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      Welcome to The Clan Sinclair Legacy, a spinoff from my The Clan Sinclair series. As you join the second generation of this remarkable family, you may recognize heroes and heroines from the first series. For some of you, it may be a chance to become reacquainted with old friends. For those who haven’t read The Clan Sinclair, take heart: all of my books can be read as standalones, so you don’t have to read the earlier series to enjoy this one. Many readers of the original books wondered what would become of the couples from my The Highland Ladies series. Fear not. The children of several of those couples will have their chance to find love with the younger Sinclairs and their Sutherland relatives over the course of my next twenty books.

      The Clan Sinclair Legacy takes place roughly twenty years after The Clan Sinclair and about ten years after the final installment of The Highland Ladies. In my first series, I never explicitly stated who ruled Scotland at the time; however, King Robert the Bruce and Queen Elizabeth de Burgh appear throughout The Highland Ladies. By the time this new series would take place, the Bruce is dead, and his son, David II, is on the throne. You will discover more about King David’s complicated reign in later books in this new series.

      As I plotted this series, I realized that I’d already paired much of the Highlands with the Sinclairs and Sutherlands, so it was a challenge to find clans with whom none of our heroes or heroines would be directly related. I figured it out, but it took a couple maps, and making charts and family trees. That’s how I devised our hero, Blaine Keith, since the Sinclairs haven’t interacted with Clan Keith yet, but they were neighbors. It also put them in proximity to the Sinclairs and Sutherlands, which created more opportunities to revisit old friends from The Highland Ladies series. While they have cameos, Blair and Hardi Cameron, Lachlan and Arabella Sutherland, and Hamish and Amelia Sutherland appear in this story.

      If you aren’t familiar with the complicated family tree that is the Clan Sinclair, I shall endeavor to give you an overview to hopefully prepare you for this story. Liam Sinclair, patriarch and laird, married Kyla Sutherland in Their Highland Beginning. This ended a long-time feud, and Hamish Sutherland, Kyla’s brother, is introduced for the first time. The foundation for the mightiest alliance in the Highlands was born. This is a product of my imagination, even though there were periods in history when they were both enemies and allies.

      Mairghread Sinclair married Laird Tristan Mackay in His Highland Lass (my very first book). This created an alliance that laid the foundation for the entire The Clan Sinclair series. The bond that this marriage, and Liam’s to Kyla, secured the Sinclair-Sutherland-Mackay trifecta. Mairghread and Tristan had four children, “Wee” Liam being the first grandchild for Laird Liam Sinclair. We met “Wee Liam” in Highland Lion, when he traveled to Orkney and met Elene Isbister.

      Liam and Kyla’s oldest son, Callum, married Siùsan Mackenzie in His Bonnie Highland Temptation. This allied the two clans in The Clan Sinclair. The alliance was redoubled in Highland Jewel when Saoirse (Alexander and Brighde’s oldest daughter) married Siùsan’s younger half-brother Magnus. It was during His Bonnie Highland Temptation that I laid the foundation for the ongoing strife with Clan Gunn. Siùsan’s family, through her mother, were the MacLeods of Assynt. This formed another alliance for the Sinclairs.

      Alexander and Brighde’s marriage in His Highland Prize didn’t create an alliance with her family, the Kerrs. When Blake (Magnus and Deirdre’s oldest) meets Cerys Kerr in Highland Bear, the rivalry flares again. While they find their happily ever after, the Sinclairs and Kerrs don’t form an alliance. However, it was during His Highland Prize that things with the Gunns come to a head for that generation.

      In His Highland Pledge, Magnus reunites with his one great love, Deirdre Fraser. I don’t specify from which Fraser branch she haled. That didn’t come until this series. Her relationship with Magnus created a rift between the Sinclairs and Frasers that I don’t resolve until a brief mention in this book. This implied reconciliation brings yet another clan into the fold.

      Tavish Sinclair fell in love with Ceit Comyn while at Robert the Bruce’s royal court in His Highland Surprise. They were supposed to be an arranged marriage, but they fell in love before any contracts were formally signed. We’ve only heard mention of their children so far in The Clan Sinclair Legacy, but their loves stories are coming. The Comyns weren’t allied with anyone for the most part since they were one of Robert the Bruce’s primary rivals. While there was no animosity with Ceit’s family, no alliance formed between them and the Sinclairs.

      The original Sinclair siblings’ cousin Maude married Kieran MacLeod of Lewis (A Wallflower at the Highland Court), forming an alliance with the Sutherlands and, therefore, the Sinclairs and Mackays. They were distant relatives and the head branch of the MacLeods that included the MacLeods of Assynt. This marriage linked the Sutherlands to the MacLeods of Assynt indirectly. The Sinclairs were already tied to the MacLeods of Assynt through Siùsan’s mother.

      Blair, Maude’s sister, married Hardwin Cameron (A Saint at the Highland Court), creating an alliance to the Sutherlands which meant an indirect alliance to the Sinclairs and Mackays. Blair and Hardi are visiting Blair’s family at Dunrobin during this story, so we briefly reunite with them.

      Lachlan, Maude and Blair’s brother, married Arabella Johnstone (A Beauty at the Highland Court), but Arabella’s refusal to marry the man her father chose created an irreparable rift between the Sinclairs and Johnstones. The man Arabella was supposed to marry was, lo and behold, a Gunn. This brought the Sutherlands, Mackays, and Sinclairs into conflict with their nemesis once more.

