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            Chapter 1

         
         Claray was standing at the window, debating the merits of leaping to her death rather than marry Maldouen MacNaughton, when
            knocking at the door made her stiffen. The loud banging sounded like a death knell. It meant her time was up. They’d come
            to take her to the chapel.
         

         
         Claray’s fingers tightened briefly on the stone edging of the window, her body tensing in preparation of climbing up and casting
            herself out. But she could not do it. Father Cameron said that self-killing was a sin certain to land you in hell, and she
            was quite sure that ten or twenty years of hell on earth as MacNaughton’s wife were better than an eternity in the true hell
            as one of Satan’s handmaidens.
         

         
         Shoulders sagging, Claray pressed her cheek to the cold stone and closed her eyes, silently sending up one last prayer. “Please
            God, if you can no’ see yer way clear to saving me from this . . . at least make me death quick.”
         

         
         Another knock sounded, this one a much louder, more insistent pounding. Claray forced herself to straighten and walk to the door, brushing down the skirt of the pretty pale-blue gown she wore as she went. She wasn’t surprised when she opened it to see her uncle Gilchrist framed by the two men he’d had guarding her door for the last three days since her arrival. She was a little surprised by the guilt that briefly flashed on his face though. It gave her a moment’s hope, but even as she opened
            her mouth to plea that he not do this, Gilchrist Kerr raised a hand to silence her.
         

         
         “’Tis sorry I am, niece. But I’m tired o’ being looked down on as a lowlander and MacNaughton has promised MacFarlane to me
            do I see this through. Ye’re marrying him and that’s that.”
         

         
         Claray closed her mouth and gave a resigned nod, but couldn’t resist saying, “Let us hope, then, that ye live a long time
            to enjoy it, uncle. For I fear yer decision will surely see ye in hell for eternity afterward.”
         

         
         Fear crossed his face at her words. It was closely followed by anger, and his hand clamped on her arm in a bruising grip.
            Dragging her out into the hall, he snapped, “Ye’ll want to be watchin’ that tongue o’ yers with the MacNaughton, girl. Else
            ye’ll be in hell ere me.”
         

         
         Claray raised her chin, staring straight ahead as he urged her up the hall toward the stairs. “Not I. Me conscience is clear.
            I may die first, but ’tis heaven where I’ll land. Unlike you.”
         

         
         She’d known her words would anger him further, and wasn’t surprised when his fingers tightened around her arm to the point
            she feared her bone would snap. But words were her only weapon now, and if what she’d said gave him more than a sleepless
            night or two between now and when he met his maker, it was something at least.
         

         
         Claray tried to concentrate on that rather than the trials ahead as her uncle forced her down the stairs and out of the keep. The man was taller than her, his legs longer, but her uncle didn’t make allowances for that as he pulled her across the bailey. He was moving at a fast clip that had her running to keep pace with him. Claray was concentrating so hard on keeping up that when he suddenly halted halfway to the church, she stumbled and would have fallen if not for that punishing grip on her arm. 

         
         For one moment hope rose within her that his conscience had pricked him and he’d had a change of heart. But when she glanced
            to his face, she saw that he was frowning toward the gate where a clatter and commotion had apparently caught his attention.
         

         
         Hope dying in her chest, Claray turned her uninterested gaze that way to see three men on horseback crossing the drawbridge.
            Guests arriving late to the wedding, she supposed unhappily, and shifted her attention toward the chapel where a large crowd
            of people awaited them. The witnesses to her doom were made up mostly of MacNaughton soldiers and a very few members of the
            Kerr clan. It seemed most did not wish to be a part of their laird’s betrayal of his own niece.
         

         
         “The Wolf,” her uncle muttered with what sounded like confusion.

         
         Claray glanced sharply back at her uncle to see the perplexed expression on his face and then surveyed the three men again. They were in the bailey now and riding straight for them at a canter rather than a walk, she noted, some of her disinterest falling away. They were all large, muscular warriors with long hair. But while the man in the lead had black hair, the one behind him had dark brown, and the last was fair. All three were good looking, if not outright handsome, she decided as they drew nearer. 

         
         Claray didn’t have to ask who the Wolf was, or even which of the three men he might be. The warrior who went by the moniker
            “the Wolf” was a favorite subject of the troubadours of late. Every other song they sang was about him, praising his courage
            and prowess in battle as well as his handsome face and hair that was “black as sin.” According to those songs, the Wolf was
            a warrior considered as intelligent and deadly as the wolf he was named for. But he was actually a lone wolf in those songs,
            because he spoke little and aligned himself with no particular clan, instead offering his sword arm for a price. He was a
            mercenary, but an honorable one. It was said he served only those with a just cause.
         

         
         “What the devil is the Wolf doing here?” her uncle muttered now.

         
         Claray suspected it was a rhetorical question so didn’t bother to respond. Besides, she had no idea why the man was here,
            but she was grateful for it. Any delay to this forced wedding was appreciated, so she simply stood at her uncle’s side, waiting
            for the men to reach them.
         

         
         “Laird Kerr,” the Wolf said in greeting as he reined in before them. He then reached into his plaid to retrieve a scroll.
            Holding it in hand with the seal covered, he let his gaze slide briefly over Claray before turning his attention back to her
            uncle. “I understand your niece, Claray MacFarlane, is visiting. Is this her?”
         

         
         “Aye,” her uncle muttered distractedly, his gaze on the scroll.

         
         Nodding, the Wolf leaned down, offering him the sealed message. Claray resisted the urge to rub the spot where her uncle’s hand had gripped her so tightly when he released her to take the missive. Her upper arm was throbbing, but pride made her ignore it as she watched him break the seal and start to unroll the scroll. 

         
         Claray was actually holding her breath as she waited. Hope had reared in her again, this time that the missive might be from
            her cousin Aulay Buchanan. Perhaps this was his response to her cousin Mairin’s plea for help on her behalf. She might yet
            be saved from the fate the MacNaughton would force on her. Distracted as she was, Claray was completely caught off guard when
            the Wolf suddenly scooped her up off her feet as he straightened in the saddle.
         

