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    To my best friend, 
You are gone but not forgotten.
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Northumberland, England: 1106 AD

‘The beast must die! The beast must die! The beast must die!’ The words pounded through his skull to the rhythm of hooves striking hardened earth. ‘Yes, the beast must die, and he would kill him!’ Felling Magnus Manslayer would prove him worthy to be Sweyn Sword-Cleaver’s only son. In time, Thorauld Boar-Slayer would be heralded like the mighty Beowulf in halls throughout the land! He knew he would!

The thought never crossed his mind he was but a small boy pursuing a child’s fantasy. His mission was vital. He had a boar to slay. One more than twice his age possessing the strength and cunning of a beast surviving to such exalted years. While his opponent was daunting, he would prevail. Before this day was over, he would slay the uhyre and insure his place in history as mighty warriors did.

That his father warned the boar was much too dangerous for a boy of seven only fueled his determination to persevere in the face of challenge. Wasn’t he better at handling his sword and spear than the other boys? Did he not excel in weapons training? Was he not possessed of the size and strength of pages years older than he? Yes, to all of that. He was hardly an untried lad, and he would prove it! He was the son of the fearless Sweyn Sword-Cleaver. No one dared forget it!

Spurring his mount, Thor trailed behind the hunting party far enough to remain undetected. Despite his boldness, he would be punished for his disobedience. Sweyn tolerated insubordination from no one, especially his son. Anarchy in the ranks posed a danger to everyone. Yet, he would rather risk his father’s wrath than lose the opportunity to make him proud! Bruises would heal and forgiveness would come. Especially if he killed the mighty Magnus-Manslayer and earned the respect of every man!

The boy smirked when his father pulled away from the hunting party and the path everyone believed the boar was taking. The best tracker in the land, Sweyn knew better. Magnus was a trickster prone to misleading his pursuers, something his huntsman didn’t take into consideration. Not this time. Shaking his head at the amateur mistake, the boy watched Henri Fitz Hugh cut from the party to follow his lord. Uneasy with this newest turn of events, Thor shadowed his father’s vassal unnoticed as both men penetrated deeper into the forest following the elusive boar’s trail.

Thor watched Sweyn halt to study his surroundings and listen carefully to the sounds of the forest around him. He saw his father dismount either unaware or unthreatened by Fitz Hugh’s presence behind him. As he knelt to poke fresh boar scat with a stick, he studied the malodorous pile before rising slowly to his feet. Satisfied he was gaining on his quarry, Sweyn prepared to swing back into the saddle. Halting, he turned at the unexpected sound of Fitz Hugh’s voice. It was one thing to have his lord’s back and another to interfere with his hunt.

Stunned, Thor watched Fitz Hugh spur his mount forward, sword upraised, to rip his father from chest to groin before he could cry a warning. He watched in horror as Sweyn gazed at the gaping wound in disbelief as he instinctively clutched his midsection in a vain attempt to hold organs in place. Small hands covered a silent scream as his father fell in a gushing torrent of blood and gore, dim eyes staring skyward. Valiant life ended in seconds, Sweyn never heard Fitz Hugh’s traitorous cry, “A gift from your loving wife!” as his flesh rent beneath the sharpened blade. His son heard every damning word.

Nightmare revelation flashing before his eyes, Thor jolted out of his stupor to the knowledge his mother ordered his father’s death. Aware of the peril surrounding him, the boy remained motionless, yet secure, in the knowledge he was well-hidden from Fitz Hugh’s murderous intent. Hidden, yet able to watch his enemy’s every move.

Henri drew Sweyn’s sword from the scabbard, wiped the blade across his blood-drenched shirt, and laid the weapon by the dead man’s outstretched fingers. Carefully studying his surroundings, he gouged tree trunks with his dagger and broke low-lying branches along the path forged by the boar on his earlier journey through the woods. Dipping a branch in Sweyn’s blood, Fitz Hugh flicked crimson droplets along the trail as though the fleeing animal was wounded in their encounter. Surveying the scene around him, he lifted his horn to his lips and sounded the instrument.

Startled, Thor urged his mount deeper into the brush. Within minutes, the clearing swarmed with mounted riders as he knew it would. While out of sight, he heard every poisonous lie spoken by the foul murderer. How easily the words tripped from Fitz Hugh’s tongue! Soon after he’d found Sweyn, he’d gasped his last breaths. He’d tried to save his overlord, but the mighty warrior was beyond any help he could offer. He’d remained with his friend offering comfort until his passing.

From the scene around them, the boar must have spooked Sweyn’s mount causing the horse to throw his rider and run away. Though he’d drawn his weapon, their lord was laid open before he could impale the charging beast. From the droplets along the trail, and the blood staining his sword, the mighty warrior injured the boar before succumbing to his mauling.

Thor watched his father’s men look at their slain lord before quickly looking away. There wasn’t a man among them who hadn’t seen a man or hound mangled by a boar. There wasn’t a man among them who didn’t fear the same fate. There wasn’t a man among them who wasn’t thanking God it wasn’t his corpse lying bloodied on the ground.

Carefully picking his way through the forest, Thor made his way back to his father’s keep. No one paid attention to the boy in the hustle and bustle of daily life. No one even realized he was gone. Certainly not his self-indulgent mother. Stabling his mount, the child made his way inside the keep and through the labyrinth of secret passages known to only a handful of people.

Secreted away in his lair, Thor watched events unfolding below him. He watched his father’s body borne into the hall on a bloody litter and saw his mother rise from her embroidery to throw herself weeping and wailing on the corpse. A short while later he watched Henri Fitz Hugh forcefully pry his mother away from his father and usher her into the arms of her waiting ladies. A few minutes later, the boy emerged to learn of his father’s death.

Later that night, Thor watched his mother lay with Henri Fitz Hugh in his father’s bed. Heard her admit the barbarian’s only crime was to blindly love a woman who never returned his love. With those words, he recognized the treachery of his dam and the danger he was in. In that devastating moment, the boy knew through the blinding loss and betrayal that he would be a man one day. That man would be a warrior. That warrior would not rest until Sweyn’s murder was avenged. When the day of reckoning came, may God have mercy on their souls.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Menteith, Scotland: 1135 AD

It was cold. It was very cold. Alexandria’s teeth chattered as she pulled her cloak tightly against her skin. Gazing out the window across the valley, her eyes came to rest on the carnage below. Great swathes of crimson hemorrhaged into blackened pools around the fallen as though each tried vainly to crawl to the aid of the others. In truth, they had. Their efforts were futile. All perished that day. The knowledge only she saw the carnage below drove the chill deeper into her bones. She’d never asked to see what others didn’t see or know what they couldn’t know.