      Edgar Gunn, the villain in this story, was introduced in A Hellion at the Highland Court, when he entered into the ill-fated wager against Brodie Campbell and Laurel Ross, who was Hamish and Amelia Sutherland’s niece since Amelia was originally a Ross. He is now an experienced laird who continues the ongoing feud between the Gunns, and the Sinclairs, Sutherlands, and Mackays.

      If you’re completely confused, I understand! Check out the family tree that appears after this Preface. This will help you understand the Sinclairs’ enormous family. If you’re curious about the alliances and rivalries mentioned from The Highland Ladies, I recommend subscribing to my newsletter and receiving a free copy of the series guide. This gives you a behind the scenes view of the entire series.

      As I usually strive to do, I included as much accurate history as possible. For the sake of including these events, I did take some creative license and shortened the time between some of them, so they would happen relatively close to when this book took place. Strife did exist between the Keiths and Murrays, and the Battle of Keith’s Muir was a real event, as well as a Keith leader being killed at Keith’s Pot, or Keith’s Stone. However, this would have taken place well before Blaine was born.

      Several Keiths served as the Great Marischal of Scotland. There was a Keith who, as Marischal, did murder a number of children with boiling wort, the liquid that comes from brewing ale and whisky. I couldn’t find any specific details about how this came to pass, which is likely a good thing, since it could only have been gory. One Keith accompanied Robert the Bruce’s heart back to Scotland, which I mention in this story. Another Keith, who I made Blaine’s father, accompanied King David II and Queen Joan to France and remained there throughout the young king’s exile. This situation gave me a convenient excuse to have Blaine seek support from the Camerons, one of their allies. As I’ve pointed out already, the Camerons were closely allied with the Sutherlands through marriage, so that meant an alliance between the Camerons, and the Sinclairs and Mackays.

      To end a feud between the Keiths and Irvines, a Keith woman did marry into an Irvine laird’s family. I considered making it Blaine’s sister, but that seemed to add a level of complexity that I didn’t need. Instead, I made him an only child and created a much more dire situation.

      The rivalry between the Keiths and the Gunns did take place, but once more, I took liberty with the dates, just as I did when the Sinclairs feuded and allied with the Mackays and Sutherlands.

      I tackled eating disorders and body dysmorphia in Maude’s story (A Wallflower at the Highland Court). This story has a connected theme where our heroine, Rose Kyla, develops more fully than most of her family and friends. While she’s grown comfortable in her own skin, certain events have made her aware that some men would pay her unwanted attention. I wanted to create a realistic character who had moments of what might seem like conflicting self-confidence and low self-esteem. It’s my goal to show these aren’t mutually exclusive characteristics. That sometimes the reasons for low self-esteem seem entirely reasonable to the person in question despite how it might not make sense to anyone else. And sometimes, it masks even deeper self-doubt and senses of inadequacy.

      While Blaine missteps at the beginning of this story, I think you’ll find that he values Rose Kyla for all that she brings to their relationship. He wishes for a relationship between equals and admires Rose Kyla’s resilience and resourcefulness, even if some of her actions might make him go gray at an early age. He seeks Rose Kyla’s council from the beginning, which creates a quick but strong basis for how their relationship progresses so rapidly.

      I hope you enjoy Rose Kyla and Blaine’s journey as much as I enjoyed crafting it.

      Happy reading,

      Celeste
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      “Who’s that?” Rose Kyla Sinclair asked as she leaned toward her younger sister, Shona.

      “I dinna ken, but he is a braw mon.” Shona drew her lips in to keep from laughing as she watched her sister. She’d barely glanced at the entourage of Clan Keith men approaching Dunrobin’s front gates. She’d felt more than seen her sister nearly trip and darted her gaze at Rose before looking at the ground. There was nothing there that would make her stumble, so she knew it must be the men riding before them.

      Rose and Shona stopped as the horsemen crossed their path. The group’s leader sported sandy blond hair and at least a three-day old beard. But it was his luminescent gray eyes that entranced Rose as they met her whisky-brown ones. They were the only feature she’d inherited from her father. She’d tucked her strawberry-blonde locks beneath a St. Birgitta’s cap that morning before venturing to the village beyond the barmekin. The white linen coif hid all of her hair and made her eyes more prominent. Rose shifted the basket of fish from her right hip to her left, bumping into the basket of leeks Shona carried.

      “Ow. Those are ma fingers ye’re squashing.” Shona’s elbow jabbed Rose, but her sister merely took a step ahead before they continued along the path. They passed beneath the portcullis just as the men dismounted. As she walked around a wagon with a towering load of hay, she came to an abrupt stop.

      “Ma pardon. I didna see ye there.” Rose smiled as she stepped back from the handsome man she’d nearly plowed into, her basket now resting against her belly.

      “Nay harm done, lass.” The deep, rich voice wrapped around her like a seal-skin cloak on the coldest Highland night. But her brow twitched at the address. She hadn’t been called a lass in years. Normally, people addressed her as “ma lady.”

      “Welcome to Dunrobin.” Rose could think of nothing else to say as she titled her head back to meet his gaze.

