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      While this may be the end of a series, it’s hardly the end of the Sinclairs, the family that launched my career.

      

      Happy reading,

      Celeste Barclay
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      Laird Liam Sinclair married Lady Kyla Sutherland (Their Highland Beginning) to end a feud between the Sinclairs and Sutherlands. I took creative license in this historical event since the actual feud took place in the 16th century as opposed to what would have been the late 13th century in the world I’m building. This marriage has been the catalyst for all my other Highlander books. At this point, the family trees are a little complicated. I never imagined the six-book series, The Clan Sinclair, would launch so many more books. Oh, what a tangled web we weave when at first we practice to conceive. The following should help you better understand the intricacies of all the marriages and alliances.

      Kyla Sutherland Sinclair was Laird Hamish Sutherland’s younger sister. He married Amelia Ross in a book that is yet to be published. This marriage connected the Sutherlands and Rosses, whose feud is a product of my imagination. Amelia had several nieces and nephews, but two played roles in The Highland Ladies Always series and The Clan Sinclair Legacy series. The Sutherlands, through the Rosses, allied with the Campbells when Amelia’s niece Laurel Ross married Laird Brodie Campbell in A Hellion at the Highland Court. In that book, I introduced us to her brother, Montgomery Ross, heir and tánaiste to their clan.

      In this book, we meet Montgomery again, but he is now the Earl of Ross. Laurel and Brodie had a son who they named Montgomery. The younger, or Óg, inherited the lairdship when the elder, or Mòr, stepped down because of age. I refer to Laurel’s brother as Monty Mòr, and her son as Monty Óg. Monty Mòr remains the Earl of Ross while Monty Óg is Laird Ross.

      Liam and Kyla’s eldest son, Callum, married Lady Siùsan Mackenzie (His Bonnie Highland Temptation). Her mother, Rose, was a MacLeod of Assynt (died at her birth). Her stepmother was Lady Elizabeth Gunn. Her half-brothers Seamus and Magnus Óg (because Magnus Sinclair became known as Magnus Mòr) fostered with the Sinclairs. Magnus Óg married Saoirse (Highland Rose), the daughter of Alexander Sinclair (the second son) and Brighde Kerr (His Highland Prize). The Gunns are the villains in several of my books since they feuded with the Sinclairs, the Sutherlands, the Mackays, the Mackenzies, and the MacLeods of Assynt. Some of this is based on historical fact and some are the product of my imagination. You also encounter the Gunns in A Devil at the Highland Court (The Highland Ladies Always) and Highland Strength (The Clan Sinclair Legacy).

      A shared ancestor related the MacLeods of Assynt to the MacLeods of Lewis. Laird Kieran MacLeod married Hamish and Amelia’s elder daughter Maude (A Wallflower at the Highland Court). Kieran’s younger sister Madeline married Fingal Grant (A Sinner at the Highland Court), and together they had Angus, Adelaide, Harry, Sarah, and Finley. When I named these children at the end of An Angel at the Highland Court, I had no idea I would later use them in a subsequent book.

      Consequently, I’ve gone back and changed Magnus to Angus (otherwise there’d be three of them in this book) and Adeline to Adelaide. I felt having a Madeline and an Adeline (even if pronounced Mada-lyn and Ade-line) was too similar. This meant I had to change the name of the MacLeods of Lewis siblings’ mother in A Wallflower at the Highland Court, An Angel at the Highland Court, and this book since I wished our heroine to be named for Madeline’s mother. As I said before: oh, the tangled web we weave when at first we practice to conceive.

      Kieran and Madeline’s younger sister, Abigail, married Laird Ronan MacKinnon (An Angel at the Highland Court). Abigail entered a handfast with Laird Lathan Chisholm before marrying Ronan. This failed handfast plays a role in this book.

      Fingal Grant is the Clan Grant tánaiste and a distant cousin to Laird Edward Grant. Laird Edward and Lady Davina’s daughter Cairstine married Eoin Gordon (A Rake at the Highland Court). Their other daughter, Fenella, married Kennon Campbell, cousin to Brodie (A Hellion at the Highland Court) and Domenic (A Harlot at the Highland Court) Campbell. While Edward and Davina’s relation to Adelaide and her siblings is distant, she and the other Grant children refer to them as Aunt and Uncle since they were more like a great-aunt and great-uncle.

      Because of these marriages, we find the Sinclairs linked directly to the Sutherlands and Mackays (Mairghread Sinclair married Laird Tristan Mackay in His Highland Lass.) Subsequent marriages allied the Sinclairs to the MacLeods of Assynt, the Mackenzies, the Frasers of Lovat, and the Gunns. Furthermore, additional marriages connected the Sinclairs, through the Sutherlands, to the Rosses, the MacLeods of Lewis, the Camerons, and the Lowlander Johnstones. Moreover, the Sinclairs, by way of the Sutherlands and Rosses, have a loose connection and alliance with the Campbells.

      This wraps back around in this book since the Grants had an alliance through marriages with the Gordons, the Campbells, the MacKinnons, the MacLeods of Lewis, and Sutherlands. In this book, marriage creates an alliance between the Sinclairs and the Grants.

      I realize this may prove difficult to follow as even I, the creator of this world, must pause to remember where the pieces go in this puzzle. I’ve included family trees in this book to help illustrate the Sinclair and Grant connections through marriage.

      I hope you enjoy reading Tate and Adelaide’s story as much as I did creating it.

      Happy reading,

      Celeste

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Sinclair Family Tree]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Grant Family Tree]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Sutherland Family Tree]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Tate Sinclair reined in his horse as he drew close to the Grants’ stables. He’d spotted the bonnie Adelaide Grant the moment he entered the bailey. He shot her a devilish smile, but it slipped only a heartbeat later. He hadn’t predicted she would step forward when she did. He hadn’t predicted how close it would put her to his horse’s hindquarters. And he hadn’t predicted that was the moment his horse would drop at least a stone’s-worth of dung at the young woman’s feet.

      Adelaide jumped, releasing a slew of curses that made Tate laugh but only made her face a deeper shade of crimson. Anger, then embarrassment that anyone should hear her swear like a drunk man at a whorehouse, made her glare at Tate.

      “Ma apologies, ma lady. Ma horse is an uncouth beastie.”

      Adelaide narrowed her eyes. “He matches his master.”

      Tate dismounted and handed off the steed that seemed to have the trots after trotting for so long. It left several more piles as the boy led the animal away. Tate placed his hand over his heart as he bowed to Adelaide, who refused to offer her hand for him to place an air kiss above it.