However, it wasn’t true that only she saw what lay below for he stood in the window tall and straight, fiery mane glistening in the sun, gazing over the moors without. Azure eyes flitted here and there before shifting yet again as though searching for something he doesn’t find. He doesn’t have to turn for her to recognize his features. The planes of his cheeks, the sharply jutting chin, and the beak-like thrust of his nose were all familiar to her. His eyes were the deep blue of the wildflowers growing on the moors. His mouth was strong and stern. She knew so much, and yet so little, about this man. However, she did know what Edward saw outside the window: a timeless land of cold gray mists and churning emerald seas. A breathtaking land that never changed no matter the hardships endured by its people.

Swigging ale from the tankard in his hand, Edward’s stance shifted to the left as he stared into the smoky distance where the ancient talisman rose from swirling mists. Shrouded in mystery, bleached by the sun and worn by the ages, the lone Celtic Cross stood poised defiantly against the tempestuous sky. Its creator long forgotten in the murky past; Edward's eyes came to rest in the blood-soaked shadow of the cross. It was here where it all began:  the bane of Drummond’s past and present.

Fingertips pressed against throbbing temples; Alexandria closed her eyes against the tormenting specter willing him to disappear. Eyes flickering open in defeat, she felt consumed by Edward’s sorrow. Felt the torments he cannot flee. His despondency radiated through her flooding her senses with emotions not her own. Silent tears scalding burning cheeks, Alexandria wept for Edward of Drummond. Wept for the cursed spirit eternally haunted by his past. Reaching out to comfort her great-grandfather, she sought to convey this wasn’t his fault. He didn’t begin the feud so long ago. He wasn’t to blame for the MacLarens’ crimes. He didn’t bring this desolation upon their heads.

Watching her hand pass through him, Alexandria acknowledged the foolishness of her act. Edward seemed so real she often forgot he wasn’t there. It wasn’t possible. Poor Eddie had lain in the kirkyard for the past hundred years or so. Turning, she gazed across the room towards the lord’s table. Unlike her visions, the auburn heads bent close together were as substantial as they seemed. Her father and brother sipped ale and bickered over her future as though she weren't there. Yet she was. Listening to every hateful word. It was dreadful the way they calmly discussed their demise, and the responsibility falling on her shoulders once they were gone. It was agony hearing such talk and knowing she was powerless to intervene.

It was their fault! It was all the MacLarens’ fault. So it was written in the Annals of the mighty Drummonds faithfully kept since before MacAlpine came. How many times had she searched Father Lulach's carefully worded accounts seeking answers to end the madness destroying her family one by one? Too many and to no avail. Turning on her heel, she ran from the hall fleeing their dismal words.

Racing into the stables she leapt astride Loki urging him towards the gates rapidly opening to let them pass. As the gates swung shut behind them, her mount galloped across the moors toward their place of solace. It was the place she felt closest to her mother. It was where Lady Elise rested in waxing and waning shadow beneath the cross.

Leaping off Loki's back, Alexandria threw her arms around the tremendous marker pressing her burning cheek against the frigid stone. Embracing the mystical symbol, she felt the power of her ancestors coursing through her body. Felt their life force searing through her veins reviving her flagging spirit. Gazing over the churning sea, Alexandria vowed to do what must be done to end this horror with no end. May Jesus forgive her for acting without honor. She is but a pathetic woman. Armed with nothing but her wits and appearance, she will use them as she must. Elise's visions would come to pass. They must. The survival of her people depended upon this.

Sliding down to perch at the base of the cross, Alexandria pondered the treachery bringing the Drummonds to the brink of destruction:  misunderstandings, slights, harsh words, reckless actions. A century of wrongs never righted. It was so foolish this wanton destruction. The Drummonds were but simple folk. They had known triumphs and tragedies, gladness, and sorrow. They lived. They died. That was how it should be. For the Clan of Drummond, their lives were nothing but tragedy and sorrow. They had known little of triumph or gladness in her life.

"It will change with me! It will be as Mama saw in her visions. Drummond shall be delivered! The Dane will set us free, release us from death, and make us prosper again! Thoraud Sweynson, Sheriff of Ruthven, Lord of Tranent:  Beware. I come to claim what is rightfully mine!"

Oblivious she pledged her promise aloud, Alexandria was aware of only the tempestuous breeze whipping her unbound hair and the growing mists blanketing the moors. Lightning rent the roiling clouds as thunder ominously clapped. Embracing the storm, Alexandria stood defiantly beneath the cross in the drenching rain as she often did. It was at times like this she heard her mother’s voice clearly in her head.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Glancing towards the doorway, Duncan Drummond motioned for a servant to refill his empty goblet. He’d expected his sister to reappear in the smoky hall hours ago. He was worried. Alexandria had been gone much too long. Turning towards his father, the warrior realized he'd never seen him look so old. He knew instinctively that it was too early to add to his concerns.

Silently shaking his head, Duncan realized Ian was but a shadow of the vigorous leader he'd been eight years ago when he left to make his fortune in England. Contrary to stopping him, his father encouraged him to leave. The fifth of six strapping sons, his prospects of inheriting were poor. Lured by the fertile opportunities in the Southern lands, Duncan had little intention of returning to his homeland until that last letter arrived. The one that decided it all.

Truthfully, there was little to keep him in England any longer. Over the years, he'd amassed a moderate fortune and married an heiress he loved. Somewhere along the way, he’d begun to yearn for home, and his wife with him. Like Duncan, Marguerite Fitz Patrick found little to like in England now that King Stephen sat on the throne. With rebellion in Wales and expected uprisings from Empress Matilda’s supporters, King Henry's kingdom was being fought over like mangy curs scrapping over a bone. It was time to find a safer haven when English soil offered no more security from marauders and murderers than the wildest hills of Scotland. There was little to hold the young couple in the Southlands any longer. Duncan and his wife had returned to Drummond a week ago to discover he was his father’s sole surviving heir.