      “Thank ye. Do ye ken where I’d find the laird?”

      “Keith, I’m here.” Laird Hamish Sutherland hurried from the lists and stuck out his arm as he approached. The Earl of Sutherland and the younger warrior clasped forearms in a warrior handshake. “I dinna ken if ye’ve met ma tánaiste and son, Lachlan. Lach, this is Blaine Keith, his clan’s tánaiste and son of Sir Robert de Keith.”

      “Welcome to Dunrobin.” When Lachlan repeated Rose’s welcome, Blaine glanced back at her before turning his attention to the Sutherland men.

      “Thank ye. It’s been a longer ride than it should’ve been, and I didna ken if I’d make it in one piece.”

      “Come to ma solar. We can talk there. Ma guess is the Murrays.”

      “Ye’d be right.” Blaine walked beside Hamish, who positioned himself between Blaine and Lachlan. He didn’t wish to walk away from Rose, but he had little choice. The buxom woman with the sun-kissed and freckled face continued to watch him. He wondered if she was a serving woman within the keep and if he might catch her attention that night. He wouldn’t mind her company.

      It surprised him when she and the dark-haired woman beside her followed the men up the keep’s main steps. He assumed she would make her way to the kitchens rather than enter through the main doors. There was no reason for her not to, but he’d seen the fish within the baskets. When they entered the Great Hall, she set her basket on top of the other woman’s and smiled at Hamish.

      “I’ll find Thormud and send him to yer solar.”

      “How’d ye ken?” Hamish grinned.

      Rose shrugged her shoulders before gathering her skirts and taking the stairs to the second floor. With the material pulled tight across her backside, Blaine had a view that made him glad his sporran covered the front of his plaid. Her generous curves and ample bottom left him doubly wishful that he’d see her at the evening meal. He would ask her to dance, and perhaps more. He dragged his eyes away from the young woman to watch where he walked lest he run into a wall or door. When he sifted his attention forward, he found Lachlan staring at him, eyes narrowed. It was Blaine’s turn to shrug before they entered the solar.

      As Blaine took a seat at the massive oblong table in the center of the room, he forced himself to remember why he’d ridden with such haste to Dunrobin. “Ye’re right, Laird. Even with our defeat, they continue to burn our land and our crops. With ma father away, they believe they can roam freely without consequence. I must admit I’d hoped to find Laird Cameron here.”

      Before Hamish could respond to Blaine, a light knock sounded at the door. He called out, “Enter.”

      Blaine turned in his seat, hoping Laird Hardwin Cameron would join them, but it was a man in his early twenties who entered. It shocked him that the woman he’d seen outside the gates and in the bailey stepped into the solar behind the young man.

      What is a peasant woman doing in the laird’s solar? There is nay way she’s Hamish or Lachlan’s leman because they’re both too besotted with their wives to ever stray. The women would have their bollocks if they did. Lachlan doesnae have daughters, and his sisters are married. It’s Lachlan’s sister Blair who’s married to the Cameron, and that’s why they’re here. Is she this mon’s leman? They look vera comfortable together. But he looks like a noblemon. Bah. All the more reason that she must be. Bluidy hell. That would be ma luck.

      Blaine stood as he greeted the younger man, extending his arm for another warrior’s handshake. Before he could say anything, the woman retreated and left the solar. Blaine remained completely confused as to why she’d come until he noticed she’d placed a tray with food and mugs on a table near the door. She was a servant.

      “Blaine, do ye remember ma grandnephew, Thormud Sinclair? He’s Callum’s son and second in line for the lairdship to Clan Sinclair. Though with the way Liam is, I doubt that line shall move anytime soon.” Hamish grinned as he clapped Thormud on the shoulder.

      “I’m in nay hurry, Uncle. Grandda can take his time. Nay one is ready for him to leave us.” Thormud grinned, thinking about his grandfather, who, like Hamish, neared his seventh decade and still looked like a man half his age.

      “Aye.” Lachlan snorted. “Yer da’s in nay hurry to give up his time chasing yer mama.”

      “Wheest, lad,” Hamish chortled. “Ye learned from yer cousin.”

      “I did nae. I learned from ye.” Lachlan rolled his eyes at the same time Hamish did. They could have been twins rather than father and son.

      “Blaine didna come to Dunrobin to hear aboot our family’s randy nature.”

      “Nay one needs to come here to hear aboot it, Uncle.” Thormud shook his head in mock disgust. As though his parents, aunts and uncles, great-aunt and great-uncle, and his father’s cousins weren’t bad enough, he had his own cousins Wee Liam, Blake, and Saoirse to ignore. While he hoped to find the same marital bliss his relatives had, he was in no hurry to join them. “What brings ye here, Blaine? I havenae seen ye in at least two years, and that was at court, in passing.”

      “The Murrays are causing more trouble. I hoped to see Laird Cameron aboot the matter. What are ye doing here?”

      “Ma sisters and I came to visit. Dunbeath’s a wee crowded these days. We’ve been here a sennight and plan to stay another moon.” Thormud grinned as he thought about just how crowded the family of nearly forty made the keep.

      “Just how badly are they giving ye grief?” Hamish leaned forward to accept the cup of whisky Thormud handed him before the younger man gave one to the others.

