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        Forever seeking salvation...

      

      

      
        
        Rodric Anderson isn’t a soldier anymore. Nay, many would refer to him as a mercenary—a soldier for hire. Now, he’s embroiled in a Duncan clan matter.

      

        

      
        He’s also hunted by the authorities, wanted by women, and tied to none. He’s a part of a band of brothers, all former soldiers, some outlaws, all who make themselves available for the right coin—sometimes, the right cause.

      

        

      
        One woman has caught his eye. A shrew of a woman. Why was it he could not get her out of his mind?

      

        

      
        Caitlin’s hand has been given in marriage by her wretch of a stepfather to a man who is no less a wretch himself. Her only escape is to run away. Except that things are never quite so simple when it comes to choices.
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      “Come on, lads. Put your backs into it.” Rodric Anderson chuckled to himself, albeit quietly, so as to avoid arousing the ire of his friends. They were not the sort of men one wished to rouse to anger—as they’d proven more times than he could count.

      Brice MacDougal let out a growl which cut off suddenly as he smashed a large hand against the side of his neck to kill a bug which had lighted there. “Perhaps the work would go better if ye’d quit supervising and lend us a hand.”

      “Aye, and perhaps ye wouldn’t come off as such a prig if ye did,” his brother, Fergus, agreed through gritted teeth as he attempted to lift the wagon’s wheel out of the thick mud in which it had become hopelessly mired.

      Quinn Murray groaned in frustration, sweat rolling down his neck and under his tunic, where it spread in a growing patch of dark wetness. “We’ll never manage it, lads. I swear to all the gods, this mud is cursed.”

      Rodric could see how his old friend would believe this, as it seemed no matter how hard they fought against the deep, sucking mess, the wagon’s wheels only sank farther into the muck. They had grown up in villages, however, not in the Highlands. No matter how much of their adult lives had been spent out of doors, they were still unaccustomed to navigating through what could quickly become treacherous ground.

      Or, as in their current situation, ground impossible to travel across.

      They’d been at it for nearly an hour, losing precious time as the sun sank lower with each passing minute.

      “I give up.” Fergus left the muddy patch, covered up to his knees in the stuff, and flopped down with his back against the trunk of a birch. “I mean it. I give up.”

      “Come on, now,” Rodric urged. This was no longer a laughing matter. “I’m fresher than ye, so I’ll lift the wheel while you and Brice push the wagon from behind. Quinn, you lead the horses forward on my count of three.”

      “Och, the laird is deigning to dirty himself.” Quinn chuckled.

      Rodric barely avoided the impulse to cuff the man about the ears as they crossed paths.

      “I was daft, thinking the three of you lot could handle a task as simple as this without my muscle,” Rodric muttered as he pushed the sleeves of his tunic up past his elbows.

      He didn’t dare make a comment about them needing his reasoning skills, as that would merely anger them even further. Everyone was tired, dirty, hungry, and more than ready to arrive on Duncan land and unload the supplies they’d been tasked with bringing back to Jake Duncan and his family.

      Brice, always the thinker of the group, frowned as Rodric walked past. “Are ye certain this is a task you ought to be undertaking?” he asked in a quiet voice.

      Rodric shrugged off his friend’s concern. “I’ll be fine. You just worry yourself with pushing this wagon.”

      When Quinn took the reins and gave a signal that he was prepared, Rodric crouched in the mud with his feet planted at shoulder width, wedging his shoulder beneath the inside of the wheel’s rim. A glance over his shoulder told him the MacDougals were in place.

      “On three,” he ordered. “One… two… three!”

      They worked as one, with him lifting while the others did as he instructed. He grunted with the effort, grinding his teeth together and finally letting out a roar as the wagon began to roll forward. He slid from beneath the wheel and rotated the spokes with both hands to help with the motion.

      “For the love of all that’s holy,” Fergus huffed, bending at the waist with his hands on his knees as Quinn led the wagon and horses to a dry patch of ground.

      “Amen to that,” Rodric agreed, having fallen to his knees in the mud once the wagon began moving. After a spell of rainy weather, this had been their fate for much of the journey from Inverness. What would’ve taken two days, perhaps three at the most in good weather and on horseback alone, had turned into nearly a week’s worth of slow going.

      Rodric knew without asking that none of them would’ve done it for anyone else but Jake Duncan. A shipment of goods had come which none of the men of the Duncan clan were currently in a position to retrieve. A more-than-fair price was offered to Rodric and his friends, the sort of sum none of them could afford to say no to.

      But, again, the fact that it was Jake who’d made the request meant more than the silver he was willing to part with. He’d been like a brother to all of them while they fought, side-by-side, at the Battle of Largs. Rodric remembered all too well the wound his friend Jake had suffered—they’d all earned wounds and scars of their own, but his had been enough to send him home for care.

      From what they’d heard months later, the second-born Duncan son had nearly died, no thanks to the callous creature who’d been charged with healing him. A scorned lover, as it had turned out, and she’d set her sights on killing Jake for jilting her.

      Yet another reason why Rodric had always felt it best to remain unattached whenever possible.

      The disloyal wretch of a healer was long-since dead and no longer a threat to the clan. Rodric had been glad to hear of it—had someone not put the creature out of her misery, he would’ve gladly done it himself. He owed Jake no less than his life.

      He reminded himself of this as he removed his soiled clothing beside the stream they’d been traveling alongside, dunking them in and beating them against a nearby rock in the hopes of rinsing out the mud. A little discomfort was nothing to begrudge a man who’d withstood a wound which would’ve likely killed Rodric had he taken the brunt of it.

      There were times when the entire matter seemed to have taken place only a day earlier.

      The battle had raged on for what felt like an eternity, men falling on both sides in a blur of blood and screams. The clanging of metal on metal had rung in his ears until it seemed the entire world was nothing more than screaming and clanging, and the groans of the wounded and dying.

      Rodric’s horse had reared, though he was never quite certain why, even after having gone over the scene hundreds of times in his mind. The animal had been spooked, obviously, considering the death and chaos taking place all around it.

      He’d slipped from the saddle—that sickening moment of fighting to hold on, scrambling out of sheer desperation to stay atop the beast—and had landed on his shoulder, breaking it.

      In front of a warrior whose weapon was already raised high, ready to separate Rodric’s head from the rest of his body.

      Until Jake Duncan had come between them.

      Rodric wrung out his clothing, shaking it several times to remove as much of the water as possible, then draped the tunic and trousers over a low-hanging tree branch before taking a few moments to wash in the cool, refreshing stream.