         
         She heard her uncle’s shout of protest over her own startled gasp, and then she was in the man’s lap and he was turning his
            mount sharply and urging it into a run toward the gates.
         

         
         Claray was so stunned by this turn of events she didn’t even think to struggle. She did look back as she was carried out of
            the bailey though. She saw the two men who had arrived with the Wolf following hard on their heels, and beyond that, her uncle’s
            red face as he began to bellow orders for the gate to be closed and the drawbridge raised. A quick look forward showed the
            men on the wall scrambling to follow his orders, but the gate was released one moment too late. The spiked bottom slammed
            into the ground behind the last horse rather than before them, and while the bridge started to rise as they rode across it,
            it was a slow process and had only risen perhaps two or three feet off the ground by the time they’d crossed it.
         

         
         The Wolf’s horse leapt off the tip without hesitation, and Claray instinctively closed her mouth to keep from biting off her tongue on landing. She was glad she had when they hit the hardpacked dirt with a bone-jarring jolt she felt in every inch of her body. Teeth grinding against the pain that shuddered through her on impact, Claray glanced back again to watch the other two men follow them off the bridge. She was more than a little surprised when the fair-haired warrior caught her eye and gave her a reassuring grin followed by a wink. 

         
         Flushing, Claray turned forward once more and tried to sort out what was happening and how she should feel about it. However,
            her thought processes weren’t very clear just now. She’d had little to eat these last three days but what Mairin had managed
            to sneak to her that morning, and she hadn’t slept at all. Instead, she’d spent that time alternately pacing as she tried
            to come up with a solution to her situation, or on her knees, praying to God for His intervention. She was exhausted, bewildered
            and, frankly, all her mind seemed capable of grasping at that moment was that this did seem to be an answer to her prayer.
            She would not be marrying Maldouen MacNaughton today.
         

         
         Relief oozing through her, Claray let out the breath she’d been holding and allowed herself to relax in her captor’s arms.

         
          

         “She’s sleeping.”

         
         Conall lifted his gaze from the lass cuddled against his chest and glanced to Roderick Sinclair, who had urged his horse up on his right. The man looked both surprised and amused at the woman’s reaction to the situation she found herself in. Conall merely nodded and shifted his gaze back to the lass, but he was a little surprised himself. 

         
         Lady Claray MacFarlane had been asleep before they’d got a hundred feet from the drawbridge of Kerr’s castle. Conall had been
            a bit befuddled by that at the time, and still was. He’d basically just kidnapped her. She had no idea who he was, yet hadn’t
            struggled or even protested. Instead, the lass had curled up like a kitten in his lap and gone to sleep. He wasn’t quite sure
            what to make of that and had fretted over it as they’d met up with his men and then galloped through the morning and afternoon,
            riding north at a hard pace that he’d only just slowed to a trot because the sun was starting to set.
         

         
         Aside from the fact that the horses couldn’t keep up that speed indefinitely, Conall wouldn’t risk one of their mounts or
            men being injured by traveling at such a pace in the dark. They’d have to travel more slowly and with a great deal of care
            through the night. But they wouldn’t stop. Despite the information in the scroll he’d given her uncle, Conall had no doubt
            Kerr would have sent men after them. Even if he didn’t, certainly MacNaughton would. From all accounts the man was determined
            to marry the lass no matter that her father wouldn’t agree to the match.
         

         
         Conall didn’t really understand the man’s tenacity on this issue. The lass was bonnie enough, he acknowledged as his gaze
            slid over the waves of strawberry blond hair that framed her heart-shaped face. But she wasn’t so bonnie it was worth going
            to war with your neighbors over.
         

         
         “So ye told her who ye are while we were riding?” Payton asked with a surprise that Conall knew was born of the fact that it was hard to talk at the speed they’d been moving. The pounding hooves of so many horses and the rush of wind would have meant having to yell, not to mention taking the risk of biting your own tongue while you did it. 

         
         Conall hesitated, but then admitted, “I’ve told her naught.”

         
         A moment of silence followed his announcement as both men turned stunned gazes to Claray sleeping peacefully in his lap.

         
         “But—” Payton began, and then paused and simply shook his head, apparently not having the words to express his amazement.

         
         “She’s slept quite a while,” Roderick said suddenly, a touch of concern in his voice. “Is she ailing?”

         
         Conall stiffened at the suggestion, his gaze moving over her face. She looked pale to him, with dark bruising under her eyes
            that suggested exhaustion. Concern now slithering through him, he shifted his mount’s reins to the hand he’d wrapped around
            her to keep her on his horse, then used the back of his now free hand to feel her forehead. Much to his relief, she didn’t
            feel overly warm. But his touch apparently stirred her from sleep. Her lids lifted slowly, long lashes sweeping upward to
            reveal eyes the blue of a spring morning, and then she blinked at him before abruptly sitting up to glance around.
         

         
         “Are we stopping?” Her voice was soft and still husky with sleep as she took in their surroundings.

         
         Conall opened his mouth, intending to say, “Nay,” but what came out was, “Do ye need to, lass?” as he realized she might wish to relieve herself after so long in the saddle. Actually, he could do with a stop for the same reason. 

         
         Claray turned a shy smile to him, and nodded with obvious embarrassment. “’Tis the truth, Laird Wolf, I do.”

         
         Conall blinked at the name he’d battled under for the last twelve years, surprised that she knew even that much about who
            he was, but then shifted his gaze to survey the landscape around them. He’d come this way often and knew exactly where he
            was and what lay ahead. Lowering his eyes to her once more, he said, “There’s a river no’ far ahead if ye can wait just a
            few moments. But if yer need is urgent, we can just stop here.”
         

         
         Claray considered the trees bordering either side of the path they were on, and then peered over his shoulder and stiffened,
            her eyes widening.
         

         
         It made Conall glance over his shoulder as well. He had no idea what had startled her so. The only thing behind them were
            his men. But then perhaps that was what had overset her. There had only been the three of them and her when they’d ridden
            out of Kerr. She’d been asleep by the time they’d met up with his warriors who had been waiting in the woods around Kerr while
            he, Payton and Roderick had ridden in to get a lay of the situation. In the end, they hadn’t needed the men, so it was good
            he’d left them behind. He suspected an entire army riding up to the keep would have got an entirely different welcome than
            just he and his two friends had received.
         

