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            Prologue

         
         The soft jingle of keys stirred Elysande from a fitful sleep. Curled up on the damp, dirt floor, and facing the stone wall,
            she couldn’t see who was approaching, but didn’t particularly care. It would either be de Buci or one of his men, come to
            drag her up into the great hall to beat her again. Or perhaps to do something worse this time, since the beating hadn’t worked
            to get the information he was looking for.
         

         
         Thoughts of those worse things made her fingers tighten around the corners of the smelly, ragged blanket she’d dragged around
            herself to ward off the chill in the cold dungeon. De Buci had threatened several tortures for their next meeting as he’d
            had his men drag her away: rape, cutting off a hand or a foot, marking her face with a hot iron so none would look upon her
            without horror. He’d listed other threats but she hadn’t heard them since his voice had become a muted growl from behind her
            as she was dragged down into the bowels of hell that was the dungeon of Kynardersley.
         

         
         Elysande had never much considered whether she was a brave woman or not, but this experience had taught her that she wasn’t. Because had she the answer the man was looking for, she would have given it to him about halfway through the earlier beatings. But she didn’t know the answer to his repeated and insistent roar of “Where is it?”

         
         “What?” she’d cried just as often, desperate to end the abuse, only to be told, “You know what! Where is it?”

         
         But Elysande hadn’t known. That morning, she’d woken happy and cheerful in her bed, in the home she’d grown up in, with loving
            parents and a castle full of servants and soldiers who she considered family. Now . . .
         

         
         The sound of the key in the lock finally had her lifting her head off the floor to look over her shoulder. Elysande stared
            blankly at her mother’s maid, who now stood at the door to her cell, and then she sat up with surprise. The abrupt movement
            immediately sent pain rushing through her body, but she ignored it and rasped out a confused, “Betty?”
         

         
         The maid’s eyes widened with alarm. She put a finger to her mouth in the sign to hush, then peered anxiously to the sleeping
            guard slumped in the chair by the table outside Elysande’s cell. When the man continued to snore loudly, Betty turned her
            attention back to the keys she held. Pulling out the one presently in the lock, she tried the next on the ring of half a dozen
            large keys.
         

         
         Elysande watched silently, half-afraid she was dreaming. Then the third key worked and Betty eased the door open. They both winced at the squeal of the hinges, their gazes moving to the guard. But he continued snoring loudly. 

         
         “Can ye get up?” Betty whispered.

         
         Elysande shifted her gaze back to the maid, a little startled to find the woman now standing right in front of her. She hadn’t
            seen her move. Rather than answer, Elysande released her hold on one corner of the ratty blanket to reach out to the girl.
            She wanted to touch her, to be sure she was real, but the maid must have thought it a silent request for help, because she
            immediately took her arm and began to pull upward.
         

         
         Steeling herself against the pain, Elysande managed to stagger to her feet with the maid’s help, but it was an effort that
            left her sweaty and swaying as she fought the pain and dizziness that assailed her.
         

         
         “Can ye walk, m’lady?” Betty whispered anxiously, looking close to tears as she clutched her arm to steady her.

         
         Elysande swallowed the bile rising in her throat and nodded grimly. She would walk if it killed her.

         
         Betty pulled Elysande’s arm over her shoulders and helped her shuffle out of the cell. It was a slow, laborious effort, but once she had her out of the cell, Betty urged her to grasp the smooth bars to help her stay upright, then rushed to the end of the small hall and snatched up a bag by the wall. Elysande frowned slightly, but didn’t ask questions; she merely watched her pull a gown from the bag and quickly begin to stuff it with the fetid straw that covered the hall floor. The maid filled the bag itself last and then hurried into the cell, and arranged her creation under the ratty blanket. Only when Betty straightened to examine her handiwork did Elysande understand what she was doing. She’d managed to make it look like a huddled figure curled against the back wall of the cell. Like she was still there, Elysande realized as the maid rushed back and closed the cell door. 

         
         They both stiffened and glanced warily to the guard when the action set up another protesting squeal. But the man remained
            asleep.
         

         
         Elysande released a relieved breath, and drew in another, only to hold that one when Betty moved cautiously over to the man
            to set the keys carefully on the table in front of him, where she’d apparently got them. Despite the maid’s caution, they
            made the faintest clanking noises as she set them down. Still, the man didn’t stir.
         

         
         Releasing a shaky little sigh, Betty moved quickly back to her side and took her arm over her shoulders again.

         
         “This way,” she whispered, and led her to the end of the hall where the bag had been.

         
         “Mother?” Elysande asked in a soft voice when the girl pushed and turned the correct stone to open the secret passage.

         
         “Aye. She told me how to open it,” Betty admitted.

         
         It wasn’t what Elysande had been asking. She wanted to know how her mother was, but as the wall swung open to reveal what
            seemed like a million stairs stretching upward, she decided that her mother must be all right to have given the girl directions.
            So she saved her breath and moved into the hidden passage.
         

         
         Hewn into the stone and disappearing up into darkness, the stairs were too narrow for them to move side by side. Betty couldn’t help her here. She would have to manage them on her own. And she would, Elysande told herself firmly, even if she had to drag herself up them on her belly. And she very nearly did. Elysande was on her hands and knees by the time they reached the top of the stairwell. 

         
         Gasping with relief as she made it off the last step, Elysande collapsed to the cold stone passage, every muscle in her body
            trembling with exhaustion.
         

         
         “M’lady?”

         
         Elysande sighed at that whisper from Betty. She wanted to just lie there and die, but she couldn’t. Her mother . . .

         
         The brush of cool cloth across her arm and cheek made her open her eyes. She couldn’t see in this stygian darkness, but guessed
            that Betty was stepping carefully over her to stand by her head in the narrow passage and it was the maid’s skirts she’d felt.
         

         
         “M’lady? It isn’t much farther now.” The girl’s whisper was accompanied by her hands clasping Elysande’s shoulders. The maid
            was going to try to help her to her feet.
         

         
         Ignoring her aches and pains, Elysande ground her teeth together and pushed herself up onto her knees. She then braced one
            hand against the stone wall, grabbed the girl’s arm with the other and managed to drag herself to her feet.
         

         
         “Are you all right?” Betty whispered with concern.

         
         “I am fine,” Elysande said, panting, and then took a deep breath to steady herself. “Let us go. I would see Mother.”