      The sun was low in the sky now, all of them having already decided to set up camp after fighting for so long to free the wagon, and the steamy heat of the day after a long summer rain had settled into a more bearable warmth.

      It wasn’t easy for a man to come to grips with the knowledge that he’d been mere moments—heartbeats—away from death. Had Jake not been there at just the right time to take that blow to his thigh, Rodric would have long since become a rotting corpse. One of so many who’d fallen for the last time during the battle.

      What would that be like? A question he’d asked himself countless times. To be alive one moment and then—what? The heaven he’d been promised as a child? The utter nothingness he was beginning to believe truly existed once a man passed beyond?

      For how could there be anything else? There was nothing glorious about death, to be sure. No final moment of peace had come over the men he’d watched suffer and die, sometimes with their insides pouring out onto the ground beside them. There had been no heavenly light shining down on their faces, no singing of angels as they came down from the heavens to collect the soul.

      There had been life, and there had been death. That was all.

      He might have been one of those dead men whose bodies were, he supposed, piled into a large grave and covered in blood-soaked earth. That might easily have been his fate instead of standing in the middle of a stream, letting the water run over his body.

      What was the reason for this? Why did he live while others died?

      He never would’ve shared this with his friends, knowing they would think him daft, but he’d often questioned whether there was a reason why his life had been spared. Never one for religion, no matter how his sainted mother had tried to convince her son to adopt the Church’s beliefs as his own.

      Even so, the sort of experience he’d endured had given him pause. Perhaps the God he’d often questioned the existence of had spared him for some higher purpose. Perhaps there was something bigger for him to do, something better.

      When he looked up at the sky in all its vastness, the thin clouds which hung about the tops of the Grampian Mountains—still too far in the distance for his liking, but closer all the time—it did give him cause to take a deep breath and assess his life.

      Perhaps it was for the best, then, that Fergus called out to him. “What’s taking you so long out there? Fall in, did ye?”

      Rodric snorted. “Not this time. When will you grow tired of bringing up things that occurred years ago?”

      “When they stop amusing me” was Fergus’s chuckled reply.

      Rodric was still shaking his head as he returned to the spot they’d chosen for their camp. The fire they’d built was burning briskly as Quinn skinned rabbits for roasting. While he’d never been overly fond of rabbit as a rule, the thought of something hot to eat before retiring made his stomach rumble in anticipation.

      “How much longer, do you imagine?” Brice asked, coming back from feeding and watering the horses he’d tied to trees a short distance from the camp. Their soft neighing spoke of their relief at being given a chance to rest.

      He understood the feeling.

      Rodric’s nose wrinkled in distaste at his friend’s stench. “You were supposed to look after the horses, not rub their shit on ye,” he joked, waving a hand in front of his face. “And I’d say if we have a run of good luck tomorrow, we should make it to Duncan Manor before the evening meal. If we don’t all keel over dead from your stink long before then.”

      Brice grumbled as the others laughed, walking in the direction of the stream for a bath of his own. “It was a hot day, your lairdship, and some of us did more than simply walking about, shouting commands,” he pointed out over his shoulder, disappearing behind a tall bramble.

      Had the comment come from anyone else but the trio with whom Rodric traveled, or the handful of men with whom they normally joined up for more dangerous assignments, there would’ve been hell to pay. They knew each other well enough to throw harmless insults back and forth, like brothers.

      Rodric grimaced. In some ways, he was closer to them than he was with his own brothers.

      He rolled his arm in circles, rubbing the shoulder he’d used to help lift the wagon from the mud. It was the only reason he hadn’t helped sooner—the break hadn’t been set or treated properly, and therefore sometimes gave him pain. The wet weather they’d experienced for days prior had already left him achy, sore, and in foul temper.

      “Have ye any more of the tincture you purchased from the healer in Inverness?” Fergus asked, keeping his eyes on the fire.

      It was a casual question, carefully phrased. It wouldn’t do to show too much concern.

      Rodric let out a grunt of frustration. “Nay, the price was far too dear to purchase as much as I wished. It will be fine.”

      What he knew but wouldn’t share with the others was that he had a long, uncomfortable night ahead of him. Any stray movement in his sleep would make the shoulder ache even worse, to the point where it would wake him.

      And he would lie there, staring up at the sky, watching as the stars made their slow trek across the blackness.

      Quinn settled in against the saddle he’d propped up before a fallen tree, sighing deeply. “I wonder if there are any comely lasses in the Duncan household.”

      All of them chuckled, including Brice, who’d just returned from his bath. It was a familiar question which Quinn always managed to be the one to ask, no matter the nature of the journey their group was on. His mind was on one thing only—not that Rodric never thought about it. He thought about it all the time. But he’d managed to master his thirsts better than his friend had.

      “Like as not,” Fergus decided. “The manor house is large, likely the largest in the Highlands.”

      “Aye, but I don’t believe you’ll find any in the household,” Brice pointed out. “I hear they’re all good and paired up there, married off.”

      “There’s bound to be a lady’s maid or kitchen wench for ye,” Rodric offered, barely suppressing a chuckle.

      Quinn merely muttered a curse under his breath, causing the rest of them to break out in good-natured laughter.

      They shared their meal, still throwing jokes back and forth, placing bets on who would be the first to make the acquaintance of an unmarried beauty in the village beyond Duncan Manor.

      Three of them did, at any rate.

      Rodric remained silent on the subject, chewing his overcooked rabbit, staring through the fire he no longer saw, and deep into the past.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Duncan Manor was indeed a sight to behold. “All the time we spent serving beside him, and I hadn’t the first idea Jake lived in such a castle,” Quinn marveled once they started up the rocky trail which led to the imposing structure.

      Even from a distance, there were lookouts visible in each of the towers.

      Rodric grunted in agreement. No one would have known of Jake’s upbringing had they only seen him on the field of battle, fighting hard alongside men who’d come of age in far lesser circumstances. He’d been as tough as any of them. Tougher than many.

      He’d only ever seen the manor house from a distance before, like the rest of them, and silence fell over the group as they drew closer, with Quinn driving the pair hitched to the wagon, and the other three on horseback.

      The slow-moving wagon gave them ample time to take in the expansive beauty of Ben Nevis as well, sitting behind the house and seeming to touch the sky.

      A band of riders greeted them before they’d reached the village, as was expected. At the front was a barrel-chested man who sized them up with a practiced eye. “What business have ye here?”

      Rodric spoke for them. “We’ve come to deliver supplies from Inverness, as Jake Duncan instructed.”