         
         Turning back to Claray, he raised his eyebrows in question. “Here or the river?”

         
         “I can wait ’til we reach the river,” she assured him quickly, and then managed a smile. “I’d like to splash some water on me face to help wake meself up ere I tend to other business.” 

         
         Nodding, Conall tightened his arm around her and urged his horse to a gallop, leaving the others behind. Moments later he
            was reining in next to a river that was really just one step up from a babbling brook. Claray seemed pleased, however, and
            flashed him a smile before sliding under his arm to drop from his mount. She did it so quickly that Conall didn’t get the
            chance to even attempt to help her down, and then he dismounted himself and headed into the woods on the other side of the
            clearing to water the dragon.
         

         
         When he returned a couple moments later it was to find that the others had caught up. Roderick, Payton and Conall’s first,
            Hamish, were waiting in the small clearing by his mount, while the rest of the men were gathering on the path beside it, some
            dismounting to wander into the woods on the opposite side of the trail to take care of their own business, others watching
            the horses.
         

         
         “Where’s Lady Claray?” Payton asked as Conall walked to his horse.

         
         Conall nodded toward the trees she’d disappeared into as he mounted.

         
         Payton’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Ye let her go off into the woods by herself?”

         
         Settling in the saddle, Conall glanced to him with surprise. “O’ course I did. She’s tending personal needs and would no’
            want an escort for that. Besides, ’tis no’ as if she’s like to get lost.”
         

         
         “Aye, but . . .” Payton grimaced, and then asked, “What if she tries to escape?”

         
         The suggestion amazed him. “Why would she try to escape? We came to save her.”

         
         It was Roderick who said, “Mayhap. But ye said ye’d had no chance to explain, so she does no’ ken that. She may flee out o’
            fear o’ what ye plan to do with her.”
         

         
         Conall frowned at those words in Roderick’s deep rumble. The man was not much for talking. Which was why when he did speak
            Conall, and anyone else who knew him, listened.
         

         
         “She did no’ seem afraid,” Conall muttered, his eyes scouring the woods Claray had disappeared into. He was now worrying over
            the fact that she hadn’t yet returned, and fretting over whether she hadn’t burst into a run the moment she’d got out of sight
            and was even now trying to fight her way through the forest.
         

         
         “Nay, she did no’ seem afraid,” Payton agreed, but sounded more troubled by the knowledge than relieved before asking worriedly,
            “Does that seem right to ye? I mean, ye did just scoop her up away from her uncle and ride off with her moments ere she was
            to marry another.”
         

         
         “She was to marry Maldouen MacNaughton,” Conall reminded him grimly, still disgusted by the very idea. “The man’s a lying,
            conniving, murdering bastard.”
         

         
         “But does she ken that?” Roderick asked.

         
         “Probably no’,” Payton answered for him. “All she probably kens is that he’s handsome, wealthy and would marry her. And no doubt he’s taken the trouble to be charming to her in the wooing.” The warrior shook his head. “Meanwhile, ye carried her off with no explanation at all. Even were she no’ taken in by his good looks and sweet lies, surely she must still be concerned about being kidnapped?” 

         
         “I did no’ kidnap her,” Conall growled. “Her own father sent me to rescue her.”

         
         “But she does no’ ken that,” Roderick reminded him.

         
         A knot forming in his chest now, Conall turned to peer toward the woods again. He debated the issue in his head, and then
            cursed and dismounted. He had no desire to embarrass the lass by intruding on her privacy while she was relieving herself,
            but now he was concerned she might just be making a run for it. He wouldn’t have explained that he was her betrothed—that
            had to remain a secret—but he could have explained that her father had sent him to fetch her back. That should have soothed
            her, he knew, and he berated himself for not doing so. Especially before letting her rush off.
         

         
         Silently calling himself an idiot, he strode into the woods.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Conall had hoped to find Claray either on her way back, or five or ten feet inside the tree line, squatting behind a large
            tree to tend her business. However, she wasn’t five or ten feet in . . . or even twenty, and Conall was just about to shout
            for his men to come help him search when he spotted a splash of pale blue among the brown and green of the trees ahead.
         

         
         Breath leaving him on a sigh of relief as he recognized the material of her gown, Conall moved slowly forward, just wanting
            to get close enough to assure himself it was her. Then he would turn his back and afford her the privacy she deserved, he
            told himself.
         

         
         Several steps later, Conall was quite sure it was her, but now was a bit confused as to what she was doing. She wasn’t squatting, though she was low to the ground. However, it looked to him as if she was on her knees and hunched slightly as if her stomach pained her. Forgetting his desire to allow her privacy, Conall hurried forward and found the trees suddenly disappearing on either side of him as he stepped out of the woods onto a six-foot strip of grassy verge that ran along the river. Turning his head to the right, he could see where the clearing started some twenty feet away. They weren’t very far from it, he noted. 

         
         “There, there now. ’Tis over.”

         
         Conall shifted his gaze back to Claray at those murmured words. All he could see was her back, but there didn’t appear to
            be anyone in front of her that she could be speaking to. In fact, she was kneeling at the river’s edge. Was she comforting
            herself? Perhaps she’d been sick and was telling herself it was over?
         

         
         “What is over?” he asked brusquely.

         
         Claray glanced sharply over her shoulder, her eyes widening when she saw him behind her. “Oh, heaven’s, m’laird, ye startled
            me.”
         

         
         As Conall mumbled an apology for giving her a fright, she stood and whirled to face him with a bunny in her hands. Its fur
            was wet, it wasn’t moving and there were three long wounds on its side. Conall eyed it briefly, wondering how she’d killed
            it. She had no bow and arrow, so he supposed she’d used her sgian dubh to end the wee beastie’s life. It was impressive, and
            he wasn’t surprised if she was hungry after riding all day, but—
         

         
         “Lass, I’m sure MacNaughton has sent his men chasing after us,” he said solemnly. “We’ve no time to skin and cook a rabbit.”

         
         Claray’s eyes widened with horror at his words, and she cuddled the bunny protectively to her chest. “Ye’re no’ skinning this
            bunny!”
         