         
         She sensed rather than saw the girl move away. Elysande took another deep breath and then braced her hands against the cool stone walls on either side of her and shuffled forward, following. She didn’t realize how far behind she’d fallen until Betty opened the secret entrance to her mother’s room and light spilled into the passage from a good ten feet ahead. 

         
         Straightening her shoulders, Elysande tried to move more quickly. It still seemed like forever before she reached the opening
            and then she was blinded by the light in the room. There were only two small candles there to chase away the night’s gloom,
            but after her time in the dark dungeon, those candles were like staring directly into the sun. Elysande had to close her eyes
            to protect them. Fortunately, Betty recognized the problem at once and took her arm to lead her across the room to her mother’s
            bed.
         

         
         Much to her relief, Elysande had adjusted enough by then that she could at least see, though she was still squinting against
            the light when she dropped to her knees next to the bed. Her strained eyes slid over her mother’s frail form and swollen face
            and Elysande could have wept at the bruises covering every inch of Mairghread de Valance that wasn’t covered by the furs on
            the bed.
         

         
         “Mother?” she breathed, clasping the hand closest to her and then quickly releasing it when she felt how swollen they were.
            Only then did she recall that they had been broken.
         

         
         “Oh, Mama,” she moaned, resting her forehead on the bed with despair.

         
         “Ellie.”

         
         That broken whisper made her lift her head at once. “Yes, I am here.”

         
         “The Buchanans,” she managed, her voice so faint Elysande wasn’t sure she’d heard her right.

         
         “The Buchanans?” she asked with confusion. Elysande was tired and achy, her mind such a clutter with worry, pain and fear
            that she couldn’t imagine why her mother would bring up the clan.
         

         
         “The Buchanan healer is in England. You must go to him. He can take you to my sister.”

         
         “Nay. I will not leave you,” Elysande said at once, and her mother’s eyes shot open full of fire and determination.

         
         “You must,” her mother ordered, and then spoke quickly, telling her what to do.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         “Damn me, Buchanan,” Ralph FitzBaderon, Baron of Monmouth, said cheerfully as he reached for his ale. “I thought I was done
            for, but you worked a miracle and saved my life. I still cannot fathom it. Are you sure you are not part English?”
         

         
         “Nay,” Rory answered distractedly, his gaze flying over the message his brother Alick had just handed him.

         
         “Well,” the baron said with a shake of the head. “I think you must have some English in you somewhere.”

         
         “Why is that?” Alick asked beside him, and Rory almost sighed to himself, knowing his brother wouldn’t like the answer any
            more than he had the hundred or so times he’d heard it over the last two weeks.
         

         
         “Because Scots are ignorant heathens,” Baron Monmouth informed him. “Hardly capable of a mastery over healing such as your
            brother has. Nay. There must be English in your family history somewhere.”
         

         
         “And yet, there is no’,” Rory said easily as he felt Alick stiffen beside him. Rerolling the message he’d finished reading, he tucked it inside his plaid and stood to leave the trestle table. “Time to go, Alick.” 

         
         “Aye,” the younger man growled, rising at once and falling into step beside him. “And thank God fer that.”

         
         “Here now!” Baron Monmouth protested, scurrying to his feet to chase after them as Rory led Alick toward the large keep doors.
            “What of FitzAlan? I told you he had a complaint he wanted you to look at.”
         

         
         “I had no agreement with FitzAlan,” Rory said with unconcern as he yanked the keep door open and strode out into the biting
            wind. It felt more like January or February than late November and he could smell the promise of snow in the air. It seemed
            winter was coming early this year.
         

         
         “But I paid you a small fortune!” Baron Monmouth charged after him down the stairs. “The least you can do is see the man.
            He should be along soon. He—”
         

         
         “Ye paid me to get ye well and I did that,” Rory pointed out mildly, drawing the top of his plaid around his shoulders as
            he crossed the bailey in long, quick strides. “Ye’re well, the deal is complete and we’re leaving.”
         

         
         “Praise God,” Alick muttered beside him with a combination of relief and disgust that Rory understood fully. This had not been his first visit to England, but he was determined it would be his last. He hadn’t really wanted to come in the first place, but Monmouth had offered him a king’s ransom to travel down into this godforsaken land and heal him. However, two weeks in England was two weeks too many, and even the fortune he’d just made wasn’t worth putting up with the constant sneering insults to his homeland and countrymen that he, Alick and their men had been served. 

         
         Monmouth’s words just now had been kind in comparison to those of his soldiers over the last weeks. After two days of that
            nonsense, and the three fights it had caused between the English soldiers and the Scottish warriors who had accompanied them
            on this journey, Rory had told Alick to take their men and camp in the woods outside the walls of Monmouth. They’d been waiting
            patiently there for him to finish his work and leave.
         

         
         “FitzAlan will pay you to tend him!” Monmouth cried. The man was still trailing behind them, but couldn’t keep up and was
            beginning to huff and puff for air as he fell behind.
         

         
         “Go back inside, m’lord,” Rory said firmly without bothering to glance around. “Ye’re on the mend, but no’ yet strong enough
            to be running about, especially in this cold.”
         

         
         “FitzAlan will pay you whatever you want,” Monmouth insisted, gasping for breath now.

         
         Rory stopped.

         
         “God, no, brother,” Alick hissed beside him, alarm in his voice. Rory ignored him and turned back to face the baron.

         
         “Whatever you want,” Monmouth repeated in a raspy voice, bending to brace his hands on his knees as he tried to catch his
            breath.
         

         
         “Baron, there is no’ enough coin in all o’ Christendom to make me stay in England another night,” he said quietly. “Now get
            ye back inside before ye make yerself ill again. Fer I’ll no’ be staying to mend ye anew.”
         

         
         Alick’s relief was plain to see when Rory swung back to continue to the stables where their horses were even now being led out. 

         
         Baron Monmouth didn’t try to follow them farther.

         
         “I was afraid the coin would tempt ye and ye’d agree to stay to see this FitzAlan.”

         
         Rory shook his head at Alick’s words. “Never. I’m ready to be heading home. I’ve had enough o’ this godforsaken country.”

         
         “Aye,” Alick muttered, scowling around the bailey at the people coming and going.