      “You’ll be the men he served with, then? He’s been expecting you.” The man’s expression softened to one close to friendliness as he held out a hand. “The name’s Maccay.”

      “Of course. I believe we met once before,” Rodric remarked, shaking Maccay’s outstretched hand.

      Introductions were made among them before the entire group continued the rest of the way together, with Maccay and Rodric in the lead.

      “Truth be told, we’d expected to see you lot a few days back,” Maccay pointed out. “But the wet weather undoubtedly slowed you.”

      “Aye,” Rodric grunted, the memories still fresh. “It was a bit of a struggle at times, but we managed.”

      “As Jake said you would.” Maccay grinned. “Hardheaded a group as he’d ever known, I believe were his exact words. Never the type to give up, even in the direst situations.”

      “He should be the one to talk.”

      “Which is exactly what his wife said!” Maccay’s laughter rang out. “Aye, he’ll be glad to see ye. How was it he came to entrust you lot with this task?”

      “We crossed paths on the road to Inverness,” Rodric explained, his voice dropping to little more than a whisper. “I believe he thought himself up to the journey, but it didn’t seem that was the case.”

      Maccay’s expression darkened. “Aye. I suspected the story of his horse going lame was just that. A story. I’d never say it to him, of course. I prefer my tongue still attached to the inside of my mouth.”

      Rodric snorted. “We’d never speak a word of it, not any of us. Certain things a man doesn’t want getting around.” His heart clenched when, once again, he remembered how his friend had come to earn the wound which had made it impossible for him to ride for long distances.

      Jake met them outside the massive front door. “I was beginning to fear for you,” he called out, grinning.

      “You know us,” Rodric replied as he dismounted. “We would never let something like Scottish mud keep us from delivering what we promised.”

      “You wouldn’t be the first to concede defeat, even if you had.” Jake laughed.

      The two of them clasped arms, the bond between them as strong as ever. It did Rodric’s heart good to see Jake looking healthier than he had on the road—the pain had obviously gotten to him long before their encounter, and his skin had looked downright ashen.

      Jake glanced around at all the men. “Please, please, come in. The courtesies of the house are extended to you. Rest, refresh yourselves. I’ll have baths drawn and meals prepared.”

      “If it’s not too much bother,” Fergus replied.

      “Not at all. The laird is out riding at present, but he’s already instructed the servants to prepare rooms. You need only make yourselves comfortable.”

      Meanwhile, a handful of men appeared seemingly out of nowhere to unload the wagon, while Maccay and his men rode off to perform other duties. The entire place ran smoothly. Clearly, the Duncans were skilled at managing.

      “I would like to walk a bit before going in,” Rodric decided.

      His legs were stiff from riding, though he was careful not to mention this in Jake’s presence. It was a sensitive issue and always would be.

      “I’d be happy to show you around,” Jake offered, falling into step beside him.

      Rodric’s instincts told him there was an unspoken reason for this offer of companionship, but he kept this insight to himself while in the presence of the others.

      One of the servants, a young girl—too young for Quinn, he noted with a wry smile—led the others inside.

      “How have things been here for you and your family?” Rodric asked.

      “Better than ever, though it may sound a bit as though I’m bragging when I say it.”

      “Just a bit.” Rodric snorted. “Still, I’m glad to hear it.”

      “God knows we had more than our share of challenges,” Jake replied, his voice and expression darkening a bit. “I suppose we’re due a stretch of fair weather after so many storms.”

      “I cannot think of anyone more deserving of the peace you seem to have found here.” This was all Rodric could reveal of what lay buried in his heart. He’d never be able to express his appreciation for what Jake had done.

      If anyone deserved happiness and the satisfaction of a peaceful, abundant life, it was Jake Duncan.

      “And you?”

      “And me? What about me?” He chuckled.

      “Do you plan on spending the rest of your life going from place to place, offering your specialized skills to the highest bidder?”

      This rankled Rodric, as his friend made it sound as though he were nothing but a soldier of fortune. As though he were a brute who inflicted pain on behalf of the man or woman willing to pay. There were men such as that who wandered the roads, always moving, never able to settle in one place for long as they were more often than not wanted by officials in every corner of the countryside.

      When he didn’t receive a reply, Jake clicked his tongue and sighed. “I shouldn’t have spoken so freely. It was unfair to you.”

      “A bit,” Rodric conceded.

      Jake sighed again, this time the sort of sigh which signaled a bit of bad news. “There’s a reason why I ask about your plans. I thought there was a chance you hadn’t heard, and now I believe I’m right.”

      Hair stood straight up on the back of Rodric’s neck. “Hadn’t heard what?”

      “There’s been some trouble in your clan. I had hoped to approach it delicately, asking if you planned to return home. I didn’t want to greet ye with such unpleasantness right off.”

      “What sort of trouble?” He should’ve known. The moment Alan took over…

      “It seems there was an argument.” It was clear to him that Jake chose his words carefully—irritatingly so.

      “Put it plainly,” Rodric snapped. “What did my brother do?”

      “How did you know your brother had anything to do with it?”

      How did he know? There wasn’t enough time in the day to explain to his friend how he’d known without being told that his older brother, Alan, had started a feud between their clan and another. Alan had been starting fights since the day he was born, or so it seemed.

      “He’s always had a talent for fighting—if it hadn’t been for his being the eldest son and our father needing his assistance with the clan, he would’ve been the one to go to war for King Alexander. And he would’ve loved it.” For once, he’d have had the excuse to release his insatiable appetite for violence.

      “Aye, well, it seems he’s used that talent with another clan. The McAllisters.”

      Rodric went cold at the name. Not a name he’d expected to hear, much less one he wanted to hear. A McAllister was the reason he would’ve gladly never returned home.

      He managed to speak over the blood rushing in his ears—though he couldn’t hear himself, he asked, “Did you happen to hear what the feud involves?”

      Jake shook his head. “Only that there’s bad blood between the clans now. Rumor has it, bloodshed isn’t far off.”

      “I wouldn’t doubt it, knowing Alan.” Rodric’s jaw tightened. If only their father was alive to see what his son was making of the clan which had brought him such pride—then again, if the old man were still living, Alan wouldn’t be leading the clan to destruction.

      Perhaps it wasn’t that grave. He tried to convince himself of this.

      It didn’t work.

      “Will you go?” Jake asked.

      The question sat heavy on Rodric’s heart. Would he go? He hadn’t gone in so long, not even at the announcement of the death of Ross Anderson. His father had been a rough, brutish man, but he was merely a product of his times and the responsibilities he’d shouldered since boyhood.