         
         Conall eyed her with uncertainty. “Then why did ye kill it, lass? ’Tis just wrong to kill a wee beastie ye do no’ plan to
            eat.”
         

         
         “I did no’ kill it!” she exclaimed, peering down at the furry creature with concern. “I washed the blood away . . . and ’tis no’ dead, just wounded. I think a hawk or falcon must have tried to carry it away and dropped it or something o’ the like. It has scratches on its side that could have been from talons.” 

         
         Conall dropped his gaze back to the rabbit, grimacing slightly when he saw one of its long ears twitch. It was alive, and
            he had a bad feeling that she planned to—
         

         
         “I’m going to take it with me. It will no’ survive out here wounded as ’tis. It would be easy prey for the first fox or hawk
            that came along.”
         

         
         Conall had to clamp his lips together to keep in his instinctive protest. They were on the run. He had to get her back to
            the safety of MacFarlane and her father before MacNaughton’s—and possibly even her uncle’s—men caught up to them and tried
            to steal her back despite the scroll he’d handed to Gilchrist Kerr. It had been from her father, claiming something unexpected
            had occurred and he needed her back home, and the Wolf and his comrades were to escort her back at once.
         

         
         The message had been MacFarlane’s idea. For some reason the man had hoped it would save his daughter. Conall had thought it
            a foolish hope himself. After all, Kerr and MacNaughton had planned to force the lass into marriage without his approval or
            her agreement—why would they care that he wanted her home? However, the missive had come in handy for distracting Kerr long
            enough for him to snatch up the lass and ride off with her.
         

         
         In truth, luck had been with them today. He’d been concerned that he was too late when he’d ridden in to see the gathering around the chapel. But then he’d spotted Kerr dragging a lass from the keep toward the church and he’d realized that the timing of his arrival had been perfect. 

         
         Now he could hardly believe how easy it had been and was worried his luck wouldn’t hold. Conall wasn’t really concerned about
            taking on MacNaughton’s and Kerr’s men. His warriors were some of the best sword arms in all of Scotland and even England,
            but he didn’t like the idea of a battle erupting with the lass there. She could get hurt or even killed by a stray arrow or
            sword strike. He’d rather get her safely away without battle.
         

         
         “We should get moving, Laird Wolf,” Claray said suddenly. “As ye said, MacNaughton and me uncle may ha’e sent men after us.
            We’ve no time to dawdle.”
         

         
         Blinking his thoughts away, Conall glanced to Claray, amazed to see that she was already heading back into the woods the way
            he’d come, leaving him behind. The rabbit was still cradled to her chest.
         

         
         Muttering under his breath, he followed quickly, catching up to her just a few feet inside the cover of the trees. He eyed
            her sideways for a moment, watching her fuss and coo at the rabbit, and then cleared his throat and said, “Lass, I ken ye’ve
            no idea who I am, or why I took ye with me, but—”
         

         
         “O’ course I do.”

         
         He eyed her sharply. “Ye do?”

         
         “Aye.” She didn’t bother looking up from her bunny. “Ye’re the Wolf, a brave and honorable warrior who fights only in battles
            whose cause ye believe in.”
         

         
         Conall grimaced at the description, recognizing it from those fool songs the troubadours had taken to singing about him.

         
         “And God sent ye to save me,” she added, and Conall nearly tripped over his own feet at the words.

         
         “God?” he choked out.

         
         “Aye. I prayed fer three days and nights fer Him to save me from MacNaughton, and He sent me you,” she announced, and then
            asked, “Do ye have any scraps o’ linen ye could spare, m’laird?”
         

         
         “Linen?” he echoed, befuddled by the change in topic. “Nay. Why?”

         
         “I really think ’twould be better to bind Brodie’s wounds,” she explained.

         
         “Who is Brodie?” he asked, even more confused.

         
         “The rabbit,” she explained.

         
         “Ye’ve named it?” he squawked with disbelief.

         
         “Well, I can no’ keep calling it bunny,” she pointed out, and then muttered, “Mayhap one o’ yer men have something I could
            use to bind him,” and rushed ahead of him as they stepped out of the woods.
         

         
         Conall followed more slowly, watching as she rushed to Roderick, Payton and Hamish. He wasn’t terribly surprised by the men’s
            reactions to her rescuing a wounded rabbit. All three looked taken aback at first, and then vaguely amused. But then Hamish
            reached into one of his saddlebags and retrieved a strip of linen big enough for the job. He even got down from his horse
            to help her with the task of binding the wounded rabbit.
         

         
         Conall just shook his head. Hamish was always prepared. It was the reason he was his first. No matter what came up, the man
            usually had whatever was needed in any given situation: strips of linen for bandages, herbs for remedies and tinctures, spare
            strips of leather to mend damaged boots, a small whetstone to sharpen your sgian dubh, a sack of oats to make oatcakes on
            a hot rock around the fire . . . The man seemed to think of everything. He was also quick about his work and the pair were
            finished with their fussing over the rabbit by the time Conall reached his horse.
         

         
         As he mounted, Conall listened to her ask Hamish his name, and then thank him for his aid. The man’s gruff, slightly embarrassed response made him smile with amusement. None of them were used to the presence of ladies and his first was obviously uncomfortable with her appreciation. Or perhaps he was embarrassed at helping to mend a rabbit, Conall thought as he studiously avoided the questioning glances Roderick and Payton were giving him. They wanted to know if he’d explained who they were. But he hadn’t, and was now more than a little annoyed that she hadn’t given him the chance to. 

         
         “M’laird?”

         
         Conall glanced down blankly to see that Claray had returned to his side and was now eyeing him with uncertainty.

         
         “Do I ride with you again? Or did ye bring a mare fer me to—Oh!” she gasped with surprise when he leaned down to catch her
            under the arms and lift her up before him, rabbit and all.
         

         
         Settling her in his lap again, he urged his mount to return to the trail before asking, “Can ye ride, then?”

         
         “O’ course. Horses like me,” she assured him.

         
         Conall dropped his gaze, trying to see her expression to determine whether she was teasing him or not. It seemed a nonsensical
            answer to him. But he could only see the top of her head, not her expression. Shrugging, he let the matter go and concentrated
            on the path ahead as they continued their journey.
         