         
         Thanking the boy who had saddled and led out his horse, Rory quickly mounted and then waited for Alick to gain his saddle
            before saying, “Besides, we have something else we must do.”
         

         
         Alick gathered his reins and glanced to him with surprise. “What’s that?”

         
         “Collect a treasure and take it to Sinclair.”

         
         “The message?” Alick asked, his eyes narrowing.

         
         Nodding, Rory clucked his tongue, and urged his horse to move.

         
         “What is this treasure?” Alick called.

         
         When Rory ignored the question and urged his horse to put on speed, Alick cursed and rode after him. Not wanting to speak
            of it until they were well away from Monmouth, Rory rode at a fast trot until he’d crossed the drawbridge, and then set his
            beast to gallop across the frost-tipped grass of the open area outside the castle walls.
         

         
         He heard Alick whistle behind him, and saw the four warriors their brother Aulay had sent with them appear ahead at the edge of the woods on their mounts. Rory immediately turned in their direction at once and rode to meet them. 

         
         “Ye’ve broken camp and are ready to head home?” he asked, reining in before them, and wasn’t surprised by their silent nods.
            Since they carried little when traveling and slept rolled up in their plaids, there wasn’t much to breaking up camp besides
            putting out whatever fire had remained by morning.
         

         
         “What were ye talking about back there? What treasure?” Alick asked as he drew his mount to a halt beside him. “And who was
            that message from that ye received this morn?”
         

         
         Rory raised an eyebrow in surprise at the second question. “Did the messenger no’ tell ye when he gave it to ye?”

         
         “Nay,” Alick said grimly. “And he did no’ stay long enough to be questioned either. Just rode up, tossed it at Conn, said
            to get it to Rory Buchanan and rode off ere anyone could even move. Since I was coming to check and be sure we were still
            leaving today, I brought it in to ye fer him.”
         

         
         Rory grunted at this news, but before he could comment, Conn suddenly tilted his head to the side and stiffened.

         
         “Riders,” Alick muttered after a moment.

         
         They all looked toward the opposite side of the clearing, but no one was yet visible through the trees. Even so, Rory urged his horse farther along the trail so that they would be hidden from view. The others followed suit and they sat their mounts, silent and still in the cover of the woods, to see who was approaching. It wasn’t long before a large contingent of soldiers charged out of the trees on the other end of the clearing, riding for Monmouth’s gates. 

         
         “Think you ’tis FitzAlan?” Alick asked.

         
         “Nay,” Rory said with a frown. “There are no nobles among that rabble. They are soldiers every one.” He watched silently as
            half a dozen men broke off from the group and crossed the drawbridge, leaving the remaining men waiting outside. Rory then
            turned his horse and spurred him into a gallop again. He had a feeling the men had something to do with the message he’d received
            and that it would be a good idea to find the treasure mentioned in it and head north as quickly as possible. With that thought
            in mind, he kept up the pace for the half hour it took before they reached the point of the trail where the river ran over
            it. Rory crossed the shallow flow of water and then stopped and glanced around, searching the trees on either side of the
            path.
         

         
         He wasn’t surprised when Alick immediately moved up beside him again. To forestall the questions he knew were on the tip of
            his brother’s tongue, he said, “The message ye brought me was from Lady Mairghread de Valance, Baroness of Kynardersley. She
            is Lady Sinclair’s sister.”
         

         
         “Jo’s sister?” Alick asked with surprise.

         
         Lady Jo Sinclair was their sister Saidh’s dear friend, wife to Laird Campbell Sinclair and the only Lady Sinclair they’d met.

         
         “Nay. Lady Bearnas Sinclair. Cam’s mother,” Rory answered, his tone distracted as he scanned the woods around them, searching
            for the sign the message had mentioned.
         

         
         “Oh,” Alick muttered. “So the message was from Cam’s aunt, and she wants you to collect a treasure and take it to Sinclair,” Alick reasoned out, and when Rory didn’t comment, he asked, “What are ye looking fer?” 

         
         “There is supposed to be”—Rory paused and smiled—“a ribbon.”

         
         “A ribbon?” Alick asked, moving up beside him. “I do no’ see—”

         
         His words died when Rory pointed out the thin, white ribbon tied around the trunk of a tree on their left. There was a narrow
            trail next to it, leading deeper into the woods that would have been easily missed without the ribbon to mark the way.
         

         
         “I do no’ recall Cam mentioning an aunt, but even so, what would she be doing in England?” Alick asked, shifting uncomfortably
            on his mount. “Mayhap ’tis a trick or a trap.”
         

         
         “Mayhap,” Rory agreed, aware of the way the suggestion made the other warriors all now sit up in their saddles, eyes alert
            as they searched the surrounding area for signs of trouble.
         

         
         They were all silent for a minute, listening to the bitter wind whistling through the trees, and then Rory turned in his seat
            to eye the four men with them. “Fearghas and Donnghail, you two stay here and keep an eye out. Fetch us if ye catch wind o’
            trouble.”
         

         
         He waited long enough to see the men nod, and then added, “The rest with me.”

         
         Rory urged his horse down the new path, but his hand moved to his sword, ready to draw it at the first sign of trouble. The narrow trail, if it even could be called that, forced them to ride single file. They took it at a walk, Rory leading the way, Alick behind him and Conn and Inan following to guard their backs. No one spoke and they all eyed the surrounding forest warily until Rory came to the edge of a small clearing where a cart sat unattended. The moment he stopped, Alick moved up on his right to get a better look. 

         
         “Where’s the horse?” Conn asked in a rumble. The warrior had urged his mount up on Rory’s left, leaving Inan to guard their
            back.
         

         
         Rory’s narrowed gaze swept the area. A horse must have been used to bring the cart here, but there was no sign of one now.

         
         “What exactly did Sinclair’s aunt say in her message?” Alick asked, his voice grim and eyes sharp as he awaited the answer.

         
         “That she had heard we were in the area, and knew from her sister’s correspondence that the Buchanans were dear friends to
            the Sinclairs. As such, she begged our help. A great treasure waited at the end of a trail we would find by a white ribbon
            tied around the trunk of a tree just past the river in the woods outside Monmouth, and she would be forever grateful if we
            saw that treasure safely delivered to Sinclair.”
         

         
         “Forever grateful, eh?” Alick muttered, twisting his head to check the trail behind them. “No mention of a reward?”

         
         “Nay.”