      “How fortunate we are that yer fragrance is so refreshing.”

      “How much time do ye spend in the stables that smelling of horse is better than smelling like horse shite? Mayhap ye’re in the stables, but too busy to notice the horses’ stench.”

      Tate’s chestnut eyebrows shot straight up to his chestnut hairline. He straightened as he gazed down at a woman who was surely a foot shorter than his nearly six-and-a-half feet. Her obstinate stare didn’t waiver, despite how he continued to watch her.

      “Ma lady, do ye nae ken yer plaids? I’m a Sinclair.”

      “Aye. Tavish Sinclair’s son.”

      Tate gritted his teeth to keep from saying aught he couldn’t take back. “Aye. And ma da has been unwavering in his faithfulness to ma mama for nearly a score-and-five years.”

      “He wasna always married.”

      “Lady Adelaide, I ken ma father’s infamous past as a bachelor. I ken I am the spitting image of him. All the Sinclairs of ma generation look as much alike as ma father and ma uncles. They are wise men who taught us the lessons they’ve learned through the course of their lives. They made sure the sins of the father wouldnae pass down upon the son.”

      Tate’s jovial nature disintegrated as he defended himself for the umpteenth time. That his father devoted himself to Tate’s mother and had since they met seemed easily forgotten by so many. Plenty of people attributed Tavish’s youthful habit of bedding different women to Tate and his younger brother, Wiley. Tavish had intended to remain a bachelor but fell in love with his wife almost immediately. The comparison usually happened when someone wished to be scornful toward the entire Sinclair family, or even the entire clan. But the Sinclairs and Grants were on good terms. Adelaide’s disgust with him was unwarranted as far as Tate knew. He wanted to understand exactly why the young woman disliked him when they'd known each other since childhood.

      “Have I erred, ma lady, and done ye afoul?”

      Adelaide notched up her chin. “Ye have a wandering eye that landed on me a few too many times at the last Gathering. Da had plenty to say to me since yer clan left early for Lady Elene’s lying in.”

      Tate’s heart sank. “Ma lady, I’m sorry I got ye in trouble with yer father. That wasna ma intention.”

      “I ken that, and ye didna get me in trouble. He warned me away from ye.”

      Tate twisted to look farther into the bailey where Lady Madeline and Fingal Grant stood talking to Tate’s parents, aunts, uncles, and grandfather. Clearly, Adelaide had heard of his parents. But he’d heard of hers, too. Fingal hadn’t been eager to marry but was willing to. It wasn’t until he met Madeline and fell in love that he welcomed marriage. It wasn’t entirely unlike his own parents’ story. He was certain Fingal had been as close to being a virgin as his father had been when both men wed.

      “I am nay more ma father than ye are yer mother. I assume.” He tacked on the last bit with a measured pause. Adelaide’s eyes opened so wide Tate thought they might fall from their sockets. The jab met its mark.

      “Excuse me. I must refresh maself.” Adelaide made to step around Tate, but he shifted. His much larger frame meant Adelaide had to take a wider step. When she did, her foot landed in the pile of dung Tate’s horse left. Both Adelaide and Tate looked down at the squelching sound.

      “Ma lady, I truly am sorry for that!” Tate blurted before placing his hands on her waist and lifting her out of the offal. He knew if she’d tried to pull loose, she would have fallen and left her boot behind. Her hands went to his biceps to brace herself, though she had no need. He lifted her with ease. She felt the heat and the muscles tense through his leine.

      She was at loss for words as her mind appreciated the feel of him beneath her palms and fingers. All she could muster was, “thank ye.” He placed her on clean ground only a second later, but neither of them let go. However, they both looked in their parents’ direction. Fortunately, no one paid them any attention. Adelaide’s expression shifted when he put her down, and she no longer gazed at him with annoyance. She hoped she didn’t appear too starry-eyed. But she’d gotten a better view of his whisky-hued eyes when he lifted her, and she was certain she’d get drunk from them if she looked into them for too long. Yet, much like liquor did to many people, they reached into her and addicted her before she knew what was happening. She wanted to keep staring, but she had no reason to.

      “Ma lady⁠—”

      “Tate—”

      They spoke at once, and they both smiled. They were soft lifts of the right sides of their mouths.

      “Ye first, ma lady.”

      “I’m sorry for being such a shrew. I’m nae having ma best day, and the horse shite sums up ma afternoon. I shouldnae have spoken to ye as I did. I fear I’ve made a wretched impression of maself. It wasna yer fault, and ye didna deserve what I said.”

      “I accept yer apology, ma lady. We all have bad days and arenae always at our finest. I owe ye an apology, too. I tried for witty and failed.”

      “I accept yer apology, though I dinna think ye need to give it. I was in the wrong.”

      “I could have kept ma last comment to maself, and I regret even thinking it.”

      “I didna give ye much reason nae to think I’m like the reputation Mama had before marrying Da.” Adelaide knew the story of her parents’ meeting. Adelaide was familiar with the reason her uncle exiled her mother from court to a nunnery for years. Her mother’s history didn’t embarrass her. Her own behavior did that.

      “Ma lady, I suspect we can go around in circles apologizing for the words we just exchanged.” Tate peered into the robin egg blue eyes Adelaide inherited from her mother. They reminded him of gazing into the brightest blue sky in late autumn.

      “I hope we have a better go of it the next time we run into each other.” Adelaide offered him a heartfelt smile, wishing she could make a better impression than she had. While they'd known each other since they were children, things changed over the last few years. They’d noticed each other several times at the last Highland Gathering, and she’d hoped he might talk to her. But he’d never approached, and it wouldn’t have been acceptable for her to approach him.

      However, they’d exchanged glances enough times that her father took her to task about ogling men. It hadn’t been entirely about Tate so much as being careful not to start rumors. He made sure Adelaide understood he held Tate as responsible for their exchanges as he did her. He admitted how unfair it was, both as a woman and as a member of the laird’s family. She was some sort of cousin a few times removed from Laird Edward Grant, but her father was tánaiste and Edward’s heir.

      Their hands had already fallen away from each other at some point neither of them had noticed. Tate bowed to Adelaide again, then stepped away. Adelaide moved past him and hurried toward the keep. She forced herself not to glance back at the far too handsome Highlander. While she hadn’t meant all the barbs she’d tossed at him, she knew plenty of other women had their eye on him. She doubted after her less than stellar impression that morning he would look in her direction again.

