

He helped her mount, then climbed into his own saddle and they headed back the
direction they had come from the night before. It didn’t take them long to find their
way to the true path now that the mist was gone.

When they could ride abreast again, Alaric looked at her with concernin his eyes.
“What isgoing on, Eli? | cannae see any blood. Are ye injured?’

“Nay. | have no ideawhat happened. I’m not truly hurt. Let’s hurry, though.”

She motioned for him to move aong, and he didn’t ask again. Which was good.
She’'d nearly told him the truth, that she would sometimes feel other people’s pain,
especialy if they were injured. Her grandmother’ s knee was worse than it had been
when she'd left Ramsay land. Of that she was certain. But the shoulder pain

concerned her.

Someone she knew had taken a shoulder injury.



But who?
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They made it back to where their group had split up the previous day, though al three
paths were empty.

“Which way do ye wish to travel?” Alaric asked. Eli grimaced, and she rubbed her
knee again. “How isyer pain? Can yeride, lass?’

“Better. Both spots ache, but the pain has eased. And as much as | have enjoyed our
time together, | think | can confidently say that neither one of us is an expert at
wayfinding, and | dread the thought of searching for the others blindly. We dinnae
know the area, and we have no idea where they ended up. What if they got lost in the
mist or have already turned back? We have no idea.”

Alaric couldn’'t disagree with her. “I suppose we should head back to Ramsay |and.
We've only been gone a day, but I’'m anxious to see if there is any word on my

brother’ s recovery. ' Tis the safest place to rendezvous.”

“Then we head north to Ramsay land. At least we know where we' re going when we
go inthat direction.”

“And since we are alone, | hope ye will share something with me.”
She turned her horse to head north and rode abreast of him. “What can | tell ye?’
“Why do ye think yer grandsire dislikes ye? | dinnae think of Logan that way at all.

He adores his family, his clan, and most of all his grandbairns. | think ye have it all
wrong.”



“Because whenever we were training in archery, he made me practice more than the
others. I’'m the weakest archer, and he couldn’t accept that I’ d never be as good as the
other lasses. He was constantly pushing me to be better.”

“All parents and grandparents do that, do they no’ 7’

“1 suppose when we were young, it was all the same, but as we got older, he began to
treat me differently. One time, | was shooting and | hit arabbit by mistake. | ran to it
and my grandsire went wild, yelling for me to stop, to go home, to get away from the
poor creature. It was so bad, | embarrassed him and he sent me away. The
others—my sister and cousins—all laughed at me.”

Alaric couldn’t help it—he moved his horse closer to her. “Poor wee Eli. | think he
was trying to help ye, but the others shouldn’t have laughed. Y e are the youngest, are
yeno'?’

“One of the youngest. Lainey is younger by along shot, but | was younger than the
group being trained—Cadyn, Ceit, Y senda, Reyna, Isla. And then there was me. And
dinnae feel sorry for me, ye churlish bastard.”

“We made love and handfasted and ye still curse at me?” What was it with this lass
and the cursing? He had to admit that it was fun teasing her. It was easy to get afoul
word from her if he tried.

“All right, I’ll try to stop. But | make no promises and | do sincerely hope ye find yer
brother is better. | know how it feels to worry and not be able to help. | felt the same
when Y senda broke her leg.”

They topped arise and caught sight of four riders ahead of them. Eli pointed. “Is that
no' them?’



“I think it is.” Helet out aloud whistle, and one rider turned around. It was Tevis.

Eli yelled, “Wait! We'll join ye!”

Alaric sighed in relief, glad to see their group. They could have made it home, but
with both of their senses of direction being poor, there were no promises. He would
make sure they didn’t travel alone again if they were heading into a new area.

“What happened to ye?’ Dyna asked as soon as they were within earshot.

Eli replied quickly. “We found a cave to wait out the downpour and then when we
tried to leave, the damn mist was everywhere. We couldn’t retrace our steps when we
couldn’t see any landmarks.”

“We waited for ye but when ye didn’t come, we decided to ride back north. I’'m glad
ye arewell.”

“Does anyone have a shoulder injury?’ Eli asked, looking from one to the next.
Wenna turned sideways to show the blood on her tunic. “Wenna! What happened?’

Wennarolled her eyes. “An attack by the English, but in the mist, we never saw them
coming.”

“We were badly outnumbered,” Maitland explained. “Nearly a score to our four. We
needed ye, surely, but | still would not have taken on a score. Dyna hit her marks as
usual, and Wenna hit two herself before she was wounded. We put up enough of a
fuss that even though we were already running, they were pulling back. | was pleased
they didnae decide to pursue us.”

“Why would they attack ye for just being on the road?’ Alaric asked. What would the
English want with four Scottish travelers? “If ye had been carrying provisions, |



might understand. But why would they bother with the four of ye? They have naught
to gain fromye.”

“Bragging, | suppose. Possibly our horses or just the killing of four Scots.”

“They looked hungry in more than the usual way,” Tevis added. “They probably had
ideas for the two women. If they were from Edinburgh, they haven’'t had women in
Berwick for quite sometime. | didnae like the way they looked at Dyna and Wenna.”

Maitland nodded. “I thought the same. Now we are headed to Ramsay land to get
Wenna's wound tended, then we shall return. I’ll no’ chase that group down unless
we have at least eight and have the high ground. | didnae like the numbers we just
encountered. We need to recruit before we can join with Sir James.”

“If ye arenae in a hurry, | can return to Grant land and see if | can recruit anyone,”
Alaric said. “I'd like to check on my brother, if ye dinnae mind. One night and I'll
head back.”

“Suits me fine,” Maitland said. “We'll return to Ramsay land together, then send
Dynawith ye and we' |l await yer return.”

Dynaturned to assess Eli and Alaric, her gaze narrowing at both of them. “Anything
happen between ye two? Y e seem on edge.”

Eli narrowed her eyes at Alaric in apparent warning, so he said nothing, waiting for
her to answer.

“It'sjust that I'm sure Grandmama’s knee is worse. Sometimes | can fedl it, just like
my shoulder began to ache this morn. | want to see what’s happening at home. And
sleeping in acold, damp caveisno’ very restful.”



Alaric nodded in agreement, unsure of what to add.

Maitland smirked, and Dyna arched a brow at both of them.

Eli, in her finest scornful tone, drawled, “And if ye think we are anything like Brin
and Celt, ye can be sure we werenae. He's lucky he's still alive, the churlish bastard,
with all the teasing and taunting he threw my way. | told him if we didnae find ye

quickly, he would surely regret it.”

Alaric shrugged. “I was worried about my brother, and she’'s worried about her
grandmother.

“Thank the Lord we're going our separate ways soon.”

And he had to wonder if she meant it.
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Eli had to admit that she didn’'t really want Alaric to leave. She’d gotten used to him
being around, but she also respected his need to check on his brother. She could
easily recall how unsettled she' d been when she found out Y senda had gone over the
ravine in an avalanche. Only actually seeing her sister had calmed her worries.

She only had one sister, after al. She loved her brother, of course, but sisters were
different. Alaric had four siblings—Els, Jowell, Merelda, and Maryell. And he had
many more cousins than she did.

They stopped at the edge of Ramsay land for a short break, and the other members of
their group tended to their needs and stretched their legs. Eli needed to get a solemn
promise from Alaric before they rode any farther. She made sure they were out of
earshot before speaking.

“Promise ye will tell no one.”
“What?’

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Tell no one that we handfasted. | dinnae want
anyone to know.”

“Why no’? | was going to tell my brother if heisawake. Do | embarrass ye?’

“Nay,” she said, not wishing to insult Alaric. If she were going to handfast with
anyone, she would choose him over any other, she realized with ajolt. “I just dinnae
wish to explain it yet. ' Tis more important to get back on this patrol and take care of
the English from Berwick Castle. Once this is over, we'll tell people. But for now.



Do. Not. Tell.” She glared at him, trying to convince him with her eyes alone.

“Fine, lass. 'Tis no’ a concern for me yet. We have more important things to do. I'll
agree it can wait a moon. But after that, I'm telling. Ye never know what could
happen.” Then he glanced at her belly.

Blast it all, she hadn’t given that a thought. Carrying a bairn? She guessed it was time
to start praying again. She wasn't the best at it, but God seemed to understand her, as
far as she could tell. Eli had always believed God to be a female, so of course She
would understand a woman's concerns. Her grandmother had suggested it once to
upset a bunch of men, and she liked the idea. Anyway, she'd say her prayers, and
God would make sure she wasnae carrying.

“Godspeed with ye, and | pray yer brother has healed.”

“1 wish the same for ye and yer grandmother.” He leaned forward to give her a peck
on her cheek, but she leaned back, giving him aglare.

He laughed and winked at her.

The group split, Alaric and Dyna riding toward Grant Castle, while the remaining
four headed to Ramsay land. Eli sank into her thoughts as she rode. The first thing
she would do once she arrived would be to check on her grandmother. The ache in
her shoulder had calmed, but the ache in her knee was the same.

“1 dinnae know who he is after, but here comes Uncle Logan,” Maitland said.

Eli let out agroan, and she didn’t attempt to squelch it one bit. “Bloody hell.”

Maitland grinned at her. “New curse word? Y e sound like Dyna now.”



“I like ‘bloody hell.” Says exactly how | fedl.”

“And ye are sure he is after ye?’

This time, Wenna, Tevis, and Maitland all gave her wide grins. Wenna whispered, “I
hope ye areright. | dinnae need to be stopped. I’ m going to visit Aunt Brenna.”

“Asye should.” Eli couldn’t disagree with her, though she was looking for anyone to
distract her grandfather. “Grandsire is always roaming about Ramsay land. ’'Tis the
only way he'd catch all the messengers. He stays up on all the happeningsin the land
that way. He's permanently on patrol my father says.” She hoped that’'s al his
purpose was, but she could see he directed his gaze straight at her. “Blast it all to hell
and back,” she muttered.

Maitland glanced at her with a grin. “Feeling his gaze, are ye?’

“Aye,” she mumbled. “Tevis, need ye to speak with my grandsire?’

“No’ me, lass. I’'m going with Wenna. She needs help dismounting.” His smile grew,
and Eli thought Wenna' s hope that Tevis liked her was probably coming true.

Her grandsire came closer and his voice rang out loud and clear. “Eli! A word with ye
in private, if ye please. Maitland, why have ye returned so early?’ He stopped in the

middle of the path, his horse blocking their way.

“We were attacked by a large group of English soldiers. We got our hits in, but we
were hit too. Wenna needs Aunt Brenna. Will ye let us pass, Uncle Logan?’

Her grandfather moved off the path.

“I"ll see her to Aunt Brenna's,” Tevissaid.



The two left, and her grandfather watched Eli for a moment before speaking to
Maitland again. “English came at ye from where?’

“1 dinnae know. They had nearly a score, and only four of us at the time. Eli and
Alaric lost their path in the storm and fog and didn’t rejoin us until later in the day.”

Eli nearly groaned but managed to keep her displeasure about the secret revea to
herself. Her grandfather didn’t miss it, shooting her another look. “Eli and Alaric,
eh?’ He grunted. “And where is Alaric now? And Dyna? Not hurt?’

“Nay. They took the road to Grant land to check on Els. We need to recruit a few
more fighters, so they’ll see who is available, then meet up here in two days. | willnae
go south unless | have six traveling, but more would be better based on what we saw
out there.”

“Sounds like a wise precaution.”

“Aye. 'Twill only be more English farther south,” Maitland said. “I’m going to ride
on, since ye wish to speak to Eli. | hope there’ sfood at the castle.”

Her grandfather laughed. “Aye, plenty. Eli and | will follow ye.”

Maitland moved ahead, casting her a pitying glance, but she could handle her
grandfather. “What has ye bothered, Grandda?’

“No’ bothered, just wondering if ye arranged things with Alaric. Did ye talk to him
about the alliance?’

She stopped her horse with a jerk on the reins. “Nay! And stop asking me. What is
yer obsession with Alaric? Can | no’ decide who | marry? And why do ye always
pick on me?’



“I dinnae always pick on ye. Y e are daft, lass.” He waved his hand in dismissal at her.

That only aggravated her more. “Ye do.”

“Never have. | know no’ what ye are speaking of. Tell me what ye mean.”

“Ye dinnae recall the day ye yelled at me when | was shooting at the range and hit a
rabbit? And | always had to shoot more than the others. They would leave, and ye' d
make me shoot ten more. Why isthat?’

Grandsire looked more riled than she expected. “Aye, | told ye to stop because ye
were busy staring at the rabbit. And then ye tried to fix it somehow. The animal was
already dead. Yekilled it. There was no room for guilt. | was trying to toughen ye up,
lass. Who the hell 1ooks at dead animals besides Brenna? And ye had to shoot more
because ye were younger. When the others were first learning, they shot more, too.
And their teasing would break yer concentration, so | kept ye after so ye could
practice aone. Is this realy why ye are so riled up, Elisant Ramsay? Seems like
there’'s something else worrying at ye, girl.” His gray hair blew in the wind, making
him look older than he was, but the crafty eyes never aged.

She could never lie to him and get away with it, so she didn’t try. She just didn’t tell
him al. “Naught iswrong. But I’m worried about Grandmama. How is her knee?’

Her grandfather cursed under his breath and turned his horse back toward home. “Her
knee is worse. Brenna is doing her best with all her ointments and potions, but they
arenae working yet. She aways saysto give it time. Well, Gwynie and | dinnae have
much time anymore.”

“Sometimes it does take time. Especialy when the leakage turns green. Ye know it
works slow. Even Aunt Jennie says so.” Eli had watched many of the healers over the
years, asking questions and helping whenever possible. She found the art of healing



very interesting.

“I'll be going for Aunt Jennie soon. Ye can mark my words. But go visit with yer
grandmama. She's no’ happy when it hurts too much to walk outside. She's stuck in
our bedchamber.”

“I’ll do that.” The castle came into sight, Maitland almost to the gates. Eli sighed.
“I'm sorry | yelled, Grandda. | loveye.”

“l love ye too, Eli. Sometimes | may sound daft, but | have my reasons. Go find
something to eat. I'll chat with ye later.” They reached Aunt Bethia's house, and he
waved her on. “I’m stopping to check on Donnan and Thea.”

Eli was glad to have a few moments to herself. At least she had a plan now. Her
biggest concern was her grandmother, but her belly was telling her she needed to feed
it first. She left her horse at the stable with a lad, grabbed her saddle bag, then made
her way inside. She rummaged through the bag quickly. Everything inside was
drenched or dirty or both.

She had to pack better for the next trip.

After filling her belly and leaving her belongings in her chamber, she headed over to
her grandmother’s room, not surprised to find her grandfather had returned to his
beloved wife's side by the time she arrived. They lived on the ground floor of one of
the towers now that Grandmama had trouble climbing stairs. They had a central
chamber with a hearth to the outside, and two bedchambers opened off of that central
room. Uncle Cailean and Aunt Sorcha slept upstairs, because Sorcha liked to keep an
eye on her mother.

As soon as Eli stepped into the chamber, her grandsire came out to greet her and
started on her all over again.



“So did ye handfast with Alaric or no’? Y e never answered me before.”

“Why must ye keep pushing me to marry Alaric, Grandda? Ye havenae pushed
anyone else. They’ve al found their own.”

He scowled and grumbled but said nothing.

Grandmama yelled from the next chamber. “Because | pushed him to do it.”

Had she heard correctly? Her grandmother wanted her to marry Alaric? She didn’'t
believeit. “She’'s covering for yer stubbornness, Grandda.”

The old man looked aghast. “ My stubbornness?’

“Eli, please join me. Logan, go away.”

“Gladly, Gwynie. I’'m going to the stables.”

Eli heard the door slam as she entered her grandmother’ s chamber.

Her larger-than-life grandmother sat in the far corner, her leg propped on a stool, her
knee still visibly swollen. Eli couldn’t help but admire her because she’'d earned
herself a reputation over the years as a formidable archer. And it was such a fierce
reputation that it put the fear of God into any man whenever they discovered she was
nearby. Every time Eli had heard the story about Grandmama pinning a man to atree
by his bollocks for messing with her granddaughters, she had to smile. Unfortunately,
her eyes had failed her long before her skill with a bow. But she' d dedicated herself
to teaching others, especialy any lassesin the clan.

“Yer kneelooksterrible. Isit no’ any better?’



“Would | be hereif | could go elsewhere? Ye know | hate sitting inside.”

She did know that. Her grandmother was still slender from keeping active. She kept
her hair plaited, the salt and pepper strands beautiful in Eli’s eyes.

“Wasit truly yer ideafor me to marry Alaric, Grandmama? Why?’

Her grandmother let out a huge sigh and patted the arm of the chair next to her. “I
didnae wish for ye to know so | told Logan my idea. Sit down, Eli. We need to talk.”

“Nay. | dinnae know if | can listen to this. | thought ye were my biggest supporter,
no' the one trying to control me.” Close to yelling at her beloved grandmother, she
caught the distressed look on the woman’s face and pulled in her temper.

“Sit down and listen, please.”

She did as her grandmother instructed, but she wasn’t clear minded enough to listen
to her.

“And take that ook off yer face. Look, | know ye as well as yer own mother does.
And it was |, not Logan, who wished for ye to marry Alaric. I’ [l admit it.”

“Why? | dinnae understand this at all. | thought ye loved me.”

“1 do. Before | die, | wish | could see al my grandbairns settled, but ye most of all.”

Eli shook her head in denial and opened her mouth to speak, but her grandmother
wagged her finger at her.

“Hush, lass. Allow meto speak my mind while | still have it.”



She owed her that much, so nodded and leaned back in her chair to listen.

“1 pushed ye harder than the others. 'Tis true. I'll no’ deny it, but | had my reasons.
Y e have the quickest mind of any of my granddaughters. | know ye'll no’ believe it,
but ye do. | can teach anyone to shoot an arrow at a target, but a quick mind that is
open to all possibilities, that questions things, that can see other points of view and
see the whole picture? | cannae teach that. Ye are born with that sense and
intelligence. Ye haveit.”

Eli was stunned. She'd aways thought the others were all quicker-minded than she
was. She resisted the urge to express her disbelief and let her grandmother go on.

“When ye were young, | watched ye. Oh, Reyna was a powerful archer, but ye were
faster thinking than any of the others, and they saw it too. So they began to pick on ye
and tease ye until ye began to give in to them and stopped arguing. Y e let them win at
things they shouldn’t have, but | didnae stop it. | figured ye would grow up and when
ye were wise enough, ye would stand up to them and show them who was the wisest
one. But instead, ye became angry and all knotted up inside. | still dinnae know why,
but if ye would let go of yer anger, ye would be the quickest of all.

“And | believe in aliances. | spoke with Connor one day about al his nephews, and
he said Alaric showed the most promise. He called him level-headed, witty, with a
sense of humor that others didn’t have. He claimed that Alaric had the best sense of
being a leader, that he could size up a situation faster than anyone else. Make
decisions quickly. Something Connor thinks he himself cannae do well enough yet.”

She paused to rub her knee and Eli started to speak, but her grandmother held her
hand up again. “I'm no’ finished.” She took asip of ale and settled again.

“There is trouble coming for Scotland, and our two clans need to have the best
guidance ever. | believed that ye and Alaric could be the alliance we need to show the



other clans how united we are. Y e have the wisdom, the quick mind, and the courage
to be a leader. And so does Alaric, and he has the even temper to steady yers and
nudge ye out of the sulks. The two of ye would be a powerful couple. But ye have to
stop fighting destiny, lass.”

Eli frowned, not knowing what to say to her grandmother. The dear woman had given
her too much to absorb and used words she'd never heard before. Intelligence,
wisdom, courage. No one had ever used those words when they spoke of Elisant
Ramsay.

“Yeand Alaric Grant belong together. | can seeit. How long will it take yeto seeit?’

She nearly cried but stopped the tears. After all, she hadn’t cried in years, and she
wasn't about to start now. “Y € ve given me much to think on, Grandmama, but we
have another patrol to run. I'll think on yer words and let ye know how | feel when |
return. | hardly know him at this point.” That was only a small lie. They’'d ridden
patrols together before, but not spoken much, except to snipe at each other. Before
the night in the cave, she'd thought she'd hated Alaric. Now, she had to admit she
liked his personality. But she would not admit—yet—that she’'d given the man her
maidenhead and that they’ d handfasted.

She would not give her grandparents that satisfaction. Not yet. It would be akin to
admitting she'd been wrong and saying she'd allow them to dictate her future.
Nay—she would do thisin her own way.

She chose Alaric, not her grandparents.
Her grandmother sighed again. “That will suit me fine, lass. Have a good patrol. Find

the English bastards and take them out.” Then she leaned her head back and closed
her eyes.



Eli was totally lost now.

Even though she' d handfasted with Alaric, she hadn’'t intended it to be permanent.
She had planned to back out of it long before the year and a day. If Alaric was upset,
so beit. In fact, she’d planned to let him know right away that she hadn’t meant what
she said. But maybe that was not the best option. Because now it wouldn’t just upset
Alaric but also her grandmother.

And what if she were carrying Alaric’s bairn?
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Alaric and Dynaarrived on Grant land by the end of the day.

“Ye check on yer brother,” Dyna said. “I'll find out from the others how he fares.
Rest up, fill yer belly and yer saddlebag while | go search for anyone to recruit.”

Alaric nodded, nearly afraid to take the necessary steps to the healing chamber where
he'd last seen his brother.

Dyna somehow sensed his hesitation, because she gave him another push. “Bloody
hell, just go in, Alaric. I'm going to the tower to look for Derric and my father. I'm
surey€'ll find yer sirein the hall.”

Dyna strode off, and Alaric took a deep breath and headed for the great hall. He was
pleased to see his mother and father both there, bickering as usual. His sire still had a
splint on his leg to keep him from moving it around. The man wouldn’t tolerate that

for long.

“How much longer, Gracie? Surely I'm healing faster than most,” his father was
saying, asif he'd heard Alaric’ s thoughts.

“Yer aunt said at least a moon, Jamie. Perhaps two. 'Tis a bad break, and it will take
longer to heal.”

“I’'mno’ staying in the hall for amoon. Never.”

“And if ye break yer leg again and start all over because ye disobeyed orders?’



“Ye are surely the pessimist today, Gracie Grant.”

His mother threw her arms in the air. “Jamie, | love ye much and ye know it. But
every day ye tell me all the things ye willnae do. | am no’ the expert. | willnae tell ye
to do anything different than Aunt Jennie instructed. | trust her judgment. Do ye
no’?’

His father grumbled something he couldn’t hear, but then his mother noticed Alaric
had arrived. “Alaric! I'm pleased to see ye. But why are ye home so soon? Are ye
hale?’

He moved forward to give his mother a swift hug and clasped his sire’s shoulder, his
fear of jostling him too strong to move any closer. “I'm well, Mama. Wenna was
injured in a skirmish, so we turned back so she might be tended. | see Da is still
testing yer patience. Da, isyer pain any better?”

“Aye, as long as | dinnae move it, it willnae hurt me. But a moon no’ moving is a
long time. | dinnae know if | candoit.”

“Didnae Y senda have some contraption so she could eventually get around with some
help? It was after a few weeks, | think. Can ye no’ ride on a horse with it? Mayhap
ye'll be able to use that soon. How is EIS?”

“Yer brother is better,” his mother said, the smile on her face telling him that she was
pleased with how things were progressing. “He's awakened. He isnae talking yet, but
Aunt Jennie said that could take awhile to return.”

“What about the swelling? Isit down?”’

“No’ yet. It is much improved, though, so I'm hoping that when it goes completely
away that mayhap his speech will return. Why do yeno’ go visit with him?’



“Have ye anything | can eat to take with me?’ He was suddenly starving. The few
bites of oatcake he’' d had early that morning had long since worn off.

“Aye, | see half aloaf of bread on the sideboard, and | think | see some cheese. I'll
look for some meat for ye.” She left at such a quick pace that Alaric suspected the
poor woman was anxious to get away from his father.

His father sighed heavily once she left the great hall. “She tests my patience
sometimes. And I’'m no’ agood patient.”

“She has two of ye to worry about, no’ just ye, Da. Y e know she has the biggest heart
ever, and ye should know how sensitive sheis.”

“1 know. And | know I’'m a wee bit ornery, but | hate being so idle. I'll apologize to
her. How long are ye home for?’

“Only one night, so | could see ye and Els and Dyna could find some more recruits to
ride this patrol with us.”

“She’'ll no’ find many. Mayhap one or two. Go see yer brother. | know ye need to do
that first.”