         
         “Well, if ’twas a trap, they’d probably mention a reward as a lure,” Alick pointed out.

         
         “Aye,” Rory murmured, and then gesturing for Conn and Inan to wait in the cover of the trees, he urged his mount cautiously out of the woods and crossed the small clearing until he could look down into the cart. There was something in the bottom, a lumpy bundle covered by a large fur. Rory hesitated, and then took another look around the woods before leaning down to snatch up a corner of the fur and tug it aside. 

         
         “What is it?” Alick asked, urging his own mount up next to the cart.

         
         Rory didn’t bother to answer. His brother was already close enough to see. He grabbed one of the four lumpy bags that had
            been hidden by the fur. His eyebrows rose slightly at the lack of weight to the item. It wasn’t light as a feather, but not
            heavy enough to carry any kind of jewels or gold. Cloth of some sort was his guess, proved true when he opened the bag and
            peered inside. Blue velvet lay at the top, concealing the cloth beneath it. Rory took a moment to feel the bottom of the bag
            to see if there was anything solid inside, but all he felt was more cloth.
         

         
         Pulling the strings to close the sack, Rory hung it from his saddle to keep it out of the way as he swiped up another bag.
            Like the first, it was light, carrying mostly cloth and something he would guess was a brush by the shape of it when he squeezed
            the bottom.
         

         
         “Clothing?” Alick guessed, eyeing the bag he held, and when Rory grunted in the affirmative, he asked, “Then where is the
            treasure we are to transport?”
         

         
         Rory opened his mouth about to admit he had no idea when movement drew his gaze to the opposite edge of the clearing. They watched in silence as two men on horseback moved out of the woods. They were English soldiers and moving at a snail’s pace so that a full minute seemed to pass before they were fully out of the trees and a third horse appeared behind them. This one carried a woman, though they could see none of her beyond the fur-lined silver-blue cloak and matching coif and veil she wore. 

         
         Rory’s eyebrows rose at the sight. While he’d seen many a woman in a headdress and veil, the veil usually hung below the face.
            This one completely covered the face so that she must be having trouble seeing them. He certainly couldn’t make out any of
            her features.
         

         
         “Lady de Valance?” he guessed, thinking the woman had come herself to deliver the treasure into their hands.

         
         “Aye.”

         
         Her voice was a soft whisper and he found himself leaning forward over his horse’s neck to better hear her if she spoke again.

         
         “I am Rory Buchanan and this is me brother Alick,” he announced when she said nothing more. “Ye requested our aid in getting
            a treasure to Sinclair?”
         

         
         “Nay.” Despite his leaning, Rory barely heard the word, but then she cleared her throat and said with a little more volume,
            “’Twas my mother, Lady Mairghread de Valance, who wrote to you. I am Elysande de Valance. ’Tis me she wanted you to see to
            Sinclair.”
         

         
         Rory sat back as her words rushed over him. Lady Mairghread de Valance’s greatest treasure was her daughter and she wanted
            him to escort Elysande north to Sinclair.
         

         
         A glance at Alick showed that he was not the only one stunned by this news. While he was still digesting this information, she added, “I felt sure that Tom and Simon here would be enough to escort me north. We could ride fast as a small party. However, Mother seemed to think it would be better to have Scots with us. She said the English are not well liked in the Highlands and ’twould be safer to have Scots for escort as well.” 

         
         When Rory was slow to respond, she shifted slightly and added, “Mother also said, as a friend to our kin the Sinclairs, you
            may be willing to aid us. Howbeit, I understand if you do not wish the trouble. We will do fine on our own.”
         

         
         “Nay,” Rory said abruptly when she began to gather her reins as if to leave at once. “The Sinclairs are good friends. We would
            be pleased to see ye to them.”
         

         
         Rory noted the way her shoulders seemed to ease a bit at his agreement, but she offered no gratitude, merely gave a stiff
            nod and said, “Then shall we?”
         

         
         Rory hesitated the briefest moment, pondering the fact that it apparently hadn’t even occurred to her that there might be
            some reason he could not leave at once. For surely there was no way she could know that he’d planned to leave this morning
            anyway. But more important to him was the fact that she offered no explanation for this journey and he knew there must be
            an interesting one. Usually a simple trip to visit relatives would have included a large retinue of soldiers and servants,
            along with wagons to carry tents and such for the lady’s comfort. It definitely would have included other women to accompany
            her. But she was alone with two soldiers.
         

         
         Before he could ask any of the questions now rushing through his mind, a sharp whistle drew his attention to where he’d left Conn and Inan at the edge of the woods. Their number had doubled. Fearghas and Donnghail were now with them and the foursome was moving into the clearing to approach. 

         
         Eyebrows rising, Rory rode to meet them, knowing that only trouble would have made Donnghail and Fearghas follow them when
            they had been ordered to stand guard.
         

         
         “Riders,” Fearghas announced once Rory was close enough to hear. “A large group. At least twenty riders, but I’d guess more
            from the noise they’re making. I’m thinking ’tis the soldiers we saw approach Monmouth as we left.”
         

         
         Rory frowned and then glanced back to the woman and her two men to see that one of the soldiers was grabbing up the last two
            bags and the fur from the cart. He passed the fur to the other man to roll up and tie to his saddle, while he hung the bags
            from his own. It made Rory realize that he still held the second bag he’d picked up. Hooking the tie to his own saddle with
            the first, Rory considered the situation. He had no idea if the contingent of soldiers they’d seen approach Monmouth were
            looking for the lass, but it didn’t matter. He’d rather avoid them either way. Soldiers en masse could be trouble on the road
            and something he’d like to avoid when they had a lady in their midst.
         

         
         “We’ll stay away from the main road and travel as fast as we dare through the woods,” he decided as he straightened in the saddle. He didn’t wait for agreement, but led them to the English trio to tell them of his decision. The grim expressions of the soldiers and the way the woman stiffened at the news of a troop of soldiers approaching told him they were expecting trouble, but he didn’t question them. There was no time now. He could get the answers he needed later, Rory decided, and got them moving at once. 

         
          

         “Are you all right, m’lady? Do you need a rest?”

         
         Realizing she had begun to slouch and sway a bit in the saddle, Elysande straightened abruptly and scowled despite knowing
            Tom couldn’t see her expression through her veil. Or perhaps only because he couldn’t. She knew the soldier only asked the
            question out of concern and she surely would have appreciated it if it didn’t simply make her focus on the pain she had been
            trying to ignore for the last several hours of travel.
         

