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Royal Court, England, 1603

SOMETIMES BEING A HIGHLAND LAIRD WAS A ROYAL
pain in the arse.

Laird Ciaran MacGregor of Glenorchy was tired and
wanted to be home. It felt as if he had been attending
court for more than a fortnight. The courtly games
alone were enough to make a man impale himself on
his own sword. As soon as he was finally granted the
audience he had requested from King James, he and
his men would depart.

Sounds of laughter and snatches of song filled the air.
As he glanced around the great hall filled with several
hundred members of nobility, he was thankful to have
discovered an unoccupied wall. Frankly, everyone was
grating on his nerves. Men socialized and were dressed
in their finery. To him, they all looked like exotic
birds—peacocks, perhaps. The heat was so unbearable
that he did not know how the women managed with
so many layers of clothing. He pulled at his restricting
silk doublet at the thought.
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“Ye have held up exceedingly well, my laird.”

“Aye, as well as can be expected in this madness.”
Ciaran scowled at his brother and knew his vexation
was evident, but frankly, he did not care.

“We are all ready to be off,” said Aiden, slapping
him upon the shoulder. “Have ye given any thought
to whether Glenorchy still stands with Declan in
your stead?”

Running his hand through his hair, Ciaran sighed.
“I think of it often. He had best be out of his cups and
have ceased his wenching before we return. I only
hope my walls still stand.”

Only a king’s summons would have forced him
to leave his reckless fool of a brother in charge.
At least most of Ciaran’s actions were defended at
court—well, except his skirmishes with the bloody
Campbells. Hence the reason for his delayed depar-
ture. If upon his return he found Glenorchy destroyed
by the bloody Campbells or under siege by Declan’s
wenches, he would not be shocked. He hoped
that leaving additional guards behind would have
protected against both.

When he received the summons, he had no doubt
Aiden would prove more beneficial at court. Had
he brought his younger brother... he shivered at the
mental image. Between constantly worrying about the
neighboring clan’s machinations and wondering if his
home was still in one piece, he needed a drink.

Recognizing his familiar expression, Aiden cast a
wry grin. “Ye worry overmuch. He knows the duty
that befalls him. I cannae speak to whether he is in
his cups, but Aisling would have speech with him if’
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he was wenching within your walls. Of that, I have
nay doubt.”

“I have noticed your wee wife has found her voice
since she 1s with child.”

“Ye've noticed, have ye?”

“Brother, we can hear her bellowing at ye from
across the bailey. At least ye seem to be the only one
provoking her ire as of late.” A smile played on the
corner of his lips.

““Tis only because ye run at the sight of her, ye
coward.” A flash of humor crossed Aiden’s features.
“She says she cannae find comfort and I must suffer as
well because of her condition.”

It was difficult not to notice how much his brother
had changed since Aisling had become with child.
Even though his lady wife would cry, laugh, and call
him to the devil in the same breath, Aiden seemed
to be both happy and content. Ciaran hoped Aiden’s
contentedness would rub off on Declan—well, one
could always pray to the gods for a miracle.

They exchanged a subtle look of amusement. “And
I wish ye luck with that. Praise the saints, I donna yet
have a woman to make me sufter. Howbeit I do have
enough troubles with Declan,” Ciaran grunted, rolling
his eyes.

“He may go knee deep into his cups more often
than he should and he may also wench a time or two
or thrice, but ye know if ye needed him he would
be at hand. 'Tis ironic to hear ye speak as such lest
ye forget it wasnae long ago when ye fondled a lass
with one hand and held a tankard in the other,”
Aiden smirked. “Granted, ye took your responsibility
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seriously when Father passed. Listen to reason, Ciaran.
All Declan needs is to find a strong woman and wed.
Aye, mayhap he will even be lucky enough to find
himself a lass with Aisling’s ire.” A mischievous look
twinkled in Aiden’s eye.

That was surely something to think upon. Perhaps
a wife was what Declan needed. Ciaran could go daft
remembering all of the times he had tried to save his
brother from himself. His head was starting to throb.
No longer interested in having this discussion, he was
about to take his leave for some much needed air
when a raised voice held his attention. His private wall
was no longer his own.

“How many times have I told you to watch that
Highland tongue of yours, Rosalia? It makes you
sound daft. I will not tolerate your deliberate attempts
to thwart your chances with an English gentleman.
You are one and twenty. How many chances do you
think you have left? No one shows interest in you. Did
you notice your midriffis much larger than the other
women 1n attendance? I will not tell you again—do as
I say or sufter the consequences.”

Ciaran watched the English she-dragon spread her
wings and fly across the floor, but not before she pinched
the young woman in the arm. Stains of scarlet appeared
on the woman’s cheeks, but when her heightened color
subsided, her features were exhilarating. Loose tendrils
of hazel-colored tresses softened her features, and her
tully rosy lips beckoned to be kissed. She had more
curves than most, but she was a wild beauty.

For a brief moment, her azure eyes met his. He
attempted to ease her embarrassment by oftering her
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a gaze as soft as a caress. She returned a shy smile and
inclined her head in a small gesture of thanks before
she walked off in the wake of the fiery beast.

“Och, I pray for a son,” murmured Aiden, a sugges-
tion of annoyance hovering in his eyes. “We need
women such as that on the battlefield—aye, brother?
Her venom alone would bring a man to his knees.”

Ciaran shrugged dismissively, but his eyes still
followed the young woman.

“Ye know, Ciaran. Mayhap while we are at court
ye should seek a wife.” His brother shifted, giving him
a better view of the woman.

“How many times must we speak of this? Ye know I
cannae seek a wife until my vow to Father is fulfilled.”

“Aye, the wvow,” Aiden drawled with distinct
mockery. “And ye think Declan will straighten his
path because ye made a promise to Father?”

Ciaran’s body stiffened in response. “I gave my
word.” He was tired of having the same speech with
his brother. He needed a respite—f{rom everyone.

(=)

Lady Rosalia Armstrong of Mangerton was crimson
with humiliation. She prayed no one had heard her
mother’s venomous tongue. When she discreetly
glanced around to ensure no one had overheard their
words, she saw him standing there, devilishly hand-
some. She did not know who he was, but his profile
spoke of power and ageless strength. Even in a crowd,
his presence was compelling.

He was over six feet and stood tall and formidable.
He had a generous mouth, a straight nose, and a



6 VicTtoriA ROBERTS

smile that was a dazzling display of even, white teeth.
He had a ruggedness and vital power that definitely
attracted her. His full chestnut hair brushed the rich
outlines of his broad shoulders which strained against
the fabric of his clothing. The muscles under his silk
doublet quickened her pulse, and she found it impos-
sible not to return his captivating smile.

Keenly aware of his scrutiny, she could see that
he obviously pitied her. Taking a deep breath, she
brightened her smile and straightened her spine. She
had to step away from his observant eyes before she
was made any more the fool. Seeking her mother and
father in the crowd, she finally found them huddled
with a man in deep conversation. Upon her approach,
the man lifted his head and openly studied her. His
dark eyes shifted and seemed to undress her.

A shudder passed through her.

Walking casually to her father’s side, she remained
silent, trying to watch that Highland tongue of hers.
Her father cleared his throat. “Lord Dunnehl, allow
me to present our daughter, Lady Rosalia Armstrong.”
His eyes were intent on watching Lord Dunnehl’s
reaction to her.

Lord Dunnehl gave her a low bow and then stood.
When she extended her hand, he brushed a brief kiss
on top, his expression one of faint amusement. “A
magnificent creature indeed. Clearly, she gets her
beauty from you, Lady Armstrong.”

“You flatter me, my lord.” Joy bubbled in her
mother’s laugh and shone in her eyes.

Rosalia was unimpressed. “A pleasure, my lord,”
she responded with a nervous smile.



TemrpraTION IN A KILT 7

During the discussion that followed, she did not
pay attention. There was no need. Her mother and
father entertained Lord Dunnehl with pleasantries
and she was happy for the respite. Grateful for her
mother’s endless prattle; it gave her an opportunity
to inspect the “English gentleman.” She swore if she
heard those words one more time, she would surely
lose her contents.

Height was definitely not in his favor. Although she
was taller than most women, she was at least a head
taller than he. His eyes were of a muddy brown color,
and the few hairs he had left on the top of his head
were a thin tawny-gold. He was quite large around
the middle, and the courtly fashions did nothing to
flatter his appearance. A man of his station would be
expected to dress in such a manner, but the clothes
made him look like a peacock.

With a sigh, she shifted from foot to foot. Her eyes
darted around the room, and when she found the man
with the handsome smile, he was looking directly at
her. Quickly, she lowered her gaze.

“Rosalia?”

She could not resist another peek at the man. Every
time she glanced at him, his gaze returned to her.
She tried not to be caught staring and found a joyous
satisfaction in studying his profile. Her mother’s firm
nudge brought her back from her woolgathering.

“Rosalial” her mother repeated with authority.

“Aye?”

“Lord Dunnehl has taken his leave. You could at
least have feigned an interest in the conversation,” she
said curtly.
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Rosalia nodded briefly, turning to her father.
“Father, who is that man standing...” When she
twisted around to show her father, she spotted his
broad back walking briskly out of the hall.

Her father glanced around her. “What man?”

“It does not matter what man,” said her mother,
attempting to correct their brogue. “We leave for
Mangerton on the morrow. Your father must see to the
crop, and we need to prepare for an important guest.”

Rosalia raised her brow searchingly. “An important
guest?”

Her mother smiled at her knowingly. “Lord Dunnehl.”

She paled.



Two

Liddesdale, Scotland

“WHAT DO YE WANT ME TO DO, CAROLINE? THE COIN
is almost depleted.”

Rosalia wanted to cover her ears to shut out
another of her parents’ heated arguments outside her
bedchamber.

“We shall keep Cook, and Rosalia will need to
attend us,” spat her mother, her voice ruthless. “I
am through with idle chatter, Ronald. You need to
offer her hand. It is the only way to fill our purse.
Be a man for once in your miserable life. There is no
other choice!”

Her father sighed with exasperation. “Caroline, ye
cannae fail to notice she is a score and one, and the
truth that she has nay dowry isnae too promising for
prospective suitors. As ye know, the only prospect from
court is Lord Dunnehl and he is most unpleasant.”

“He is not unpleasant, and you had best not treat
him that way when he arrives on the morrow. Let me
ask you, Ronald—have you given thought to how you
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will provide for me when the coin is depleted? No, of
course not. When Lord Dunnehl comes to Mangerton,
you shall be opening another means to fill our purse.
After all, it is your responsibility to see the cofters filled,
is it not?” Her voice was laced with sarcasm.

“We do not have to battle on this, Ronald. Offer
her hand and you will see all of our worries gone.
Furthermore,” she huffed, “after everything I do for
you, this is the least you could do for me.”

Rosalia could not move.

That was the true reason why they had taken her
to court. She was perfectly aware that marriages were
arranged for coin, land, or title, but that was not the
lite she sought. Was it too much to ask for a husband
who loved her and wanted her, who would make
her feel like the only place she belonged was by his
side? She was mindful of the fact that it was past time
she wed, but how cruel to have a man as unsavory as
Lord Dunnehl selected as her mate. The last thing she
desired was to be caught in a loveless marriage—the
same fate as her mother and father.

Although her sire had been born and raised in the
Highlands, her mother was from England and refused
to make the journey to the barbaric north. Rosalia
had always been told that her father had given up
everything upon his marriage to her mother, agreeing
to reside at their estate at Liddesdale so her mother
could cross the border to her beloved England. And
Liddesdale was the northern most part of Scotland
her mother was willing to go. Rosalia’s seanmhair, her
father’s mother, still had her home in Glengarry, but
Rosalia was never permitted to travel there. She had
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given up on asking the reason why long ago. As a
result, her parents were all the family she knew.

Reluctantly, Rosalia proceeded to the great hall
where her mother and father were already seated for the
middaymeal. Wiping her sweaty palms on her day dress,
she walked to the table and slid out the heavy wooden
bench, attempting to take her seat unnoticed. To her
dismay, she failed. Her mother cleared her throat, raised
her cheek, and waited. Having no choice, Rosalia
grudgingly rose and kissed her mother’s uplifted cheek.

Nodding her head in approval, her mother gestured
for Rosalia to take her seat for the second time.

“Rosalia, eat, but not too much. Your clothing is
getting tighter around your midrift—again. Finish your
meal and then we wish to have speech with you.”

“Aye, Mother.”

She had barely finished her meal when her trencher
was yanked away. “That is enough. We have some-
thing to discuss with you.” Pausing, her mother took a
sip of wine. “I want everything prepared and in order
for Lord Dunnehl’s arrival. I will be inspecting.”

Rosalia stole a glance at her father. Clenching her
jaw, she struggled to rein in her temper. Unfortunately,
that did not assist her in holding her tongue. “Mother,
if ye and Da are thinking of offering my hand, donna
ye wish to ask my thoughts?”

Her mother rose in one fluid motion and hauled
her from the bench. The fury that shot from her eyes
was all too familiar, and Rosalia felt the sting of the
slap before her words were finished. She lifted her
hands to protect herself; but it was pointless.

Forceful hands continued to strike her.
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“You. Ungrateful. Child. Your father and I have
provided for you and expected nothing in return!
You will wed Lord Dunnehl if we command you to
wed him!”

“Mother, I beg ye!” cried Rosalia in a choking
voice. Her hands covered her eyes and cheeks, and she
wept aloud, rocking back and forth.

“Look at her, Ronald! She is daft. I live for the
day when she becomes someone else’s burden.” Her
mother’s hard voice held no sympathy. “Rosalia,
enough of these tears. You will clear the table now
and assist Cook. When you have completed that task,
prepare for Lord Dunnehl’s arrival. I have had enough
of your foolishness.”

Hot tears rolled down Rosalia’s cheeks and she
lowered her head, staring at her hands. She could not
bring herself to move. The smell of blood pulled her
from her despair. Hastily, she grabbed for a rag on the
table, applying it to her bleeding nose.

Her mother’s eyes narrowed. “Did you hear me,
Rosalia?”

“Aye,” she answered, defeated.

After a hushed stillness, her father spoke. “Do as
your mother commands and all will be well.”

“Aye, Father.”

Rosalia pulled herself to her feet and started to clear
the table, pausing to wipe her bloodied nose. Glancing
up, she saw James, the captain of her father’s guard,
standing frozen at the entrance of the great hall. His
grave expression told her all too clearly what he had
witnessed. Her face reddened with humiliation, and
she kept her eyes down to the task at hand.
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She spent the remainder of the day avoiding him.
Several times he tried to capture her attention, but she
pretended not to notice him. She recognized that her
behavior was childish, but frankly, she did not have
the energy to deal with James. Between worrying
about her future and preparing for Lord Dunnehl’s
visit, she was exhausted.

Rosalia was finally crawling into bed for another
restless night when a familiar voice whispered her
name through the door. It was senseless to ignore him.
She donned a blanket and opened her bedchamber
door. Sneaking a quick peek and observing no one
in the hall, she walked out quietly and gently closed
the door.

All she needed was to have a servant catch her
sneaking about. Then she remembered that Ealasaid,
the cook, was the only servant in quarters and
silently chuckled.

Ealasaid was like a grandmother to her, and James,
irksome as he was, was her best friend. Never did she
have a romantic notion about him, unless she counted
the time she made him kiss her to see what it was
like. What a terrible kiss. Sharing a romantic kiss with
someone who was like a brother was not something
she desired ever to repeat.

Nightfall had arrived some time earlier and the main
torches were extinguished. There were only a few lit,
but she could have found her way even in the dark,
having walked this path so many times. Climbing the
steps to the parapet, she called his name.

“God’s teeth, woman, hush! I am here. Remind me
ne’er to take ye into battle. The enemy would hear
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ye trampling from a distance before ye even got close
enough to draw your sword,” said James with a trace of
laughter in his voice. “Be thankful I havenae yet taken
my sword to ye.” He smirked, tapping her playfully
on the arm. “Howbeit the fates have tempted me so.”

Rosalia pointed a finger at him. “Annoying man—be
truthful. The many words that spew from your cheek
would put your enemy to sleep. Ye wouldnae even
have to draw your sword. Ye would simply bore them
to death,” she said, satisfaction pursing her mouth.

She watched him through the torchlight, his
ash-blond locks reflecting the light. Unsheathing his
sword, he leaned it against the stone wall. His expres-
sion stilled and grew serious. “Are ye hurt, Rosalia?”

She glanced away and out into the darkness.
““Tisnae as bad as the others. My head aches, but I
shall be fine.”

He approached her and his eyes widened with
concern. Raising his hand, he turned her head toward
the torchlight. Gently brushing her cheek, he sighed.

Clutching her blanket, she stared out into the dark-
ness. With a shiver of vivid recollection, she recalled
the attractive man with the charming smile. “I saw a
man at court. I couldnae breathe, and my heart was
beating so fast when he looked at me. [ have ne’er felt
that way before. He was the most handsome man I
ever laid eyes upon.”

Her musings were interrupted by his smirk. “Donna
speak untruths. Ye know I am the bonniest man ye
have ever laid eyes upon.”

She swatted at him. “Cease, ye rogue.”

“Did ye speak with him?” he asked her searchingly.
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She shook her head. “Nay. When he heard Mother
scolding me, the smile he offered was only one of pity.”
She spoke regretfully, pausing a moment to remember
him. “Did ye hear, then? They want to ofter my hand
to this Lord Dunnehl. Do ye know him?”

He hesitated, measuring her for a moment. When
the sound of laughter approached from a distance, he
reached out and touched her arm. “The guards come.
Quickly, back to your chamber.”

=D

After a night of tossing and turning and a tiring day of
preparing for Lord Dunnehl’s arrival, Rosalia would
be paraded like livestock. Perhaps he would think her
midrift too big and she would be unacceptable for
breeding—one could only hope. Shaking her head,
she willed away her dark thoughts. She pulled at her
gown and rechecked her hair. There was nothing
further she could do. The time had come, whether she
was ready or not.

Taking a deep breath, she hesitantly approached the
great hall. The sound of her mother’s laughter made
her face turn grim. It was obvious she was trying to
impress the man by showing him the fine tapestries.
There may be nothing left in the coffers, but they had
the finest of wares. Her mother was quite proud of’
that fact.

Glancing up upon her approach, Lord Dunnehl
ambled toward her in a leisurely manner. “My lady,
a pleasure to see you again.” He gave her a low bow
and she extended her hand. “Your beauty is exquisite.
Clearly, she gets it from you, Lady Armstrong.”
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“So ye have said,” Rosalia mumbled under her breath,
trying with all of her strength not to roll her eyes.

“You flatter me, my lord,” said her mother, her
eyes glowing with enjoyment.

“Are you injured, my lady?” he asked Rosalia
searchingly.

When she clamped her jaw tight and lifted her
brow, her mother quickly explained, “She fell from
her mount.”

“Most unfortunate. My apologies for your discomfort.”

While her mother uttered meaningless chatter,
Rosalia quietly reflected.

“Rosalia would love to show you the gardens, my
lord.” Her mother gave her a pointed look.

“The pleasure would be mine, my lady.”

He extended his arm, and she cleared her throat
awkwardly. “Ye and Da are joining us?”

“Surely ye donna require a chaperone. Lord
Dunnehl wishes time with ye. A walk in the garden
will do ye some good. Besides, the captain of my
guard is on watch out there if ye want for anything.”
Her father narrowed his eyes at Lord Dunnehl.

Having no choice, she reluctantly took his arm.
As they entered the gardens, she glanced up as James
walked the parapet. “Have ye... you traveled far, my
lord?” She wished her mother would not insist she
mask her Highland brogue. It made it much more
difficult to carry on a conversation, and she was
nervous enough.

“After court, I traveled to my Northumberland
home and came from there.”

She was instantly wide awake. “I find the courtly
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appeal fascinating. I understand King James is
attempting to tame the Highland barbarians. 1 person-
ally donna... do not think they are barbarians at all.
They fight amongst themselves to keep land that has
been rightfully theirs for generations. I admire their
courage and their honor,” she spoke eagerly.

“And what does a woman know of courtly matters?
I can assure you, my dear, those men are barbarians.
Why don’t we speak to the matter at hand, shall we?”
He stopped and inclined his head, holding out his
hand for her to sit on a bench. He glanced up at the
parapet before he took his seat next to her.

Taking a deep breath, she tried to command her
emotions to order. “And what matter is that?”

“I am aware you speak freely. Your father has
said as much. I do not seek such qualities in a wife.
However, I am in need of a wife and you are in need
of a husband. More so, I am in need of an heir and
I am not getting any younger. We will have an open
marriage, and you will be free to do as you will as soon
as you provide my heir. I understand the coffers are
low, and I am willing to bargain with your father.”

Her jaw dropped and she gave him a sidelong
glance of utter nonbelief for speaking so bluntly.

He chuckled nastily and forcefully pulled her head
toward him. Vehemently, he smacked his lips upon
hers. As she felt bile rise in the back of her throat, he
finally broke the kiss. “You may bring that fire into
our bed... and I will show you how thoroughly I can
put it out. I like my women with some spirit.”

Breathless with rage, she sprang from the bench
and slapped his hands away. “I believe ’tis enough, my
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lord. My sire awaits us in the great hall.” She flashed
him a look of disdain and stormed oft.

He quickly caught up with her. “I shall have
speech with your father on the morrow. I wish to
wed quickly and return to London. I know you will
be looking forward to our marriage bed as well, my
dear.” His gaze rested on her breasts.

He was the foulest of beasts.

Her feet couldn’t carry her fast enough. When they
entered the great hall, she thundered past her mother,
her temper barely controlled. “I must retire. I bid ye
good sleep.” Hefting her skirts, she ran up the stairs to
her bedchamber and slammed the door.

=D

Rosalia awoke the next morning with a pounding
headache. How could her mother expect her to wed
such a man?

Fierce pounding upon her door made her jump.
“Rosalia, open this door at once! I will not ask again,”
ordered her mother in a clipped tone. Pulling herself
from the bed, Rosalia unlatched the door and stepped
back as her mother pushed through the doorway.
“Lord Dunnehl has offered for your hand and we are
most pleased.”

“Aye, 1 can see with my own eyes how verra
pleased ye are with this match,” she bellowed.

Her mother was surprisingly calm.

“Come, Rosalia, your father awaits us in the study.”
She lifted her hand and gestured for her daughter to follow.

Rosalia trailed after her mother in a trance-like
state. The first part of her life had been horrid, but
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she refused to have the last part of it be the same. This
was one fight she could not, would not lose. When
she entered the study, her father was seated behind his
dark wooden desk. He gestured for them to sit and
folded his hands in front of him.

There was a heavy silence.

Sitting forward, he peered at her intently. “Rosalia,
as ye know, Lord Dunnehl has offered for your hand
and has returned to his home. Once he comes back
with the bride price and the banns are posted, ye
will be wed in the chapel. He wants to take his leave
shortly after to his home in London.”

She clenched her jaw, fighting for collectedness.

“Rosalia, you will absolutely adore London. There
are many advantages to living there. Once you provide
Lord Dunnehl with his heir, you will be free to do
as you will. That is all he seeks from you,” said her
mother with a proud smile.

Rosalia glanced back and forth between the two
of them in awe. It was apparent they waited for her
response, and she was more than happy to oblige.

=D

James knocked once and called her name. When she
did not answer, he made another attempt. “Rosalia,
how do ye fare?”

She slammed her trunk shut and tried not to flinch.
“James, I cannae have speech with ye at the moment.”

“Are ye unwell? Let me in.”

“Mother and Fath—"

“Are below stairs. Let me in or I will break down
this door, Rosalia. Now,” he ordered with a warning
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in his voice. She unlatched the door and he swung
it open. He strode in and glanced around, studying
her chamber. “What was that shuffling I heard?” he
asked suspiciously.

She gave him her back and could not find the
strength to look at him.

“Rosalia...” He reached out and touched her arm.
When she winced, he stepped around her and pushed
the hair back from her face. “Och, lass, what has
befallen ye? Look at me, Rosalia.” His voice caught
in his throat.

““Tis naught. I am fine.” She closed her eyes in a
tutile attempt to hold back her tears. “’Tis my own
fault. I spoke in truth to Mother and Father. Father...”

He embraced her lightly while she sobbed.

She pulled back slowly. “James, I must be alone.
Ealasaid brought a tray and I only wish to go to bed.
We can speak on the morrow. Please, James,” she said,
gazing at him with despair.

He hesitated, his face full of anguish and concern.
“Aye, lass, ye rest. Do ye have a salve for your bruises?”

“Aye, I have some. Please, I must get rest,” she insisted.

Finally able to convince him to take his leave, she
approached her trunk. Carefully and slowly, she lifted
her bundle and placed it on the bed. She sat down
and removed her clothing, wincing where it rubbed
her ribs. She pulled her dirk from her sack, drawing
strength from the feel of it in her hand. She could do
this. She had to. It was the only way. There was no
turning back now. She leaned over the washbowl and
placed the dirk at the base of her neck. One glance at
her bruises in the reflection of the water gave her all
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the confidence she needed. She closed her eyes and
cut deeply.

A clump of hair fell into her hand. She tossed it into
the fire. She made another deep cut. Her hair was so
thick. Why had she thought it would cut easily? She
gathered the remaining hair clippings and threw them
into the fire. Lifting her arms, which felt as though
they were strapped with heavy weights, she bound her
breasts and ribs the best she could. The strips she made
from her old day dress worked perfectly, but the task
took forever. She finally managed to pull on her tunic
and don the trews James had given her to practice
swordplay. A sharp pain radiated through her side, and
she had yet to pull on her boots. She sat down, inhaled
deeply, and bent to fasten them.

When she positioned herself upright, she fought a
wave of nausea. Giving herself a moment, she packed
the food from the tray Ealasaid had so graciously
brought her. Holding her breath, she bent to secure
her dirk inside her boot. Once she threw on the hat
she had borrowed from the stable boy, her disguise
was complete. She hesitated, taking one last glance
around her bedchamber. She would not miss it. What
was there to miss?