      “They canna accept their victory with grace. After winning the Battle of Keith’s Muir, ye’d think they’d be content to let us lick our wounds and take their time to gloat. But they’re still laying waste to our sundry land and burning villages. I ken they’re testing me, and they ken that if I rally, I will defeat them. But they also ken it’ll be at an expense I dinna want to pay. With Father in France with King David, this isnae the time to have a war, but that’s what they’re counting on. I hope Laird Cameron might be a mediator for us.”

      “And if nae a mediator, then lend ye some sword arms,” Thormud surmised. Blaine’s lips turned down as his left eyebrow rose.

      “Laird Cameron and Blair went for a day’s sail. Blair’s used to being landlocked these days, but she doesnae miss a chance to be on the water,” Hamish explained. “They should be back in a few hours. The tide’ll change and make it hard for them to come ashore if they wait too long. Amelia will send a bath to yer chamber, and ye can refresh yerself before the evening meal.”

      “Thank ye, ma laird.”

      “It’s Hamish. With God’s grace, it’ll be a long time before ye become a laird in yer own right, but one day ye will. Ye may as well call me Hamish as we’re allies.”

      “Thank ye.” Blaine swallowed his last gulp of whisky, enjoying the way it heated every inch it passed. He followed Hamish and Lachlan from the solar, Thormud leaving the room last. “Good afternoon, Lady Sutherland.”

      “Welcome to our home, Blaine.” Amelia Sutherland was only a couple years younger than her husband and still looked more like her daughters’ sister than their mother. She had laugh lines that bracketed her mouth and crinkled beside her eyes. Her smile was easy and genuine as Blaine bowed to her. “I have a chamber for ye, and the bath is on its way up. Ye have aboot three hours before the evening meal, so there’s time for a rest if ye wish.”

      “Thank ye, Lady Sutherland.”

      “I’m certain Hamish has already told ye to call him by his given name. I’m Amelia.” She led Blaine abovestairs to the third floor, where the guest chambers were. As they passed the second floor, he thought he heard women’s voices, but he assumed it was the maids. It surprised him when Amelia laughed.

      “That’s Hardi and Blair’s Tira with her cousins. Ye’ll meet them at the evening meal. Dinna be fooled by any of them. They’re rowdier than any of the lads.” Amelia showed Blaine to a spacious chamber where he was soon alone and soaking in his tub.
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      “She nearly fell on her face staring,” Shona hooted.

      “Wheest.” Rose’s lips pursed as she scowled.

      “Is he really that braw?” Tira Cameron looked between her second cousins and waited. She giggled as Rose’s fair skin flamed bright red.

      “Aye. I think so.”

      “He was naught special to me.” Shona elbowed Rose as they sat with Tira on the bed. Amelia knew Rose preferred solitude at the end of each day, so her great-aunt assigned Rose a smaller chamber on the third floor while Shona shared one with Tira. Thormud shared a chamber with Tira’s brothers on the second floor. The keep was full with Blair and Hardi in her old chamber and Lachlan sharing his chamber with his wife, Arabella. Their three sons each had their own room, too.

      “Do ye think he found ye bonnie?” Tira whispered.

      “I dinna ken what he thought. We didna really speak.”

      “But how did he look at ye? Like Da looks at Mama? Like Uncle Lach looks at Auntie Arabella? Like⁠—”

      “Nae like any of them. Uncle Hamish and Lachlan would run him through if he looked at any of us lasses like the men look at their wives.” Rose glanced toward the door as though she could see through it to where the men were likely back in the lists.

      “That’s probably true. Yer da would skewer Uncle Lach if he thought some mon was making eyes at ye.” Tira exaggerated as she fluttered her eyelashes.

      “Then he’d come after yer da next.” Rose’s eyebrows shot up, knowing how protective her father was of her and her sister. She only partially jested that Callum would have words with Lachlan and Hardi if either of them let a man be too brazen with his daughters. “After everything that happened with Saoirse and Magnus Óg, I dinna ken that Mama and Da will be so quick to disagree with me marrying. But I dinna think they’re looking forward to me leaving Dunbeath for good either.”

      Rose and Shona’s uncle Alex and aunt Brighde objected to their daughter Saoirse’s love match because they couldn’t face Saoirse leaving Dunbeath. They used the age difference between Saoirse and Magnus Óg as an excuse, but it didn’t last long when it became obvious how in love the couple was.

      “It may nae even matter. Mayhap he’s married.”

      “If he is, he shouldnae have been looking at ye like that.” Shona’s chin tipped down as she gave her sister another pointed look.

      “So, he was looking at Rose!” Tira hooted.

      “He was?” Rose appeared shocked. She thought Blaine hadn’t paid her any attention once she wasn’t about to knock him over with her basket.

      “Och, aye. I dinna ken how ye couldnae tell. Men have looked at ye like that before.”

      “Nay, they havenae, Shona.”

      “Ye havenae noticed, but they have.”

      Rose stared at her sister before she shook her head. “Only men who dinna ken that our da is Callum Sinclair. They think me a wench or maid because I dinna look like a lady.”

      “What do ye mean, ye dinna look like a lady?” Tira’s brow furrowed. “Ye speak like one and move like one. How could anyone nae think ye are?”

      Rose looked down at herself, then back up at Tira. “I’m nae elegant like ye two.”

