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            Highland Heartbeats Boxed Set

          

          Books 10-12

        

      

    

    
      Three full-length Highland romances from author Aileen Adam’s Highland Heartbeats series.

      

      
        
        A Highlander's Need

        Book Ten of the Highland Heartbeats Series!

      

      

      Some needs are forever…

      

      She accepts no man as her boss. She runs her father’s household and runs the forest when she’s not.

      

      He’s a youngest son brought home from his mercenary soldier of fortune ways by a father’s trickery. He’s not remotely interested in settling down.

      

      She has news for him. Neither is she.

      

      Except both their fathers think they know what this hardheaded woman and this fierce former soldier need.

      

      Only it would seem no one bothered to learn what these two want.

      

      
        
        A Highlander's Scars

        Book Eleven of the Highland Heartbeats Series!

      

      

      

      Not all scars are visible…

      

      Donnan Ross, a friend of Padraig Anderson, is headed home from battle bearing more scars than a man should. He discovers that his father is dying, and his brother has left the family with hefty debts to pay. Beyond frustrated, Donnan retreats to a life of a hermit while spies infiltrate the Highlands and take “disloyal” folks as captives.

      

      A powerful laird offers Donnan’s father the opportunity to erase the family’s debt in exchange for helping him find his missing daughter. A woman that some claim has fallen in love with one of the enemy.

      

      Donnan remembers the laird’s daughter only too well. Fenella, they called her. A headstrong mouthy Highland lass. No one told Donnan that Fenella was involved with the spies. No one told him she’d blossomed into such a beauty.

      

      Now, Donnan has a difficult decision to make.

      

      Fenella is not the type to fall for traitors, nor is she naïve to the ways of the world. She is not enamored with one of the enemy, but her wish to serve her clan has dropped her in hot water. And, now the bitter recluse of a man she remembers from childhood thinks the worst of her. And she doesn’t care. But why is she so bothered, then?

      

      
        
        A Highlander's Woman

        Book Twelve of the Highland Heartbeats Series!

      

      

      

      A Highlander loves forever...

      

      This book in the Highland Heartbeats brings us a wonderful love story for Padraig Anderson, Rodric’s younger brother who now heads the Anderson clan and has seen his brother and all of his friends find his happily ever after while he’s stayed the course and run the family business.

      

      Margaret is an assassin with the Order. Until she can’t perform her last assignment. Now she’s on the run, disguised as a lad, and facing down scoundrels outside brothels.

      

      Until she’s rescued by Sorcha and Moira and brought to the Clan Anderson homestead.

      Who said life would be any easier when her heart keeps beating faster every moment the laird steps near?
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        Some needs are forever...

      

      

      
        
        Moira accepts no man as her boss. She runs her father’s household and runs the forest when she’s not.

      

        

      
        Fergus is brought home from his mercenary soldier of fortune ways by his father’s trickery. He’s not remotely interested in settling down.

      

        

      
        She has news for him. Neither is she.

      

        

      
        Except both their fathers think they know what this hardheaded woman and this fierce former soldier need.

      

        

      
        Only it would seem no one bothered to learn what these two want.
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      There was nothing like a highland sunrise, of this Fergus MacDougal was convinced. Nothing like the start of a fresh, new day as the sun rose over the distant Grampians and made the peaks appear to glow.

      Even as a boy, he had enjoyed waking with the sun. Brice never had; always groaning when it came time to leave his warm bed and the dreams which it had involved. One area in which his pleasant nature had failed him.

      Fergus, meanwhile, always considered the short-tempered brother, sometimes difficult to get along with, had looked forward to performing the morning chores, for it meant breathing in the early morning air, knowing the entire world was waking up at the same time he did.

      A foolish conceit, of course, as the entire world did not wake at the same moment. He knew that now, as a man. As a boy, on the other hand, the idea had intrigued him. As had the prospect of a few minutes to himself, away from the house and from his mother’s loving but sharp tongue.

      He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with cool morning air while attending nature’s needs, relishing the pace at which he could start his day while traveling alone.

      Though he enjoyed traveling with his brother and their friends—there was nothing in life capable of replacing their camaraderie—it was no secret that he better enjoyed his space, his freedom. He need not answer to the opinions of others while alone.

      He need not listen to the prattling of his brother and friends as they discussed marriage and domestic life, either. All the better, as the topic very nearly disgusted him.

      How had everything changed so quickly?

      He did not enjoy thinking about it and often tried to avoid doing so, but that morning—with the air so still and nearly cold enough to show his breath, with light birdsong rising up from the tops of the pine trees surrounding the clearing he’d settled in for the night, with nothing demanding his attention aside from preparing for a new day’s riding—he could not help but reflect on the difference.

      It had always been the four of them, a core group which on occasion had included a handful of others who moved in and out as needs changed. His cousins, Donald and Grant, were two who would sometimes join in when Clan Campbell did not require their presence.

      In the early days, they’d had their freedom. No ties. No one to tug at their minds, since they were all they had. There’d been no one to long for or fret over.

      A man could earn quite a handsome living when there was nothing holding him back.

      Now, Fergus was the only free man left of the group.

      Rodric and Caitlin had their little girl, living in the home of Caitlin’s Aunt Sorcha while Sorcha tended the Anderson house. Although Rodric was free to come and go as he pleased—Caitlin made it a point to remind him of this—he tended to stay close to home and only accept jobs which did not require him to be away for long.

      Quinn and his bride, Ysmaine, lived in the Anderson house. Their group had taken to spending the winters there, so Quinn was no stranger to the place. Fergus suspected more than a few of the lasses who worked in the house had nursed broken hearts when the lad returned with a wife.

      Quinn had no desire to make the house his permanent home, or so he made a point of reminding anyone who would listen. A year had passed since their escape from France, after Ysmaine accidentally killed a guard of the French nobleman—more scoundrel than noble, if you asked Fergus—who’d been determined to have her for himself, and it was best for them to stay under the protection of a strong clan until there was certainty of no retribution.

      Then there was Brice, who had stayed on in the Anderson household after winter’s end—another one who swore he would not take advantage of Padraig Anderson’s generosity for longer than necessary, but the promise of a wee bairn to be born in the spring had changed his mind.

      In his heart of hearts, Fergus was glad for his brother and sister-in-law. They were evidently happy, the sort of happiness that would have made him grit his teeth if it weren’t his brother involved.

      The eyes they always insisted upon making at each other when they thought no one was the wiser; it was enough to turn one’s stomach.

      He had pledged not to stray too far from Anderson land, then, as Brice would wish to introduce his new son or daughter to their uncle when the time came.