Opening the door, she glanced down the hall.
Thankfully, James had listened to reason and left her
alone. She discreetly descended the back stairs to the
stables. There was no one about, but she could not
be too careful. The stable master, Duncan, would
be in the kitchens with Ealasaid. The two of them
were inseparable.

Noonie stomped his feet and whinnied upon her
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approach. “Shh... we will go for a ride, Noonie, but
ye must be quiet.” She managed to saddle her horse
and attach her bundle. Grabbing a couple of woolen
blankets, she securely fastened them to the saddle. A
sharp pain attacked her ribs and she mentally willed it
away. There was no time. She needed to move.

She was about to pull Noonie from the stall when
she heard a whimper. “Magaidh...” She placed her
head to Noonie’s, knowing in her heart she could not
take her pup. Although Rosalia’s heart was breaking,
Magaidh would be much safer here with Duncan.

Leading Noonie from his stall, she crept through
the back of the garden. The guards would not see
her from this angle. She was sure of it. She made her
way to the edge of the forest. The air was warm and
the moon was full. She should be able to travel a fair
distance this eve.

Standing to the left, she pulled Noonie’s mane,
the command for him to kneel. Praise the saints
for Duncan’s training. Rosalia pulled herself upon
the horse’s back. The pain was excruciating but she
managed to secure her seat. Another swift kick and
they were off.

When she reached the path toward the loch, she
turned north. She would continue to ride into the
Highlands, knowing her mother and father would
never search for her there. She would seek her sean-
mhair in Glengarry and pray she would take her in.

Seanmhair was never permitted as a topic of discus-
sion. She often wondered what Father’s mother had
done, but in her heart Rosalia would always love
her. Seanmhair would send messengers upon occasion
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who would seek her out and deliver notes or gifts. It
seemed Rosalia was never far from her grandmother’s
thoughts—well, she prayed that still rang true.

At least she managed to get a few hours’ head start.
When she could no longer hold her seat and every
bone in her body ached, she needed to stop. She
would pause only a moment to rest and then continue
on her way. She led Noonie into a small clearing. This
would have to do. As she tugged on his mane to kneel,
she slid from his back and fell hard to the ground with
a heavy thud. That was the last she remembered before
she welcomed the blackness.
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FOrR WELL OVER A FORTNIGHT, LAIRD CIARAN
MacGregor of Glenorchy had ridden his men hard to
flee the madness of the English court. Now back in
Scotland, they were all restless and tired, but bound
and determined to reach Glenorchy in just a few more
days. Ciaran could not wait to return home, sleep in
his own bed, and eat at his own table. When his mind
filtered back to his leman, Beathag, his memory of her
warm thighs and ample bosom made him shift in his
seat. He sorely missed Glenorchy. He would continue
until he or his men dropped.

After he had had to spend what felt like an eternity
at court, his reckless brother had best have everything
in order upon their arrival. Fortunately, the bloody
Campbells could not have caused too much grief in
his absence since they were in attendance at court as
well. The greedy lot continued to hold King James’s
ear, but Ciaran refused to play such games.

However, he was somewhat relieved that his liege
held both clans accountable for the skirmishes; at least
his head would not be alone on a pike. Expressing his
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intense displeasure, King James warned them to keep
peace in the Highlands or suffer the consequences of
their actions. Ciaran had no concerns with his liege’s
demands as long as the bloody Campbells stayed away
from his land and his people.

Aiden slowed his mount and reined in beside him.
“My laird, we have been riding for hours this day. Do
ye nae think we should stop and rest the horses?”

“What 1s wrong? The horses are fine. Do ye wish
to stop and rest?”

“Well...” Aiden murmured, shrugging his shoulders.

Ciaran gave him a pointed look. “What is wrong,
brother?”

“Och, my bloody arse cannae take it! I know we
are all anxious to return to home, but ye barely stop to
let us take a piss,” he said through gritted teeth.

Ciaran reined in his mount and yelled for his men
to stop. Lowering his voice, he smirked. “God’s teeth!
Ye are a Highlander and a MacGregor, but if ye
wish to rest to save your bloody arse... Donaidh and
Seumas, ye scout and we will make camp,” he shouted
over his shoulder.

=D

Donaidh and Seumas were exhausted, but if scouting
meant they could return to Glenorchy sooner
rather than later, they would do anything their liege
commanded. They searched the surrounding blanket
of darkness to ensure there was no possiblethreat
lurking in the shadows and were ready to return to
camp when a horse whinnied.

“Didnae we just search that clearing?” asked Donaidh.



26 VicTtoriA ROBERTS

“Aye,” responded Seumas cautiously.

Both men separated and drew their swords,
approaching the clearing from opposite directions.
Once they spotted each other, they dismounted. A
horse as black as the night pawed at the ground. With
the full moon above, the creature cast an eerie glow—as
if the beast itself was under some ancient spell.

Donaidh advanced carefully. “Is that someone upon
the ground?” he whispered to Seumas.

The beast jostled his reins and pawed at the ground.

“Take caution,” Seumas murmured. “It may be a
trap.” Giving the horse wide berth, he poked at the
mass on the ground with his sword. Seeing no apparent
movement, he stretched out his leg and kicked it with his
foot. “Hold the mount steady and I will turn him over.”

Donaidh secured the black beast as Seumas reached
down and flipped the darkened figure. “Och, the
laddie fell from his mount.” Kneeling down beside
him, Donaidh placed his ear to the youth’s lips. “He
lives. Help me get him to his feet.”

Sheathing their swords, they each grabbed under an
arm and brought the lad to his feet. “He is still out.
Lay him back. "Tis too dark to see how badly he is
injured. We will take him back to camp,” said Seumas.
Reaching out, he clutched the reins of the black beast
and spoke in soothing tones. Once the mount calmed,
he nodded to Donaidh. “Try again to get the laddie
on his mount. Lift his feet.”

Donaidh had no sooner hefted his feet than a blood-
curdling scream cut through the night. “Séimhich, lad!
Ye took a tumble from your mount. We arenae
going to harm ye,” Donaidh assured him. Kicking
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and bucking, the boy tried vigorously to release their
hold. He let out an agonizing moan before he again
lost awareness. Hastily, they secured him to his saddle.
“Seumas, have ye seen that horseflesh? Do ye think
the lad a thief?” Donaidh gripped the reins and started
to lead the black horse back to camp.

Seumas grunted. “I donna think ’tis the laddie’s mount.
"Tis prize horseflesh. I wonder where he got him.”

“Mayhap he was reiving from the bloody Campbells.”

=D

Ciaran, Aiden, and Calum watered their horses and
tethered them to a tree. Aiden started a fire, and
Calum pulled out their provisions. They had been in
this situation so many times before that Ciaran rarely
had to assign tasks. Everyone knew his responsibilities
well. Ciaran had been in many a battle with these
men, and they always watched each other’s backs.
They were dependable and he held them in the
highest regard.

Aiden and Calum were sitting quietly around the
fire, and it did not surprise Ciaran that no one wished
to converse. After hearing all of the chattering women
at court and their peacocks floating about, the silence
was soothing.

Ciaran approached the fire and handed his brother
a wine sack. “And how is your arse?” he asked,
sprawling out on his own blanket.

“Ye laugh, brother.” He took a long swig of wine
and handed the sack to Calum.

“Aiden, lass, when are ye going to don your skirts?
Mayhap Aisling wears the trews, aye?” he jested.
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Calum spit the wine from his mouth but tried to
cover his actions with a cough.

“Ye know, if T wasnae so sore right now, I would
take ye both to task.” Aiden fell back on his blanket
and moaned.

Something gnawed at Ciaran’s gut, and he could
not quite place his finger upon it. “Donaidh and
Seumas should have returned by now.”

A scream pierced the night, and all of the men
jumped to their feet. A few moments later when a
whistle rang out, Ciaran sheathed his sword and let out
the breath he held. He strode toward his men as they
led their mounts into camp.

“We found a lad in the clearing. We think he fell
from his mount—well, that mount.” Seumas pointed
to the horse, shaking his head in nonbelief. “When
we tried to pick him up, he screamed as though death
were upon him. I think his ribs are broken, but at least
he 1s still out cold.”

“Donaidh, Seumas, secure the horses. Aiden, help
me move him close to the fire,” Ciaran ordered.
Pulling the boy from the horse, they carried him to a
blanket and gently lowered him to the ground. When
Ciaran pushed back the hair from the lad’s face, his
eyes widened with concern. “Och, his eyes are black-
ened, his lip 1s cut and swollen, and he has swelling to
the face. And ’tis only what we see. That must have
been one hell of a tumble.”

Aiden grabbed a blanket and handed it to him.
“Here. Lay this under his head.”

Litting the lad’s head, Ciaran positioned the cover
carefully underneath. “We should check for other
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injuries.” He started by squeezing the injured lad’s
arms to check for broken bones, but as he applied
pressure, the boy started to moan.

“Ciaran, the blackness is probably a blessing for
now. If he awakens before first light, we will give him
some ale for the pain. I think it may be better to check
him on the morrow. Then we can see to what extent
he is injured,” offered Aiden.

“Aye.” Ciaran shook his head regretfully. “There is
naught we can do now. His pain will be much on the
morrow, though.”

The men arranged their bedding in front of the
fire while Ciaran took first watch. He knew the path
home had been too clear—well, the lad was not at
fault. Ciaran would do what he must. If the boy could
ride on the morrow, he would take him to the next
village and ensure he received proper care. The lad
was breathing heavily now and would probably sleep
through the night.

Glancing over at the dark horse, Ciaran wondered
where he came from. The mount was clearly prize
horseflesh. They were at least a day’s ride from the
English border. Surely, the lad knew better than to steal
from an English lord. All Ciaran needed right now was
to have a band of men searching for their prized mount.
He certainly did not want trouble. All he wanted was
to return home to Glenorchy where a warm bed and
Beathag welcomed him. He smiled at the thought.

He walked over to the fire and nudged his brother.
“Aiden, ’tis time.”

Letting out a sound of displeasure, his brother rolled
over. “Nay, Aisling, I need a few more moments.”
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“Aiden, get up, ye daft fool.” Ciaran nudged him
again with his foot—mnot so friendly this time.

“Och! God’s teeth! I am awake!” Placing his hands
over his eyes, Aiden groaned.

“Quiet or ye will wake the men.”

Aiden rose for his turn to stand watch and Ciaran
took his place, listening to the fire making popping
noises well into the night. He loved to sleep under
the stars—not exactly for an entire fortnight, but for
a night or two. In fact, he was not even aware he had
fallen asleep until sunlight beamed in his eyes. When
he opened them, Seumas sat next to the boy with a
troubled expression.

“He just started to stir. I believe the pain is setting.
He seems to be aware.”

Pulling himself to his feet, Ciaran walked around
the ashes of the fire and knelt beside the lad. He had
seen that the youth’s injuries were severe by the fire-
light the past eve, but in the light of day... He gave
the boy a little nudge and he cried out in pain.

“Seumas, we have nay choice. We need to know
how badly he is injured or if he can travel. Grab an
arm and let us sit him up.” Supporting the lad by the
upper arms, they placed him into a sitting position.
“Can ye speak? Ye fell from your mount. Do ye
understand?” Ciaran waited for his answer, but the
boy was unresponsive.

“Do ye think he is injured in the head?” asked
Seumas with concern.

“Nay. I have seen head injuries before,” said Ciaran,
studying his bruises. “He isnae injured in the head.”

(=)
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The pain was unbearable. Was someone talking to
her? Head injury? Rosalia was trying to make sense of
it all. She needed a moment to compose herself. Her
vision was blurry, and it felt like a dagger was stuck in
her temple. She let out a moan as she lifted her hand
to her head. Opening her eyes, reality started to creep
back in. The last thing she remembered was... falling
from Noonie. She searched around the men, the very
large men, and spotted several horses tethered to a
tree. Noonie was there, but who were these men?

Someone asked her if she understood. Her eyes
met his, and she could not answer because something
clicked in her mind. It was him—the man from court
who pitied her. She would recognize him anywhere.

“Can ye stand?” he asked with concern.

She did the only reasonable thing that came to
mind. She nodded. The man grabbed her under the
arms and attempted to pull her up. When she yelped
and took a sharp intake of breath, he lowered her back
to the ground.

“Seumas, help him hold up his arms. I will remove
his tunic,” the man ordered.

Her eyes widened in panic as an even more
terrifying realization washed over her. She became
instantly awake, fully aware of her surroundings. What
it he discovered she was a woman? This situation
could end in nothing short of a disaster.

“Donna worry, lad. Once I remove your tunic,
we will check if your ribs are broken or bruised.
Mayhap all they need is to be bound.” The man he
called Seumas hefted her arms, and he started to pull
up her tunic.
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She thought she squeaked. “Nay, I am fine. There
isnae need—" she coughed.

“Lad, I willnae hear it. I need to see your...”

God’s teeth! Was that her tunic up over her breasts?
She’d bound them before she left Mangerton, but she
was not sure if the bindings remained intact. Rosalia
tried to search his expression as swiftly as he yanked
the tunic down.

Turning his head, he coughed. “Seumas,” he
choked out. He nodded for Seumas and his men to
take their leave. His massive body blocked her frame,
and she did not think his men had seen her. At least,
she hoped not. He stood over her, his hands on his
hips, and she was silenced by his dark expression. He
whipped around and started to fold blankets and gather
supplies. His actions made her nervous and his jaw was
clenched tight.

Without warning, his angry gaze swung over her.
“When I pulled up your tunic, I was expecting a lad.
Ye apparently have some daff reason to be traveling
alone dressed in a lad’s clothing with that prime
horseflesh as your means of travel,” he curtly stated,
pointing at Noonie. “I will have the tale. Now, lass,”
he ordered.

Rosalia studied the man in front of her. She found
herself completely at a loss for words and did not have
the strength to look into his judging eyes. Tears spilled
down her cheeks as she lowered her head, staring at
her hands. She did not want to be a watering pot, but
she had been through so much and did not need him
as an added complication.

His expression softened and he cupped her chin



TemrpraTION IN A KILT 33

gently, searching her upturned face. “Lass, if I wanted
to harm ye, it would have been done. My men and I
journey from court, and I must know if someone gives
chase to ye,” he spoke in a soothing tone, success-
fully disarming her with his smile, but fortunately not
robbing her of her wits.

“I have wasted your time and willnae keep ye
further from your journey. Please leave me my mount
and I will be on my way.” She spoke with as reason-
able a voice as she could manage.

He let out a long, audible breath. “I can see ye are
going to be difficult.” He smiled blandly. “First, I must
check ye for injury. Now... I can either do it or have
my men return and watch me do it. Ye decide,” he
said, his lips twisting into a cynical smile.

There was an uncomfortable silence and then
Rosalia reluctantly nodded her head in consent.

“A wise choice, lass. I must cut the bindings to
check your ribs, but I have supplies to use for binding
if there is a need.” He pulled out his dirk and started
to lift her tunic.

She gasped, reaching out and grabbing his arm.
Nervously, she blurted out the first thing that came to
mind. “Wait... I donna know your name.”

“I am Laird Ciaran MacGregor of Glenorchy.” A
smile played on the corner of his lips. “Will ye gift me
with your name?”

She was not sure where Glenorchy was, but hope-
tully it was far enough from her home that he would
not recognize her name. She glanced down for a brief’
moment to decide whether or not to speak it. After
further consideration, there was not much he could
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do with a first name. “I am... my name is... Rosalia,”
she said quietly.

“Rosalia?” He cast a questioning gaze and then his
face split into a wide grin. “’Tis a beautiful name.”
He partially lifted her tunic but left enough material
to cover her breasts. Taking out his dirk, he cut her
bindings. “Now I must touch ye to check your ribs.”
He hesitated, waiting for her response.

She nodded her consent.

He applied pressure and she inhaled a sharp breath.
Stepping around her, he bent down behind her.
“Rosalia, I am going to check your back.” He paused
for her response.

“Aye,” she whispered.

Slowly, he touched her back and then pulled down
her tunic. He walked over to his mount and returned
with a sack. Sitting down, he dumped the contents in
front of her. “I donna believe anything is broke now,
but ye do have bruised ribs.” He ripped pieces of cloth
into sections. “Binding will help the pain.”

It was apparent he had done this many times before.
She continued to study him and stare at his broad
shoulders and the corded muscles on his frame. He was
much bigger than she remembered him being. What
was the matter with her? She was injured. He just
reminded her of James. Sure, that was it. Even though
James never seemed to make her breath quicken when
he glanced at her. Then again, perhaps it was the pain
in her ribs. She wondered if she’d hit her head.

“Where are your men?” she asked, glancing around
the small clearing.

“They are around. They will return when I call for
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them.” He grabbed the strips of cloth and gently lifted
her tunic. “Are ye able to hold it up?”

“Aye,” she grunted. He wrapped the strips of cloth
around her and bound her ribs, tying off the strips. For
someone who was so incredibly large, his touch was
surprisingly gentle.

“That should help the pain in your ribs, and this
should help the pain in your face,” he said, holding up
a salve. “May [?”

“Aye.” She felt the heat rise in her face. Thankfully,
the color was masked by the bruising—at least, she
hoped it was. He applied the salve to her bruises and
seemed naturally kind. She would be sure to thank
him before she took her leave.

“There, all finished.” The beginning of a smile
tipped the corners of his mouth. He gathered up the
remainder of the supplies and bundled them back on
his horse. Returning with a wine sack, he sat down
beside her and offered her a drink. “Do ye think ye
can ride, Rosalia?”

She choked. This was not wine. It was... stronger,
and it burned her insides.

“Careful. "Tis my own ale.”

Plagued with a coughing fit, she felt like her throat
was on fire. She hastily handed him back the wine sack
and he repeated his question. “Aye, I can ride. I thank
ye for seeing to my injuries, my lair—"

“Ciaran,” he simply stated.

“Ciaran. Ye and your men have my thanks.” She
tried to smile, but her lip cracked open. Instinctively,
she raised her hand and placed her finger to her sore lip.

“It will heal with time.” He hesitated, measuring
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her for a moment. “Rosalia, I must know. Is your
husband giving chase?”

“Husband?” Her voice unintentionally went up a
notch. “I donna have a husband. I am nae wed.” Why
would he ask if she had a husband?

A strange look crossed his features before he
quickly masked it. “If ye arenae wed, then who did
this to ye, lass?”

Lowering her head, she stared at her hands. “Again.
I must thank ye for caring for me, but donna let me
keep ye from your journey. I am sure ye and your
men wish to return home. Moran taing.” Thank you
very much.

=D

“Moran taing?”

Did she think he would honestly leave her here to
fend for herself? Maybe he should. That would surely
teach her a lesson. Did she not realize the dangers of
traveling alone? If she were his sister or even his wife,
he would throttle her. He briefly wondered where
that idea came from. No matter, he would take her to
the next village and see to it she received care.

Her sudden, jerky movements pulled him from
his thoughts.

“I havenae had an opportunity... What I mean to
say is... I need a moment to...” Her flush deepened
to crimson and she looked away from him.

“What?” Ciaran realized from her actions what she
was trying to convey. He stood and held out his hand.
“Let me help ye up. Can ye walk?”

“Slowly, but I can walk.” Taking his hand, she
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stood and held her ribs. Unsteady on her feet, she
took a step back. He caught her by the elbow to
assist her and she waved him off. “Nay, please. I can
do it myself.”

He watched her take unsteady steps into the trees.
When he’d lifted her tunic and noticed a woman’s
breasts, several thoughts had come to mind. Why
would a woman cut her tresses and dress in a lad’s
clothing? And when she spoke her name, something
clicked in his mind. He had a vivid recollection of the
woman at court. Her troubled face still haunted his
dreams, but when she’d graced him with a smile...
Due to the extent of her bruising he was not sure she
was the same woman, but he would pull the truth from
her eventually. He did know there was only one logical
reason for her actions. She was running from someone
or something. He most definitely did not need a
woman’s woes to keep them from returning home.

They needed to move.

He blew out a loud whistle for his men to return
and Aiden cast him a questioning gaze. “What the hell
was that about?”

Ciaran waved for his men to come near. “Ye
willnae believe... The lad is a lass. We need to take
our leave.” When all of his men held similar shocked
expressions upon their features, he added, “Aye, she
has cut her tresses and wears a lad’s clothing. Those
arenae bruises from a fallen mount. She was badly
beaten. She runs from someone but willnae say who.
She says she is unwed but willnae say why she runs.
Mount up. I donna want trouble. We will take her to
the next village.”
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The lass emerged from the brush and his men
gawked at her. She shifted from foot to foot and stared
at her hands.

Silence grew tight with tension.

“We will ride with ye to the next village,” said
Ciaran, his voice ringing with command.

She immediately tensed. “Nay, ye have done
enough. My thanks to ye and your men,” she spoke
firmly, her eyes proud.

“Lass, we willnae leave a woman, especially an
injured woman, alone. We will all escort ye to the
next village and seek the healer,” he insisted. When
she did not move and held her ground, he stared at
her, perplexed. No one ever disobeyed his orders and
this would not be a first. He grabbed her mount and
led him over. Dropping the reins, Ciaran moved to
assist her.

She placed her hand on his forearm, and a shiver
ran through him from her mere touch. “Please, nay,
I can do it.”

Was she completely daft? Why was she so insistent
on doing everything herself when she could barely
stand to take care of her personal needs? Women. She
was a frustrating lass. His eyes widened when the black
beast actually started to kneel upon the ground.

Wincing in pain, she pulled herself upon his back.
She kicked him once and the beast actually rose.
“He is mine. I didnae steal him.” She spoke with
light bitterness.

He shook his head in nonbelief. This woman was
an ever-changing mystery. He and his men mounted
their horses and moved in single file. He rode behind
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her for her own protection, but also to ensure she
did not flee. For some reason, he would not have
been surprised if she tried. They continued to ride in
companionable silence for the next couple of miles. It
was a slow pace, but at least he was getting closer to
home. He longed for the mountains of the Highlands.

The lass was quiet—too quiet. When she placed her
hand at her side for support and stretched her back, he
knew she was uncomfortable.

“How do ye fare?” he asked with concern.

She jumped at the sound of his voice and her horse
shied, but she easily controlled her mount. “I am fine.
My thanks for asking,” she murmured.

He grunted in frustration—loudly. Perhaps he even
growled. He was not sure. Was everything “fine”
to her? Did she not realize the danger she was in? If
someone else had found her, she would surely be...
He shook off the mental image. She was a stubborn
lass. It reminded him of why he was not wed. He
heard enough of Aisling’s ire to be thankful he was
not Aiden. He would never understand women, let
alone why anyone would want to be shackled to
one—obstinate, bellowing creatures.

Aiden stopped his mount ahead on the path and
waited for Ciaran to catch up. “Donna ye think we
should rest, brother?” he asked, reining in his mount
behind Ciaran.

He chuckled. “Why is it ye always ask me to rest,
Aiden? Is it your bloody arse again?”

“Nay, ye daft fool. The lass probably needs to stop
and rest,” his brother chided him.

Ciaran sighed. “I suppose. We will stop at the next
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clearing. Howbeit only for a short time. I want to keep
moving in case trouble follows.”

He halted his men at the next clearing, and Aiden
quickly dismounted. Rushing to Rosalia’s side, he
extended his hand. “Lass, can I assist ye down?”

An easy smile played the corners of her mouth and
she remained as still as a stone statue. “Thank ye, si—"

“Aiden.”

“Thank ye, Aiden, but Noonie will go down for
me.” She pulled on the horse’s mane and he went
down on bended knee.

His brother shook his head in amusement. “’Tis
truly incredible. Noonie?”

“His name.” When she dropped Noonie’s reins and
stepped away, Aiden picked them up.

“Here, lass, I will take him for ye and tether him.”

Turning, her movements were stift and awkward.
“There is nay need. He knows to stay when his reins
are upon the ground.”

“Truly?”

“Aye.”

Ciaran pulled out a piece of dried beef from his sack
as Aiden approached him. “Do ye know the horse
will stay when his reins are upon the ground?” Aiden
shook his head in amazement.

“I heard her speak as much to ye.”

“Where did she get this mount?”

Ciaran swung his head around as Rosalia struggled
to sit upon the ground. “I donna know, but I intend
to find out.” He patted his brother upon the shoulder
and walked toward her with steely determination.

(=)
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She was going to die. Dropping to the ground, Rosalia
attempted to mask her pain. They could not see
her sufter. They needed to be gone, and the sooner
she could be rid of them, the better. She needed to
keep moving. The closer she traveled to Glengarry,
the better her chances of escape. The swig of ale she
took earlier had only assisted for a short time and was
starting to wear off. She winced as she lifted her tunic
to adjust her bindings to be more comfortable.

“Do ye need me to assist ye?” When she yanked
down the tunic, Ciaran added, “I didnae mean to
startle ye.” He handed her some dried beef and the
wine sack. “’Tis just wine. Ye may have another drink
of ale before we mount. Did it help the pain?” He sat
down beside her.

“For a time.” She plopped a piece of dried beef into
her mouth and then cast her eyes downward.

“Aiden tells me of your horse. Where did ye get
such a trained mount?” When she took a drink of
wine and ignored his question, he repeated it. “Lass,
ye know I willnae harm ye. I only ask where ye got
him.” This time his voice held a degree of warmth.

From his demeanor, she did not think men or women
often refused to answer his requests or demands. She
spoke cautiously. “I've had him since he was young.
He was trained that way,” she muttered uneasily.

“And where was he trained?” A suggestion of annoy-
ance at her vague reply hovered in his eyes.

She chose her words carefully. “Er... Scotland,
of course.”

“And where in all of Scotland might that be, lass?”
he drawled with distinct mockery.
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Suddenly anxious to escape from his disturbing
presence, she spoke hastily. “Pray excuse me. I believe
my monthly courses have arrived.” Pulling herself to
her feet, she bit her lip to keep from crying out in
pain. Holding her ribs, she walked stiftly into the trees.
She was running out of diversions.