      “Of course, ye are. Ye’re the best dancer I’ve ever met. Ye practically float.” Tira shook her head before her lips flattened. “Do ye mean because ye’re built the way we all wish we were? I have nay chest. I may as well be one of ma brothers for all ye can tell I’m a lass. It’s only ma hair that gives it away.”

      “And I never got an arse.” Shona giggled as she stood, turned away from Tira and Rose, then wiggled her hips. “Ma backside is as flat as the Pax Board during Mass. Ye have the body of a woman, and we’re still wee lasses.”

      “Men like to have something to hold on to.” Tira pulled her kirtle away from her chest, looked down at her breasts, and shook her head.

      “Aye. When they’re with a tavern whore, nae when they’re with their lady wife.”

      “Dinna let Kieran hear ye say that aboot Maude.” Shona put her finger to her lips as she glanced at the door, trying not to giggle again. “Ye’re built like her and Auntie Amelia. She and Uncle Hamish have been married more than two score, and he canna keep his hands off her. Rose Kyla, ye’re named for our grandmama Kyla, and Auntie Mairghread says ye’re built just as she was. We ken Grandda hasnae looked at another woman since he met Grandmama, and she’s been in Heaven for nearly a score-and-a-half years.”

      Rose sighed and nodded. Shona and their cousins told her similarly reassuring things as they grew into womanhood, and Rose no longer thought much about her appearance. But there were still times when she wished she were petite, like Shona and their cousins. She didn’t regret having an ample bust and backside, but she didn’t like to think people compared her to a whore for something she couldn’t control. She was just as active as any of the other women in her clan, and she didn’t eat more than an average woman either. There was just more of her.

      “They’ll serve the evening meal soon. Blaine will sit at the dais, so ye’ll ken whether or nae he noticed ye.” Shona stood again and straightened her skirts. “I wager the dirk that he stares at ye most of the meal.”

      “Ye canna bet the dirk. The others arenae here.” Much like her father, uncles, and aunt shared a dagger they’d used to wager since they were adolescents, the cousins had a dirk that passed among them whenever someone won a bet. Shona won it from Rose three weeks earlier when she swore Thormud could out drink Kirk Hartley. Rose wagered Blake would drink the most. Thormud was the only one who could stand by the end of the night. Rose wouldn’t mind getting it back since, like her Auntie Mairghread with her brothers, she was the one who held onto it the longest and most often among the cousins.

      “They’ll understand. I wager ye the dirk that he looks at ye at least five times during the meal.” Shona stuck out her right arm as she held out the dirk in her left. Rose grasped her sister’s arm in a warrior handshake.

      “Let’s go before we’re late. And nay cheating, Shona,” Rose warned. “Dinna do aught that will make him look in ma direction.”

      “I dinna cheat.” Shona grinned, then whispered, “Often.”
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      Blaine followed the three young women, but he couldn’t hear what they said since they’d lowered their voices as they moved across the passageway from a family chamber to the stairs. He recognized the woman from the path to the keep, who nearly walked into him in the bailey and mysteriously appeared in the laird’s solar. He wondered why she walked with two ladies, clearly friends with them. She no longer wore the white linen St. Birgitta’s cap. Her strawberry-blonde hair tumbled down her back in soft waves. She was even more stunning than she’d been when all he could spy were her deep brown eyes.

      “Can ye find Lach and Hardi?” Amelia approached Rose as the women entered the Great Hall. “Shona, Tira, round up yer brothers.”

      “Are Blair and Hardi back from sailing?” Rose looked toward the keep’s doors.

      “Aye. They came back a couple hours ago, but then the lads went to the village to check a few crofts for damage after the last rains. I dinna think they realize how late it is.”

      “All right, Auntie Amelia.” Rose hurried toward the door as Thormud entered alone.

      “Where are ye going?”

      “To find Lach and Hardi. Shona’s looking for ye.” Rose hurried through the door Thormud held open for her. It wasn’t until she reached the bottom of the steps that she realized she had another shadow. She spun around and found Blaine hurrying after her.

      “The meal’s aboot to be served. Ye should find a seat before ma cousins leave ye in the far corner.” Rose smiled and turned toward the postern gate.

      Blaine’s brow furrowed. Her cousins? “I heard Lady Amelia say ye were going to find Lachlan and Laird Cameron. I hoped to speak to the laird before the meal. Do ye ken where I can find him?”

      “Somewhere in the village.” Rose smiled, and Blaine nearly fell off the last step as his heart hammered behind his ribs. Her brilliant white teeth seemed to sparkle as a dimple deepened in her right cheek. A breeze wafted her heather and violet scent toward him, and he inhaled deeply. The pleasant scent calmed the anxiousness he felt about speaking to Hardi.

      Rose waited for Blaine to step beside her once they passed through the postern gate. She waved at children running home from playing near the loch. She petted the miller’s dog as it brushed past her, before wishing its owner a good evening. She’d traveled to Dunrobin so many times over her three-and-twenty years that all the villagers knew her as well as they did any of the Sutherlands. It was her second home.

      Blaine wished to know about her, but he realized he didn’t even know her name. He still wondered if she might be Thormud’s leman. He no longer thought it likely, but he didn’t want to misstep and make advances toward another man’s woman. As he watched her ease with the surrounding people, and how even the animals ran to see her, he marveled at the strength of his attraction toward her. She seemed far more like the type of woman a man married rather than just bedded. But he was a laird’s heir, and she was a peasant. It wouldn’t matter how attracted he was, the best he could hope for was a tryst or two.