         
         The sun was barely peeking over the horizon now, daylight waning. If they traveled through the night at a slow but steady pace, and sped up to a trot during the day, they should reach MacFarlane in two or three more days. Once there, he would hand Claray over to her father and let him explain everything to the lass. He’d also recommend MacFarlane keep her at home until he was ready to come claim her. Conall had no desire to be rushing off to save her from the likes of MacNaughton at every turn, and it was her father’s responsibility to keep her safe until they wed. 

         
         Conall was distracted from his thoughts by Claray fidgeting before him on the saddle. The lass was wriggling about like she
            had a squirrel up her skirts. She was also sighing over and over again, he noted.
         

         
         “Lass,” he began with concern.

         
         “I got distracted by little Brodie and forgot to . . . er . . . tend to the business we stopped for,” she blurted, interrupting
            him before he could ask what was wrong.
         

         
         For some reason Conall’s lips were sent twitching at the babbled confession. He had no idea why. He should be bloody annoyed.
            Instead, he was amused. But he flattened his lips out to hide his laughter when she glanced back anxiously.
         

         
         “I realize ye must be angry, but—”

         
         “I’m no’ angry,” he assured her solemnly, ending whatever else she would have said, and then he urged his horse quickly forward
            around the next bend and another to leave the men back a ways, before steering his mount to the edge of the trees. Conall
            had barely brought the animal to a halt before dismounting. He then lifted Claray to the ground and stepped back.
         

         
         She turned and had hurried several steps away before suddenly stopping. Whirling, she rushed back to shove the rabbit at him.
            “Could you—? I can no’ hold him and—”
         

         
         Claray didn’t finish. Conall had automatically taken the rabbit when she shoved it at him. The moment his hands closed around it, she broke off her explanation and hurried off into the woods. 

         
         Sighing, Conall stared down at the furry creature and then turned toward Roderick, Payton and Hamish as they caught up to
            him, the other men close behind.
         

         
         “She got distracted with the rabbit at our last stop and did no’ take care o’ business,” he growled when they raised their
            eyebrows in question.
         

         
         The three men exchanged glances, and then Payton commented, “Well, let us hope she’s no’ distracted by another rabbit this
            time, then.”
         

         
         “Aye,” Hamish agreed, looking sorely put upon at the thought.

         
         Alarmed at the suggestion, Conall turned to glance to where Claray had disappeared into the woods.

         
         “Have ye told her that her father sent us to fetch her?” Payton asked after several minutes had passed.

         
         “Nay,” Conall snapped, his gaze sliding from the woods to the bunny he held. He felt foolish and awkward standing there holding
            the damned thing. It wasn’t full grown, too small to make a meal of, really, but it was soft and warm and trembling something
            fierce. Rabbits were not known to take stress well, and this one was obviously distressed. It would probably drop dead ere
            they reached MacFarlane, he thought, and hoped she didn’t blame him for it.
         

         
         “Ye do no’ think she might be fleeing, then?” Payton asked after several more minutes had passed. When Conall glared at him
            for the suggestion, the younger man shrugged and pointed out, “She seems to be taking an inordinate amount o’ time.”
         

         
         “Mayhap she’s got herself lost,” Hamish suggested.

         
         “Here, take this and I’ll go find her,” Conall said with exasperation, crossing to Hamish to pass him the rabbit when the
            man reluctantly held out his hands. Turning on his heel then, he strode into the woods in search of his errant betrothed.
            It took him several minutes to find her. Or at least her blue-covered bottom sticking up into the air. The lass was on her
            knees in the grass, her head down near the ground as she poked a hand into the hollow of a tree, feeling about.
         

         
         Conall halted abruptly at the sight and then gave his head a shake and strode forward. “What the devil are ye doing, lass?
            Ye’ll ruin yer gown like that. Get up.”
         

         
         Claray’s behind dropped at once to rest on her feet as her upper body rose and she glanced over her shoulder. She then turned
            to scoop up something and twisted to hold out her cupped hands and show him what she held. “Look what I found, Laird Wolf.
            Is he no’ the sweetest thing?”
         

         
         Conall paused next to her and peered down at the small ball of fine pale silver down in her hands. Recognizing what she was
            holding, he immediately closed his eyes and prayed for patience.
         

         
         “He’s so small I near to stepped on him ere I spotted him,” Claray said now. “There was some red brown fur and a patch of blood near him. His poor mother must have been moving him to a new nest when she was attacked and carried off. I was just trying to find her nest to see if he had any little brothers and sisters left behind too. There appears to be a nest of grass and leaves in this hollow, but ’tis empty. It must be the old nest. I considered looking for the new one, but fear ’twould be impossible to find. It could be anywhere and we really do no’ have the time to search properly, so I suppose we’ll ha’e to leave them,” she said sadly. 

         
         “And that one too,” Conall growled.

         
         “What?” she asked with surprise, raising a frown his way.

         
         “’Tis vermin, lass,” Conall said shortly. “Just drop it there and let us go.”

         
         “’Tis a stoat kit,” Claray said, scowling right back.

         
         “Aye. Vermin,” he repeated with irritation.

         
         “But ’tis just a babe, m’laird. It’s only got one eye open yet, so ’tis no more than five weeks old. ’Twill die if left on
            its own,” she protested.
         

         
         “’Tis vermin,” Conall said for the third time with exasperation. “Besides, stoats as young as that one can no’ stay warm on
            their own. ’Twill probably die anyway.”
         

         
         “Oh, aye,” she murmured, peering down at it with concern, and then much to his amazement, she tugged the top of her gown away
            from her chest and eased the small creature inside to nestle between her breasts. “That should help to keep him warm.”
         

         
         Conall gaped at her, so stunned he didn’t even think to help her to rise when she then struggled back to her feet.

         
         “We should probably go, m’laird. The MacNaughton’s men could be on our trail,” she reminded him as she headed away.

         
         Conall stared after her briefly, and then gave his head a shake and hurried to follow.