A realist, he’d never expected to inherit his father’s lands. Never expected to become the Lord of Drummond. His impossible dream came at a terrible price. So much of the world he knew and loved was gone. Destroyed while he was where he shouldn’t be. He’d always known his place was by his father’s side, but he’d wanted more. Now, he was paying the price for his selfishness. As much as he wished he could alter fate, he couldn’t. What was gone was gone including his beloved brothers. Capturing his father’s eyes, blue bore into blue. They were so much alike these large, strong-featured men. Coppery-haired, beak-nosed, stern-lipped, of impressive height, both men possessed a rough-hewn appeal commanding attention. Warriors to the bone, courage was stamped across their faces.

"We have finished discussing Alexandria?" Duncan’s tone was clipped.

"We are through." Ian’s tone signaled that door was closed. “There is nothing left to say.”

"Then I have other questions.” Duncan struggled to keep his voice neutral as he knew he must. “You sent no word of Drummond. Nothing save word my brothers were dead. Why did you not send for me?"

"You were safe as long as you remained in England.” That truth only went so far. “I hoped one of my sons would escape the MacLarens' wrath. Live to protect our people and our lands. Besides, there was nothing you could do to save them."

Whether his son believed him or not, Ian was stating a truth hard learned. There was nothing he could have done to prevent what happened. Nothing he could do to alter fate. He didn’t have that power. Only the Creator did.

"Perhaps not."

Nothing good would come from saying his presence might have made a difference. They would never know. Duncan pushed the volatile thought out of his mind. Discord with his father would accomplish nothing except further strain a frail, old man.

"Father, how did my brothers die?” That plaintive letter sealed with his father’s signet revealed naught save he was his father’s only remaining son. “You wrote of their passings, not of how they died.”

"They are dead.” Ian’s voice was raspy. “Does the how matter?"

"It matters to me.” They were blood of his blood. “What of Archie? How did he die?"

Sir Archibald of Drummond was his eldest brother and unbeknownst to Duncan, the first to die.

"Archie went first.” Ian didn’t have it in him to lie.

“How?” Duncan shook his head in disbelief. “He shouldn’t have been the first to go.”

“No, he shouldn’t.” Ian agreed. “Archie accompanied Zan to the burgh to buy a few things. He stopped by the tavern while your sister visited the shop next door. When she arrived at his side, it was too late. There was nothing she could do to stop the poison from dissolving his gut. When your sister walked through the door covered in blood, I thought she was gravely injured. Alexandria was fine. Archie was gone."

"Archie suffered sorely?" Duncan couldn’t get his mind around that thought.

"From what your sister said, it was an agonizing death poor Archie suffered." Drawing a deep breath, Ian continued the tale. "It was Hamish Buchanan killing him."

"Buchanan?" Duncan didn’t see that one coming. He’d been quite close with the other man in his youth. It seemed many things changed while he was away. “We always called him friend.”

"Until he sided with the MacLarens." Ian stated the truth in a neutral voice.

"What happened to the betraying bastard?" Duncan had no doubts the man paid for his crime; his brothers would see to that.

"Your sister killed him." There was no reason to deny what Duncan would eventually find out anyway.

"What?" That wasn’t possible.

"Alexandria dirked him between the ribs." Duncan might as well get that look of disbelief off his face.

His father was but yet again stating the unexpected truth.

"Alexandria did what?" His sister was such a tiny, gentle thing.

"You heard me, Son. Your sister stabbed Buchanan through his treacherous heart. When Zan realized only Hamish could have done the deed, she rode back to Perth to beard him in his lodgings. I never knew she'd left Drummond. She never apprised me of her plans.”

He would have stopped her if he’d known.

“The fool answered Alexandria’s knock and let her in. Hamish wasn't afraid, even knowing what he'd done. When your sister confronted him, Buchanan admitted he’d been well paid to betray a friend. He then turned his attention to Alexandria. She was alone and vulnerable. When your sister refused his advances, Buchanan tried to force his attention. Zan knifed him for his trouble and left by the inn window. Hamish won't be underestimating the lassies again."

There was nothing humorous about Ian's laugh. Hamish Buchanan's blood wasn't the first to stain his daughter's hands, nor would it be the last. The only difference was before it had always been in the heat of battle. Never in icy vengeance. Though to his way of thinking stopping a rapist was hardly in cold blood. Far from it.

"I don't know what to say.”

“There is nothing you can say.” Ian shook his head. “Your sister did what she had to do.”

“What of Moray and Andrew?"

"Moray took an arrow through the heart while hunting roe. We never saw who killed him." It was easy for the coward to just fade away in the dense forests around Drummond, especially on a misty, foggy morn.

"As for Andrew, he was thrown over the cliffs in the north pasture almost three months ago. Jakie found his body a few hours after Baldur returned to the stables without him. Everyone thought it a might suspicious a pasture filled with sheep could spook a seasoned destrier." Ian’s words were surprisingly emotionless considering it was his son he talked about.

"Andy was thrown by someone?" Duncan's voice was incredulous. He couldn't imagine anyone throwing Andrew, the largest of his brothers, anywhere least of all to certain death.

"It’s not so hard to believe if you had seen the bruises about his face and neck. Andrew was not conscious when he went over that cliff. I believe he was already dead."

Ian didn't bother telling Duncan that Andrew was beaten and hanged. Despite his surviving son’s feelings, all that mattered was Andrew was dead. He wasn’t coming back. It wasn't necessary to tempt Duncan to fatal folly by sharing truths better left unsaid.

"What of Crinan?"

Crinan, the wily, irreverent rogue, had been the most indestructible of them all. He'd lived through many a scrape killing lesser men. It was hard to accept the miscreant was gone. He'd always been invincible.

"Crinan was drowned in his bath." Duncan didn't miss the subtle emphasis.

"Are you sure Crinan didn't pass out and kill himself?" Such a thing was not impossible.

Crinan had a liking for the intoxicating brews and an unusual affinity for hot baths. Personally, Duncan had always believed his brother’s unusual habit had more to do with the wenches doing the sponging than the baths themselves. Any excuse for getting naked in front of an attractive lass. Any excuse for the pleasurable activities that followed as well.

"I'm sure. The murderers didn't know our Crinan very well.” Duncan quirked a brow at his father’s words. “There was an empty wineskin by his bath."

Crinan was found slouched in the tub with his face submerged and an overturned goblet on the floor near his hand. Whoever did the deed had cleaned up all signs of struggle. There wasn’t any water splashed about the tub or anything else notable to shed light on his mysterious demise. Nothing except a suspicious knot on the back of his head.

"Crinan detested wine."

"Aye, he did.” His father agreed. “I'll not be saying Crinan didn’t occasionally drink too freely of the spirits, but it wasn't wine."