      Not to mention the roughness of the land and the sort of hardy character one needed to possess in order to survive.

      Rodric had never been the hot-tempered, strike-first-and-ask-questions-later sort of man Alan had grown into. For that reason—and so many others he’d never dare discuss with Jake Duncan, no matter what he meant to him—Rodric had stayed far away.

      He thought of Jake’s question—would he go? “I do not know,” he replied, keeping his tone even. “I truly do not know.”

      “Is there no longer any loyalty to your clan?”

      When Jake caught sight of the withering look with which Rodric favored him, he almost visibly fell back.

      “My apologies. It was an indelicate question, and not one I had the right to ask.”

      Rodric withheld a grunt and looked around at the bustling activity beyond the manor house. Smiling, cheerful people. The sounds of laughter coming from the smithy and the stables. There was warmth and life in the house, in the family.

      Phillip was a good and fair leader who cared deeply about doing what was right by both his wife and child, and the clan on the whole.

      And everyone knew it. That was the most important of all. Doing right by the clan meant no fear of showing strength when the need arose. Phillip Duncan wouldn’t back down from a fight, and he’d shown as much, time and again.

      The two of them walked past the training yard, where many men practiced with swords and shields while instructors shouted commands.

      He ruled both with compassion and an iron fist. A good balance, Rodric thought.

      “My brother isn’t your brother,” he pointed out. “Your clan was fortunate to fall into the right hands upon your father’s passing.”

      “Do you feel the Andersons would’ve done better in your hands, then?” Jake asked. The question was asked both in jest and in all seriousness.

      He shook his head. “Nay, I’ve never wanted to take on that sort of responsibility. It holds no great pleasure for me. I would much rather sleep in a field every night, downwind of the stinking beast I spent the day riding.”

      Jake laughed. “I cannot say I miss those days much, though there are moments when I look back on them fondly.”

      “Aye, because they’re so far in the past. We can look back with fondness on that which the passage of time has softened for us.”

      They laughed together then, though Rodric’s eyes kept falling on Jake’s leg. The days of spending sunrise to sunset in the saddle were indeed far behind him.

      Even if the second-oldest Duncan son had wished to devote his life to roaming the clan’s holdings to ensure their safety, it would’ve been beyond his grasp. The short walk they’d taken together had already left the limp far more pronounced than when he’d exited the house.

      If it pained him, Jake gave no indication—then again, he wouldn’t. Neither of them was the sort of man to reveal weakness or pain unless under the most extreme circumstances. Even when they’d met up on the road north, less than a day’s ride from Duncan lands, Jake hadn’t spoken a word of the agony he’d clearly suffered.

      They came to a stop several yards from the house.

      Jake turned to him. “You realize I have somewhat selfish reasons for bringing this up. Phillip will more than likely wish to discuss it with you as well, once you’ve freshened up and eaten your fill. Any troubles between the clans could in time mean trouble for us, so naturally, he’d prefer the matter be put to rest as painlessly as possible.”

      “And if it’s not possible to put it to rest?” Rodric grumbled, folding his arms. “Please, do not mistake me. I would do anything in my power to assist you in keeping the peace. But my brother is hardly the type to listen to reason.”

      “I remember hearing he took a wife not long ago,” Jake said. “I didn’t hear which clan she was from, but I did hear he’d been wed. Perhaps she might be persuaded to bend his ear?”

      This only inflamed Rodric’s already troubled mind. Rather than shouting, rather than explaining why that was a terrible idea which would never work because he would rather die than see his brother’s wife in his brother’s household, he merely replied, “Of all people, I’m certain she’s the one he’d be least likely to listen to.”
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      Caitlin drew her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around her legs as the sun began its magnificent descent beneath the far-off Grampian Mountains. She’d never seen them up close, but could imagine their ability to strike awe in even the most jaded heart from a distance.

      What was it that drew her to them on this day? There was no way of knowing. She only knew she had to watch them as the brilliant warmth of early evening light turned into dusk. The rays of light, amber and gold, turned nearly red as the fiery ball sank lower and lower.

      Something about the mountains called to her. Something quiet, like a whisper on the wind, but far more incessant. Insistent.

      She wished the whisper would tell her what it wanted from her, why it perturbed her so. Why it made her heart ache.

      A lock of hair fell in front of her eyes. Hair blond as her mother’s. She smoothed it into place even though the breeze was bound to tease it free again. Mother had always fretted so over Caitlin inheriting that hair. In a world where it seemed brown or red or brownish-red hair was the norm, to be born with hair as light as theirs was surely a sign.

      Of what? Mother would never say—or, if she did, Caitlin had been too young to remember now. There were so few memories which had stayed with her. Would that Mother had lived a bit longer.

      Would that Caitlin had died with her.

      She dragged her knuckles over her cheeks to dispense with the tears which had begun to fall. She wouldn’t allow herself to give in to emotion—she’d done enough of that already. Over the last month, she’d cried enough to fill a lake.

      But you got away. You ran away.

      Yes, she had, and she’d barely made it through the journey. By the time she’d reached Fiona and Kent’s farm, a day’s ride from Anderson lands, she’d been half-dead from exhaustion and starvation.

      It had been days since she’d last eaten, since long before the wedding ceremony had taken place. The thought of marrying Alan Anderson had robbed her of an appetite, and she’d been far too panicked to take time to secure food for the journey.

      There had been no time, as it was. Her new husband had been heavily into his third or perhaps even fourth pitcher of wine by then, laughing and jesting with fellow clansmen, paying her little attention. But that would change. He wouldn’t ignore her for long.

      There would’ve been the bedding, for one. He would’ve sought her out soon enough in order to climb on top of her and sweat out what he’d drank. To officially make her his property until the end of her life.

      Even now, weeks later, seated on a hill a day’s ride from her husband, the idea turned Caitlin’s stomach.

      She’d left Alan’s home with nothing but the clothing on her back and the horse which she’d raised since the day it was foaled. She didn’t want to owe him anything, didn’t want him to be able to claim she’d stolen anything from him, other than herself.

      Naturally, he’d think of it that way. She was his wife. She belonged to him, as she had always belonged to one man or another. She’d never been her own person before she’d slipped out of Alan’s home—she refused to think of it as her own—and taken off into the night without even knowing whether or not her cousin would take her in.

      Fiona had, thank the heavens.

      A chill ran through her, making her hug her legs tighter in spite of the very warm evening. What if she were found? What if Fiona and Kent suffered for the charity they’d extended?