His father waved him on, so he stepped to the sideboard, grabbed the bread and
cheese before heading to the healing chamber.

He put a bit of the cheese with the bread and took a bite. His stomach was doing
summersaults just from the thought of his brother awake. Stopping outside the door to
the healing chamber, Alaric finished chewing before he opened the door just enough
to peek around it.

Els was propped up in the bigger bed, mounds of pillows behind him, and Joya sat in



a chair feeding their wee bairn, Seamus. She covered herself quickly as he stepped
inside, but it wouldn’'t have mattered. Feeding a babe was the most natural thing in
the world, in his opinion. And he only had eyes for his brother anyway.

His brother’ s gaze caught his.

“ElS? Ye are awake!”

He' d never seen a more beautiful sight. The sparkle was back in his brother’s gaze.
His golden locks were a wavy mess, but he nodded to Alaric, and nothing could have

pleased him more.

Alaric set his food on a table and pulled a stool over next to the bed. “Ye are hale
again?’

His brother smiled and nodded again but said nothing. Alaric looked to Joya who
explained, “He's awake and able to understand ye, but he's no’ talking yet. And he's
moving his hands and feet, but heisno’ strong enough yet to walk.”

“But he's awake, and that’ s the important part.”

His brother smiled and nodded.

Unable to stop himself, Alaric reached to the back of Els's head. The bump was still
there—smaller by far, but still there. Asif reading his mind, Joya said, “\We're hoping
that when it’s gone down completely, his words will return.”

Els nodded, slowly touching his head with his hand, an effort for sure.

“It still painsye?’



Els nodded.

“Aunt Jennie | eft a potion to help with his headaches so he can sleep,” Joya said.

He finally had the chance to apologize, so he decided to do it now while it was just
the two of them and Joya. “Els, | just want to offer my apologies for telling ye to go
down the hill. | shouldn’t have said aught...”

Els shook his head and his eyes darted back and forth furiously.

“What isit? 1’ m sorry ye got hurt because of me.”

Els shook his head again and a loud groan came out as if he were trying to speak.
Alaric looked to Joyato see what she made of this change in demeanor. “ Joya?’

“I think he’strying to tell ye no’ to apologize. Isthat right, EIS?’

Els nodded.

“’Tisno' yer fault, Alaric. Ye didnae make the rain come. Y e didnae hold a knife to
Els' s back and force him down the hill.”

Els nodded and tears trickled down his cheeks.

That was too much for Alaric. He got up and | eft.

Joyacalled out after him. “Alaric?’

“Sorry, Joya. | have to go. I'll be back later. I'm sorry | upset him.” Then he spun

around one more time to look at his brother, his arms up in a gesture of helplessness.
“I’m so sorry, Els!”



He hated seeing anyone cry, but especialy his beloved brother. Nothing had ever
upset him more than the tearsin his brother’s eyes.
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Alaric went straight through the hall to the main door, but it opened before he could
grab the handle. Uncle Connor nearly knocked him down coming through.

“Good day, Uncle Connor. | was just heading out to the stables to look for Dyna.”

“Dyna’s busy. I'd like to talk with ye and Jamie first, if ye dinnae mind.” Connor was
the uncle who most resembled Alaric’s grandfather, the renowned Alexander Grant.
Tall, broad-shouldered, long dark hair that curled where it hit at his shoulders. He
kept his muscles strong by working in the lists at least four times a sennight.

“Fine with me,” he said, glancing over at his father to see if he was awake. Jamie
waved at them, no doubt aert to al that happened in the hall.

“Connor, come on over,” hisfather called. “No one but Gracie is around, and she just
left to tend Els.”

His father hadn’t moved from the hearth and the stool for hisleg. Alaric’s grandfather
had used that stool himself for many years.

A serving lass stepped out from the kitchen, but Connor waved her away. “Leave us
for half the hour, please, Gillis.” The lass nodded and returned to the kitchen.

“Y e see yer brother has improved, aye, Alaric?’ Uncle Connor asked, taking the seat
next to Jamie. Connor and Jamie had been co-lairds of the clan since their eldest

brother Jake had passed on.

“Aye. | was pleased to see that sparkle in his eyes again, but he’s not doing as well as



I’d like. | hoped once he awakened, he' d be the same as he’ d been before.”

“We all hoped for that,” Jamie said. “But think about how long it will take me to heal
my leg. He hurt hisbrain. ' Tis how Gracie explained it to me. His brain swelled and it
takes a while to return to the way it was. | hope not the two moons she says it will
take my leg to fix, but at least he's awakened and understands us. Joya is happy with
that small gift.”

“l am too.” Alaric leaned forward, settling his elbows on his knees and rubbing his
hands together. If he could do anything to help his brother he would. Anything.

“Alaric,” Connor started. “lI know ye are going on patrol, but | offer this for yer
consideration. I've already spoken with yer parents about this, but ’tis time to
consider something.”

“All right.” Alaric straightened, getting the feeling this would be something
important.

“Yer father is frustrated and knows it will take time for him to heal. Aunt Jennie said
the break was bad and hisleg may not heal straight.”

He looked to his father for his reaction. His sire nodded. “I’m no’ going to rush
myself back onto my feet, no matter how | grumble at Gracie. Much as I'd like to get
going, Aunt Jennie made it clear that if | rush it, | could ruin my chances of a sound
heal. | dinnae know exactly what it means, but |’ ve seen others who dinnae get expert
care after a break, and they end up with a crooked limb and cannae fight or
sometimes even walk well. | dinnae want that. Some end up crippled for life.”

“Aye, Da, I’'m glad to hear ye plan to do what Aunt Jennie tells ye. And Mama. Look
how well Y senda has healed because she did exactly as Aunt Jennie and Aunt Brenna
told her.”



Jamie snorted. “1’m pleased ye approve, son. Go on, Connor.”

Uncle Connor nodded, then took a deep breath. “We think that based on yer sire's
and brother’ s conditions that ye should consider becoming co-laird with me instead of
yer sire.”

Both men turned their attention to Alaric, who could not have been more surprised.
113 M e?l

They nodded, giving him the time to think on his uncle’s words. For that, he was
grateful. He'd never considered this turn of eventsin his life. He'd known all aong,
as everyone else in the clan knew, that the lairdship passes on to the eldest child,
usually the son, but on occasion a daughter. Kyla and Elizabeth both refused when
Jake passed on, so that |eft it to Els or Alasdair in the future.

Uncle Connor went on. “I still have many years left in me, but when my time to step
down comes, | hope Dyna will take my place, but if she refuses, we'll ask Alasdair.
S0 there are other possibilities, but yer father would like ye to step up. 'Tis yer time,
Alaric.” Uncle Connor got up and made himself a cup of mead.

“But | know naught of being laird. I’ ve never paid much attention to what ye do, Da.”
Alaric ran his hand through his hair, not sure he liked the way this conversation had
turned.

“But | am here to guide ye, as is Connor. The two of us will lead ye, but | dinnae
think ye'll need much guidance. After seeing how well ye reacted to the accident on
the hill, I’'m convinced ye are a natural to lead. Even more so than yer brother, in

fact.

“When ye fell? What did | do? Alaric couldn’t be more dumbfounded by that
comment.



Uncle Connor clapped Alaric on the shoulder. “By the time | arrived, ye had aready
taken care of nearly everything. The cart was on its way, ye had taken care of the
seed, which will keep yer clanmates from starving this year. Ye were cam and knew
exactly how to give directions. Ye handled it perfectly, Alaric. | was quite proud of

ye.”

His father nodded and said, “As we al were. | was shocked that anyone had the
foresight to send the seed on. Ye saved us, Alaric. Ye took care of what | needed by
ordering the cart, and ye had yer brother loaded on a horse and back to the keep in no
time. Even with all that, ye remembered the seed. Only certain people can stay cam
during catastrophes and see what matters most. Ye did. And | believe ye were the
only one. By the time | thought of it, most of the seed would have been ruined.”

“Nay, Da. If | hadn’t made the wrong decision in the first place, ye and Els would
both still be hale.”

“ And the seed would have been soaked through. Y e made the right decision, Alaric.”
His father turned to Uncle Connor. “I told ye this would shock him. Allow him to
think on it.”

“Aye,” Uncle Connor said, standing up and clasping his shoulder again. “Go on this
patrol and give us yer answer when ye return. In the meantime, there are others
hoping y€'ll train with them in the lists. And at least one person wants to spar with
ye. Areyeready?’

“I’ll be glad to spar on the morrow. 'Twas a long day. I’'m ready for some Sleep.”
He' d gotten little rest the night before with Eli lying in his arms, but he’d not admit
he was exhausted. He still had one more day before he and Dyna would head back.
Alaric stood quickly, perhaps too quickly. Nothing sounded better to him than going
out of the keep, away from his father, his brother, and all the questions in his mind.
But not yet.



He felt best when he sparred, and he needed practice. But it would have to wait
another day. Aslong as it was with anyone other than Alasdair.

“I’ll beready at first light. Are ye going that way?’

“Aye. I'd love to watch ye spar then. They’ll wait for ye until the morrow. And |
think | know who isfirstinline.”

Alaric held his breath.,

“Alasdair cannae wait to spar with ye.”

Shite . He was hoping to escape from challenging Alasdair.

“I’ll need to warm up with someone else before | face Alasdair. Let him know that,
Uncle. I'll be there on the morrow.” His cousin was known as being one of the finest
swordsmen in the clan. And he could not escape the unspoken tension he felt between

himself and Alasdair. But one thing was certain.

He did not wish to spar with Alasdair.
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Eli woke up the next morn with one problem cleared up. She was not carrying
Alaric’s bairn. The blood between her legstold her so.

She said a silent prayer of gratitude as she dressed for the day.
When she arrived at the great hall to break her fast, she was surprised to see Y senda
chatting with Maitland. Her sister waved her over so she joined the two. “Y senda, ye

are going with us?’

“Hell, nay. Never again. | did my duty, and I’'m done. Besides, | truly think | am
carrying.”

“Well I'm glad I'm no’!” Realizing what she'd just said, her gaze darted to Ysenda's
and Maitland’ sto seeif they’ d caught the true meaning of her words.

They had.
Y senda grinned, and Maitland arched a brow at her.

“Do not ask. | was just reacting to my sister’s comment. She might be, and I'm no'.
And | had no reason to think | was. Enough said about that. Bloody hell.”

“So do yelike Alaric?’ her sister asked, still wearing awide grin.
“Nay, and | wish people would all stop asking me that question. Why do they no’ ask

about Tevis and Wenna? They have their heads together giggling whenever | see
them.”



Maitland patted her arm. “Calm yerself, lass. We are teasing ye. Tevis and Wenna
have admitted interest in each other, so no one asks. And they love to be aone. They
do not protest when anyone brings it up. With ye and Alaric, 'tis ssimply conjecture,
and yer temper about it makes it fun to poke. Ye are the only two on patrol who
havenae found yer match.”

“Have ye found anyone else to join us?’ Eli changed the subject.

“Not for certes. Thea and Willum are considering joining us. They said they would |et
me know for sure before we leave on the morrow. I'm hoping Dyna recruits someone,

but no one here isready. And therereally isn’'t anyone else to ask.”

“Truly, there are others,” Eli explained. Her brother for one, thought she aready
knew that her parents would not allow two of their children to be on the same patrol.

“There are, but many have no skills when it comes to a skirmish. They are of no use
to usif they cannae strike down the enemy. Surely ye can see that.”

She nodded. That point she couldn’t argue. “1 hope Thea and Willum come.”

“| do too.”

Eli’s grandsire came into the hall, slamming the door as usual. “Menzie, chat with me
outside, if ye please.”

Maitland gave a quick nod to Y senda and Eli, then left with Grandda.

“What do ye suppose that is about?’ Eli asked.

“Probably another messenger from Sir James. Are ye truly worried about being
attacked?’



“Nay. If Thea and Willum come with us, we'll have eight. We'll be fine. But |
believe we should be no less than eight. Nearly a score attacked the group before. |
dinnae like those numbers.”

“Is Wenna going to be able to shoot? A shoulder injury could stop ye from shooting
for a wee hit.” Ysenda looked over to watch Wenna, then looked at Eli. “Are ye
jealous that she has found someone before ye? Or do | sense a wee favor of Alaric?’
She phrased her questions in such alow tone that no one else could possibly hear her,
and Eli was grateful.

“She said she can shoot, that it hit the part that doesn’'t pull, and | believe 'twas a
shallow wound. And nay, | am no’ jealous.”

She stared at Y senda, her only sister. Why didn’t she trust her sister enough to tell her
the truth about her feelings? And what exactly were her feelings? Did she dare tell
her they handfasted?

Nay, that would stay her secret, but she could talk to her a wee bit about all that had
transpired.

“1 do like Alaric better than | did,” she blurted out before she could stop herself. “But
if yetell anyone, I'll twist yer nipples until ye scream.”

Y senda nearly choked on the drink she'd just taken then smiled. “I’'m glad, Eli. Ye
need someone. It changes yer entire way of looking at things, and in a good way. If
ye arejust starting to like him, ye'll seethat it will get better.”

“1 hope so, but honestly, every time Grandda tells me he wants me to marry him, | get
angry and refuse. And Grandmama told me the same, and | still refused. | dinnae
know why it angers me so, but it does.”



Y senda chuckled. “’ Tis an easy answer to that. Y e dinnae like being told what to do. |
dinnae like it either, but ye were always worse about it. Ignore them and look at him
with an open heart. Dinnae lose someone ye could love forever just for spite. Y e may
regret it forever. I'll speak with Grandmama and ask her to leave ye to make up yer
own mind.”

Eli knew her sister was right. “Promise me ye' || keep my secret?’

“l promise.”

The door opened and Maitland stepped in and strode over them. “Pack yer things.
We're leaving aday early. Sir James said the English are coming. They are out of the
castle in force and searching for food for themselves and their beasts. I'll send a
message to Dyna to meet us on the road. Stop yer swooning, Tevis and Wenna” he
called to the lovebirds. “We need ye.”

Eli was glad to go, but she had one regret.

She wanted Alaric with them. Now.

* k%

Alaric woke up bright and early, knowing what was ahead of him that morn. He
dressed carefully, repacked his saddle bag in case they left early, brushed his teeth,
then headed below stairs for something to eat.

Broc was finishing his porridge, waving to him as soon as he descended the stairs.
There were still afew lingering in the hall, so he nodded to them and grabbed a bowl

for himsalf.

Broc said, “They’re waiting for ye already.”



“1 have to fill my belly first. We eat little on patrol.” He covered his porridge with
honey, then took two quick bites. “Who?’

“The usual. Alasdair was the first one there, so they told me. Be ready.” Broc
grinned, knowing it would be a good show for everyone when the two met. He
chatted on about the lists, but Alaric was distracted thinking about Alasdair.

He had managed to avoid his cousin for along time. He couldn’'t do it any longer. He
chatted with a few others before finishing his food. His mother came over and said,
“Come back to see us later? | hear ye are wanted in the lists. | may need yer help
getting yer sire out here again. He hates staying in his bedchamber.”

He stood, finished with his porridge, gave his mother a kiss on her cheek and said,
“I’ll be back to help ye, Mama. Whatever ye need.” He and Broc headed toward the
lists, his weapon clean and sharpened. He loved the Grant lists because he had so
many fond memories of all he'd learned here. And al the cousins. Uncle Finlay,
Alick, Paden, Broc, Uncle Connor, and Hagen. His brothers, Els and Jowell. But then
there was Alasdair and Uncle Jake. No fond memories there.

He had to find away to avoid Alasdair.

As soon as he stepped onto the training field, he was approached by three of his
cousins—Broc, Alick, and Alasdair.

Alasdair looked like he could be Uncle Connor’s son as easily as Uncle Jake's. He
was the spitting image of their grandfather, though he did not have Connor’s height.
But Alasdair’ s shoulders were massive, which Alaric had always envied. His sire had
told him to work out in the lists more, and he’d find the same would happen to him.
And though it had happened slowly, Alaric’s muscles had grown bulkier the more he
worked. That was one reason he' d always been willing to spar, though he preferred to
train the young guards.



But not Alasdair. After al that had transpired in the past, Alaric struggled with using
his sword against Alasdair. It just didn’'t seem right. Alasdair had lost his father over
ten years ago, but the circumstances of Uncle Jake's death stuck in Alaric’s mind, as
he was certain it did Alasdair’ s as well.

Jake had died when he'd been training in the lists. He'd just dropped to the ground,
dying instantly. Aunt Brenna and Aunt Jennie had said his heart was too big for his
body, that his heartbeat had always been off a wee bit. But had they said that out of
kindness? He didn’t know.

No one would ever know for sure why Uncle Jake had died that day. But the memory
had haunted Alaric ever since.

Alaric thought of his father in the keep, struck only with the bad luck of a broken
bone. He'd seen both his sire and his older brother struck down in moments. His
feelings then had given him anew appreciation for all that Alasdair had dealt with.

He didn’t wish to spar with his cousin. So he took charge of the situation.

“Broc, yefirst. I'm ready whenever ye are.” Then he’'d spar with his Alick. He hoped
the noon meal would be called by the time they finished, and he could stay far away
from Alasdair.

He and Broc faced off, their blades ringing out when they struck, drawing a crowd of
spectators. Everyone liked to watch any of Alex’s heirs battle, because they were all
so skilled. Which of them was the best swordsman was a common topic of debate in
the clan.

Broc had improved quite a bit since they’d last faced each other, but Alaric still held
the advantage. He was about to swing for another blow when Broc’s ankle turned. He
hopped on one foot, holding his hand up to halt the fight. They were using real



blades, so no one wished to get hurt or worse yet, strike a cousin down. Alaric
lowered his sword immediately and stepped back.

Alasdair said, “ Step out, Broc. I'll take yer place.”

And there was no backing out of this one.

Alasdair came at him with the famous sideways move of their grandfathers, but
Alaric knew how to block it. The two blades met with a powerful clang, the sound
drawing cheers from the spectators. The sweat rolled down the side of his face even
though the air was chilled.

The two parried, one blow after another blocked, Alaric now heaving from the
exertion of swinging his heavy sword, and he had many more swings than Alasdair
had, thanks to his fight with Broc. But his cousin’s breaths came as fast as his.

Alaric swung his sword over his head, but Alasdair blocked Alaric’s blow easily.
Alaric swung in a full circle and brought the flat of his blade against Alasdair’s
sword, catching it hard enough to knock his cousin to the ground and send his sword

tumbling.

A figure pushed through the gathered clan members. Dyna, and she looked to be in a
hurry.

“Alaric! We must go!” she shouted.

Alaric offered his hand to Alasdair, helping him to his feet.

“Well done, Alaric,” Alasdair said.

“My thanks. Ye fought well, too.” Alaric forced himself to exchange the courtesies,



though his instinct was to sheathe his sword and run. Dyna's timing couldn’t have
been better, giving him an excuse to leave the lists and ignore the obvious truth.

While he was glad to see his cousin was hale and hadn’t been hurt, in his heart, this
challenge had convinced him of something he' d considered for along time.

Alaric was cursed.
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A group of six—Eli, Maitland, Wenna, Tevis, Thea, and Willum—rode out from
Ramsay land that day, stopping at the cave Eli and Alaric had found as a good
meeting place.

“1 hope Dyna and Alaric will meet us here,” Maitland said.

“1 hope so,” Eli said. “I’m glad to have ye, Theaand Willum, but we need as many as
we can get.”

Maitland had stopped at Menzie land and taken a shoulder of smoked boar from the
stores to provision them that eve and beyond, and they sat on a log, sharing the
flavorful mesat, dried fruit, and aloaf of bread, fresh from the oven that morning.

The sound of horses approaching pushed them al to their feet and grabbing for their
various weaponry, only to find it was Alaric and Dyna.

The strangest feelings coursed through Eli when she saw Alaric. First it was a wee
twinge of happiness in her chest, then a clenching in her belly that she equated to
being battle ready. Either could be from Dyna's arrival, she supposed, but the
awakening of her nether parts she could only attribute to Alaric Grant.

He dismounted and strode toward them, his swagger going right to the female parts
he' d awakened not long ago. His long blond hair had been blown by the wind, but he
still looked handsome as hell.

She’'d never tell him so. She had sudden visuals of some of the things they’d done
together, and it put a smile on her face. Another thing she’d never admit to anyone,



especially him—she'd imagined what their bairns might look like. The thought had
first arisen when she’'d realized that he might have gotten her with child. But even
when her courses had come, the idea had refused to pass.

Since they both had green eyes, she was pretty sure their bairn would be green-eyed,
but would it be alad or alassie? Brown hair or blond like Alaric’ s? Perhaps a lovely
blend.

Alaric just nodded toward her as a greeting, the same as he gave the others. “Hope ye
are all well and willing to share yer dinner.”

He helped himself to a piece of meat then took a seat on the log opposite Eli. She'd
hoped he'd sit next to her, but then she realized it was probably better to keep their
distance if she wanted to keep their secret. After al, this was going to be battle time,
not the time to be negotiating their handfasting nor creeping away for private time. If
he had sat next to her, everyone around them would be thinking of that possibility

again.

She was sure that was the only reason he hadn’t taken the empty spot next to her.
Dammit to hell, but here she was thinking like a swooning fool.

Dyna saved her from saying anything embarrassing. “Tell me what ye heard,
Maitland, and what the planis.”

“Sir James sent word that he'd like assistance. There is a force of English soldiers
trying to raid cattle in the Borderlands and a small group of Gascon soldiers searching
the fertile farmland along the River Teviot. He mentioned three different areas he'd
like patrolled—Coldstream, the lands of Quarrell, and Skaithmuir down to Ettrick
Forest. He thinks the soldiers have spread out, so he's asking our assistance in
covering more territory. Once we are in the area, we will split up in pairs, one archer



and one swordsman.”

“Then we move on at first light,” Dyna said. “We'll find the bloody bastards.”

They finished their meal, and everyone scattered, leaving Eli and Alaric alone at the
fire.

“How is yer family? Yer brother any better? And how is yer sire faring, Alaric?’ She
surely did feel badly for al the suffering his family was dealing with at present.

“My father is healing. He still cannae walk, but Aunt Jennie came and straightened
his bone the best she could. She thinks he'll be able to walk again in a moon or two,
if he follows her orders. My brother has awakened, I’'m glad to say.”

“Did he talk with ye about the fall? Did it make ye feel better about no’ causing the
incident?’

He threw the core of the apple he’d been eating into the fire, then gave her alook of
regret. “Nay. Els cannae talk yet. He just looked at me and smiled. He can move, but

iIstoo weak to walk yet. And when | tried to apologize, he got angry.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Hell but looking at Alaric made her want him. He was so
good looking, and right now he looked vulnerable, asif he needed an embrace.

“Look, | know we have an odd situation and when thisis over, we should talk again,
but ye dinnae wish to get involved with me. So dinnae fear | will say anything while
we are on patrol.”

She gave him a puzzled look. “What the hell are ye talking about?’

“Ye know. Look. I’'m going to set ye free. Forget the handfasting. Ye are better



without me.”

“So | dinnae get asay in this? Y e decided for me?’

“Yesaid ye didnae mean it and didnae want to handfast in the first place. | coerced ye
because of my grandsire.”

She could see the dlight tic in his jaw, telling her he was upset about more than what
was happening at the moment. What had happened on Grant |land?

“Nay, ye dinnae coerce me.”

“l did. Seems like it's my decision to release ye and not hold ye to a promise ye
didnae make willingly.”

That pissed her off, so she stood up and stepped closer, her voice going into a low
whisper. “Nay, ye dinnae make any decisions for me. | make my own.”

“Fine. But we are done,” he said, gritting his teeth, the line of his jaw still ticking.
“Y e should stay far away. | do nothing but hurt people.”

Maitland interrupted their conversation. “ Trouble between ye two?”’

“Nay,” Eli replied. “We'refine.”

“No trouble,” Alaric confirmed.

“Good, because if we split up, ye two are together. But | think ye know that. Alaric, |
didn’t get the chance to hear how Elsisfaring. What news do ye have?’

Alaric stepped away to speak with Maitland. Eli headed into the woods to take care of



her needs. She didn’t know what the hell had gotten into Alaric, but it seemed their
short relationship was over.

Fine with her. She had absolutely no feelings for him at all. Except anger that he'd
made the decision on his own.

She returned to the fire and sat down on a log with a huff, trimming her nails with a
small knife. Thea came and sat down next to her.

“Men can be fools sometimes.”

“God'’ steeth, but ye speak the truth.” Alaric couldn’t hear her blasphemy, so she used
it freely. Perhaps she’ d start to use it more often.