      She slipped her boots off at the top of the steps, knowing they were disgusting and needed cleaning before she could wear them again. She reconsidered her course and slipped them back on. She hurried to the garden, where she intended to knock the loose dung from them. She would find somewhere to wipe them before going inside. She searched for a rock just outside the garden that would work well for her. Once she found one, she continued to the vegetable patch. She took her boots off a second time and began fertilizing the garden with the manure.

      She was in the middle of cleaning the first boot when she looked up and spied Tate with his arms around a beautiful woman with deep brown hair. She couldn’t see their faces clearly, but she knew she shouldn’t watch as they shared a kiss that must have left them breathless. Adelaide’s heart dropped. She shifted her attention back to her shoes, but a shadow loomed over her. She looked up and furrowed her brow.

      “I feel like I should do that since it was ma horse’s fault.” Tate squatted beside where Adelaide kneeled. He took the boot and the stone from her as she stared speechlessly at him. Then she turned her head toward the couple who were still kissing. Tate followed her gaze.

      “Blake and Cerys are shameless. Learned it from his parents.” Tate chuckled.

      Adelaide’s head whipped back toward him. “Blake and Cerys?” He was Tate's cousin.

      “Aye.” Tate watched a tinge of pink rise in Adelaide’s cheeks. It was far subtler than the red they’d turned when they first encountered each other. “Who’d ye think it was?”

      “Someone in yer family,” Adelaide hedged.

      Tate didn’t press. “We all look a great deal alike. Ma only cousins who dinna look like me are Auntie Mairghread’s lads and lass. Alec, Hamish, and Wee Liam look exactly like ma Uncle Tristan. Only Ainsley looks a wee like me because she could pass for ma aunt as easily as ma other cousins could pass for ma uncle. Uncle Callum’s Thor and Rose Kyla look like me but have Auntie Siùsan’s strawberry-blond hair. I ken it can be confusing at times.”

      Adelaide nodded, certain Tate knew she’d believed he was the man in the garden kissing someone. And she was certain he noticed she didn’t care for that. Since she’d known all the Sinclairs and Mackays from childhood, she should have been able to tell them apart. At least his explanation saved her a modicum of embarrassment. She traded boots with Tate, who’d not only knocked the dung from her first boot but wiped it on a cabbage. They remained quiet while Tate cleaned the second one. When he finished, they both rose. Adelaide bent to slip her boots back on, and it wasn’t until she straightened she realized she’d given Tate a view down her kirtle. She wasn’t the most endowed woman, so she feared he’d seen clear to her belly. When she looked up, he was studiously looking away.

      Bluidy hell. I’d go to bed and forget aboot today and start fresh tomorrow, but I canna.

      “Thank ye for doing that. Ye didna need to, but I appreciate it. I really must tidy up since Mama expects me in the kitchens. She’s likely to send Sarah to look for me soon.”

      Adelaide’s younger sister would never let her hear the end of it if Sarah found Adelaide mooning over a man. She managed to remember to dip a slight curtsy as Tate bowed a third time that day. She hurried to the steps and inside the keep. She sped across the Great Hall and bolted up the stairs to the family chambers. She sprinted down the passageway and pushed open the door to her chamber, which she would share with Sarah during the Gathering. Their sister, Finley, shared with their Mackay cousin. The laird and lady of each clan with which the Grants had a close alliance would have a chamber in the keep.

      She pulled the laces on her kirtle loose and shed it, along with her chemise and stockings, before pouring water in the ewer and dunking a linen cloth into it. She set it aside before plunging her hands into the cold water. She scrubbed them clean, then lathered soap onto the cloth. She swiped across her face and neck. She ran it beneath her arms, then over the rest of her until she no longer felt like she smelled of horse and dung. She wrinkled her nose at her filthy gown. She folded it, the dirty hem tucked inside, and set it aside for a maid to clean. She went to her armoire and pulled out a gown that was more appropriate for working inside the keep. From her chest, she gathered a fresh chemise and stockings. She donned those as quickly as she could before yanking the kirtle over her head. She hurried to tie the laces that ran along both sides.

      Next, she swept a comb through her black hair and tied it back with a ribbon. She took a second ribbon, placing it at her hairline and tying it beneath the gathered hair. The wisps tended to stick to her forehead when she toiled in the overheated kitchens. She thought the hairstyle made her look like a little girl, but practicality prevailed. With her hair and clothes in place, she slipped on shoes before slipping out of her chamber, wincing when she closed the door a little too hard. She rushed to the kitchens as quickly as she had to her chamber. She arrived out of breath, but she grabbed a ball of bread dough and rolled it out. She started to help only moments before her mother came inside.

      Lady Madeline Grant swept her gaze over the kitchen, surveying everyone chopping vegetables and preparing bread. She smiled at Adelaide as she stepped farther into the room and peered around a corner to the connecting kitchen. Several animals roasted on four spits. The fires from that portion of the kitchens made everywhere exceedingly hot. Madeline made her way to Adelaide’s side. The younger woman appreciated the higher temperature in the room. She hoped her mother would believe the sweat on her brow came from the roaring fires nearby and not her mad dashes through the keep.

      “Ye’re in a different kirtle, lass.” Madeline kept her voice soft, so their conversation was only between the two of them.

      “Aye. I stepped in horse shite and got the hem dirty. That, along with riding this morning, meant I wasna fit for company. Definitely nae working around food we’ll serve to at least fifteen clans’ leaders.”

      “It was kind of Tate Sinclair to help ye clean yer boots after it was his horse that shat in yer path.”

      Adelaide forced herself not to cringe. “It was.”

      “He’s a braw lad, much like his da was.”

      Adelaide heard the unspoken warning. It echoed the one Fingal gave her last year and was the basis for the accusations she’d hurled at Tate.

      “Aye, Mama.”

      Madeline watched her daughter, who looked so much like her and so much like her own mother, for whom they’d named Adelaide. She rested her hand on her daughter’s forearm. “I dinna ken the lad’s past, only his da’s. I would warn ye against him in case all he wishes is a dalliance. But besides yer da, there is nay finer mon to marry than a Sinclair. Everyone kens that. But that young mon doesnae strike me as the type looking for a bride.”

      “I ken that too. I will remember yer advice.”

      Madeline kissed Adelaide’s cheek before moving on to speak to other women laboring to make the evening meal. The rest of the afternoon passed in a haze for Adelaide as she continued to help wherever their head cook sent her. She knew she’d need to bathe before attending the evening meal. The quick wash she’d done was to make her presentable enough to sweat even more in the kitchens. She caught a servant's attention and asked for the tub and hot water to be sent to her chamber. She learned her sister was already abovestairs bathing, so the servant offered to bring fresh water.