Any more than he’d be saying the suspected murderer was a pretty young serving lass who’d disappeared soon after Crinan’s death. Whether she’d slipped into the shadows to return home to some unknown village or returned to Jamie MacLaren and certain death, he’d never know. Nor would his only remaining son. He wouldn’t have Duncan embarking on some wild goose chase to avenge his brother’s death much as his sister had done. The outcome wouldn’t be so positive.

“Father, what of Kyle?” He asked what he didn’t want to know. “He died in combat?"

"He died a warrior's death fighting the cursed MacLarens.” Ian’s eyes glazed with anger. “The murdering bastards ripped poor Kyle’s throat from ear to ear."

Ian saw his youngest son:  handsome, mischievous Kyle with the laughing lapis eyes and crooked smile. He saw his daughter kneeling by her fallen brother's side. She’d lifted Kyle’s shoulders from the ground, auburn locks awash in crimson, blue eyes wide in shock. She’d cradled her youngest brother in her arms through the final ragged breaths.

Then, she’d closed his eyes, prayed for his soul, consigned the MacLarens to the lowest bowels of hell, and vowed vengeance for every Drummond slaughtered on the altar of MacLaren pride. Bathed in her brother's blood, Zan was inconsolable for days. She’d done everything necessary to prepare Kyle for the grave neither asking nor accepting comfort from anyone. She'd dressed the body and laid her brother to rest in the cold dark earth with his beloved pipes in hand.

"Father, what are you thinking?" Duncan watched the painful depth of emotions playing over his father’s face.

"Kyle died in your sister's arms." Duncan had not expected such an answer, yet it explained so much.

"Poor Zan."  Duncan couldn’t imagine his sister’s agonies in watching their youngest brother die.

"It was all I could do to stop your sister going after the MacLaren herself. She'd have killed him and gotten herself killed in the doing. I couldn't let Alexandria go. I couldn’t lose my only daughter." Ian’s words were fierce and strong.

"Jesus." Again, Duncan hadn’t seen that one coming.

"Your sister is an incredible woman. Alexandria runs the household and wields a sword equally well.” Ian reluctantly confessed. “I only regret she needed to learn to fight."

He watched his remaining son’s features tighten in disbelief.

"You don't allow her to fight in the skirmishes?" Such a thing wasn’t possible, was it?

"I can't stop her." Ian’s voice filled with resignation.

"Father, learning to protect herself is one thing, going into battle another. It's no place for a woman."

"I forbade Alexandria once three years ago. She followed anyway, unprotected, and unescorted, alone, into the thick of battle. She saved my life more than once that day. I haven't forbidden her since. It would accomplish nothing save getting her killed. Your sister is a headstrong woman."

"You have spoiled Zan.” Duncan chastised his father. “Let her bend you to her will."

"I have prepared Alexandria for the responsibilities which may be hers one day.” His son had yet to embrace the probabilities despite the discussions of the morn. “Should anything happen to us, saving our lands and our people will fall to your sister."

Duncan closed his eyes and nodded before opening them again. His father was right.

"I am sorry, Father, I was out of line.” The apology was heartfelt. Duncan acknowledged he’d allowed his emotions to get ahead of his brain. His father was still the head of their Clan, and he deserved the respect due him. Not sniping from his remaining son. “What is the MacLaren up to now my brothers are gone?”

"He is consumed by his desire to steal your sister away." Ian reluctantly acknowledged a truth he never intended to admit to his only surviving son.

"What?"

"Jamie wants to take your sister to wife. The MacLaren spends his days skulking without Drummond waiting to steal Alexandria away. He believes I will allow the marriage should he defile your sister. If her belly should swell with his loathsome seed."

"He believes what?"

"I will never allow such a thing to pass."

"Zan is outside the walls alone."

"She isn't alone. The men are close enough to come to her aid should the need arise, but not close enough to bother her with their presence." Ian stated what his son should have realized without his words.

"MacLaren is a filthy pervert."

"That’s a kind word for the man."

"He won’t set a hand on my sister." Duncan's soul burned fiercely at how the MacLaren had deviously targeted each of his brothers, one by one until they all lay buried in the cold dark earth. Now he wanted Zan. It was all too much to bear. “I’ll see to that.”

Ian went on to explain that Alexandria rarely left the keep anymore unless escorted by a multitude of men. She continued to fight in the skirmishes between the Drummonds and the MacLarens, disguised as a boy with her hair hidden and her breasts tightly bound. She even rotated horses, so she wasn’t identifiable by her mount. They did everything they could to protect the lady of Drummond.

"It isn't as hopeless as it seems. Your sister has become a beautiful woman.” Unusually so but appealing, nonetheless. “Other men have noticed the change. Perhaps Graham or Douglas will offer for her hand."

Even as he said the words, Ian knew they wouldn’t. Oh, it was true enough James MacLaren wasn’t the only man noting the sudden blossoming of his daughter. It was also unfortunately true the MacLaren was enough to discourage all but the most courageous or foolish of men. Were James MacLaren not lurking in the wings, many a man would seek betrothal with his child. The two or three having tried died for their trouble at the MacLaren’s hands.

Hearing an angry young woman storm into the hall, both men looked up from their conversation and laughed softly as even the laziest hounds scampered out of her way.

“What have you decided?” Alexandria was back and she didn’t intend to play. “I won’t obey unless I agree with your choices.”

Stomping defiantly up on the dais, she confronted her father and brother. Love shone through the anger in her glittering eyes. Focusing on her family, she noted her father sitting in the lord’s chair at the high table with her brother beside him. His strong features resembled the noble falcon perched on the leather gauntlet covering his arm. There was an indomitable character in his strong nose and sharply jutting chin. His light copper mane, liberally sprinkled with white, flowed over slightly stooped shoulders, and the wisdom that came with the years burned in tired blue eyes he turned affectionately in her direction. Blinking, Ian admired his only daughter.

‘Elise, my beloved, she's an impressive creature bristling with righteous indignation. It isn’t hard to believe my child is the granddaughter of a king. Beloved, you were the dearest of old Henry's bastards, to him and me. Twenty-three, the randy old goat sired twenty-three illegitimate children, and me, I wed the finest of the lot.’

Absently, the old Lord caressed his favorite raptor turning her head into his hand to accept the loving strokes of her master. Pride shining in his eyes, Ian couldn't halt his thoughts. He had wed the best of Henry's children, illegitimate or not. Elise was a remarkable woman, as their daughter was proving to be. His late wife would be so proud of her only girl. That she never got to see her child become this incredible woman was another Drummond tragedy.