“And | care no’ what he says, he does like ye. | can seeit in his eyes. He didnae ook
happy just now though. Anything | can help with?’ Thea put her hand on Eli’s and
gave it asqueeze, amuch friendlier gesture than her own sister had offered.

“Unless ye can make men stop being arseholes, then nay, probably no’.” She sighed
and put her blade away. “Ye and Willum got together quickly. Did that bother ye,
Thea?’

Thea shook her head emphatically. “But we were involved in those attacks. He was
always there to help me, and it developed from there. If no’ for the patrols, we'd
probably not be together.”

“The same for Ysenda and Lewis. She said it was all because of the avalanche. So
strange.” Eli had to admit that the two were perfect for each other. She'd thought it a
sure mismatch until she got to know Lewis better. And she'd never seen her sister

happier.



“And Brin and Ceit. And Isla and Grif being locked up together. And Wulf
kidnapping Reyna. Dinnae despair. If ye two are destined to be together, the patrol
will take care of it for ye. It has an odd way of doing that.”

There it was—that word destiny again.

Bloody hell.
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Alaric cursed himself all the next day. He' d been rude to Eli, but he hadn’t been able
to help it. All he'd seen when he’'d lain down to sleep were different sets of eyes
bouncing around—EIs's when he'd gotten angry and Alasdair’s when he' d knocked
him on his arse. And he hated to admit it, but Alasdair’s eyes were exactly the same
as Uncle Jake' s eyes.

He was cursed for sure, and no woman should be with him.

They reached the Borderlands in the middle of the following day. According to the
crofters and others they spoke to, Sir James Douglas was not far from Ettrick Forest.
They found him and his men about an hour later.

“Sir James,” Maitland said. “How can we help?’

Douglas, determination evident in his dark eyes, stood tall, his body slender but
broad-shouldered. He glanced back over the open meadow at his men, probably two
score at least, before he spoke, pushing strands of his dark hair back from his face.
“The Scots blockade has been more than successful in keeping rations from Edwards
troops at Berwick. I've been told they have killed their horses for meat just to stay
alive. But that has had consequences for us, as well. We're getting reports of raiding
and looting from many different areas, but | can only send my men so many places. If
ye would patrol along the River Teviot, it would be most helpful.”

“We' d be honored to assist. Any specifics as to where we should go along the river?’
Dyna asked.

“If you go to Coldstream, Skaithmuir, and Quarrell, that would be a great help to us.



I’ll remain in this general area, so if ye come across any English raiders and need
assistance, cal for me. | have thirty men close at hand. | will wait for yer return
before we go too far.” Sir James clasped Maitland’ s shoulder. “And we are more than
grateful for your archers.”

Dyna led their group off to a clearing to make plans. “Alaric and Eli, Skaithmuir.
Thea and Willum to Quarrel, Tevis and Wenna to Coldstream. Maitland and | will go
between these three areas. If ye see any Gascon or English soldiers, dinnae engage
with them. Get a count and advise us of what ye have seen. We will confer with Sir
James before deciding how to attack.”

“Ye'll have to point us in that direction, Maitland,” Alaric said. “I dinnae know
where Skaithmuir is.” He wasn't foolish enough to protect his pride just to get lost in
the Borderlands surrounded by starving Englishmen. Even if they didn’'t engage, he
needed to be able to report back on what they found on their share of the patrol.

“We'll head to the river and follow it. | know a good crossroads there where we can
plan to meet. The river will lead us to the fertile farmlands, the most likely place to
find the soldiers.”

They mounted up, and Maitland led the way. Alaric tried to identify landmarks as
they rode.

He pulled his horse abreast of Dyna and said in a low voice, “Mayhap Eli should go
with ye, and | can go with Maitland.”

Dyna's reaction was swift. “Ye are daft if ye think I’'m going to send two archers
separately from two swordmen. We need to bein pairsor all together.”

“True. Then I'll travel with ye and Eli can go with Maitland.” Alaric pretended to
stare off in the distance while she thought about his proposal.



“If ye'd paid attention, ye would have noticed that Maitland and | are traveling
between the three groups. Know ye the three areas, Alaric?’

He sighed and said, “ Of course not.”

“Then ye know my answer. | suspect it willnae matter for long, because we will
eventualy join Sir James's force when we take on the English. But for now, we
match up. What the bloody hell isin yer head, Alaric?’

Alaric didn't know how to explain what was in his heart, but he trusted Dyna. She
knew exactly what had taken place. “Did ye no’ see what happened before we left
Grant land?’

“1 saw ye knocked Alasdair on his arse. What does that have to do with anything?’

He hated that he had to explain this to her. “Can ye no’ see, Dyna? I'm cursed. Els,
Da, Alasdair?’ He didn't mention the first sign of his curse, which had caused him
more pain than any.

“Ye think ye have anything to do with their conditions? Well, ye did knock Alasdair
on his arse. 'Tis true. | cannae argue that. But half the sparring matches in the lists
end up that way, as ye well know. And ye didnae cause yer sire's and brother’s
injuries at al. Stop thinking that way.”

Alaric was not going to give up easily. She had to see the truth of it. “Y€'ll be putting
Eli at risk by matching her with me.”

“Get that shite out of yer head, Grant, or I'll knock it out. Y our father’s and brother’s
problems are not your fault. Stop thinking like that when ye are going into battle, or
yewill causeinjuries. Yer own.”



Alaric didn’t know what to say. He knew the truth, but she wasn’t going to believe
him.

“ And the other was not yer fault either!”

He frowned, then nodded, moving his horse back. A short time later, Maitland said,
“Skaithmuir. That way, Alaric and Eli. Go and report back here in an hour. If we
arenae here, then wait under that tree.” He pointed to a huge oak that even Alaric
knew would make a good landmark.

Eli nodded her agreement. They rode off, leaving the others behind. Alaric vowed
they would only talk about their assignment, not his curse nor their future.

“Ye arenae cursed, ye daft idjit.” Eli said, actually leaning over to smack him on the
shoulder.

“What the hell? Y e were listening to my conversation with Dyna?’ He was furious.
How the hell had the wee witch overheard the conversation? The wee, beautiful
witch. Hellfire, but he'd never seen her look more stunning. Tight plait, sitting her
horse perfectly, tight leggings molded just so to her sweet arse. And now that he
knew exactly how perfectly formed her breasts were, he was ruined. If he didn’t stop
looking at her, he’'d have a hard-on for sure.

“1 couldn’t help but overhear. | was directly in front of the two of ye. And what else
was | supposed to do as | rode? And why the bloody hell do ye think ye are cursed?
Just because yer brother and father were hurt? There have been plenty of people hurt
in my clan, and no one blames themselves. Stop thinking the world revolves around

ye.”

That comment pissed him off. “There are more than those two. | was just sparring
with my cousin and knocked him on his arse. | could have killed him just because |



took too wide a swing at him. And there have been others. At least ye dinnae have to
deal with acurse.”

They followed the path approaching the river, and the area was deserted—no English
soldiers, or anyone else, to be seen. In fact, they’ d seen nothing but open meadow for
the most part. The area was lacking in forestry compared to the Highlands. But there
were also no farms, no huts, no villagers. Nothing to draw the soldiers, unless they
wished to fish in theriver.

Eli’s eyes blazed in fury. “Dammit it all to hell and back, but | do have a curse and
his name is Logan Ramsay. Y e know what he thinks? He thinks | should marry ye.
That we should make this big alliance like Aunt Brenna and Uncle Quade did. And so
does my grandmother.”

“And ye told him what happened between us?’ He hadn’t expected that news. Logan
wanted him to marry his granddaughter?

“Nay, | didnae tell anyone. Too embarrassing.”

“Y €' re embarrassed? About me and what we did? If ye did no’ like it, why'd ye beg
for it? Y e are such a stubborn lass. And ye curse like asailor. Why do ye no’ just say
nay, if the thought upsets ye so much?’

“1’ve been saying nay for along time, but they keep nagging me. | told them I’ll pick
my own husband and they can stay out of my life. 'Tis no one's say but mine. And
who else did ye ever hurt?’

Alaric huffed at her blatant change of subject. “It doesnae matter.”

“It does matter if ye wish for me to believe ye are cursed. It surely wasnae yer fault
that two horses fell. That was just because of the weather. Or are ye God and can



control the weather now? And as far as Alasdair goes, if ye cannae knock someone on
their arse, ye shouldnae be out here.”

“Oh, does that make it right? Sure, I'll accept that. Knocking someone on their arse
isnae a big deal, perhaps, but it isif ye kill someone. Does that fit with yer finicky
rules, Queenie?

“God’ s bollocks, dinnae call me Queenie.”

“But ye act like one. Always barking orders. Y e have to make all yer own decisions,
And ye promised to stop being blasphemous. That didnae last long, did it?’

“I"ll curse however | want. Ye try to tell me what to do, I’'ll curse. No reason to
respect yer wishes if ye made a decision for me without talking about it.”

“Ye are only one person | made a decision about, and it was what ye wanted anyway.
Maybe ye should make decisions for everyone. Would that make ye happy,

Queenie?’

“Nay, stop calling me that. And what the hell are ye speaking of? Who would want
anyone to make decisions for them?’

“Queenie.”

“Stop it. God's arse.”

“Or what? Y e have no power over me. Have ye ever killed someone, Queenie?’

“Stop calling me that, or I'll make yer two sacsinto four when ye least expect it.”

Alaric was stunned at that comment. He knew she was crude, but that was worse than



he'd ever heard before. He fought the urge to put his hand in front of his bollocks.
She'd think it was hysterical, and that knowledge gave him the strength to resist.

“Wait,” she said, looking confused. “Ye killed an Englishman so ye think ye are
cursed? Y e are supposed to kill the enemy.”

“1t wasnae the enemy | killed!”

She stopped her horse to face him.

“Ye cannae stop yer horse, Queenie. Keep going. We have an assignment to
complete.” The river flowed languidly beside them and the path spooled out empty
before them. Where the hell was everyone? Fortunately, there were no English to be

seen yet. But for trees dotting the landscape here and there, it was a desolate area.

“Nay,” she replied, her voice quiet. “I’ll not go another step until ye tell me who ye
killed. Y e killed someone ye know? On purpose?’

“Nay,” he answered, turning toward her. “No’ on purpose. It was an accident, but it
truly shows that I’'m cursed.”

“Who?

“1t doesnae matter who. Move yer horse.” He couldn’t even say the words. They were
too painful.

“Who?Who did ye kill?’

“Leaveit be. Yedinnae need to know. 'Tis. Not. Yer. Concern.”

“Itis, if ye're using this curse foolishness to make decisions about my life. Who. Did.



Ye. Kill?
Alaric cursed under his breath, but the lass was as stubborn as anyone he knew. He
believed her that she would not let up until he confessed, so he might as well tell her

the awful truth.

“My uncle. All right? | killed Uncle Jake.”
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Eli gasped. She'd never heard anything of the sort. Jake Grant had died over a decade
ago, but she’'d never heard that his death was anything but natural, let alone that he'd
been killed by someonein their clan.

They’'d all been told that he just dropped, that his death was instantaneous, and they
had no idea why but it probably had something to do with his heart. How could
Alaric be responsible?

Sympathy blossomed inside her.

“And | dinnae want yer pity,” Alaric growled.

“Tell me more. Please, Alaric. What happened?’ She reached for him, but he held his
hand up to stop her.

“Hush. | hear something.” He glanced over at a small copse not far from them.
She did too.

They waited quietly to determine if what they heard was an animal or men. It only
took a moment to know for sure.

Men'’s voices. Since there was little more than scattered bits of vegetation and trees
dotting the rolling hills of farmland along the vast riverbank, it shouldn’t be hard for

them to locate the voices.

Alaric pointed to athick cluster of bushes off to the side. “Dismount,” he whispered.



They both swung as quietly as possible to the ground and left the path. Eli wished
their tack didn't creak and jingle so much. They waited, motionless, until they were
certain of what they heard.

“1 can hear men talking,” Eli said softly, “and I’'m certain | heard them say Douglas's
name.”

“1 agree.” Alaric pointed in the direction of the voices. “That way. Quietly. Y ou count
and I'll listen. Stay hidden behind the trees.”

They looped their reins around a convenient branch, then made their way down the
line of trees, his hand in hers, until Alaric held a finger to his lips. Eli stood directly
behind him, still gripping his hand. She peeked through the trees and caught her
breath.

English soldiers, and a lot of them. Too many. It looked like a full troop of men in
tattered old uniforms.

One man spoke, and his bearing marked him as the leader of the force. “Douglas is
looking for us. | say we take him on and wipe out his paltry group of soldiers. Then
we can steal all the cattle we need to fortify our stores back at Berwick.”

“The Scotswon't be able to stand against us, Sir Edmund,” the man to hisright said.

She had no idea who Sir Edmund was, but they were clearly English. Weaponry,
clothing, and accents all pointed to an English force. And they were from Berwick.
But beyond what any passing glance would see was something else. The entire force
looked exhausted. Dirty, worn and ripped clothing, pitiable weaponry. They hardly
represented the fearsome English force she’ d expected to see.

“I’'m hungry. Let’s go find the bastards. Mount up,” Sir Edmund said.



Alaric gave Eli awide-eyed |ook.

She was busy counting. The soldiers were arranged in small groups of five or so, so
she counted the groups. Thirty-five, forty... Hellfire but there was at least another
score of the scurvy bastards.

Alaric pointed back the way they’d come, and they crept off, making it back to their
horses. He tossed her up on hers, a finger to his lips to keep quiet. They turned
together toward the crossroads where their group had split up. Once out of earshot of
the English, they kicked their horses into a faster pace.

They made it to the crossroads without saying a word. Dyna was there waiting for
them.

“Did ye learn something?’ she asked.

“There's an English cavalry squadron less than ten miles along the river. They're
talking of seeking out Sir James and attacking the Scots. Someone named Sir
Edmund seems to be their commanding officer.” Alaric stroked his mount’s neck.
The black warhorse could have easily outpaced Eli’s mount, but he’d stayed close to
her.

Hearing Alaric’s report to Dyna made her heart pound harder than it had even when
they’d seen the English soldiers. Hellfire, but Eli had the feeling she was about to
experience her first full battle against the English.

“Keep the rest for Sir James. We must hurry. Maitland will know where we have
gone.”

The group of three hadn’t traveled far when they encountered Sir James with his two
score of fighting Scotsmen behind him. Far more able-bodied than the English they’d



just left, the men were anxious for battle, their weapons cleaned and ready to take on
anyone who dared challenge them.

“Ye have news?’ Douglas asked. “I’ve been searching everywhere for the slimy
bastards.” His men moved closer to overhear the conversation.

“Aye,” Dynasaid, nodding to Alaric, who repeated all he’ d heard.

“How many?”’

“ Around three score from my count,” Eli said.

One of the men behind Douglas said, “Since when can a lass count? And why do ye
have two lasses with ye at all?’

Eli whipped out her bow and nocked an arrow so fast every man fell silent in shock.
“Say it again, and I’ ll show yewhy I’'m here.”

“Ye are a pretty one, I'll give ye that, lass.” He wore a wide grin and held his arms
out to his side. “Come to me.” He placed his hands in front of his bollocks and
rubbed himself.

Before she could voice her own retort, Alaric said, “Touch her and I'll kill ye with
my bare hands.”

Sir James drew his sword and pointed it at his men. “Any more insults, and ye'll have
to deal with me. If ye werenae a fool, ye'd recognize the Ramsay plaid and ye'd
know they train the best archers in Scotland. Shut yer mouth or dismount and walk
home. I’ll no’ have any under my command who disrespects awoman or an ally.”

The man said nothing, so Eli lowered her bow and arrow.



“I’d be wary,” Dynawarned. “Her grandmother trained her by teaching her how to hit
aman between his bollocks.”

Eli couldn’'t hide her grin as a quarter of the men behind Douglas placed their hands
in front of their privates. She drawled, “So ye'd all prefer an arrow through yer
fighting hand than yer bollocks? And ye think men are the smarter ones.”

Dyna snorted.

“Enough,” Sir James said. “How long before they arrive?’

“Not long.” They described the area where they’ d seen the group, giving them all the
details they remembered.

“Lead me there. My men are seasoned fighters. We've been defending our land for
over ten years. We'll not back down now, not on my marches.” He mounted and
pointed for Dynato lead the way.

They’d not gone far when the sounds of horse hooves in the distance rang out. Sir
James said to his men, “Half of you hide behind the ford.” He waited for the approach
of the English forces.

She witnessed the scene unfold in front of her, this knight in full armor who waited to
seeif the English would attack.

“Wewill fight?” Dyna asked.
“Aye.” Sir James pointed to a man behind them, who raised a pole that had been

strapped to his saddle, unfurling a flag of white with a blue band marked by three
white stars.



“These are my marches,” Sir James said. “We will fight, even though we are
outnumbered. | hope the rest of yer group will join us.”

Maitland and the others came galloping across the land near the river, joining them.
Alaric repeated his scouting report. When he mentioned Sir Edmund’'s name,
Maitland nodded.

“’Tis the Gascon knight Sir Edmund Cailhau, Sir James.”

“The bastard,” Sir James said. He shouted orders to his men, arranging them the way
he wanted, to best defend against the larger number.

Dyna shouted to Eli, Wenna, and Thea. “Follow me! Into the trees. All four of us.”

Eli grabbed her weapons and raced after Dyna. A pair of squires took the four
women'’s horses well behind the lines for safety. Alaric followed her to a tree and
lifted her into the branches, but not before leaning over to whisper in her ear, “I love
ye, lassie mine. God be with ye.” And he was gone, back on his own mount, his
sword unsheathed, and the Grant war whoop echoing across the vast meadow.

Dammit to hell, but she would not cry. She made sure to track Dyna, Thea, and
Wenna, marking their locations. Thea was in the same tree as she was while Dyna
and Wenna were each in their own alittle farther along the road.

“Yefine, Eli? We'll be fine here,” Thea said. “Think like Grandmama taught ye and
shoot to kill.”
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Perhaps he shouldn’t have said what he had, but the words bubbled out of hisinsides
before he helped her into the tree. None of them knew how this battle would end, and
he had to make his feelings known. Hell, but she was a beauty, and she’'d felt like
heaven hisarms... Well. He had to pray he' d have the chance to experience it again.

They had to send the English running first, then he'd apologize to Eli for yelling at
her earlier in the day.

Willum took up his position next to him. “They’re everywhere. Pay attention, Grant,
and Godspeed to all of us! Thea! | love ye!”

The archers were lined up perfectly with the English cavalry racing toward them.
Within moments, arrows sluiced through the air, taking several of the English out

before they ever reached the Scots.

“Son of a bitch, but they can shoot!” one of Douglas' men shouted just as two more
soldiersfell. “She got oneright in the heart! Where did they train?’

Maitland laughed and said, “Gwyneth Ramsay. And they’ll save yer arse more than
oncethisday. Y€ ll see.”

Then Sir James' s voice rang out. “Charge!”

Their horses leapt forward, closing the distance between Scots and English in the
blink of an eye.

Alaric found himself in the middle of the biggest battle he’' d ever been in, the ring of



clashing swords echoing across the meadow. There was no place to hide, but the
English were not strong.

They had poor weapons, and their blows were slow and weak—evidence of their
starvation. But still, they outhnumbered the Scots.

Every time Alaric knocked one to the ground, another one replaced him. There were
more English than he and Eli had seen. Where the hell had they all come from? He
swung and swung his blade until all the muscles in his back were strained and
screaming for him to stop.

But he couldn't.

Out of the corner of his eye, he caught the archers dropping to the ground and
running to trees that were closer to the fighting. One of the English soldiers went after
them, smart enough to realize they should be taken out, but too stupid to think
through how. An arrow from one of the women—Alaric didn’t see which—knocked
him off his mount before he was even close. The lasses scrambled into trees and out
of reach.

“Come on, yerat bastards!” He laughed a little wildly. Loki had said how good it felt
to call the English that term. He was right.

He took two more out, one with a stab to his belly and the other a hit on the side of
his head with the flat of his sword, knocking him off his mount.

The thud of hislanding brought Els s fall to mind.

A group of three Englishmen, shields held over their heads, went straight for the trees
where the lasses perched.



“Willum, come with me!” Alaric shouted.

Eli’s voice rang out. “Ye want one between yer bollocks, ye hedge-born piece of
filth?” She fired, catching one soldier in the leg, though he managed to keep his seat.
His yell of pain made one of the others lower his shield, and Eli’s next arrow hit him
In the chest, knocking him to the ground in a heap. Willum took care of the third man
with a swift slash across hismiddle.

The injured man must have been driven mad by pain or battle. He jumped off his
horse and ran at Eli’s tree, his sword raised over his head and screaming like a
banshee.

Eli got him exactly where she told him she would.

He screamed and fell to the ground, writhing in pain. Alaric dismounted and put the
man out of his misery.

“Well done, lasses,” Maitland called.

Alaric took a moment to catch his breath before swinging back into the saddle and
turning back to the melee. Sir James, his position marked by his standard-bearer,
looked to be going after the leader of the English, Sir Edmund. The two met and their
swords thrust and parried. Others tried to take Sir James down, but Alaric pushed
them back. Maitland joined him, protecting their leader while he fought. Alaric lost
track of time in the constant chaos, but Sir James finally took down the English
knight.

A roar went up, and for a moment, the English surged toward where their leader had
fallen. Alaric was hard-pressed to keep them back. But then something broke in the
English force. Some of the English turned tail, and the Scots pushed the remaining
fighters back, across ground littered with bodies. Bit by bit, the fighting eased.



Alaric glanced about, seeing Tevis, Willum, and Maitland ahead of him. He breathed
a sigh of relief when he set his eyes on Eli and the other lasses, and he returned to
what remained of the battle.

Maitland was up near the front of the line, fighting the few remaining English who
refused to turn tail with their comrades. Alaric saw a flash of steel, and Maitland
yelled in pain, his sword falling to the ground.

Alaric raced forward, getting his horse in front of Maitland's to block any attack
while his friend was unarmed. Maitland had pulled out a small dagger, but that would

not help against a sword.

Alaric took up the fight with the soldier who had wounded Maitland, striking himin
his chest. Blood spouted as he fell off his horse.

“Maitland, I'll get yer weapon. Get away, and I’ll handle the stragglers.”

The last bit of fighting did not last long. The rest of the English soldiers turned tail,
leaving the field of battle.

Alaric turned his horse around to follow Maitland who was staring at the ground and
leaning dangerously to one side. “Menzie, stop.”

“My sword. | cannae find my sword.”

Any Scot would feel the same need to find his weapon. The feel of your own hilt was
better than any other.

“Stop. I'll find yer sword, but | must slow the bleeding in yer arm first. It's bleeding
heavily.”



Maitland looked at him, very confused.

Alaric didn't like that, so he grabbed the reins of Maitland’s horse, leading him to a
spot to the side so he could tend to his wound.

Maitland fell off his horse before he could get to him.
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Eli was looking for her next target when Dynayelled, “Stop! It's over. Let’s retrieve
as many arrows as we can salvage and find our men.”

Thea jumped down from the tree and followed Dyna into the sea of the falen,
desperately looking for Willum, Eli was sure. Wenna called out to Tevis, but got no
answer.

Where the hell was Alaric?

Eli found her way into the middle of the field, dead and injured men everywhere, the
sounds of wailing voices nearly too much to bear. She’d noticed aches in various
spots on her body when she was in the tree, but she's ignored them because she had
no choice.

A strong pain in her shoulder nearly brought her to her knees. Her hand reached up to
check for blood, but none was there. Who had been hurt? Her gaze took in the entire
air, drawing a breath of shock.

Stunned by the view, she scanned one area of the field then another, the sea of bodies
overwhelming her while her hand still protected her shoulder. She made her way
through the battlefield, doing her best not to step on anyone, and her eyes traveled
from one face to the next. Some were dead with their eyes still open, others
struggling to move, reaching for anything or anyone.

A hand tugged on her ankle but she yanked away, a dying Englishman begging her.
“Help me.”



Where was Alaric? Where were Willum and Maitland and Tevis? All she saw were
Englishmen—dead, nearly dead, or severely wounded.

Stabs of pain assaulted her, and she jerked in reaction to each one. Every time she felt
anew pain in one part of her body or another, she glanced down to see a man holding
or bleeding from that part of his body, looking to her for salvation.

Her chest hurt, nay, her head, nay, her foot, nay, her shoulder. She grabbed her hair
and tugged on it, the tears she'd held inside for so long pouring down her cheeks in
buckets.