      “Sarah?” Adelaide rapped on the door and called out before opening it a crack.

      “Aye, come in. I’ve just gotten out.”

      Adelaide slipped into her chamber, glad to not see her sister. The younger woman was behind the screen to dress, so no one who might walk behind Adelaide could see in.

      “Ye didna lock and bar the door while ye bathed,” Adelaide admonished.

      “Because I thought ye might get here, and I didna want ye having to wait in the passageway.”

      “Better that than someone coming in who doesnae belong in here. There are far too many men in and near the keep. Ye must bar the door while ye bathe.”

      Sarah stuck her head around the screen and nodded. She’d weighed her options and chose to leave it unlocked for Adelaide. She understood the risk, but she didn’t like the idea of her sister being forced to linger alone in the passageway. She believed that to be as dangerous as someone intruding upon her bath.

      “I will. Can ye help me with ma laces, please?”

      Adelaide stepped next to Sarah and pulled the kirtle closed, tugging the laces tighter before tying them. She’d just finished when they heard a knock. Adelaide cast her eyes over Sarah, satisfied the clothes properly covered her.

      “Enter,” she called out. Six servants shuffled in, each with an empty bucket and one full of steaming water. She knew the servants kept an ongoing rotation of clean, hot water for baths since so many guests, along with the laird’s large family, would need them. They bailed the dirty water and poured in the fresh. Adelaide was already stripping off her clothes behind the screen while the servants refilled the tub. Sarah sat on the bed, waiting for both the servants and her sister to finish their tasks. Adelaide sighed as she slid beneath the surface, wetting her hair and body. When she emerged, she looked toward Sarah.

      “What did ye do this afternoon while I was in the kitchens?” Adelaide grabbed a fresh linen square and lathered the soap. She gave herself a far more thorough scrubbing than earlier. Between the warm water and the linen, she watched her skin pinken. She imagined her cheeks likely matched her arms when Tate caught her staring at Blake and Cerys.

      “I went fishing with Angus and Harry.” Sarah grinned. Angus was their older brother, and Harry was their younger. Between Sarah and Harry was their other sister, Finley.

      “And I suppose ye caught twice as many as either of them. The only time ye’re quiet is when ye fish. We should send ye out more often.” Adelaide flicked water at the woman only two years her junior. She looked as much like their father as Adelaide looked like their mother. Their personalities were mirrors of their respective parents, too. Sarah was prone to annoyance faster than Adelaide but was also far more outgoing.

      Adelaide tended to be more reserved like their mother had become after years living at a convent. However, once comfortable around people, Adelaide had a wickedly sharp and witty sense of humor. She’d behaved more like her sister around Tate than she did her usual self. She hid her smile as she poured fresh water over the hair she’d lathered while talking. She could only imagine what Sarah would have said to Tate if she’d been the one to have shite dropped at her feet.

      “What has ye grinning?” Sarah leaned forward, as if to get a better look at Adelaide.

      “I had a run-in with a horse’s arse today.”

      “And what was his name?”

      “I dinna ken. I didna think to ask.”

      “What clan’s he from?”

      “Sinclair.”

      “Aye, well, the list is a league long. Blake, Tor, Thor, Tate, and Wiley.”

      “The list isnae that long, but they do all look alike.”

      “Aye. Which mon do ye think it was?”

      Adelaide laughed. “I meant a real horse’s arse. Tate’s horse practically shat on ma shoes. I didna think to ask the steed’s name.”

      “Tate? Wasna he the one watching ye last year?”

      “He wasna watching. We just—” Adelaide shrugged. “—Noticed each other.”

      “Noticed.” Sarah snorted.

      Adelaide pretended to be busy wringing out her hair and wrapping a drying linen around herself to respond. She patted her body before squeezing out the last drops from her hair. Once she dressed, and their hair was dry, the sisters took turns doing each other’s coiffures. They chatted about the events they most wanted to watch at the games, and who they thought most likely to win each. Adelaide looked up at her sister through the mirror.

      “We can speculate all we want, but ye ken it’ll be a Sinclair, Mackay, or Sutherland who wins. They breed the men as well as their horses. Finest stock in the Highlands.”

      “Aye, they are.” Sarah giggled along with her sister as they walked to the door.

      They made their way belowstairs, but it wasn’t Tate’s flash of a smile that caught Adelaide’s attention. That would have been nice. It was far worse than that.
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      Tate noticed Adelaide and Sarah making their way down the stairs. Her eyes flickered toward him before something stole Adelaide’s attention. He watched her gaze harden as it landed on someone she clearly didn’t want to see. He followed her line of sight, but he couldn’t be sure who she shot daggers at until one of the Chisholm men grinned.

      “Give me a moment,” Tate whispered to Wiley. He left before his brother could ask him anything. He wove his way through the crowd until he was close enough to hear the Chisholms speaking amongst themselves.

      “The bitch is as haughty as her aunt was, and ma father dumped her on the steps of her brother’s keep. Nay wonder nay one wants this one either.”

      Tate listened to Adam Chisholm speak about Adelaide. It took all his resolve not to push through the men and land his fist in the bastard’s face. And a bastard he truly was. It remained no secret he was born before his parents married. His father entered a handfast with Adelaide’s aunt, Madeline’s sister, never intending to make it a permanent marriage. He did it for the dowry. He’d humiliated the woman by sending his guards with her when he sent her back to the Isle of Lewis. The man had a mistress who he’d continued to bed once he’d handfasted. Somehow, the man convinced the church to recognize all his children as legitimate once he married his leman.

      He wanted nothing more than to rush to her defense, just as he would any woman’s, but he would start a brawl in the Grants’ Great Hall if he did that. He would seek Adam out when they could be alone, then he would break the man’s nose. Again. He’d done it last year during their wrestling competition. Tate won, making him the undefeated champion among his age group. His father remained the champion among the older men. Perhaps Tavish would lose if he ever wrestled one of his brothers. But the other three men stopped competing in the event when people claimed they cheated to keep winning. It had been a score-and-seven years since anyone else bore the title. Tavish won his first match and kept on winning. The same was the case with Tate. He’d held the title for nearly eight years. He didn’t fear going up against Adam Chisholm in public or in private.