      Fergus stroked the mane of his chestnut mount, a faithful creature who’d already seen him through quite a bit of rough going. The rains had been heavy for several straight days, causing no end of hardship as he’d navigated the Cairngorms and their uneven terrain.

      He was clear of the worst of it now—so, as tended to be the case, the weather had turned dry and sunny.

      The mountains behind him were a sight to behold, still snow-capped this close to the end of winter. They seemed to pierce the blue sky, and he often wondered what the world would look like from the peaks.

      Not that he would ever attempt such a dangerous journey, for the mountains seemed to have a climate of their own. He had learned as much from visits to his mother’s family, the Campbell Clan, while he and Brice were boys.

      There was a falling-out somewhere along the way, one which he’d been too young to understand at the time. Neither of his cousins had ever seemed to think much of it, and they’d never brought it up when riding with Fergus and Brice once all four were adults.

      It was a war waged by the older generation, one which would like as not die off once that generation did.

      “Come, now,” he announced to the horse once he’d secured its saddle and bridle. “It’s time to return to the Andersons.”

      He could not call it home, for it was nothing of the sort. He had no home.

      The thought gave him no comfort, this he could admit in the silent depths of his heart. Whereas home meant responsibility, being tied down, it also meant having somewhere to return to after a long journey. Perhaps a few smiling faces that would express delight at his safe homecoming.

      Brice would be happy, as would the others. That would have to be enough.

      It was only a few minutes’ walk to the road which ran west to east, following the path of the River Spean for quite a while before turning southwest. That was precisely the route Fergus wished to take, for it would lead him straight to his friends.

      Perchance he might stop at the inn before reaching the great house, in the hopes that old Murphy might be there. He was another man without a home, who seemed to float like a feather on the wind.

      Rumor had it he’d left a wife and seven children behind one day, simply packing up and leaving on the back of the nearest horse while his family slept in peaceful unawareness. That had been many years earlier, and there was no telling what had become of any of the lot.

      Murphy was none the better for the choice he’d made, at least, that was how it appeared to anyone who knew him.

      Fergus was certain that while the man had taken the coward’s choice—deserting a large family as Murphy had—he had likely done the lot of them a favor in some ways. For Murphy was a sullen fellow, of poor temperament and rather questionable morals.

      Not unlike Fergus in many ways.

      This comparison did not grant much comfort.

      He chuckled to himself upon turning the horse onto the road. The day he became the sort of man Murphy was—in his crusty tunics, with dirt caking itself into his deep wrinkles—he would gladly throw himself into the nearest body of water and allow it to take him away.

      The road was a well-traveled one, the main road connecting the red hills of the Cairngorns to much of the area west thereof, then northeast as far as Aberdeenshire. It did not always widen the way it did as Fergus rode its length that particular spring morning, as the rocky, hilly terrain at times meant it narrowed to a mere footpath for the sake of safety. There was simply not enough room for two men to ride abreast in some areas.

      And rain made it even more treacherous, as Fergus had so unhappily discovered.

      He nodded in greeting to a pair of passing tradesmen, the wagon their team of horses pulled filled with barrels of what smelled like ale—just enough of it leaked from the barrels to send the scent into the air. His mouth watered. It had been far too long since he’d enjoyed a mug of ale and a hearty meal.

      That would change soon, so long as the weather held out. It would not be more than three days to the village, perhaps four. He would wait until then in spite of anything he came across in-between, hoarding his hard-earned shillings like a miser.

      “Besides,” he muttered, patting the gelding’s withers as though it were aware of his inner thoughts, “we’ve never been the worse for a few evenings spent under the open sky, have we?”

      The beast simply trotted on, unaware of anything beyond obeying its rider’s commands.

      Fergus’s thoughts faded to the back of his mind in order that he might enjoy simply being alive and in the middle of a lovely stretch of countryside. Towering pines lined the road on both sides, and the sound of the river greeted him to his left. Men fished along its banks, visible now and again through gaps between the trees.

      Yes, a man could truly enjoy living when all was right with the world, as it was at that moment.

      Until he heard his name shouted from his right, further into the woods.

      He pulled the reins up short, keeping the horse facing the direction in which they were riding, in case of need to make a hasty retreat. He did not recognize the deep, male voice—even though it had not sounded as though the man it belonged to wished Fergus harm, there was no call to behave like a trusting fool.

      Only when his cousin Grant emerged from the cover of pine boughs did Fergus release the breath he’d been holding.

      “I was only just thinking of ye this morning!” he exclaimed, leaving the road and dismounting that he might clasp his cousin’s arms in greeting. “What the devil are ye doing out here, so far from Ben Macdui?”

      Guilt pulled at the back of his mind when he said it, for he had been no more than a half-day’s ride from Ben Macdui when the weather was worse. He might have called upon his mother’s brother to offer him shelter until it was safe to ride, but he had deliberately avoided doing so.

      Grant shook his head in wonder. “We’ve been looking for ye, lad.” Just then, Donald emerged, leading a pair of shining black horses so typical of Clan Campbell. Luthais Campbell prided himself on his horses, going so far as to breed them special for the clan. They’d become a symbol over the years.

      “Looking for me?” He turned to Donald. “Why ever for? And how did ye know where to find me?”

      The Campbell brothers exchanged a look, sharing a silent message with their gray eyes. His mother had eyes of the same color, Fergus remembered.

      It was Grant who spoke. “We rode out to Anderson territory, where we’d heard ye spent the winter. Padraig Anderson explained where we might find ye, on the road between there and the Cairngorns.”

      “Your brother was away for a day or two,” Donald explained. “Or else we’d have brought him along with us.”

      A lump formed in Fergus’s throat. “Why, though?”

      Another look between the pair of them. Grant frowned. “We’re sorry to be the ones to tell ye, lad, but your father is in grave health. When we left the manor house, the healer said it was no more than a matter of days.”

      Fergus drew a sharp breath, stunned. When the first moment of sickening surprise passed, a dozen questions fought to be voiced.

      There would be time for that when they rode.

      In an instant, he was in the saddle. “Let us make haste, then.”
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      Only once they were on their way and traveling at a brisk trot did Fergus have the chance to begin making sense of this sudden turn of events.

      “What was he doing there? On Ben Macdui?” he asked his cousins. His father was not a Campbell, after all, having no loyalty to any particular clan after leaving his own as a boy. The much-youngest son, sixth in line, he’d held no chance of obtaining a position within the clan after reaching manhood.

      Instead of lingering on the outside, then, he’d learned a trade and had become a shoemaker. Rather humble circumstances for a man who’d come of age in the house of Clan MacDougal.