      She had already been with them for far too long, a fact which she was certain Kent was also aware of. The first fortnight, he’d been genial and almost overly solicitous toward her. She’d been ill-used, for certain, and as her cousin’s husband he’d offered to take her under his protection in spite of the fact that she was wed to another man.

      “After all,” he’d reasoned at the time, “the marriage was never…”

      He had blushed and stammered after that—a gentle man, a kind one, as befitting her gentle and kind cousin—but Caitlin was old enough to understand what he’d tried to express. The marriage was never consummated. If she wished to have it dissolved in the eyes of the Church, she had the ability to do so.

      Except she had no power. And no money with which to secure such a decree. Her powerlessness was the entire reason she’d been forced into marriage at all. Now, she was powerless to escape it except by running away and staying away. Far away.

      What if it meant running for the rest of her life?

      Her eyes fixed on the mountains, which were turning deep purple now that the sun was all but a memory. Could she truly live out the remainder of her days without a home of her own? Always moving, hiding, pretending to be someone she wasn’t in order to avoid being tied down to a brute?

      He’d always been a bully. Her first memories of him were of being teased and taunted—not the way Rodric had teased her, the way boys and girls sometimes teased for lack of the ability to share what they truly felt for one another.

      Alan had taken pleasure in being mean. He’d laughed loudest whenever he’d made her cry, such as the time when he’d pretended to drown her favorite doll.

      She’d been old enough by then to know her doll wasn’t alive, didn’t breathe or think. But that doll had been with her as long as she could remember. The doll had been a gift from her father, the only thing he’d given her aside from his blue eyes. He’d died long before she was old enough to remember him.

      Had Alan known this? Had he understood the hidden significance a simple rag doll had held for her? Caitlin didn’t know. She only knew that he’d noticed the way she’d carried it everywhere, and he’d waited for just the right moment to snatch it from under her arm and thrust it into a bucket of water.

      “Don’t!” she’d screamed, pleaded, wailed, tugging at his sleeves in a frantic attempt to save her beloved friend. “Don’t, Alan, you’ll kill her!”

      “She’s not real, you baby.” He’d laughed—still, he’d held the doll beneath the surface of the water, squeezing it and laughing louder the harder Caitlin had fought him. She’d nearly had a fit, she was so thoroughly beside herself.

      Until her hero had stepped in, shoving Alan with all his might. Perhaps it was surprise which had knocked the bigger, older brother off his feet. He’d been taken off guard by the brother who’d almost never managed to land a punch when they’d tussled.

      Or perhaps Rodric had been so overcome at the sight of Caitlin’s horror that he’d found strength he didn’t know he had. Perhaps that had been enough for him to knock Alan to the ground.

      The doll had been left in the bucket. Caitlin would never forget the extreme tenderness with which her seven-year-old hero had lifted the rag doll, squeezing gently so as to wring out some of the water, then handed her over.

      She had fallen in love with him then and there, and the feeling hadn’t dimmed with time. If anything, it had grown brighter and stronger until there was nothing in the world but him.

      Rodric. Her hero, always, from that day on.

      And, where was he? Gone. Dead, perhaps. No one had heard from him in ages, ever since the death of his father. From the few times she’d had the displeasure of being in Alan’s presence, she’d gathered he believed his younger brother to be jealous of his claim over the clan. He asserted that Rodric wouldn’t return because he believed he should be the one to lead the Andersons.

      There was no sense in telling him she didn’t believe this. It wasn’t in Rodric’s nature to be jealous—besides, he had never wished to be in Alan’s place. He was the second son. He’d never once harbored delusions of one day taking on his father’s role. It simply wasn’t done. Why would he then carry on such a pointless desire?

      Because Alan liked to believe he’d won. Won what? She couldn’t say. Perhaps he couldn’t, either. Perhaps it was just enough for him to feel like the winner. He had won the clan. He had won the girl.

      Her.

      The very thought brought sickness to her stomach. He hadn’t wanted her, not for a single minute. He’d only wanted to have what his brother couldn’t. He wanted to be the winner.

      She’d never had a brother or sister. She didn’t understand the pain of sibling rivalry—yet even if she’d had a sibling of her own, Caitlin was certain she’d never treat them the way Alan had treated Rodric. She wouldn’t ignore them, either, as he’d ignored the youngest brother, Padraig.

      It wasn’t until her twelfth year that she understood, truly understood, the wedge between the first two sons. At the time, Rodric had been nearly fourteen—an exciting, dashing older man as far as she’d been concerned—and Alan, sixteen and a man by anyone’s standards.

      The storm had raged for two days—days full of wind and hard, driving snow. It had come up quickly, without any warning, while Caitlin’s stepfather—and, thus, Caitlin herself—had been visiting the neighboring Anderson clan.

      The thought of being trapped in the great Anderson house, with the second son, had all but stopped Caitlin’s twelve-year-old heart. She had imagined so many situations in which they might be alone together. Even if they only exchanged a few words, a glance or a touch of the hand, it would be enough for her to live on until they saw each other again.

      But he’d been preoccupied throughout the storm, his father ordering the men to get the livestock under cover. It had been all but impossible, the wind whipping the snow into a curtain which left any who stepped out of doors blinded and half-frozen in an instant.

      Even so, Ross Anderson had insisted the older two of his three sons go out into the storm and assist the other men. Caitlin had all but fretted herself into a frenzy, wringing her hands and pacing the room to which she’d been relegated during the commotion. Would he come back? When? And in what condition?

      When one of the older men returned, snow caking his beard to the point where he could hardly speak for the ice which covered the lower half of his face, and reported having lost sight of the Anderson sons, she was certain she’d die.

      Judging by Ross Anderson’s reaction, he thought he would as well.

      But it was Rodric’s name he repeated over and over. Rodric he demanded someone look for. Not Alan. No one else seemed to notice this or think it strange. Perhaps she’d noticed because she, too, was so concerned for him that she saw his father’s panic for what it was.

      He loved Rodric as she did.

      Alan? Alan was his son, his heir, the one who would take his father’s place one day by sheer luck of the order in which he’d been born.

      Yet Ross did not much care for him. He protected his son, yes, perhaps a bit too fiercely.

      Caitlin had never been one to agree with her stepfather on anything, but she couldn’t help believing he was correct when he declared Alan Anderson to be in dire need of a good whipping.

      Perhaps if he’d received that whipping from a young age, and as regularly as necessary, he would’ve been a bit better disciplined instead of flying into a rage of temper whenever he didn’t get his way.