      He drew away from the other clan and returned to Wiley, who now stood with Thormud, Torquil, and Kirk Hartley. Kirk’s white-blond hair was as fair as the Sinclair men’s chestnut hair was dark. Add in the Mackay cousins, with their raven-wing black hair, and the men drew endless attention when they gathered together.

      “What’s happening over there?” Kirk asked.

      “I noticed something, so I went to listen.” Tate hoped he sounded casual.

      “What did ye notice, and what did ye hear?” Thor asked.

      “Naught as interesting as I thought,” Tate replied.

      “Dinna trip over the pile of lies ye’re leaving,” Tor quipped. Thor and Tor. The cousins had been unholy terrors as individuals when they were toddlers. They’d been the devil when they’d played together.

      “They arenae lies. It didna end up being as big a deal as I thought.” Tate shrugged.

      “Then why did ye look like ye were ready to maul every mon over there?” Kirk wondered with false innocence.

      Tate relented with a long exhale through his nose. “I noticed the way they were looking at Lady Adelaide and Lady Sarah as they came belowstairs. Something felt off. I went to listen. They insulted one of them.”

      Tor looked over his shoulder at the clansmen before looking back at Tate. “What’d they say?”

      “That Lady Adelaide was the same haughty bitch as her aunt, and it was nay wonder his father sent her aunt away.” He kept the last bit to himself since he didn’t know who else saw him talking to Adelaide that afternoon. He wasn’t in the mood for teasing.

      “And ye said naught?” Thor wondered.

      “This isnae the time or place. The Grants arenae going to look favorably at us if we start a melee right before the first evening meal. I will deal with it tomorrow during the wrestling.”

      His cousins and friend nodded, and the other men changed the conversation. Tate kept an eye on Adam, unconvinced the man wouldn’t insult Adelaide to her face. He and Adelaide might have traded words that day, and they’d been hurtful for both of them. But Tate was positive anything Adam said would be a dozen times worse than Tate’s insensitive comments.

      “Let’s get seats before they’re all gone.” Wiley nudged Tate and gestured to where their cousins and Kirk already stood at a table. He nodded and took a seat next to their father. Wiley sat to Tavish’s other side, his mother between the large men. Their sister sat between Tate and Tor. The Grants’ laird’s table wasn’t nearly as large as the Sinclairs’. Tate supposed few tables were. But there were nearly forty members of his family. Not all lived at Dunbeath Castle, but they visited often enough. Only his grandfather, uncle, and aunt sat at Laird Grant’s table, along with a handful of other lairds and ladies, and tánaistes and their wives. He recognized his other aunt and uncle, Mairghread and Tristan Mackay.

      He also recognized the Sutherlands, who were related to him through his father’s mother. The Gordons sat there since Laird Grant’s daughter married one of the twin brothers. Laird and Lady Fraser, who were indirectly related to him through one of his aunts, were at the table, along with Laird and Lady Campbell. He was even more indirectly related to Lady Campbell, since his father’s mother’s brother married a woman who was a Ross by birth. Lady Campbell was the current Earl of Ross’s sister and Lady Sutherland’s niece. There remained few clans in the Highlands to whom the Sinclairs weren’t related in some way or another. It made for an enormous and intricate spider’s web of alliances. It helped keep the peace—mostly. But when feuds inevitably broke out, it tested some alliances more than others. The enemy of my friend might also be my friend.

      As the dais grew crowded, Tate watched Adelaide and Sarah ease into seats between their brothers Angus and Harry. Not long after, Tate’s family drew his attention. He had two parents, two aunts, two uncles, two siblings, seven cousins, one cousin-by-marriage, and their family friends, the Hartleys, seated with him. It made for a crowded and noisy table. Behind Tate were the Mackays, so conversations stretched to that table, just as it did to the table in front of him, where the Mackenzies sat. A cousin married into that family, and the laird and tánaiste were one of his aunt’s half-brothers. The Keiths sat at the table to Tate’s left, and another cousin of his was now the lady of the clan. The Sutherlands were at the table to the right of Tate’s. Without a family tree written out in front of someone, they were likely to get tangled in the branches.

      The clan that bound Adelaide’s clan to his was the MacLeods of Lewis. Tavish’s cousin, a former Sutherland, married the laird, who was Madeline’s brother. Fingal had also fought alongside Laird Liam Sinclair and his four sons—Tavish and his three brothers—against the English. Their clans helped place King Robert the Bruce on the throne and continued to champion their exiled King David II. Tate had ridden into battle beside Angus and Harry Grant. He trusted Adelaide’s brothers as much as he did his uncles and his cousins. However, he doubted neither Angus nor Harry would appreciate how long Tate’s mind stayed on Adelaide. It kept going back to her.

      When the meal ended, and servants pushed the tables aside, musicians played. Tate partnered with his sister and cousins, while Adelaide partnered with her brothers and Gordon and MacLeod cousins. Such large families meant there was never a derth of partners. There were far too many people crowded together for Tate to catch sight of Adelaide. In turn, she never caught a glimpse of Tate. At least, not one she could be sure was him. Eight Sinclair men stood at six-and-a-half feet tall with the same chestnut hair, and almost all of them had the same whisky-brown eyes. Their features were so similar it would be easy to imagine only one man who moved through the dancers.

      Adelaide didn’t want to admit to herself that she kept trying to spy Tate. It annoyed her that she wanted to know with whom he danced and whether he looked for her. By the time the musicians finished, and people retired for the night, her head ached from the noise and heat of so many people moving far too close together. She’d been jostled and bumped too many times. It relieved her to make her escape abovestairs with Sarah. But as she lay next to her sister, listening to Sarah’s soft and deep breathing, her mind wouldn’t settle.

      Cease yer curiosity before ye wind up with more trouble than ye can manage. The mon is braw and even kind. But Mama is right. That doesnae mean he’s looking for a bride, and that doesnae mean I should look to him as a groom. I’m nae looking to go that far, but I dinna mind looking a wee. I’m certain I shall wake and have plenty to occupy maself with instead of thinking aboot Tate Sinclair. Naught good can come of that. We werenae even flirting today, so why do I think he might have any interest in me beyond cleaning some shite off ma boots? If I had any sense, I would be asleep right now.

      She rolled over and adjusted her pillow. She closed her eyes and thought about the competitions the next day. She drifted off, imagining her brothers winning first and second place in the swim. It was a far more harmless dream than anything she might conjure about Tate.
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        * * *

      

      Adelaide slipped into the ale tent and tried not to curl her nose. Warriors who’d finished their competitions that morning packed the confined area from end to end and side to side. Some weren’t competing at all, instead, wasting their time with ale and wenches. She slipped between men as best she could, but her elbow contacted more than a few sets of ribs. When she came to two men who simply refused to move, she looked around for another route. She froze when two hands shot past her ears, landing on the offending men’s shoulders and shoved.