      He had never expressed regret. But he had also never stepped foot inside the home of his brother-in-law after the great unexplained feud which had caused the rift between them.

      So, Fergus had believed, at any rate. Until now.

      “Father sent for him,” Donald explained, riding beside Fergus. “Perhaps now that the old man is at the end of his life, he feels the need to make peace with those he wronged. For it was an insult to your father which caused the distance between our families.”

      “Aye,” Grant agreed. “He admitted as much to us upon Uncle Tavis’s arrival. He still blamed your father for marrying your mother—his sister—and making it impossible for him to arrange a marriage which would benefit the clan.”

      “After so many years?” Fergus asked, perplexed.

      “Our father was never one to release a grudge,” Grant snorted.

      “My father rode to your home, then,” Fergus prompted.

      Donald grimaced. “Aye, only when he arrived, it was clear he was not well.”

      A blade of pure anguish pierced Fergus’s heart. How long had it been since he’d thought of the man? Since he had considered visiting home? Too many years, he realized, which brought him nothing but shame in hindsight.

      His father was dying, and he had not thought about the man in years.

      “How long has he been ill?” he asked, his hands tightening around the reins. He wanted so to let the horse go, to allow it to gallop. He would have run the beast into the ground if it meant reaching his father in time to say goodbye.

      The very thought of not being there to at least hold the old man’s hand as he slipped away turned his stomach and brought a cold sweat to his brow.

      “He only caught the chill while on the road to Ben Macdui,” Grant explained with yet another grimace. “Tis sorry I am to say it.”

      “He would not have become ill had it not been for your father’s invitation,” Fergus snarled. Of course, the rain had fallen so mercilessly, carrying the last of winter’s cold with it during the night. Even a young, healthy man might have succumbed under such conditions.

      “The healer suggested he might have been slightly ill upon leaving home,” Donald said in an obvious attempt to deflect blame.

      It would not work.

      Were it not for his Uncle Luthais, the blustering blowhard, his father would be at home, safe and well, at the very worst, recovering from a minor illness, but not at the threshold of death.

      All because an old man had wished to clear his conscience and make amends with one he’d wronged. Was Tavis MacDougal truly foolish enough to believe the leader of Clan Campbell would ever sincerely apologize for the insults he’d more than likely hurled years earlier?

      Naturally, a mere sixth son who’d turned away from his position within his clan would not be considered worthy of the only daughter of Clan Campbell. Not worthy in Luthais’s shrewd eye.

      And yet Liana MacDougal had never once complained, had never flaunted her clan’s position in her husband’s face. While she’d been a sharp-tongued woman—the Campbell blood still ran hot, which explained Fergus’s temperament—she had been just as loving.

      Never had she given Fergus the impression of regret or unhappiness.

      Perhaps it might have suited her brother better if he’d believed her to be miserable. He might have rested easy in the knowledge that his sister had been a fool while he’d been correct all along about the match being a poor one.

      “And the healer. A good one, I hope?”

      “She has been our family’s healer for as long as I can remember,” Donald explained. “As good a healer as there has ever been, I would wager.”

      “How would ye know? You’ve only ever had one,” Fergus grumbled, unimpressed.

      Tavis might die without seeing either of his sons. Brice ought to be here, he would be happier to see Brice than he would to see me.

      For they had not parted on the very best of terms. Fergus’s determination to join the army had been the reason for leaving home, along with being the reason for countless arguments full of bitter words which could never be taken back.

      Brice had suggested he accompany Fergus so as to assuage their parents’ misgivings, and it had worked. He had always been the more reasonable of the two MacDougal sons, always with a gift for smoothing over even the roughest argument with a well-delivered joke or sharp bit of insight.

      He’d been the favored of the two as well, a fact which had never been lost on Fergus. The less-loved child was never unaware of their stature, no matter how many times they received assurance of misunderstanding their parents’ true feelings.

      No, Brice had been easier to love.

      Yet as a man, fully grown with years of experience behind him, Fergus understood something he hadn’t the maturity to conceive of as a lad of seventeen; his father’s refusal to accept Fergus’s wishes to go to war was a sign of his desire to protect his son. It was an act of love.

      He dug his heels into the horse’s ribs to spur it to greater speed.

      Let his cousins catch up to him. He knew the way and could be there before midnight if he rode fast enough and did not stop except for water.
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      By the time the Campbell house came into view, both Fergus and the gelding he rode were exhausted. Only the light from a three-quarter moon provided guidance as they closed in on the rambling old monstrosity which sat in the shadow of Ben Macdui.

      Would that the house had been built with the grandeur of the mountain behind it in mind. Fergus’s far-off ancestor had not much sense when it came to such matters, thinking size was the only important factor in a grand house.

      Anything to show off the power of Clan Campbell.

      And large the house was, surprisingly so. But it had been built with no consideration for appearance. Not like the Anderson house, which impressed without shocking the observer, and certainly nothing like the Duncan manor house. That was a castle, which the Campbell house only aspired to be.

      Rooms had been added on over time, one after another, along with towers and spires which served no purpose. How many guards did one need at a time? Who did the Campbells expect invasion from?

      The effect this achieved was the opposite of what the Campbells had aspired to. It made them look ridiculous—at least, it did in Fergus’s eyes.

      His father was dying in there. In that vulgar house so far from home.

      And yet he slowed the horse’s pace as they rode over a stone bridge which crossed the River Dee and led up to the front door. He told himself it was out of pity for the poor beast, who had put in nearly a full day of hard riding, but it was a lie.

      He knew it was.

      If the healer had claimed his father only had days to live before they’d made the ride to the River Eden, which would likely have taken at least five days or more, then another four days to the place where they had met up with Fergus…

      What were the chances of Tavis MacDougal being alive?

      He did not wish to arrive at the house only to find that he had missed his father’s last breaths, his last words. To know he’d been just as much a failure as a son as he had always been.

      He’d seen the faces of many dead men. Too many to count, both, on the battlefield, and off. Why did the notion of seeing the same blank peace on his father’s face chill him so? Why did he deliberately take his time in reaching the house?

      There must have been someone in one of the many guard towers who’d taken note of his approach, for a pair of riders met him halfway from the bridge.

      “I am Fergus MacDougal,” he announced.

      “Aye,” one of them replied with a curt nod. “We’ve been expecting ye.”

      "We’re to escort ye to the house and to Tavis MacDougal,” the other explained.

      Hope nearly choked him, gave him renewed strength when he’d been all but ready to fall from the saddle only minutes earlier. “Is he alive?” he dared asked.

      “Aye.”