         
         “Wait. Lass, ye can no’ . . .” His words died out when she paused and turned to smile at him, her head tilted in question. He had been going to insist she leave the stoat behind, but she looked so damned sweet . . . Giving in with a resigned sigh, he asked instead, “Did ye tend yer business ere ye found the wee beast, or do ye need another minute?” 

         
         “Oh.” She flushed, but shook her head. “Nay. I’m fine, m’laird. I found the stoat after . . .” Rather than finish the statement,
            she waved vaguely back the way they’d come, but it was enough.
         

         
         Conall could only be grateful. With the way things were going, had she not already accomplished the deed and yet needed to
            relieve herself, she’d probably stumble upon the nest with the rest of the orphaned stoats and insist on bringing them along
            too. The lass seemed to have a soft heart when it came to wee creatures. It was something he’d have to work on with her once
            he claimed her to bride, he supposed. But for now, Conall merely nodded solemnly, and took her arm to escort her out of the
            woods and straight to his horse.
         

         
         He noted the questioning looks Payton, Roderick and Hamish were giving him, but ignored them as he mounted and then leaned
            down to lift Claray up before him. The moment he had her settled, Hamish moved up next to them to hand Claray her rabbit.
         

         
         “Oh, thank you.” She gave the man a beaming smile as she accepted the wee bunny and immediately cuddled it to her chest.

         
         Conall considered mentioning the stoat inside her gown and to be careful not to crush it, but caught himself at the last moment
            and shook his head. Both critters would probably be dead ere they reached MacFarlane anyway, he thought, and urged his horse
            to move.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Conall expected Claray to lean back into him again and go to sleep as she had for the first part of the journey, but she didn’t.
            Instead, she sat up a bit, her head swinging one way and then the other in response to every sound in the woods they traveled
            through. He didn’t know why she bothered—there was little to see. The sun was fully gone now, and night had blanketed the
            land, making the woods on either side of them nothing more than dark masses they were passing by. But her tension was making
            him tense in response and he finally pressed her head to his chest in a silent order to sleep.
         

         
         She rested there for all of a heartbeat before popping back up to sit upright again.

         
         Conall was about to verbally order her to sleep when she asked, “From whom was the message ye gave me uncle?”

         
         Conall scowled down at the top of her head, but since she couldn’t see it, in the end he just answered, “Yer da.”

         
         “Oh.” She seemed to consider that briefly and then asked, “What did it say?”

         
         “That ye were needed at home,” Payton responded when Conall didn’t.

         
         “So, me da sent ye to save me?” she asked, her head turning to his fair-haired friend rather than Conall.

         
         “Aye,” Payton said, and then commented, “Ye seem surprised.”

         
         “I am,” she admitted. “I thought ye’d come to fetch me in response to Mairin’s message to our cousin Aulay Buchanan.”

         
         “Who’s Mairin, lass?” Roderick asked.

         
         “Lady Mairin Kerr, me cousin,” she explained. “’Tis she I’d gone to Kerr to visit. Her mother, me mother’s sister, passed
            this last month and Mairin is now the lady o’ the castle. She wrote that she was a bit overwhelmed and would appreciate me
            advice and assistance for a bit as she settled into her new role. O’ course I could no’ refuse. I ken how hard ’tis to step
            into such a position at first. Especially while still grieving.”
         

         
         Conall frowned slightly as he recalled his uncle mentioning some four years ago that Claray’s mother, Lady MacFarlane, had
            passed. He now supposed Claray had taken over her responsibilities as Lady of MacFarlane at the time just as her cousin was
            presently doing at Kerr.
         

         
         “So ye’d gone to visit yer uncle Gilchrist and cousin Lady Mairin, and then the MacNaughton showed up to force yer uncle into
            allowing a wedding?” Hamish reasoned out. The three men were riding as close as they could to them to hear this conversation.
         

         
         “Nay. Me uncle was conspiring with MacNaughton,” she told them with some vexation. “’Twas all a grand plan. Me uncle was the one to suggest Mairin invite me down to assist her, and while she was, at first, grateful for the suggestion and rushed to invite me, once she thought about it, she realized how out o’ character it was fer her father to even consider her troubles. Me uncle is a most selfish man as a rule,” she explained, “and this just seemed too thoughtful and considerate to her. That was the first thing to trouble her.” 

         
         “What was the second?” Payton asked with interest.

         
         “She began to realize that there had been a lot o’ messages arriving and being sent out of a sudden. Messages her father was
            most secretive about. That all made her suspicious enough that she decided she should get a look at them and she started searchin’
            her father’s room while he was out and about his day.”
         

         
         Pausing her petting of the bunny, she turned her head to the right where Payton and Hamish were side by side, and told them,
            “That was very brave o’ her. Me uncle is free with his fists when angry and would have been most irate to discover her riflin’
            through his personal papers.”
         

         
         “I see,” Payton murmured, and Conall thought he spotted concern for the cousin crossing the man’s face.

         
         Apparently satisfied that he understood that her cousin’s efforts were no small thing, Claray turned her attention back down
            to her bunny and continued, “Fortunately, Mairin found the messages he’d received quite quickly and managed to read them all,
            return them to where they belonged and slip out o’ me uncle’s room without bein’ discovered.”
         

         
         “The messages were from MacNaughton?” Payton asked, although it wasn’t really a question. They all knew they must be.

         
         “Aye.” The word came out on a long gust of air, and Conall saw her shake her head. “That man is evil,” she informed them solemnly. “He had heard o’ me aunt’s passin’, and ’twas he who suggested me uncle have Mairin invite me to help her in their time o’ travail. He kenned I’d no’ refuse.” 

         
         “How did he ken that?” Payton asked with a frown. “Do ye know the man?”

         
         Claray nodded with displeasure. “He’s our neighbor, and used to be considered a friend of sorts. He kens the whole family.”

         
         “Oh,” Payton murmured with a frown.

         
         “Anyway,” Claray continued, “once I reached Kerr, me uncle was to send fer him and he would come, bringin’ his own priest.
            They would force me to marry him, and then the MacNaughton would see me whole family dead and me uncle could inherit MacFarlane
            and double his riches.”
         

         
         “What?”

         
         Conall actually felt Claray give a start when all four of them bellowed that shocked word as one. She recovered quickly, however,
            and nodded to assure them what she said was true.
         