“You will go to court as planned. Anna is packing for both of you.” Ian reluctantly admitted. “Be ready to leave at dawn. With David’s help, you may succeed in your mission.”

Alexandria nodded unsurprised by his words.

“Child, I hate sending you, but I must. It does no good to chastise myself for releasing the Sheriff all those years ago. I had little choice in the matter. You understand that?”

Nodding in agreement, Alexandria noticed how exhausted her father looked. That Anna was accompanying her showed how vital this mission was to all of them. Ian rarely allowed the woman away from his side these days. It mattered little she was Alexandria’s maid. More significantly, Anna was Ian’s woman.

“There was nothing you could do.” Duncan shook his head. “The sheriff would have broken the betrothal agreement and plunged us into a war we could never win had you refused.”

Everyone present knew Ian had done what any sane lord would do when confronted by the Sheriff of Lothian. Surrender without a fight. Back against the wall, he’d done what was best for his people. No one held his decision against him. Certainly not his beloved daughter.

“The sheriff made that clear.” Ian snorted derisively. “Perhaps Alexandria’s beauty will entice him to reconsider their betrothal. Perhaps he will realize his mistake from long ago.”

The look Ian cast his daughter was mingled with pride and sorrow. If the sheriff didn’t take the bait, Alexandria could find herself sacrificed on the altar of Jamie MacLaren. The day might come when there was no one left to protect her from that noxious spawn of hell. He prayed their lives would never come to that.

“He will wed with me.” Grim determination twisted soft features into harsher lines.

“You can't be sure.” Duncan stated what they all knew.

“Aye, Big Brother, I can.” Alexandria turned to face him. “I have learned much of the ways of the world while you were away. The Sheriff will wed with me. By fair or foul means. I care not which.”

Duncan looked sharply at his father. Ian shook his head warning him not to pursue the comment. His son took his advice. He didn’t want to know. He’d been gone a long time and there was more to this story than met the eye.

For the first time since his return, Duncan looked at Alexandria. His sister had changed greatly in the years he was in England. He hadn’t noticed she’d grown up on his infrequent visits to his homeland. He could no longer deny that she was no longer the skinny tomboy he’d left behind. While her head still barely reached his shoulder, Zan looked nothing as he expected. Her braided tresses never mellowed to the light golden red of their father but had darkened to a deep fiery auburn instead.

Since their mother was a silvery-haired Norman, he had no idea from whence Alexandria received her flamboyant coloring. Her eyes were the deep turquoise of their mother’s, but all similarities ended there. Tall and delicately built, Elise Drummond seemed frail and otherworldly. However, appearances proved deceptive. Elise bore her husband six strong sons and a daughter in their seventeen years of marriage before dying at five and thirty of the mysterious fever plaguing the land.

As puzzling as it seemed, his sister looked nothing like the rest of her family. Her face was oval lacking the angular planes of her father’s or the sculpted delicacy of her mother’s. Her large eyes were long-lashed and evenly spaced on either side of her small nose, and her crimson mouth curved in a full, sensual bow. She had become a striking woman over the years he’d been away. One who looked nothing like the rest of her family.

Shaking his head, he turned his attention to what his sister was wearing. While scandalously revealing, her scarlet man’s tunic and black leggings were far less binding than the bliauts she usually wore. Observing the slenderness of her waist and the generous curves of her hips and breasts, Zan lacked the boyish angles fashionable among the ladies at court. However, he would pit her against the court beauties any day of the week. Noting how the child had blossomed into an appealing woman, Duncan was shocked by the intensity of the fear that blazed through him. If his sister's unusual beauty enthralled him, others both worthy and not would feel the same.

As much as he wished it was otherwise Alexandria was leaving for Court tomorrow. It was the King’s hope her presence would inspire the Sheriff of Lothian to offer for her hand. With the MacLarens breathing down their necks, Duncan prayed his wish came to pass. With a worried look marring his strong face, he squeezed his wife's hand. Bringing Marguerite to this dangerous place was not wise. He would speak with her about returning to her family until the situation at Drummond became less precarious. While he would miss her, it was what was best for both of them.

Marguerite patted Duncan’s hand reassuringly. She knew the thoughts flitting through his head. Though loath to marry the warrior in the beginning, she felt differently now. Her husband returned her affection. He’d loved her before they wed. While unexpected, it didn’t take her long to fall head over heels with both Duncan and his family. Or to decide her place was by his side no matter the dangers awaiting them in this untamed land.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Riding nonstop since daybreak, Alexandria knew they would arrive at their destination before she was ready. Dread roiling in the pit of her stomach, she knew the familiar stone keep awaited them around the next bend. Absorbed in mental torment, she’d noted little of the passing landscape she loved so well. Her thoughts were too chaotic. Too focused on refining a desperate plan that could not fail. No matter the cost. She had but a fortnight to sway an obstinate man to her cause or all was lost. Her people would be annihilated, and her lands overrun by the hated MacLarens.

Closing her eyes, Alexandria gave Loki his head knowing he would follow the familiar path to their destination. Quieting her pounding pulse, she envisioned her quarry recalling his immense stature and powerful shoulders tapering to a narrow waist and strong thighs honed by years in the saddle fighting vicious hand-to-hand battles. While distinct features escaped her, a vision of stern lips, a tawny mane, and shrewd eyes that missed nothing flooded her mind shaking her to her core. She must be cautious, tread lightly, betray nothing, and never forget he was a dangerous man. An extremely dangerous man.

Drawn from her reverie by the castle gates opening, Alexandria followed her armed escort into the courtyard aware that people stopped to stare. Their reaction wasn’t unexpected. She was an unusual sight in male attire with her fiery hair unbound. Her mount was unusual, too. It wasn't often a woman rode a spirited destrier much less a snorting, kicking smut black demon from the flaming bowels of hell. Feeling the hairs prickling on the back of her neck, she looked up towards the battlements.

It was the Sheriff of Lothian! It could be no other. He was much too tall. Eyes locking with his, Alexandria slid easily to the ground before handing Loki’s reins to the reluctant stable boy materializing at her side. Hands shaking, she silently acknowledge the golden-haired giant was far more forbidding than she recalled. Valiantly ignoring her rising panic, she broke his gaze to swagger with false confidence through the familiar doors of the royal keep with her entourage at her heels.