      It was the only response he received, without additional explanation, but it mattered not. His father was alive. Perhaps they might smooth over any lingering disappointment or disillusionment and come to an understanding of each other.

      A pity it had to take so long to reach such an understanding, but it was better than never reaching it at all.

      He followed the pair of guards, dressed in black as Luthais preferred—as with the horses, which made them all but impossible to see when clouds drifted over the moon—through the entry hall and past the great hall where many members of the household were bedding down for the night.

      Why the leader of Clan Campbell could not see fit to grant them more comfortable accommodations in the house’s many bedchambers, he would never understand. No one used them except during clan meetings, and the lack of activity in the house told him there was no such event taking place at the time.

      Not everyone ran their households as Padraig Anderson did, he supposed.

      The direction in which the guards led him gave Fergus cause to ask, “Where are we going? Is he not in bed?” For where else would a dying man spend his final days?

      They offered no explanation, instead coming to a stop outside a door Fergus vaguely remembered as the door to Luthais’s study. He looked from one guard to another, wondering if it did not make more sense to have Tavis on the first floor rather than rushing upstairs and down when he needed help, before pushing the heavy, wooden door open.

      He found his uncle seated by the fire, his legs stretched out, his feet resting on a stool. He held a chalice of wine in one hand and turned with a pleased, convivial smile on his craggy face at his nephew’s entrance.

      He’d grown older, naturally, his bright-red hair thinner and streaked with gray, his eyes faded, even thinner than Fergus remembered him. As though he’d shrunk.

      This was not what held Fergus’s attention, however.

      It was the fact that his father sat in much the same position, with his own glass of wine, his feet also propped up close to the fire’s warmth.

      Yet his smile did not hold the same bright, cheerful appearance.

      In fact, he looked rather ashamed.

      Fergus’s mouth fell open, the exhaustion and grief and guilt he’d battled for hours hitting him all at once. And now, they were accompanied by confusion and budding anger.

      “What is this all about?” he demanded, his hands curling into fists at his sides.

      “We are sharing a toast,” Luthais explained, raising his chalice. “To the groom.”

      Fergus’s lip curled into a sneer as he turned to his father. “The groom?”

      “Aye, son.” His voice was just the same as ever, albeit with an edge of sorrow. “It’s sorry I am that we made up such a tale with which to bring you here.”

      “It worked,” Luthais crowed before drinking deeply of his wine. “And now, we can tell your son of the plans we’ve made for him.”

      “No one makes plans for me,” Fergus spat, anger taking the place of horror. Perhaps it was a natural development, one from the other. His horror at being so easily duped enraged him.

      The horror that his own father would agree to such deception.

      With that, his uncle’s smile turned to a sneer. “That is where you are mistaken, my nephew. For you are betrothed to a young lass from Clan Reid.” When Fergus merely gaped in stunned silence, he added, “You are to be congratulated, truly. It is a better match than you might have hoped for otherwise.”
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      “Moira! You know you cannot hide forever!”

      “That is what you think,” Moira whispered, halfway up a sturdy oak tree. She pressed her front to the trunk, with one hand gripping a branch to either side and both bare feet balanced on the strongest limb she could find.

      “Moira!” Jamie’s singsong tones reached her ears as they echoed through the woods. “Come out! Come out! You know I’ll find you!”

      “Jamie!” Iain’s voice rang out, so similar to his twin’s, much like everything else about them.

      Moira could always tell them apart, however, both by sight and by sound. They could not fool her into mistaking one for the other, though this never stopped them from trying.

      “Aye!” Jamie shouted.

      “I checked the brook. She isn’t there.” The two of them met up not twenty feet from where Moira watched, biting her lip to silence the laughter bubbling up in her chest.

      The sight of her twin brothers scratching their curly, brown heads and turning in circles was nearly too comical to be borne. It was unfair, perhaps, to play these games with boys so much younger than herself. But they insisted that reaching the ripe age of twelve years made them men, and this meant they were keen to prove themselves.

      Finding Moira when she hid in the woods was as good a way to do this as any, since no one knew the woods and all their secrets the way she did. No one was as swift, as surefooted, as fearless.

      And they were becoming frustrated at their lack of progress.

      They began looking up, into the trees. She ducked behind the trunk, hiding her face. The bark beneath her feet was uncomfortably rough, but she was accustomed to it and felt no need to shift her weight. Such movement would only give her away.

      “I know what let’s do.” Jamie’s voice held a note of secret devilishness.

      “What?” Iain asked.

      “Let us practice the trick-shooting with our bows, since we are alone now.”

      Moira held her breath, straining her ears to listen. Trick-shooting? What was he on about?

      “Do you think it is wise?” Iain asked, always the more cautious of the two.

      “Moira is in hiding. She won’t find us and tell Father.”

      She screwed up her face in a scowl. Ooh, the little devil.

      So, this was how he wished to win? By cheating? For he knew she must be somewhere close and wagered on her flying at them in a half-crazed rage if they engaged in anything as daft as what they were hinting at.

      He would find out she was not so easy to fool as all that.

      She peered out from behind the trunk, watching with one eye as the twins positioned themselves roughly thirty feet apart, with Iain standing against a pine. He nestled a large pinecone on top of his thick, unruly hair so like his brother’s and sister’s.

      Moira’s nails all but dug into the bark. They would not attempt something so dangerous. No, worse than dangerous. Deadly.

      Jamie took his time drawing an arrow from the quiver strapped to his back. Oh, would that she had never seen to it that Father acquired one for each of the boys on their twelfth birthday. Was this what they had employed their time in practicing?

      Shooting objects off one another’s heads?

      Iain, for his part, looked confident as he stood there, waiting for the moment of truth. “Do take your time about it,” he smirked.

      Jamie nocked the arrow, holding it and the bow at shoulder-level. “What? You cannot remain still for a minute? You had better, or I might miss.”

      He was not serious. Neither of them could be.

      Could they?

      She watched, chewing her lower lip to bits, as Jamie drew back the bow. Iain drew a deep breath and steadied himself, eyes closed.

      She looked back and forth. Back and forth. Would they? They wouldn’t. They were merely testing her.

      What if they were not?

      What if she lived the rest of her life knowing she might have saved her brother from a terrible death at the hands of a hare-brained stunt?

      “Ready?” Jamie asked.

      “I think so,” Iain muttered through gritted teeth.

      Jamie began to count. “One…”

      “No,” Moira whispered.

      “Two…”

      “You wouldn’t,” she breathed.

      “Th—”

      “Stop! Stop! I’m here, I am right here, I’ve been watching you all this time.” She glared down at the pair of them. “You do not play fair, brothers.”