      Yet Ross had never seen fit to mete out such punishment. And his son had grown wild. The wilder he grew, the greater the distance between him and his father’s affections.

      She’d always recalled that storm, the type of squall which would’ve been remembered for its fierceness even if it hadn’t otherwise been so momentous. She had never forgotten the rejoicing in her heart when Rodric had stumbled in, half-dead but still breathing, still smiling through his chattering teeth when their eyes met from across the great hall.

      “Caitlin!”

      Her head snapped around at the sound of her cousin’s call.

      Fiona was visible in the doorway of the house, the kitchen hearth burning and crackling behind her.

      She stood, stretching after sitting for so long in the same position. She’d lost track of time, the sun having set, the sky dark. A few stars already twinkled above.

      “Yes, I’m here!” she called back, taking a few steps toward the house.

      Kent’s beloved horse sat just beyond the door, meaning he’d returned from his ride to the village.

      Fiona waved her arms. “Come quickly! Word from home!”
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      “What will you do, then?” Fergus looked at the others before turning his attention back to Rodric. He looked… skeptical.

      No more skeptical than Rodric himself. “The thought of returning to my home hardly pleases me. It’s something I’ve avoided until now. If it were anyone but Jake, I wouldn’t go at all. But I feel it’s my duty to at least do what I can.”

      “What can you do?” Quinn asked. “You’ve told us of your brother. He’s—”

      “Not the type one negotiates with,” Rodric finished. “I know this.”

      “What do you think you can do, then?”

      “I can at least find out what it is he’s fighting over. I can try, somehow, to make peace with the McAllisters.”

      “You know them, then?” Brice asked.

      “Aye. At least, I did when I was young. Before I left to train. I haven’t seen any of their lot since.”

      “How large a clan?”

      He shrugged. “I couldn’t say. The family itself is nothing. Only Connor McAllister. His wife bore no living sons. Only a daughter, and she was born prior to the marriage, to the first husband.”

      Did his voice give him away? He fought hard for it not to be so. No sense in letting them know what that single daughter meant to him. What they’d once meant to each other.

      “And you know nothing of the nature of the feud?” Brice asked, frowning.

      “Jake could give me no insight into that.”

      “That isn’t an answer to the question which I asked ye.”

      Rodric fairly growled. “How would I know? I haven’t seen my brother in years, which you all know, or you would’ve seen him as well.”

      “Aye,” Fergus agreed, shooting his brother a look Rodric recognized as a warning.

      It rankled with him, the idea that his friends would hold an opinion they didn’t see fit to share—and about him, no less. He supposed he’d have to become accustomed to it rather than arguing the point.

      He’d found that excessive argument only made the one doing the arguing seem guilty of something.

      He rose, regretting that there would only be that single night in the comfortable bed on which he’d been seated. Not that they would’ve spent much time in the Duncan lands, but a few days of rest in a civilized household would’ve been a pleasant diversion.

      “I’ll set out at first light.”

      “You’ll set out?” Quinn chuckled. “And what are we? Mere baggage?”

      “There’s no need for you to come along with me,” Rodric declared. He knew his men would wish to accompany him, but his was the type of task best performed alone.

      No telling what his brother might say, what accusations he might hurl. The sort of things a man didn’t want his friends to hear.

      And… she would be there. He had no wish for them to witness what might transpire.

      Fergus snorted. “What do you think we’ll do in your absence? Lie about here, waiting for your return? While I’m not entirely opposed to the notion of having my every need catered to—”

      “And don’t think I haven’t got my eye on the cook’s daughter,” Quinn added with a grin.

      “We won’t hear of you going on your own,” Brice concluded with a shrug. “We’ll follow along behind you at a distance if you’re ashamed to be seen with such a rough group as ourselves.”

      Rodric merely snorted at this assessment.

      True, they were rough—burly, dressed in the same clothing they’d traveled in for endless months. None of them owned more than three tunics, total, and all were in need of new footwear to replace the leather they’d all but worn through.

      “Unless I miss my mark, I doubt my brother or anyone in his household has adopted a better mode of dress,” he replied.

      They were all cut from the same cloth, truly, men accustomed to spending most of their lives outdoors.

      Except for Padraig. The thought of seeing his younger brother was possibly the only worthwhile aspect of what otherwise appeared to be an unpleasant task. The youngest Anderson son had always been quiet, intelligent, thoughtful. In many ways the opposite of Alan—and, as a result, the one with whom Rodric had gotten along with.

      But Padraig was little more than a child when Rodric went off to fight. It had been seven years since they’d last seen each other, with Rodric riding off on horseback while his younger brother ran alongside him on the road until they reached the end of the stone wall which signaled the end of Anderson lands.

      Padraig had been thirteen years old then. He’d be a full-grown man.

      The realization that he hadn’t thought of his brother in years shamed Rodric to his core.

      He looked around the room at the three men who were set on accompanying him. It was no use arguing—also, they had a point. There was little else for them to do while he was gone, unless they intended to take on another mission without him. They were more than welcome to do it, but his absence would take their number down to three. Very little only three men could do.

      Fierce and skilled though they were.

      “I suppose we’d best get to sleep, then, if we’re leaving so early,” he announced by way of accepting their company.

      As though there had ever been a question of whether they would gift him with it.
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      “If anything should go wrong, send word for help,” Jake urged as Rodric mounted one of the horses Phillip had insisted they take along for the journey.

      If they were going out of their way to protect Duncan interests, Phillip had reasoned, they should at least have fresh horses on which to ride.

      “I will that,” Rodric promised, though he had to wonder what good such an action would do. It would take at least a solid day of riding to reach the border of the land which his father had held down by the sweat of his brow and more than a few fierce battles, which meant it would be at least two days before help would arrive.

      A young woman carrying a babe against her body joined them. Phillip’s wife, Sarah. “How did the tincture work last night?” she asked.

      “Like a miracle,” he admitted with a sheepish smile. Thanks to whatever it was she’d given him, he’d been able to sleep through the night without so much as a hint of discomfort in his shoulder.

      “I thought so.” She handed him a wrapped bundle. “There is more of it included here—just a few drops in a cup of hot broth or water, as you took last night—along with herbs which I’ve labeled and instructions for creating poultices. There is never any telling what trouble Phillip’s or Jake’s friends might find themselves in.”

      “Thank you very much.” He tucked it carefully into his bedroll, marveling at the generosity of the laird’s wife. Phillip had married well.