She couldn’t take any more.

Where was Alaric?

She sobbed in wrenching spurts as she continued across the field. There was blood
everywhere, and the stench of death overpowered her senses.

One man grabbed her leg. “Take it out. Ye put it there.” His words came out in an
odd, strangled way.

He had an arrow straight through his cheek. A second arrow protruded from his flank.
“Takeit out!”

She hurried forward. “Alaric? Where are ye?’

She’d known that any battle would involve death, but she'd never imagined the
reality of being so closeto it. And it wasn’t just the visual. Death assaulted every one
of her senses. The screams dropped to wails and then to odd, raspy breathing before
they finally stopped.



“Alaric? Please, Alaric.”

She loved Alaric. He said he'd loved her. Now she knew her own heart. If she came
upon a body and it belonged to him, she'd never be right again. Each time she
searched the face of afallen body, she prayed it wouldn’'t be Alaric. He was the only
onefor her.

He' d said he loved her. Her!

More bodies. More blood. More death.

She moved blindly to any bare spot, hoping to avoid any of the not-yet-dead, but one
sat up quickly and grabbed her hips, tugging her toward him. “I’ll kill ye, lass.”

Falling to the ground on top of the brute, she used her fist to deliver a blow to his
face, then pushed away and kicked him in the belly, giving her the time to scramble

in the other direction so she could get back to her feet.

A sudden jolt of pain in her leg made her knee buckle. She glanced down to see a
sword wound that had nearly severed the man’s leg. By the amount of blood around
him, he'd died quickly.

She pushed forward, wishing the sounds away. Closing her eyes at the things she
saw, pinching her nose to stop the assault on her nostrils.

Go away. Go away. Go away .

One of Douglas's men called out to her. “Help me, please. I'll live if ye get me
a/vay.”

She couldn’t see his wound at first, but a sudden sharp pain told her where to look.



She pulled his arm back and stared at a slash across his hip, still bleeding heavily.

“l can help ye. | can. | need something to help ye.” She stood up and searched the
area. “Alaric! Dynal Anyone!”

Voices called out to her, moans and whimpers. Last words uttered before a life
fizzled away.

“Alaric!” Where was he? She began to move faster, the need for this man whom she
trusted and loved so strong now that it overpowered her. There were more men trying
to stand, more crying out for help.

Sir James made his way through the dead, looking for his men. She pointed him
toward the man she’ d promised to help. Then she saw a small group off to the side of
the field. Were they not in blue and red plaids?

“Alaric?

A hand grabbed her heel while another man called out to her. “Help me, please.”

Her tears overflowed again, and she wanted nothing more than to escape the horror
around her.

The man gripped her foot so hard that she fought to stay upright.

She did the only thing she could do.

Eli tipped her head back and screamed and screamed and screamed.
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Alaric found Maitland’'s sword and carried it to him, the sight of it settling the other
man immediately.

“Many thanksto ye, Grant,” Maitland said, trying to push himself up but failing.
Alaric cleaned off both Maitland’ s and his own sword on a clump of weeds off to one
side. It would do for now. He had to tend Maitland’s wound before he did anything

else.

Alaric fetched a clean tunic from his saddlebag, tore it into strips, and wrapped them
tight around Maitland' s arm.

“Where are the others?” Maitland asked. He seemed less confused than he had
before, and Alaric was grateful.

“Dyna’s coming, and | think she has Willum and Thea with her.”
“How bad isit, Alaric?’ Dynacalled as she hurried toward them.
“He'll survive, but he needs stitching.”

“I’m fine,” Maitland said. “Where are the others?’

Willum joined them in time to answer. “Tevis and Wenna are right behind us. We're
only missing Eli.”

Alaric’s heart stuttered then raced, the sudden thunder in his chest telling him he



needed to find Eli. “When did ye see her last? Thea, she was till in the tree with ye?”’
“Aye,” Dyna answered. “She came down with us, but | noticed she was wandering
across the battlefield. | called to her once, but she didn’t hear me. She's uninjured. |
needed to find ye all first.”

“Hell,” Alaric cursed. “ She's probably confused by all the injuries.”

Dyna crossed her arms. “What are ye talking about?’

“She can fedl injuries. If someone is severely hurt near her, she feels it in her own
body. So she is probably in terrible pain, if she’s walking among the bodies. I’'ll go
find her.”

A scream rent the air, and he knew it was Eli. “That’s her.”

He ran, following the sound of her scream. She screamed and screamed and
screamed. He zigzagged through the sea of bodies, nearly running into Sir James. He

didn’t pause, merely nodded as he raced by.

By the time he got to Eli, her face was covered in tears and her eyes were so red they
had to be sore. She called his name, and he grabbed her.

“I’ve got ye, love,” he said, hanging tight even as she tried to push him away. It was a
moment before she recognized him. When she looked at him, she closed her eyes and
wrapped her arms around him, sobbing into his shoulder.

“Yearehde, Alaric?’

“ am.”



“The others?”’

“All will live. Maitland may need stitching. None other is even scratched.”

“I'll doiit.”

She stepped back and peered up at him. “I’ll help any of the Scots who need help, but
I’ll no” walk through the bodies again.”

He cupped her cheeks and kissed her, a deep kiss to let her know that he meant what
he’' d said before. When he ended the kiss, he used his thumb to brush away the tears.

“Yecancry, lass.”

“Don’t tell anyone. | was so worried about ye and...” Her breath hitched. “And | love
ye too. How do we get to the others? | cannae walk across thisfield again.”

“Yefelt their pain, did yeno ?’

“Aye. It was horrible.”

“Come, I'll take yeto Maitland.”

He lifted her into his arms. “No more walking past the injured. I'll carry ye to the
side.”

She rested her head on his shoulder and sighed. Despite his surroundings, Alaric felt
as if al was right with him now, with Eli leaning on him and he supporting her. He
picked hisway to clear ground, then set her down. They walked around the battlefield
to Maitland and the others.

By the time they got there, Eli was breathing more easily, and she dropped to



Maitland’s side to look at hiswound. “I can sew it, Maitland. But | dinnae have good
tools. And ye know how Aunt Brennais about making it clean first. What say ye?’

Sir James came behind her and said, “I have a few who need stitching. Can ye help
them, too?’

Eli nodded. “I'll try, but | need needle and thread.”

Sir James said, “I know a healer not far from here. She will have the tools ye need,
and we have enough injuries ye both will have enough to do. Did ye lose any,
Menzie?’

“Nay. How many have ye lost?’

“A few. Not as many as the English. | thank ye for yer assistance. I'll gather our men
and lead ye to the healer.”

Alaric watched Sir James shout instructions to his men, sending them off to find the
survivors. He stayed close to Eli, not quite willing to be apart from her yet. He spoke
with Dynawhile Willum and Tevis helped with the aftermath of the battle.

“How did this battle compare to others, Dyna?’ he asked. His arms ached from the
weight of his sword and the blows he'd dealt.

“Worse than most. Larger than most. | didnae expect to see that many English. They
had more than three score. They must have had another unit join them, though they
lost most of them.”

Sir James gave a final order, then rejoined them, leading his horse. Just before he
mounted, he turned to Maitland and Dyna. “I must say that this battle was one of the
most difficult I've ever fought. | am truly indebted to ye for yer assistance. Ye were a



blessing to my men.”

***

Sir James led them away from the battlefield. Eli rode double with Alaric on her
horse, allowing histo rest after the battle. She was too weak to ride on her own. She'd
lost her strength to the battle, though she didn’t understand why. She had to admit
that letting Alaric take over suited her just fine. Just this once. There were a few
things she needed to settle in her mind before they arrived at the healer’ s cottage.

First of al, she'd cried. “I cried, Alaric.”

“Aye. I'd call it sobbing hystericaly, but cal it as ye wish. ' Tis a most normal thing
to do.”

“1 never cry. And no one else did.”

“Thea and Wenna both cried, and | believe Tevis shed afew tears also.”

“But no’ Dyna. | wonder why.” She hated to admit she’d lost all control, but crying
had helped her to release the pain and horror from her body.

“Dyna has been in more battles than ye have. Dinnae fedl badly about it.”

“But ye didnae cry. Why do men no’ cry?’ She'd never seen her father cry. She'd
heard of afew times when Grandsire had cried, but no’ often.

“l cry. | didnae cry today because | drained all my tears when | saw my brother lying
in that bed and no’ moving. The thought of my brother never awakening again was a
terrible blow. | cried and | didnae care. Dinnae be embarrassed. Sometimes yer body
needs it. And yer mind. It relieves the grip the fear has on yer insides.”



She considered his words then said, “| suppose ye are correct.”

Her next thought was on the words she’'d uttered. And the ones she'd heard from
Alaric. “Did ye mean what ye said before the battle started?’” She didn’'t even turn
back to look in his eyes because she feared what she'd see. Would he deny his
words? Did he truly love her? Or was it something someone said before a battle?

“1 did. I know ye dinnae think of it often, but we are handfasted. | expect us to be so
for the full year and a day, and married for many years more. I’m sorry for denying
ye before. | was upset from all that happened when | went home. The truth is, ye were
the only nice thought | had since the accident. | have verrafond memories of our first
night together. Y e dinnae mean yer words?’

“1 did.” The tension in her chest eased once he admitted his feelings were true. No
doubt battle had pushed them together, but when it was all over he came for her.
When everyone else had gone, Alaric was there. “I’'m still trying to comprehend how
frantic | felt in the middle of the battlefield. What an awful place.”

“Most true. Did ye feel their wounds?’

“Aye. Many of them. | didnae expect it, since I've only felt the pain of loved ones
before. | dinnae understand how it happens to begin with, or today specifically. I'm
so confused.”

He rubbed her arm and said, “Dinnae think on it now, lass. Think on tending
Maitland and helping the other Scots where we can, then I’ll take ye home to Ramsay
land.”

“Ye'll gowithme?

11 Aye.”



“Do ye have a purpose?’

“Avye, | wish to speak with yer parents. I'm no’ sureif I've met yer mother.”

“1’d be happy to introduce ye.” She leaned back against him, content for the moment
with the understanding between them.

They came into a small village, and Sir James pointed to a larger cottage that sat
behind aline of smaller huts.

“That one in the back. She's aways there. Her name is Agnes.”

The men who needed help lined up outside the cottage while Sir James, Eli, and
Alaric led Maitland inside. Eli introduced herself.

The healer was an older woman who seemed unflappable, given her moderate
reaction to news of the battle. Agnes was wide in the hip but had compassionate
green eyes. Her hair was black with strands of gray throughout. Her hands were a bit
gnarled, but Eli could see how much the woman used them, jars and goblets of
various sizes around the chamber, full of ointments and potions, if Eli were to guess.

“Yearerelated to Brenna Ramsay?’ she asked Eli.

“Aye, Brennais my aunt.”

“My, but ye are a blessed one. And what about Jennie Cameron?’ The woman’s eyes
lit up when she mentioned Aunt Jennie.

“Aye, | know her too.” She found a place for Maitland to sit, then worked at cleaning
Maitland's wound, choosing her tools carefully before sewing it. The healer gave
Maitland a small drink of whisky, which he seemed grateful for.



The first of Douglas's men came in with a large wound on his leg, and Agnes began
giving instructions to Thea and Wenna, who'd come inside to assist. Alaric sat across
from Maitland, and the two spoke in hushed voices.

Agnes looked over at Eli's work. “Please explain anything ye are doing. The two
sisters are the finest healersin al the land. | would love to learn from them. The first
question I'll ask is why ye are washing his wound. Has it not begun to clot already?
Areyeno’ opening it agan?

Eli explained. “Aunt Brenna said she and her sire did a test long ago and the clean
wounds healed better. She has a need for cleanliness in al things. Most dinnae feel
the way she does, but if ye were in her keep, ye would see that 'tis most clean
everywhere. ' Tis Aunt Brenna' s way.”

She explained a few other things to Agnes as she worked, and she soon had
Maitland’ s wound nestly stitched.

“Have ye planned where we go next?’ she asked.

Maitland admired her handiwork. “Many thanks for yer fine care, lass. Ye and Alaric
will go to Ramsay land. | am going home to retrieve my verra pregnant wife and take
her to Aunt Jenni€’ s to await the bairn. My mother is insisting, and Maeve is pleased
to accommodate her. Wenna will go with me—I believe her parents are on Cameron
land. Tevis, Thea, and Willum will go with ye. Not sure yet where Dynais going. But
Sir James said there is no need to patrol for a fortnight. This battle will slow the
English down. They need to take stock of how many remain in the Borderlands.”

“Maitland, before we take our leave, | think we should tell ye something,” Alaric
said, shooting a glance at Eli. She nodded her agreement. “Eli and | handfasted that
night in the cave, and we intend to marry when the timeisright.”



Maitland chuckled. “I’m not surprised. But may | make a recommendation?’

“Please do,” Eli said.

“lI wouldn't tell yer sire and grandsire when it happened.” He gave them both a sy
grin. “I’d just say it happened because of the battle. Not alie, but not as many details.
Y€l stave off any intense questions. Not that Uncle Logan has ever questioned any
lads about his daughters or granddaughters...” He arched a brow at Alaric, then Eli.

Alaric scowled, turning to Eli. “Areye worried he' [l no" accept me?’

Maitland said, “He'll accept ye, but he'll also make yer life miserable for a while.
L ook what he did to poor Cailean, and he adores him.”

“He'll be right happy, Alaric,” Eli said. “He’s been nagging me to marry ye for far
too long for him to complain now.”

“Just beware,” Maitland said, awide grin crossing his face. “And prepare.”
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When they arrived back on Ramsay land, they paused at the turnoff to Thea's
parents house to wish the two farewell.

“Where are the two of ye going to live?’ Eli asked.

Theareplied, “Da said he would build us a house behind his work shed. It will be a
bit more in the woods, but he promised Willum that he would build one of those
gliding ceilings over our bedroom like Uncle Aedan and Aunt Jennie have, so we can
sleep under the stars. For now, we sleep in my chamber. I’'m sure we'll see ye in the
hall. | like to go up for meals on occasion, especialy for the big meal at the end of
each fortnight. So does Da, and Mama usually follows.”

“Take greetings to yer parents,” Alaric said, and the remaining three rode on.
Teviswas extra quiet.

“Y e and Wenna have gotten close. Do ye like her enough to ask for her hand?’ Alaric
asked.

“Aye, but | dinnae think she is ready yet. | think she needs to speak with her mama.
We were both a wee bit surprised by the battle, not having as much experience as
others. I think | will try to head home to Black Isle, if | can find someone to travel
with me.”

“I"ll be heading home to Grant land shortly. I'll join ye for part of the way.”

“Ill let ye know when | leave. My thanksto ye, Alaric.”



As soon as he noticed her grandfather headed toward them, Tevis moved on ahead
with awave and awink, and Eli let him go. She waited for her grandsire to get close
enough for her to blurt out her thoughts, other than asking him how he always knew
when someone was arriving on Ramsay land.

Uncle Quade used to joke that there were actually two Logans living on Ramsay land,
one who patrolled and the other who bossed everyone about.

“Greetingsto ye, Grandsire. We handfasted so now ye can be happy and leave us be.”
Her grandfather’s eyes narrowed as he stopped his horse across the path so they
couldn’t get past him. “Is that so?" He looked to Alaric who started to speak but the
man held his palm up to stop him. “Never mind. I'll speak with ye later.”

“That’s all ye haveto say after all the pestering?’ Eli asked.

“Yer grandmother told me to stop pestering, so | was planning on it. The last thing |
expected was to see that ye did what | told ye to.” His crafty gaze went from one to
the other. “Humph.”

“What are ye looking for, Grandda?’

“I"'m looking to see if ye are lying or if 'tis true. By his expression, | think 'tis true,
but by the expression on yer face, lass, | think ye arelying.”

“Ye are accusing me of lying? Truly?’

“Areye? | havenae accused yet.” Helifted his chin, tipping his head back.

“Och! I’'m leaving. | need to visit Grandmama.”



“Wait!” Her grandfather didn’t look pleased at all.

“What? I'm worried about Grandmama. Ye frighten me, Grandda. Is Grandmama
hale? Has she improved?’

“Nay, she hasnae improved. So I’'m telling ye to visit with her but dinnae pester her.
Aunt Brennaiis trying different salves and ointments and potions. Naught has worked
yet, but she isnae giving up, so dinnae ye give up either.”

Logan clicked to his horse, and they rode to the castle together, Alaric reaching over
and taking her hand as they rode behind him.

Eli was surprised to see so many inside the gates to greet them. Alaric dismounted
and helped her down just before her sister threw herself at her, hugging her tight. She
was surprised to find her hands trembling a bit, she guessed from the effects of battle.

“Y senda? Has something happened that | dinnae no?’

“Nay,” her sister replied, stepping back to look her up and down. “I was worried
about ye. We heard there was a big battle. That some were injured. Ye werenae?
Though ye are shaking. What is wrong?’

“l am fine. Word travels quickly. The only one of our group who was injured is
Maitland. He's on his way to Cameron land. He took a shoulder wound that just

needed to be cleaned and stitched, and | took care of it.”

“Ye did?' Her sister stepped back and planted her fists on her hips. “Since when are
yeaheaer?’

“Since no one else could do it.”



“She did afine job sewing up several wounds,” Alaric said with aproud nod. “How is
yer leg, Y senda?’

“’Tis fine. Never the same, but 'tis fine.” She grabbed her sister’s hand to lead her
into the keep. “ She’s home, Da. She'sfine.”

Her parents were both headed her way, so Eli quickly explained, “We're all well.
Alaric and | would like to see Grandmama. Then we can talk. Do ye mind?’

Her father checked both of them over closaly, then said, “Aye. I'll take ye to her.
She'sno’ well, lass. Prepare yerself.”

She waved to a few others who had come out to see the new arrivals, but she didn’t
take the time to speak to them.

She paused outside her grandmother’s chamber and stared at her father. “Alaric can
go with me, Da. Y e dinnae haveto.”

Her father kissed her forehead and walked away. She steeled herself for whatever she
would find, then opened the door.

She hadn’t steeled herself enough.
“Grandmama?’ The chamber was dark and she could hear slight moaning coming
from the mound on the bed. She dropped Alaric’s hand and rushed over, falling to her

knees to look the dear woman in the eyes.

“Who's there?” her grandmother asked, pushing her blanket away and peering
through the darkness.

“Grandmama, 'tisme. Eli. | brought Alaric with me. He wishes to meet ye.”



“He'saGrant. | know all the Grants. They're al alike.”

“But he doesnae know ye.” She reached over and tucked a few stray hairs back from
her face, tucking them carefully behind her ears.

Her grandmother peered up at him, tipping her head back to lock on hisface. “Heisa
handsome one. He looks like Jamie and Maddie. Greetings, Alaric.”

“’Tis apleasure to make yer acquaintance, Lady Ramsay.”

“Gwyneth. I’'m no lady.”

“Aye, ye are, Grandmama.”

“Gwyneth.”

“Gwyneth,” Alaric finally said.

“Why is he here?’ her grandmother asked.

“Because we handfasted, and he wished to meet ye.” Eli squeezed her eyes shut to
stop the tears from drenching her cheeks. She hadn’'t cried in years until the
battlefield just days ago, and now she was ready to let the tears flow again. But she
didn’t wish for her grandmother to see them.

“Y e handfasted before but wouldn’t admit it, would ye, lassie?”’

Hell, but how had she known?

She couldn’t help but giggle. “Y e are always and forever awise one, Grandmama.”



“Congratulations. Take care of my lass, Alaric Grant. Dinnae hurt her or I’'ll find ye.”
“I'll no’ hurt her. | love her.”

Eli moved over to pull the fur back from the window to let thelight in.

“Leaveit, Eli.”

“Nay, | need to look at ye. Darkness isnae good,” she said, wishing to get a true look
at her grandmother before she let the fur drop again. Her face was gaunt and flushed,
so much that she couldn’t’ stop herself from reaching over with her hand to touch her

forehead and her cheeks.

“Aye, | have the fever bad. Brenna has tried many potions on me, but she cannae get
it to go away. Or it stops for an hour or two, then comes back. ' Tisno’ good.”

“How isyer knee?’

“Swollen, full of green pus, so painful that it tortures me to take care of my needs. |
may just start wetting the bed because of it.”

Alaric pulled a stool over next to the bed, motioning for Eli to take it. “Gwyneth, |
promise to take good care of her. And | must thank ye for helping to raise afeisty lass
like Eli. I know ye had much to do with her archery skills, but | think ye helped to
form her powerful nature, and 'tis one of the things | love most about her.” He kissed
Eli’s cheek. “I’ll meet ye back out in the hall.”

Gwyneth waited until Alaric had shut the door behind him before speaking. “Ye like
him, lass?’

“1 do, Grandmama.” Her cheeks heated thinking of how much she liked him.



“And the battle? | heard it was arough one.”

“Horrific. Dead bodies everywhere.” She kneaded her hands, the memory of the
battle tearing through her as though she were still there.

“Dead Scots or English?’
“Mostly English. Sir James only lost two men, with afew more injured. The English
turned tail when Sir James struck down their leader. He told Maitland it was the

toughest battle he’ d ever fought.”

Her grandmother reached out to take her hand. “But ye werenae hurt. And I'm sure
ye fought hard.”

“l struck many, just as ye taught me. But the aftermath, Grandmama. The screaming
and the blood.” She finally let atear fall. “I dinnae wish to ever be in another battle
like that again.”

“How many?”’

“They had four score, | think. We had half that, but we won.”

Her grandmother broke into a deep, wet cough that kept her from answering.

“Oh, Grandmama. Y e arenae doing well at all, are ye?’

The woman known to strike fear in the hearts of men all across the land sighed and
shook her head. “I fear this could beit, lass. | cannae fight this any longer. The painis

too much. My breathing is getting difficult.” She coughed again.

“Nay.” Eli shook her head so hard it hurt. “Nay. Just nay. I'll go speak with Aunt



Brenna and I'll go get whatever potion or herb or weed or whatever she needs. Ye go
back to sleep and I’ [l find away to heal ye. I'm no’ ready to lose ye. Not yet.”

Her grandmother squeezed her hand and said, “ Sometimes we have no choice.”

“But | till do. Thereismuch | can do and | will.” She leaned over and gave her akiss
on her cheek. “Would ye like anything before | go?’

“Help me sip some broth, please?’

She helped her grandmother sit up. She wished she didn’'t have to because the
movement pained her grandmother so much. Too much.

She had to speak with Aunt Brennaright away.
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Alaric stood in front of Logan and Gavin Ramsay in the courtyard that evening.
“Gavin, | love yer daughter. We handfasted while we were on patrol. | know this is
late, but I’d like yer blessing for our marriage. | hope to marry her properly someday
soon.”

“Why wait?’ Logan asked. Eli’ s grandsire stood with his arms crossed.

Alaric had expected that question, and the answer was not negotiable. “I'd like my
brother to be able to stand by my side. He is unable to do so at present.”

“1 hope he is well when ye return. Have ye discussed where ye will live? I'm happy
to see another Grant marry a Ramsay, but there is always the choice of which clan to
live with.”

“Honestly we havenae discussed it. We have time. But when | go to visit my brother,
| hope Eli will come aong. I'd like her to meet my family. She knows some, but
family isimportant to me.”

“Y e have my approval. Welcome to our clan,” Logan said, clasping his shoulder.
Gavin looked shocked. “Da, ye feeling al right?’

“Aye, why?’

“Ye never approve men for yer granddaughters that quickly. I welcome ye also,

Alaric. Ye must be a rare man indeed if Eli agreed to handfast with ye. Treat my
lassie well. I'll be watching, but | know yer clan has the same code as we do, so |



trust ye will treat her well.” Gavin motioned them al inside. “A wee celebration. I'll
find the breath of life for all of us.”

“ And some for yer mother, Gavin. She needs more.”

They stepped inside just as Eli came out of her grandmother’s chamber. She made her
way straight to Alaric and wrapped her arms around his waist, laying her head against
his chest.

Eli’s mother, Merewen, joined them. “I’m glad we have that settled at last. | spoke
with Alaric while ye were in with yer grandmother, Eli. | like him. It was as if he was
waiting for ye.”

Alaric let out abreath and said, “I was. | think we will make a good life together, but
I’m sorry things are troubled here. | know it was tough to see Gwyneth that sickly,
Eli. I'm sorry.”

“1 still hope she can recover,” Eli said, stepping back from Alaric’s embrace. “Mama,
I’m going to speak with Aunt Brenna. Alaric, come with me, please?’

He nodded and took her hand. “Where is she?’