      “Ma lady already asked ye twice vera politely to move. Now I’m telling ye to.”

      The men swung around but froze when they recognized Tate then Adelaide. Both men wisely decided it was far healthier to move aside. Adelaide was certain it was because Tate was a Sinclair, but perhaps it was partly because she was the hosting laird’s cousin. She highly doubted the latter.

      “Thank ye.” Adelaide wasted no time offering her appreciation, then moving to the counter where a man and three women rushed to serve ale, mead, and whisky. She knew Tate followed her. She glanced at him as he positioned himself between her and the next man at the counter. The way he stood shielded her from most people’s view.

      “What are ye doing in here, ma lady?”

      “Getting ale for Da and Angus.” Adelaide caught the alehouse keeper’s attention as she spoke and held up two fingers. She looked up at Tate, confused by the confused expression he offered her.

      “Magnus? Do ma aunt or cousin ken ye’re getting ale for their husband? Havenae ye heard aboot the women in ma family? Vera protective of their men.”

      Adelaide mockingly rolled her eyes but refused to take the bait.

      “Ah, ye like to live dangerously. Dinna say I didna warn ye. Auntie Deirdre and Saoirse arenae the forgiving type to women who get too close.”

      “Do they think I’d approach their husbands and try to seduce them?”

      Tate laughed. “Nay one is that daft. But Uncle Magnus is the largest mon here besides his sons Blake and Torquil. He always wins the caber toss, which I ken yer brother Harry intends to enter. Saoirse kens yer brother Angus is auld enough to compete against her husband, Magnus, in the throwing the weight over the bar. They wouldnae want ye putting a sleeping tincture or some such in their men’s ale.”

      Throwing the weight over the bar was exactly as it sounded. The contestants hoisted the largest rock found in the area and tried to toss it over a bar that stood eight feet high. It was one competition with the fewest entries since only the largest men could even attempt the feat, let alone accomplish it.

      “Ye ken as well as I do I mean ma brother Angus. It’s nae ma fault yer family canna come up with more names, and ye canna hear.”

      “And ye ken that ma uncle and ma cousin’s husband arenae related by blood. Besides, we call ma uncle Magnus Mòr, and ma cousin’s husband Magnus Óg to keep from confusing them. Shall we call yer brother Angus Glè Óg?”

      Mòr meant greater but signified older, and óg meant younger. However, Adelaide recognized Tate meant her brother was the least of the three.

      “Vera lesser, indeed. Mayhap clean yer ears out. Their names arenae that similar. Wait until he beats yer cousin-by-marriage.” After putting two coins on the counter, Adelaide picked up the two tankards and turned toward the way she came in. Somehow, in the space of five minutes, it had grown even more crowded. She would never get out without sloshing the drinks down the front of herself.

      “Let me have ma pint, lass. Then I’ll help ye outside.” Tate accepted the one the alehouse keeper placed in front of him. He put down a coin of his own as he watched Adelaide. He could practically hear the debate waging in her mind. “I can carry the one for yer father and the one for ma uncle.”

      “It’s nae for yer uncle.”

      “Then the one for ma cousin-by-marriage. I dinna ken if that’s any better than getting it for ma uncle. Saoirse’s as terrifying as Auntie Deirdre. Both are vera creative when making their point, and it’ll be a memorable point to stay away from their husbands.”

      “Why do ye continue to play daft? Ye ken it’s for ma brother.”

      “If that’s the case, then why’s he been sitting over there with that wench on his lap since before ye entered?”

      Adelaide spun around, splashing ale over the rim and onto her hands. Her lips thinned as she spotted her brother. She practically shoved one tankard into Tate’s chest as she muttered, “For ma father.” She wound around the ends of the tables, leaning over to avoid the side of the tent. She came to stand beside her brother Angus.

      “Ye look as overheated as ye claimed. Mayhap I should help ye cool off.” Adelaide lifted the mug over Angus’s head, and he knew his sister well enough to know she wasn’t issuing a false threat. He stood so abruptly, the woman on his lap almost fell over. One arm went to brace her, while the other went for Adelaide’s forearm.

      “Ada, dinna.” Angus tried to lower her arm, but she resisted.

      “Ye miserly arse. Ye sent me to get the ales because ye didna want to pay for them yerself. How’d ye get that one?”

      Tate came to stand beside her. “I bought that one.”

      Adelaide glared at him. “What?”

      “Aye. I owed him one from last year, so I bought the one he has now. Can ye see why I was so confused?”

      “Confused, ma arse. Ye kenned and made me have to defend maself.” She poured the contents of the mug onto Tate’s boots. “I willna be helping ye clean yer boots.”

      Tate stared at Adelaide, then his boots, before grinning. “I like the smell of ale.”

      “We’ll see how much ye like it when the mice nibble through yer boots tonight.” Adelaide knew Tate was sleeping in a tent like the rest of his family, except for his grandfather. His uncle—their clan's tánaiste—and his aunt offered their chamber to their daughter and husband, the acting Laird and Lady Keith, since she was expecting. They were sleeping in a tent too. Men would stand their boots upside down, and women would turn their shoes over to keep the mice from leaving presents in them during the night. The scent of stale ale would entice the vermin, and they could easily nibble through the leather. Adelaide wouldn’t have done it if she weren’t certain Tate knew how to clean them and keep that from happening.

      “Ada!” Angus looked aghast at his sister, but she stared at Tate, who continued to grin at her. “Ye should go. Da is likely waiting for that ale. If ye dinna hurry, he’ll come in here, searching for ye. He willna be pleased.”

      “I ken. He willna enjoy hearing ye swindled me.” Adelaide dropped the empty mug on the table and took the one Tate still held for her. She leaned forward to whisper in her brother’s ear. “I’d hide yer boots tonight lest ye wake with ants in them.”

      The wood ants were harmless when left alone. However, they instinctively defended wherever they were, as though every place they roamed was their colony. They’d bite, and it hurt. It wasn’t the first-time brother and sister were at odds, and it wouldn’t be the first time Adelaide used that weapon.

      “Do that, and I’ll let the hounds play with yer balls of yarn.”

      “Go right ahead. Then ye can explain to Mama and Da why ye wasted wool that will make our people blankets and coats this winter.” Adelaide crossed her arms while holding the remaining tankard.