      Just like that, at the mere thought of marriage, his mood darkened. And he had been so looking forward to another night of pain-free sleep, too. That was the furthest thing from his mind when he set off with the others following on his heels.

      Would she want to see him? More important, would he want to see her? No, he decided. He had no desire to set eyes on his brother’s wife. If there was a way to ensure avoidance of her, he would follow it and gladly.

      It was better to remember her as she’d been than to see what she’d become.

      In his memories, she was his. Only his. Caitlin. With her beautiful light hair and eyes that reminded him of the sky in autumn. Deep blue, clear, and expressive. He’d been able to read the love he held for her reflected in those eyes.

      Or perhaps he’d only told himself that much.

      It only made sense in the end, her marrying Alan instead of waiting for the love of her childhood to return from service. He’d held every intention of making her his wife once the war ended and he was free to go home. He’d resisted temptation at every turn, passing up the many opportunities afforded a soldier whom women seemed to find attractive.

      There had only been Caitlin.

      She was the one who had changed, not him. When he’d received word of his father’s passing and the almost simultaneous announcement that Alan and Caitlin were betrothed, he had gone so far as to wish Jake Duncan hadn’t saved his life.

      A fleeting thought, one which had exploded into the forefront of his consciousness unbidden, but the sentiment had been true. Without her, what was there? What had he been fighting for? There they were, at the end of the war, and him without a home to return to.

      Hence his acceptance of the offer Brice had made for him to join their band of rootless men who no longer had a war to fight but did possess skills which made them valuable to those in need of muscle.

      Even so, not a night had gone by that he hadn’t imagined her in his brother’s arms, warming his brother’s bed. Perhaps carrying his child—it was inevitable that he would seek an heir, and as soon as possible. She might very well already be carrying an Anderson in her belly.

      It turned his stomach. All of it. His Cait, wed to another man. Even if that man happened to be his brother.

      Especially him.

      “Are you listening? Or have you gone deaf up there?” Quinn shouted.

      It was a relief, this break from his terrible thoughts. “I’ll start listening once you start speaking of things which hold any interest to me,” he called back over one shoulder, affecting a sense of carelessness he certainly didn’t feel.

      “He was merely commenting on our good fortune,” Brice explained. “The way the rainy spell seems to have passed.”

      “Oh, aye,” Rodric agreed, distracted. “We ought to make good time.”

      Brice picked up his pace on the wide trail between the thick-growing spruce and pine. “I find myself wondering why you sound displeased when you say that,” he murmured.

      “You know why,” Rodric grumbled, already beyond the point of patience.

      “Do I?”

      “Perhaps you do too much wondering.” He tapped his heels to the horse’s sides and urged it ahead, just close enough to allow the others the chance to follow but far enough to discourage conversation.
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      Caitlin wiped fresh tears from her cheeks. Just when she thought she’d cried every tear available.

      “From what I heard, it was a brief illness,” Kent explained. He stood in the doorway to the bedroom he shared with his wife, drying his face and hands on a strip of linen after having washed both in the basin. “The fever flared up of a sudden, and it was all over within another two days.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. It was too painful to imagine poor, sweet Uncle Gavin succumbing to any such illness. To think, she would never see him again. Would never be able to thank him for treating her as though she were his own daughter.

      Fiona patted her back. “He was a good man. I’m certain he’s gone on to his reward.”

      “Aye, I’m certain he has.” Caitlin sighed, not wishing to upset either of her hosts by asking what good it was for him to be gone, reward or no reward. Surely, if what they’d all been taught as children was true and there really was an eternal reward waiting for all God-fearing, pious people, Gavin McMannis was in the Heavenly Kingdom at that very moment.

      Little good it did her. A selfish thought, but her heart was far too pained for her mind to think unselfishly. She needed him. Aunt Sorcha needed him, too. They had never been blessed with children, and she would be all alone.

      What difference did it make for a person to do good their entire life? To be good, to do right by others? Sorcha and Gavin had been the kindest, dearest people in the world and the only true family she’d known after her mother’s passing. If it hadn’t been for the certainty that their home would be the first place Alan would look for her, she would’ve fled to them after the wedding. Their modest home had been more of a home, more of a comfort, to her than her own had ever been.

      And where did it get them? Uncle Gavin, dead after a sudden illness. Aunt Sorcha, alone and poor and childless, without the husband with whom she’d lived so happily in spite of their meager circumstances. They had always been loving and dear, and had always kept her best interests at heart.

      They’d even gone so far as to stand up to her stepfather when he’d announced her betrothal. Not that he had listened. Not that she had expected him to.

      “You say he only died early this morning?” Caitlin asked, looking at Kent.

      “Aye, just this morning. I tried to call upon your aunt to express my condolences, but she was far too occupied with other callers and the arrangements which needed to be made.”

      “Yes, it’s a difficult first few hours, just after someone dies.” Caitlin been but a child when her mother died after having given birth to her fourth dead son, but she remembered the great commotion just afterward. People coming and going, the village deacon hanging about, the weeping of women in nearly every room of the suddenly very crowded house.

      Only Aunt Sorcha had thought of her that day, finding her in her bedchamber and ensuring she was cared for while everyone else mourned the double death.

      Who would care for Sorcha now?

      “I must go to her,” she decided, determination setting her jaw in a firm line.

      “What?” Fiona leaped to her feet, hands on her hips. “You’ll do no such thing! What do you think? That we’ve taken the chance of allowing you to live here all this time so you could then be so foolhardy as to show yourself on McAllister lands?”

      “Fiona…” Kent murmured, taking her arm.

      Caitlin merely shook her head. “It’s all right, Kent. You needn’t behave as though you haven’t felt my presence just as keenly as my cousin has. I hold nothing against you—in fact, I owe you everything, and I’m well aware of it.”

      “Even so,” he replied, not bothering to tell her she was wrong. “Even so, it seems a great risk, and an unnecessary one. What do you hope to accomplish?”

      “I must at least let her know she isn’t alone.”

      “She has the entire clan to look after her,” Fiona argued.

      “Do you think any of them care? Truly? Connor cares nothing for my mother’s family, as they are not his blood relations. He’ll extend no courtesies to her; you can be sure.”

      “You’ll still accomplish nothing by going. Nothing real, nothing lasting, as you cannot afford to be seen. You’d never be able to stay without someone spotting you and reporting back to Alan or Connor that you were seen.”

      “I’ll simply have to be smart enough to avoid detection,” she reasoned.