         
         The truth was, Elysande was not all right. In fact, she was weary and in agony and there was nothing she wanted more than
            to stop and rest. But they could not stop. She would not be safe until they reached Sinclair. She could rest then—and even
            sleep for a week if she wished.
         

         
         But dear God, she was racked with such agony right now that all she wanted to do was lie down and die. And the pain was not
            all just physical. Her mother and father—
         

         
         Elysande cut off her thoughts lest they lead to tears, and forced herself to stiffen her spine. She would not die. At least,
            not without one hell of a fight. She would survive her losses and this hellish ride, and get to Sinclair. It was the last
            thing she could do for her mother.
         

         
         “I will tell Buchanan you need a rest.”

         
         Tom’s voice drew her from her thoughts and she shook her head at once. “Nay. I’m fine. No stopping.”

         
         The soldier hesitated briefly, but then sat back in his saddle with a dissatisfied grunt. She wasn’t surprised. Tom knew just
            how badly injured she was. He’d had to carry her from her mother’s bedchamber, using the secret passage to deliver her down
            to the cart and horses he and Simon had waiting in the woods outside the castle walls. He’d laid her gently in the cart and
            then they’d been away, and while she’d tried, she hadn’t been able to wholly stifle her moans and cries of pain as she was
            shaken and jolted about on the ride to Monmouth.
         

         
         They’d arrived a couple of hours before dawn and Elysande had rested until the sun rose, only mounting her mare after Simon
            had returned from delivering her mother’s message to Rory Buchanan. The two men had both protested the move, insisting she
            should travel in the cart, but Elysande had been equally insistent that she would ride. She had not wanted to meet the Buchanans
            on her back. She hadn’t wanted them to know that she was injured, nor suffer the humiliation of their seeing her men helping
            her mount. Tom and Simon had pretty much had to place her in the saddle. She hadn’t been able to manage it on her own, but
            once seated she’d actually felt a little better. The cart had shaken and jolted horribly on the journey to Monmouth, causing
            her constant agony. But seated upright on the saddle she’d felt better. At least, she had until they’d started to ride. Now
            it was nearly as bad as the ride in the cart had been. At least there she hadn’t had to use her trembling muscles to keep
            her seat.
         

         
         Tom suddenly dropping back behind her again drew her attention to the trail ahead to see that it was narrowing once more, forcing them to ride single file. If it could be called a trail, Elysande thought. Half the time the lead Scot seemed to be beating a path through the woods. But then perhaps that was normal. She had no way of knowing; Elysande had never traveled beyond the forest around Kynardersley castle until now, while the Buchanans were from Scotland and surely knew their way home. 

         
         That thought drew her gaze to the man riding in front of her as her eyes slid over the dark plaid he wore. Rory Buchanan.
            She’d been a bit startled when he’d appeared in the clearing. The man was much larger than Tom and Simon. He was also wearing
            a scandalous outfit that left his knees and lower thighs bare between the tops of his boots and the bottom of the skirt he
            wore. Elysande had blinked at the sight and then forced herself to keep her eyes on his face for propriety’s sake. Not that
            that had been a hardship. Even through her veil she’d been able to see the man was handsome with a nice face, bright green
            eyes and long dark hair shot through with red. He was also large and muscled, but not overly bulky with it, and apparently
            that was a shape she quite liked. Although for some reason that same shape on the other Buchanan brother hadn’t affected her
            quite the same way. Alick, she recalled, and guessed by the way he deferred to Rory that he was the younger of the two Buchanan
            brothers. He actually looked very like the older, with the same auburn hair and green eyes. They were both handsome, but Rory
            Buchanan had an air of confidence about him that was missing with the younger man. Perhaps that was why she found him more
            attractive.
         

         
         As if her thoughts had drawn him forward, the younger brother suddenly rode past her as the path widened again. She watched with curiosity as he moved his horse up beside his brother’s and began to speak. She could hear the soft rumble of his voice, but couldn’t make out his words. Elysande knew it must be about her, however, when Rory Buchanan suddenly glanced back at her. 

         
         She immediately forced herself to sit up a little straighter, realizing only then that she’d started to slump in the saddle
            once more. Ignoring the way her muscles and her very skin cried out at the action, Elysande held herself stiff in the saddle
            and raised her chin. She would not show weakness. She could manage this. Besides, it must be nearly midday by now, she reassured
            herself. They would stop soon if only to eat and relieve themselves. She hoped.
         

         
          

         Rory let his gaze slide over the veiled figure behind them. Lady Elysande had been riding slouched in the saddle when he first
            glanced back, but had straightened when she realized he was looking. There was little to see but the headdress and veil that
            hid her hair and face from him, and the rich, warm cloak she clutched closed against the cold with one gloved hand while handling
            the reins with her other. In truth, she could have been a corpse or a man under the outfit, but there was nothing alarming
            in the way she sat her mare.
         

         
         “She looks fine,” Rory said finally as he shifted his attention forward once more.

         
         “Aye. Now she does,” Alick said with irritation. “But I am telling ye there is something wrong. She was slumped and swaying slightly in the saddle until ye looked back.” 

         
         Rory looked back again, but she was still sitting upright, seeming perfectly fine.

         
         “Why do ye think she wears the veil like that?” Alick asked suddenly.

         
         Rory just shrugged. He had no idea.

         
         “Think ye she is so ugly her mother feared we would refuse to escort her did we see her face?”

         
         That brought a startled laugh from his mouth, and Rory raised his eyebrows at his brother. “What difference would her face
            make? We are doing this as a favor to the Sinclairs, not because of what the woman looks like.”
         

         
         “Aye,” Alick agreed on a sigh. “Still, it seems fair strange that she would cover herself wholly like that. It must make it
            hard for her to see where she is leading her mount.”
         

         
         “All she needs do is follow me,” Rory pointed out with unconcern. “The veil obviously does no’ blind her so much she canno’
            do that.”
         

         
         “Hmm.” Alick shifted unhappily in his saddle. “We do no’ even ken why she needs our escort. Why has she not a large retinue
            with soldiers and servants to see to her well-being? She has no’ even a maidservant to act as chaperone.”
         