      “Sister.”

      “Brother.” Adelaide looked down at the ale before bringing the mug to her lips. She downed the entire pint in only a few gulps. She dropped the empty vessel on the table next to the other one she’d put down. “Ye’d best fetch Da an ale before he comes looking and finds ye here with a wench on yer lap. When he asks, tell him I’ve gone for a swim with our sisters.”

      That made her wonder if Tate had a woman sitting on his lap when she arrived. He’d clearly already been in the tent and made his way around to come up behind her.

      “Nay, Ada. Nae unless Harry’s going with ye. Ye arenae going to the loch with only guards.”

      “But I already promised Sarah and Finley.” Adelaide smirked. She knew Angus wouldn’t let her or their sisters go to the loch to swim without him or their brother. Not with this many men moving around the keep and the surrounding area. She’d planned to butter Angus up with the ale and convince him to take his sisters. Now she’d guilt him into it. Angus glowered at her as she turned a patently fake and falsely innocent mien toward him. He signaled for three ales, and only a moment later they arrived. He handed one to Tate.

      “How’d ye ken?” Angus grumbled.

      Tate’s laugh boomed. “I have a sister and live with a passel of female cousins. I warned ye.”

      “Warned him aboot what?” Adelaide queried.

      “I told him ye’d be fit to be tied when ye found him here.”

      Adelaide fisted her hands since she didn’t trust herself not to lash out, and she pressed her lips together so hard that they burned.

      “And I owe him an ale, since he was right.”

      “Ye wagered on me?”

      Tate’s heart tightened when Adelaide’s voice came out barely more than a murmur. He didn’t think she faked the hurt in her voice or the flash of sadness in her eyes.

      “We meant it only in jest. But ma humor seems to fall short with ye. We didna mean any harm by it. I’m sorry.”

      Adelaide nodded before turning toward the tent’s flap. Tate led the trio toward the exit. When it became too congested, he reached back and felt for Adelaide’s arm. He slid his hand down until he could take hers. He was gentle, even though his grip was firm, which was a good thing. The crowd would force her from him otherwise, and Angus now had a tankard in each hand. But when a drunk man staggered into her and nearly knocked her over, Angus put both mugs in one hand and the other on her shoulder. They’d almost made it outside and were only a few feet from the flap when a fight broke out. Tate spun and pulled Adelaide against his chest, engulfing her. He shielded her as he felt elbows and arms jam into his back and ribs.

      “Tate, are ye all right? We need to get out of here before they draw ye and Angus into this.”

      “Wheest. It’s best we stay where we are. If we try to move, someone will injure ye.”

      “But they’re⁠—”

      “Haud yer wheest, wee one. I barely feel aught.” Which was as bold a lie as he’d ever told. He felt it all, and he would have the bruises to prove it in the morning.

      “Enough! Cease!” Angus roared as he stood on a table. “All of ye out. The alehouse is closed. Go to yer clans and sober up before Laird Grant sends yer clans home. We dinna battle each other at the Gatherings. Ye ken the rules. Fight each other on yer own lands. We have peace at the Gatherings, and if we dinna, the violators leave. Now, out!”

      Adelaide couldn’t see Angus jump down, but she heard him land. Tate quickly let go and stepped aside, but he found he wasn’t eager to yield Adelaide’s protection to her brother. Angus pulled his sister into his arms.

      “Are ye all right, lass?”

      “Aye. I’m fine. But Da is going to be livid. Who was it?”

      “All of them. I dinna ken who threw the first punch, but it didna matter. It was an excuse for enemies to claim they were just defending themselves. Let’s get ye away from here.” Angus kept Adelaide wrapped in his arms as Tate once again led the way, shoving drunken men who staggered into their path. They’d barely made it outside when the trio saw Fingal and Edward running toward them.

      “Ada!” Fingal sprinted the last hundred feet and practically ripped his daughter from his son’s arms. “What were ye doing in there?”

      “I went to fetch ye and Angus ales. I saw how hot ye both were, so I thought to do something nice for ye. Angus was already in there by the time I made ma way inside. I ran into Tate and him. They helped me get out when the fight broke out.”

      She shot a pointed look at Angus and Tate. She didn’t need to worry. Neither of them intended to share their conversation with the two older men. The man she always thought of as Uncle Edward patted Adelaide on the shoulder before making his way into the tent to inspect the damage.

      “Thank ye, Sinclair.”

      “I’m glad Lady Adelaide is unharmed. I didna see any of ma clansmen in there, but I should tell Grandda right away in case any of them were. Good day.” Tate didn’t want to walk away. He didn’t want to leave Adelaide behind, even though he knew she was safest with her father and brother. He reasoned it was his guilt for keeping her in the tent for so long. If he hadn’t teased her and just told her Angus was there, she would have left sooner. She wouldn’t have been there when the brawl began. He looked back over his shoulder, but the Grants were already walking in the opposite direction. He scanned the crowd he approached and realized it was much closer to the first round of wrestling than he thought. He jogged over to his father.

      “I was aboot to send scouts out for ye,” Tavish hissed. “Adam Chisholm has been spewing twattle for the past ten minutes. He claimed ye feared him too much to show up, so we may as well call it a forfeit.”

      “A fight broke out in the alehouse. I helped Angus Grant get his sister outside, then stopped briefly to speak to Fingal.”

      “Was the lass harmed?”

      “Nay. I dinna think any of our men were involved, but I was going to tell Grandda. I dinna have time now.”

      “Wiley!” Tavish called out to his younger son. When he came over, he spoke while Tate stripped off his weapons and leine. “Tell Grandda there was a fight at the alehouse. Have Thor look over the men to see if any were involved.”

      Thormud was the eldest grandchild among the Sinclairs who lived at Dunbeath. Only Wee Liam Mackay and Thormud's three-minutes-older twin sister came before him. He was in line to inherit the lairdship after Tate’s uncle and grandfather passed away. Thor was the clan’s captain of the guard, so the responsibility fell to him to handle misbehaving warriors.

      Tate's mother, Ceit, approached with a satchel in hand. She held it open to her son, and he placed his various dirks in the bag, along with his leine. He kissed his mother and embraced his father before stepping into the ring of stones that marked the wrestling space. A Grant councilman announced Tate’s name and his opponent’s. Then the man rattled off Tate’s winning record as Tate stared at Adam. His expression was blank, and he knew that was more disconcerting than if he growled at his opponent. The signal was given, and Tate launched himself at Adam.