      “Lass, I dinna ken yer name.” Blaine blurted.

      “Och, I suppose nay one’s introduced us properly.” Rose stopped and turned toward Blaine. His height allowed him to block the dazzling early evening summer sunlight from shining in her eyes. “I’m Lady Rose Kyla Sinclair. Laird Hamish is ma great-uncle.”

      “Ye’re a lady?” Blaine wished to swallow his tongue. Rose’s chin came up, and her spine straightened, yet she appeared to shrink at the same time. He knew he insulted her, but there was something more to her reaction; however, he couldn’t tell since he barely knew her.

      “Aye. I’m Callum’s daughter. He’s our clan’s tánaiste and heir to the Clan Sinclair.”

      “I’ve heard of ye, but I dinna think we’ve ever met. I should have kenned from yer hair.”

      Rose’s eyes narrowed as she spun on her heel, her skirts swishing around her ankles. “I canna say I’ve heard of ye before today. Hardi should be over here.” She released a piercing whistle. A moment later, Lachlan and Hardi stepped out of a croft’s shadow and looked toward her. She waved, then turned back to the keep. “He’s the one on the right.”

      Blaine wished to reach out and catch her arm as she walked past, but he couldn’t do that with two men from her family watching. They would run him through, then ask questions. But he watched until she disappeared through the postern gate.

      “What did ye say to Rose Kyla?” Lachlan asked as he and Hardi came to stand with Blaine.

      “Naught. I just didna realize who she was.”

      “With that hair? How could ye nae ken? Ye saw Thormud earlier. He and his twin have the same coloring.” Lachlan glanced toward the keep before looking back at Blaine. He tried not to laugh when he watched Rose shoot daggers at him before stalking away, leaving Blaine looking lost.

      “She had that coif covering her hair earlier. I thought—I insulted her because I didna realize she was a lady. And instead of keeping that to maself, I said as much.”

      Hardi clapped Blaine on the shoulder and squeezed. Hardi didn’t mean it to intimidate, Blaine realized. It felt fatherly. He couldn’t remember the almighty Lord Robert de Keith ever doing such. “Apologize to the lass. She isnae one to hold a grudge. How was the journey here?”

      “Long, hot, and dusty.” Blaine chuckled, but he still wondered if he would have a chance to dance with Rose. Instead of seducing her, he had an apology to offer.

      “What have the Murrays done now?” Hardi walked to Blaine’s left while Lachlan was to his right. They were all of a similar height and build, but gray strands peppered the older men’s hair, and deep lines weathered their faces. Blaine wondered if people thought he was as mature as the men with whom he walked or if they thought Hardi and Lachlan were as young as him. He realized he hoped for the former. He didn’t want to come across as a boy running to tattle because he couldn’t get along with his neighbor’s children.

      “They’re still harassing us. They’re burning fields and villages and reiving cattle. They burned the keep at Hall-forest. I’ve sent men on successful hot trots to get our animals back, and ma patrols have prevented several raids. But they keep pushing. If I use enough force to stop them, then it’ll be a war. I’d rather nae send any men to die, but I will if they dinna stop.”

      “Why’d ye come here?” Hardi knew, but he would hear it from Blaine.

      “Ye ken ye can mediate this since yer clan is stronger than mine or these Murrays. I’d rather try diplomacy first. If that doesnae work, then I will rally ma men and slaughter them. They were lucky at the Battle of Keith’s Muir. They pushed us back across the River Dee, drowning many of our men before an arrow killed ma father’s second, who was also ma aulder cousin. That was years ago. A war with us looking like the aggressors will only darken our reputation with the king. It’ll look like ma father shouldnae have left me in charge.”

      “It’ll look like ye arenae to be pushed around and will defend yer clan when ye need to,” Hardi countered.

      “And more men will die. If we can come to some type of peace without blood, isnae that the better choice to try first?” Blaine wondered if Hardi and Lachlan thought him cowardly.

      “Aye. It is,” Hardi conceded. He’d lost much of his family during a battle. Between that, an illness, and a snowstorm, he moved from sixth in line to inherit to being the laird. He knew better than most what happened when diplomacy failed. “Do ye really have the force to defeat them?”

      “Barely. But if I can choose where we fight, then I believe we can win.”

      “Ye came for more than to ask me to be yer go-between.”

      “If ye canna mediate, then ye can threaten to join with us.”

      “Ye wish me to do more than threaten. The threat is me intervening to have the conversation.” Hardi looked at Blaine and considered his choices. “I ken ye werenae the one to start this. It wasna even yer father. When yer cousin, as the last Great Marischal of Scotland, burned children in wort, it wasna easy to ignore.”

      The liquid that came from the mashing process while brewing whisky and ale had scalded them as badly as tar poured from the battlements onto an enemy. Keith knew the history and knew how detrimental his cousin’s actions were when the man was still alive and the Marischal. It escalated a longstanding feud, and little had calmed since.

      “Blaine, what do ye wish me to offer them to create this truce?”

      “It’s nae what I wish. The king is pressuring ma father to marry ma cousin to the Murray’s auldest son.”