         
         “Kill yer whole family?” Payton asked with dismay. “And yer uncle agreed to this?”

         
         “O’ course he did. He’s a greedy fool,” she said with irritation. “And stupid enough to believe MacNaughton would let him
            have MacFarlane.”
         

         
         “Ye do no’ think he would?” Conall asked quietly. He was quite positive that would not have been the case had their plans
            not been disrupted by his stealing Claray away before MacNaughton could marry her, but was curious to hear her opinions on
            the matter.
         

         
         “Oh, do be logical,” she said, sounding exasperated. “I am no’ some ravin’ beauty a man would kill to gain.”

         
         Conall frowned at her words, not liking them, though he wasn’t sure why. He’d thought the same thing on first seeing her. Before he could consider why her thinking so upset him though, she continued. 

         
         “Besides, once he’d forced the wedding, murderin’ me family would ha’e been unnecessary if havin’ me to wife was all he wanted,”
            she pointed out, and then assured them, “MacNaughton wants MacFarlane fer himself and were the rest o’ me family dead, I would
            certainly inherit, no’ me uncle. He’s no’ a MacFarlane. He’s only a relation through marriage to me aunt, who was me mother’s
            sister and a Buchanan like her.”
         

         
         “But,” Payton said, “as yer husband, MacNaughton could sign it over to yer uncle to keep him silent about—”

         
         “About forcin’ me to marry him and killin’ me family, which would no’ be necessary to gain me to wife if the forced wedding
            were already over?” she suggested dryly, cutting Payton off. “A forced wedding that me uncle helped to engineer so could hardly
            go cryin’ to the king about?”
         

         
         “Oh,” Payton said with realization.

         
         “Aye. Oh,” Claray said unhappily, and shook her head. “MacNaughton does no’ truly want me at all. ’Tis MacFarlane he wants,
            and had I thrown meself out o’ the window o’ the room they locked me in for three days, or simply refused to marry him, he
            would have forced one o’ me sisters to marry him and killed the rest o’ us anyway to get MacFarlane.”
         

         
         Conall was frowning over her words. He was wondering if she’d actually considered self-killing to avoid marriage to the MacNaughton
            when Hamish asked, “Why does he want MacFarlane so badly?”
         

         
         “MacNaughton land is bordered by Loch Awe on one side, MacFarlane land on the other and Campbell land both above and below,” she pointed out. “’Tis no doubt verra uncomfortable havin’ the Campbells above and below like that. I suspect MacNaughton fears they may one day just wipe out MacNaughton altogether to make it one grand sweep o’ Campbell land. No doubt he hopes that gainin’ MacFarlane’s land, soldiers and wealth would prevent that ever happening.” 

         
         Conall bit back a smile at her words. She’d spoken his own thoughts aloud, and he was oddly proud of her for seeing the strategy
            in MacNaughton’s plan. It was actually quite a good one.
         

         
         “So ye think he planned to marry ye, kill yer father and siblings—and what? Just leave yer uncle to fester in his outrage
            at no’ getting’ MacFarlane as promised?” Payton asked, and then pointed out, “Surely he’d have to give MacFarlane to yer uncle
            to keep him from tellin’ one and all that MacNaughton had killed yer family.”
         

         
         “No’ if he killed him too,” she pointed out, and told them, “Part o’ the plan was fer me uncle to take me back to me father once the wedding was consummated, and tell him it was done and I was married to MacNaughton. Apparently, me uncle was then supposed to claim that the MacNaughton wished to come to some sort of conciliatory agreement for me sake. Once he’d eased me da’s temper and got him to agree to see MacNaughton, Maldouen would come in and kill him and my siblings.” She shrugged. “But I suspect he would have killed me uncle too. Or mayhap he would ha’e let me uncle have MacFarlane for a short while, and then kill me and me uncle later and force Mairin to marry him. That way he would add both MacFarlane and Kerr to his holdings, makin’ him even stronger.” 

         
         A moment of silence passed as they all considered that and then Roderick asked, “Did yer cousin say if the messages mentioned
            how MacNaughton planned to kill everyone?”
         

         
         “Poison.”

         
         The word was almost a whisper, but it cut through Conall’s soul like a knife, sharp and breathtakingly painful.

         
         “MacNaughton thought ’twould be fittin’ since ’tis how me betrothed was murdered some twenty-two years ago,” Claray said quietly.
            “Then everyone in me life would have been taken from me the same way.”
         

         
         “Yer betrothed?” Payton asked sharply, his gaze shooting to Conall.

         
         Claray nodded, her voice sad when she admitted, “Me betrothed, Bryson MacDonald, his parents, Bean and Giorsal MacDonald,
            and most o’ their clan were all murdered by poison when I was but a couple o’ months old. It was just the day after me parents
            left from a visit with them where they arranged and signed our betrothal.” Sighing, she shook her head. “Apparently, me parents
            were only a day into their journey home to MacFarlane when a messenger caught them up with the news. They turned back and
            rode straight to MacKay.” Breaking off from her story, she explained, “Ross MacKay was Giorsal’s brother, Bryson’s uncle,
            Bean’s best friend and their nearest neighbor. The messenger had come from him.”
         

         
         “Why return?” Conall asked. He knew the real reason, but wondered what she’d been told.

         
         “Me parents were friends with Giorsal and Bean as well as the MacKays. ’Tis why the betrothal was contracted. So, o’ course, me father wished to help bury the bodies and find out who had murdered them. But they never did manage to sort it out.” She sank back against his chest as if suddenly exhausted. “I ken me father still frets o’er it to this day and tries to sort out in his mind who may ha’e done it. He says Bean and Giorsal were wonderful people and deserve justice. Even now, all these years later, he can no’ seem to let it go.” She fell silent for a minute, and then added in a sad, husky voice, “I think ’tis why he’s never arranged another betrothal for me. It would mean admittin’ they are dead, and I think ’twould break his heart to do that.” 