Merewen embraced him as they began to move away from the group. “Welcome to
the clan, Alaric. Eli, I’'m happy for ye, though | wish ye'd shared with me sooner. A
mother likes to hear these things directly from her daughter.”

“Mama, | haven't had time. The battle was difficult and seeing Grandmama was
worse.” She paused and leaned her head on Alaric’s chest again. “I didn’t even know

| liked him until thislast patrol.”

“Eli, wereye crying?’ her sire asked, tipping his head to the side.



She nodded.

“We've no’ seen that in along time, Alaric,” Merewen said. “But ye've had reason
to. We have spoken with Aunt Brenna, and she is trying everything she can. We fear
she’ srun out of ideas and treatments for Grandmama.”

“1 wish to speak with her myself.”

“Go then,” Merewen said, waving them toward her chamber.

Alaric and Eli hurried across the great hall to the healing chamber. She opened the
door and stuck her head around the corner looking for her aunt. “Aunt Brenna? May
we comein? | would like to speak with ye about Grandmama.”

“Come in, both of ye. And | hear ye have handfasted. Congratulations. Any Grant is
welcome as a spouse here.” She gave them both swift hugs before leading them to the
small table in the center of the chamber. The walls were lined with pallets and cots.
“1I"m happy someone is keeping Quade's and my legacy going. A match between two
powerful and wonderful clans. But | see the concern on yer face, Eli. Sit and we'll
talk about Gwyneth.”

Once they settled, Eli began questioning her aunt. “Is there no’ something more ye
can do for Grandmama?’

“I’ve tried everything. Nothing seems to be helping her at all. I've tried elderberry,
wild sage, and chamomile. Jennie and | had made a nice mix of the three, and I've
been using that. | dinnae know what else to do for her. Sometimes, there is nothing
more | can do.”

“What about Aunt Jennie? Can she no’ come and try some of her treatments? Should
| go ask her for help? There has to be something more we can do.” Eli let go of



Alaric’s hand and was now rubbing her cheek so furioudly that he thought she might
tear the skin from her pams. He reached for her again and set her hand on his lap,
using his thumb to draw circlesin her pam in the hopes of calming her down.

Eli was a strong woman, but losing a grandparent was most difficult. When he'd lost
his grandfather not long ago, he'd cried his heart out because it had hurt so much.
He' d do anything to keep Eli from having to deal with loss just at this moment, on top
of her first battle and their handfasting.

“Why do we no’ go to visit Aunt Jennie to see if she's learned anything new,” he
suggested. “’ Tis possible, isit no’? I’ ve heard the monks receive news from traveling
monks about treatments and new methods from Europe. True?’

Aunt Brenna's eyes lit up. “Aye. Aye. They do. In fact, 'tis where Aedan got her
medicinal text long ago. They could have |earned something new.”

He looked to Eli for approval. “We could leave at first light on the morrow. I'd like to
visit Els within a sennight. We could stop along the way and see if Aunt Jennie has
anything to help yer grandmother.”

“And if she does?’ Aunt Brenna asked.

“If so, we'll return. We can escort Aunt Jennie back or bring ye whatever herbs she
thinks will help. Then we'll go to Grant land.”

Eli threw her arms around Alaric with enough force that she nearly knocked him off
the stool.

“Thank you, Alaric,” she said into his ear. She turned back to the healer. “ As much as
| want to leave right now, I’m too tired to get back on a horse until morning. Is there
aplace where Alaric and | can sleep alone and no’ be bothered? Can we sneak out the



back and sleep in some cottage without Grandda noticing?’

“Lass, if ye handfasted with him, Logan willnae bother ye. He'll want ye to spend
time alone.”

Eli frowned and rubbed her cheek. “But in my chamber, 1’1l feel odd,” she whispered.
“And Ysendais next door.”

Aunt Brenna said, “Aye, | understand. | believe | have just the place for ye. Follow
me. I'll tell any who asks that we are going for herbs, and I'll lead ye to a lovely
cottage.”

Aunt Brenna led the way, and to Alaric’s surprise, no one questioned where they
were headed, all too busy listening to Tevis's description of the Battle of Skaithmuir.
He had to smile—he guessed he would be doing the same when he reached Grant
land. Everyone loved hearing about battles.

When they stepped inside the cottage, Alaric waited to see what Eli thought of it. It
didn’t matter to him where they slept as long as she was in his arms. He had a strong
need to be with her, to caress her, share thoughts on all that had happened.

He didn’t want anyone’' s opinion but hiswife's.

Hiswife.

Eli said, “’ Tislovely, Aunt Brenna. Many thanks.”

Aunt Brenna moved over to a cabinet and reached under the bottom shelf, pulling out
a bottle of wine. “Raise a celebratory cup of this. | sleep out here on occasion in the

warm months and keep it stocked with what | want. | have the place cleaned
regularly. And there is always dried meat in the other cabinet. | can send a serving



lass with something better, if yelike.”

“Nay, please. We can find more on the morrow. I’m so tired that | feel like | will fall
asleep standing up,” Eli said, glancing at Alaric.

“If ye change yer mind, just send Alaric to the kitchens. On the morrow, come to the
kitchen to find food for yer trip whenever ye are ready.”

Eli gave her aunt a kiss and a hug, and Aunt Brenna left, closing the door softly
behind her.

The moment they were alone, Eli grabbed Alaric, kissing him hard on the lips. He
was happy to return it. They’d been too long unable to touch and caress each other.
He teased her with his tongue, delving deep into her mouth, tasting all of her, and she
followed his lead, doing whatever he did.

Even teasing his nipples. It didn’'t take long for him to respond to his wife, and her
saucy smile let him know she' d noticed his erection.

“Yelikethat ye have that power over me, do ye no’, wife of mine?’

“1 do, but I’ll also apologize.”

“Why?’

“Because | am exhausted. So if we dinnae hurry up, I'll fall asleep on ye for certes.”

He scooped her up in his arms with a whoosh, swinging her wildly before depositing
her on the bed. “ Then we shallnae waste any time.”

Alaric dropped his plaid to the floor and barely had the chance to remove his boots



and trews before she reached for him, taking him in hand. “1 missed ye.”

He stayed her hand so he could help her out of her clothes and under the coverlet
before he joined her in the bed. He had to admit she looked exhausted. “We can wait,
Eli. We have many nights ahead of us.”

She locked gazes with him and shook her head. “I need ye, Alaric. | need yer
strength. | feel like I’'m losing something powerful. | have to know I'll still have ye.
Things have been too chaotic, too unpredictable.”

He kissed her slowly, angling his mouth over hers, settling himself over her with his
weight on his elbows. He kissed her lips, her neck, her ears, and trailed a path down
her tender skin to the valley between her breasts, finally settling on her nipple. She
arched her back and moaned, a sweet sound that went straight to his member.

“If ye moan like that much more, I'll lose my seed on yer leg and ye'll get naught.”

She giggled and reached for him again, guiding him between her legs.

“Yeareready for me? Are ye sure, lass?’

She nodded, that look she had about her telling him she was. And she was right.
When he discovered how dlick she was with her need, he entered her swiftly and only
stopped when he was deep inside her. He whispered in her ear how much he loved
her.

She whimpered and moved against him, pulling her knees up to take him deeper.
Once she found her perfect position, placing him right where she wanted him, he
thrust against her until they found their rhythm. They rocked together in sweet bliss
until he reached down to bring her to finish quicker because he was so close.



As soon as she tightened around him, telling him she was climaxing, he went over the
edge with a roar, and she shouted his name out, his orgasm bursting even more
powerfully through him.

Hell, but they were great together. When they finished, he held still, enjoying being
inside her for a wee bit more. When he began to shrink, he rolled off her and tucked
her close.

He kissed her, but she didn’t return the kiss.

Eli was fast adleep.
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Eli gave her horse a hug before she mounted, getting ready to leave for Cameron
land. Their first true night together had been wonderful, though she'd been a bit
embarrassed that she' d fallen asleep so quickly after their lovemaking.

Alaric approached her after filling a saddlebag with food. He whispered in her ear,
“Areyesureyeare no’ sorethismorn?’

“Nay. I'mfine. | just feel badly that | fell asleep so quickly.”

“Ye more than made up for it in the middle of the night,” he whispered before
nibbling her ear. She squealed awee hit, and he chuckled, his eyes sparkling.

Thismarried life was quite nice.

They left Ramsay land and traveled with four guards, at her father’s insistence. She
didn’t care—it was more important that they arrive on Cameron land safely. Surely
Aunt Jennie would know of something that would kill the green discharge that
continued to grow around her grandmother’s knee. She didn’t understand how they
could wipe it al away and have it return the next day. And how did something in her
knee give her afever?

Where did it come from? What caused it? She had so many questions but Aunt
Brenna was busy so she hated to bother her with them.

They rode with two guards leading and two guards behind them. The guards spoke
amongst themselves, and there was some distance between them, so she felt safe
asking Alaric a private question.



“Alaric, tell me more about ye and Uncle Jake. What truly happened? Why do ye
consider it yer fault?’

Alaric closed his eyes, then glanced over a her. “I suppose | owe ye that much,
sweeting.” He stared up at the mostly gray sky, then sighed. “I have many uncles, and
we all sparred at some point or another, and | often faced Uncle Jake. This particular
day, the weather was a wee bit warm. We fought hard. | recall feeling the sweat drip
down my back, and | saw it on my uncle’'s forehead. | think | was only twelve, and he
isolder than my sire, so he must have felt the heat more than | did.”

Alaric rubbed his forehead, ailmost as if he were wiping away the same sweat from
his memory. Perhaps Eli shouldn’'t have asked him about this. “Alaric, if ye wish to
tell melater, 'tisfine.”

“Nay, I'd prefer to finish now. | swung my sword from the side and knocked his
weapon out of his hands. He crumpled to the ground and never cameto again.”

Eli thought hard about what he'd said. “Was he bleeding somewhere that ye never
noticed while ye were fighting?’

“Nay. My sire checked him over. There was no blood anywhere. He died in seconds.
My father said he was dead before he hit the ground.”

“Did Aunt Brenna ever discern why he died? Was Aunt Jennie ever there to see
him?’

“Aunt Jennie was there. She checked him over right away, and | recall her shaking
her head. All she ever said was that it was his heart. But it was my fault. | pushed his
heart too hard. Somehow, it had to be because of our sword fight. | feel like if |
hadn’'t sparred with him, he might still be alive today. Poor Alasdair was so grief
stricken, especialy after losing his mother less than a year before. Alasdair refused to



even discuss what happened. None of us could talk about it for a long time because
Alasdair couldn’t bear it.”

“Still?”

“Och, nay. Dyna scared it out of him a year later. He just had too much loss too
quickly. And he has no siblings. Probably why he and Emmalin had two children
right away. He resents that he had no siblings like the rest of us have. Odd that it
worked out that way.”

“But | still think ye are wrong. If he had no’ died that day, what about the next day?
If his heart was bad, would it no' have happened the next day or the next moon? |
dinnae see how ye believe it to be yer fault.”

Alaric sighed, then said, “I thank ye for that. Many have told me the same. | guess
because | was so young that it left such an impression on me. I'd dealt with death
before, but never right in front of me. | surely have seen more of it on the battlefield

Now.
“It had to have been a shocking experience. | understand that.”

“It was.” His gaze drifted off into the distance.

Eli hoped the memory might begin to disappear now. She hoped to fill his mind with
more pleasant events, but before she could suggest it, she was cut short. A group of

riders approached, and Eli was pleased to see that it was Brin with afew guards.

“Greetings, Brin! How is Ceit? | cannae wait to see her.” She’'d always loved Ceit,
and she hadn’t seen her in awhile.

“She’'s hale and she'll be excited to see ye both,” Brin replied. “Y e will stay the night,



at least? Y e are headed to Grant land?’

“Aye. One or two nights. Then we'll move on.” Eli glanced at Alaric to see his
thoughts, and he nodded his agreement.

“Wonderful. We just finished our meal and we have plenty left. Enough for ye and
yer guards.”

Later that night, she and Alaric sat around the hearth with Aunt Jennie, Brin, and
Ceit. They told them about the battle they’ d endured and answered all their questions,
while Eli grew more impatient with every passing moment. She had burning
guestions to ask.

Finally, she couldn’t wait any longer. “Yer pardon, but may | ask ye a healing
guestion, Aunt Jennie? Grandmama has taken verraill. Aunt Brenna has tried all her
potions and ointments on her, and naught is working.”

“What kind of sicknessisit?’ Aunt Jennie asked. “Or isit still her knee?’
“She hurt her knee, turned it when she stepped in a hole. The next morning, it had
swelled up, and now she has that green stuff leaking on the bandages, and she has a

fever that Aunt Brenna cannae stop. Have ye any ideas? Or have ye heard of anything
new from the monks?’

“Nay, | know of nothing new. My apologies to ye. Gwyneth has had trouble with her
knee for along time. It isindeed persistent.”

The door opened and Uncle Aedan stuck his head inside. “Brin, could ye join me
outside, please? Ceit, ye can come along too, if yelike.”

The two left and Aunt Jennie said to Eli, “I could visit Gwyneth after | check on



Maeve's bairn. | was told Maitland was on his way, so I'd like to be here when they
arrive. She has requested me or my sister to help her deliver.”

“Maitland told us he would be coming. When is Maeve stime, Auntie?’ Eli asked.

“She is not due to have her bairn for at least two or three moons, | believe. I'm no’
sure why they are coming so soon, but they are welcome. But if | see all iswell with
Maeve and | get her settled here, | can visit Gwyneth quickly, then return. Would that
make ye feel better, Eli?’

All she could do was nod. Her voice caught in her throat. She didn’t like the
possibility that there was nothing they could do for her grandmother. Perhaps they
could head straight to Grant land. They had healers like everyone else did. Could they
have a suggestion? Or what if they traveled to Inverness? Would a healer there have
an idea Aunt Brenna did not have?

Anxious, she reached for Alaric’s hand and squeezed it. Alaric kissed the back of her
hand, and warmth rushed through her, the warmth that she attributed to knowing that
he loved her, that he would always protect her, and that he would aways be there for
her.

Eli immediately thought of Alaric’s Uncle Jake. Speaking her mind as she often did,
she said, “I dinnae know which is worse—lingering like Grandmama or dying in a
heartbeat like Jake did.”

“Alaric,” Aunt Jennie said, tilting her head in that pensive way she had. “Funny Eli
mentions that, | was thinking about ye and yer uncle the other day. Ye dinnae still

have any of those strange beliefs about Jake' s death, do ye?’

Eli’s gaze shot to Alaric’s.



“Aunt Jennie, | know | had a hand in his death, and...”

Jennie’'s hand reached for his. “Stop, please, Alaric. Ye had naught to do with his
death.”

Alaric searched her face and asked, “Are ye certain of that? Because | was the one
who struck him before he died. Just moments before he took his last breath.” His
voice caught, and Eli had the distinct impression he was about to shed afew tears.

“As | explained to my brother, Jake had a hidden illness. | recall when he was young
and he complained he couldn’'t breathe for no obvious reason, so | listened to his
heart. His beats were different than everyone else's beats. His heartbeat did not have
aregular pattern like it is supposed to. It would skip or go too fast. | checked him the
next time | saw him, and it was normal. A steady strong beat, no odd pattern to it.
And he didn’t have trouble with his breathing until many years later.”

Aunt Jennie chewed on her bottom lip and stared off into space. “I asked another
healer about this once when | was in Edinburgh, and they spoke of an enlarged heart.
That sometimes they would be fine, and other times not. That they would have a
difficult time breathing one day, and the next day they would be fine. | asked them if
a large heart could kill someone, and he said it was possible that it shortened one’s
life. HE'd never seen such a malady in anyone older. He assumed that meant they
would die young.”

“I have never heard of such an ailment,” Eli said.

“’Twas my first experience with it, but | believe that is what happened to Jake. But if
his heart was enlarged, his death would be attributed to his overexertion, not in
anything ye did. And it might just have been his time. He'd had many harder bouts
than sparring with alad just learning to swing a sword.”



“But | hit him, and he died.”

“Nay, he swung more than a score of times, and he couldn’t swing again. ' Tis how |
see it. His heart gave out before yer sword met his on that last swing. He lifted his
sword and his heart denied him. ' Twas why he lost his grip on his sword. I’d be more
likely to blame it on my brother’s blood that was in him, that ferocity that would no’
quit for any reason. Alex was quite competitive, and so are al his lads. Jake
overworked his heart, n0’ ye, Alaric. His body must have told him to quit, but he
didn't.”

Alaric glanced from Aunt Jennie to Eli and then back again. “Do ye believe that to be
true, Auntie?’

“Aye. His death had naught to do with ye, Alaric. Ye were young. Please dinnae
think on it again.” She patted his shoulder and got up to go to the sideboard.

Eli reached for his hand and squeezed it, his face clearly showing relief. How happy
shewas for him.

The door opened and Uncle Aedan entered with a stranger, and their conversation fell
silent.

“Jennie, this is Egan. He came looking for Maitland, so | told him he could sleep in
the guards quarters until Maitland arrives. Do ye have a meat pie for him? The
guards have ale enough, but they finished their meal.”

“Aye, there are two pies sitting on the sideboard, Aedan. I’ [l get him one.”

Alaric rose and approached the stranger. Alaric seemed tense to Eli, and she
wondered what he was thinking.



“What do ye want with Maitland?’

Eli held her breath, waiting to see what the stranger would answer.

Alaric went on when the man didn’t answer. “Are ye English? Ye look familiar to
me. Wereyeno' at the battle near Skaithmuir?’

Everyonein the hall froze.
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Alaric could have sworn he'd seen this man before, and recently. It had to be in

Skaithmuir. He took a step closer to him.

“English?’ Egan looked aghast at Alaric’'s words. “Nay, but | did fight with Sir
James. I’m a Scot, born and bred.”

“So why do ye seek Maitland?’

“lI wish to travel with his patrol. | live too far north to keep traveling to the
Borderlands to fight and earn coin. Once | see Maitland, I’m sure he'll accept me on
his patrol. | prefer to fight in the Highlands. I’m happy to sleep with the guards. I’ll
not be bothering the chieftain’s family. Y e have my word on that.”

The man had short brown hair and a full beard. Nothing unusual there. His skin

carried the color of the sun asif he worked outdoors. But there was something in his
eyesthat Alaric didn't like.

Aslong as he stayed outside, far from Eli, he wouldn’t bother him. His sudden need
to protect her and keep her hidden from this man overpowered him.

The bastard would not touch Eli.

The man took his meat pies, thanked the Camerons, then left the hall. Alaric looked
to Eli for confirmation of what he thought.

“Was he familiar to ye?’



She stared after the man for a moment. “1 think so.”

“English?’

“Nay. | think he was Scottish. | think he was among the guards of Sir James.”

“He better be Scottish. I'll find out if he'sno’.”

Eli moved closer and rested her hand on his forearm. “Alaric, dinnae worry. We need
no’ worry about that man. He' s gone.”

“Fine. I'll befine. I’'ll chat with Brin.” He moved over closer to Ceit and Brin, sitting
in adifferent chair while Eli chatted with Aunt Jennie.

He had to admit that the last conversation he' d had with his aunt had opened his eyes.
It was asif agiant weight had lifted off his shoulders. When Aunt Jennie had assured
him that he had not been the cause of Uncle Jake's death, Alaric had felt so incredibly
grateful that he didn’t know what to say.

Jake' s death had been caused by his heart giving up, not from a blow that Alaric had
delivered. Jennie was right of course—the chance of a twelve-year-old hitting a man
with the flat of his sword hard enough to kill him was tiny, even smaller when the
man was the son of Alex Grant. The knowledge meant everything to Alaric.

He had not killed his uncle.

Which meant that he probably hadn’'t hurt Alasdair either. He had to hope that
Alasdair did not suffer from the same affliction.

The door opened and Uncle Aedan entered, moving over to sit next to him.
“Everything well out there, Uncle?’



The old chieftain thought for a moment, then said, “I cannae say why, but | dinnae
trust that man, Egan. Do ye know aught of him? Was he at the battle?’

Alaric rubbed his hands together, something he did to keep himself from grabbing for
his weapon, though he did not have it near to hand at the moment. “Both Eli and |
believe we recognize him from the battle. Eli is quite confident he was a Scot. |
wasn't sure, but | trust her memory. What makes you uneasy?’

“When | left him with the other guards, | made a point of circling back around
outside the building to listen to their conversation. | do the same with every stranger
who stops here, just to be careful. He was asking about the archers. He was shocked
that there were such skilled female archers. He asked who trained them and how
many there were. But the comment he made that | truly didnae like was when he
mentioned he was looking for a wife and asked if the archers were married or not.
Said he saw four of them on the battlefield. Correct?’

“Aye” Alaric answered, trying to remain calm while he settled his thoughts. “Dyna,
Eli, Thea, and Wenna. Was he interested in any one archer in particular?’

If Egan had mentioned Eli’s name, Alaric was about to beat someone to the size of a
hazelnut.

“He wishes to marry a dark-haired lass.” Aedan gave him that look that told him all
he needed to know.

He bolted out of his chair and headed out the door, calling out behind him, “I’ll return
in amoment, wife. Please dinnae follow me.”

He knew she would anyway, but he hoped not for a few moments. He headed toward
the guards' quarters, opened the door and bellowed, “Come on out here, ye scab-
faced pustule. Or are ye spineless too?”’



The talk amongst the guards fell silent, and the men looked at each other in
puzzlement. Then Egan got up and strode forward, his innocent expression becoming
asmug, aggressive look as fast as a bolt of lightning.

“Who are ye calling scab-faced?’

“Whoever the bastard is who wants to marry my wife. Isthat no’ ye?’

“Are ye married to one of the dark-haired lasses? Because | dinnae want that white-
haired one. She's too old. And the other one is too wide in the hip. | like my women
thin. So I'll take either of the other two. And I'd like to test one out this eve if | may.
Which one are ye giving me?’ The man had the bollocks to stride right up to him, his
face less than a hand’ slength from Alaric.

And Alaric couldn’t resist the temptation of shutting the arrogant bastard up. He put
hisfist in his face, then lifted him up and tossed him across the floor. “Y e want more,
then get up and come back, ye weasel.”

He' d heard a decisive crack when his fist had connected with the man’s nose, so he
wasn't surprised to see blood pouring out.

Thefool held his hand up and said, “I’ll no’ be bothering them. Ye go on yer way. Il
wait here for Menzie.”

He had no doubt that he would wait for Maitland, but first he had to speak with Uncle
Aedan and advise him of exactly what the man had said. He could go after Wenna,
after all, and he didn’t think Tevis would approve.

The door opened and Eli stepped inside. He glanced over his shoulder, but waited to
make sure Egan was not going to try a move toward her before he went to her.



“Stay the hell away,” he snarled.

He turned around and set his hand on Eli’ swaist, though he wished to hug her tight to
let the fool know who she belonged to and who she preferred. But he knew she would
be confused, so he led her outside before speaking to her.

Brin was just outside the door, about to come in. “Everything well?’

Alaric rubbed his skinned knuckles. “All is well now. The fool thought he could
marry one of our archers. One of the dark-haired ones.”

Eli’s head snapped toward him at his words, and he ran his hand through her dark,
silky strands. “I let him know ye werenae available. He' s convinced.”

He glanced over his shoulder as the door opened and Egan stepped outside, still
trying to stop the blood from pouring out of his nose.

He glared at Alaric, who stepped in front of Eli. “Dinnae even look at her.”

Egan looked at Alaric, pointed hisfinger, and said, “Thisis not over.”

“Aye, it is. Leave now.” Alaric was confident Aedan would agree with him, and he
hoped Brin would back him up aswell.

Brin nodded. “ Take yer horse and get off Cameron land. I’ [l have ye escorted.”

Egan left, but not without glancing back one more time at Eli.

The bastard winked at her.

Alaric would have followed the fool, just to make sure he was truly leaving, but Brin



said, “Let him go.”

Eli squeezed his hand and said, “Please leave him for now. Ye let him know how ye
feel aready. | cantell by yer bloody knuckles.”

Somehow, Alaric knew he’ d be seeing Egan again.
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Eli rode next to Alaric two days later, nearly on Grant land. She’'d spent much of her
time on Cameron land with Jennie, anxious to learn anything she could from the wise
healer. Unfortunately, she didn’t know much more about her grandmother’ s affliction
than Aunt Brenna did. The longer she was away from the woman, the more she
worried.

Alaric had busied himself in the lists when he hadn’t been patrolling the land for the
skunk named Egan, but no one had seen any evidence of the fool since the first night.