         
         Rory grunted at the comment, for it was something he’d pondered himself and had no answer to. There had been no time to ask back in the clearing once he’d realized soldiers were headed their way. He knew the soldiers would have continued on the northeast road from Monmouth while their party was now heading northwest. He’d decided they would use the less traveled route to Scotland. It would reduce the likelihood of encountering the soldiers who may or may not cause trouble, and also remove the risk of bandits as well since such ruffians preferred to ply their trade on the busier routes where there were more travelers to attack. 

         
         “Why do ye think— Damn,” Alick interrupted himself, and slowed his horse, allowing it to fall back behind Rory’s and drawing
            his attention to the fact that the path was narrowing again. It was also growing steep, he noted, slowing his mount to avoid
            bumping into Inan’s as he and Conn reduced speed in front of him to manage the steep descent.
         

         
         The path was taking them down into a valley with an ascent nearly as steep on the other side, Rory saw, and decided they would
            stop in the dale to eat and let the horses rest before continuing up the incline on the other side. It would give him a chance
            to ask Lady Elysande those questions that had been tumbling through his mind since the clearing. It might even give him a
            chance to see the woman’s face. Surely she’d have to remove her veil to eat?
         

         
         Thinking to tell her his plans, and perhaps discover if Alick was right and she was struggling to maintain the pace he’d set
            for this ride, Rory urged his horse off the path to allow Alick’s mount to pass and waited for Lady Elysande to reach him.
            It was the only reason that he noted her trouble and was able to grab her up before she tumbled out of the saddle and to the
            ground.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “M’lady!”

         
         It was a wonder Rory heard that shout over Lady Elysande’s scream of pain as he pulled her into his lap, but he did. Glancing
            around to see the English soldier trying to maneuver around the riderless mare to reach them, Rory barked, “Get her horse!”
            even as Lady Elysande went limp in his arms.
         

         
         Much to his relief the man obeyed at once, pausing to gather the reins of his mistress’s horse, though his expression was
            dissatisfied and anxious as he did. 
         

         
         Rory lowered his gaze to the woman lying unmoving in his arms. Her veil had shifted, revealing half of one cheek, and the
            swollen skin there, black with bruising. Mouth tightening he shifted her to a more stable position in his arms and urged his
            horse to continue down the steep pass into the valley. He would have to wait until they reached the valley floor to examine
            her and he now wanted to get there as quickly as he could. Someone had beaten the lass. She needed tending.
         

         
         It was a good twenty minutes before they reached the valley floor and stopped. Elysande was beginning to stir by then, but hadn’t woken fully. She was moaning though, a low, pained moan between gasps for air that he knew spoke of agony. Rory didn’t understand what was paining her until Tom and Simon leapt from their horses and rushed to his side to take Elysande from him. It was the way they handled her that told him it was more than her face that was injured. They were careful to grasp her from each side, holding her upright by her upper arms as if she was walking, though she hadn’t yet regained consciousness. They carried her to an open area like that and set her slowly and cautiously down on her left side. To him that meant there was something wrong with her back, or perhaps her right side, or both. 

         
         Cursing, Rory dismounted.

         
         “Let me see her,” he growled as he reached them. “I’m a healer. I can help.”

         
         Much to his surprise, Lady de Valance struggled to sit up, saying, “I do not need a healer.”

         
         Rory stopped at her feet and stared down at the top of her coif at that soft growl. She was awake.

         
         “Ye’ve bruising on yer face,” he said finally when not one of them looked up at him. Tom and Simon were crouching on either
            side of their lady, both eyeing her with concern as she stared down at the hands she held clenched in her lap. Regaining her
            composure was his guess, or waiting for pain to end. He’d seen it often enough with the wounded. The utter stillness, almost
            not breathing, as they waited for their agony to ease.
         

         
         Rory guessed that the worst of it had finally passed when she sighed and seemed to sag a bit where she sat. After a moment, she raised her head, peered at him through the filmy veil and said wryly, “I have bruises everywhere. But there is naught you can do about bruising, is there? Besides, ’tis not your healing I need, my lord, but your escort and your sword arm if there is trouble.” 

         
         Rory blinked at the words. He wasn’t used to being needed for anything other than his healing abilities. In fact, he could
            not recall ever having someone require something else from him, especially not a strong sword arm. It wasn’t that he was not
            good in a battle. These last few years his brothers had insisted on his training with them in the practice field. Considering
            all the trouble his clan had encountered of late, he’d seen the wisdom of the suggestion and had set himself to the task.
            The activity had increased his bulk and he was now nearly as good as Aulay with the sword. He was just not used to anyone
            having a need of that new skill. It left him feeling a little taken aback, and yet he felt his chest puff up a bit at the
            same time. She needed his escort and protection.
         

         
         “Right,” he muttered aloud with a nod, then shifted uncertainly on his feet, before adding, “Ye’re probably hungry. I’ll fetch
            ye an oatcake to—”
         

         
         “We have food,” she interrupted, and then turned toward Tom and instructed, “Fetch the sack with the chicken and cheese. We
            shall share it with the Buchanans.”
         

         
          

         There was more than chicken and cheese in Lady Elysande’s sack. It held two roast chickens, cheese, bread and apples. Enough for all of them to eat well for the one meal at least. There was even a little left over when they finished and remounted. 

         
         Rory watched with a frown as the English soldiers argued briefly with their lady about how to go about getting her in the
            saddle before she finally gave in to the necessity of allowing them to lift her onto it. He wanted to offer to have her ride
            with him, but suspected she wouldn’t appreciate the offer, so held his tongue.
         

         
         “Will she be all right?” Alick asked softly beside him as they waited for the two English soldiers to mount up and follow
            their mistress to them.
         

         
         Rory shook his head, not sure of the answer himself. If her back had been abused as badly as her face had appeared to be in
            the glimpse he’d got, riding could not be comfortable.
         

         
         “We’ll go slowly,” he decided, but Elysande heard him as she approached on her mount and shook her head.

         
         “Nay. Do not slow for me. I want to reach Sinclair as quickly as possible,” she said firmly.

         
         Rory scowled slightly, thinking that would be a mistake, but didn’t voice his concern. Shifting his gaze to Conn, he shrugged
            and said, “Ye heard her.”
         