Did she actually tell him her monthly courses had
arrived? She was at a loss for what to say and had to
think of something quickly so she spoke the first words
that came to mind. That tactic usually worked on
James. In fact, it would stop him dead in his tracks and
he would always stop questioning her if she broached
the subject. She could never understand why men
were so adverse to womanly nature. They had no
trouble bedding women, but mention a woman’s time
or birthing...
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Did she intentionally change the subject? Ciaran
was usually skilled at getting the answers he sought,
but he had to admit he never saw that one coming.
He was speechless. She obviously did not want him
asking any more questions. When he remembered her
response, he had to laugh. She was good. He would
give her that.

He gave an impatient shrug as he approached Aiden.
“It was all for naught. She would speak of naught. All
she said was that the horse was trained in Scotland and
she has had him since he was young.” He placed the
wine sack in his bundle. “Let us keep moving and see
the lass safe to the next village. Besides, I am sure your
wee wife wants ye home.”
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Aiden’s mouth twisted wryly. “I am sure she does.
Ciaran, ye cannae keep running the lass so hard to get
her to the village. She is injured.” Ciaran was about
to interject when Aiden cut him off. “Let us ride for
a few more miles this day, and if we make it to the
village, we make it. If we donna, we donna. Ye cannae
stress her wounds even more, brother.” He spoke in a
disapproving tone.

“Aiden, ye know trouble will follow her. We will
see her safe to the village, but we didnae ask to be her
champions. 1 wish to be home to Glenorchy and—"

“Ciaran—"

He held up his hand to stop his interruption. “Ye
know someone will come searching for the lass. If nae
her, at least the mount—"

“Ciaran—"

Again, he held up his hand. “And when they
do... She is the one who decided to run. "Tisnae our
fight, brother.”

Aiden closed his eyes and shook his head down-
ward. Unfortunately, it was at the same moment
Ciaran heard someone else gasp from behind him. He
spun around as Rosalia turned on her heel.

Aiden slapped him on the shoulder. “Verra tactful.”

“God’s teeth!” Ciaran moaned, rubbing his hand
over his face.

“And I wish ye luck with that, brother.”

Rosalia stood next to her horse, patting him on his
muscular neck. She would not look at Ciaran, and
considering the words that had escaped his mouth, he
did not blame her. He placed his hand on Noonie’s
head and rubbed his ears. “He is magnificent.”



44 VicTtoria ROBERTS

She glanced down, her faint smile holding a touch
of sadness. “Aye.”

“Rosalia...”

“Please donna speak of it, my laird. I am fine. If
ye wish to take your leave, please donna feel ye must
chaperone me. I am one and twenty, and [ assure ye
that I donna need a chaperone or a champion.” Tears
welled within her eyes.

Ciaran drew his lips in thoughtfully. “Lass, we have
been riding for well over a fortnight and—"

Rosalia set her chin in a stubborn line. “Please, my
laird, nay apologies. I am ready to ride. How far to the
village?” she asked, her eyebrows rising inquiringly.

“Half a day’s ride from here,” he sighed. “Rosalia,
I didnae mean—"

She pulled on Noonie’s mane so he would kneel.
“Come, my laird. Ye are wasting precious light.” She
grunted as she tugged herself onto Noonie’s back.

Staring at her, Ciaran stood motionless. Her face
was black, she was battered and bruised from head to
toe, frightened of something or someone, and he’d
told her she was not worth the trouble she brought.
Shaking his head, he realized he could be such a dolt.

Aiden brought over his brother’s horse and nudged
his shoulder. “Take your mount before ye look even
more the daft fool.”

“Aye, there is that.” Before he mounted, he
pulled out the wine sack from his bundle and handed
it to Rosalia. “’Tis the ale. Take at least two swigs
for the pain.”

He could see her weighing her options. After a brief
hesitation, she took the ale and drank two healthy
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gulps, choking both times. She handed the sack back
and turned her head away from him.
He was an arse.



Fowr

“IT APPEARS ONLY ONE ROOM REMAINS. WE WILL SLEEP
in the stable, and ye and your wife will be sharing a
room,” said Aiden, masking a smile. When Ciaran’s
men pulled Aiden aside as soon as they crossed the
threshold of the small inn and then bolted out the
door, Rosalia knew something was amiss. This,
however, was not what she had expected.

“What?” Ciaran and Rosalia spoke simultaneously.

Aiden shrugged his shoulders with indifference.
“There arenae enough rooms. Donaidh and Seumas
thought ye would rather stay with the lass than have
any of us stay with her. Besides, Aisling would have
my—" he paused, looking down at his manhood,
“er... head if I stayed with her. They go to seek the
healer now, and it was easier to explain if the lass was
posing as your wife.”

Silence grew tight with tension. She did not like
this—at all. His commitment was to take her to the
village. It was not to be sharing a room and pretending
to be man and wife. He was asking too much of her.
“Nay, I willnae share a room. Ye have done enough,
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my laird. I will see the healer and then be on my way.
"Tis what we spoke of. Ye and your men have my
thanks.” She spoke with a faint thread of agitationin
her voice.

An unwelcome tension stretched even tighter
between them.

Ciaran placed his hand gently on her shoulder.
“Rosalia, ye can barely ride and need to rest in a bed.
And ye will spend the night in a bed. How do ye
expect to heal if ye donna take care?”

His hand remained on her shoulder for a moment
too long. She felt a shiver run through her body and
pulled her eyes away from him. He placed his fingers
under her chin. “Look at me, lass. Ye know there is nay
need to fear me. I will sleep upon the floor.” She tried
to protest, but he left no room for debate. “My men are
right. "Tis less to explain if ye are posing as my wife.”

Clearly having no voice in the matter, Rosalia
sought her room while Ciaran and his men headed to
the tavern. She climbed the stairs, step after miserable
step, and could feel a growing pain in her arse that was
not from her injuries. Frustration consumed her. She
was stuck with these men for another night. And now
she had to maintain the pretense that she was his wife?
The way he barked orders at her—God’s teeth! She
could not even run away to Glengarry without things
running awry. Opening the door to her room, she felt
the scent of fresh-cut flowers tickle her nose. She closed
the door and found the space was small with only a
bed, a table, and two chairs, but at least it appeared
clean. As she sat down on the bed, she noticed the cut
flowers bundled on the pillow beside her.
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There was a knock at the door and three burly men
carried in a tub, followed by a couple of lads with
steaming buckets of water. A maid entered, ushering
the men out. Rosalia was speechless and needed a
moment to gather her wits.

“Your husband ordered a bath for ye, my lady. My
apologies ye lost your trunk in the accident. I know
‘tisnae much, but I have a worn day dress ye may have.
"Tis at least clean,” the maid said, holding up the dress.

Pulling at her tunic, Rosalia muttered the first
words that came to mind: “Aye, my gown was badly
torn. Ye have my thanks.” She accepted the dress
from the maid, then panicked because she was unsure
how to answer if the maid questioned her cut tresses.
Rosalia simply prayed that she would not ask.

“May I assist ye with your clothes, my lady? Your
husband says ye are injured from when ye fell from
your mount.”

Rosalia could not let pride stand in the way of a
warm bath. It would definitely soothe her sore and
aching bones. How very thoughtful of her husband to
order it for her! Once she was in the tub, she imme-
diately dismissed the maid. The water felt positively
delightful on her bruised skin. She moaned, letting the
hot water work its magic. She had not felt this peaceful
in days. Closing her eyes, she enjoyed the warmth that
surrounded her.

Someone pounded on the door, and for a moment,
she forgot her surroundings. She must have fallen
asleep. “My lady, the healer is here for ye,” called the
maid through the door.

“Just a moment.” Grabbing the edge of the tub,
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Rosalia pulled herself from the tepid water, not so
gracefully exiting her bath. The room was tiny, so the
washtub made it more difficult to maneuver. Needing
to dress quickly, she dried herself and donned a fresh
tunic. “Come.”

The maid entered with an elderly man and shut
the door.

“My lady,” said the gentleman, giving her a quick
bow. He placed his bag upon the bed and gently
pushed her shoulder to lie down. He examined her
bruises and his eyes narrowed. “That must have been
some fall. Ye have several cuts and swelling in the face.
Are ye light headed?”

“Only when I stand too quickly,” she offered. As
he applied pressure to her arms, ribs, and legs to check
for broken bones, she closed her eyes to abate the
sharp pain.

He murmured to himself and then smiled as he
covered her with a blanket. “I donna think ye have
broken bones, but I would advise ye to accept a treat-
ment of bleeding.”

“Bleeding?” she squeaked. She was too startled by
his suggestion to offer any objection.

“Aye, I donna know if ye have inside injuries, and
I find bleeding will prevent fever and infection from
setting in.”

The door opened and Ciaran simply walked in. It
was getting a bit too crowded in the small room. “And
how does she fare?” His eyes caught and held hers.

The healer cleared his throat. “I was explaining to
your wife that I donna think there are broken bones. I
donna know if she has injuries inside so I will bleed her.”
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“Bleed her?” The lines of attentiveness deepened
along Ciaran’s brows and under his eyes.

“Aye. I find bleeding will prevent fever and infec-
tion from setting.”

“Ye willnae bleed my wife,” Ciaran said smoothly.
His expression was a mask of stone. He reached into
his pouch and handed the healer some coin. “For
your time.”

The healer shrugged indifferently. “As ye will. I
will leave a salve for her bruises,” he said, searching
through his bag.

“Nay, ye have done more than enough. I will
care for her.” Ciaran ushered the man out the door
and then turned toward the maid. “Have the tub
removed and inquire on the tray I asked for my
wife,” he ordered.

“Aye, my laird,” she said, bobbing a small curtsy
and scampering out the door.

Ciaran stood frozen in the doorway. He would
not look at Rosalia, and he surely was not speaking
to her—again. He placed his hands on the wall
and tapped impatiently. Running his hand through
his hair, he stepped aside as the men came back to
remove the tub. When they left, he closed the door
and his eyes.
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When the healer said he would bleed her, Ciaran
had tried to rein his anger. He had needed to remove
the man from his sight and quickly. Unfortunately,
throwing him through the door was not an option.
What was she going to do when he and his men



TemrpraTION IN A KILT ST

departed on the morrow? She had no one to look after
her. If he was not here and the man had attempted to
bleed her... The thought tore at his insides.

“My laird?” Rosalia said softly, her eyes narrowing.

A muscle quivered at his jaw. “Ciaran,” he simply
stated.

“Ciaran?” There was a gentle softness in her voice.

“What kind of healer is that?” he bellowed. “Ye
havenae reason to be bled.” He paced the floor of the
tiny room. “I have seen men with injury worse than
ye and still they arenae bled. He doesnae know what
he speaks.”

She sighed. Tossing off the blankets, she rose from
the bed and approached him. Her fingers rested upon
his arm. “Ciaran, I am well enough. My cuts and
bruises will heal with time. Ye have spoken as much.”
He stared at her hand upon his arm as there was
another knock at the door.

“Come,” he said curtly. A maid entered with a
trencher of meat, bread, and cheese. “Place it upon
the table.”

The maid lowered the tray and, as she turned,
brushed her breasts against his chest to pass. She
hesitated briefly and gave him a pointed look. “Close
quarters. If ye need anything, anything at all, please ask
for Eilidh,” she spoke in a silky voice.

Rosalia brought up her hand to stifle her giggles.

“Thank ye, but ’tis all my wife and I need,” he
said, ushering the maid out the door. When the door
closed, he turned and scowled. “And what do ye find
so amusing?”’

“She obviously found ye too tempting to pass.”
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He clenched his mouth tight and pulled out a chair
for her to sit at the table. When she sat in the chair,
his eyes roamed over her and he discreetly adjusted
the front of his trews. “Rosalia, will ye don some-
thing other than only a tunic?” Slowly, she stood and
grabbed her trews, and he turned around.

“Ciaran, I must thank ye for the food, and the
bath was welcome.” She grunted as she pulled on her
trews. “Ye may turn.” She spoke with an air of ease as
if she was not almost bare in front of him.

He nodded for her to take her seat. “Please eat.”
He paused for a moment. “May I ask a small boon?”

“Aye,” she said, stirring uneasily in the chair.

“Ye donna need to thank me for everything
constantly. 'Tis something most men would have
done had they been in my place.” His words seemed
to amuse her.

“Hmm... That, my laird, hasnae been my experi-
ence.” Something flickered in the back of her eyes.
“I have a feeling ye arenae like most men.” Reaching
out, she grabbed a piece of bread and cheese. “Please,
ye are going to join me?”

He nodded and sat down. Breaking oft a piece of
bread, he plopped it into his mouth.

“I donna know if ye brought the ale, but might I
have some?” she asked, rubbing her side.

“Of course.” He wiped his hands on his trews and
rose. Pulling out the ale from his sack by the door, he
handed it to her. “Drink a fair amount this eve since
we donna travel. It will help ye rest.”

“My thanks.”

He raised his eyebrow when she insisted on
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thanking him again, and she returned his look with a
sheepish smile.
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Taking another swig of ale, Rosalia noticed how
his chestnut hair hung low on his shoulders. She
wondered how pushing it back behind his ear would
feel. As if he read her mind, he took a strand of hair
and placed it behind his ear. She studied his hands. He
had such strong hands. They were rough and worn,
but she could not believe how gentle they were when
he touched her. She took another sip of ale, and her
throat did not appear to burn as it had before. Why
was it warm in here? Was he warm?

Ciaran caught her staring and cleared his throat,
and she promptly glanced down at her hands. He
obviously did not want to be tied with her, but he did
portray a tremendous amount of honor. Honor. She
wondered if he was from the Highlands. It occurred
to her that she had never asked him.

“Ye spoke of Glenorchy,” she said as he looked up
from the trencher. “Is it located in the Highlands?”

“Aye.”

“Is your wife waiting for ye there?” She caught
herself too late. Why the hell would she ask him that?
She could not believe she had spoken so freely. He
must think her daft.

His gaze traveled over her face and seemed to
search her eyes before he responded. “I am nae wed.
We travel with haste because Aiden’s wife is with
child. Court took longer than expected and my men
are anxious to return home.”
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“As are ye.”

He studied her thoughttully for a moment. “Rosalia,
my apologies for what ye heard. I meant naught. My
men are tired and only want to return home—and aye,
as do 1.” His tone was apologetic.

She waved him oft. “There is nay need for apolo-
gies, my laird. I have sought the healer, and ye have
delivered me safely to the village. Ye and your men
will be traveling on the morrow. [ only hope I
havenae delayed your journey too long.”

His eyes were gentle, understanding. “Rosalia—"

“Will ye tell me of your home?”

“What?” He stared at her, confounded.

“Will ye tell me of your home? I wish to hear of
it,” she said, taking another swig of ale. Her reaction
seemed to amuse him.

“What do ye want to know?”

She handed him the wine sack and he took a
healthy drink. “Howbeit we make a compromise?” he
asked, handing it back. “I will answer what ye ask, and
in return, ye have to answer what I ask.”

He waited for her response as she took another sip.
““Tis a deal as long as ye donna attempt to keep me
further from my journey. Ye appear to be a man of
your word. I will have it—your word.”

He nodded his head in consent. “Agreed. Ye have
my word.”

“Good. Now tell me of Glenorchy.”

He chuckled as if he was sincerely amused. Leisurely,
he stretched his long legs. “Glenorchy stands at the
northeast end of Loch Awe. The northwest side is
where the River Orchy enters the loch. The land
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around Glenorchy forms an island on which sits my
home. And where is your home?”

She lounged casually in the chair. “My home is in
Scotland but verra near to England’s border.”

He wiggled his fingers for her to take another drink.
“Is that where your horse was trained?”

“Noonie? Aye. Ye forget it was my turn to ques-
tion,” she scolded him.

“Aye.” He held up his hands in mock defense and
then held out his palm for her to continue.

“If your home is on an island, how do ye get
there? Surely ye donna swim,” she blurted out as she
laughed—actually laughed. She could not remember
the last time she had laughed. Why was she so warm?

“Ye can get to my home by boat or by cabhsair.”

“Can ye view the loch from all sides of your
home?” She put her elbow on the table and rested her
chin in her hand.

“Aye, but ye see the mountains on all sides as well.”

She sighed. “It sounds beautiful.”

“’Tis. And your home? What loch is it near?”

“My home doesnae sit on the loch. ’Tisnae far to
travel to it, though. I enjoy watching it and hearing
the water.”

“Aye. Peaceful,” he agreed.

She took another drink and handed him the wine
sack. “Is it my turn or yours?”

“Your turn to ask,” he said, handing it back.

“Tell me of your family.”

“My family. My mother and father have passed. As ye
know, I am eldest. Aiden is my second brother and then
I have Declan, the youngest. Tell me of your family.”
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“I donna have a brother or sister.”

“Are your mother and father still living?”

She paused, looking down at her hands. “Avye.
How far 1s Glenorchy from here?”

“Two days. How did ye end up in the clearing
where Donaidh and Seumas found ye?”

She rubbed her hands over her face. “The pain was
shooting and I needed to rest. I was only going to stop
for a short time. I fell from Noonie and everything
went black.” She took another swig of ale and handed
him the wine sack. “I heard tales of fighting in the
Highlands. Men fighting to protect what is theirs and
such. Do ye fight or have a need to defend your home
from another clan?”

“Aye, the bloody Campbells. Why is your horse
named Noonie?”

“’Tis the name to which he has grown accumstomed.
The bloody Campbells? Tell me. Why do ye fight?”

“Ye didnae answer the question. I asked why such
a name for your horse.” He raised his eyebrow and
waited for her response.

She was not exactly thrilled to answer him, but she
did make a promise. “My mother named him. She
often said I ate as much as my horse and I ne’er missed
a noon meal. She said we were alike in that regard.
Now... I will hear about the bloody Campbells. Tell
me. Why do ye fight?”

“’Tis a question that has nay easy answer. Glenorchy
was originally owned by the Campbells.”

“The bloody Campbells,” she slurred.

He laughed. “Aye, the bloody Campbells. Glenorchy
was bestowed upon the MacGregors for allegiance.
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The MacGregor Chief at that time helped Alexander
IT with his conquest of Argyll. The MacGregor Chief
was one of the leaders of the Royal army as vassal to
the Earl of Ross. When the leaders of the army were
rewarded, Glenorchy was bestowed upon us.”

“And they still continue to fight for it after all
this time?”

“Aye. Who hurt ye, Rosalia?”

She took another swig of ale. ““Tis a question
that has nay easy answer,” she repeated in the same
mocking tone.

“Tis your turn to answer.”

“Aye. 'Tisnae a pleasant tale to tell to recollect,” she
moaned into her hands.

“Take all the time ye need.”

She raised her head and smiled at him. “Ye are too
kind, my laird... Ciaran—by far.”

There was a moment of silence and she found it
hard to focus. “The family coffers are near to empty
so I was to be bargained to an English lord in order for
Mother and Father to obtain a heavy purse.” A heavi-
ness centered in her chest.

They exchanged a subtle look of amusement as
Ciaran waited for her to continue.

“Verra well. Mother and Father give me a strong
hand—a verra strong hand. I gave the English peacock
a chance and discovered he was the foulest of beasts.
There was also a tale that he killed his own brother
tor coin. When I told Mother and Father I refused to
wed this man... ye can see for yourself.” Her voice
did not quite reflect the agony she felt. “T travel to
Glengarry to seek my seanmhair, but the gods were
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kind enough to put ye in the path of my journey,
Ciaran MacGregor. I will have a chance to heal and
will be able to continue, thanks to ye.”
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Ciaran’s mind was racing with questions. Her own
mother and father had caused these bruises? Glengarry?
The Highland weather this time of year was unpre-
dictable. Was she completely daft? He had known
something untoward had befallen her and he still was
uncertain he had the entire tale. He shifted in his chair
and his heart pounded through his chest, a mixture of
anger and respect overwhelming him.
“Ciaran, I donna feel so well.” Rosalia rubbed her
hands over her eyes. “Could we seek our beds now?”
He exchanged a smile with her. “Of course, lass.”
He rose and grabbed the back of her chair. “Donna
stand too quickly, Rosalia.” She put her hands on his
arms and tried to pull herself up, barely able to balance
on her own two feet. He steadied her and she glanced
up at him with trusting eyes—eyes that were the color
of the sea. A man could easily drown in them.
“Ciaran.” Raising her hand, she placed it on his cheek.
He closed his eyes and leaned into her hand. When
he opened them, she looked at him so intensely. Her
short, cut tresses fell into her face and he brushed them
back behind her ear. What was he thinking? She was
injured and, no thanks to him, in her cups. He could
not take advantage of her weakened state. Instinctively,
he glanced down at her parted lips, and all sense
of reason deserted him. The next he knew, he was
bending his head slowly forward as she closed her eyes.
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His lips gently brushed hers. She melted into his
chest, her fingers squeezing the muscles on his arms.
She wrapped her arms around him and he deepened
the kiss. When she let out a mewling sound, he pulled
back. The last he wanted was to cause her pain. He
kissed her bruised cheek and then kissed her on the
top of her head.

She pulled back slightly and raised her fingertip to
her lips. “I need to sit before I fall.”

“Come,” he said. He helped her into bed and
covered her with a blanket. Sitting beside her on the
edge of the bed, he again brushed her tresses away
from her face. When he glanced down, she was
watching him.

“Please donna pity me, Ciaran. From ye, I donna
think I could bear it.”

He gave her a warm smile and bent down and
brushed his lips with hers. “’Tisnae pity ye see upon
my face, Rosalia.” He rubbed his thumb on her
bruised cheek. “Now ye sleep.” He bent over and
kissed the top of her head. He stood and gave her one
last look before he blew out the candles and sought the
floor. What the hell was the matter with him?

Not sure why he’d kissed her, he contemplated his
actions. No woman had ever gazed at him like that.
Although the tale she told was not pleasant, he could
not remember the last time he actually sat and spoke
with a lass. He and Beathag never really had words,
nor would he ever think of being that compassionate
to her. Simply, they took their pleasure from one
another and then took their leave. That was all he ever
desired, nothing more. He had to admit he enjoyed
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speaking with Rosalia. Was it pity he felt for her? It
was definitely not pity. He admired her courage.

As he lay in the darkness listening to her gentle
breathing, his mind wandered. How much had
actually occurred before she decided finally to take
her leave? She’d cut her tresses and dressed in lad’s
clothing. He did not know too many lasses who
would attempt such a feat. And who was this English
lord she was supposed to wed? That was a mystery in
itself. He finally closed his eyes and had fallen into a
deep sleep when a piercing scream echoed loudly in
the silence of the night.

Startled, he sprang to his feet and grabbed his
sword, ready to defend against whatever night-
mare had awoken him. He found Rosalia thrashing
violently on the bed. He dropped his sword and
quickly approached her. “Rosalia, ye are dreaming,”
he strongly whispered, grabbing her by the arms.

Surely this commotion would bring the attention of
the entire inn upon them. He did not want to think
about that outcome. He needed her to stop—now.
As he restrained her arms, she shook violently. She
clenched her fists and tried to hit him. His grip was
intense, but she managed to free her legs from the
blankets and kick at him, almost hitting him between
the legs. As he repositioned himself, he relaxed his
grip on her arms. It was too late. He realized his
mistake. She squeezed her hand into a tight fist and
took another swing at him. This one landed squarely
on his jaw.

He placed his body weight upon her and whispered
soothingly into her ear until she started to calm. She
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was still shaking, and he could feel the dampness of her
tears upon his chest. “Rosalia, are ye awake? Ye were
dreaming,” he whispered.

She was actually trembling now. “Aye.” Her tears
choked her.

The innkeeper’s voice echoed in the hallway as he
told everyone to go back and seek their beds. Ciaran
closed his eyes at the inevitable.

There was a knock at his door.

“Everything is fine. My wife was only dreaming,”
he called out with sternness in his voice.

There was a brief pause. “Aye,” said the innkeeper
as he paused and then walked away from the door.

Ciaran moved to get up, but she wrapped her arms
around him and cried into his shoulder. “Please stay
with me, Ciaran. Donna leave. I need ye here with
me. I donna want to be alone. Please...” Her voice
faded to a hushed stillness.

“I willnae leave ye, Rosalia.” He moved to her side
and wrapped his arm around her waist as she nestled
her bottom against his groin. He pushed stray tendrils
of hair back from her cheek. “Shh... ye are safe.” Her
breathing calmed and her tears finally stopped, but he
continued to hold her well into the night. Although
he was reluctant to admit it, she felt damn good in his
arms. He swiftly pushed back the notion.

He really would like to know what the hell was
wrong with him. Maybe he’d had more ale than
he realized or perhaps it was simply having a warm
woman cradled next to him. He had not bedded
Beathag for some time. He could not understand why
he was drawn to Rosalia. He knew for certain he
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did not pity her, and she was not the type of lass he
usually bedded. She had no tresses and dressed in lad’s
clothing, and he most certainly did not take to men.
‘What was it then? It could be her blue eyes—the color
of the sea. When she laughed this eve, it had felt as if
the sun bathed his body in warm rays of light.

She stirred and he held her tighter.

“Ciaran,” she murmured sleepily.

“Aye, I am here,” he reassured her. God help him.
He knew at that moment he needed to enjoy the
warmth while it lasted because he had made a decision.
Come first light, she would not like it—not like it at all.

His vow of not becoming involved with her was
solid, but his honor would not allow him to leave
her here unattended. Whether she liked it or not, she
would travel with him to Glenorchy. Once he deliv-
ered her to Glengarry, his conscience would be clear.
She snuggled in closer and let out a sigh. Ciaran closed
his eyes, having no intention of permitting himself to
get too close to her. No intention whatsoever.

(=)

Rosalia was bathed in heat. It was delightful. She
breathed in the spicy scent and sighed. Arms tightened
around her as she stirred, and she realized that Ciaran
slept next to her. Remembering most of their speech
last eve, she did not want this to end—well, at least
the part of Ciaran sleeping next to her. It felt... right.

“How do ye fare, Rosalia?”

She jumped, having thought he was still fast asleep.
“I feel... I donna know,” she said, confused.

““Tis probably the ale. It will pass,” he said in a
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warm, comforting tone. There was a knock on the
door and she stiffened in his arms. “Aye?”