      He knew his opponent had seen him wrestle before, and they’d had more than one round against each other. He knew Adam expected Tate to circle until Adam got impatient and made the first move. He caught Adam completely off guard by slamming into him only seconds after the match started. Tate was larger and bulkier than Adam, having inherited his father and grandfather’s barrel chest. He pinned Adam to the ground and held him in place as Adam tried to buck him off. Tate shifted to put his knee on Adam’s chest, pressing almost all of his weight onto that calf.

      “I heard what ye said aboot Lady Adelaide last night.”

      Tate watched Adam’s eyes widen just as he expected. Tate appeared to brace himself with one hand in the dirt, but he didn’t need to. He scooped some as he brought his hand up as though he needed to reposition himself. He made sure it landed in his opponent’s eyes.

      “Ye’re alive because I didna tell Fingal or Lady Madeline.” Tate shifted again and yanked Adam to his feet only to flip him over his shoulder, following Adam down to the ground once again. This time, he placed his knee low on the man’s abdomen. When he stood, he made sure his shin pressed on Adam’s rod. His foot kicked the man’s bollocks, but Tate knew he made it look like an accident.

      “Are ye fucking her? Is that why ye care? She’s a bitch like her aunt.”

      The second time Tate pulled Adam up, he twisted the man’s arm so far back that he dislocated the shoulder. He grabbed the other arm that flailed and did the same thing, yanking it back just short of dislocating it before jamming his knee into the back of the other man’s. When Adam’s leg buckled, Tate kicked the man’s ankle on the same side. They crashed to the ground. Because of how Tate held Adam, the man couldn’t turn his head in time. He landed face down. Tate heard the crack and knew he’d broken Adam’s nose.

      “Stay down, or I will keep going until I kill ye.” Part of Tate hoped the man would resist. But this was supposed to be a competitive but friendly match. He would only cause more trouble than Adam was worth if he killed him. The man refereeing the match came over and declared Tate the winner. He gracefully stood and raised his right fist over his head. He glanced around, catching sight of his beaming father and his reluctantly smiling mother. But he faltered when he spied Adelaide’s horrified expression. She spun on her heels and dashed away.

      He wanted to chase her, but that was impossible. Besides the fact his next match was in a few minutes, he would cause a scene if he did. But what scared her off? Did his tactics disgust her? Did she sympathize with Adam?

      Bluidy hell. Does she want him when he thinks so lowly of her? Will she hate me for hurting the mon she wants?

      He had no answers to those questions, but he planned to get them. If Adelaide pined for Adam Chisholm, he would disabuse her of any romantic wishes she had.

      Wait. I looked at Adam because I saw how she stared at him. There was nay longing there. More like—what? Distrust? Dislike? That was the entire point of why I went over there. What did the bastard do to her?
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      Adelaide watched in horror as Tate practically pulverized Adam as they wrestled. The latter never stood a chance. The moment Tate bent low and charged toward Adam, the match may as well have been over. She was certain Tate had to weigh close to sixteen stone, and with momentum, it would feel like a bull rammed into Adam. She couldn’t hear what either man said, but Tate clearly didn’t care for Adam’s response. The referee was wise to call an end to the match before Adam lost the use of all his limbs. He’d need his shoulder set. She watched as Tate raised his arm in victory, but she shifted her gaze as Adam clambered to his feet. The loathing he shot at Tate was unmistakable. Then he looked at her. She received the same stare. She needed to get away from the match before anyone noticed.

      Adelaide called back to her sisters, who’d also stopped to watch the wrestling. When they were away from the crowd, Adelaide slowed her pace. She looked around and spotted their younger brother. Sarah and Finley came to stand beside Adelaide as their older sister called out and waved.

      “What had ye tearing away like ye had wasps up yer skirts?”

      “Ye saw how Adam looked at me.” Adelaide kept her voice hushed. “Dinna say aught in front of Harry.”

      Sarah and Finley nodded, and the three sisters soon convinced their brother to go to the loch with them. They weren’t the only ones with the idea of swimming on the warm summer day. They heard women’s voices, then recognized the MacDonald guards. Harry issued his sisters a warning to be careful mostly because he felt obligated. He happily went to stand near the other guards, so his sisters could duck behind trees to undress.

      “Clara!” Adelaide waved both arms over her head to her friend.

      “Ada!” Clara MacDonald of Lochalsh waved back a few feet away from the shore. She swam closer as Adelaide, Finley, and Sarah pulled off their boots, stockings, and kirtles, leaving them in their chemises. It would prove practically pointless to keep them on since they would stick to the women like a second skin when they emerged. Then they’d soak their kirtles once they put their gowns on since they’d have nothing with which to dry themselves. Adelaide looked around to make sure no one but the women already in the loch could see her. She whisked her chemise over her head and ran into the water. Even though it was summer, it was brisk.

      “Adelaide!” Sarah sounded aghast.

      “Do ye want soaked clothes to put back on? Do ye want to battle yer kirtle to get it on over wet skin? I dinna. Nay one can see us. That’s why Harry came. Even if the other guards didna ensure it, Harry would.” Adelaide kicked off the bottom and swam out to where she could no longer stand. Clara, Finley, and Sarah swam alongside her. “Clara, how are ye? I didna see ye at the evening meal last night.”

      “We only arrived this morn. A spoke on one of our carts broke. It slowed us, so we arrived late. How’re ye?”

      “Fine as a Scottish summer day.”

      “What storm blew in?” Clara asked. Wait long enough, and a person could have all four seasons in one Scottish day.

      “The Chisholms,” Finley supplied.

      “Is yer aunt here?” Clara wondered about Madeline’s younger sister who wound up falling in love and marrying happily after her disastrous handfast ended.

      “Aye. She and her clan are keeping their distance. Ma uncle had words with Laird Chisholm at the last Gathering. He told Laird Chisholm to keep his clan away, but I doubt they are. They love antagonizing ma uncle.”

      The tangled web of alliances only grew more complicated since her mother and aunt were MacLeods of Lewis by birth. They were the greater branch and distant relatives to the MacLeods of Assynt. It related the latter to Tate’s aunt Siùsan Mackenzie, who’d married into the Clan Sinclair. Their shared Gunn relatives also connected the MacLeods of Assynt to the Mackenzies. After generations of animosity, the Gunns and Sinclairs were finally allies. Thor married the old laird’s daughter. It was enough to make Adelaide’s head buzz when she tried to remember how the Sinclairs connected to almost every clan in the Highlands.

      “Just keep yer distance
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