###
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SNORTING SOFTLY, THOR Sweynsson watched in appreciation as the magnificent equine was brought to a halt in the courtyard with masterful ease. How like a warrior to overcompensate for his lack of height with the size of his demon beast. A keen connoisseur of horse flesh, the Sheriff decided anyone who could control that beast was to be commended. The ebony destrier was a breathtaking specimen rivaling Wotan, his valiant steed.

As he watched the rider easily dismount the massive horse, he was jolted to realize he was watching a diminutive female despite her masculine attire. No man possessed such curves or molten copper tresses. Nor could a man possess a face as pleasing as the one lifted in his direction. While the woman stared at him as though he should know her, he did not. He would remember such a remarkable creature if he did.

He shook his head as the woman arrogantly tossed the horse’s reigns to the stable boy petrified at being saddled with such an intimidating beast. He didn’t blame the lad. He would have felt the same under similar circumstances at a similar age. Drawing his eyes from the steed, Thor watched the woman swagger towards the keep confident in her welcome.

Jaded eyes watched her entourage fall in line behind their lady as he felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck. On second thought, there was something vaguely familiar about that walk. He just didn’t know what. The more he pondered the thought, the more he couldn’t shake the unpleasant feeling her identity was on the tip of his tongue.

Shaking his head, he finally gave up. Maybe he would recognize her later when he saw her in more conventional attire. Maybe he wouldn’t. Until that time came, he intended to use his vast powers as the Sheriff of Lothian to discover everything he could about that woman. There was something about her arrival that set his teeth on edge.

###
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SITTING ON THE EDGE of her fur-covered bed, Alexandria glanced around the room grateful an unused storage room was converted into a cozy chamber for one of the queen’s ailing relatives years earlier. Unfortunately, that relative had no further use of the chamber. Fortunately, she did, and she appreciated her godfather’s willingness to ensure it was vacant for her visits.

“Well, Anna, I can't fault the queen’s hospitality."

Alexandria snorted softly knowing Matilda would have been anything but hospitable given any other choice. She wasn’t. She’d had to welcome her husband’s goddaughter publicly or lose face. Privately, however, was a different matter. The queen never hesitated to make her true feelings known. As a result, her goddaughter had become adept at avoiding her presence from an early age. Fortunately, it wasn’t necessary to remain on the fringes of the festivities anymore.

"I can fault the old witch.” Anna snapped. “She wasn’t very nice to you. Always making snide remarks behind your back she was."

"She was the queen.” While Alexandria knew Anna’s words were true, she’d ignored the late queen’s peccadillos. The woman was her godmother and the king’s wife. Both were positions that warranted her respect. “She could say whatever she pleased."

"She didn’t say anything in the king's presence.” Anna’s unladylike snigger indicated what she thought of that. “The coward."

"It wasn’t cowardly. It was prudent.” Alexandria laughed softly. “David and my father are very close.”

“It wasn’t your father’s closeness to the king that was the problem.” Anna snipped. “It was your mother’s.”

“My mother has been gone eight years,” Alexandria spoke softly. “The queen over four. You don’t believe she harbored resentments after my mother’s death?”

“She resented that the king held your mother’s memory dear.” Anna reminded her. “That hasn’t changed, he still does.”

“What they had was over long ago.” Alexandria shook her head. “Before my father or the queen.”

“Some feelings never die.” Anna braided her hair with practiced ease. “You know that.”

“Perhaps.” Alexandria’s hand halted nimble fingers. “I want my hair unbound."

"Zan, it's unseemly." She was not a queen.

"I don't care." Her hair was her crowning glory. “And I want to be free.”

Anna knew there was nothing she could do to change her mind. "I believe I packed your mother's combs."

"They're in the velvet pouch."

Propping her chin on her hands, Alexandria pondered her current predicament. She wasn’t blind, or stupid. She was attractive in an unconventional way. Her dowry was exceedingly rich. Despite all this, no one offered for her hand. None that were acceptable. The few men seeking marriage were agents of the MacLaren and everyone knew it.

Were she to wed one of them, her new husband would receive a portion of her dowry as recompense for giving his bride to James MacLaren. Once Alexandria fell into the MacLaren's clutches, there was nothing her father or the king could do to save her. That outcome must be avoided at all costs. Should Duncan perish before Marguerite birthed his heir, Ian's vast wealth and power would pass to Alexandria's husband. The king must take great care in wedding his goddaughter to a loyal vassal or risk war with a rebel lord.

"Zan, don't worry. It’s no good sitting there with your brow all furrowed. Whatever happens, will happen. There is nothing you can do to alter fate."

Alexandria felt Anna's comforting hand on her shoulder. They had been at court a fortnight, and she hadn’t interacted with the Sheriff of Lothian once. She’d sat across from him at the high table a few times, but they had never spoken. Thor had occasionally glanced at her across the table as she’d furtively done at him. She'd seen him across the crowded hall several times a day, but that was all. He never sought her out, or deigned to speak, though she'd caught him staring several times when he thought she wouldn't notice. Alexandria patted the hand resting on her shoulder.

Anna knew her lady was fretting because she'd yet to meet the sheriff. She didn't bother stating the obvious:  there was no way the man could miss Alexandria. Not with her fiery mane. The sheriff was just a wily character knowing trouble when he saw it. Like most shrewd men, he was adept at avoiding it, too. Her lady would have to work harder and bait the trap better if she wanted to catch that slippery eel in her net.

"I know. I feel so helpless.” Alexandria admitted. “I have to change tactics and force him to notice me."

"Scandalizing court will certainly gain the sheriff's attention.” Anna rolled her eyes. “It will also lay you open to more attacks by every jealous shrew vying to catch his interest as well."

"I don’t care what a bunch of silly women say.” She would never have returned to court if she did. “My mission is all that matters. I must accomplish what I was sent to do."

Anna shook her head at the brave, lying words. Those harpies took pleasure in tormenting her lady and Alexandria was an easy target because she was favored. It didn’t help she’d arrived dressed as a man or that she was by far the most striking woman at court. Nor did it help they knew they'd get away with it. Alexandria’s pride wouldn't allow her to run to King David. She’d ignore the women or finger her dagger threateningly when the taunts became too much. Jealous, whey-faced sows. While her lady was more passive, she would gladly cut out their gizzards and feed them to the hounds given half a chance and they knew it. Maybe that was why they avoided her so.