      Jamie doubled over with laughter. “I knew you could not remain hidden!”

      Iain, on the other hand, removed the pinecone from his head with a trembling hand. “It is good to know you were so certain. What would you have done if she did not call out?”

      Jamie shrugged while replacing the arrow in the quiver. “I would have shot high up in the branches. I would not have harmed you.”

      Moira swore under her breath as she shimmied down the tree, landing on the ground with a thump. “Both of you are no better than hedge-born scoundrels. And I will have you know that I wouldn’t have stopped you if it had been Jamie waiting there with the pinecone on his head.”

      Jamie’s fair skin turned an alarming shade of red. “You would not?”

      “No, and not because I feel Iain is the better marksman.” She stuck her tongue out at him before scampering away, laughing gaily as her brothers followed, shouting half-hearted insults.

      Of course, both boys—she refused to think of them as men and likely would never be able to after having raised them—meant more to her than her own life. They were well aware of this, which was why Jamie had been so certain of winning their game once he’d placed Iain’s life in danger.

      Even if there had never truly been danger.

      She emerged from the woods, still running—it brought her where she wished to be faster than mere walking, and she never took her time when there was a faster way of getting somewhere—but her lightheartedness did not last long.

      The sight of her father’s gray gelding hitched to the post beside the front door to their home took the heart from her, as knowledge of his presence normally did.

      The boys caught up with her in quick fashion, the laughter leaving their voices as they observed what she had already seen.

      “He ought to have been gone another three days, perhaps four,” Iain observed. They exchanged a knowing look. “Perhaps he finished his business at the meeting sooner than he expected.”

      Moira could not help smiling at her brother’s hopeful tone. He was a lovely boy who would make a good man one day, though their father had done little to teach him through example.

      Perhaps his frequent absence of late was the best thing he could give his sons, then. The less contact they had with him, the better.

      As for Moira, she’d spent years in avoidance of the man, spending as little time in his presence as possible while still maintaining his home and ensuring the preparation of his meals. She could not remember a time when he had inspired anything warmer than apathy.

      For that was the best he’d been able to muster for her, and for the boys whose delivery had killed his wife.

      Not that he had expressed great warmth toward her, either, at least from Moira’s recollection. The man was simply not possessed of the ability to display affection—even if he’d been able to feel affection, which she found doubtful.

      “Come, then,” she smiled, injecting what cheer she might into her voice. “He will be full of stories, which shall keep him employed in talking until it is well past twilight.”

      This was normally the case whenever Kin Reid returned from a meeting of the clan. His blood would be up, his desire to remind his sons of the importance of their clan, stronger than normal.

      Even Moira knew of the clan’s strength, the way their influence stretched through her home of Banff and far beyond.

      Not that she was supposed to know, she reflected as she escorted her brothers through the fields between the woods and the stone cottage with its sagging, plank roof. She was but a woman, and therefore thought to be unworthy of such understanding.

      It was enough for her to wait at home by the fire, to tend the children and keep the house as though it were her own and not her father’s.

      Enough for some, perhaps. But not for her.

      Upon crossing the threshold, Moira immediately set herself to work so as to avoid conversation with her father. The boys, however, had no such occupation in which to take solace.

      “Where were ye?” Kin demanded, ducking to avoid smacking his head on the doorframe between his bedchamber and the kitchen.

      “Only in the woods,” Jamie explained, always the quick-tongued of the twins. “We had long since finished the chores and felt it would suit us to engage in practice with our bows.”

      This mollified the hulking man, but only slightly. He folded his body, taking a seat at the table in the center of the cottage’s main room. “What about ye, then, lass? Do not tell me ye were practicing yer archery.”

      She merely gritted her teeth and replied without turning from the pile of potatoes she peeled. “I do not need practice, as you well know.” She was by far the best hunter of the four of them—while it was no great feat to surpass her younger brothers, the fact that she’d outperformed her father time and again in the last several years was a thorn in the man’s breast.

      Perhaps if he would spend less time with his head in a mug of wine and more time at practice, he would be able to bring home a stag every so often.

      Kin Reid took this with uncharacteristic calm—which, upon later reflection, should have been when Moira first realized something was amiss.

      “Aye, I suppose ye are quite the archer, though I have never approved of ye running wild as though ye were a man.”

      She rolled her eyes, peels flying away from potatoes at an alarming rate as she imagined skinning her father alive. He may have sired her and supported her, therefore deserving her allegiance, but his attitude toward her and women on the whole made him repugnant.

      Only the presence of her brothers and the love she bore them kept her under the man’s roof. She would have just as soon seen him hire help than live another day in that cheerless home.

      Iain, always aware of how to best alleviate a tense situation, spoke up. “What was the business of the meeting, then? You said you would spend the entire fortnight away.”

      “Aye, the road was easily traveled. And there was a matter I needed to bring home with all haste.”

      Moira placed a mug on the table before him and filled it as he liked—to the brim. She had already borne the weight of his hand against the side of her head after not filling it near the point of overflow.

      And she never made the same mistake twice.

      Jamie sat opposite their father. He and Iain both would inherit Kin’s height and rangy build—the twins were already taller than the sister ten years their senior—and he made a show of folding himself into his seat as his father did.

      Another sign of the man he believed himself to be.

      “What did you need to bring home?” Jamie asked. “Is there to be a war?”

      “Perhaps.”

      When Moira glanced over her shoulder in surprise, she found her father sneering. At her.

      “For what reason do you smirk, then?” she asked, turning with the paring knife still in her hand.

      “There might very well be a war, my sons.” Rather than answer her question, he turned his attention to the boys. “For there are many types of war, and not all involve men and their swords and blood-soaked land.” He turned in the chair, stretching his long legs toward the hearth.

      Moira studied him, eyes narrowing. “Out with it, then, Kin Reid. I know you speak of me.”

      “If yer to speak to me, lass, you’ll speak with the respect a father deserves.” He tapped his meaty fist against the table, nostrils flaring as he hardly concealed his bitterness. “I know not who gave ye the notion that speaking to me in such a manner was acceptable, but ye ought to know by now how I’ll strip the hide from yer flesh over it.”

      “Why do you speak of our sister?” Iain asked. For all of Jamie’s bravery and his saucy demeanor, it was Iain who possessed the courage to speak over Kin in such moments. The man might just as easily have slapped him hard enough to swell his eye shut. It was a great risk to take.

      Kin held Moira’s gaze for another moment before turning back to Iain. “Because she is to be married.”

      Even the fire in the hearth ceased to crackle in the silence which followed.