“Ciaran, Calum is readying our mounts,” said
Aiden through the door.

He sighed. “Give me a few moments.”

She was not surprised that he wished to take his
leave so early this morn. It was as they had discussed,
but she could not stay the feelings he stirred within
her. Glengarry was her destiny, not some Highland
laird she met along the way. She needed to quit
dreaming and come back to reality. She was never
meant to be with someone like him.

Raising his hand, he gently rubbed her cheek. “I
will let ye take care of your personal needs and then I
need to speak with ye.”

She nodded her head in agreement.

He fled the bed fully clothed and sat at the table
to put on his boots. He fastened his sword, grabbed
the ale and his sack, and gave her a brief nod as he
departed. She could be so foolish. He oftered her
comfort, nothing more. She was thankful for his kind-
ness toward her because if anyone else had found her,
she might not have been so lucky.

Rising from the bed, she felt slightly better than she
had the day before. She was definitely sore, but it was
not as unbearable. She took care of her personal needs
and approached her sack. Picking up the day dress, she
decided to pack it. There could be a need for it. After
all, she could not greet her seanmhair in trews. She sat
down and donned her boots. Grabbing her bundle,
she swung open the door and found Ciaran waited for
her, leaning up against the wall.
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He took her gently by the arm and escorted her
back into the room. “Rosalia, I need but a moment.”
Turning around, she placed her sack on the bed.

“How do ye fare? Does your head ache from the
ale?” he asked, a half smile crossing his features.

“Actually, nay. I feel better than last eve.”

“Truly?”

“Aye. What happened to your jaw?” she asked,
reaching out to touch it.

“’Tis naught. My mount brought his head up when
I was putting on his bridle.” He paused for a moment,
studying her intently. “When we spoke last eve, ye
told me ye travel to Glengarry to seek your seanmhair.”

She stiffened. “Aye. And I wasnae that far into my
cups to hear ye say ye wouldnae keep me from my
journey,” she said tersely.

He tilted his brow, looking at her with uncertainty.
“I willnae, but I have something to ask ye.”

“And what is that, my laird?” she asked hesitantly.

“Ye will come with me to Glenorchy—"

“Nay! Ye and your men have done enough. Ye
need to be home, my laird, and I need to travel to
Glengarry. I willnae accept your pity.”

A swift shadow of anger swept across his face. “Pity?
Rosalia, ye arenae listening to me,” he bellowed.
When she jumped and raised her hands in a defensive
gesture, he took a deep breath and smiled an apology.
“Listen to me. Do ye know where Glengarry is, lass?”
he asked, lowering his voice.

“In the Highlands. North,” she murmured.

“Rosalia, ’tis verra north in the Highlands. The
Highland weather this time of year is completely
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unpredictable. Ye donna have the supplies needed to
make such a journey. Even when my men and I travel
that far, we must take every precaution. Ye only have
a couple of blankets, Rosalia. There is too much risk
to journey there now.” She was about to interrupt
him when he raised his hand. “Glenorchy is two days
north from here. Ye ride with me and stay in my
home. When ’tis safe to travel, I will take ye to your
seanmhair. Ye have my word.”

She merely stared, tongue-tied. “And why would
ye do that? I cannae impose upon ye. I heard ye speak
with my own ears ’tisnae your fight and ye didnae ask
to be my champion.”

“Donna think upon it as I would be your cham-
pion.” His eyes studied her for a moment as if he knew
some great secret. “Think upon it as I am now going
to be your savior.”

She snapped her mouth shut, stunned by his blunt-
ness. She also did not fail to catch the sarcasm in his
voice. “My savior? Ye arrogant—"

“Aye. | am saving ye from yourself.”

She paused and when she mentally replayed his
words, she actually laughed. James was the only man
who ever saved her from herselt—repeatedly. “Why
would ye do this for me? Ye said ye donna want
trouble. I speak the truth when I tell ye I donna know
what follows me.”

Reaching out, he caught her hand in his. “Lass,
ye appear to have had a time of it and I want to give
ye a chance at the life ye seek. Ye seem to think this
will happen if ye travel to Glengarry. When I take ye
to your seanmhair, ye will have your chance. I donna



66 VicTtoriA ROBERTS

speak untruths when I say ye willnae make it to
Glengarry alone.”

There was a heavy silence.

As casually as she could manage, she asked, “And
what of your men? I cannae travel at the speed—"

“Donna worry. I have already spoken with my
men. Aiden and Donaidh ride ahead to Glenorchy,
and Calum and Seumas will ride with us.” His voice
was firm and final.

An unwelcome blush crept into her cheeks. “I
cannae help but to feel a burden—"

“Cease your tongue, Rosalia. Noonie awaits and
we are ready to ride. Do ye join me?” He folded his
arms over his chest and waited for her response.

She nodded her head in consent. “Aye, ye have
my thanks.”

He rolled his eyes. “Cease your thanking and grab
your sack.”

=D

They continued to ride north, and Rosalia could not
help but wonder if she should feel some guilt for the
relief she felt. She would have an escort and be able to
travel safely to her seanmhair. A new life awaited her at
Glengarry, and she could not wait to embrace it. She
pushed back her reflection of Ciaran from last eve, but
she could still feel the warmth of his embrace and her
lips tingled in remembrance of his touch. Taking a
deep breath, she closed her eyes and pushed back the
memory. It was not in her best interest to dwell upon
such things. When she opened her eyes, he smiled as if
he read her mind—well, she hoped he did not.
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She had Noonie pick up the pace, feeling guilty she
had held these men back for so long. They probably
had families anxiously awaiting their return, especially
if Aiden and Donaidh rode ahead to Glenorchy and
told them the remainder of the men followed—slowly.

Calum trotted up beside her and inclined his blond
head. Awkwardly, she cleared her throat. “Do ye and
Seumas have family waiting for ye at Glenorchy?”

“Nay,” he answered quickly. “Aiden and Donaidh
are the only fools, er... men to take that step,” he
murmured, turning his head away from her.

She could not control the giggle that escaped her.
“Ye know, Calum, some women feel the same as ye.”

His eyes grew openly amused. “Truly?”

“Truly.”

“Then mayhap ye can introduce me to one that
doesnae want to shackle me.” His expression grew
serious. “I am glad ye decided to journey with us,
Rosalia. I am sure it wasnae easy for ye to agree to
such, but I know our laird can be verra persuasive.
Ye will like Glenorchy... and our laird.” Kicking his
mount into a gallop, he rode ahead of her.

She had to will her mouth to close. That was
rather embarrassing.

Without warning, Ciaran stopped his mount and
whipped his head around. “We will stop here this eve.
The next part of the journey is into the mountains and
tis too dangerous to start now. Our horses will need
to be sure-footed and it will be dark soon enough.
There is a stream over there to water the horses.” He
nodded in the opposite direction.

After the horses were watered, Rosalia pulled
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blankets from her sack. Calum started a fire and
Seumas pulled out provisions. These men were effi-
cient, and she noticed that Ciaran did not have to tell
anyone what to do. Awkwardly, she lowered herself
to the ground and sat on her blanket. She felt out of
place with the men working around her. She should
be doing something other than sitting on her arse. It
was the least she could do for their escort.

Ciaran handed her the wine sack and she raised her
eyebrow questioningly.

“’Tis just the wine,” he smirked.

As she tried to stand, he extended his hand to help
her up. Leaning closer, she whispered, “Ciaran, I need
to do something.”

He had a puzzled look upon his features. “Like
what?” he murmured back.

She pointed to the men. “Calum is starting a fire.
Seumas is preparing our meal, and I am sitting on
my...” She gestured with her hands and blushed,
feeling unhappy with herself.

“Rosalia, my men know what to do. Do ye actually
want me to tell them to let a lass help them with their
duties?” His response held a note of impatience.

She shook her head. “Nay. I just feel—"

He placed his arm around her shoulder. “I have a
task for ye. Ye are to sit here and rest. Ye need to heal,
and ’tis a verra important task.” He helped her to the
ground and smiled.

She rolled her eyes. “Aye, but I donna like it.”

“I didnae ask ye to like it.” He walked away and
returned a moment later, handing her some dried beef’
and an oatcake.



TemrpraTION IN A KILT 69

She nodded her head. “My thanks.”

His voice was heavy with sarcasm. “How many
times will we be discussing your thanking me?”

She bit her tongue.

Everyone finished their meal and sat silently around
the fire. Due to the lack of conversation, Rosalia’s
eyelids became heavy and she had difficulty keeping
them open. “Rosalia, seek your bed around the fire.
Calum will take first watch,” said Ciaran.

Rising slowly, she gathered her blankets and settled
near the fire. She bunched up a blanket to use as
a substitutepillow and turned on her side. Ciaran
watched her through the flames. His gaze held hers
and she could not look away. He was a handsome and
honorable man. When she could no longer fight sleep,
her eyelids slipped down over her eyes and she smiled.
She would surely dream of him.

=D

Even through her bruises, she was beautiful. Ciaran
fought his own battle of personal restraint. It was
difficult to remain rational when she was so close to
him, but thinking of his vow to his father managed
to give him new resolve. He was only her escort,
nothing more. Her problems were her own, and he
clearly had enough of his own. He ensured that Calum
maintained his post and then sought his own bed—as
far away from the lass as possible. Once he returned
to Glenorchy, he would seek Beathag and all of this
foolishness will be gone. He had been far too long
without a woman’s touch. No sooner did he fall asleep
when shrill screams awakened him.
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He approached Rosalia’s temporary bed. “Rosalia,
ye are dreaming.” He dropped down beside her and
gave her a little nudge.

“Cha tugadh an donas an car asad"” she screamed. The
devil couldnae get the best of ye!

His men sat up and he waved them off. Drawing
on his experience the night before, he wrapped his
arms around her waist, whispering soothing words
into her ear.

“James! James, please help me! James!” She yielded
to compulsive sobs that shook her.

“Shh... ’tis me, Ciaran,” he said soothingly. Her
eyes flew open, tears streaming down her cheeks. Her
body trembled with fear. “Lass, who is James?” he
asked, just before he felt a cold, hard blade at his neck.

“Me...”
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“GIVE ME REASON TO SLIT YOUR THROAT, YE BLOODY
cur,” James bit out, pressing the blade against Ciaran’s
throat. Rosalia slowly pulled away from Ciaran and
not so gracefully stood. As she paused to catch her
breath, she needed a moment to process the scene
before her. James held his sword to Ciaran’s throat
with a look of murderous intent upon his face. Calum
lay still upon the ground at his post, and a man held a
blade at the throat of Seumas as well. She turned her
attention back to James as he glowered at Ciaran.

“James...” Fortunately, no one noticed the tremor
in her voice.

He may have momentarily ceased glowering at
Ciaran, but now he glared at her, looking upon her as
though she were filthy vermin. “I see ye are well, Lady
Rosalia. Where have ye been? Your betrothed anxiously
awaits your return.” His curt voice lashed at her.

She glanced around nervously and recognized some
of her father’s men, but not all of them. From her
count, there were roughly eight. James had a reputa-
tion of prowess on the battlefield, but she prayed she
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did not have to witness it firsthand. She had to make
an attempt to calm him. Ciaran’s life depended on it.

“James—"

“Donna speak, wench! Ye have disgraced yourself
and your family. "Tis a wonder Lord Dunnehl still
wishes to wed ye.” A chill hung on the edge of his
words and he seethed with anger. Ciaran shifted
beneath the blade that held him and James whipped
his head down. “Donna even attempt escape lest the
wench sees your blood spilled upon the ground,” he
growled, repositioning the blade at Ciaran’s throat.

Icy fear twisted around her heart. Why would he
not calm down? He was not even giving her a chance
to speak. She had to try to soothe his ire. “James—"

He gave her a hostile glare. “I told ye to cease your
tongue, wench!”

She jumped and panic welled in her throat. She
had never seen James so hostile toward her. When she
glanced at Ciaran, she saw a lethal calmness in his eyes.
She recognized that steely determination. Blood could
not be shed. She had to stop this—now.

“Howbeit your mother anxiously awaits your
return and I am here to see ye safely delivered. Ye will
come back with me to wed Lord Dunnehl, but first I
must ask ye...” He paused, cocking his head at Ciaran.
“Would ye rather me cut off his head for looking at ye
or his hands for touching ye?” Lifting his eyes, James
gave her a conspiratorial wink.

The men around her laughed as something clicked
in her mind. James would never force her to wed, let
alone return her to her mother. She glanced around
to see most of the men watching their exchange. It
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finally dawned on her that James had a plan. She would
follow his lead and play along, but from the coolness in
Ciaran’s eyes, the plan had better be a darned good one.

She grunted and bent to pick up Ciaran’s sword. It
was heavier than it looked. How could men lift such
things? She raised her head and straightened herself
with as much dignity as she could muster.

“Nay, Rosalia. Donna...” Ciaran murmured, the
pressure of the blade cutting oft his speech.

James laughed. “Ye can barely lift the sword. What
damage do ye think ye can bestow upon me, wench?
A lass with a sword dressed in a man’s clothing. Ye
know to strike me with the pointy end right?” When
he gazed down at the sword pointed at his manhood,
she could swear he paled.

“Aye. What damage could I possibly bestow on ye?
One move of my wrist and I cut off your most prized
possession, ye arrogant beast.”

Amusement flickered in the eyes that met hers.
James blew out a loud whistle as several of the men
that encircled them dropped to the ground simultane-
ously. She dropped the sword, and James released his
hold on Ciaran.

“Verra well done, Rosalia. Ye actually looked a
wee bit pale. For a moment, I didnae think ye under-
stood the need for distraction,” said James. Glancing
down at Ciaran, he extended his hand to pull him up,
but Ciaran would not take it.

Ciaran grabbed his sword and climbed to his feet,
rubbing his neck.

“See the men are secured,” James shouted to his
men, who left them alone as they moved to the task
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at hand. Turning, he gave a brief nod to Ciaran.
“I couldnae take the chance and needed Rosalia to
confirm ye werenae a threat.”

She placed her hand on Ciaran’s forearm. “Are ye
well?” she asked with concern.

“Aye.” He stepped around her and moved to stand
within a hairsbreadth of James. His eyes were hard and
filled with dislike. “The next time ye draw your sword
on me, ye best be prepared to use it,” Ciaran warned,
his voice ruthless. He slammed into James’ shoulder as
he stormedpast.

James shrugged his shoulders with indifference and
she flew into his arms. “I have worried so. Please tell
me ye are well,” he spoke quietly, rubbing his hands
over her cut tresses.

“I am well.” Tears blinded her eyes and choked
her voice. “I miss ye terribly already. My apologies if
I caused ye worry, but there was naught I could have
done difterently.”

“I know. I struggle over the feeling I failed ye, lass.”
His voice dropped in volume.

Pulling away from him, she held him at arms’
length. “Failed me? Ye showed me love as a brother,
James. Ye are my brother. I love ye and ye havenae
failed me. I donna know what I would have done
without ye. Ye are my family.” She did not under-
stand why he would blame himself. If not for him, she
would never have made it as long as she had.

Smiling, he fingered her clothing. “Rosalia, correct
me if T err, but isnae that my tunic I just had made?” He
quirked his eyebrow questioningly and she returned a
sheepish grin.
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“Aye, but your clothes always fit so much better
than my own—much more comfort, ye know.”

He rolled his eyes. After a moment, he nodded to
Ciaran. “Lass, who is that man? I should have his name
lest he kills me with the looks he passes my way.” His
lips puckered with annoyance.

She turned, gazing at Ciaran. “James, he saved me.
I owe him and his men my life.” She continued to
survey Ciaran kindly and James stepped in front of her,
blocking her view.

“When I saw him touch ye, I had to be sure he meant
ye nay harm.” He hesitated, measuring her for a moment.

“Ciaran is a good man.” Realizing her slip of the
tongue by the expression on his features, she gave an
anxious little cough.

He raised his brow. “Ciaran? Ye call him by his
Christian name?”

“Aye, Laird Ciaran MacGregor of Glenorchy. Ye
will ne’er believe what I am about to speak. He is
the man I spoke to ye about from court. Ye know,
the one who overheard my mother. They return to
Glenorchy and his men found me. He tended my
injuries so please donna cause him further grief. I owe
him much.”

He searched around his men. “Howbeit we speak
of it later? There are things to which I must attend.”

James’s men ensured the brutes were bound and
still motionless and unaware while James continued to
study Ciaran who still cast looks of death upon him.
In an attempt to keep the peace, she walkedover to
Ciaran as he attended to Calum. “How does he fare?”
she asked with concern.
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He pulled the bloodied cloth from Calum’s head.
“He has a knock to the head, but he will live. His head
will ache and he will probably wish for death on the
morrow because of your...”

“Brother,” she simply stated.

“Brother?” he choked out. He looked at her doubt-
fully and stood to his full impressive height.

“Aye. Nae a brother by blood, but we have been
together since we were bairns. He is also the captain
of my father’s guard. Ciaran, he is a good and honor-
able man,” she said convincingly. Hopefully, he
believed her. For some reason, it was important to
her that he did.

“We shall see,” he said, his voice hardening.

She gave Calum a sympathetic smile. “Calum, my
apologies. Are ye well?”

“As well as can be expected from receiving a blow
from the hilt of a sword, my lady,” he murmured,
rubbing his hand over his bloodied head.

“My lady?” she gasped. “And ye, Seumas. Are
ye well?”

“No injuries, my lady,” he simply stated.

“My lady? Why the sudden formalities? Ye were
both calling me by my given name, Rosalia.” She
scowled at them both.

“Ah, your brother approaches.” Ciaran’s tone was
velvet, yet edged with steel.

“Dunnehl’s men are secure,” announced James. He
nodded at Calum. “How do ye fare?”

“I live,” he replied.

Ciaran touched her shoulder. He raised his hand as
if to touch her cheek and then placed it down at his
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side. “Rosalia, ye need to rest. Go and sit before the
fire,” he murmured.

“I donna know how long Dunnehl’s men will be out,
and I need to speak with both of ye,” interrupted James,
motioning for Ciaran and Rosalia to follow him away
from the men. Ciaran grabbed a blanket and spread it
out on the ground. Assisting her down, he sat and took
his place beside her, motioning for James to sit.

James extended his arm to Ciaran—again. “I am
James Montgomery.”

Ciaran glanced down at James’s extended arm
and did not take it. “Laird Ciaran MacGregor,” he
simply stated.

Lowering his arm, James turned his attention to
Rosalia. “How much does he know, lass?”

“Enough,” Ciaran answered for her.

James ignored his response. “Ye were discovered
missing by the midday meal and when Noonie wasnae
in his stall, your mother and father had me search the
loch. I delayed them as long as I could, but they know
ye fled.”

She shivered and Ciaran grabbed her hand while
James scowled at him—continuously. Removing her
fingers from Ciaran’s grasp to pull James from his
murderous thoughts, she folded her hands in front of
her. “I bet they were furious,” she spoke quietly.

“Your mother was as expected. Your father was...
silent. They sent me to scout for ye, and of course I
told them I couldnae find ye. Then Dunnehl arrived.”

“Dunnehl?”

He huffed at Ciaran’s interruption. “Aye, Charles
Reymore.”
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Ciaran cast a questioning glance. “Dunnehl was
the match ye spoke of? Your mother and father were
going to match ye to Dunnehl?”” he asked in nonbelief.

“Do ye know him?” asked James.

Ciaran gave a brief nod.“He frequents court and I
understand King James barely tolerates him. In fact,
I donna think many tolerate him. Why would her
mother and father attempt such a match with that
man?” he asked disgustedly.

James shook his head. “"Tis clearly a tale for another
time. As I spoke before, Dunnehl arrived with the
proper papers, and when Rosalia wasnae there, he
refused to pay the bride price. Your mother attempted
to delay him, but he was aware something was amiss.
When he discovered ye’d fled, he was simply going to
take his leave. But your mother had us scout for ye again
and insisted some of Dunnehl’s men accompany us. She
didnae trust I would bring ye back and she isnae giving
up. If we donna return within two days, Dunnehl takes
his leave and willnae pay the bride price.”

Ciaran shrugged. “So he takes his leave and there is
nay bride price. The matter is finished then.”

“’Tisnae that simple, MacGregor. Dunnehl’s men
now know Rosalia is found. I will have to lead them
astray and tell them a tale. Otherwise, they will
attempt such a feat again. If they do something on
their own, I donna know what dangers they bring
even to ye or yours.” He paused for a moment.
“Where do ye take Rosalia?”

Ciaran raised his brow, and she nodded her head in
consent. “My men and I travel to Glenorchy. When
tis safe for travel, I will take her to Glengarry.”
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“I thought as much.” James rose, motioning for her
to remain. “MacGregor, I need a word.”
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Ciaran was following Montgomery out of Rosalia’s
hearingwhen Montgomery turned around abruptly.
“I need to know your intentions toward Rosalia,” he
bit out.

Ciaran smirked, taking one step closer to him. “Ye
are in nay position to give me demands, Montgomery.”
Who the hell did the whelp think he was speaking to?
The only reason Ciaran did not run a sword through
the man was because Rosalia had been through
enough. She obviously cared for Montgomery on
some level, but frankly, he had no idea why. Ciaran
could barely tolerate him. No man ever lived that
pointed a blade at him. He was still not sure why he
made an exception—well, it was never too late to
change his mind.

Montgomery sighed and ran his hands through
his hair. “See here, MacGregor,” he said, taking one
step back. “I cannae simply take my leave unless I
know Rosalia is safe. She is a sister to me, and ye
have nay idea what she has been through. Glengarry
is where she needs to be. I will do everything in my
power to protect her. I have nay claim on her, but
as I am sure she said, she is my family and I will see
her safe.”

Ciaran studied him for a moment. Montgomery
did appear to have a certain bond with Rosalia, and
she apparently trusted him. “I find the lass has been
through enough and I have nay intention of adding to
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her pain. I will see her safe to Glengarry.” He answered
in a tense, clipped voice that forbade any questions.

Montgomery gave him a curt nod. “If ye or yours
mistreat her, I will have your head or something else,”
he replied with a steely edge in his voice.

Ciaran simply raised his brow, folding his arms over
his chest. He was casually amused by Montgomery’s
attempt to threaten him. He had no idea who this
man was, but his actions did seem to be more those of
a concerned brother than anything else. He was about
to dismiss him when Montgomery grabbed him by the
arm. “I need something from ye, MacGregor.”

He spoke his request and Ciaran could not stay the
smile that played his lips. “That isnae a problem.” He
pulled back his arm and punched Montgomery square
in the jaw. Grabbing him by the tunic, Ciaran swung
again, knocking James to the ground with a thud.

“Ciaran, nay!” Rosalia screamed. She sprang to her
feet and ran to Montgomery, holding her ribs. She
knelt on the ground beside him, tears falling down
her cheeks. “’Tis all my fault. I am sorry,” she said,
attempting to wipe his bloodied lip.

Montgomery pushed her hand away. “Rosalia!
Donna wipe blood on my new tunic!”

“What?” She hesitated, blinking with confusion.

When Ciaran extended his arm to Montgomery
and pulled him up, Montgomery rubbed his jaw and
smirked. “Ye had way too much pleasure in that
task, MacGregor.”

He shrugged dismissively. “Aye. One for me and
one for Calum.”

“Fair enough.”
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“I donna understand,” said Rosalia, looking back
and forth between the men.

Montgomery gave her a brotherly kiss on the
cheek. “MacGregor will explain. I will return.”

“He has a plan. We will tie him and his men with the
rest of Dunnehl’s men and take our leave. When they
awaken, he will spin a tale and send them on the wrong
course. They will think he didnae have a part in this.”

“’Tis why ye hit him?” she asked searchingly.

A deep chuckle answered her. “I cannae say I
didnae have pleasure in the task, but aye. Come,”
he said, motioning her toward the horses. “We must
prepare to take our leave. Once we reach Glenorchy,
ye will be safe.”

=D

Gathering her blankets, Rosalia fastened them to
Noonie. She’d never meant for any of this to occur. By
running from Liddesdale, she had now involved James
in this madness. She had to leave, but she’d thought
she would be taking chances on her own. It was not
her intention to involve James or Ciaran. These were
two honorable men in her life and she had placed them
directly in harm’s way. Placing her arm on Noonie, she
felt his warmth and used it for subtle encouragement.
Ciaran placed his hand at her back. ““Tis time,
Rosalia.” He led her over to where Seumas was
getting prepared to tie James. She searched her friend’s
battered features and could not stay the guilt that
plagued her. This was entirely her fault. Seeing his
injured jaw made something gnaw at her gut. Perhaps
she should have stayed at Mangerton and accepted her
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fate instead of trying to create a new one. She looked
down at her hands. “I appreciate what everyone has
done, but I cannae do this. I cannae have ye placing
yourself in danger for me.”

Turning to Ciaran, she reached out and held both
of his hands. It did not help when he gave her a warm
smile. She briefly closed her eyes to gain courage.
“Ciaran, I cannae travel with ye to Glenorchy. I donna
know what trouble follows, and I willnae put anyone
else in further danger because of me. Moran taing for
everything ye have done.”

“Rosal—"

She whipped around to James and stood tall. “T will
return with ye and your men and accept my fate. I was
wrong to run.” She clenched her jaw to kill the sob
in her throat.

Ciaran stepped to her side and James shook his
head slightly. “Look at me. "Tis nay request, Rosalia.
How many times did we stand upon the parapet and
converse upon your future? Ye willnae return with
me to Liddesdale. Ye are worth so much more, lass.
Ye insult my honor and the MacGregor’s. I demand ye
take your leave with him now. I have his word he will
see ye safe to Glengarry. Start a new life for yourself
and be well. °Tis all I ever wanted for ye. Nay sister
of mine will tell me she isnae worth the trouble.” He
nodded to Ciaran. “MacGregor...”

His hand came down on her shoulder. “Ye either say
farewell or we take our leave now. "Tis nay more time.
We must make haste.” His voice rang with command.