         
         Conall knew that Payton was glaring at him. His cousin, Payton MacKay, wanted him to tell her that he was Bryson MacDonald,
            son of Bean and Giorsal MacDonald, nephew of Ross and Annabel MacKay, and her betrothed. But he wasn’t going to do that. Few
            knew his true identity and she was not among that few for a reason. A reason that hadn’t changed. Besides, she’d done enough
            talking. Her voice had grown husky and rough as she spoke. She needed rest and appeared to be doing that now, he noted as
            she shifted against his chest with a small sigh. The lass was sleeping and the realization made him smile. He liked that she
            trusted him so much. He also liked the way she cuddled into him as she did. He liked the heat of her body against his own
            too. And he liked her smell. Every time her hair whipped into his face, he got a whiff of wildflowers and spring rain. It
            made him want to duck his head and inhale her scent more fully, and when she sighed and shifted against him again, Conall
            did.
         

         
         He lowered his head until his nose brushed against her hair, inhaled deeply and closed his eyes as her aroma overwhelmed him, sweet and fresh despite the hours of travel. He wanted to run his hands through her glorious hair and bury his face in the soft tresses while continually inhaling. However, the presence of the other men made that impossible and he reluctantly lifted his head and turned his gaze and attention to the path ahead as he tried to ignore the soft, sighing woman in his lap. 

         
          

         Claray didn’t remember falling asleep, but it was her stomach that woke her up. Moaning at the ache in her belly, she opened
            weary eyes and blinked, then turned her face into the bed linens to hide from the sunlight assaulting her. Only it wasn’t
            bed linens, she realized as what she’d thought was a bed bounced against her cheek and a chuckle struck her ears.
         

         
         “Ye’ve done little but sleep since leavin’ Kerr, yet do no’ appear to much like the morning, lass,” the Wolf said with gentle
            amusement.
         

         
         Claray scowled at his teasing and pushed herself upright to glower at the man. Her voice husky, she assured him, “Actually,
            I do like the mornin’ as a rule, but I did no’ sleep or eat the entire time I was at Kerr. Apparently, it makes me tired and
            cranky.”
         

         
         Her words brought an immediate frown of concern to the man’s face. “Ye’ve no’ eaten fer four days?”

         
         “Is that all it’s been?” she asked wearily, her voice barely more than a whisper. Her throat was sore and dry and speaking
            actually hurt.
         

         
         “Nay, I guess this may be the start o’ the fifth day,” he muttered, suddenly lifting his head to look around.

         
         Claray grimaced at the claim, and then admitted, “Mairin managed to sneak me a small crust o’ bread and a bit o’ cheese while she was helping prepare me for the wedding the last mornin’, so I have no’ been completely without fer that long.” 

         
         The words made her glance down at the dress she wore. It had actually been quite pretty when they’d presented it to her and
            made her put it on, but now it was wrinkled and dust covered from their journey. She supposed she shouldn’t really care. After
            all, this was the dress she’d been meant to marry MacNaughton in. As such, she should probably wish to remove it and burn
            it at the first opportunity. But it seemed unfair to blame the dress for MacNaughton’s intentions, she thought, and then shifted
            away from the Wolf with irritation when he began to dig about in his bag.
         

         
         “Here.”

         
         An oatcake appeared before her face, and Claray’s eyes widened with wonder. She was so hungry she simply leaned forward the
            few inches necessary and bit into it. Realizing what she was doing, she glanced up to the Wolf’s startled face and took it
            from his hand as she began to chew the first bite.
         

         
         Unfortunately, she hadn’t had much to drink in the last four days either. A pitcher of watered-down mead had been brought to her room the first and third day, but that was it. Although several had been brought up on the fourth morning, the day of the wedding. It hadn’t been watered down though. Claray suspected her uncle had hoped that the combination of strong mead and lack of food would make her more compliant. That suspicion had been enough to keep her from drinking more than one glass despite how parched she’d been. Now her mouth was so arid she couldn’t even work up saliva. Not a good combination with hard, dry oatcakes, Claray realized as she tried to swallow and started to choke. 

         
         The next few minutes consisted of choking, coughing and desperately trying to catch her breath while the Wolf pounded her
            repeatedly on the back and tried to force liquid down her throat that she merely spewed everywhere as she coughed some more.
            When it finally ended, she was sagging against the poor man’s wet plaid, her stomach still aching with hunger, her breath
            coming in raspy gasps and too weak to do more than moan when he asked if she was all right. It should have come as no surprise
            to anyone when her reaction to the Wolf draping a plaid over her and urging his horse to move again was to lapse back into
            a deep sleep that took her away from all her discomforts.
         

         
          

         “How is she?”

         
         Conall tucked his plaid back around Claray and met Roderick’s concerned gaze with a grim one of his own. “Sleeping. She needs
            food and drink. I should ha’e thought o’ that sooner.”
         

         
         “Ye could no’ ken she had no’ been fed or watered properly while at Kerr,” Roderick said solemnly.

         
         “Watered?” he asked with faint amusement. It was like the man was talking about a horse or dog.

         
         Roderick just shrugged and said, “There’s a clearing west o’ here. We could set up camp for a bit. Let the horses rest while
            we hunt up some food for her.”
         

         
         “Or we could just cook the rabbit we have,” he said dryly.

         
         “I somehow do no’ think she’d be happy with that,” Roderick said with amusement.

         
         Conall grunted in agreement, but found himself lifting the plaid again to check on her as he realized she hadn’t even noticed that the bunny, Brodie, was missing. He’d removed it from her lap and passed it to Hamish when she’d fallen asleep the first time. The man had placed the creature in his saddlebag and assured him it would be perfectly happy there. Conall didn’t really care other than he, for some reason, didn’t want Claray upset. He definitely didn’t want her choking again either. That little episode had scared ten years off his life, he was sure. Her face had gone past red to purple and she hadn’t been able to catch her breath. It had been quite alarming. The way she had gone limp against him afterward hadn’t done much to reassure him either. He couldn’t tell if she’d fallen back to sleep or was in a faint, but despite the amount of sleeping she’d been doing since they’d ridden away from Kerr, she was still very pale and still had those black pouches under her eyes. 

         
         “So?”

         
         Conall let the plaid drape back over Claray again and glanced to Roderick. “Aye. The clearing in the west. Lead the way,”
            he said, and followed when the man pulled out ahead to do just that.
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