Carefully brushing Alexandria’s hair, Anna caught the heavy waves in the enameled combs Ian brought Lady Elise from one of his pilgrimages to the Holy Lands. Now the combs belonged to her daughter. The same daughter patiently going through her jewel box while Anna arranged her hair in a loose, becoming style.

"What do you think?” Alexandria lifted a necklace. “Should I wear the gold chain or the ruby pendant?"

Anna cast a glance at the crimson damask bliaut spread across the bed. It was her lady’s finest gown and, as such, was worthy of her finest jewels.

"The ruby pendant."

"And the gold cord girdle?"

"Yes. Hold still.” Anna slid another pin in place. “Your hair keeps slipping."

​Alexandria closed the lid to her jewel box and laid the selected pieces aside. No matter the outcome, she must look her best this eve. She'd spent the last two weeks laying the bait. Now her future hinged on luring her quarry and springing her trap. Once Thor succumbed to temptation, there would be no turning back.

"Anna, bring the mirror and the velvet pouch." Anna obeyed though she didn't disguise her disapproval.

Alexandria carefully removed the small Qingbai porcelain cosmetics box her father had brought from Venice. Staring at the beautiful cranes on the pale blue lid, she opened the box to display three small wells amid raised floral appliqué. Removing the small bits of cloth to display her precious stash of cosmetics, she ignored Anna’s squawking. She couldn’t care less the Kirk disapproved. She saw little harm in making herself more attractive under the circumstances.

Over the years she'd learned to use the cosmetics artfully to make her eyes appear larger and her lips more luscious on the rare occasions she bothered with more than a dab of ground angelica leaves in beeswax. Noting the paleness of her face, Alexandria tinted her cheeks a delicate vermilion with sandalwood rouge and her lips with safflower balm. She daubed a touch of spicey scent to her naked skin from the matching vial. It was an exotic fragrance overpowering the delicate aroma of her rose-scented soap. Gazing into the mirror, she was pleased with how soot-tipped lashes made her eyes huge, and delicately tinted cheeks and lips accentuated her youthful vitality.

Sliding into hose and garters, she donned tapered slippers wishing they were comfortable boots instead. Lifting her arms to allow Anna to carefully drop her dress over her head, she watched her lace the gold ties at each side before fastening the braided gold cord girdle around her waist. Next came the simple gold necklace and matching earrings that once belonged to her mother. Grabbing her mirror, Alexandria gazed objectively at her reflection for several moments while Anna fussed with her gown and hair. Deciding she would do; she laid the mirror aside and faced her maid.

“Thank you for your help.” She meant every word. “There is nothing more we can do so, don’t wait up for me. If all goes well, I won't need you till the morrow.”

If everything went to plan, another would take Anna's place disrobing her when she retired for the evening. A special other she hoped to lure into her trap like a bee to honey.

“I won’t be here when you return.” Anna sensibly kept her disapproval to herself.

If she were in Alexandria's shoes, she'd use every weapon at her disposal, too. From the top of her head to the tips of her toes and everything in between. It wasn’t as though the younger woman didn’t have heady tools in her arsenal. She did, and she wasn’t afraid to use them. Or, more accurately, she had no choice but to use them as she surely would.

“Good night, Anna.”

“Good night, Zan.”

Anna watched her mistress walk down the corridor before heading in the opposite direction. She planned to visit friends before turning in for the night with the rest of the servants in the great hall. She couldn’t stop the thought she was lucky to have such a kind, generous lady. One who cared as much for her needs as her own. Anna deliberately ignored the reality, as Ian’s beloved mistress, she was more powerful than her lord’s daughter in many ways. She’d just never use that power against the woman she considered the sister she’d never had.

###
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SMIRKING OPENLY FROM his throne, David I of Scotland wasn’t surprised to notice the tall Dane standing across the hall stealing furtive glances at a certain red-headed temptress. Zan was a lovely young woman. Were she not who she was, he might be enticed by her youthful lushness himself. That Thor was sorely tempted by the girl became more apparent with each passing day. The man had yet to embrace Zan in an innocent dance. In truth, the mighty warrior found excuses to depart in the other direction when his goddaughter appeared on the scene.

At this point, it wasn't wise for the surely Dane to wrap his arms around the girl for it would be no innocent embrace. It would undoubtedly digress to a dance of a different kind. The kind interested observers awaited with bated breath. Should the elusive sheriff seduce his goddaughter, he would wed her. If only upon royal command. David hoped that was how it would happen. Should such come to pass, a sticky matter would finally be resolved most satisfactorily.

For his part, Thorauld Sweynsson couldn't help noticing the flame-haired beauty in Henry’s arms. He’d noted her arrival a fortnight ago at the royal keep in Perth where the King was presently holding court. How could he not? The girl raced through the outer gates astride a smut-black stallion as though the hounds of hell yapped ferociously at her heels. Following her was a large escort more fitting a princess than a mere lordling’s daughter. Topping everything, she’d been dressed like a man! Then there was her magnificent hair dancing like liquid fire in the afternoon sun. A man could never forget that glorious hair. It wasn’t possible.

He had noticed Alexandria every day since. Who wouldn’t? The shameless wench possessed a disarming habit of looking her prey straight in the eyes until one of them looked away at which point long dark lashes swept feminine cheeks as she set her sights on another target. It was as though she sought to delve into his soul seeking well-hidden secrets. While he acknowledged that penetrating stare was more than it appeared, he wasn’t overly concerned. It would take more than a nosey snip of a girl to pierce his emotional defenses.

Openly defying custom, the girl’s luxurious coppery tresses flowed wildly down her back instead of being restrained in the expected braids. Her scarlet silk bliaut clung tightly to full breasts and hips, while a gold link girdle emphasized the slenderness of her waist. Snorting softly, Thor noted this girl was no boyishly curved beauty like most of the women milling about. She was full-bodied like good ale. The snugness of her gown defined that fact. While he ached to possess her, such desires were futile. Her virtue was heavily guarded by King David and Prince Henry.

Shaking his head, Thor cursed Alexandria of Drummond under his breath. She'd contrived to dangle in his face like a juicy sparrow tempting a starving falcon for the last fortnight. He knew, as did everyone, she intended to become his third wife. She had done nothing to disguise her purpose. Unbeknownst to the girl, she would be sorely disappointed.

‘Damn Henry and David for encouraging the wench. They know I will never wed again. Even to such a tempting witch. What need have I for a wife? I have more riches than I can spend, more women than I need, and Brigette to inherit my lands. I am in my prime. There's nothing to say I will never father a son. Should my mistress gift me with such a prize, I will claim him for an heir. I do not need a bride. None at all. Father help me, if I’m trying to convince myself, I’m in trouble now.’