      Iain and Jamie froze, likely terrified of what was to come.

      Only Kin’s eyes moved, sliding from his sons to his daughter. Watching. Waiting.

      Moira’s fist tightened around the handle of the knife.

      “That is what you think,” she whispered for the second time that day.
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      “Do try to understand.”

      Fergus glared at his father, then turned his back to the man. “How could ye do this thing? To me? Your own son!”

      Tavis tried in vain to suppress a cough—he was ill, truly, only not nearly as severely so as Fergus’s cousins had led him to believe. They had been part of the deception, too.

      To think he’d greeted them as friends.

      He had no chance to confront them on their treachery, as they were both married men with land and titles of their own as a result of well-planned marriages.

      Well-planned if a man cared for such things, which Fergus never had.

      They had not continued to follow him to the house but had instead gone home and trusted him to reach their father on his own. The cowards.

      It appeared as though he was vastly outnumbered as he stared out the window of the bedchambers assigned him. The sun was nearly on the rise and not a single part of the situation in which he’d found himself made greater sense than it had upon arrival.

      Tavis sat on the bed with a heavy sigh. “There was no other way to be certain of your arrival.”

      “It was cruel.”

      “It was your uncle’s idea.”

      “Which makes it no less cruel.” He looked at his father over one shoulder and noted the gray tint to his skin. Even so, his heart was unmoved. “Ye will never know how I suffered the entire ride. What I put myself through.”

      Tavis’s already downturned mouth pulled further at the corners. “I am grievously sorry.”

      “It matters not.” Fergus turned away once again, staring out at the horizon but seeing nothing. There was no making sense of it.

      “It matters greatly,” his father insisted in a soft voice.

      “So greatly that ye conspired behind my back to arrange a marriage ye must have known I would never consent to?” He turned away from the window to face his father, folding his arms over his chest as he did.

      Tavis held up both hands. “Allow me to explain.”

      “Ye both did more than enough explaining already,” he snarled. “You’ve talked for hours—or, rather, he did.”

      “Your uncle?” Tavis chuckled without humor, shaking his head. “He is many things, I suppose, but a great diplomat is not one of them. He might have explained better than he did if he had the skill to do so.”

      “Perhaps ye ought to do it for him, then,” Fergus suggested with scorn. “I am truly interested in knowing why my father and my uncle feel it within their rights to secure a bride for me without my knowledge.”

      “Once he explained it to me, it made sense,” Tavis insisted. “His sons are married, while mine is not.”

      Fergus waited for more—when it was clear his father would offer no further defense, he said, “What possible difference can that make? What does it matter? I am not his son. I am your son.”

      “You are half Campbell, and therefore the vows you exchange with a member of another clan will unite the two clans.”

      “And benefit Luthais Campbell,” Fergus spat. “How could ye allow yourself to be so easily…” He did not finish the statement, as he too had fallen for the trickery posed by his cousins.

      “He did not deceive me,” Tavis insisted. “Ye will be a laird upon marriage to this lass. Ye will defend the border between Reid and Campbell territory. It will be yours.”

      Had the man any idea of how pitiful he sounded? How empty his defenses?

      “I have never cared for titles and the like—and I did not believe ye did,” he added, raising an eyebrow.

      “That was not at all the same,” Tavis argued, straightening his spine and throwing back his shoulders. “I had no chance of claiming a position in the MacDougal clan, born as I was. No one was going to make me a laird.”

      “I see. But ye held the wish all along that ye might one day be a laird, or some grand thing.”

      “Nay, son.” Tavis stood, his body fairly shaking. Whether the shaking was a result of illness or emotion was not for Fergus to say. “I wished for ye to hold such a title. I wished for ye to have a life, a true life. With a family and stability.”

      “That was never for ye to decide! Ye know nothing of what I desire.”

      “Neither do ye, lad.” It was Tavis’s turn to cast a doleful eye. “If ye did, why would ye make your living as ye do? Why ride about the highlands with no home, no family, no promise of where your next purse would come from? Your life is nothing, son.”

      Silence fell between them, with Fergus uncertain as to whether he wished to pummel his father or throw him from the window.

      He wished to harm the man, regardless of the method used.

      “Now that I know for certain how ye think of me,” Fergus muttered as he strode to the door, “ye are more than welcome to leave. As I rode throughout the day, thinking ye were dead or dying, I am in need of sleep.”

      As though sleep was a possibility after this.

      Tavis’s face crumpled, and suddenly Fergus was looking at a broken man. An ill, broken man. “Son. Please. I did this for ye.”

      “For yourself,” Fergus corrected. “Not for me. I am more than content in the life I’ve chosen for myself, even if it does not meet yer approval. I have no desire to marry this…”

      “Moira Reid.”

      “Moira Reid, or any other woman. Now, go. Before I say anything I might regret later.” He looked at the floor as his father shuffled from the bedchamber, slower than Fergus had ever seen him move before.

      He softened, but only slightly. His father had betrayed him, no matter how ill he might be or how well-intentioned his efforts.

      He’d never forgive him for it.

      He would also never forget his father’s slow, broken shuffle.

      Though he did not expect to sleep, Fergus peeled off his shoes and garments before sinking into the feather bed. By far the most comfortable thing he had stretched out upon in over a fortnight.

      A rather pitiful thing to take away from the journey, but it appeared as though the condition of his bedchambers would be the most impressive part of his visit to Ben Macdui.

      The bedchamber was comfortable on the whole and might have made a pleasant place to stay were it not for the circumstances around him.

      He closed his eyes rather than stare up at the brown tapestry stretched out across the bed’s four posters. If he were not so utterly exhausted, he might make his escape and take the chance of outrunning the guards.

      Then again, his horse was as exhausted as he, likely more so. It would be unfair to press it into such service so soon after his ride to the house.

      Rather than slip from the place, then, he allowed himself to slide into sleep. A clear head would be what he needed most if he hoped to avoid falling further into his uncle’s trap.

      He knew not whether five minutes had passed or five hours when a sharp knock at the door sent him shooting straight up in bed.

      “Aye?” he called out, confused at first as to where he was before the betrayal came rushing back.

      “Men to see ye.”

      “To see me?” He pulled on his clothing and flung open the door to face a timid little lass who all but trembled at the sight of him.

      He ran both hands through his snarled hair on his way down the corridor, following the shaking lass who walked with eyes downcast. His dirk was on his right hip, beneath his tunic, and it would be a matter of the blink of an eye before he withdrew it at the sign of danger.

      Had Luthais decided to press him even further? He might have hired men such as Fergus and his friends to see to it that his nephew obeyed orders.