      “Would that be so horrible?”

      “For me? Nay. For Clara? How can I trust them nae to mistreat her? I dinna want ma cousin to be a lamb to the slaughter.”

      “She wouldnae be the first woman in an arranged marriage to bring peace.” Hardi held the door open as Blaine, then Lachlan, entered the keep.

      “Will ye use yer daughter to keep the peace with the Chattan Confederation?” Blaine stopped and stared Hardi in the eye. He wouldn’t move until he made his point. Everyone knew the Sutherlands married for love. By extension, that meant the Camerons too.

      “We arenae talking aboot ma clan or me.” The edge to Hardi’s voice warned Blaine, but he stood his ground.

      “If ye arenae willing to do that to yer daughter, then ye canna fault me for protecting ma cousin.”

      “I’m laird. Ye are nae. It’s yer father’s decision, and ye will have to obey him as yer laird.” Hardi pointed out.

      Lachlan had remained quiet until this point, but he didn’t want an argument in the Great Hall just before the meal. There were far too many ears listening. “We will solve naught this eve. Everyone is waiting for us to begin the meal. We can figure this out in ma da’s solar tomorrow.”

      Blaine exhaled and nodded. Lachlan was right, and antagonizing Hardi wouldn’t convince the man to help Blaine. They continued to the dais, and he looked for an open seat. There were three, and he knew he couldn’t take two. One was beside Blair, saved for Hardi, and the other was beside Arabella, which was for Lachlan. The only open seat was next to Rose. Considering how she remained turned toward the dark-haired woman he’d seen, even as he sat, he knew she wasn’t eager to spend the meal so close to him.

      Once the priest blessed the food, Blaine seized his opportunity before Rose began talking to someone else. “Lady Rose, I apologize for earlier. I didna mean offense. I was under the wrong impression.”

      Rose turned her head to look at Blaine, and he felt her assessing him. When her eyes narrowed, he knew he’d failed. “Thank ye.” She turned back to the food a servant placed before her in a trencher.

      “I mistook ye for a servant.”

      “I gathered that or—” Rose snapped her mouth shut.

      “Or, ma lady?”

      “Are ye trying to prove a point now by calling me that?” Rose felt the flush rise in her cheeks, and she loathed her fair complexion for the umpteenth time.

      “It’s how I should have always addressed ye. I erred, and I’m trying to make up for it.”

      “Thank ye.”

      Blaine stifled his sigh. He made no headway with Rose, and he could tell that, if he pushed, he would only make it worse. He turned to the adolescent next to him and discovered the young man was one of Lachlan’s sons. They discussed everything from horse breeding to battle strategy during the meal. It engaged Blaine, but it didn’t stop his awareness of everything Rose did.

      Rose tried to pay attention to her conversation with Shona, but every time Blaine moved, she curled her toes. He’d shaven before the meal and was even more attractive than when he arrived. It disappointed her that he held her in such low esteem. She didn’t believe for a moment that he thought her a servant, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it aloud. He smelled of fresh pine, and his voice rumbled, sending a vibration straight to her core. When their hands brushed as they reached for their chalices, she could feel its heat. She’d glanced at him, and his gray eyes appeared curious. By the end of the meal, Rose wanted nothing more than to escape to her chamber.

      “Will ye dance with me, ma lady?” Blaine spoke just loud enough for the surrounding people to hear, without everyone at the table noticing. Rose gritted her teeth, knowing he’d put her in a position where she couldn’t easily deny him. He helped her move back her chair after she nodded. He offered his arm as they walked off the dais to join the other dancers.

      St. Columba’s bones. She feels even better in ma arms than I imagined. This was a mistake. If ma sporran moves even a wee, she’ll ken what she does to me. She moves like an angel. How could I have imagined she was anyone but a lady? It’s clear someone taught her properly. I should have kenned from her graceful walk, but that ruddy cap and basket distracted me. It was her eyes, then her hair, nae her walk. Dinna be daft. If I’m being honest, it was that lovely arse too.

      “Lady Rose, I still feel like I owe ye an apology. I’m sorry for insulting ye by nay realizing yer station.”

      “Mayhap if yer eyes hadnae been on ma arse each time they werenae on ma breasts, ye might nae have thought I was a tavern wench.”

      “I never thought that. I told ye. I thought ye were a servant.”

      “But ye dinna deny why ye thought that.” Rose tried to pull away, but Blaine wouldn’t let go. She scowled and looked toward Lachlan and Arabella, who danced next to them. She turned her gaze back to Blaine and cocked an eyebrow in warning.

      “Lady Rose, it was the bluidy St. Birgitta’s cap and the basket of fish that made me think that. I never took ye for—” Blaine lowered his voice to a whisper. “—a whore. I thought ye worked in the kitchens or were a maid.”

      “I saw the way ye looked at me, then, ma brother. Ye wondered if I was his leman.”

      “How could ye ken that?”

      “Again, ye dinna deny it.”

      “That I canna. But I still wish to ken how ye knew.”

      “Ye looked confused when ye saw me, then ye looked at Thormud, and it was as though it made sense.”

      “Mayhap I realized ye were his sister.”

      “But ye still thought me a servant. It canna be both.” Rose leaned back. “At least, nae in ma family. Dinna give me excuses.”