         
         Nodding, Conn took the lead out of the small clearing. Inan immediately followed, but this time Rory had the lass and her men fall in next so that he and Alick rode behind with Fearghas and Donnghail. He wanted to keep an eye on Elysande to judge for himself how she fared. If she showed signs of having trouble keeping up the grueling pace, he would signal Conn to slow. Or take her on his horse whether she liked it or not. Although, Rory supposed, sitting leaning back against him would not be comfortable for her either if her back was paining her. 

         
         He contemplated that problem over the next two hours as they galloped through the early afternoon. It had been cold when they
            left Monmouth, but was growing colder still as the day drew on. It was quite frigid by midafternoon when Lady de Valance began
            to sway in her saddle again. Rory whistled to signal for Conn to stop and urged his horse up past the English soldiers to
            reach the mare’s side.
         

         
         “Ye’re wearying,” he said without preamble when Elysande drew her mount to a halt and turned to peer at him.

         
         “I am fine,” she assured him, sitting up a little straighter. “There is no need to stop for the night so early. I will manage.”

         
         “Ye’re no’ fine,” Rory argued. “Ye’ve done well, but ye’re beginning to struggle and I’d rather no’ have to sew up a head
            wound, or bury ye do ye break yer neck falling from yer horse.”
         

         
         He couldn’t see her expression, but the way one hand clenched around the cloak she was holding closed and the other on her
            reins told him she wasn’t pleased. “I do not wish to stop so early. I want to get as far from—”
         

         
         “I was no’ suggesting stopping,” he interrupted, and when she stilled and tilted her head, Rory said, “Ye can ride with me.”

         
         He watched the veil billow slightly as she heaved a sigh and shook her head. “Riding with you at my back would be more painful
            than riding alone.”
         

         
         “Aye. I thought it might,” he admitted. “But what if ye rode at my back? Would that pain ye too?”
         

         
         She seemed to still at that, and he could sense the uncertainty rolling off her. “At your back?”

         
         “Aye, behind me with yer arms around me waist. Ye could lean on me back, and we can tie yer hands together to keep ye in place
            should ye fall asleep.”
         

         
         A moment of silence passed and then she said, “Aye.”

         
         Rory nodded and leaned to the side to retrieve the small length of rope he kept with the medicinals in a sack that hung from
            his saddle. By the time he straightened with the rope in hand, her soldiers had dismounted and moved up to help her from her
            horse to his. Rory waited and watched, ready to offer assistance if it was needed, but unwilling to touch her without permission.
         

         
         From his position he was able to see that Elysande had been sitting astride her mare rather than sidesaddle. He’d suspected
            as much, but the thick, voluminous fur-lined cloak had draped down either side of the horse, hiding her well enough to make
            him unsure. Now, as her cloak flapped open, he saw that aside from her unconventional choice in riding position, she also
            wore unconventional clothes. Lady de Valance had men’s breeks under her gown, the skirts of which had been hitched up to allow
            her to sit astride the animal. The knowledge made him think of his sister, Saidh, who had absolutely no qualms about wearing
            men’s clothing when she wanted to. It made him wonder about this woman’s character. Was she bold and daring like Saidh? Or
            had it only been necessity that had made her don the breeks?
         

         
         Rory didn’t know. Hell, he didn’t know anything about her except her name and that she was the half-English cousin of Campbell Sinclair. He hadn’t asked his questions of her while they ate their meal as he’d intended. Her posture had been so exhausted and stiff as they’d sat on a fallen tree partaking of the food her men had presented that he’d left her to cope with her pains and consume her meal, which she had managed to do with the veil on. She’d simply slipped the food under the cloth and up to her mouth. But he really needed to ask some of those questions swarming around inside his head soon. How had she come by the bruising she admitted to? Why was she traveling with only two men rather than a large contingent? Why was she going to Sinclair at all? 

         
         Rory was distracted from his thoughts when Lady de Valance was finally settled on the saddle behind him and he felt her arms
            slide around his waist. He glanced down at her hands in her fur gloves. Despite the fact that her chest brushed his back,
            her hands barely met, the tips of her mitts merely reaching each other. Hoping that was because she was petite and not a sign
            that he’d gained weight during his stay in England, Rory tied one end of the rope to one wrist over the gloves and then tied
            the other to her second wrist, leaving a little slack so it didn’t pull on her while they rode.
         

         
         “Is that all right? It’s no’ too tight?” he asked once he was done.

         
         “Nay. ’Tis fine,” she assured him quietly.

         
         “Sleep if ye wish,” Rory suggested. “I’ll ensure ye stay in the saddle.” When Elysande didn’t respond and remained stiff and upright behind him, he glanced around to be sure someone had the reins of her mare. Seeing that the soldier named Tom had taken on that chore, he whistled to Conn to let him know they were ready, then urged his horse to follow when Conn, Inan and Alick headed out before him. 

         
         They rode like that until near dark. At first, Lady de Valance remained stiff and upright behind him, but gradually she began
            to relax and lean into him. When she finally slumped against his back, he knew she’d either fainted or fallen asleep. Either
            way, it was for the best. She was right—there was no healing for bruises except the passage of time, and sleep could only
            help with it.
         

         
         Elysande didn’t wake up right away when Rory finally called a halt to their journey. Not even when he untied the rope around
            her wrists. It wasn’t until her men had lifted her from his saddle and had her halfway to the ground that she woke and then
            it was with an agonized cry that she quickly cut off. She remained stoically silent after that as they set her down, but he
            suspected the movement was causing her great pain and wished he could see her face to know just how much. He also wished he
            could examine the bruises to see how much damage she’d suffered, but suspected that wasn’t likely to happen. The woman was
            covered from head to toe and her complete refusal of his help earlier made it obvious she would not willingly reveal her injuries
            to him. That being the case there was little he could do except perhaps offer her a tincture to help her sleep through the
            pain.
         

         
         That last thought had Rory grabbing his bag of medicinals the moment he’d dismounted and opening it to see if he had the weeds needed to make such a tincture. Much to his relief he did have them. He also had the metal chalice he carried with him to mix such tinctures in. All he needed was water. His gaze slid to the river that sided one end of the clearing they’d stopped in. It was narrow, and ice was forming along the sides, but the center was bubbling with moving water. It would be cold, but would do. 