      On catching sight of the two men standing just outside the door to the place, he saw how correct he’d been. Not that his uncle had hired anyone, but that the men who had arrived were indeed just like Fergus.

      “What brings you two here?” Fergus asked as he stepped out, smiling in spite of fatigue and the heavy bitterness resting upon his shoulders.

      Rodric looked at him as though he’d gone mad. “We had a visit from your cousins. They told us how ill your father is.”

      “We’re deeply sorry to hear it,” Quinn added. “Brice wished to join us, but Alana’s time is nigh.”

      “It meant a great deal to him that he might be here with ye,” Rodric murmured. “We accepted a job from old Murphy which placed us in the area, to begin with, so we assured him we would pay a visit on the way to check on ye.”

      “It matters not,” Fergus snarled, glancing from side to side before motioning for the two of them to follow him away from the house. No telling who might be listening. They walked across the stone courtyard and past the stables, the blacksmith, the smokehouse. He did not stop until they reached a sharp drop-off which led down to the river winding through the estate.

      “What do ye mean, it matters not?” Quinn asked, eyes wide. “He truly wished to come along.”

      “It is not my brother who enrages me. It is our father—who is ill, aye, but not dying. Not yet.”

      Rodric frowned. “Your cousins…”

      “My cousins were lying for my uncle,” he explained. “They lied to me as well and retreated to their lands and homes before I could confront them. The cowards.” He spat near his feet before muttering a handful of obscene oaths.

      “They brought ye here under false pretenses?” Quinn asked, his brow furrowed.

      “Aye. All of them. What they truly intend is for me to go through with a wedding to a lass from Clan Reid. I’m to be made a laird.”

      He watched his friends closely for any hint as to their thoughts on this.

      Quinn barely suppressed a laugh. “Ye cannot be serious.”

      “A laird?” Rodric snorted.

      “Ye might not be quite so insulting,” Fergus muttered.

      “We do not wish to insult ye,” Rodric insisted. “If anyone would make a strong laird, it would be ye.”

      “I agree,” Quinn added, swallowing hard, still battling laughter.

      Fergus plucked a large stone from the river’s edge, throwing it in for lack of any better way to express his frustration. “No one thinks it is more ridiculous than I,” he assured them. “Laughable. Unthinkable. I have no intention of marrying anyone. Especially not the bossy Moira Reid.”

      “Ye know the lass, then?” Rodric asked.

      “Aye. I did when we were children, at any rate. Her father brought her to a clan meeting at the Campbell house years ago. The border between the Campbell and Reid territory was to be renegotiated, and for some reason, my uncle wished for Brice and myself to be present. I would not be at all surprised if he was already plotting to bring us into his clan from the time we were wee lads.”

      “A young lass at a meeting of two clans?” Quinn asked.

      “I did not think to ask about it at the time,” Fergus smirked. “All I remember of her is a snippy, bossy, mouthy thing who kicked me in the shins in front of at least a dozen lads I was trying to impress.”

      “That sounds to me as strong a beginning to married life as any,” Rodric chuckled.

      Fergus rewarded him with a sour look

      He added, “Remember, Caitlin, and I began in much the same way. I believe she kicked me somewhere other than the shins, however.”

      “And see how happy they are together,” Quinn chuckled, barely ducking Rodric’s slap to the side of his head.

      “While I know ye only try to cheer me, it is not worth yer effort,” Fergus muttered, staring out across the river.

      “Ye do not have to stay.” Rodric clapped him on the back. “Leave. Simply go. Be your own man, as ye always have been.”

      It would be easy, would it not? To simply leave and not look back. To go on as he had before. He need not return with his friends, either, so as to avoid his cousins or his uncle’s men finding him as easily as they had already done.

      He might take his horse and ride away as swiftly as he had ridden to the house. This time, it would be for his sake rather than his father’s.

      His father.

      “It would crush him,” he murmured. “If I were to never return. He is already ill; there is no telling how ill. He looks older, gray-skinned, he coughs terribly and is weak. I cannot.”

      “What other option have ye?” Quinn asked. “Certainly, if ye do not wish to marry the lass…”

      “I do not know for certain,” he admitted. “But the two of ye have a job to do and wives to return to. I shall take care of this as best I’m able.”

      Would that he knew just how to do that.

      A shout from the house turned their heads. Fergus had not taken note of the approach of three riders who waited at the door, still on horseback.

      His uncle had taken note of them, however.

      The man’s face had gone nearly purple as he shook and shouted.

      As the three of them hurried to the house, Rodric muttered, “I do not know Luthais Campbell well, but I would say he’s upset over something.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Moira rocked back on her heels, drawing the back of her arm over her sweat-slick forehead. It had been far too long since she’d scrubbed the wood-plank floor Kin was so proud of. He saw it as a sign of his important place in Clan Reid, the fact that his home did not have a floor made of hard-packed earth.

      Never mind the fact that the children who’d come of age in the house had never enjoyed a minute of his full attention.

      Never mind that a wood floor needed scrubbing, unlike an earth floor.

      She opened the front door, allowing the damp pre-dawn air to cool her overheated skin as she emptied the bucket of filthy wash water. One more chore taken care of, and nearly the last.

      No one could accuse her of leaving her brothers in a home with a dirty floor.

      Her back ached terribly upon straightening, a reminder of the thrashing Kin Reid had treated her to upon her refusal to wed. He’d taken his belt to her back, shaming her most terribly in front of the brothers who tried admirably to stand between their father and their sister.

      Only when he closed his fist to them and swung did Moira step forward to take her whipping. The boys did not deserve a beating merely because she refused to accept orders from her father, or in fact any man.

      It was during the thrashing, between blows of the belt against her back—he’d allowed she should wear her kirtle rather than stripping down to her chemise, which she’d considered a small blessing—that she’d decided her course of action.

      For she’d found early on in life that pain could provide great clarity of thought. It tended to strip down one’s mental processes until nothing more than the barest singular images remained, in stark, unflinching shape and color.

      She had accepted her fate that night.

      Though it was not the fate Kin Reid had planned for her.

      Her back was much better, more than a week later, a week full of cleaning and preparation for leaving the boys. The knowledge of it was all which caused her true pain. Her twins, who she loved as her own children.

      Even if the impossible should happen someday and she should bear children of her own, she would always consider them her firstborn. They had taught her all there was to know of motherhood short of the carrying and bearing of wee bairns, and they’d taught her sacrifice and devotion to something other than herself.

      They were her life’s greatest blessing.

      To find herself ripped from them in such a cold, sudden fashion was beyond understanding.