Eli had to admit she was getting anxious to return to her grandmother to check on
how she was doing. Worried that she was going to lose her, this next journey could
take her two ways. One was to talk with Gracie, the primary healer on Grant land,
about Grandmama’ s affliction.

Her second thought, more of a fear, was whether she would return to Ramsay land
too late, if she rode from healer to healer looking for answers.

Alaric held her hand, riding abreast of her, as they approached. “Sweeting, ye are
thoughtful. Ye arenae worried about the visit, are ye?’ He glanced over at her, and
the look on his face swelled her heart a bit.

He did love her, and even more frightening was that she loved him. A part of her
didn’t wish to be attached to anyone because that meant she could lose him. The fear

of losing her grandmother was crossing into every part of her life.

“I’m just worried about Grandmama.”



“1 understand. Ye will chat with my mother about sickness?’

“Aye,” she replied, not willing to admit that she’ d nearly lost hope.

“I know that Aunt Jennie and Aunt Brenna are the most renowned, but it cannae hurt
to talk to every heder ye meet, aye?

“Agreed.” She took a deep breath. She was also a wee bit nervous about meeting
Alaric’s parents. She’d met them before when she’ d been here for summer festivals,
but this was different. He was introducing her as his wife.

She wasn’'t given much time to think about it. The bellows of the Grant war whoop
reached her ears, startling her, and the thundering of hoofbeats convinced her they
were nearly there.

The look on Alaric’s face told her he was glad to be home. She couldn’'t help but
wonder where they would live—Grant land or Ramsay land? She wasn’t given much
time to consider her quandary before a sea of red plaids on horseback surrounded
them, the riders hooting loud enough to scare the birds out of the trees.

“Elshander? Isthat ye?’ Alaric called out. “Y e are back to yer usual state?’

Their younger brother, Jowell, called out, “He rides better than he walks, Alaric, but
he'sworking on it.”

Alaric’s smile lit up Eli’s entire being. He'd dropped her hand and grabbed both
reins. “Can ye race me, EIS?’ He glanced over to her, and she waved him on.

Lads loved to compete, no matter how old they were. She watched as Els yelled out
to him as he spun his horse, and the two raced toward the castle.



Eli gasped. It had been a while since she'd visited Grant Castle, and the size of it
always astounded her. They had the most towers of any castle she’'d ever seen. Her
gaze took in all the beauty of the Highlands around the castle.

A small village sat in front of the curtain wall, with fields being readied for planting
spreading around it. To the far side of the castle were the beautiful hills of the
Highlands, rocky in spots but lush in other small areas with the promise of impending
summer. In the distance, the mountains looked as though the peaks nearly touched the
clouds. A loch sat on the far side of the village, beyond a large orchard of apple and
pear trees.

The loch reminded her of the memories she loved most. The two clans alternated
their summer festival, entertaining each other with feasting, competitions, and
entertainment. Her favorite had always been the swimming competitions in the loch.
This loch was larger than the Ramsay loch, and it had several cottages on the far side
of it.

She'd caught her first fish off one of the two docks on this loch. And she’'d dared to
go on the contraption Alex had built, with the help of his armorer, on the end, one
they could slide on with a burlap bag. It sat partway up the hill and once on it, the
slippery surface would take you directly into the water.

She recalled staring at it in awe, and Uncle Quade had strode up to Alex and said,
“Yejust had to try and outdo me, did ye no’, Grant?’

Alex had laughed and clasped his shoulder. “And | did, did | no’?’

Uncle Quade had narrowed his gaze and said, “Mayhap for this year. Wait until ye
see what | have next year.”

And the competition carried on. She'd loved diding down that contraption, landing



with a big splash at the end. She and her cousins ate fruit tarts and pastries until their
bellies ached, and they’ d competed in multiple archery tournaments every year.

It just hit her that she was now atrue member of Clan Grant, and that thought brought
tears to her eyes. She loved the Grants with all her heart, and she adored the man who
was shouting and laughing with his brothers as they approached the castle gates. She
was in awe of how much her life had changed in such a short time.

Once they arrived at the castle, Alaric helped her dismount, something she swore
she'd never alow, but she found out she rather liked her husband's hands at her
waist, giving them the opportunity for a wee bit of intimacy when others were
around. Once they stepped away from the stable lads, Alaric tugged her close as he
approached his two brothers, his father seated in alarge chair in the courtyard a short
distance away. He waited until he was close to his sire, his brothers following. “Meet
my wife, Eli. We handfasted while on patrol.”

Els looked at her and asked, “Are... ye... sick, lass?” His words came out slower
than usual, but he had a big smile on his face.

She shook her head and laughed.

Jowell picked up the joke. “She had to beill to agree to marry ye, Alaric.”

His father said, “Welcome to Clan Grant as a Grant this time, lass. We are pleased to
have ye as a true part of the family. Lads, help me inside. Yer mother will wish to
know this news right away.” Jowell and Els lifted him, getting Jamie settled in Els's

arms so he could carry him inside, Jowell guarding the still splinted leg.

The laughter and teasing continued, but Alaric set his hand at the small of her back
and ushered her inside, introducing her to everyone as his wife.



His mother rushed down the steps from the balcony toward them, her eyes widening
when she saw that he had his hand at her waist.

“We have news, Mama,” Alaric said. “Eli and | handfasted.”

“A Ramsay-Grant wedding! | loveit!” She hugged Eli, then her son, tears misting her
gaze. Gracie looked frazzled, but even so, she was lovely. Eli recalled hearing that
Gracie had been considered one of the loveliest lasses in the Highlands, and she was
still beautiful.

It was a chaotic but happy arrival, but it didn’t take long before Eli was suddenly
overcome by exhaustion. They’d been on the road for most of the day. She leaned
over to whisper in hisear, “Alaric, | think | need to rest.”

His mother must have heard her because she bolted up from her chair and said,
“Alaric, the poor lass is exhausted. Allow me to show her to yer new chamber.”

“A new chamber?’ Alaric asked in surprise.
“Aye, ye arenae sleeping in the same chamber as yer brother. Ye may have the guest
chamber. 'Tis aways at the ready so it will fit ye perfectly. Eli deserves a lovely

chamber for her first night here as a Grant.”

“Do ye mind going with her, or would ye rather | take ye?’ Alaric whispered in her
ear.

“1 have questions for your mother, so stay with yer brothers.” She knew he had much
to say to Els, so she gave him apush.

“Come,” Gracie said, motioning for Eli to follow her up the stairs. “Y e have surprised
me, but I’'m pleased with Alaric’s choice. How isyer family, Eli?’



“Mama and Papa are fine, but Grandmama.is not doing well.”

Gracie gave her a questioning look as they walked down the passageway and into a
chamber at the end. “This chamber has a lovely view of the mountains when ye pull
the fur back. We are getting shutters made for our windows, but we havenae installed
them all yet. The lads will bring yer saddlebag up for ye, and I'll send an ewer of
fresh water so ye may wash up. I'll send some dried fruit and an apple along also. Is
there anything else | can get for ye?’

“Nay, but may | ask ye a question or two, if ye please?’

“Of course.” There were two chairs in front of the hearth. Gracie sat in one and
motioned for her to it in the other. “Ask whatever ye wish.”

Eli explained the situation with her grandmother’s knee and told her what she knew
of Aunt Brenna's treatments thus far. “Naught is working. Have ye any suggestions

on what else could be done?’

Gracie thought for a moment, then said, “Y e came from Cameron land? Did ye ask
Jennie?’

“1 did. She didnae have any suggestions.”

“Hmmm. Allow me to think on it a bit, and I’'ll confer with my mother, but | doubt
we have anything that Aunt Brenna and Aunt Jennie would not have suggested. We
both learned all our skills from them.”

“Isthere another healer in the areathat ye are familiar with?”’

“Nay, we are the only healers around. The closest ones to Inverness are Brigid, Tara,
and Jennet, but ye know they were trained the same as we were. Ye have aready



consulted with the best in the land. | am sorry they couldnae offer any help.”

“| feared ye would say that.”

Gracie patted her hand and said, “I’ ve found that sometimes the patient has to make
the decision to heal. We cannae help everyone, I'm sorry to tell ye. | wish we could.
But if Aunt Brenna cannae help Gwyneth, | dinnae know of anyone else to refer ye
to. I'm so sorry.”

“Dinnae be. | expected yer answer. | know how special Aunt Brenna and Aunt Jennie

are.

“And sometimes, all of a sudden someone heals and we cannae explain it. Ye could
go home and find yer grandmother all better. Sometimes, people heal themselves.
'Tisrare, though.”

She had to pray that would be the case. Otherwise, the situation for her dear
grandmother was hopel ess.

Gracie stood and headed toward the chamber door, then she paused. “Lass, would ye
like to soak in the tub? | just had one filled for myself, but | would like to visit with
Alaric first. Would ye like to make use of the warm water? Ye recall Maddie's
bathing room? The tub is full, the towels and the oils are all ready for ye. And ye will
find a dressing gown for when ye are ready to return to yer room.”

Eli’s eyes widened at the thought. “I would love that. 'Tis at the other end of the
passageway, correct?’

“Aye. Ye enjoy it and everything ye need will be in yer chamber when ye are
finished.” Gracie patted her hand, and Eli nearly ran down the passageway.



She stripped out of her clothing quickly, set a toe into the steaming liquid, then
sighed, sinking into the heat slowly to savor the pleasure. Living on Grant land
definitely had some benefits, and this fine bathing chamber was one of them.

Settling back in the tub so her entire body was covered, she closed her eyes and
smiled, thinking of all that had taken place. Ignoring the worst, her grandmother’s
health, there had been much good in her life. She'd participated in a successful battle
and survived, her sister was hale and happy, and she’d become closer to many of her
cousins like Thea and Wenna.

And then there was Alaric. How had she never truly noticed him before?

She hadn’'t been looking for a man, of course. Even deliberately not looking.
Sometimes her stubbornness did her more harm than good, perhaps. Reyna had been
absolutely correct. She'd had no idea that coupling with a man would be so
pleasurable. The first night had been good, besides the brief pain, but their night
together in Aunt Brenna's cottage had been so wonderful. Who knew you could do it
that often?

And last eve on Cameron land? She'd admitted to being sore, between the horse and
their activities, so Alaric had just held her, and she'd been so warm she fell asleep
instantly. Married life had some benefits, and she had a feeling she was just
beginning to learn about Alaric Grant.

Once the water cooled, she stepped out, loving the smell and the feel of the lavender
oil on her skin. She rubbed her skin dry then wrapped a dressing gown around her
body and the towel around her hair. She had to admit that this towel was thicker and
bigger than any she had in her home. Someday she’d ask Gracie who made them;
she’ d love one of her own. She gathered up her clothes and left the warm chamber.

In the passageway, she overheard the men all laughing and chatting in the hall. She



stopped at the balcony, leaned over, and the noise instantly quieted as the group all
turned to stare up at her.

“Alaric, I'm going to bed. Come whenever.”

Alaric’s expression was one of shock. “What are ye wearing?’

“A dressing gown. | just got out of the bathing tub.”

“The bathing tub? Y e had hot water?’

“l did and it was heavenly. 'Tis still a wee bit warm if ye'd like to wash up a wee
bit.” Then she leaned over, and once she realized his mother and father were no

longer there, gave him that ook of desire that would rile him for sure.

She headed down the passageway, breaking into giggles when Alaric said, “See ye all
on the morrow.”

More hoots and hollers and laughter followed. She stepped into the bedchamber,
amost closing the door, but he opened it behind her. “I'll be right back, Eli. I'm
going to wash up. Promise not to fall asleep?’

She dropped the dressing gown and said, “I’ll be waiting for ye.”
He left the chamber so fast that she laughed. Gracie had left a beautiful night rail on
the bed, so she donned that, moving over to sit in front of the fire while she brushed

her hair.

The door opened a few moments later and she stood, turning to look at her husband.
He entered and dropped his towel.



She wished she could whistle but she didn’t have that skill. “Y e look so clean.”

She took two steps, but he held his hand up. “ Stop, please.”

Casting a puzzled gaze his way, she waited to see what his issue was.

“Lassie mine, ye are so beautiful. | can see through that gown and yer profileis so...”

She didn’t give him the chance to finish, instead making her way over and slowly
tossing her gown onto achair. “I’m here and I'm ready for ye.”

She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him, devouring him, the taste of ale fresh on his
lips. She teased him with her tongue just long enough until he swept her up in his
arms and pulled the coverlet back to deposit her in the bed.

“Yesmell of lavender,” he said. “Everywhere?’

Flat on her back, she stared up at the ceiling while her husband kissed every part of
her body, letting her know which spots were the most fragrant.

But when his lips landed there ...she pushed up on her elbows and said, “What the
hell are ye doing?’

He lifted his head and said, “Tasting ye. Why do ye no’ lie back and seeif yelikeit?’

Still scowling, she did as he asked.

“Alaric!” How the hell could something like that feel so good? She had wished to tell
him to stop because it was so odd, but now she only had one thought. Hell, nay! Keep

going.



She wriggled and writhed, finally grabbing his hair to keep him exactly where she
wanted, fighting to keep her moans quiet. This was something meant to be private. Of
that much she was certain.

She nearly crossed the chasm into her orgasm, but he lifted his head and said, “Eli?
Will yelet go of my hair?’

Her hands flew away. What the hell should she do with them now? They landed on
her breasts, and she pinched her nipples without thinking. Alaric’s eyes widened.

“’Tis enough for now. | need ye, lass.”
He entered her quickly, their moans mingling together. She lifted her legs and
wrapped them around him, and he thrust into her, plunging so deep that she moaned

again, this time a wee bit too loud.

Then she crashed over the precipice, calling out to her husband as he finished with a
roar.

Marriage was fun.
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Eli could barely wait to get back to Ramsay land. She’' d been so excited when they’'d
reached the tree that signaled the crossover that she nearly hooted.

And Alaric noticed.
“Y e arethat excited to be home again?’

“God’'s b...” Hell, but she knew Alaric hated when she cursed about the Lord so she
changed it for him. “Spit and slime, but aye, I'm glad. I'm so worried about
Grandmama. Forgive me, but | fear she may no’ still be alive.”

He grabbed the reins of her horse to pull her closer, then leaned over and kissed her
neck. She couldn’'t stop the quick reaction she had to the brawny man, her insides
twittering as she gasped with delight. Aye, but she did enjoy the physical part of their
relationship.

“1 thank ye for changing yer words,” he said.

“What words did | change?’ Dammit to hell, but he made her forget everything.

“God' s?’

“QOch, aye, ye are correct. | did it to please ye, so I'm happy ye noticed.” She was
gloriously glad no one could see them when he stuck his tongue out and wagged it at

her with a saucy grin. She blushed so quickly that he broke out in guffaws.

Hell, but she'd not forgotten how he'd used that tongue of his. Her mind couldn’t



help but go to that activity, and she wondered if she could return the favor. She
glanced over at him, her tongue licking her lips and his reaction was instantaneous.

“Dinnae do that. And whatever ye are thinking, please dinnae say it. Please!”

She threw her head back and laughed, pleased she had thought of something new for
them to try.

A few moments later, her sire and brother were nearly upon them, Kyle and Kyler
with them.

“Ye had a safe journey? No English roaming about after Skaithmuir?’ her father
asked.

“No one bothered us,” Alaric replied. “Though we did meet a fool of a Scot on
Cameron land. Brin sent him out, and we've not seen him since. | wouldnae be

surprised if he turns up, though.”

Eli had to agree with Alaric about Egan. She didn’t think he was done bothering
them.

Alaric went on. “Y e havenae met a Scot named Egan here, have ye? He was looking
for an archer to marry. Thought he’'d grab Eli.”

Her father’ s eyes widened. “What happened?’

“Yeneed no’ worry. My fist in his face convinced him she was unavailable.”

Her father grinned and said, “Nice job, Grant.”

Eli rolled her eyes at the story. The foolish bastard had thought he could just walk up



and take her ssimply because he wanted her. As if no lass had the right to make her
own decision over who she married.

“Daughter? Ye are hale? Y elook awee bit grumpy.”
“I’'m fine, Da. | was just thinking of that fool thinking he could just take me and I’d
have to marry him. | wish he had tried. | would have kicked him in the bollocks until

he cried.”

“Good thing Mama isn't here to hear ye talk like that, Eli.” Her brother’s taunt came
out in asinging tone.

“Close yer mouth, Errol.” She glared at her brother, and they all laughed.

Of course they would laugh. None of them knew what it was like to be a lass and
have everyone else make your decisions for you. Or try to. “Da, how is
Grandmama?’

“No improvement, lass. I’'m worried, and so is Grandda.”

“May | go see her?’

“Aye. Grandda is in the stables brushing down his horse. She's sitting and watching
the archers practice. Go visit with her. She'll appreciateit.”

“She’s outside?’
“Aye, Grandda brought her out because she's miserable inside. And ’tis a pretty

spring day. There are clouds but ye can see the blue sky and the air is warm. Even the
birds seem happy today.”



They came up to the archery field and her sire pointed her grandmother out. “She’s
just there. Go visit her, and we'll be in the hall. Alaric, come with us. | wish to hear
more about this Egan.”

Eli said, “Then | definitely will visit her, because | dinnae wish to hear anything more
about that arsehole.”

Her father shook his head slowly. “Alaric, it doesnae bother ye, her cursing? Her
mother always gets after her.”

“She gave up blaspheming for me. | can’t ask more than that, Gavin.”

Her father laughed, and they went their separate ways, parting with awave. She drew
up close, pleased to see her grandmother was awake in her chair, her bad leg propped
up on a cushioned stool. She was engrossed in watching Y senda, Thea, Willum,
Wenna, and a few others practice. Eli tethered her horse and joined her grandmother,
sitting in the grass next to her.

“Greetings, Grandmama. | see Grandda found ye a nice chair.”

“Och, he did. My back hurts too much to sit in the grass, and I’d never get up again.
Thisis perfect for me.”

“What is it made of 7’
“Donnan made it for me. Bethia sewed the cloth around the wood so | can settle in it
with my back up. All 1 need is a stump to rest my foot on, and I'm all set. Now | can

come out here every day if the weather isfine.”

“How isyer knee? And yer fever?’



“No better. Aunt Brenna says she cannae do anything more for me.”

“Then ye can fight it on yer own. Y e might still get better.”

“Nay, lass. If | were yer age, | might, but no’ being the old lady | am. | know no’ how
much longer, but | think | may only see one more Christmas.”

Eli grabbed on to that thought. One Christmas. She wouldn’t have guessed she could
hold on that long, so that certainly eased her worries. And perhaps by then, they
would discover something new to help her.

“How was yer trip with yer new husband? The Grants were happy to see ye? And
how are Alaric’s brother and father?’

“We had a nice trip to see his family. His father still canno’ walk and has to protect
his leg with that splint, but his sons move him about. And Els was on his horse. He
struggles to walk fast, but he is moving on his own. He talks, but slowly, and the
bump on his head is nearly gone. Alaric was pleased to see his progress.”

“And they accepted ye as Alaric’swife?”’

“Aye. Did ye think they wouldnae?’

“Nay, | knew they would. Y er sister is making big plans. Y e might wish to go ask her
about them.”

Her sister must have heard her grandmother because she squealed and raced back to
give Eli abig hug. “ Guess what? We're planning a wedding.”

“Yeare? | thought ye handfasted.”



“We did, but now we wish for a big wedding. And Tevis is marrying Wenna, and
Thea and Willum said they would marry along with us.”

“All of ye together?’

“Aye, Lily said it would be so much fun, and | agree. Y e will join us?’

Eli kind of liked the idea. She hadn’t asked Alaric about a formal wedding, but why
not?

“1 wish Rab was still here to marry ye, but hisfriend is,” her grandmother said.

“I"ll ask Alaric. But when will it be? He probably would want his parents and his
siblings here.”

“In about a fortnight, | think. They could get here by then. We aready sent word to
Black Idle, so I'm hoping some of them will come. The messenger will stop on Grant
land on the way back. Say ye'll join yer wedding with ours.”

“Alaric and | haven't talked about a wedding. But I'll think on it and see what he
says.”

“Good enough for now. I'm going to practice abit more. Join us?’ Y senda asked.
“Nay, I'll stay with Grandmama.” She didn’t say it, but she wondered if Aunt Brigid
knew how sickly her mother was. If the crew came from Black Isle, that would mean

they’ d have three more healers here to look at Grandmama's leg.

“Ye'd rather be here with an old woman than yer sister?” Her grandmother gave her a
pointed look.



“Right now, | would. Besides, | have a question for ye. | wish to hear yer thoughts.”

“I"'m listening, lass.”

“Alaric’s family want him to be laird.”

She watched her grandmother carefully, not surprised to see her brows arch in
surprise, but then she tipped her head to one side. “Did he tell ye why?’

“Aunt Jennie doesnae think Els will be ready to be laird for some time. And Jamie is
getting on in years. With his leg, he suggested Alaric should replace him.”

“And what does Alaric say? And did Els agree?’

“Els did agree, and Alaric said he needed to think on it. They want an answer in a
moon.”

“And how do ye feel about being alaird’ swife?’

Eli tucked her legsin so she could rest her elbows on her knees. “I'm no’ sure. | think
| would be all right after a while, but | am young. Gracie said she would help us, of
course. And so did Jamie. And Connor, of course, will still be leading as well.”
“Quade believed in passing the lairdship along so he could help Torrian. He didn’t
want to wait until he died. Said it would be too much pressure on Torrian. | think he's

right.”

“I love the Grants and the castle, but | would have to live there, not here. That
troubles me.”

“Ye could visit whenever ye wish.”



“True, but what does alaird’ swife do?”

“It doesn't take special training. It takes a special constitution, a good mind, and a big
heart. Y e have all three.” Her grandmother smiled at her, and Eli took her hand.

“I"'mno’ specia.”

“Yerecall the sapphire sword, lass?’

“Of course. The one John holds.”

“Well, they say thereis a special medal that is given to a certain lass, like the sword is
givento awarrior.”

“I"ve never heard about it.”

“The faeries in the land of the Scots decide which lass has the talent to be a leader of
severa clans. 'Tisalegend.”

“Has any lass ever been given it?”’

“None that | know of. But since it’s a legend, | thought | would pass it on. Because
even the faeries know that women have good minds, like Avelina Menzie, and that
they can lead alongside men. Some think women would make better leaders.”

“Why have | never heard of this medal?’

“Because no one has seen it. Someone suggested that the woman who holds it keeps
it hidden, so greedy men won't steal it. | dinnae know who saw it last, but 'tis still a
legend, so we must pass the tale on. ' Tis our duty to our ancestors and to those who
come after us.”



“I wonder if it will be passed on in my lifetime. Tell me more about it.”

“1 think it takes a special person to be able to see what a land can become instead of
what aland was in the past. And if it isalass who hasit, she must be special because
she has to be able to stand up to men. Avelina did, but now the sword has passed on
to a male, young John. It’'s time for the medal to be found, and ’twill be a lass who
findsit.”

“Found?’

“Whoever finds the medal is the one chosen by the faeries. They |leave it where they
know she will find it. The faeries see al and know all. Never forget that.”
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Several days later, Alaric came in from the lists, wiping the sweat from his brow. He
enjoyed sparring with different people, especially the Ramsays. Torrian's son
Lachlan was quite powerful, and so were Cadyn and Cailean. He headed to the
sideboard to grab an ae, glancing over at the group of lasses studying something over
atrestle table.

Eli had approached him about getting married as part of the group wedding, and he'd
agreed. He' d been surprised it had come from her, but she wished to marry with the
others. The more time he spent with the wee siren, the more he wanted her. This way
he' d never have to worry about the year and a day shite. She'd not be leaving him in
ayear. Or ever. There was a large crowd of Grants on their way, aong with many
others—Mathesons, Camerons, Menzies, and Drummonds. It would be quite the
celebration. He heard his wife' s voice, so eavesdropped for afew moments.

“Nay, 'tismy color. Y€'ll not be changing now, Y senda.”

He recognized that tone in Eli’s voice. Y senda was not going to win this argument.
He hid his smirk the best he could.

“But | likeit. Why can we no’ wear the same? We're sisters.”
“Listen, ye conniving harlot, ye cannae have it. Find yer own color.” Eli glanced over
her shoulder, noticed him by the sideboard and crossed to him with a piece of fabric

in her hand. “Look. What do ye think?’

He leaned down to give her a sultry kiss, but she wasn't having it. She cut it short and
said, “I need yer opinion. Will this be a good color for my wedding dress?’