Thor closed his eyes briefly. He was a crazy man. A crazy man driven mad by lust. For all his arguments, he could no longer deny the truth. She was a beguiling wench with flashing turquoise eyes, kissable lips, and provocative looks liberally cast his way. On the one hand, she was wickedness personified. On the other, she was an innocent maid playing games she didn’t fully understand. None of that mattered. Those smoldering eyes held a glimpse of heaven he was eager to experience. Cursing the girl under his breath, Thor acknowledged she had more than met her goal. She had crawled under his skin as she meant to do all along. Huffing, he shook his head to banish disturbing thoughts threatening to stir emotions better left dormant.

The attraction was more than the girl's appearance. It was her pride and inherent dignity. He had watched the late queen’s ladies tormenting Alexandria and overheard their waspish barbs. He had watched her send them scurrying with a few whispered words and a subtle threat. She handled her problems. She never ran to the king, or anyone else, for help. There was an aura of confidence and self-reliance about Alexandria of Drummond that drew him like a moth to a flame. She was unlike any woman he had ever known.

Truthfully, he didn't know her. They had never really met, though they were briefly betrothed when she was a bald babe. He never dreamed that homely, red-faced babe would become such a compelling woman. Had he known, he might have waited six and ten years to claim her. Quashing that thought, Thor decided to leave the hall. He was much too close to yielding to temptation for his peace of mind.

‘Were I to seduce that woman, I would find myself wed before the ink dried on the vellum. David would force my hand. She is his goddaughter, Idiot. Of course, he would insist you wed her. You must stop thinking about the girl, Sweynsson. Think about Aimee. She is waiting for you already. Think of lovely, insatiable, married Aimee.’

No doubt, Lady Aimee FitzAlan was waiting in his bed as she usually was when her husband was away inspecting their properties. In truth, Gilliard was away inspecting his mistress, and everyone knew it. As they knew his wife was entertaining her current lover. If only they knew the truth. He and the delectable morsel awaiting his arrival spent as many evenings just talking as they did in more amorous pursuits. His duties were stressful, and Aimee chafed at being abandoned yet again. Sometimes they needed a friendly ear more than they needed sex.

Smiling softly, Thor turned on his heel and headed for the stairs. Although Aimee would ensure it appeared otherwise, tonight was one of those nights. It wouldn’t be fair to either of them otherwise. His attention was more focused on ignoring an annoying red-haired gnat while his mistress was pining for her missing husband. As offensive as that should be, it wasn’t. They knew each other well. They’d bonded first over the shared miseries of unfaithful spouses. It was years into their friendship before they’d risked that friendship seeking comfort in each other’s arms. Julia was long dead by then and Gilliard was too stubbornly locked in the past to appreciate the love of his much younger bride.
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WATCHING THOR LEAVE the hall, Alexandria glanced around to ensure her keepers were otherwise occupied. She was fortunate. Everyone was happily drinking, gossiping, or gaming including her godfather and Henry who were locked in a challenging game of chess at the high table. There was nothing to stop her from just slipping away.

However, because she could didn’t necessarily mean she should. For one thing, she didn’t know how to handle the situation if her quarry caught her following him. For another, she was clueless about what to do if she caught him. As usual, she found herself acting before she’d thought things through. The best she could do was hope that Thor was too preoccupied with Aimee FitzAlan to notice her following him through the winding corridors to his room.

Hearing the creak of a door, Alexandria peered around the corner. She instantly recognized the woman wrapping her arms around the Sheriff of Lothian. Who wouldn’t? Aimee Fitz Alan moved with feline grace as she stepped boldly into the corridor with nothing but shiny ebony locks shielding her nakedness from view. Responding to her overture, Thor guided her inside his chamber forgetting the open door in his haste to partake of the exotically sensual woman in his arms.

Alexandria felt no shame as she peered through the half-opened door. The couple within were too immersed in each other to notice their nervous voyeur. Her eyes widened as a flush stole up her face. She really shouldn’t be watching this. She really shouldn’t. Suddenly aware of warm amber eyes boring into hers from over Aimee FitzAlan’s shoulder, she realized the Dane knew she was following him all along. Turning on her heel, she fled without a backward glance missing the satisfied gleam in amber eyes.

‘Foolish child, she should have known I would know she was following me.” Thor laughed harshly. ‘I would die if I didn’t catch the whisper of slippers against a hard stone floor. Perhaps the nosy little wench has learned her lesson.’

He turned his attention to Aimee who was staring quizzically up at him. Not privy to his thoughts, she had no idea what he found so amusing. Rising from the bed, he handed his lover her chemise and watched her dress before settling back on his mattress and opening his arms for her to settle into.

While willing to go through the motions, their sensual foreplay lacked Aimee’s usual wanton passion. He’d quickly realized she missed her husband more than she desired him. He’d felt a similar lack of enthusiasm for a different reason. As he’d already decided slaking their lusts would be more satisfying another time, he steered their encounter in the direction of quiet companionship instead. It wasn’t the first time he’d done so, and it wouldn’t be the last.

Kissing his chin in gratitude as she curled against his chest, Aimee asked what he’d found so amusing in their greeting. Knowing his paramour would be genuinely amused; he shared their voyeur’s reaction to watching their foreplay. Laughing softly, she quipped a little mouse shouldn’t watch the cats at play unless she wished to see things better left unseen. Thor tended to agree.
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ARRIVING IN THE SANCTUARY of her chamber, Alexandria slammed the door behind her. ‘There is nothing I can do now that I am caught.’ Except feel horrified on the one hand and ecstatic on the other.  Unbeknownst to Thor, his eyes held a longing unmistakable even to her. “Perhaps all is not in vain.” She removed her gown. “Perhaps I will persuade the elusive sheriff to wed with me. I will. I have no other choice."

Laughing humorlessly, Alexandria neatly folded her best bliaut and chemise before tucking them away in the cedar-lined clothes' trunk. There was nothing more she could do this night. While she wished Anna was here to comfort her, she wouldn’t take her away from her friends. Between tending to her and loving her father, she had precious little time for herself. Contemplating whether to lock her door, Alexandria slid under warm furs instead. Besides the fact she was in the royal keep, Anna would be locked out if she did. Deciding she wasn’t about to start doing what she’d never done before, she slipped into a light sleep with her fingers against the dagger secreted beneath her pillow.
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