      “Are ye always so astute at reading people?”

      “Only when they’re obvious. Even if ye thought me a maid, ye still looked at me for a tumble.”

      Blaine steered them out of the crowd and toward a passageway. Sconces lit the darkness, but it was still far too private for an unmarried couple.

      “Lady Rose, I never once thought ye were a tavern wench. I believed ye a servant. I did wonder if ye might be interested in more after the evening meal, but it wasna merely because I thought ye a maid.”

      “Aye. I told ye, I ken what ye were looking at.”

      “Eyes that remind me of aged whisky, and hair like fine strawberry wine.”

      “Quite the bard. Ye were looking at ma tits and arse, and ye assumed I was a maid who’d wanted a tupping.”

      Blaine sighed as he ran his hand through his hair. “Ye’re astute, but ye’re also stubborn. Ye are set on nae believing me. It was the coif that confused me. It was yer eyes that intrigued me, and I willna lie that I find all of ye vera attractive. But ye seem convinced that it’s yer body that made me think of ye as aught but a lady. It’s what attracted me, but what fooled me was that hideous thing covering the bonniest hair I’ve ever seen.”

      “Thormud has the same hair as me,” Rose whispered. She wanted to let go of her conviction that it was her curvaceous body that allured him, but she feared being made a fool. She didn’t know exactly how he would do that, but the anxiousness nipped at her.

      “Color, mayhap. But I dinna care aboot him or his hair. Besides, I hadnae seen yer hair then. It was still covered. I wish ye would believe me.”

      Rose stared at Blaine for a minute before she nodded. “I can see how it would be confusing. The last rains damaged some of the crofts. I went to help the women tidy their homes. I didna want to get dust in ma hair, and it was too hot to have it down, so I covered it. Shona wore one too, but she took hers off when we left the last croft. The husband and sons of one family we helped are fishermen. They gave us their catch to give to the kitchens. They insisted on paying us, but I refused. I said I’d accept the fish kenning it would already come to the keep because I didna want to hurt their pride.”

      “That’s vera thoughtful. Ma lady, could we have a new start? I dinna want to make a bad impression on ye.”

      Rose tilted her head. “Why does it matter?”

      “Because I’m a guest in yer family’s home. I dinna want ye to be uncomfortable with me here. I dinna want ye to think I will insult ye again.”

      Suspicion once more clawed at her. She wondered if he wished for her good opinion, so he could try for a tryst after all.

      “Lady Rose, mayhap others canna tell what ye’re thinking, but I believe I can. I am nay flattering ye to convince ye to do aught improper. I respect ye as a lady and as ma host and hostess’s grandniece. Even if ye were a servant, if ye’d said nay, I would have respected that too. I am nae trying to play ye for a fool.”

      “All right.”

      “May I ask ye something?”

      “Aye.” Hesitation filled her tone.

      “Have other men made improper advances? Is that why ye believed I assumed ye were a wench?”

      “A few. But I ken I’m—” Rose looked away, but Blaine gently turned her face back to him with his thumb and forefinger on her jaw.

      “What do ye ken, ma lady?” Blaine’s soft voice once more sent a vibrating ache to her core. His expression was so earnest that she couldn’t help but believe he cared what she said.

      “I ken I’m built more like a whore than a lady.” Rose wanted nothing more than to bolt to her chamber. She couldn’t believe she’d said that aloud. Not only to a man, but to a stranger.

      “I can guess what those men said, but a woman’s body isnae what makes her a whore or a lady. Even if I thought ye a servant who might like a tryst, I never imagined ye were loose. Aye, ye have a body that any mon would want, but that doesnae mean ye’re a wanton with every mon ye meet. It just means ye’re beautiful.”

      Blaine kissed her cheek before offering her his arm. She glanced down at it and shook her head. He was slow to lower it.

      “Nay one must have seen us come down here because ye’re still breathing. But if anyone sees us coming out of this passageway, ye’ll be dead or wed before dawn. Go first. They’re far less likely to believe ye trysted with someone if the mon goes out first.” Rose’s hands gripped her skirts. “Thank ye for the kind words. Ye did ken what I was thinking, even if I tried nae to show it. I’m usually nae so bothered aboot how I look, but—” she shrugged “—I didna want ye to think that of me.”

      “I hope ye’ll see I’m honorable.”

      “I believe ye are. I didna expect such a frank conversation aboot this, but ye were blunt enough for me to believe ye spoke the truth.”

      “And I’m glad ye felt ye could trust me enough to tell me the truth.” Blaine kissed her cheek again, wishing he could do far more. But if he gave even a hint of what he wanted, she would paint him a liar and never believe his misunderstanding was honest. “Goodnight, Lady Rose.”

      Blaine slipped down the passageway and looked in every direction before entering the Great Hall again. He joined Thormud and Lachlan’s sons by the fireplace, but he watched the passageway. He grew worried when Rose didn’t appear, but he spied her entering the Great Hall from the keep’s main doors. No one would know they’d spoken together or that he’d kissed her cheek twice.

      If she’s nae a servant, then mayhap there’s a chance to see if we suit. And if we do, then mayhap she could be ma wife after all. With the way she understands people and the way she’s so candid with me, she would make any mon an excellent helpmate when he leads a clan. It doesnae hurt that I’ve never wanted a woman more.
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