She lifted her hands to James’s face. “Tha mi duilich!
Tha gaol agam orf!” she cried. I am sorry! I love you!
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He did not embrace her but gave a curt nod to
Ciaran and turned his back on all of them. Seumas
tied him, ensuring his bindings were secure. As soon
as Seumas finished binding James’s ankles, Ciaran
nodded his head for them to take their leave.

“Ye have my word, Montgomery. No harm will
come to her, and I will take her to Glengarry,” said
Ciaran. His tone was almost apologetic.

“I will lead them astray. Make haste. It looks as
though rain will be upon us and will help to cover
your tracks.”

“Aye.” Ciaran turned abruptly, leading her over to
Noonie. “Mount up, Rosalia. We ride.”

She mounted Noonie and refused to look back.
She would not remember James this way. They
would travel quickly and all arrive at Glenorchy safely.
Anything less was unacceptable.

The sun was just starting to rise over the horizon
and the land in front of her was changing. It was
becoming rockier and much more mountainous as
they continued their journey north. “Are we in the
Highlands?” she yelled to the men ahead of her.

Ciaran slowed his mount and let Calum and Seumas
pass, waiting for Rosalia. “Aye. We need to slow the
horses through this pass. They will need to be sure-
footed along the trails. Let Noonie find his own way.
Donna guide him.”

“Aye. Noonie will take care,” she said, patting him
on the neck.

“How do ye fare?” he asked with concern, letting
Noonie pass in front of his mount.

“I am well.” They had bigger issues to think of than
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the pain in her ribs and face. Her injuries were nothing
In comparison.

There was a heavy silence.

“Rosalia, donna concern yourself overmuch with
Montgomery. He has a good plan and knows how to
take care. All will be well,” Ciaran said reassuringly.

“Aye,” she replied lightly, waving him off.

“I know he wouldnae want ye worried over him.
He spoke as much to ye.”

James may have spoken the words, but it was not
that simple. If it were ever discovered that he had
aided her escape... she closed her eyes at the thought.
Ciaran was right about his plan, but knowing that did
not make her feel any better. These men had placed
themselves in danger because of her.

When she did not respond, Ciaran added, “He
will lead Dunnehl’s men on a chase, and they willnae
suspect him. Montgomery appears to be wise in battle.
He willnae let anything untoward happen and appears
to be a man of his word.”

“And when did ye decide that, my laird? Before or
after ye hit him?” she asked.

“I...”

He was obviously struggling for something to say
when she turned and smiled at him over her shoulder.

“I suppose it was after I hit him. He does seem to
care for ye as a brother,” he said sheepishly.

“Donna ye mean to say what I already stated to ye,
my laird?”

He shook his head. “Why do I get the feeling ’tis
only the beginning of many of these kinds of conver-
sations I am going to have with ye?”
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“A wise man would already admit defeat.” She
chuckled as she felt the first drop of rain brush her face.

Ciaran must have felt it too because he spoke
straight away. “Rosalia, we will have to ride in the
rain. "Tis too soon to stop and we must make haste.
The rain will also help cover our tracks. We donna
have a choice. If we make Glenorchy on this day, we
will have a warm bath and a warm meal.”

“It sounds delightful. Lead on, my laird.” As they
headed up the rocky pass, she made the mistake of
glancing down. If Noonie faltered, it would surely be
their death. Looking ahead at Calum and Seumas, she
noticed that the steep drop did not appear to bother
them. She wanted to speak to Calum to see how he
fared, but she was afraid to speak in case the horses
would startle.

As if Ciaran read her mind, he spoke soothingly.
“Ye are doing fine.”

“’Tis verra steep. Has anyone ever taken a tumble?”
she asked, motioning below.

“We are almost through the pass. Ye are doing fine.”

The skies blackened and pellets of rain stung
Rosalia’s face. She attempted to look ahead of them,
but the heavy rains lashed her bruises. She rode with
her head down against the wind and rain. When a
rumble of thunder echoed through the pass, she had
to trust that Noonie could see in front of him. They
continued to ride at a slow pace that seemed like an
eternity. She was cold and drenched, and her clothes
felt heavy as they weighed on her body. A warm
bath and a warm meal sounded delightful. That idea
gave her the encouragement she needed to keep
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moving. These men were risking their lives for her—
complaining was not an option.

Lightning struck and Noonie shied, losing his
footing. “Séimhich, Noonie.” She spoke in a soothing
tone, patting his neck.

Ciaran let out a whistle for his men to stop. “We
cannae ride in this. Make haste to the crofter’s hut in
the glen and we will make camp,” he yelled through
the relentless rain.

“Aye,” answered Seumas and Calum as a bolt of
lightning lit the sky, followed by a loud crack.

As they carefully treaded down the mountain,
Rosalia clung to Noonie’s mane as if it were a lifeline.
Maybe it was. At the angle they were riding, she felt
as though she could fall over his neck. If she actually
had her choice, she would rather meet her maker by a
bolt of lightning than chance plummeting to her death
and breaking her neck.

“Rosalia,” Ciaran shouted. “Lean back in the saddle
and place your feet more forward. It will help Noonie
for balance, and ye willnae feel as though ye will fall.”

She did as he instructed. These types of issues never
arose in Liddesdale. There were no steep mountain
passes in which she chanced falling to her death. There
was only the occasional hill to travel to the village.
What was she thinking? She always said she wanted
to travel and see the Highlands—well, she’d certainly
gotten her wish. Next time, she would be careful what
she wished for.

When they finally reached the crofter’s hut,
Seumas dismounted and took Noonie’s reins. This
was one time she did not argue. She ran through the
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door, panting, as water dripped from her. The hut
was small and would barely accommodate all of them,
but it was dry and would suffice. There was a dirt
floor and a small place to light a fire. A worn tankard
sat in the corner beside a small pile of wood, which
from the looks of it had not been used in some time.
Not the comforts of home, but at least they were out
of the storm.

The men strode through the door, shaking oft the
rain. Seumas handed Rosalia her bundle from Noonie.

“My thanks.”

Seumas nodded. “Aye. Hopefully something is dry.”

She pulled out a couple of blankets from her sack,
one damp and the other thankfully dry. Seumas gath-
ered a couple of dry branches that had been left in the
corner and started a fire, throwing curses when it did
not light as swiftly as he would have liked.

Ciaran pulled out some dry clothes and gave her
a smile. “Ye may want to turn your back. We will
change clothes.”

She was sure her face turned many shades of red and
she promptly turned her back. While the men changed
their clothes, she pulled the worn day dress from her
sack. She did not have a chemise, but at least the dress
would be dry.

A warm voice spoke from behind her. “We will
turn our backs. Go ahead and change your wet
clothes,” murmured Ciaran.

She twisted around to make sure they did not peek.
She removed her tunic and trews, the fire warming
her bare skin. She attempted to pull on the day dress,
finding it difficult since her hair and body were still
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damp. What the hell was wrong with it? It clung to
her and did not want to budge. Besides, she could not
pull it fully over her head due to the soreness in her
arms. The dress was the one piece of clothing that was
dry. She would make this work. She had no choice in
a hut full of men.

As she grunted and maneuvered to don the dress,
Ciaran spoke. “Do ye need assistance?”

God’s teeth! It was stuck on her shoulders. “Donna
turn around!” she spoke hastily.

“I didnae, but ye sound as if ye need help. Are
ye sore?”

She tried to reposition the dress. “Aye. Howbeit I
will manage. Please donna turn around,” she pleaded.

As a last resort, she gave the dress a firm tug, hearing
the fabric tear simultaneously. The dress covered her,
but it was way too tight for her frame. What was she
going to do? Her mother said Rosalia ate as much as
her father’s men. She should have listened. Not only
did the dress not fit, but now she could not lift her
arms to remove it because it was far too tight. Never
had she been so humiliated. She was not even sure
how she’d managed to pull it on as far as she had.

Her blood pounded and her face grew hot with
humiliation. Searching her bag for something else
to wear, she found that everything was soaked. She
closed her eyes and sighed. This was truly a nightmare.
She again attempted to lift her arms but the dress
continued to cling to her frame as a second skin, not
moving an inch for her to maneuver it. Whether she
wanted to admit it or not, she needed assistance.

Her embarrassment quickly turned to annoyance.
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“Umm... Ciaran?” she whispered. The thought of
speaking to him about this almost made her cry.

“Can I turn around?”

“Nay!” She reached out and pulled him two steps
back away from his men. She stole a glance at them
as they tried to look occupied with their backs still
turned. She yanked on his tunic and he lowered his
head toward her. She whispered her dilemma.

“What?” he asked, not even attempting to lower
his voice.

She swatted at him. “Shh...” Thankfully, Seumas
started talking to Calum. “I put on the day dress
from the maid at the village and it doesnae fit. I
cannae remove it and I need your assistance,” she
repeated, mortified.

He paused for a moment. “Do ye have something
dry to put on?” he murmured.

“Well... nay. I will just wear what I had on,” she
spoke quietly.

“And ye will catch the ague,” he said with cool
authority. Grabbing his sack, he rifled through it and
pulled out a tunic. Seumas looked at him, and she
could swear he smiled. Why did men have to be such
beasts? Stepping backward, Ciaran reached behind his
back and handed the tunic to her. “’Tis at least dry,”
he whispered.

There was an uncomfortable silence.

“Do ye still need me to assist ye to remove your
clothing?” He spoke in an odd, yet gentle tone.

“Aye,” she sighed. Her humiliation could not
be alleviated.

“I will have to turn around,” he whispered.
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“I know. I will give ye my back.” Mercitully, he
could not see the crimson in her face.

=D

Shaking his head, Ciaran could not believe he was
having this conversation. Rosalia actually needed his
help to remove her clothing. This was definitely a first.
He turned around and saw that the tight dress clung
to her body like a wet cloth. No wonder she could
not remove it.

Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath. “Lift your
arms,” he instructed. She lifted her arms as high as she
could, and he reached down and grabbed the bottom
of her dress. As he hefted the dress up and over her
buttocks, his trews became uncomfortably tight. Her
white, creamy flesh was bared before his eyes. He
wanted nothing more than to explore her soft curves
and mold them to his hard body.

Clenching his jaw, he tried to ignore her. The cloth
was so tight at her waist that he had to yank hard to
pull it over her head. She raised her arms to don his
tunic, but not before the light had rippled on her
creamy, ivory breasts. God’s feeth! How much could
one man be expected to bear? He had been too long
without Beathag’s expert touch.

He was going to burst.

He spun around quickly and grabbed a dry blanket
for her to wrap around her waist and legs. A lass had
never worn his clothing—ever. It was—well, he was
not sure what it was. Approaching his sack, he grabbed
the ale and took a long, hard swig. Seumas looked at
his obvious discomfort and chuckled.
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Ciaran made a mental note that the first matter he
would attend to when he returned to Glenorchy was
to seek Beathag. His body reacted as though he were
an untried lad. He was sorely in need of a woman,
and she would surely cure him of these urges.
Perhaps he would stay in his chamber and ravish her
for days until they could not walk. That would surely
sate his hunger.

Rosalia sat down on the blanket. Calum and
Seumas moved closer to the fire. Praise the saints for
his men—Iet them entertain her.

“Lass, let me place your clothes closer to the fire to
dry,” said Seumas.

“My thanks, Seumas. Calum, how do ye fare?”

Calum smirked. “My head aches. Mayhap if our
laird would share the ale, I could numb the pain.”

Ciaran handed the ale to Calum as Seumas laughed.
Grabbing his own blanket, Ciaran sat down—as far
away from Rosalia as he possibly could in the little
crofter’s hut. The more distance he placed between
them, the better. She snuggled into her blanket and
twisted away from him. At last his ardor had managed
to cool. Reaching for a piece of dried beef, he tapped
her on the shoulder.

“Thank ye. I am nae hungry,” she said, turning
back into her blanket.

Ciaran faltered in the silence that engulfed them. “Ye
must eat. | have an oatcake if ye want it,” he oftfered.

She shook her head and would not turn around.
“Nay. Thank ye, my laird. I just wish to sleep.”

Surely she was not still pining after Montgomery.
Ciaran placed his hand on her shoulder in a comforting
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gesture. “Lass, I told ye Montgomery will be fine. Ye
must eat and keep your strength. Ye donna want to
catch the ague,” he whispered. He had given his word
to Montgomery that he would see to her. If she did
not eat or continued with this melancholy, he was sure
she would catch something, and that would only be
one more obstacle to delay his return to Glenorchy.

Leaning back, she cast him an expression of incre-
dulity. “Ye think... Ciaran, I am nae worried over
James—well, I am, but nae as ye think. My apologies
for being such a burden,” she whispered.

“What?” What was she apologizing for? He glanced
over at his men. At least they appeared to make
attempts at conversation. The lass made no sense, but
he should not be surprised. Why could women never
speak their thoughts in terms he could understand?
After having Aisling under his roof for so long, he had
ceased trying to figure out women. He would leave
that task to Aiden.

Her eyes darted around the room in frustration.

“I saw ye and Seumas with my own eyes laughing
at my... mishap,” she blurted out. “My midrift is
always an issue with everyone,” she said, her spirits
sinking even lower.

“Your midriff? I donna understand what ye speak.
I know naught of this. Seumas wasnae laughing at ye.
He was laughing at my... discomfort,” he whispered.
The reason she was troubled was about her midrift and
the dress? Why would she think such things? He could
not for the life of him figure out why women held
such trivial things in the highest regard.

“Stop, Rosalia. Just cease this now.” Seeing she was
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not going to relent, he bent closer, placing his lips
so close to her ear that he was sure she could feel his
breath. “The only reason I had discomfort was because
I saw your bare, creamy bottom in front of my eyes.
Ye are beautiful and ye almost unmanned me, lass.”
Ciaran kissed her lightly on her cheek before returning
to his blanket.

(=)

Rosalia could not think and remained frozen. Ciaran
said she was beautiful. James was the only man who
had ever told her she was beautiful and she had never
believed him. He would say that as a brother. She was
sure he said such things offsether mother’s venom,
but Ciaran... Her face was badly bruised and she’d
humiliated herself beyond belief. Yet, he said she was
beautiful. In truth, it warmed her heart.

She tossed and turned well into the night. Calum
and Seumas, or perhaps both, snored loudly. She
twisted to her side to try to find a comfortable spot,
making a futile attempt to block out the noise.
Opening her eyes, she saw Ciaran gazing at her
through the firelight.

He smiled. “My men are dependable and trust-
worthy, but I didnae say they werenae annoying.”

“Aye,” she laughed.

“We will arrive at Glenorchy on the morrow, and
ye will have your own chamber. The heavens know I
cannae wait until I see my own chamber and seek my
comfortable bed,” he growled.

“Ye deserve to be home. I am sure ye missed it. Do
ye think Aiden’s wife had her babe?” she whispered.
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“I donna know. I hope so. Aisling’s bellowing was
irritating when we took our leave. I cannae imagine
what it would be now,” he laughed.

“Ye men always think of the inconvenience to ye.
She is probably tired and worried about the babe,” she
chided him.

“Ye havenae heard her bellowing, lass,” he said, his
brows drawing together in an agonizing expression.

“At ye or Aiden?”

He grunted. “At everyone she sees. I should take
her to battle. She has frightened even the fiercest of
my men.”

They exchanged a look of subtle amusement.

“I am anxious to make her acquaintance. I am
nervous about your family. I mean to say, what will
they think of all this—of me?” The thought gnawed
away at her confidence.

“Ye worry overmuch. Ye forget that I am laird.”
His voice was a velvet murmur.

She rolled her eyes. “Aye. Keep reminding me of
your greatness.”

Ciaran smirked, grabbing his chest. “Ye wound me,
lass. Try to sleep. We will ride soon enough.”

She must have fallen asleep because the next she
knew, the men were stirring. She sat up slowly, and
Seumas pointed to her trews and tunic. “Your clothes
are dry. As soon as we pack up, we will take our leave
and ye can dress.”

“Aye. Calum. How is your head?” she asked with
concern.

He shrugged. “Stiff, but I will be home this day,
which makes it feel that much better.”
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“I am sure,” she agreed. Seumas and Calum
took their leave, and she packed up her blankets.
Rummaging through her sack, she spotted the day
dress. She pulled it out and sighed—how truly embar-
rassing. Without giving it additional thought, she
tossed it into the ashes of the fire. “I hope ye burn and
rot,” she said through gritted teeth.

A deep chuckle answered her. She turned around
to see Ciaran leaning in the doorway, his arms folded
over his chest. “Ye arenae bringing the dress with ye
to Glenorchy then?” he asked in his casual, jesting way.

She blushed and knew he teased her aftectionately,
not maliciously. His playful bantering amused her.
“That would be a fair assumption, my laird. [ am ready
to wipe my hands of yestereve. This day will be much
better. Ye are going home.”

“Aye. There is that. Are ye going to don some
trews, or will ye ride to Glenorchy with a bare
bottom, lass?”” His eyes roamed over her figure.

At least her bare bottom was covered by his tunic.
She shooed him out the door. “Will ye please take
your leave so that I may dress?”

“Aye. Make haste. We are only half a day’s ride
from Glenorchy,” he exclaimed with excitement.

She nodded and shut the door. Once they reached
Glenorchy, she would breathe a sigh of relief. Thinking
of James for a moment, she said a silent prayer that he
was well. He had to be. She opened the door and saw
the men already gathered around the horses and ready
to depart. She approached Noonie and fastened her sack
as quickly as she could. She would try to make haste so
she did not hold them back any longer than necessary.
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“Ye didnae eat last eve. I assume ye are hungry.
Can ye eat and ride?” As she turned, Ciaran held out
an oatcake.

“Aye. My thanks.”

He raised his brow and gave her a challenging look.

Waving him off, she rolled her eyes. “Get used to
it, MacGregor.”

Turning away from her, he grabbed the reins of his
mount. “Saucy wench.” He spoke under his breath,
but loud enough for her to hear.

They continued to ride north to Glenorchy. At least
they were through the death-dropping passes. The
leaves on the trees were bathed in colors of golden
hues, and a warm breeze brushed her cut tresses. It
telt delightful after riding in the pouring rain. She
turned Noonie and loved the sound of his shuffling
feet through the freshly fallen leaves. It was so quiet
and peaceful. For once in her life, she felt everything
would be all right.

They approached a clearing and she stopped. Never
had she seen anything so beautiful. A flowing river
with rushing water cascaded through jagged rocks.
The smell of pine overwhelmed her senses. She took
a deep, penetrating breath and closed her eyes. To her
left, pine trees clustered along the river. There was a
clear path along the water that led into trees the color
of honey and bronze. To her right, the clearing was
much more open. Pines gathered in sections, but she
did not see a path. The water soothed her mood.

Ciaran rode up beside her. “Rosalia?”

““Tis just a beautiful sight. Truly, it takes my
breath.” She sighed, glancing from side to side.



TemrpraTION IN A KILT 97

He chuckled. “If ye like the view here, wait until
ye see my home.”

The sound of thundering hootbeats caught her
attention and she gasped. At least five men were riding
toward them at breakneck speed with swords drawn.

“Cruachan!” they bellowed.

She whipped her head to Ciaran for direction,
and nothing but hatred played upon his features. In
fact, it was the same look Calum and Seumas held.
Something cautioned her not to ask.

“My laird?” Seumas said through gritted teeth.

A muscle quivered at Ciaran’s jaw. “We have nay
choice. We ride to Glenorchy and outrun them.
Calum is injured, and I willnae chance Rosalia getting
hurt.” Curses fell from his mouth—creative curses she
had only heard once before from James.

“Ciaran?” Her stomach was clenched tight.

“Bloody Campbells.”



S

“RipE NOw, ROSALIA!” CIARAN YELLED, HIS EYES BLAZING.

Noonie felt her unease and bolted onto the path
into the trees, almost causing her to lose her seat. Her
heart was racing and felt as though it would spring
through her chest. Seumas slowed his mount and
gestured for her to pass him.

“Ride, my lady! I will watch your back,” he shouted.

Rosalia rounded a bend and saw Calum stopped
in front of her. She yanked on Noonie’s reins to halt,
gasping and panting in terror. At least ten mounted
men surrounded him, swords unsheathed. Thundering
hooves rode directly toward her hard and fast.

She was surely going to die.

As she closed her eyes, the sound of racing hooves
passed her by. She sat upon Noonie, frozen still and
breathing a short sigh of reliet, although she was aware
of the danger. Positioning Noonie a safe distance from
the path, she gawked at the scene before her.

Ciaran rounded the bend, his face a mask of rage.
He shouted commands to the men, and they all turned
their mounts... directly into the path of the bloody
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Campbells. He gave a curt shout to Calum who
approached her, issuing a firm warning not to move.
Move? She did not think she could budge if she tried.

Galloping hooves approached rapidly but stopped
abruptly when a wall of armed men greeted them.
Curses flew and the clanking sounds of battle echoing
through the air. Ciaran’s arm muscles rippled as he
hefted his sword, effortlessly deflecting a blow from a
Campbell. Turning, he pummeled his enemy square
in the face with the hilt of his sword. The man fell to
the ground with a thud. The Campbell men retreated,
leaving their fallen comrade behind. A few of Ciaran’s
men gave chase while two others pulled the fallen
Campbell to his feet.

Ciaran dismounted and placed his sword to the
throat of the Campbell. “I could kill ye now,” he bit
out. “I will let ye live to deliver fair warning to your
laird. T will follow King James’s command, but make
nay mistake... I will protect my people. If I find any
bloody Campbell setting foot on my land, it will be
the last step he takes,” he warned, turning to his men.
“Put him on his mount and get that arse off my land.”

The remainder of Ciaran’s men trotted past her, not
glancing her way. Did every MacGregor need to be so
impressive in size?

“Donna fash yourself. Ye are safe.” Little beads of
sweat shimmered on Ciaran’s skin. A lock of thick
chestnut hair fell onto his cheek and he pushed it back.
She realized he still spoke to her. Why was her mouth
suddenly so dry? “Come. We are home,” he said,
leading her back onto the path.

They cleared the trees and a huge, gray stone
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castle stood before her on an island surrounded by
green, grassy moss. Mangerton could have fit inside it
three times over. It was an elegant castle with a stone
barbican with round turrets and square towers. With
the changing of the leaves, the mountains surrounding
the castle were inundated with color.

She was speechless. Pivoting on Noonie, she tried
to scan everything around her. The clean breeze of the
loch teased her senses. The water mirrored a deeper
color of the sky as small, white waves crashed into
Ciaran’s island home. She closed her eyes, trying to
imprint the picture into her mind.

Riding single file, they headed to a cabhsair that
extended over the water to the island. Traveling
under a huge portcullis, they continued through to the
courtyard, which bustled with men, women, and chil-
dren who came out to greet their laird on his return.

Ciaran dismounted and warmly greeted his clan.
He did not immediately turn toward her, giving her
time to gather her wits. Pulling on Noonie’s mane to
dismount, she noticed an older man with a warm smile
approaching.

“Failte. Ciamar a tha sibh?” he asked with a smile.
Welcome. How are you?

“Tha gu math, tapadh leibh.” I am fine, thanks.

“Is mise Niall.” My name is Niall.

“Is mise Rosalia.”

Niall nodded his head in approval. “Verra good,
lass. Here, I will take him for ye,” he said, holding out
his hand for Noonie’s reins.

He reminded her so much of their stable master,
Duncan. “My thanks, Niall.”
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A strong, warm voice murmured from behind.
“Niall, his name is Noonie. Make sure he gets a good
brushing and give him some extra oats.”

“Aye, my laird.” Niall nodded to Rosalia. “My lady.”

She turned and saw that Ciaran had an irresistible
grin upon his face, clearly glad to be home.

“’Tis about time ye returned. As ye see, your walls
still stand.”

She had to will her mouth to close at the sight of
a man dressed in a red-and-green-patterned kilt with
a flowing gray tunic and shimmering with sweat
and masculinity. His golden-brown hair hung well
below his shoulders in two braids. He had a strong
chiseled jaw and blue eyes—piercing blue eyes. He
was... beautiful.

Realizing that she was gaping, the man laughed. “I
see ye brought me a gift, my laird. Pray introduce us,”
he said silkily.

She heard a grunt and thought it came from Ciaran.

“Lady Rosalia, my youngest brother, Declan.” She
detected a hint of censure in his tone.

“And the bonniest of the brothers.” Declan grabbed
her hand and bent to kiss it, gazing into her eyes the
entire time.

He was good; she would give him that. She had no
doubt that many a woman had fallen under Declan’s
spell, and she was not foolish enough to be added to
the list. The arrogance of beautiful men never ceased
to amaze her.

“How can ye bring such a beautiful lass within my
sights, brother?” he asked, with an arrogant tone in
his voice.
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Ciaran was about to speak, but Rosalia held up
her hand to stay him. “Empty flattery will get ye
naught,” she chided Declan. “I dress in a man’s
clothing, my tresses are butchered, and my face is
battered and bruised. Donna insult me with your
honeyed words.”

Ciaran chuckled.

Declan raised his brow, clearly caught off guard by
her response. “I meant nay insult, my lady. I tend to see
what is in the heart of a lass and nae what beauty is upon
her face,” he simply stated, giving her a slight bow.

She rolled her eyes.

“Pray excuse me,” said Declan, dipping his head
slightly and turning on his heel.

Ciaran chuckled. “Ye wounded his pride.”

“My apologies. James is the same. They think
because they are beautiful, they can behave as rogues.”

“Nay need for apologies. My brother is a rogue.”
Touching the small of her back, he guided her toward
a set of stairs. “Come. Let me show ye my home,” he
said proudly.

They walked into the enormous interior of the
great hall. Corridors shot out in all directions. She
would surely lose her way. A staircase swept down and
lovely tapestries hung on the wall. A beautiful painted-
glass window was displayed at the top of the staircase,
and colored prisms danced against the wall. There
were two fireplaces in the hall, each adorned with
wooden carvings of animals and pine. Long wooden
tables and benches graced the floor, and a raised dais
boasted several intricately carved chairs.

He watched her intently.
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“Your home is truly magnificent.”

He smiled. “My thanks. "Tis good to be home.
Welcome to Glenorchy, Rosalia.”