“I’ll answer yers as soon as ye answer mine. Were ye cursing yer own sister out?’

She sighed and glared at him, tapping her foot. “Aye. She was trying to stea my
color. | know her ways.”

“Forgive meif | am wrong about this, but | thought brides wore their clan colors.”

“We do, but this is for the under gown. The plaid is the skirt and the fold over our
shoulder, but we need an under gown and | wish it to be a pretty color. What do ye
think of it?’

Alaric took the swatch from her and studied it. “This is blue. Are ye no’ wearing my
colors?’

She tipped her head to look at him and snatched the cloth out of his hand. “I'm
wearing a Ramsay blue skirt, and this is a lovely color for a Ramsay lass. | am a
Ramsay or have ye forgotten? And I’m marrying on Ramsay land.”

“To aGrant. A red plaid Grant. And ye were a Ramsay, but now ye are a Grant ever
since we handfasted. Or have ye forgotten that?’

He knew she would wheedle her way to what she wanted, but he also knew that
somehow, when she came down the lane on horseback, there had better be some red
plaid showing somewhere. He knew her mind was scheming for some way to win
him over. But then he saw something different cross her mind.

Desire.
She did that odd thing with her tongue, darting it out and then back in again. “Dinnae

ye think ye should wear yer tunic inside the hall?” Her gaze ran down his bare chest
to his belly and below. “Though | must admit, | am thirsty. | could lick that sweat off



yer chest.”

He chuckled and stared at her, his desire rising just as hers had. He glanced down at
the place where her gaze had locked. He'd planned this, and it was working exactly
as he wished.

She licked her lips, narrowed her gaze and said, “Follow me.” Whirling around, she
never looked back because she knew she wouldn’t need to, instead swinging those
saucy hips of hers in a way that drew his gaze. He smiled with satisfaction. Damn,
but this lass of hiswas sweet.

“And Reyna,” she called as she crossed the hall, “if ye wish to find out if | know how
lads make lasses happy, put yer ear to the door in afew moments and ye'll learn.”

The entire table of cousins erupted into a chorus of hoots and giggles.

But just as Eli’ s hand landed on the door handle, the front door opened, and with one
look over his shoulder at who it was, Alaric stopped. “Eli, wait.”

They both turned around to regard Kyler at the door, a look on his face that Alaric
didn’'t like. Once he spotted Alaric, he strode right over to him.

“There are several Scots outside the gates, and they are asking for yer wife and
Wenna. They are no’ from any clan we know.”

Eli looked furious, but Alaric had already figured it out. “Would one of these Scots
be called Egan?’

“Aye. He said he wished to propose to Eli. | told him ye were already handfasted and
getting married soon, and he said that she would be marrying him. We tried to send
him away, but he refused. My sire went to find Torrian, but I thought ye should be



aware.”

“Ye would be correct, Kyler, and | thank ye verra kindly.” His erection had died as
soon as Kyler had told him who was outside. Desire turned to a fury that wouldn’t be
sated this time until the bastard’s heart was on the end of his sword. Eli moved up
next to Alaric and he reached for her hand, then kissed her forehead. “1’ll go get rid
of him, love. HE' Il no’ be bothering ye.”

“1’m coming along.”

“Eli,” he said, holding her by the arms. “If ye are there, y€'ll be fueling his demands.
| think *twould be best if ye waited here.” He wished she would take his advice but he
knew it wasn't her way.

“I"m coming,” she said, pulling out of his grip and crossing her arms.

He sighed. She'd follow as soon as he walked out the door. “Fine, but ye'll stay
behind me. Promise me that ye'll not step in front of me.”

She dropped her arms to her side and leaned forward. “He willnae hurt me. He wishes
to marry me.”

Her movements told him she was upset, but he also knew she did not understand
exactly what was at stake.

“Nay, men like Egan will hurt ye if he wishes to, though he'll likely no’ kill ye. But
know that he’s a bride-stealer. Have ye never heard of the like? He is large enough to
overpower you. He'll grab ye and toss ye across his horse in aflash.” Alaric crossed
his arms to let her know he would not allow anything other than his conditions. She
was stubborn, but she had a quick mind.



“A bride-stealer? They exist? Truly?' She glanced at Alaric and then to Kyler,
obviously shocked by thisterm.

Kyler nodded. “Aye, my lady. Some men think stealing a bride is the proper way to
get awoman. Not here, but other clans do it often.”

Alaric made one more offer. “Eli, do ye agree to stand behind me or beside me?”’

She settled a hand on her hip and let out aloud whoosh between pursed lips.

“l cantieye up if ye dinnae agree.”

“Ye'll no' tie me up unless we are in our bedchamber alone.” Her gaze narrowed but
his widened.

That comment surprised him, but he’d not bend. Eli was his. He'd never love another,
and he would no’ lose her to the bastard outside.

Shefinally grumbled a bit but then nodded. “Fine. | agree.”

Hell, but he loved her. Feisty, smart, more than awee bit stubborn. She had fire. If he
was going to consider taking the lairdship, he needed a wife who was smart and fiery.
Two thoughts crossed his mind.

They made agreat pair.

He' d never give her up.

He nodded. “I’ll meet him, Kyler. Lead the way.” He took Eli’s hand and the two

followed Kyler out, a few cousins hurrying to follow the trio without saying a word.
“1 need to stop at the stables to retrieve my weapon.”



He strode quickly enough that Eli had trouble keeping up, but she did. Once at the
stable, he retrieved his sword, cleaned it, then kissed the blade. Before he sheathed it,
Eli’ s hand stayed his. She leaned over and kissed the blade too, then kissed him.

He thought he saw a bit of misting in her gaze so he leaned down and whispered in
her ear. “Elisant Ramsay, I’d never let another touch ye. | love ye.”

“’Tis Elisant Grant to ye.”

He grinned at that, then took Eli’s hand again as they exited the stable. Torrian and
Kyle both approached but remained off to the side. He was pleased the chieftain and
his second were there to witness what was to take place.

“What the hell do ye want, Egan? She's no’ available. Ye still have the broken nose
to remind ye. And what rock did ye crawl out from under? Go back to yer kind. Ye€'ll
never patrol with Maitland Menzie either.”

Alaric noticed Logan on horseback off in the distance, Gwyneth in front of him. He
hoped he knew enough to stay the hell out of this. His keen eyes would miss nothing

though, of that he was certain.

Gavin Ramsay came up behind him. “Do what ye must, Grant. If ye need my
assistance, ask for it.”

Egan looked quite smug, a group of five men behind him, all carrying swords. “We'll
fight six of yer men. Winnerstake their pick of yer archer lasses.”

“Y e hedge-born sot,” Eli yelled. “Did ye consider asking mefirst, ye ugly troll?’

“Shut her up!” Egan shouted, pointing his sword at her. It was smaller than any of the
Ramsays and Alaric’'s, a toy in comparison. “Lasses dinnae speak unless they are



given permission.”

“I"ll speak when | wish, ye arsehole.” She took a step forward, but stopped as Alaric
moved in front of her, his hand crossing the front of her waist to protect her as he
moved her behind him. She stuck her head around him and shouted, “And dinnae
ever tell me what to do. Y e are as daft as a horsefly.”

Eli wanted the last word. He didn’t like the way this was going. He' d never guessed
the fool wanted six brides. Nor was he expecting six men wishing to fight. He stole a
guick glance to assess their weapons. Most were paltry compared to the great swords
of the Grants and Ramsays.

Egan’s face turned the darkest shade of red he’'d ever seen, nearly purple. “I said shut
her up.” Then he moved so he could look straight at Eli. “When ye are mine, I'll
teach ye to listen to me. Yewillnae likeit, but ye'll do asye aretold. I'll beat yer arse
until ye can do naught but wait on me.”

“The hell | will, ye churlish bastard.”

Egan made a move toward Eli, but Alaric was faster, unsheathing his sword and
stepping farther in front of her, his sword aimed right at Egan’s belly. He stared
straight into the fool’s smug gaze. “Get back. Ye dinnae deserve to stand near her.
The battle is between ye and me.”

Torrian called out, “I have many guards who will escort them off our land. Yer
choice, Grant.”

A crowd had begun to gather in a haf circle in front of the gates, guards moving
wherever Torrian directed them, along with a line of archers on the parapets, but he
would not be distracted from his purpose. This would end here and now. He'd had
enough of this arrogant bastard’ s bullshit.



How dare he threaten hiswifel

“Nay, Chief, no one speaks to my wife in such away. I'll take care of him,” Alaric
replied. “’ Twill be my pleasure. This fool wouldn’t listen on Cameron land. Now he
will. Once ye are dead, Egan, yer friends will take their leave and never come back.”

One of the men behind Egan dared to draw an arrow, aiming it at him, or perhaps Eli
behind him. An arrow landed between the fool’ s feet so fast that the idiot dropped his
weapon in shock.

Out of the corner of his eye, Alaric saw Eli’ s mother with her bow in hand.

“Stand down!” she bellowed. Merewen was as good as her daughter at archery.

Torrian raised his hands. “Stand back, all of ye. This is between Alaric and Egan.
Ramsays, unless ye are a guard, ye belong up on the curtain wall.”

“Chief?’ Gavin asked. “1’d like agood view since this involves my daughter.”

“Gavin, ye may stay with yer daughter, but we need room,” Torrian said with awide
grin, pointing to a line of approaching horses. Torrian met the group and directed the
ridersto fan out into a circle surrounding Egan and his men.

Alaric couldn’'t believe his eyes. First came Grant warriors, including his brothers and
hissire. Aye, he was certain he saw Els with Joya on one horse and his father in a cart
behind Jowell. Loki Grant's small group was behind them. Then came Menzie
warriors, Camerons, and a line of Matheson warriors. The last group was led by
Micheil Ramsay, along line of Drummond warriors now behind Egan’s men.

He glanced at Eli who was now grinning from ear to ear. She moved over next to him
and stood on her tiptoes, kissing his cheek. “Take care of this, husband. I'll be up on



the wall with my weapon and my mama. Y e know what ye need to do.”

“I do, lass.”

Alaric moved to the middle of the circle, waiting for Egan. As soon as Egan had
taken his place, Alaric looked to Torrian.

“Y e give the word, Chief.”

Chants and yells of support echoed across the landscape, but he vowed to ignore
them, because now he had to focus on one thing and one thing only.

The enemy. His beloved grandfather, the renowned swordsman Alexander Grant, had
taught his grandsons how to fight one-on-one with afool. There d been much more to
it, but his advice came down to one word.

Focus.

“Chief?” Alaric would bow to whatever Torrian wished.

He glanced at the Ramsay chieftain, and Egan showed his true colors.

Out of the corner of his eye, Alaric caught Egan running to his side and attempting to
hit him from behind. Alaric’s blade swung to defend himself, and their weapons

clashed.

The fight was on.
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Eli gasped but kept quiet. She wouldn’t risk distracting her husband.
Alaric planted hisfeet and said, “Y e cheating piece of slime.”
“Take care of him, Grant!” Torrian shouted.

Alaric growled and raised his sword over his head, coming down on Egan’s own
raised weapon. The clash rang out, followed by another four rapid clashes of the
blades. They attacked and parried back and forth, grunting and repositioning
themselves, the crowd cheering him on with each blow. Alaric swung his sword in
powerful arcsthat would surely destroy anything in its path.

Eli watched her husband move as if his sword were a part of him, every move a
rhythmic masterpiece. In such a battle to the death, he would surely prevail. His
intensity on his target was impressive to watch.

Fighting, taunting, parrying, thrusting. Her husband was magnificent, the muscles on
his back rippling with every powerful move.

He battled with a grace and a force that was unparalleled, but Eli could tell he was
playing with the man—teasing him to swing more and more. Egan began to swing
wildly, losing his strength and probably sensing it. He changed tactics and reverted to
his mouth instead.

“Give her to me. Y e have plenty of lasses.” He stopped to pant, glancing up at Eli on
the curtain wall. “Or give me another one. I'll let ye have that wise-mouthed bitch
and trade her for a sweet one.”



“Ye think to insult my wife? Yer comments are a compliment, rather. Y€'ll never
have her.” Alaric taunted. “She is mine.”

Eli could kiss him for that comment. Her mother noticed because she squeezed Eli’s
hand and smiled.

Alaric twirled in a quarter-circle to take him off-guard, then reversed his direction, a
move that allowed his blade to catch Egan’s leg. First blood.

The crowd roared, but Alaric kept his eyes on his foe. Eli’s heart swelled with love
for him, and a prayer that he would come through the fight unscathed.

Egan had the nerve to look up at her. “I’ve a change of mind. I’'ll keep her. Y€'ll be
mine soon, lass.” Then he formed hislipsinto akiss.

Eli almost nocked an arrow, she was so disgusted.

Her husband didn’'t approve of his move, either, if she were to guess, because his
stance shifted into one of even more intense focus. He was done with the taunts and
the teases. He was ready to kill.

Alaric swung from the right, then from the left, knocking the man’s weapon out of his
hands. Egan scrambled to grab it before Alaric could drive his blade into his chest.
Wiping the dirt from his hands, he gripped his small sword and snarled at Alaric.

“We just need three archers to train ours. Just let us have them. And in turn, she'll
give me bairns with that skill bred into them aready. She'll give me al lads, five of

them. We'll come back and take over this castle, driving ye out.”

Alaric laughed at the man’s foolishness.



“1 tire of this, Egan. Say yer goodbyes to yer friends. Tell them to leave and take yer
body with them.”

“Nay, we'll be taking six lasses with us. And I'll take yer lass and make her mine
right in front of ye. | thought ye'd like to watch her scream when | bury myself inside
her, ripping her apart.”

Eli covered her ears, knowing that was the talk that would make Alaric finaly end
this fight. She knew he played with Egan, taunting and teasing him into thinking he
had a chance when everyone there knew he didn’t. It was part of the show, if she had
to guess. He had an audience unlike any other—Grants, Ramsay, Menzies,
Drummonds, Camerons, Mathesons.

Before Alaric could deliver the killing blow, al five of Egan’s friends raised their
weapons and charged.

Within seconds, Gavin, Gregor, Broc, Alasdair, Alick, Paden, and a few others got
into the battle, stopping it before it even started. The fools saw the size of the swords
and the number fighting them, and they froze in their tracks. One man mounted his
horse and | eft.

Alaric made his final assault. One thrust from the left, one from the right, then he
twirled in a circle, giving the weapon the power he wanted. At the last moment, he
changed his mind and turned the hilt enough that he hit Egan’s weapon with the flat
of his blade, sending the smaller sword flying too far for the fool to grab it.

It nearly struck one of Egan’s own men.

Alaric held his blade to Egan’ s throat. “ Apologize to my wife.”

Eli couldn’t help herself. “Husband? No apology needed, but | would like my turn!”



Alaric gave her a nearly imperceptible nod, then stepped to the side a bit, giving her a
clear shot. She fired her arrow and hit the foul bastard right where she’ d aimed.

Right in his bollocks.

Egan screamed like a banshee as he fell to his knees, clutching the arrow and trying
to remove it.

Alaric called out, “Nice shot, wife.”

“Yewish to tell me what to do now, Egan?’ Eli called.

Egan fainted. The four men who remained mounted their horses and took off without
him.

The crowd cheered and applauded.

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed her grandsire and grandmother heading
away from the castle.

She knew what they were doing. She shouted to Alaric who was now in the middle of
acrowd, all patting his back and cheering for him. “I’ [l be right back!”

Racing down the stairs, she grabbed Kyle's horse and mounted with a leap, saying,
“I’m just borrowing him for amoment, Kyle.” She had to speak to her grandfather.

Catching up to him, she shouted, “ Stop! Where are ye going?’

Her grandmother reached for her grandsire’ s forearm and squeezed it, causing him to
slow his horse. “What do ye want, EIi?’



“Nice shot, Granddaughter,” her grandmama said with a wink. “Ye make this old
woman proud.”

Her grandsire shifted in his saddle. “Y e chose a fine man, lass. He handles his sword
well. Reminds me of Alex.”

“Many thanks, but where are ye taking Grandmama?’ She worried they were leaving,
never to return. She had to stop them.

“Just for aride, lass. We'll be back for the wedding.”

Somehow, by the look in both sets of eyes, eyes she’'d seen nearly every day of her
life, she knew he was lying. “Y e are taking her away to die.”

“Lass,” Grandmama said. “I'll no’ die in front of everyone. I'd just like to go
peacefully, in the arms of my love.”

“Y e cannae go yet. We're all getting married. Y e have to stay for the wedding.”

Her grandmother looked at her grandfather. “Fine. Logan, after we go for aride, we'll
come back so we can see the wedding. Then we'll go on our journey.”

Her grandfather smiled, set his horse into a gallop and called over his shoulder,
“We'll be back for the wedding!”

She knew they weren’t coming back. Her grandmother had always said she wished to
die privately. He was taking her to her deathbed.

“1 know ye are lying!” The tears erupted as she watched the two take one of the side
paths off of Ramsay land. “1 love ye both!”



Her grandfather waved a hand up in the air, but never turned around.

She set her mount to a trot behind them, tears blurring her view. “Come back,” she
whispered.

She never saw the horse coming. Suddenly an arm wrapped around her and yanked
her off her horse, hauling her over to lie belly down across the saddle of a racing
mount.

It was one of Egan’s men. “Egan didn’t get ye, so I'll take ye instead.”

He joined the other four men who waited for him, and they took off down a different
path through the forest.

“Instead of five men and five women, it'll be just one of ye. But | think ye are feisty
enough to handle all of us.”

The bastard had his hand on her arse. “Get yer hands off of me!” She screamed at him
but couldn’t sit up or wriggle free of the hand holding her down.

“Why? 'Tis afine arse. | cannae wait to see it with those trews off, and ye'll never
wear them again. My wife will wear a skirt at all times, so | can slide my hand up her

leg to her bum whenever | wish.”

That did it for Eli. What kind of fool did he think she was? She squirmed and fought
and finally did what she had to. She punched him between his legs.

He let out a howl and nearly fell off the horse. His hold loosened, and she righted
herself so she could jump off.

Except they raced along aravine she didn’t care to jump into. She had to hold on until



they were in an area where she could land without killing herself.

She knew Alaric would miss her and would follow soon enough, she just had to be
patient.

Patience wasn’t something she did very well.

Fortunately, she could hear hoofbeats approaching from behind. She looked behind
them and was pleased to see her husband.

“Eli, dinnae jump yet! ' Tistoo dangerous. I'll get ye.”

***

Alaric followed Eli’s captor along the edge of the ravine, waiting for a safe place to
pull up aongside the fool and knock him off his horse. Eli was plenty strong enough
to manage the horse and right herself.

If she couldn’t, he'd be right there.

But first, he had to cam the fury that raged inside him. He thought of Alexander
Grant’swords: An angry, emotional man never wins. Y e have to control yer emotions

He hadn’t understood how difficult that would be. His fury threatened to overpower
his thinking, so he looked at his wife instead of her captor, thinking again how much
he adored her. She didn’t deserve all this chaos so close to their wedding day.

The ravine gradually shallowed as they rode into an area of the forest that was thick
with trees and where the path became wide enough for him to ride abreast of the fool.
“Get ready to grab the reins, Eli,” he bellowed once he was close enough for her to



hear him.

He saw an area up ahead that looked safe enough to make his move. The need to
make sure she wasn't hurt was paramount. After Els and his father, he couldn’t bear
anything happening to his wife.

They reached the wide, flat stretch of the path.

“Grab thereins, Eli! And hold on!”

Alaric kicked hisfeet free of his stirrups and launched himself across the gap between
the two horses. He plowed into other man, knocking him off his horse to the side of
the path. They landed with a thump, Alaric landing on top of him hard enough to
knock the wind out of the kidnapper. One punch was all it took to knock the swine
out cold.

He stood just as his brother Jowell passed him, glancing back at him.

“Stay with her, Jowell! | lost my horse.”

He got up and raced down the path, watching as Eli fought to gain control of the
horse. She had the reins, but the frightened horse had bolted and would not heed her.

“Slow him down, Eli!”

Jowell had nearly caught up to her. He would make it!

The horse had to jump over a falen log and tossed Eli into the air. She landed in a
heap.

Alaric thought he would vomit. But he fought through it and found an extra burst of



Speed.

“Eli! Jowdl! Get to her! Eli!” She had to be hale.

Cam down. She'll stand up in amoment and curse at everyone. She'll be fine.

By the time he reached her, Jowell had caught the horse, pulling the panicked beast to
the side of the path so it wouldn’t step on her. Uncle Connor and Broc came up
behind him, but he couldn’t talk with them.

Eli lay unmoving in the dirt off to the side of the path. He knelt next to her and kissed
her lips first. He didn’t know what else to do. For all he’d done for his father and his
brother, he was suddenly helpless, unable to act.

“Eli,” he whispered. “Come back to me, love. Say anything.”

Uncle Connor leaped off his horse and said, “ Get a mount. We need to get her out of
here and back to the keep. There were three or four other men, and | fear they might
return. Take my horse. Broc will find yers.” His brother went after his horse.

Alaric nodded, unable to speak. She looked so pale and helpless, al he could do was
pray she would come back to him.

Broc yelled over his shoulder as he left, “One of ye check her for broken bones,
Alaric. Stay calm. Do what Mama taught us.”

Connor said, “I'll do it. Mount up.” He knelt next to her and checked both arms and
legs, then felt the back of her head. “None that | can find, and she has no lumps on
her head, Alaric, so dinnae go to that place in yer mind. She's young and strong. This
ground is softer than when yer sire and brother fell.”



He mounted the warhorse and turned it around, then his uncle picked her up carefully,
handing her to him.

What else could go wrong?
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Alaric paced outside the healing chamber. His father sat in a chair not far away, his
leg propped, his brother next to him.

“It’s not the same, Alaric. She landed on softer ground and not on her head like Els
did. | saw her land. She'll come around.” Jowell did his best to convince him, but he
couldn’t hide the worry etched on his face.

Alaric paced and paced.

Torrian handed him a cup of ale. “This is the best place to be. Ye have al the best
healers tending her. Brenna, Aunt Jennie, Brigid, Jennet, Tara, and yer mother are all
here. The best of the best ye have in there. Have faith in them.”

“Verratrue. | must apologize for al the trouble we brought to ye, Chief. We had no
idea he would follow us here.” Alaric took a mouthful of hisdrink. He hadn’t realized
how thirsty he was. He' d had nothing since before his training bouts.

“1 knew he was naught but trouble, Alaric,” Brin said. “Eli will come around. She had
no wounds, no visible bump. Mayhap not right away. Some like to sleep for a while.
Helps them heal, my mother always says.”

Ceit sat not far away twisting her gown in her lap, and Brin moved over to massage
her shoulders.

The door opened and Gracie came out, a smile on her face. That alone settled Alaric a
bit. She came straight to him and clasped his shoulder. “ She is awake and talking. She
was wiggling her toes. These are all good signs. Now I’ve come to sit with ye while



the experts check her over from head to toe. | think she'll be fine, Alaric.”

He let out a breath and said, “ Thank the Lord above. May | see her, Mama?’

“Wait until Aunt Jennie and Jennet take a good look. Aunt Brenna says they are the
best because her eyes are no’ what they used to be. Come sit with me.”

He nodded. “Ye are right. Did she know where she was? Did she recognize ye all?’
He remembered that from somewhere. Someone who woke up and had no idea where
they were. All the conversations they’ d had about his brother had stuck in his mind.

“She did. Asked if ye were hale, so her mind is working well. Give them another hour
with her, and then I’'m sure ye can see her. Why do ye no’ go clean up and find a
tunic? Ye look like ye rolled in the mud.” His mother kissed his cheek. “Y e fought
well, son.”

He glanced down at his chest and belly, just noticing he was covered with dirt. “I
guess | could use aquick clean up. I'll jump in the loch later.”

Heather came down the stairs, and Torrian called out to her. She motioned to Alaric
and led him up the stairs to a chamber, sent a maid to retrieve a basin of fresh water,

and asked, “Do ye have aclean tunic?If no’, | can find one for ye.”

“Nay, | have one in our chamber, Heather. Many thanks to ye. The water would be
appreciated.”

Heather patted his shoulder and said, “ She’' s in wonderful hands, but ye know that.”

“Aye. I'll bejust afew moments. In case Eli callsfor me.”

She nodded and left, closing the door behind her. He flopped onto a stool and let his



head fall into his hands, so grateful that Eli would be fine. Once he was able to slow
the fast beating of his heart, he cleaned up what he could, then donned the fresh tunic.
He didn’t have aclean plaid, but he'd get one later.