      Fiona shot Kent a look of exasperation, throwing her hands into the air. “There’s no reasoning with her! My mother was right when she told tales of her cousin Caitriona and how that hair of hers meant a stubborn temperament. She passed it on to her daughter.”

      “You might not speak of me as though I’m not here,” Caitlin interjected, looking from one of them to the other and back again. “Also, once I’m gone, you won’t have to fret over my presence.”

      Fiona’s cheeks flushed scarlet, matching the color of her hair. Clearly ashamed of her cousin knowing the truth of her feelings.

      “It’s all right,” Caitlin assured her. “I forced myself on you, and you’ve been kind enough to keep me here all this time.”

      “You’re welcome to return—would that you wouldn’t leave at all.” Fiona wrapped her in a tight hug.

      “It’s what I feel I must do. I’m alive and well and a half-day’s ride away. I could return in two days, perhaps three. Once I’m certain Sorcha is taken care of.”

      “She’ll be furious when she sees you,” Fiona warned. “You know that once you tell her the chance you’ve taken, she’ll be so disappointed.”

      “I know. There’s nothing I can do about that. She’s worth the risk.”

      Kent sighed, wringing his hands together. “You’ll want to borrow some clothing, then. No use traveling in…” He waved his hands to indicate her light grey kirtle.

      She eyed him up and down. “You would lend me something?”

      “Aye—you’ll need to belt it tightly, but I’ve an old pair of trousers which might help.” He let out an anxious sigh, but then he was an anxious man. It was a wonder he’d ever agreed to allow her to live under his roof.

      At least he’d breathe more freely once she was gone, even if it was only for a short while.

      If she managed to escape detection, of course.

      Otherwise, it was back to the Andersons, back to Alan. He’d never let her out of his sight again.

      And that terrible thought was nearly enough to make her doubt herself. Was she indeed behaving rashly by rushing to join her aunt? When Alan would undoubtedly make her pay dearly for running from him?

      The thought of Sorcha suffering alone, Sorcha who’d been like a mother to her, reminded Caitlin of the reason why she had to make the journey. She simply had to, if only to provide a small bit of comfort.

      “I’ll leave before dawn,” she announced, squaring her shoulders in determination.
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      It was still dark when she awoke on the straw-filled tick tucked in one corner of the main room. Had it been winter, she would’ve been nearer the hearth—even without a fire blazing inside, the stones which lined it would hold warmth. She’d often slept by the hearth while staying with her aunt and uncle.

      Even a makeshift bed on the floor of a house full of love was better than comfortable lodgings in that cold, lonely home which had once been her mother’s domain. Mother had always ensured that her daughter felt wanted. Safe. Protected.

      Not like Connor, who had all but cast her aside once Caitriona McAllister’s body gave up after the fourth stillbirth. Theirs had never been a loving relationship prior to her mother’s death—she wasn’t his child, not really, though that might have been forgivable had she been male. There was no one for him to pass his name on to.

      Hence the near obsession he’d had with his wife bearing him a son. He hadn’t suffered as Caitriona had suffered with each loss; he hadn’t carried the babies in his body as she had. Lines hadn’t etched themselves into his face, deeper and deeper, as though each line represented another child which never lived outside its mother’s womb.

      He’d killed Caitriona as surely as if he’d driven a blade into her heart. It might have been easier on her, at that.

      And what had he done afterward? Had he expressed sympathy toward his motherless stepdaughter? Had he shown her love, attention, even the slightest semblance of caring what came of her? No. None of it.

      If anything, he’d regretted her existence. He would’ve been free had it not been for Caitlin.

      It was easy to fall into dark memories when she was alone, and the rest of the world seemed to be asleep. Were Fiona and Kent enjoying a good, deep sleep? Perhaps so. They wouldn’t need to fear Caitlin being discovered on their farm for at least a few days.

      She washed her hands and face before sliding into the trousers and tunic which Kent had left for her. Both were quite large, though Kent was of a smaller build than the men she’d grown up around. Highlanders, all of them. Burly and massive.

      She never could’ve worn Rodric’s clothing, had he been there to lend it to her. His trousers would likely have billowed around her legs like sheets no matter how tightly she’d cinched them.

      The mere thought of him made her heart clench tight, as though a hand were squeezing it. The sensation took her breath away, made her clutch the sides of the kitchen table for support. How different it would all be if he had never gone away.

      Perhaps it was easier to believe that. The truth wasn’t as simple as she liked to believe. There was no way of knowing whether Rodric would’ve wanted to marry her upon his return.

      War changed a man. Hadn’t he warned her of as much before leaving? He swore his feelings for her would never change. Why, then, hadn’t he come for her once the war ended? Why hadn’t he at least let his clan know he was living?

      He’d never once stepped foot on Anderson land again, so far as she knew.

      He hadn’t really loved her. Theirs had been nothing more than a childhood romance which had ended with the passage of childhood. Its usefulness had run its course along with other childish concerns.

      For him.

      Not for her. Never for her.

      “Still set on leaving?” Fiona’s soft whisper was still enough to make Caitlin jump and whirl about. “I must admit to having my doubts.”

      “You ought to know me better than that.”

      “Aye. I also know how you loathe waking before the dawn.”

      Caitlin barely stifled a laugh for Kent’s sake. She assumed he slept on, though he’d surely be awake soon enough in order to begin the day’s business. One was rarely idle on a farm, no matter how many hands were employed there.

      “I should go. Now.” She hugged her cousin, who returned the embrace. “I owe you no less than my life, and should I not make it back to you…”

      “Do not speak of such a thing. Do not even dare think it,” Fiona whispered in her ear, fierce and determined. “You will return. He will not find you.”

      “Pray for me.” She kissed her cousin’s cheek and turned away, wanting to leave before the tears in her eyes became evident. As she went, she pulled her long braid up on top of her head before jamming a borrowed hat on top. It would do little to conceal her feminine features, but she might keep her head down in the presence of others while passing through the village. Her only chance at survival.

      The morning air was soft, warm, full of dew, and the stars still shone when Caitlin mounted the gentle mare Kent had agreed to lend her along with his clothing. The song of the grasshoppers was nearly deafening, what seemed like hundreds of them shouting to be heard over their brethren.

      She turned in the saddle. “Tell Kent I owe him everything as well, and I plan to repay him whenever I can.”

      Fiona nodded from the doorway, a deep frown creasing her brow. “I will, though you know he’ll accept no such repayment.”

      “I can offer, can’t I?”

      The two of them were smiling when Caitlin clicked her tongue to signal the beginning of her journey.

      The mare took off at a trot, and soon the farm was behind them.
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