“I see ye are safe, my brother.” Aiden stood at the
top of the staircase, holding a bundle.

Ciaran ran, taking the steps two at a time. “Aisling
had the babe,” he spoke joyfully.

Aiden glanced down at his bairn and smiled. “Aye,
my son. Two days past. His name is Tearlach after
Aisling’s father,” he said proudly.

“And Aisling?” Ciaran asked searchingly.

“Is fine and recovering. She is still abed.”

Rosalia climbed the stairs. The baby was beautiful
with his porcelain-white skin and curly red hair. “He
is a beautiful bairn,” she said, rubbing her hand across
his soft curls.

Aiden broke into an open, friendly smile. “My
thanks. Welcome to Glenorchy, lass.”

An unwelcome blush crept into her cheeks.

Holding out his arms, Ciaran noddedto Aiden.
“Time to give him up, Brother. I want to see how
strapping the new MacGregor is. Mayhap he takes
after his laird,” he boasted.

Aiden released his son to Ciaran and her heart
melted. Aiden looked natural as a father and was so
kind of heart. Surely he would not match his only
daughter to an unsavory English lord for coin. She
willed away her dark memories. Ciaran placed his
hand over Tearlach’s little head, and she noticed how
much strength he possessed. And not just physically;
he was so confident in every move he made.

The beginning of a smile tipped the corners of his
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mouth. “I have had his attention long enough.” He
held out Tearlach and placed him in her arms.

A wave of apprehension swept through her and she
shook her head. “Nay, Ciaran. I cannae. I havenae
held a bairn before. I donna want to hurt him.”

His eyes were gentle, understanding. “Here. [ will
assist ye.” He walked behind her, placing his arms
around her. “At this time, ye need to support his head
and ye place this arm under his bottom.”

She leaned lightly into Ciaran, tilting her face
toward his. He was so close to her lips that she could
feel his breath.

“There. Ye are doing it,” he choked out.

She could swear she heard him swallow. For a
long time, she gazed back at him. Holding the bairn
and having Ciaran so close made her wish she held
their son for the first time. They both remained
frozen and she thought briefly that he felt some-
thing, too, but then Tearlach cried and the moment
was lost. Ciaran stepped away and gently handed
Tearlach back to Aiden.

“Rosalia, when ye get settled, I know Aisling
would love to make your acquaintance,” said Aiden.

“Of course. | am anxious to meet her as well.”

As Aiden turned and hummed to his son, she smiled.
“He is so proud. He will be a wonderful father.”

“Aye. Come. Let me show ye to your chamber. I will
order a bath for ye, and then we will have a warm meal.”

“That sounds wonderful.”

When they reached the end of the hall, Ciaran
opened the last door on the right. They were imme-
diately bathed in sunlight. He gestured for her to enter
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a room adorned with bright-colored tapestries. A
decoratively carved writing desk and stool stood in the
corner and a large stone fireplace took up the center
wall. As she turned, it was difficult to miss a huge
bed with tall carved corner posts and counterpanes
of gold cloth. The chamber was twice the size of her
bedchamber at Mangerton.

“Ye havenae yet seen one of my favorite views.”
He led her to the window that overlooked the loch
in all its splendor. As she gazed out, the colored trees
reflected off the loch. She was breathless. She could
not imagine waking up to this view every blessed day.

“Whose bedchamber is this?” she asked, still
glancing out at the loch. Placing his hand on her
shoulder, he smiled and she shook her head adamantly.
“Ciaran, nay. I cannae stay here.” Why would he
grace her with such a room? She was merely a guest.

“It doesnae meet your approval?” He raised his
brow and waited for a response, folding his arms over
his chest.

“Of course it does. "Tis beautiful,” she muttered hastily.

He nodded in approval. “Good. Then ’tis settled.”

“Nay. Surely there is a much... smaller chamber.”

“There isnae. Ye will stay here,” he ordered,
turning his back on her and walking toward the door.
“Your bath will be here soon. I will then meet ye in
the hall for a warm meal.” He turned around and gave
her a warm smile and closed the door. Apparently, he
was not open to her suggested change of venue.

She sat down on the window bench that over-
looked the loch. And she had believed her mother
always had the finest of everything. But it did not even
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begin to compare to this. The loch glistened in the
sunlight. Closing her eyes, Rosalia let the warm rays
bathe her face. It was delighttul.

There was a knock on the door and a maid entered,
carrying a bundle of... dresses? “M’lady,” she said,
bobbing a small curtsy. “l am Anna. M’lady Aisling
wants ye to have these.” She placed the clothing on
the bed. “She said there are many sizes to choose from,
and she will greet ye after the midday meal.”

Rosalia could not believe the kindness she had
received from strangers. They treated her better than
her own family. “My thanks, Anna. Ye may tell your
lady that I look forward to meeting her as well.” Anna
nodded her head and bobbed a curtsy as she departed.

Approaching the bed, Rosalia sorted through the
dresses, finding at least eight to choose from, as well
as two chemises. She closed her eyes and said a silent
prayer that one of them would fit. Another knock
at the door broke her ponderings as four burly men
brought in the tub. A couple of lads dumped the
steaming buckets of water just as Anna came back with
another bundle.

“M’lady thought ye might be needin’ these, too.”
She held out a couple pairs of silk slippers and a
scented bag. “Do ye need me to assist ye with your
bath, m’lady?”

“Nay, Anna. Ye have done enough. I thank ye
for... everything,” Rosalia said, motioning to the bed.

The girl looked at her in surprise. ““Tis m’lady’s
doin’. She is kind of heart.”

“I will be sure to thank her.”

Anna departed and Rosalia opened the scented bag
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filled with lavender. She spread some of the contents
in her bath and disrobed. Climbing clumsily over
the side, she sank into the tub. It felt so warm and
soothing. She stuck her head under the water and let it
wash away her worries. When she came up, she heard
Ciaran speaking. Wiping the water from her face,
she grabbed the drying cloth and covered her breasts.
Even though it would not conceal her completely, it
was better than having nothing at all. As she searched
around the room, she saw it was empty. Was she going
mad? Maybe she’d imagined his voice.

“My thanks. That will be all.”

A door closed and she glanced to where the sound
was coming from. Another door was in her chamber.
She wondered why she had not noticed it before. Her
eyes widened in surprise. Surely Ciaran was not in the
room next to hers. She remained perfectly still and
heard the sound of splashing water and a grunt. God’s
teeth! Ciaran was in his bath as well—now. He was in
the room next to hers with no clothing. All she had
to do was open the adjoining door and she would see
him in the tub.

She closed her eyes and moaned.

This would be torture. Not only would he be
bathing in the room next to hers, but he would also be
sleeping in the room next to hers. She wondered if his
bed was big. It had to be big. He was big. She could
not do this. As soon as she finished her bath, she would
tell him so. Why would he give her a chamber so
close to his own? Another thought came to mind and
a lump caught in the back of her throat. He placed her
in the lady of the castle’s chamber. For what purpose?
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If he believed for one moment that she was going to
be his mistress. ..

Finishing her bath, she blocked out all mental images
of Laird MacGregor—with or without clothing. She
tried on the dresses and praised the saints when a
couple of them fit. Donning her chemise, she picked
up a dress of deep blue. Perhaps it was not the best
choice since it would match the bruising on her
cheeks, but she would not be able to hide her injuries,
no matter what she wore. It would have to do.

She slipped on the silk slippers, and even though
she found much more comfort in her boots, she would
dress as a lady. She had to admit that she grew tired
of wearing trews and tunics. Besides, her dagger was
rubbing and beginning to make marks upon her leg.
She stood and noticed a mirror on the stand next to
the bed. Should she dare? She had second thoughts
about picking it up, but curiosity got the best of her.

The face looking back at her was shocking. Her
tresses were butchered and her visage was several
different shades of purples and yellows. She had not
realized how bad she looked. Running her hand over
her tresses, she shook her head. There was nothing
she could do now. She wished she could hide in this
chamber, but that wouldn’t work. Someone would
eventually search for her.

Gathering her courage, she opened the door and
poked her head out. Observing no one in the hall, she
walked out quietly and shut the door behind her. She
reached the top of the stone staircase and admired the
painted-glass window. A golden bejeweled crown with
matching adorned claymores surrounded a rose-hued
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cross as though securing it in a protective embrace.
She loved how the bright colors reflected oft the wall.

“Beautiful. Is it nae?”

Rosalia jumped as Declan walked toward her.
“Aye,” she said, placing her hand over her chest.

Stepping in front of her, he gave her a slight bow.
“Pray allow me to start anew. [ am Declan MacGregor,
Laird MacGregor’s youngest brother. I am pleased to
make your acquaintance.”

She smiled at his effort to make amends. Giving
him a slight curtsy, she extended her hand. “And I am
Lady Rosalia Armstrong. I am honored to make your
acquaintance, sir.”

He brushed a kiss on the top of her hand and
promptly released it. Extending his arm, he waited.
“May I escort ye to the hall, my lady?”

Placing her hand on his arm, she smiled. “Only if ye
call me Rosalia.” She paused, waiting for him to respond.

“Rosalia? "Tis a name of great beauty for such
a bonny—"

She rolled her eyes. “Only if ye donna start
being foolish.”

He patted her hand. “Aye. I will call ye Rosalia if
ye call me Declan.” He hesitated and cast a wolfish
grin like she was the main course for the noon meal.

“By all the saints,” she huffed. “I see we are to
have these conversations constantly,” she said as they
descended the stairs. “I donna mind sparring with ye,
but ’tis all it will ever be... sparring,” she said curtly.
She knew that he only sought to get a response from
her, but she was annoyed.

He gave her a look that would make most women
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weak in the knees and leaned in close—very close.
“We shall see,” he whispered. Then he left her...
standing in the middle of the great hall, probably
to seek out some other willing lass. Her eyes darted
around the room nervously, not seeing any familiar
faces. To make matters worse, people were starting to
stare. Trying to look occupied, she showed an interest
in the servants as they placed food on the tables. After
all, she did not want to appear to have been abandoned
in the middle of the great hall. She finally spotted
Calum and Seumas. Upon her approach, both men
stood and smiled.

“My lady,” they said at the same time.

“Rosalia,” she chided both of them—again. “May
I sit with ye? I donna find any faces that are familiar.”

Both men looked uncomfortable. “I believe our
laird would request ye sit with him at the high table,”
whispered Calum.

She waved them off. “Donna be ridiculous. I am
nae family. Now does someone sit here or nae?” She
raised her brow and waited.

Calum relented and waved his hand for her to sit.
She sat on the bench next to him and could not help
but feel out of place. She was thankful when Seumas
handed her a tankard of mulled wine. Glancing around
the hall, she saw that everyone was conversing. They
all seemed... close. Maybe that was how a family was
supposed to be. The Armstrongs were never so jovial
and everything with them seemed forced.

A sudden shout rang through the hall and she jumped.

“Three cheers for our laird’s return!” yelled a man.

Standing at the entrance to the great hall were the
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three MacGregor brothers in full Highland regalia. She
had never seen so many beautiful men. They stood
well over six feet and were very muscular with broad
shoulders. But, there was only one she felt drawn to.

Ciaran’s chestnut hair was still wet from his bath
and touched his shoulders. He was dressed in the
same tartan of red and green, which she now gathered
were the MacGregor clan colors. He wore a white,
flowing tunic and a MacGregor plaid over his left
shoulder. A small bag which looked to be made from
the skin of a rabbit grazed his hips and rested on top
of his... she heard herself swallow. The flashes on his
stockings were the same color as his kilt, and he wore
white hose that clung to his muscular legs. His doeskin
boots were low enough that she could tell how very
muscular those legs were. Her heart turned over at
the vision that appeared before her. The sights of
Glenorchy were indeed exhilerating.

(=)

Ciaran spotted Rosalia as soon as he entered the great
hall, noticing she wore one of Aisling’s dresses. He
hoped she was pleased with her bedchamber. He
wanted to make her as comfortable as possible. The
lass had been through much.

What was she doing sitting with Calum and Seumas?

He was taken aback by her sudden aloofness. She
was not looking at him—at all. In fact, her eyes were
to the floor. He did not understand what was amiss
and was unnerved by her sudden change in demeanor.
“Are ye unwell?”

“I am fine. My thanks,” she said with an air of
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indifterence. She looked away swiftly at the sight of’
his scowl.

Ciaran hesitated, blinking with confusion. Bending
over behind her, he whispered in her ear. “What are
ye doing?”

“Taking my place for the midday meal,” she
answered, whispering in a rush of words.

He was momentarily speechless in his surprise.
Was she daft? Why would she think to sit with his
men? Standing to his full height, he held out his hand.
“Your place is with me. Come.” When she did not
move, he cocked his head to the side and raised his
brow. Why did she have to be so stubborn?

“Oh, verra well,” she relented, placing her hand in
his and standing.

He escorted her to the high table, and his smile was
without humor. “What were ye thinking?”

“I was thinking I took my place for the noon meal.
Isnae this table for family?” she asked, barely lifting her
voice above a whisper.

“Family and guests. Ye are my guest, are ye nae?”
he asked, his tone patient. They reached the table, and
he pulled out her chair for her. It just so happened to
be the chair next to his. If she thought to sit with his
men and their families, she was mistaken. He did not
understand her reasoning. Why did she have to be so
difficult? Perhaps he should speak with Aiden to see if
he had any ideas. After all, his brother was an expert.
He had Aisling.

Aiden and Declan took their seats and the entire
hall went quiet as Ciaran stood, demanding their
attention. “As ye know, King James continues to be
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pleased with our support in the Highlands. I thank ye
all for your efforts while we were at court. Upon my
return, | discovered there is a new MacGregor among
us. Everyone raise your tankards to my brother, Aiden,
and give thanks to the gods for delivering him a healthy
son. To Tearlach!” he said proudly, raising his tankard.

“To Tearlach!” the men shouted in return.

“Ye may also notice a new face among us,” he said,
holding out his hand for Rosalia to stand. “This is
Lady Rosalia, and she will be our guest. I want ye to
make her feel as she is one of us.”

“To Lady Rosalia!” one of the men yelled.

Ciaran gave her a mock salute with his tankard, his
eyes never leaving hers.

=D

They took their seats and Ciaran filled her trencher.
There were several different types of meat, breads,
and cheeses. Everything looked and smelled delightful.
Rosalia could not wait to taste the fresh biscuits.
Maybe they would even be as good as her cook’s.

Ciaran peered at her intently, making her nervous
so she turned to Aiden for a much needed distrac-
tion. “And how is Tearlach?” she asked, taking a
bite of biscuit.

“He sleeps. He wakes up to feed or because he is
wet, and then he sleeps and sleeps again. "Tis good
now since it gives Aisling a reprieve,” he said, pausing
to drink from his tankard.

“Aye,” she chuckled. “I must thank your lady wife
for the dresses. Do ye think she will be well enough
to speak with me after the meal?”
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“Aye. She asked me to escort ye after we finish.”

Nodding her head in agreement, she focused on her
trencher because when she thought of Ciaran sitting
next to her, her heart turned over in response. His
nearness was overwhelming. She could smell his spicy
scent, and it did not help when his leg brushed against
her thigh. Her mind burned with the memory of his
lips upon hers. This could not bode well for her. How
was she supposed to keep her wits about her when he
was dressed in a kilt and distracted her in ways that she
did not understand?

“How do ye fare, Rosalia?” asked Ciaran, leaning
back and taking a drink from his tankard.

“The food is delighttul,” she said, turning her atten-
tion back to her trencher.

“If ye want for anything, ye need only ask.”

She studied her tankard, playing with the rim. “My
thanks, but ye have been much too accommodating
already, my laird.”

He leaned close. “I cannae help but ask. Is some-
thing amiss?”

“My laird, I am grateful for all ye have done,
but I must insist ye change my bedchamber,” she
spoke firmly.

Pulling back, he gave her a curious look. “Change
your bedchamber? Why would I do that? What is
wrong with your chamber?”

“What is wrong with Rosalia’s chamber?” asked
Declan, leaning across Ciaran.

Shaking her head, she closed her eyes. Now the
rogue was involved in the conversation as well. Could
she at least have one conversation where she was not
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embarrassed? She was thankful when Ciaran took him
by the reins. “Since when do ye call her by her given
name?” he huffed.

“Since the lady asked me to, my laird,” said Declan
with a smug look upon his face.

Inclining his head toward Rosalia, Ciaran looked
for confirmation. She gave a forced smile and a
tense nod of consent. “Aye, ’tis true. I had but a
momentary weakness.”

“What is wrong with your chamber, lass? We have
several to—"

“There is naught wrong with her chamber, Declan,”
Ciaran bit out.

She reached out and clutched Ciaran’s arm, imme-
diately realizing her mistake. He felt like a rock under-
neath his tunic. She became aware of his strength
and the warmth of his flesh. She lowered her gaze,
but when she looked down, his kilt was parted and
showed part of his muscular thigh. It was torture and
the room was getting so warm.

Carried away by her own response, she failed to
notice that he was still looking at her, waiting. She
tingled as he spoke her name. Tenderly, his eyes
melted into hers. She could not find her voice. She
could barely breathe, and she hungered from the
memory of his mouth upon hers. Praise the saints.
What was the matter with her?

He leaned in close and whispered in her ear. “Lass,
your eyes show me what ye are clearly thinking. I
suggest ye remove your hand from my arm and your
eyes from my kilt.”

Mortified that he’d spoken to her so directly, she
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hastily withdrew her hand—but not before her eyes
betrayed her by darting to his kilt one last time to see it
was clearly tented. She cleared her throat, pretending
not to be affected.

“What chamber did ye give her?” asked Declan.
Ciaran answered, but she was unable to hear his
response. “Truly?” he asked surprised. “Mother’s? Ye
know what statement ye make by placing her in that
chamber then?”

“Enough, Declan,” responded Ciaran, clenching
his jaw.

“They will assume she is to be your—"

“Enough!” he said sternly.

Declan’s eyes narrowed. “Aye, my liege,” he said
with heavy sarcasm. “Ah, look... here comes your...
Beathag, how are ye?”

The woman approaching Ciaran had long, brown
curly hair and wore a very form-fitting dress. Her
bosom seemed sure to burst out of the gown with
any sudden movement. Rosalia could never imagine
herself wearing such clothing, but it worked well on
this woman. She was slender and beautiful—clearly,
everything Rosalia was not.

Moving behind Ciaran, the woman placed her
hands on his shoulders. She bent down and kissed him
on the cheek. “My laird, how I have missed ye so,”
she purred, placing her hands underneath his tunic.
The woman was clearly running her hands all over
his chest.

He stilled her hands. “Beathag, ’tis good to see
ye,” he choked out, patting her hands. She gave him
a wanton smile and actually had the nerve to run
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her hands down the front of Ciaran’s kilt and touch
him—there.

“Ye did miss me, Ciaran,” she said with female
satisfaction.

Mixed feelings surged through Rosalia—shock
and anger and a touch of sadness. She knew Ciaran
would never truly desire her. Why would he when
he had Beathag? She was such a fool, she thought,
and mentally kicked herself. He was her escort to
Glengarry and nothing more. She tucked away the
thought by squeezing her tankard until her knuckles
turned white.

[}

Removing Beathag’s hands, Ciaran placed them back
on her person. He was not about to tell her that she
was not the cause of his attention. “I will speak with
ye later,” he bit out.

“Later?” Beathag pouted, raising her brow at
Rosalia. “Of course, my laird. I didnae see ye had a
guest.” She studied Rosalia openly from head to toe,
and when she took a step closer, he held out his arm
to stay her.

“Did ye nae hear me? I said later.” His contemp-
tuous tone sparked her anger.

Beathag stopped, glancing at his restraining hand
upon her. Turning, she gave Rosalia a chilling smile.
“Aye, Ciaran. I will meet ye in your chamber, and we
will finish where we left off.”

“Rosalia, are ye finished? I think Aisling waits,”
said Aiden with a warm smile. This time Ciaran was
thankful for his brother’s intervention.
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“Aye, Aiden.” Rosalia pulled back her chair as
Aiden assisted her to stand. “Pray excuse me, my
laird. T see ye have your hands... verra full,” she said
in a cynical tone, casting a glance at Beathag who
continued to throw daggers her way.

He watched the play of emotions upon Rosalia’s
face, waiting for some sign of objection, but she
merely looked hurt. For some reason, he was confused
by why that bothered him. She looked beautiful in a
dress, but he had to admit he was partial to her trews.
They molded to her luscious bottom and legs when
she moved.

Obviously, nothing was wrong with her chamber.
She either thought it was too close to his or realized
it was the lady of the castle’s bedchamber. Frankly, he
did not care, nor was he concerned with what anyone
else would think. After all, he was laird and could do
as he damn well pleased.

Casting a glance at Beathag, he stood. “I need a
word with ye.” Taking her by the elbow, he escorted
her out of the great hall.

“Aye, my laird,” she purred.

Once they reached the courtyard, he turned
toward the stables. Noticing the direction they were
headed, she gave him a smug look. “I cannae wait as
well, my love.”

“Since when do ye call me ‘my love’?” he asked,
surprised.

Pushing up on her dress, she gave him a clear
view of her bountiful breasts. “Donna be that way.

Ye clearly missed me as much as I missed ye,” she
chided him.
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When they reached the stables, Ciaran gestured to
a bench. “Sit, please. There is nay way to speak this
but only to be clear. Our time together is at an end. I
thank ye, but we cannae be together again.”

Although he would stay true to his task and not
allow himself to get too close to Rosalia, he had not
failed to notice the painful expression on her features
when Beathag made her presence so clearly known.
He could not have his leman flaunting herself so
openly before his guest. The gods knew he had needs,
but he would rather take it upon himself to satisty
his own desires than to bear the sadness he’d seen in
Rosalia’s gaze.

“What?” Beathag cried, her eyes welling with tears.
“Ye know naught what ye speak, Ciaran. We are good
together. Ye have said as much. I love ye!”

He grabbed both of her arms gently. “Love me?
Donna place something there that wasnae. We were
good together, but ye know that was all it was.”

She wiped her tears. “How can ye speak such words
to me?”

He sighed. “Beathag, ye know this wasnae going
to last. We have spoken as much. I didnae seek more
than what was offered and I always spoke as much to
ye. This shouldnae come as a surprise.”

She gazed at him searchingly. “Tell me. Is there
another? Do ye already bed that lady? I am bonnier
than she, and her face is—"

“Nay!” he spoke with more conviction than he
wanted to portray. ““Tis time that we part. Ye did
naught wrong, and I donna want ye thinking ye did.
"Tis just time.”
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Wiping away her tears, she stood. “Of course, my
laird. Whatever ye wish.” She gave him a small curtsy
and scurried off.

He actually stunned himself by ending his liaison
with Beathag, but his decision was made. To honor
his vow, he never stayed with one lass too long. He’d
kept Beathag longer than most, but only because she
satisfied his needs. He had meant to speak with her this
eve, but he had not expected her to make her presence
known in the middle of the noon meal.

Even though he’d had to address her sooner than
he’d wished, he was momentarily relieved it was over
between them. The last he needed was two women
pining after something they could never truly have—
although if Rosalia’s eyes continued to undress him,
he would not be responsible for his actions. He was
astutely aware that she was not as unaffected as she
pretended to be. Apparently, she greatly approved of
his Highland attire. He smiled at the memory.

Walking back leisurely to the great hall with a smile
upon his face, he was completely unaware that Beathag
stood in the shadows, watching his every move.

“Have a care, MacGregor whoreson. Enjoy that smile
upon your face. It will be your last...”



/W

AISLING’S BEDCHAMBER WAS LOCATED IN THE SAME
corridor as Rosalia’s but situated on the opposite end.
At least she would not be lost. When Aiden oftered
to escort her, she jumped at the chance to escape. She
did not need to see Ciaran’s leman paraded before
her eyes. Besides, there were much more important
matters that required her attention and she did not need
to be distracted by romantic notions. Determined, she
would set about building a new life for herselt—one
that did not involve a particular Highland laird.

Aiden reached out, grabbing the latch on the door
as wailing cries echoed from within. He opened the
door to reveal a beautiful woman with flowing red
hair sitting in a chair and trying to console Tearlach.
Tears glistened on her pale, heart-shaped face, and her
eyes were red and swollen.

Walking toward her swiftly, he knelt down beside
her. “What is wrong, a ghraidh?” he asked, placing his
hand gently on her head.

Aisling leaned into his broad shoulder. “I donna
know why he cries. I cannae get him to cease. He is
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fed. He is dry. I donna know what to do.” She gulped
hard, tears slipping down her cheeks.

“Where is Bessie?” he asked, rubbing his hand over
her beautiful tresses.

“I told her I would sit with him while she had the
midday meal. He willnae cease and I donna know
what ails him. Tearlach doesnae want his mother,” she
cried, wiping her tears.

Aiden gave her a warm smile. “Of course he wants
his mother, Aisling. He will cry if he is hungry, wet,
hot, cold, or for any reason. 'Tis how he speaks,
sweeting.” He rubbed his hand affectionately over her
shoulder. “Ye are a good mother, Aisling.”

She looked at him and smiled as if she did not
believe him. “Thank ye, but ye have to speak as such.
[ am your wife.”

“Nay, I donna. Ye are a wonderful mother and
wife. I say so freely. Do ye want me to walk with
him? It seems to calm him.” He stood, holding out his
hands for his son.

“Aye.” She handed Tearlach to Aiden. “Thank
ye, Husband.”

Rosalia saw the heart-rending tenderness of his
gaze, and it was as if something unspoken passed
between them. She smiled at the sentiment. This was
clearly a love match. “My lady, do ye wish for me to
come back another time?” she asked, feeling as though
she were intruding on a private moment.

Aisling looked at her as if she’d just realized R osalia
had been standing there. “My lady? We arenae so
formal here. I am Aisling.” She wiped her tears and
gestured for Rosalia to sit in the opposite chair.
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“Aiden, could ye please seek Bessie?” she asked him
with tear-stained eyes.

His mouth curved with tenderness. “Sure, sweeting.
I will check on ye later.” He winked at his wife and
closed the door.

“Are ye sure ye donna wish to speak another time?”