When he made his way down the stairs, the mood of the group below had changed
from fear and sadness to one of joy. Aunt Jennie and Aunt Brenna stood just outside
the door of the healing chamber.

Heather raised her arms for everyone's attention “Come, we have much to celebrate.
Join us around the hearth, and we'll have the lasses serve the evening meal. So many
have arrived, and we are ready for ye! Plenty of food and drink for all.”

The group moved away, their happiness glowing on their faces. Alaric spotted many
good friends and family who he couldn’t wait to greet, but Eli came first. As he
watched the group, he was pleased to see Jowell had aready seated his father in a
chair near the hearth, propping his leg.

Gavin came over to him. “Many thanks for what ye did. ' Tis an honor to have ye as a
part of our clan and as a son-in-law. | know ye will take good care of my lassie. Ye
fight like Alex did. In fact, if not for the fair hair, ye look much like yer grandsire.”

“Many thanks to ye, Gavin. May | see her? Have ye seen her?”’

“1 told Merewen ye get first rights to our lassie, and she agreed. She's speaking with
Aunt Brenna. Go on in. Take yer time. We'll enjoy our guests.”

He stepped past so many people that they all began to meld together in his mind. So
many claps on his back and words of congratulation, but his mind was only on the

|ass behind the door.

He' d had such a fear when he glanced back over at her grandparents leaving and saw



Eli on a horse alone and suddenly grabbed by one of Egan’s friends. He left Egan to
the Ramsays and grabbed the nearest horse to go after her.

The bastard had taken a treacherous path. He knew any jump or fal as they raced
along the ravine could have been dangerous for either of them. But they were both
here safe.

Aunt Jennie approached him when he neared the door. “ She's fine, Alaric. | know Eli
to be atough lass, but she's pretty shaken up by the entire situation. She sports a few
bruises on her body so do be gentle with her, but she'll have no lasting issues from
her fall. Yedid afine job saving her from that fool.

“1 swear that my mother was the wisest woman on earth for telling all of us that we
had to allow our bairns to choose their own partners. Y et some fools persist in this
ridiculous bride-stealing practice.” Then she leaned in to whisper, “I dinnae think Eli
believed they would dare try to steal her away, but 'tis now in her past. Fear no’.
She'll be up and walking in no time. She's asking for ye. Jennet is helping her to
change out of her torn clothing into a clean gown just now.”

“Many thanks to ye, Aunt Jennie.”

She patted his cheek and said, “Ye look just like my brother except for that light hair
on yer head and those blue eyes. Y er mother passed her beauty on to ye.”

He blushed a bit at that comment, but the door opened and Jennet and Brigid both
came out, Jennet coming right over to him. “She's asking for ye. | told her to rest for
a wee bit. She is exhausted and a bit bruised. But the bride stealing attempt has
thrown her off kilter.”

“Do me afavor, Jennet,” Alaric said. “Keep the others out for awee bit?I’d like to be
alone with her.”



Jennet patted his forearm. “1I’ll send Ethan over as guard. No one will dare question
him.”

“Many thanks.” Then he moved over to the door, took a deep breath to steel himself
for any bruises or scrapes on his dear wife, then opened the door.

The room was dim, and Eli lay on the bed in the back of the chamber. “Eli, ye are
hale? Please tell me so, love.”

“Alaric? I'm so glad ye are here.” She held out her hand to him, a silent request for
him to come closer.

He stepped over to her side, pleased when she moved over in the bed and patted the
spot next to her. That was all he needed to see. He dropped his dirty plaid and slid in
next to her, wrapping his arms around her and holding her close to breathe in her
essence just for a moment.

“1 was so scared when ye flew off that horse, |ass.”

“1 was so scared when that bastard kidnapped me. He wanted me to take on all five of
them, and he told me I’d never wear leggings again, and...”

“Hush, I’'m here now. Ye know | will always protect ye, do ye no’?’ He leaned back
and lifted her chin up to look at him, dropping a quick kiss on her lips.

She nodded, her eyes damp. “I do. | nearly jumped off into the ravine, but | told
myself | had to wait until ye followed. | knew ye would. | love ye.”

“l love ye too. And | love that ye are a strong lass, wife of mine. | counted on ye
being strong, and ye were.”



“Make loveto me, Alaric.”

“Och, naught would please me more, but | can see a bruise on yer cheek and a cut
under yer chin. Jennet said ye are bruised elsewhere from the fal. | fear | might hurt
ye because my need for ye is so bad. We should probably wait.”

“Nay. Now, Alaric.”

“1 know ye wanted me before we were rudely interrupted, as | did ye, but much has
changed.”

“Aye, that was a desire. Thisis a need for ye, husband. A need that | have to know
that we are still us. That those fools didn’t change what we have.”

“Promise me that ye will stop meif | hurt ye?’

“Y e cannae hurt me.”

Alaric dlid his hand under her gown to feel her soft skin, moving his hand down to
part her curls, teasing her to prompt her juices to flow. He kissed her neck, played
with her breasts until she moaned a bit too loudly, then pressed on. When she spread
her legs, she was already dlick with her need for him.

“We will do thisslowly, lass.”

“Aye. Please. | need ye inside me, Alaric. Y e and me together forever.”

He did his best to settle her on her side so he could slip inside her, pleased to find that
it was easier than he' d expected.

“Ye did need me, lass of mine.” He dlid in as deep as he could, his hand going to her



bottom to pull her against him so he could fill her.

She moaned and he set his lips on hers to catch the sound. Ethan was out there, and
he knew how loud his wee wife could be when their lovemaking turned wild. He
vowed that this would not be wild, but slow.

He moved inside her, gauging her need, thrusting in and out until she caught his
rhythm and they danced together, slipping in and out in a slow beat unlike their usual,
afeeling so powerful that he feared he’ d go before her.

“Y e arenae hurting anywhere?’

“Hell, nay, ye brawny brute.”

He grinned. “Y er wish is my command, my queen. Tell me what ye want.”

“Faster. | need ye faster and harder.”

He did what he could under the circumstances, but he decided to reach down and help
her peak faster, finding the spot that would propel her over the edge.

As soon as he found it, she moaned again and spread her legs wider and he moved her
onto her back because he could no longer restrain himself.

When he was finally settled above her, his weight on his elbows to protect her, he
whispered, “Look at me, Elisant.”

She opened her eyes and gazed up at him, alook of sheer desire on her face. Her hand
cupped his cheek, and she said, “Finish this now.”

“I’ll always protect ye, Eli. | will always be there for ye.”



“And| for ye.”

His lips melded against hers, and he pounded into her, needing to finish quickly. As
soon as he heard her go over the edge, her contractions seizing him, he followed,
holding his yell inside as best he could as he finished.

Gazing into her eyes, he saw the same sense of awe he felt.

“Och, but ye are afine bull, husband. Slow was better than fast mayhap.”

He chuckled and rolled off her, tugging her with him. “I’'m so grateful ye are hale.”
She leaned up on her elbow so she could look at him. “I worried about ye awee bit in
the sword fight, but as soon as | saw ye trade blows, | knew he didnae stand a chance
against my big, strapping man. Y er weapon is such adelight.”

He had to laugh at this, glancing over at her with a smirk then kissing her fingertips.

“Alaric, do ye wish | would stop cursing? | could, if ye truly want me too. It might
take awhile though.”

He grinned and said, “Nay, | love ye just the way ye are, Queenie. | dinnae think I've
ever been so proud as when ye told the bastard to shut his mouth. | nearly dropped
my sword to kissye, but | couldnae.”

“l love ye just the way ye are too. Now get yer arse out of this bed. | need some
food.”

He climbed out of bed and helped her out, finding a basin and ewer of fresh water on
the table. He washed and helped her to wash up, then donned his plaid and dressed
her in anight rail over the gown Jennet had provided.



When he opened the door, there stood Ethan, his arms crossed in front, guarding the
door.

A dozen of their cousins stood facing him: Braden, Roddy, Rose, Daniel, Constance,
Wulf, Reyna, Broc, Paden, Cadyn, and behind them all, John and Coira.

Alaric and Eli froze for a moment, surprised by the gathering, then they broke into
laughter and stepped out. When Alaric regained his composure, he held up his hand.

“She’ sfine now.”

Daniel stepped forward to greet them. “We heard. We' re happy for both of ye.”

Ethan took a step toward Daniel, and Alaric grasped his shoulder. “ Thanks, Ethan. Ye
can go back with Jennet. Yedid afinejob.”

“My honor, Alaric. | hope ye enjoyed yer reunion.”

“Wedid,” hereplied.

Ten voices caled out, “We know!”

“Well, if ye thought my wife would blush, I'll tell ye she’ll no’.”

Eli grinned, and Alaric couldn’t resist—he gave her a smacking kissfor al to see.
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The wedding was going to be glorious. More than that—it would be stunning,
beautiful, wonderful. So many things to Eli. The days had passed as they’d readied
the keep for the festivities, and it would be nearly perfect.
Except her grandparents weren't there.

“Eli, | need ye to promise me something,” her mother said.

“I'll try. But | know they are no’ coming back. And it's my wedding—and everyone
else’snearly.”

“Ye are aready handfasted and so are the others,” Merewen said. “Promise me ye
will no’ allow their absence to ruin yer day. Y e deserve every happy moment, and so

does Alaric. And the others. No tears.”

“I'll try, Mama. But | hoped she would come back, with Brigid and Jennet and Tara
al here”

“She visited with them and said her goodbyes. None of them had any new treatments
for her to try, but Brigid gave her something to ease her pain.”

Her father came into her bedchamber. “Merewen, go downstairs and break yer fast.
I’ll talk with her.”

Eli’s mother kissed her cheek and slipped out of the chamber.

“Did they tell ye they werenae coming back, Da? Because | could tell they didnae



mean to.” She fought to hold her tears back. Dammit, but all those years she spent not
crying must have built too many up inside her.

“Da called us in to sit with Mama. He came back late one night and called all my
siblings to meet with them. It was Molly, Maggie, Simone, Beatris, Sorcha, Gregor,
and Brigid. She told us she wouldnae die in front of a crowd. That if she was going to
pass on, she wished to do it quietly and without the whole family hovering outside
her door. She asked Dato take her away.”

“They could have waited a few more days.”

“Mayhap, but she has the right to die on her own terms.”

“Da, | dinnae wish to live without Grandmama. Grandsire will come back, will he
no 7’

“1’m sure he will. Brigid wondered if he was secretly taking her to some other healer.
She also said that some people heal on their own, so that is possible too.”

Eli hugged her father, so glad to have him by her side. He was her rock through
everything. “1 know they cannae live forever. | just wished for awee bit more time.”

“But today is yer wedding day, and ye have a fine husband waiting for ye. | have to
admit, | didnae think my Elisant would ever find a man who was her perfect match,
but Alaric Grant is, | think. Ye have strong feelings for him and he feels the same for
ye, so | hope ye will have awonderful marriage.”

“My thanks, Da.” She brushed her tears away. “I’'ll be fine now. | wish for this
wedding to begin already!”

“I’ll let yer mother know that ye are going to get dressed. | need to prepare, too.”



Her father left and her mother returned. Eli readied herself, even going to another
chamber so Avelina could do her hair. She knew Lily and her daughters were tacking
and decorating the horses, and she couldn’t wait to see their mounts. All of a sudden,
her nerves tied up in knots from worry about what Alaric would think of her dress.

Much later, all dressed and ready to go, her mother held her by the shoulders at arm’s
length. “Y e are beautiful, my dear. Yer man will be struck speechless. Y e are ready?’

Eli glanced toward the window of the chamber. “Just one more moment, Mama. Is
there nothing more we need to do?’

“Eli, wemust go. Yeare late.”

“1 know. | had hoped...”

Merewen wrapped her arms around her. “Grandmamais no’ returning. The others are
waiting. ' Tistime.”

She squared her shoulders and said, “Y e are correct, Mama. | love ye so. | am ready. |
canno’ walit to see Alaric in his Grant finery.”

Her mother followed her downstairs, but when she saw her father, she stopped,
suddenly overcome with emotion because it had been so long since she’d seen him
dressed so fine. The white leine against his bronzed skin and the blue of the Ramsay
plaid was indeed splendid. And the dark boots he'd had made special were
magnificent. Her mother’s voice carried over her shoulder, “Oh, Gavin. Ye are as
handsome as the day we married.”

She hurried over to her sire and kissed his cheek. “Da, ye look wonderful!”

“Y e better get outside. Y er groom is getting nervous, and everyone elseiswaiting.”



“1 will. But why would he be nervous?’ she asked as she stepped out the door and
gazed across the courtyard, full of her cousins and horses. Everyone was just so...

“Eli, ye havenae changed yer mind, have ye?’ There stood Alaric, the finest looking
man in the entire land. Oh how she adored him.

She shook her head, raced down the stairs and threw hersalf into his arms. “Never! |
loveye, and I’'m sorry | delayed.”

“Aslong as ye still agreeto say aye, all isforgiven.”

“Of course I'll say aye. | wish to be with ye forever, Alaric. Yer heart is entwined
with mine. | know no’ how it happened, but we'll never be separated.”

“True. We may be apart, but | will always love ye, lassie mine.” He kissed her cheek
then stepped back to look at her gown, walking in a slow circle around her. “Clever,
lass.”

“Doyelikeit?’ She rubbed her cheek, hoping he' d say he approved.

“l do,” he said, taking in the way she’ d managed to mix both plaids. The underskirt of
her gown was blue with a Ramsay plaid over it, and her bodice was a light red with a
Grant plaid folded over the chest and her shoulder. “Why Grant on top?”

She touched her hand to her chest. “Closest to my heart. But | am both Ramsay and
Grant, ye are aware.” Her plaid bodice matched his own plaid exactly, his white leine
such a contrast against the colors that he looked more magnificent than ever.

“Aye, ye are, my fine beauty. | approve yer choices. Ye will be the loveliest bride
there.”



Torrian called out, “I’'m heading out. Follow me.” Torrian and Heather led the way
through the gates on horseback and took a small turn toward the loch where the
ceremony was to take place.

There were many horses and rows and rows of well-wishers. She and Alaric were last
behind Y senda and Lewis and Tevis and Wenna. Theaand Willum led the group. The
parents of each couple escorted them, Gracie and Jamie on one side of them while her
parents rode on the other, moving back and forth between Y senda and Eli. Alaric held
her close on their black destrier, ribbons of red and blue entwined in Midnight
Moon’s mane and tail.

It was a glorious procession. “I love being at the back, Alaric, so we can see
everyone. Look how beautiful Ysendais.” Her sister spun around and waved to her.
She fought the tears, swiping at them as soon as they appeared. As they made the
bend, she thought she caught a flash of something silver at the top of the hill not far
away. “Did ye see that, Alaric?’

“Nay, what?’

“A flash of something like a sword. Up in the trees and the brush atop the hill.”

“1 dinnae see anything, but Kyle and Kyler are patrolling the outskirts with a group of
guards, so dinnae worry. No one will try to grab ye on this day. We are surrounded by
friends.”

“Good,” she replied, but she had the oddest feeling that they were being watched.
Grandsire and Grandmama? She dismissed it from her mind; she was too busy taking
in the sight of the lovely processional. She vowed to enjoy every bit of their wedding

day.

Horses pranced and minstrels played as they approached the loch, the parents moving



back while the couples moved into a semi-circle around the priest, dismounting and
standing together, taking their vows as a group. It aimost felt as if they were pledging
themselves not only to their spouses, but to their clanmates and friends.

When the ceremony finished, Alaric kissed her hard, then swooped her up and tossed
her into the air, catching her as she squealed in delight. She' d never been happier.

They mounted their horse, Alaric climbing behind her as the couples joined their
individual clans, banners waving and their horses galloping across the meadow to
applause, competing war whoops so loud that at one point, Eli covered her ears. How
she loved al their clans.

“Alaric.”

“What love?’ He let out another Grant war whoop, kissed her cheek and said, “Are
yeno' happy?’

“1’ve never been happier.”

Gradually, the shouts and chaos settled, and everyone made their way back to the
castle. The courtyard filled with guests and the newly married couples. The families
ate and danced in the courtyard, while villagers and guards celebrated outside the
wall with food and drink for all.

At one point, Els stood in the center of the dance area, holding his young son and
dancing in place. He didn't move his feet, because he was still unsteady, but Joya
danced on one side of him while Jowell was on the other to support him. He looked
so happy standing and wiggling to the music while his son giggled joyoudly.

Eli danced until her feet hurt, but she enjoyed every moment of it, especially when
Alaric grabbed her and planted a big kiss on her lips while the crowd cheered. They



had so much fun, and she made the best of it.

But awee part of her still missed her grandparents.

When the magical day ended and people began to take their leave, she and Alaric
decided to go outside the wall and speak with the villagers and guards and say good
eve to those who were leaving. Darkness would be falling soon, and most wished to
be settled before night was completely upon them. Rows and rows of colorful tents
decorated the meadow for as far as she could see.

She swore she’'d never seen so many people in one place. It was a wedding to
remember.

It was then, as guests were streaming away, that she saw the reflection up on the hill.
Her grandsire’s sword. He was there. She swore he was up there watching. That was
exactly what she thought she'd seen earlier.

Alaric was busy chatting with some guards, and she laid her hand on his arm to get
his attention. “I’ll be right back.”

He nodded his agreement, and she raced up the hill, oblivious to the dirt on her dress
and the rips in her silk hose. She didn’'t care. She had to see Grandmama one more

time.

“Grandmama!” she shouted, hoping it would stop them from taking their leave. “One
more time, Grandda, please! Grandmama!”

She reached the top of the hill and pushed through the brush, ignoring the brambles
scratching her arm and the nettles against her legs. She didn’t care.

She made it into the clearing. The place she was sure they’d been watching from.



There! She saw it, her heart nearly exploding from the excitement that they might still
be here. The chair. They had been at her wedding.

That knowledge alone pleased her.

There in the middle of the small clearing sat the chair that Donnan and Bethia had
made for her grandmother. And across from it was an open areain the brush for them
to peer through without giving their location away. Her grandfather was forever
clever.

“Grandsire?’
All quiet. Nothing stirred at all. She moved over and brushed her fingers along the
back of the chair, tears misting her eyes as she thought about the woman who'd

guided her so much in her life.

The woman who'd taught her to be strong, to stand up to men, to stand up for what
was right.

The woman who taught them all that a lass could be as powerful in warfare and
everyday life asaman.

The woman who loved her children and grandchildren unconditionally, with every
part of her being. The woman who taught her the meaning of love.

She would never forget her. She wandered through the small area, hoping she would
catch a glimpse of one of them watching from afar, but she didn’t.

She was nearly ready to give up when she saw it. Her breath caught as she reached
for the medal hanging in the hollow of an ancient tree.



Could it be the medal Grandmama had told her about? She took it from the middle of
the tree, fingering the fine chain it was on and studying the delicate pattern of knots
engraved on the front before flipping it over to read the words on the back.

The finder of this medal is the chosen one of the faeries. They leave it where they
know she will find it.

She clutched the medal in her fist, holding it close to her breast.

She was the chosen one? What exactly did that mean?

Alaric called out through the brush. “Eli? Where are ye?’

“Here. I'm here, love.”

He stopped in front of her, looking her up and down. “Y e made a mess of yer dress,
aye?’

“1 guess. But | dinnae need it anymore.”

He gave her that devious look she loved so much.

“What brought ye here, lass?’ He reached up and did his best to tame the curls that
had come loose from her hairpinsin her hurry to reach the top of the hill.

“I thought | saw Grandda and Grandmama here. And look, their chair is behind ye.
Proof that they were here.”

“Och, so they were. So they did watch us get married. In fact, | see the small areain
the bushes that someone cut with a blade. A hole to view everything from without
being seen. Sounds like something yer grandsire would do. That pleases ye, does it



no' ?’

“It does. And | found this necklace in the tree, so | think I'll wear it.” She put it on,
hiding it under the neckline of her gown.

“Inthe tree? Did yer grandmother leave it for ye to find?’

She hadn’t considered that.

She shrugged. It didn’'t really matter. No matter what, the necklace would aways
remind her of Gwyneth Ramsay.

Eli kissed her husband, then led him back down the hill, taking one last ook at the
chair.

Then she winked. Just in case someone was there to see.
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After the sword dance ended, the very last part of the night for those inside the
courtyard, Torrian Ramsay came into the center, making his way to the platform.

Alaric and Eli had just returned from the hill. A few people teased her about the
condition of her gown, but typical of his feisty wife, Eli didn’t rise to the bait. He
held her hand with a firm grip, not willing to let go of her. They were now husband
and wife forever.

None of thisyear and a day bullshit.

Eli was his, now and forevermore.

Torrian called all the clan chieftains up to the platform, naming them one at atime.
Connor Grant and Jamie Grant, with wives Sela and Gracie.

Diana Drummond with husband Micheil Ramsay.

Drew Menzie with wife Avelina.

Marcas Matheson with Brigid.

Aedan Cameron with Jennie.

Loki Grant with Arabella

Once al had gathered with him, Torrian spoke to everyone in the courtyard.



“We have some announcements to make. We all met earlier today, before the
wedding, and decided to do this while we are all together. Some are aware, and some
will be surprised. We have many changes to announce. First, Aedan and Jennie
Cameron.”

Aedan and Jennie introduced Brin as the new Cameron laird and sang the praises of
hiswife, Ceit.

Diana Drummond and Micheil Ramsay announced that the next laird of Clan
Drummond would be their son David and celebrated his marriage to Anna.

Marcas Matheson announced that he was remaining as laird of Clan Matheson. He
and hiswife Brigid were welcoming their son Merek as co-laird.

Loki announced that Kenzie would be the new laird of Castle Curanta

Drew Menzie and wife Avelina announced that their son Tad was the new laird of
Clan Menzie. Ada applauded while a lad on Maitland's shoulders shouted, “L ook,
Wiley. "Tis our dal” Q smiled and pointed to the platform while Wiley held on to
Maeve's hand.

Torrian took the dais again with his wife Heather. “’ Tis time for a new lairdship at
Clan Ramsay, as well. | agree with my sire that the lairdship should be passed on
while the laird can still give guidance. Thus, | announce that Clan Ramsay is moving
to co-lairdship because we have grown so large. The two lairds will be our son,
Lachlan, and Errol, son of Gavin and Merewen.

Connor Grant was next, and with Jamie at his side, said, “We have deliberated much
over this decision, but we are happy with our choice. We are passing on the co-
lairdship of Clan Grant to Alasdair, son of Jake and Aline, and Alick, son of Kylaand
Finlay.”



The two joined them, ecstatic with the announcement.

But everyone looked at Alaric and Eli. Everyone had assumed this would go to
Alaric.

Alaric whispered to Eli, “Dinnae worry. They will al learn the truth soon.”

Torrian congratulated everyone, and as everyone rejoined their clans, he waited for
the group to settle before announcing the next speaker.

“Our last speaker is my dearest mother, Brenna Grant Ramsay.” Everyone cheered
Brenna on as he helped her to manage the high step. He stood behind her as she made
her announcement.

Brenna began, her cracking voice telling all how important this announcement was to
her, “I have a verra special announcement to make, and this comes from Logan and
King Robert, who has been grateful for all the help we gave him while he was away
from Scotland assisting his brother. The Battle of Skaithmuir was a decisive victory
for the Scots on our land, and Sir James Douglas considers it one of his most difficult
battles ever. He sings the praises of our wonderful young people who were there to
help him.

“Because of this, King Robert has awarded Clan Ramsay another castle, one that you
will learn more about soon enough. But we are here to announce who we, as a group,
have unanimously chosen to be chieftains of this new property and the clan that will
grow there.”

She stopped to mop her tears before continuing, and Torrian squeezed her shoulders
in support. “This is what Quade always dreamed, to have his bloodline, the Ramsay
bloodline in many clans. So now we are part of the Grants and the Drummonds and
the Menzies.” She paused to mop her tears again. “And the Camerons and M athesons.
And now we will be apart of thisnew clan.”



Brenna stopped, dried her tears one last time, then smiled at everyone. “We'd like to
call the following to come forward: Alaric Grant, Elisant Ramsay Grant, Maitland
Menzie, and Dyna Grant Corbett.”

Alaric squeezed Eli’s hand and ushered her in front of him, meeting Maitland and
Dyna at the dais.

Once they were there, Brenna turned the four around.

“We are verrafortunate that these four wonderful young people have agreed to start a
new clan. They will decide exactly who the two lairds will be, and it is their choice.
But we have come up with a new name.

“Welcome the leaders of our new ally, Clan Grantham.”

The End