      The floor dried, she entered the house and returned the table and chairs to their proper positions, then built a fire to ward off the morning chill. Spring was well upon them, but mornings were still uncomfortably cool.

      Who would build the fire in the morning when she was no longer present to do it?

      In the days since her beating, she had called upon her father’s shrewd intelligence and sense of self-preservation, urging him to hire a lass from the nearby village to look in upon them and care of the home. “Neither Iain nor Jamie are fit for such work, and they are young men,” she’d pointed out, certain to make a point of this.

      He would never allow his sons to debase themselves by engaging in woman’s work.

      Even so, Kin was a miserly scoundrel who did not part easily with the meager few pence.

      The thought of his allowing the household to fall to ruin plagued her waking thoughts and her dreams alike. The house was not hers, and she knew it well, but she had kept it standing and shining by the sweat of her brow and the ache of her back.

      While there had never been much in her life to bring her happiness, she had known the satisfaction—deep, true, peaceful—of turning to look at the clean, orderly kitchen before going to bed and knowing she’d done a good day’s work.

      Speaking with Kin had been a pointless endeavor, and so she’d turned her attention to what might be done to set her brothers off on the right foot.

      The larder was full of preserved and pickled fruits and vegetables as a result. Fresh butter, fresh bread, all of the root vegetables she could manage to pull from the garden behind the cottage. She’d weeded the garden to perfection as well, had mended holes in both boys’ tunics, had cleaned the hearth and chimney.

      By the time she’d allowed the floor to dry before replacing the table and chairs, there was nothing left to do but bathe away the grime which had caked itself on her skin and wait for the members of her clan designated to accompany her to the home of Fergus MacDougal’s uncle.

      He was a Campbell, Fergus’s uncle Luthais, meaning his clan was one of the strongest in the highlands and growing stronger all the time.

      Would Fergus take the clan as his own after the marriage? Would she be expected to follow suit?

      It did not matter, as she had no intention of marrying the man.

      Or any man.

      She walked to the stream which ran past the south side of their land—her father’s land, not hers, it would do her well to remember it—and made use of a thick shrub to conceal her from the notice of anyone who might awaken in the cottage. Not that any of them would, not until the cock crowed them all to wakefulness.

      It was a pleasure to peel the sweat-soaked kirtle from her skin, along with the chemise she wore beneath it. She draped her fresh kirtle, one suitable for traveling, over a branch before taking the other garments to the stream with her.

      The water was crisp and refreshing, perhaps a bit too chilly for bathing in the already cool air, but she was no ordinary woman who caught a chill or swooned at the sight of blood.

      Trifles such as catching a chill mattered little to her. She’d never experienced a day’s illness in her life and had no intention of developing the habit.

      Instead of avoiding the washing of her hair, then, she knelt in the deepest stretch of the stream and leaned back until the water covered her hair. She ran her fingers through her cursedly thick hair so as to loosen any dirt or dust therein, allowing the rushing stream to carry it all away.

      Would that it might carry her away.

      She rarely gave in to despair or dark thoughts, as they were of no assistance to a busy, productive person. But there, in the stream, on the verge of leaving the only home she’d ever known…

      It seemed impossible to suppress her darkest fears.

      She’d done her level best with what the gods had seen fit to give her. Raising her brothers, growing up without a mother’s guidance, without a father’s love. Learning both the art of childcare and homemaking at the age of ten with only the occasional visit from a well-meaning neighbor to provide comfort or instruction.

      And yet there were times when she wished it hadn’t been so.

      There were even times when she’d wished to have been born male, so that she might make her way in the world without the need to answer to anyone. For had the situation been reversed and one of her brothers had been born first, and she had been the one born just before her mother’s death, he would not have given his life over to her raising and well-being.

      She would have been sold off to another family, or at the very least given away. And her brother would have gone on to his own destiny.

      Perhaps he would have forgotten her existence, as men were allowed to do.

      She sat up once it seemed her hair was clean, the heavy mass hanging over her back and sending water pouring down. After squeezing out as much of the water as possible, she went about the business of washing her soiled garments.

      What of this Fergus MacDougal, the one to whom she’d been promised in marriage? How was it that he had avoided the burden of wedding vows? He’d run about the countryside for several years after the war, or so she’d heard, performing acts of dubious nature for those willing to pay.

      How on earth did anyone expect him to settle down into a life of marriage? A fine husband he would be, riding hither and yon with no knowledge of when he would be returning to his wife and family.

      It was none of her concern, for he would never be her husband. No matter what Kin Reid or Luthais Campbell believed.

      No man told her what to do.

      Little wonder her father had never learned this, as he had never taken pains to know anything of her.

      Once finished with the washing, she used her fingers to comb out her hair, then braided it. The morning air had dried her skin, leaving her free to dress.

      With one more look at the stream, with the tall, graceful, silver birches which lined it on both banks, she returned to the cottage. The cock crowed as she stepped over the threshold.

      By the time the sound of her brothers stirring to life reached her ears, she had folded her clean kirtle and chemise and tucked them into her pack along with the few things she had already thought to bring on her journey.

      It would be little trouble, losing the clansmen sent to escort her. She knew the woods for miles around, had spent days hunting them. She’d built many a fire to warm herself overnight, had taken refuge in caves during sudden storms. She knew how to live off the land—which plants were poisonous, and which were safe to eat, how to track deer and avoid bears and other dangers.

      “Moira?” Jamie and Iain appeared in the doorway to her bedchamber, looking utterly wretched and trying very hard not to.

      She opened her arms, embracing them both at once, assuring them as fervently as she could that they would do well without her. They were young men now and could fend for themselves.

      “I’ve taught you everything I could,” she reminded them both, kissing their cheeks. She’d kissed them so many times, from the day they were born.

      It wasn’t like her to cry. She had not shed a tear after a single one of the beatings Kin Reid had bestowed upon her. In fact, the last time she’d cried was the day her mother was laid to rest.

      She had become a mother that day and had not given in to despair or sorrow since.

      Even so, this did not keep the tears which threatened to overwhelm her from stinging behind her eyes, in her nose. She held them back for the sake of her brothers, but barely.

      Kin did not deign to leave the comfort of his bed in order to see his daughter off. This was no surprise. In fact, it might have knocked Moira off her feet if he had.

      The sound of approaching horses sent a chill to her heart. It was time for a final farewell. She had dreaded this moment ever since agreeing to the marriage arrangement made on her behalf by Clan Reid and Clan Campbell.

      “Remember,” she murmured, turning to the twins and taking their hands—so large, reminding her of puppies who had yet to grow into their paws. “No trick archery. I do not wish to hear that one of you
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