“Please, Rosalia. I need to have a woman’s company.
[ am sorry for my distress. They say ’tis normal to have
these spells, but I donna have to like it.” She laughed.

“Nay, ye donna. [ must thank ye for the dresses, my
lad—" Aisling raised her brow and Rosalia giggled. “I
must thank ye for the dresses, Aisling.”

“I hope they fit ye. I wasnae sure so I pulled out
what I could.”

“Five of them fit. I will return the rest to Anna.”
Rosalia smiled her thanks, and Aisling waved her off.

““Tis fine.” She studied Rosalia closely, hesitating
before she spoke. “Ye know, Rosalia, I have nay
women companions to speak with—well, other than
Anna. I understand ye are to be with us for a time.
I would be honored if ye would be a friend to me.”
Leaning forward, she tapped Rosalia’s leg. “Besides,
’tis about time we had another woman to even things
out. 'Tis hard enough to keep Aiden on a straight
path, let alone Declan and Ciaran. I am afraid we are
sorely outnumbered.”

“I would be honored to have a friend and a face
that is familiar. There are so many faces here and
everyone seems close.” She hoped they would be as
friendly and close at Glengarry.

“Aye, we are. Ye have met many new faces then?”

“Besides Ciaran, Aiden, Donaidh, Calum, and
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Seumas, I also met Declan, Niall, and Beathag.”
Masking her features, she smiled politely.

“Niall is a kind man. He has been with us for some
time.” She shifted in her seat and there was a brief
silence. “And what did ye think of Beathag?”

Glancing down at her hands, Rosalia spoke softly. “I
really didnae get the chance to speak with her. She was,”
she cleared her throat, “occupied with Laird MacGregor.”

Aisling shook her head in disapproval. “How can [
put this delicately? Ye know Ciaran is an unmarried
man and men have certain... needs that only a woman
can provide.” Nodding uncomfortably, Aisling blurted
out, “Beathag offers Ciaran her favors.”

Rosalia’s eyes widened and she heard herself
swallow. She did not find joy in having the obvious
confirmed. There was an awkward silence, and she
gave a silent prayer of thanks when Aisling changed
the subject.

“Ye also met Declan?” She gazed at Rosalia and
smiled as if they shared some great secret.

“Aye.”

“Declan is the youngest. I am sure ye already have
an opinion, and it would probably be correct. Most of
us are fairly harmless, though.”

Rosalia smiled. “He is much like my brother, James.”

“Ye have a brother?”

“Well, he isnae my blood brother. We grew up
together and he is my family.”

Aisling gave her a knowing look. “I have three
brothers. All of them rogues. Ye should have seen the
time they gave Aiden when he courted me.”

“Three brothers? 1 can only imagine if they are as
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protective as James. If ye donna mind me speaking as
such, ye and Aiden seem verra happy and verra much
in love.” She could not stay the slight ring of jealousy
in her voice.

Aisling’s smile broadened. “’Tis the truth. Why
would I mind? Aiden is wonderful.” She paused. “Tell
me. Do ye have someone, Rosalia?”

“Nay,” she spoke softly, shaking her head.

“How is it that ye came upon our laird?”

“Ah, ’tis a verra long tale,” Rosalia hedged. A tale
she did not really feel the need to share with Ciaran’s
sister by marriage at the moment.

“Ye know, Rosalia, I think we will be friends. Ye
can speak to me freely.” Aisling gave her a warm smile
and a little encouragement.

Rosalia weighed her options. Aisling was Ciaran’s
sister by marriage and he apparently trusted her. She
supposed she did not have to speak the whole tale.
Besides, she could use a woman friend. She’d never
had one and it would be advantageous to have one
now. With a new sense of resolve, she intentionally
lowered her guard. “I was upon my horse and blacked
out. Donaidh and Seumas discovered me and took me
back to camp.”

Aisling regarded her with a somber curiosity.
“Surely there is more to the tale.”

“Your laird tended to my injuries. He will take
me to Glengarry when ’tis safe to travel,” she
muttered uneasily.

A soft gasp escaped Aisling. “Glengarry? What is in
Glengarry? "Tis verra far north in the Highlands.”

“My family.” Shifting in her seat, Rosalia became
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slightly uncomfortable. She was not sure how much
to disclose.

“Why are ye so far from your family?”

“My seanmhair lives in Glengarry and was a
MacDonell before she wed.” Rosalia paused, glancing
down at her hands. “I am an Armstrong and from
Liddesdale,” she finally relented.

Aisling had a look of attentiveness upon her face.
“Liddesdale? I donna know that.”

“Tis verra close to England’s border.” Rosalia
stirred uneasily in the chair.

“And ye were riding alone from Liddesdale to travel
to Glengarry? I envy your courage, Rosalia. I know the
dangers of traveling. I cannae even imagine journeying
with nay one to accompany me. Ye must have been
verra frightened. I would have been verra frightened.”

“Aye.” Rosalia smiled sadly.

“It must be some tale to make ye go to such lengths.
Does it have anything to do with your bruises?”
Aisling held a sympathetic look upon her features,
and when Rosalia did not immediately respond, she
slapped her hands on her thighs. “Ye know? I think I
must rest again. Do ye mind assisting me to the bed?”

Rosalia rose. “I donna mind.” She walked Aisling
to the bed and propped up a pillow at her back.

“My thanks. "Tis much better,” she said, adjusting
herself into a more comfortable position.

“Do ye want me to seek Aiden for ye?”

Aisling’s eyes lit up in surprise. “Ye arenae yet
taking your leave, are ye?”

Rosalia glanced nervously around the room. “I
thought ye needed to rest.”
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“Aye, I need to lie down. I am nae dying.” She
patted on the bed beside her. “Come. Join me and
we will speak.” After a brief hesitation, Rosalia sat as
straight as an arrow on the edge of the bed. “Donna
be so formal. Sit and relax. Ye will be here for a while,
and we need to get acquainted.” Positioning a pillow,
Aisling gestured for her to sit down next to her.

Rosalia moved herself further onto the bed and
leaned against a pillow, placing her feet quickly to the
floor. “My slippers. I will take them off.”

“Donna worry upon it. Aiden crawls upon this bed
with his boots on constantly. The bed will survive
your slippers.” Aisling ran her hands through her
tresses. “I cannae wait to remove myself’ from this
chamber,” she groaned.

Placing her feet back upon the bed, Rosalia
laughed. “How much longer?”

“I escape on the morrow.”

Glancing around Aisling’s bedchamber, she saw it
was smaller than her femporary bedchamber. Female
touches were throughout the room, such as books and
flowers, but she also noticed traces of Aiden. His boots
and a sword leaned in the corner, making his presence
seem so permanent. They both had a place they shared
and called their own. Aiden and Aisling were fortunate
to be wed and have a love match.

“So what do ye enjoy doing?” Aisling asked, grab-
bing her tankard from the bedside table.

“I enjoy riding. My horse, Noonie, enjoys it as
well. He loves to splash in the loch.”

“Well, he came to the perfect place. Look around
ye. Water is everywhere. Luck is on your side. My
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horse, Aiden, doesnae like the water.” As if she caught
her slip, Aisling chewed her lower lip.

“Aiden?” Rosalia chuckled.

“Aye. [ will give ye the tale, but Aiden gets annoyed
with me when I speak it. "Tis just between us?”

Rosalia nodded her head in agreement. How could
she not?

“I couldnae think of a name for my horse, which
was a gift from my father. One day the beast halted
and ceased to go further because there was a stream
of water. For some reason, he doesnae like the water
and refused to cross it. He wouldnae budge. I told him
he was just as stubborn as Aiden and—well, there ye
have it.”

Rosalia brought her hand up to stifle her giggles,
tears glistening in her eyes. “Och, what did Aiden
speak to that?”

Aisling shrugged her shoulders indifferently. “What
could he speak? "Tis the truth and he knows it.”

Now Rosalia laughed with sheer joy. This actually
felt quite nice. For once, she did not have to worry
about what to say and could be herself. Thinking
upon it, she never had another woman to speak
openly with. Visibly relaxing, she sat back and started
to enjoy the warmth of the company. “And what do
ye enjoy, Aisling?”

“Well, I know this may sound daft, but I so enjoy
spending time with Aiden. We have so much fun and
laughter together and enjoy sparring back and forth.”

“It seems that way. I am joyful for ye.” Rosalia
spoke with sincerity.

“So tell me. How do ye like Glenorchy thus far?”
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““Tis truly beautiful. I have ne’er traveled to the
Highlands before, and there are many beautiful sights.”

“And beautiful men.” Aisling chuckled.

“Pardon?” Rosalia was caught off guard by her
newfound friend’s comment.

“Rosalia, I am wed, but I am nae dead. How do
ye find our handsome Highland men or mayhap one
particular Highland laird?” asked Aisling, raising her
brow questioningly.

Glancing down at her hands, Rosalia was sure she
blushed. “Everyone is verra kind to me,” she hedged.

“Mostly everyone is kind. Have ye seen the view
upon the parapet yet?”

Rosalia shook her head. “Nay.”

“*Tis wonderful when the sun goes down. Mayhap
our laird will take ye. Aiden willnae let me go there
alone for fear of me falling to my death. I tell him he
should have fear of me pushing him off.”

They were laughing hard when Aiden walked into
the room.

He hesitated, measuring them for a moment. “I
donna know if I should run or hide. ’Tis ne’er a
good sign when Aisling... are ye plotting against me,
Wife?” He spoke with a trace of laughter in his voice.
Standing to his full height, he simply folded his arms
over his chest and waited.

“Ye are far too suspicious, Husband,” Aisling
scolded him.

“And I learned to be that way from my experience
with ye,” he countered.

Rising quickly, Rosalia felt out of place. “Donna let
him frighten ye off,” said Aisling.
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“Nay, I should let ye rest.” Rosalia ambled toward the
door and stepped around the huge mass that was Aiden.

“Visit with me later? T will have your word,”
Aisling ordered.

“Ye have my word.” Nodding at Aiden, she walked
out and shut the door.

(=)

Ciaran sat behind his desk in the solar and reviewed
the accounts with his steward to ensure everything was
in order. The desk was one of his most prized posses-
sions. Remembering the countless hours his father
had sat behind this same piece of furniture studying
the accounts, he wondered idly if his father would be
pleased with his decisions.

He stood, stretching out his legs as he closed the
books. Praising his steward, he was pleased with his
competency. Everything had been kept in meticulous
order while he was at court, and he was thankful
to have dependable men. His coffers were full; his
walls still stood; and everyone was safe. Now if he
could only have his reckless brother—well, not be
so reckless. Perhaps then he could finally focus on
his own life.

He was hesitant to admit that Rosalia consumed
his thoughts. He was not even sure why. The lass had
been through much and he had yet to hear a single
complaint—well, other than about the chamber he
had assigned to her. Her courage and determination
were like a rock inside her. Without a doubt, she had a
purpose and would travel to Glengarry with or without
him. Her strong stubborn streak drove him mad.
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She reminded him a lot of... himself. Regardless,
he had no time for foolish fancies. His vow to his
father was unbreakable. He would see to Declan
before settling himself with a wife—a duty he would
complete, even if it killed him. There was no promise,
however, that blood would not be shed in the process.
Leaving his solar, Ciaran walked through the great hall
and stopped suddenly in his tracks.

Sitting in the laird’s chair, his chair, on the dais
was Declan. His head was rolled back, his eyes were
closed, and his lips were slightly parted. One hand was
on his tankard and he was already in his cups. If he was
already passed out at this time of day, Ciaran was going
to kill him. There would be bloodshed in the middle
of the great hall, no less.

“Declan!” he bellowed. A few choice curses might
have escaped his mouth.

Raising his head, Declan broke into a leisurely smile.

“Come,” Ciaran bit out, motioning for him to
follow. There was no time like the present to speak
with his brother about his reckless behavior.

“I just did, my liege.” Pushing back Ciaran’s chair,
Declan extended his hand to a serving wench who
stood up from under the table. Glancing up at her,
he flashed a smile of thanks and patted her bottom as
she hurried off. “And how is his lairdship?” Declan
slurred, raising his tankard in mock salute.

Ciaran approached the table in disgust. “I havenae
even returned a day’s time. Ye are already a drunken
sot and wenching within my walls.”

“Now, Brother... I ensured that your walls stood
strong while ye were at court doing,” he flicked his
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fingers with an air of indifference, “whatever ’tis ye
do. Ye could at least be grateful.”

He was going to kill him. “Grateful?” Ciaran’s voice
hardened ruthlessly. “Declan, ye are destroying your-
self. Ye wench and drink until ye pass out. Mayhap one
day ye will even get yourself killed,” he spat.

Declan waved him off. “Nay, my lairdship. How
can [ be killed when I have your greatness to protect
me?” A flash of humor crossed his features.

“Keep as ye are doing and I will surely be the one to
kill ye, Brother.” The laird spoke through clenched teeth.

He waved him off. “Now donna go and get your
kilt all twisted, Brother.”

They stared at each other through a heavy silence.
Declan needed to wake up. One day he would hurt
himself. Maybe not intentionally, but Ciaran could not
chance having his dim-witted brother cause harm to
someone else as well. He was a threat to himself and
others, and the most dangerous part was that he did
not even know it. While Ciaran was deep in thought,
Declan made the mistake of speaking.

“Ye know? I have been thinking, your greatness,”
he said, tapping his finger to his chin.

“Well, there is a first time for everything,” Ciaran
retorted in cold sarcasm.

Declan ignored his brother’s words, a small smile
tipping the corner of his mouth. “I should find me a
sweet lass who will tame my wild heart,” he slurred.

“Declan, I donna think any lass would be up to that
challenge.” Ciaran’s response held a note of impatience.

“Nay? What of Rosalia?” His eyes grew openly
amused.
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Ciaran laughed to cover his annoyance. “What
of Rosalia?”

“Think ye she would tame my wild heart?”

“Nay, I donna. I think she might place a dagger
through it. Ye leave off Rosalia,” he ordered, speaking
in a tone that made the fiercest of his men jump
quickly to do his bidding. “I suggest ye find your path,
Declan, with much haste.” Turning his back on his
brother, Ciaran growled. With mounting frustration,
he sought Aiden.

When Ciaran knocked on his brother’s bedchamber
door, Aiden bid him enter. Ciaran swung open the
door to see his brother was sitting on the bed with
Aisling—with his boots on. Ciaran was surprised she
was not bellowing at her husband for that, considering
she hounded him about everything else.

“Aisling, ye look well,” said Ciaran, grabbing a
chair and placing it beside the bed.

“As I've told Aiden repeatedly, 1 feel well enough to
escape my chamber.”

“And ye will go out on the morrow as we discussed,”
Aiden chided her.

She rolled her eyes and Ciaran redirected his atten-
tion to assist his brother. “The new MacGregor is a
strapping laddie. I see he has your red tresses. With
much luck, he has your ire as well.”

Aiden coughed and Aisling folded her arms over
her chest. “And what does that mean, my laird?”

He held up his hands in mock surrender. “I only
mean to say he will be a fierce MacGregor warrior.”

She visibly relaxed. “Aye, as is his father.”

Ciaran coughed. “There is that.” He tried desperately
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to suppress his laugh. Now was probably not a good
time to mention that he could take Aiden to task
with one hand tied behind his back. “Did ye meet
Rosalia?” he redirected.

“Aye. She came and we spoke,” said Aisling.

He nodded. “My thanks. I am sure it was comforting
for her to have a woman to speak with.”

“Rosalia may speak with me anytime. I like her
a lot.” She studied him intently. “She has been
through much.”

“She told ye?” he asked, surprised.

She shrugged her shoulders. “I am sure I donna
have the entire tale, but it must have been terrible
enough to have her attempt to travel to Glengarry
alone, especially as a woman. Do ye plan to take her
to Glengarry then?”

“Aye, when ’tis safe for travel.”

There was a heavy silence during which Aisling
had a look of determination upon her face. Ciaran
suspected this did not bode well for him. Why did
he get the feeling this was the calm before the storm?
“Rosalia said she met Beathag.” And there it was.
Folding her arms over her chest, she waited for him
to respond.

Why did Aisling always make him feel as though
he was being scolded by his mother? He had to admit
that her actions took him by surprise. She’d become
quickly defensive of Rosalia, and he detected a hint
of censure in her tone. “And what did she speak of?”

Aisling leaned back, studying him. “Ye should have
shielded her more from your leman,” she suggested,
simply raising her brow.
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When Ciaran glanced at Aiden for help, his brother
only shrugged his shoulders helplessly. It was a sad
day when a MacGregor was more afraid of his wife
than his laird. “I told Beathag we are done,” Ciaran
said, not comfortable explaining his actions to Aiden’s
wife. After all, he was laird. He didn’t need to give an
explanation to his sister by marriage, but he was not in
the mood to be lectured—or tortured. Reluctantly, he
chose the easier path.

“Then ye are free to take Rosalia as your leman,”
Aisling simply stated.

“What?” he gasped. “Rosalia willnae be my leman.
She is... What I mean to say is... She is—"

“And what exactly is she, my laird? Since ye placed
her in the lady’s chamber, I take it she is to be your
wife,” said Aisling as she retorted tartly.

“My wife?” he choked out.

“Aye,” she said with a smug look upon her face.
“Ye care for her.”

“Aye,” he answered hesitantly. “She has been
through much.”

“But yet ye place her in your mother’s chamber,
and I cannae help but wonder why that is.” She gave
him a pointed look.

Ignoring the mocking voice inside that made him
wonder why he’d placed Rosalia in that particular
chamber, he repeated to himself that she was injured
and he wanted her to be comfortable—nothing
more. “Aisling, she will be with us until we travel
to Glengarry. I placed her in the most comfortable
chamber since she will be with us for some time.
Donna read more into this. There willnae be a
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wedding, so put away your scheming ways. As ye
both know, I made a vow to Father to see to Declan.”
He swung his gaze to Aiden. “Cannae ye keep your
wife controlled?”

“Controlled, my laird? Ye have obviously ne’er
been in love. I have as much control of Aisling as she
has upon me,” he said.

“And that isnae much,” she said, elbowing Aiden
in the side.

“Ye both have been wed for some time and act as
though ye are still courting. "Tis disgusting.” Ciaran
scrunched up his face in annoyance.

“Only an unwed man would say that, Brother,”
Aiden countered.

He rose, placing the chair back across the room. “I
need to take my leave of ye... both.”

“Aye. Tell Rosalia donna forget to pay me a visit
later. Remind her that she gave her word,” said
Aisling with a curt nod.

Raising his brow, Ciaran nodded as he closed
the door. As if he needed Aisling planting ideas into
Rosalia’s mind—two women conspiring against him.
He shivered at the mental image. Proceeding down
the corridor, he wanted to see how Rosalia fared or
if she wanted for anything. He knocked on her door,
and she bid him enter. She was seated at the window
bench overlooking the loch, appearing to be more
at ease since the last time he had seen her. For some
reason, he felt relief that she would be.

He sat down beside her. “Before I lose my thought,
I was to tell ye, donna forget to visit with Aisling. She
said to remind ye that ye gave your word.”
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She laughed. “Aye. "Tis so beautiful here,” she said,
looking back at the loch. “Aisling said the view from
the parapet is wonderful at this time. Do ye have a
moment to take me?” she asked hopefully.

Standing, he held out his hand. “Aye. How do
ye fare?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I am sore, but the
pain is lessening.”

“It takes time to heal. Donna push yourself.” She
stood and he placed his hand at the small of her back,
guiding her to the door. “I meant what I spoke before.
If ye want for anything, ye need only ask.”

“My thanks. And donna scold me for saying so.”

They walked down the corridor in silence. Opening
the door to the stairs, Ciaran let her in front of him,
a decision he should have thought twice about. How
could he help but notice her swaying hips before him?
He pulled his eyes away from her and focused on his
feet. When they reached the top of the steps, they
found that the door to the parapet was bolted.

“Just slide the latch and it will open,” he instructed.

Reaching out, Rosalia made several attempts to
open it, but it would not budge. “I cannae move it.”

Placing his hand on her arm, he smiled. “Here, let
me have at it.” He stepped up as she stepped down,
feeling her breasts rub against his chest. As soon as his
eyes met hers, she looked away. He pulled the bolt and
the door opened easily.

“I am pleased I was able to loosen it for ye,” she said
with a trace of laughter.

He chuckled. “Aye. Ye loosened it so much it came
right open. Ye have my thanks, lass.” As soon as she
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walked out onto the parapet, she shivered. “Are ye
cold?” he asked, draping his arm over her shoulders.

“Nay, just a brief chill.”

Blue, red, orange, and gold hues glistened on the
horizon over the loch. Because they were standing
so far from the ground, they seemed to be looking
directly into the heavens. She was obviously enchanted
by the view. Having seen this sight many times before,
Ciaran was starting to take it for granted. It was
refreshing to appreciate it again through her eyes.

“I have ne’er seen anything so beautiful in all of my
lite,” she whispered.

“I agree with ye,” he murmured. Rosalia did not
realize he was gazing at her when he spoke. Standing
there with her bruised face and cut tresses, she glanced
upon the view with a serene look upon her features.
Neither one of them spoke as the setting sun kissed a
final farewell.

Rosalia hugged her arms around her.

“Come,” he spoke softly, nudging her away. “Ye
are chilled.”

“Please wait, Ciaran. 'Tis so peaceful here.” She
pulled back slightly and sighed at the loch.

“Ye arenae frightened?” he asked, quirking his
eyebrow questioningly.

Her lips parted in surprise. “Of what?”

“The height.” He extended his hand to the ground
far below.

Amusement flickered in the eyes that met his. “Nay.
As long as ye donna push me off, I am nae afraid.”

Placing his hands on her shoulders, he gazed down
at her and smiled. “That willnae happen.”
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They stood in silence.

“Rosalia...” He had no idea what he wanted to say
to her, but he felt he should say something. Now that
he had her close, he did not want to let her go. Her
breath was becoming fast and uneven. When her eyes
glazed over, he knew he had to kiss her.

He leaned in close and she closed her eyes. At first,
when his lips finally covered hers, he was gentle. He
was not too urgent, but his kiss was that of a hungry
lover. Licking her lip, he forced her to open her
mouth to him. The moment his tongue found entry,
she did not resist. He wanted to devour her softness.

“Och, Rosalia,” he moaned, his hands nestling her
bottom closer. He clutched at her as if he could not
get enough.

Her hand slid hesitantly over his back, his skin afire
where she touched him.

It still was not enough. His lips left her mouth,
trailing down her neck to her collarbone. She moaned
at each touch, her mewling sounds firing his passion
even more. Reaching for the top of her bodice, he
pulled back, giving her the opportunity to deny him.
She only looked at him with glazed passion in her eyes.

He ran the back of his fingers over the swell of her
breasts and she shuddered. Closing her eyes, she took
a sharp intake of breath. Instead of pulling away as he
thought she might, she merely arched her back and let
out a soft moan.

He molded her to him, his arms wrapping around her
like a vise. Her breasts flattened against his chest and he
shuddered with desire. Wedging his thigh between her
legs, he could feel her heat pouring through her skin.
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She gently pulled away from him, breathless. “Nay,
Ciaran.” She placed her hands on his forearms.

Instead of releasing her as he should, he pulled her
close. “We will cease, Rosalia, but donna pull away
from me. Let me simply hold ye.”

Rubbing his hands over her back, he felt her hands
on his chest. What the hell was he thinking? His vow
of not becoming involved was shattering. He’d almost
lost control. God’s teeth! If she would have permitted
him, he would have taken her standing there. That
wasn’t necessarily true. He still had some self-control.
He would have at least taken her to a bed.

Reluctantly, he pulled away from her. “Come. I
will escort ye back to your chamber. Do ye want me
to have a tray sent up for ye?”

She could not look him in the eye. “Aye. My thanks.”

Neither one of them spoke as he escorted her
back to her chamber. He did not know what to say.
Opening her door, he waited, both of them remaining
perfectly still and afraid to speak to their thoughts.

“Ciaran...” She spoke softly, her eyes focused on
the floor. “I donna understand all of what is between
us, but I donna want ye to just take me for a tumble—"

His eyebrows shot up in surprise. “A tumble?
Rosalia, look at me,” he said, raising her chin. “I
donna understand all of this either, but I assure ye,
my intentions arenae just to take ye for a tumble.”
At least he spoke the truth. He was not sure what his
intentions were.

She entered her bedchamber and turned around
and smiled. “Good sleep, my laird,” she said, slowly
closing the door in his face.
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Why the hell did she stir such thoughts? The ques-
tion hammered at him until something clicked in his
mind. If he fulfilled his vow to his father, he could
move on with his own life—his own desires. Damn.
Declan needed to find his path... quickly.

=D

Declan’s head felt as if it had been run over by a
stampede of horses. Staggering through the bailey, he
could not see straight. Someone really should remind
him not to get so fully into his cups. He took another
drink of ale from his tankard and headed toward the
stables. Perhaps Aiden would keep him company. If
anyone saw him drinking with Aisling’s horse, they
would surely think him daft. What the hell did he care
anyway? He could damn well do as he pleased.

“Halo,” said a soft voice.

He looked up from his tankard and smirked. “And
what could ye possibly want? His lairdship is sure to be
somewhere... lairding,” he slurred.

“I donna seek Ciaran. I was seeking ye,” Beathag
spoke silkily. Slithering toward him, she took his arm,
leading him into the stables.

“Now what could ye possibly want me for?” he
asked, trying to keep his head from moving and
finding it difficult. Everything was spinning.

“Ye know? I have always found ye the most hand-
some of the brothers,” she said in an alluring voice.

He raised his tankard in mock salute. “Ye know it.”
He took another swig of ale.

“Your brother underestimates ye at every turn. I see
how ye took charge when he departed. Ye are a strong
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and handsome man, Declan MacGregor,” she purred,
rubbing her hands over his chest. “The men respect
ye, Declan. Ye are a true leader.”

“Well, nae everyone around here thinks as ye.” He
caught himself as he almost toppled over.

Beathag steadied him.