         
         Rory glanced around for Lady Elysande then. She was moving stiffly away into the woods, no doubt to find a private spot to
            relieve herself and manage personal issues. He’d have the tincture mixed and waiting when she returned, he decided, and walked
            to the river’s edge to scoop up water with the chalice. She’d be asleep within minutes after drinking the tincture he planned
            to make for her and that would be a good thing.
         

         
          

         Every step Elysande took seemed to jar. Her muscles screamed at the movement and her skin would have wept if it could have.
            So would she, but she’d cried herself dry hours ago, grateful for the veil that hid her body’s response to her pain. Elysande
            wasn’t one who usually cried, but she hadn’t been able to stop and hadn’t tried. It wasn’t just the physical pain that brought
            the tears on. She was grieving too, and knew those tears must flow at some point. Better to let them out while she was on
            horseback and no one was likely to hear, than to be sobbing when she was surrounded by the men.
         

         
         Elysande made herself walk a good distance from the clearing before she decided she’d gone far enough to ensure privacy while she took care of her personal needs. She then leaned her good shoulder wearily against a tree, giving herself a moment to gather strength before she bent to the effort of pushing her breeches down, hiking her skirts up and squatting to relieve herself. It was all hard work for her at this point, but pulling up her breeches and straightening was even harder and for one moment she feared she’d have to suffer the humiliation of calling for help to rise. But the idea of the pity on the men’s faces was enough to force her upright despite the screaming agony it caused. 

         
         Elysande paused again to rest, leaning her face and chest against the tree as she waited for her breathing to slow. Dear God,
            her life had become some sort of hell, and so quickly. She’d never suffered such pain in her life. Not like this. Feeling
            depression and grief pressing down on her, she shook off her thoughts for now. She couldn’t let herself weaken. She needed
            to remain strong. At least until she reached Sinclair.
         

         
         She had no idea how long the journey was, but surely they could be there within a week at the speed they were traveling? Then
            she could collapse and let her aunt and cousin deal with everything while she healed. One week. Seven days. She could bear
            anything for seven days, Elysande assured herself. She would just take one day at a time.
         

         
         Sighing, she lifted her head and straightened. She was turning to head back to the men when she heard the sound of bubbling water. On impulse, Elysande moved toward the sound until she broke out of the trees onto the edge of a fast-moving river. This was the sound she’d heard, the water rushing downstream, splashing over and around the rocks and boulders in the riverbed. 

         
         Elysande stared at it for a minute, noting the ice forming on the sides where outcroppings forestalled movement and the water
            was still. It would be bitter cold, she knew, but cold was supposed to be good for bruising, wasn’t it? At least her mother
            had always told her that it helped. Usually that was directly after an injury though, and it had been a couple days since
            she’d suffered hers. On the other hand, the cold might numb her pain a little.
         

         
         At this point Elysande was willing to try anything, including a dip in the shallow icy river. Except that she didn’t trust
            herself to be able to get in and out with her body as weak and pained as it was now. But perhaps she could dip the tunic she
            wore into the water and then put it back on. That might help a bit, numb her back and ease the pain enough to let her fall
            asleep. Sleep was her only escape from it at the moment.
         

         
         Aye, she’d try it, Elysande decided grimly, and reached up to undo the clasp that held her cloak together.

         
          

         Rory used a small branch he’d found to again stir the tincture he’d made, and then glanced toward the spot where Elysande
            had disappeared into the trees. She was taking an extremely long time about her business. Long enough, in fact, that he was
            starting to worry. He wasn’t the only one. He’d noticed the way Tom and Simon were watching the woods and talking quietly,
            concerned expressions on their faces.
         

         
         Alick’s arrival at his side drew his attention from the men and he glanced at his brother as he settled on the log next to him. “She’s been gone awhile.” 

         
         Rory grimaced. Alick was the least observant of his brothers. If he thought it had been a while, it had been much longer than
            he’d realized.
         

         
         Cursing under his breath, Rory handed the full chalice to Alick, muttered, “Hold this,” and then stood. He would just go check
            on her and make sure she hadn’t fainted or run into difficulties of some sort, Rory told himself as he headed for the woods.
            He wasn’t at all surprised when the two Englishmen hurried to follow him.
         

         
         None of them spoke as they moved into the trees. Rory didn’t because he was listening for any noise that might lead him to
            the lady. He supposed that was also why the other two men were silent. They’d gone quite a distance when Tom suddenly grabbed
            his arm and pointed ahead and to the left a bit.
         

         
         Rory stopped to look, but didn’t at first see what had caught the soldier’s attention until movement caught his eye close
            to the ground. It was a lighter brown amid the dark brown tree trunks about forty feet ahead, and he watched it briefly before
            he recognized what he was seeing. Lady de Valance was kneeling on the cold hard ground in nothing but a pair of breeks and
            a light-brown tunic that was partially obscured by the long, silky black hair now flowing freely down her back.
         

         
         Grunting acknowledgment that he’d seen her, Rory started slowly forward again, thinking that he would just ensure himself
            she was all right, and then retreat if she wished it.
         

         
         He was just ten feet away when a splash of silver blue drew his gaze to the clothing lying in a pile next to her, but then movement drew his gaze back to Elysande. She had straightened and was now removing the tunic she wore, pulling it slowly up to tug it off over her head. Rory jerked to a stop, stifling a startled mutter when Tom didn’t stop fast enough and bumped into his shoulder. They all stood silent then, watching as Lady Elysande’s back slowly came into view, revealing inch by painful inch of the mottled red and black color that covered most of her back and her right side, leaving only a strip of pale unblemished white skin on her left side. 

         
         In all of his years of healing, Rory had only seen damage that extreme once. It had been on a village woman whose husband
            had beat and kicked her for hours. She’d been barely alive when she was brought to him, and had died shortly afterward from
            what he’d suspected was inner damage he hadn’t been able to see or heal. As he recalled, she had been in so much pain she
            had prayed for death before it came, and welcomed it with relief as the life left her eyes.
         

         
         Rory had almost forgotten the men were with him when Tom murmured, “I knew she was badly beaten, but . . .”

         
         “Aye,” Simon breathed when the other man fell silent. “How the devil has she sat the horse at all?”

         
         Rory didn’t respond to the man’s question. It was something he was wondering himself.

         
         “What is she doing?” Simon asked as they watched Lady Elysande lean forward to lower and lift the tunic she now held in
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