“What do ye want, Beathag?” he asked, annoyed.
Could a man not have a simple drink and talk with his
faithful companion alone?

“Ye,” she said, pulling him close. Kissing him, she
ran her tongue over his lips.

He pushed her away, still holding one hand on his
tankard. “I may be in my cups, but nae enough to
know ye are still my brother’s—"

“Nay. I am not.” Grabbing his cock, she began to
stroke him.

He stilled her hand. “What are ye about?”

“Just take what I give ye,” she murmured as she
resumed her purpose.

“And ye donna think my brother will have a say?”
He tried to keep focused on the conversation and not
to be distracted by her ministrations.

“He doesnae want me. He told me so. We are
done,” she bit out.

So that was the truth of the matter. “And ye are
here with me because...?”

“I always favored ye best,” she purred. “Ye want
me. I can tell,” she said, still stroking him.

“And what makes ye think I want ye?” he asked
through clenched teeth.

Glancing down at his apparent arousal, she had
a smug look upon her face. “Besides the obvious? I
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know ye and your brother well, Declan. Ciaran thinks
too much, but ye are as me. We donna care about
anyone.” She knelt on the ground before him and
lifted his kilt, attempting to take him into her mouth.

He pushed her shoulder away from him with his
free hand. “Ye know, Beathag? There is something ye
donna know about me and my brother.”

Fighting his restraining hand, she leaned in close,
licking the tip of his manhood. “And what is that?”

He poured the rest of his tankard over her head.
“We donna share whores.” What a waste of good ale

he thought, pulling down his kilt.



Copht

R OSALIA BARELY SLEPT. MEMORIES OF CIARAN’S HANDS
and skillful mouth touching her body replayed in her
mind. He was so warm, so big, and so very strong.
How could she grant him such liberties? What was
wrong with her? Thinking of his kisses, she actually
did not understand his intentions. Perhaps he sought
some enjoyment before he took her to Glengarry and
believed such liberties were his payment for escorting
her. Nonetheless, she could not let herself get attached
to him. What would happen when she took her leave
for Glengarry? Her heart would be shattered. How she
wished James was here so she could seek his counsel.

Her pain had lessened from the day before. After
seeing to her morning needs, she dressed, cringing
when she remembered her promise to Aisling. Aiden’s
wife would be cross with her, but there was nothing
she could have done differently. Ciaran tangled her
mind and muddled her thoughts. Opening the door to
her chamber, Rosalia took a deep breath. This was a
new day. She would not allow him to affect her.

As soon as she walked by Aisling’s door, Aiden swung
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open the door and smiled. “Are ye going to break your
fast?” he asked, closing the door behind him.

“Aye. Where is Aisling?”

He rolled his eyes. “Escaped. Early this morn.”
He chuckled.

“I hope she wasnae too cross with me for nae
coming back yestereve. It was late and I thought she
would be resting,” she explained, hoping she was not
in hot water.

He shook his head as they descended the stairs.
“Nay. She thought Ciaran took ye upon the parapet.”

Heat rose in her cheeks and she glanced away
from him.

They approached the dais where Aisling was already
seated. Placing his hand on the back of her chair,
Aiden bent to kiss his wife on the cheek. “Good
morn, sweeting. I see ye escaped before I even awoke
this morn.” He pulled out his chair and sat down.

“Of course, Husband. My confinement is over,”
she said as if the answer were obvious. Turning her
attention to Rosalia, she raised her brow.

“And how is our Laird MacGregor?” Aisling asked.

“I am just fine,” said a warm voice from behind R osalia.

Ciaran sat down at the table. “I see ye are up and
about early this morn, Aisling.”

“Aye. I am finally freed from the walls of my prison,”
she said, pausing to take a drink from her tankard.

“And how are ye this morn, Rosalia?” asked
Ciaran, huskiness lingering in his tone.

Why did he have to look at her so knowingly?
Memories of their embrace on the parapet replayed in
her mind and she answered quickly, choking on her
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words. “I am fine, my laird.” Clearing her throat, she
studied her trencher. Maybe a change of subject would
be a good idea for them both. “So what do ye do on
your first day of freedom?” Rosalia asked.

“Now donna push yourself too soon, Wife,” said
Aiden, a hint of censure in his tone.

“Husband, ye worry overmuch. Howbeit ye worry
about ye, and why donna ye let me worry about me?”
she chided him.

“And what do ye do, Rosalia?” Ciaran redirected.

Besides thinking about your lips kissing me and your hands. ..

“I donna know. I wanted to visit with Noonie and
also see how he fares to ensure Niall doesnae spoil him.”

Ciaran chuckled. “Well, there is that. I train with
my men this morn in the bailey, but I can take ye to
see more of my lands if ye want. Mayhap after the
noon meal.”

“Aye. I would love to see your home, my laird.”

Seumas walked forward, stopping in front of them.
He nodded to Ciaran. “The men are ready when ye
are. We shall meet ye in the bailey.”

“I will be there shortly.”

“Aye, my laird.” Seumas gave Rosalia a slight bow.
“My lady.”

She groaned as he walked away. “Why do Seumas
and Calum insist on ‘my ladying’ me when I tell them
time and time again that they had been calling me by
my given name? After all we have been sharing as of
late, ye would think they would accept that,” she said
with irritation.

“Probably the same reason why ye keep ‘my lairding’
me, lass,” Ciaran noted. “They only show respect.”
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“Well, ’tis annoying.”

“As I told ye before, my men are dependable, but
I didnae say they werenae annoying.” Tossing the last
of the biscuit in his mouth, he rose. “I will meet with
ye later.”

“Aye—well, give Seumas another swing upon your
sword and be sure to let him know it was from me.”

“It would be my pleasure, lass.” He nodded to
Aiden. “Do ye come now, Brother?”

“Aye.” Aiden rose, but not before he kissed Aisling
on the cheek. Rosalia wondered if the gods would
ever grace her with such a marriage.

Aisling tapped her on the arm. “Now that they take
their leave, I will go and see to Tearlach. Do ye want
to come along?”

“Aye.” Rosalia pushed back her chair and stood.
“He is such a beautiful bairn, Aisling.”

Aisling portrayed the image of a proud mother.
“My thanks.”

They entered the nursery where an older woman
who Rosalia assumed to be Bessie was holding him.
“He sleeps,” the woman whispered.

Aisling stretched out her arms and cradled her son.
She sat down in a chair, rubbing her finger over his
tiny cheek. Glancing up at Rosalia, she smiled. “’Tis
my favorite time with him. He sleeps and has such a
look of peace upon his face.”

Rosalia bent down beside her. “He is so small.
Aiden is right. Ye are so good with him. Have ye been
around many bairns before Tearlach?”

“I just remember my youngest brother, Ailig, when he
was a bairn. "Tis verra different when ye have your own.”
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Rosalia could not remember sharing this type of
closeness with her mother. She hoped one day she
would be able to have the same experience with
her child. Closing her eyes, she tried to shut out her
mother’s voice chipping away at her sanity and telling
her she was already more than likely barren. Granted,
she was one and twenty. Although, studying Aisling,
she noticed that the new mother did not appear to be
much younger than herself.

Aisling stood with Tearlach. “Sit in the chair,
Rosalia.” When a panicked expression crossed
Rosalia’s features, she added, “Donna battle with me.
Come now. Sit in the chair.” Rosalia reluctantly sat
down in the chair, and Aisling placed Tearlach gently
in her arms. “All ye need to do is support his head. He
cannae hold it up by himself yet. Ye are doing it. Ye
see? "Tisnae hard.”

Rosalia rubbed her hand over the baby’s tiny curls
as a warm glow flooded her with emotion. Gazing
into his tiny face, she caressed his cheek lightly with
her finger. He was so soft. It amazed her that such a
little life could be brought into the world. His inno-
cence brought her sheer joy. She sighed and as soon as
she started to relax, Tearlach screamed loudly—well,
now he was not so peaceful. Bessie came over and
took him from Rosalia’s arms.

“Ye know? I need to walk. I think some fresh air
will do me good. Bessie, I will be back for Tearlach
before the noon meal,” said Aisling, kissing Tearlach
on the head.

“I was going to visit with Noonie. Do ye want to
walk to the stables with me?”
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“Aye.”

They had just stepped out into the bailey when
the sound of banging swords and grunts caught their
attention. “Ah, the men still train,” said Aisling,
pointing to the other side of the bailey. “Do ye want
to watch for a time?”

“They donna mind if we watch?” Rosalia asked,
her voice rising in surprise.

“And give them a chance to show off their
prowess?” Aisling paused, tapping her finger to her
chin. “I think... nae.”

As they walked to the other side of the bailey, the
clanking sound of swords was much more prevalent.
Some of the bailey was shaded, but the men practiced
their swordplay in full sun.

“Nay! I told ye to wield your sword in a high
arc! As such...” Ciaran shouted as he approached
the center of the circle of men. He raised his hand
and wiped the sweat from his brow. His bare chest
glistened and his kilt rode low on his lean hips. He
was as chiseled as a statue, his sculpted muscles rippling
with every move he made. No wonder he was as hard
as a rock when she touched him—he really was. She
continued to survey him kindly. He was so wet and
her mouth was suddenly so dry.

“Now!” he yelled. The other man attacked him
with a low swing. Ciaran raised his sword in a high
arc and descended on his opponent’s sword, knocking
it out of the man’s hands. Ciaran gave the man a curt
nod and handed him back his sword. Turning, he
addressed his men. “Now do ye see what I speak?”

“Aye!” the men yelled.
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He gestured for the men to continue.

Aisling leaned lightly into Rosalia and whispered
close to her ear. “So what do ye think?”

Her words hurled Rosalia back to earth, and she
tried to think with clarity. “Of what?”” she choked out.

Giving her a knowing look, Aisling nodded to Ciaran.

She stammered in bewilderment. “Ciaran is... kind.”

“Kind? Ye have feelings for him, do ye not?”
Aisling’s voice was edged with curiosity.

She glanced around to ensure no one overheard
their words. “Aisling, it doesnae matter what feelings
I have or donna have for Ciaran. Even though I will
be here until I travel to Glengarry, I will still travel to
Glengarry. Besides, Ciaran has Beathag,” she whis-
pered, turning her head back dismissively and studying
the men.

“Nay, he doesnae. He told her they are done,”
Aisling whispered back.

Rosalia managed to shrug and say offhandedly,
“Aisling, one day he will wed a wife who will bear
him many sons.”

They sat silently for some time.

“Aye, he will. What is the matter?” Aisling stared at
her, a slight hesitation in her eyes. Reaching out, she
touched Rosalia’s arm.

She stirred uneasily on the bench. “Please donna
do this,” she pleaded. When Aisling narrowed her
gaze, Rosalia knew her friend was not going to
relent. Fine. If Aisling wanted the truth, she would
spill the shocking truth. Perhaps then Aisling would
cease her matchmaking.

“I am a score and one and I will soon be a score
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and two. I havenae yet wed. I am sure to be barren
and your laird will want many sons. Besides, Laird
MacGregor is a powerful Highland laird and is granted
audiences with King James. A match with me would
ne’er happen. My father is but a lowland Scottish laird
and my mother is English. There isnae coin in the
coffers and I have nay dowry. I have naught to bring
to a marriage,” she said curtly. That should surely
cease Aisling’s matchmaking.

Declan staggered toward them with a wolfish grin
upon his face.

“And how are the two most beautiful lasses in all of
Glenorchy?” asked Declan silkily.

Aisling rolled her eyes. “We are fine. And how is
the biggest rogue in all of Glenorchy?” she repeated in
the same mocking tone.

Rosalia laughed.

“Donna speak untruths.” Approaching the middle
of the bench, he attempted to sit between them.

“Declan, what are ye doing?” asked Aisling, a
critical tone in her voice.

“Sitting between two beautiful women,” he simply
stated.

Rosalia and Aisling huffed, moving to the side of
the bench as Declan plopped down between them.
“Why donna ye train with the men, Declan?” R osalia
asked, regarding him searchingly.

Aisling’s voice was laced with sarcasm. “Howbeit
he was up late last eve wenching and into his cups.”

“Now, Aisling... Ye are sounding more and more
like my brothers all the time.” Signs of annoyance
hovered in Declan’s eyes.
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“And one day ye will know we speak the truth,
Brother,” Aisling chided him.

Declan stiffened briefly as though Aisling had struck
him, but then he relaxed and cast her a roguish grin.
“If it wasnae for me, ye would have naught to speak of.
Ye must admit, [ kept ye entirely entertained while my
brothers were at court doing—well, whatever ’tis they
do at court.” Placing his arms around them both, he
leaned back casually against the stone wall and crossed his
feet at the ankles. “Besides, if I straightened my path, I
wouldnae have the enjoyment of ye taking care of me.”

Aisling elbowed him in the stomach and he took a
sharp intake of breath.

“Och, what did ye do that for?”

She shoved his arm oft her shoulder. “Cease. Now.”

“Declan!” Ciaran bellowed. His face was a glow-
ering mask of rage. The scene unfolded before them
in a matter of seconds, the men looking at Declan with
stern glances of consternation. Ciaran stood in the
middle of the circle, powerful and alarming. His chest
was heaving and he had his sword pointed at Declan.
“Come. Take your place,” he ordered.

“Well, ye see, Your Majesty, I cannae. I donna have
my sword. At least nae the kind of which ye speak,”
Declan smirked.

Aisling moaned into her hands.

Storming through his sea of men, Ciaran thundered
toward the bench. His purposeful swagger made
R osalia involuntarily sit back. She imagined that when
he was at his fiercest, he was not a man to be reasoned
with. “Remove your arse from the bench,” he said
through clenched teeth. Forcefully, he pulled Declan
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up by the tunic and dragged him away. One-handed,
Ciaran slammed his brother into the stone wall,
holding him there.

Declan grunted.

“What ye call me when we are alone, I have toler-
ated. Ye will show me respect in front of my men. I
will give ye a sword and I expect ye to practice your
swordplay. Naught has changed, Brother,” Ciaran spit
out. “Do we have an understanding?”

“Aye,” said Declan through gritted teeth.

“Aye, what?” Ciaran did not budge.

“Aye, my laird.”

Releasing him, Ciaran thundered back to his
men. Declan followed him in the wake of the storm,
rubbing his neck.

“Aisling, can we go to the stable now?” Rosalia
whispered.

Aisling was already on her feet. After the uncom-
fortable turn of events with Declan and Ciaran, both
women were eager to escape to the confines of the
stables. They walked in companionable silence until
they saw Niall brushing one of the horses.

“Good morn, Niall,” said Aisling.

He glanced up, surprised. “My lady, how wonderful
to see ye up and about. I am thankful ye and your son
are well. Your husband has brought him around to
show us all. He is a strapping young laddie.”

“My thanks. Niall. Ye have met Lady Rosalia?”
she asked.

“Aye, I have had the pleasure.” Giving her a slight
bow, he smiled. “My lady.”

“Madainn mhath, Niall.” Good morn, Niall. ‘““Tis
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good to see ye again. And how is Noonie? Ye arenae
spoiling him overmuch?”

“Nay, only as our laird instructed, my lady. I did
give him a good brushing, and he may have received
some extra oats a time or two. I also had to separate
him once from Aiden. He clenched his teeth into
Aiden’s hind quarters, he did.”

Rosalia gasped. “He did? He normally doesnae bite.
Is Aiden all right?” she asked concerned.

Aisling laughed. “He probably deserved it, Rosalia.”

“No worries, my lady. They are just getting
acquainted with one another,” Niall reassured her.

Why did Noonie have to cause trouble? Rosalia
cringed. At least he did not bite the laird’s mount in
the arse. She guessed it could have been worse. “Do
ye want to meet Noonie, Aisling?”

A flash of humor crossed Aisling’s face. “I am
willing to meet anyone who can put Aiden in his
place. Ye know I am speaking of my horse Aiden?”

“Of course,” Rosalia said, a glint of humor finally
returning.

When they approached Noonie’s stall, he pawed at
the ground. Placing her head to his, Rosalia rubbed
him behind the ears. “Och, Noonie. Ciamar a tha
sibh?” How are you?

“He is magnificent. His coat is so verra black
and sleek.”

“Aye. He is a good horse—well, when he isnae
biting other horses in the arse,” she chuckled, quickly
covering her mouth with her hands. “My apologies,
Aisling. My mouth sometimes speaks before I am able
to stop it.”
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Aisling waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “I told
ye. I have three brothers and I live with the MacGregors.
I have heard worse and even spoken worse. Thankfully I
met ye after [ birthed Tearlach. If ye would have arrived
before then, we wouldnae be friends. Ye should have
heard the words spewing from my mouth. I threatened
everyone around me, even poor Anna.” Leaning in
closer, she lowered her voice. “Aiden insisted on being
with me when Tearlach was born and [ actually threat-
ened to cut off the part of him that makes him a man.”

Rosalia glanced at her in nonbelief. “Ye didnae.”

Aisling shrugged ofthandedly. “I did.”

Noonie nudged her arm. “Niall did a great job with
him. We were caught in the pouring rain and he was
covered in mud.”

“I am nae surprised. Niall really loves all four-
legged creatures. Come. I will show ye Aiden.”

The stalls were filled with many beautiful and
impressive horses. Ciaran apparently knew his horse-
flesh. Why did this come as no surprise to her? In the
last stall, a chestnut-colored horse with white markings
whinnied. Although he was a couple of hands smaller
than Noonie, he was a striking horse.

“And this is Aiden,” said Aisling, rubbing his nose.

Rosalia pointed to the horse’s coloring. “He has
perfect white markings on all four of his legs. I have
ne’er seen a horse with perfect white markings. He
is beautiful.”

Aisling’s smile widened in approval. “My thanks.
When I am nae so sore we can ride together.”

“I would enjoy that. How do ye fare? This is your
first day out. Do ye feel the need to rest?”
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Aisling moaned and rolled her eyes. “Please, I beg
ye. Donna sound like Aiden. I am still fine, but I will
rest after the midday meal.”

“I am sure your husband would be thankful.”
In that moment, Rosalia realized she had much in
common with Aisling—including that neither of them
wanted to be lectured.

“Did ye see the garden? My apologies, Rosalia, I
didnae know how much Ciaran had showed ye. It
might be easier if ye tell me what all he has shown ye.”

Passion. ..

Awkwardly, Rosalia cleared her throat. “I have
seen the view upon the parapet but havenae been
anywhere else.”

Linking her arm with Rosalia’s, Aisling led her out
of the stables. “Then come. I have much to show ye.”

=D

Ciaran finished training with his men and was burning.
Not just from the swordplay, but from Declan’s self-
destructive behavior. Declan always made it a point
to address his oldest brother sarcastically, but when he
called Ciaran “your majesty” in front of his men, that
sort of behavior clearly had to cease.

Grabbing a drying cloth, Ciaran decided he needed
a dunk in the loch to calm him. He walked over the
cabhsair with long, purposeful strides and placed the
cloth on the ground. Removing his kilt and sword,
he stood in all his Highland glory. It was getting too
late in the season to be swimming in the loch, but he
desperately needed it. There was only one way to do it.

He dove in headfirst.
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Freezing water rushed over him from head to toe.
As he surfaced, he let out a roar that surely frightened
away any four-legged creatures that were about.
Hearing laughter upon the barmkin wall, he gave
his men a hand signal only they would understand.
When they roared with over-exaggerated merriment,
he shook his head because on the morrow, his men
would all be practicing their swordplay... extensively.

A sudden splash caught his attention. He whipped
around, but there was no one there. As he looked
around cautiously, his battle-hardened senses came
into full awareness as something grabbed him below
the waist. Reaching down into the water, he felt...
an arm?

He hetted the mass out of the water.

“I have missed ye, my love,” purred Beathag,
wiping the water from her face and pressing herself
against him.

“What are ye about?” he asked, pushing her away
from him. She did not wear any clothing, and when
his gaze lowered, so did his voice. “What is the
meaning of this, Beathag?”

He did not understand her purposeful disobedi-
ence. Prying her vise-like grip from around his neck,
he twisted around and spotted Aisling and Rosalia
standing on the cabhsair.

Rosalia paled. Beathag glared at Rosalia with a
smug look upon her face. “Now I see the truth. "Tis
why ye nay longer want me. How sweet,” she spoke
with bitterness. “Tell me, Ciaran. Does she take ye
into her mouth as I do?”

He stood to his full height. “I donna know what
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games ye play. Unless ye want yourself removed from
Glenorchy, I suggest ye cease your scheming. We are
done. I told ye,” he said. Beathag meant nothing to
him. She was a means to satisfy his lust—no more. He
refused to have his life ruined due to an error in judg-
ment. After all, he was laird and he would be obeyed.

Turning his back on her, he stormed out of the
loch. Grabbing his drying cloth, kilt, and sword, he
twisted around to see her still standing in the water.
“I told ye we are done. If anything like this happens
again, I will personally remove ye from Glenorchy
with naught but the clothes on your back. Do ye
understand me, Beathag?”

“Aye. Perfectly, my laird,” she said, icy contempt
flashing in her eyes.

=D

The garden still displayed autumn’s blooms. A warm
breeze blew the scent of blossoms and tickled Rosalia’s
nose. Aisling had already taken her leave to see to
Tearlach so Rosalia was thankfully left to her own
devices. She needed time to compose herself. When
Aisling suggested a walk across the cabhsair to the loch,
Rosalia had imagined it would be refreshing. She did
not expect a display of Ciaran and Beathag in a lovers’
tryst. At times, she could be so daft. She was a fool to
think she meant anything to him. What she needed
was to focus on her goal. Her mission was to start a
new life in Glengarry—not Glenorchy.

Sitting on a garden bench, she enjoyed the solitude
and tranquility. In a few months, she would have a
new beginning at Glengarry. She prayed that all of her
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efforts would come to fruition and that her seanmhair
would welcome her with open arms. All too quickly,
she was running out of diversions. No matter how
she tried to occupy herself, her mind would not let
her rest. The mental image of Ciaran with Beathag
plagued her. At least, Rosalia told herself, she was not
foolish enough to believe her embrace with Ciaran
on the parapet had meant something. Frankly, she
was tired of dreaming about such romantic notions. It
would be the last time she would make such an error
in judgment.

“I am such a fool,” she murmured, slapping her
hands to her head.

“Now, lass... Ye couldnae be a bigger fool than
me,” Declan chuckled.

She jumped.

“My apologies if I startled ye.” He gave her a warm
smile. “May I?” He gestured to the bench.

She shrugged with indifference. “Aye, but I am in
nay mood for your charms.”

“Donna worry. | am in nay mood to be charming,”
he countered.

They sat on the bench in silence. Her thoughts
continued to torture her, and Declan was being...
Declan. “My apologies that my brother took me to
task in front of ye and Aisling. Ye didnae need to
see such.”

She raised her brow in surprise. “Declan MacGregor,
is that a sincere apology?”

He gave her a sheepish grin. “I suppose ’tis sincere.”

“Ye know, Declan? My brother is much as ye are.
We spoke constant about everything. If ye ever want
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to speak to me...” She thought it better to keep her
invitation open ended.

Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath.

“It must have been hard for ye being the third son
of the MacGregor,” she said sympathetically.

He threw up his hand in the air. “Hell, it wasnae
easy, if that is what ye’re saying.”

“Declan, ye are a score and...?”

“Three,” he simply stated.

She shook her head. “One day ye will wed and
have a family of your own.”

“Ye sound like my brothers and Aisling,” he said bitterly.

“Nay, Declan, I envy ye.” When he raised his brow,
she gave him a gentle smile. “Aye, envy. Ye donna have
Ciaran’s responsibilities. He must care for everyone
and ensure the coffers are full, King James is pleased,
the men are trained to defend your home, and I could
continue.” She reached for his hand. “Ye donna have
to worry overmuch on that. Ye are free to choose your
wife as ye will and make your own life. What ye make
of that life is your choice. Ye donna understand,” she
spoke passionately. “Ye have a choice, Declan. And
aye, for that I envy ye. Donna be too quick to choose
the wrong path and throw away your life and your
chance at happiness only because ye are angry.”

She paused. For a moment, she believed she actu-
ally reached him.

“And what of your choice, Lady Rosalia? If ye had
to choose, would ye choose me or the MacGregor?”

By all the saints. ..

“In truth? Neither.” She rose in one fluid motion.



Nine

ROSALIA LONGED FOR THE DAYS AT MANGERTON WHEN
she could sit easily in the kitchen and eat the noon
meal. Memories flooded her as everyone ate in silence.
Aisling was sulking; Aiden was quiet; Ciaran was
brooding; and Declan was giving her wooing looks
from down the table. What was he about? The still-
ness was suffocating, and she could no longer stand
the tension. She’d had enough of it at Mangerton and
adamantly refused to be the cause of it at Glenorchy.

She reached out and touched Ciaran’s arm and then
promptly removed her hand. “So my laird, do ye still
wish to show me your lands or do ye have other—"

“Nay, I can take ye if ye still want to go,” he said in
a dull, troubled voice, looking at her with something
akin to regret.

“Of course. The sun is shining and ’tis a beautiful
day,” she said cheerily. Maybe a little too brightly, but
she wanted him to know that she was unaffected by his
actions. His behavior was not her concern.

“I could easily take ye, Rosalia,” said Declan with
an underlying sensuality in his words.
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Why did she feel the words he spoke always contained
a hidden meaning? Aisling scowled at Aiden, and he
simultaneously shoved his elbow into Declan’s side.

Declan rubbed his ribs. “Och, what did ye do that
for? Ye and your wee wife keep...”

Aiden cut off his speech with only a glare.

Rosalia ignored them both. “Ye know, my laird?
[ am finished with my meal and will meet ye at the
stable.” She pushed back her chair with as much
confidence as she could muster.

Looking as though someone had died, Ciaran
nodded his head and went back to studying his meal.

Let him brood. She smiled brightly at Aisling and
took her leave, feeling Ciaran’s sharp eyes boring into
her as she walked away.

=D

Once Rosalia left the great hall, Aisling stood, giving
Ciaran a sidelong glance of utter nonbelief.

Her husband abruptly grabbed her arm. “Donna,
sweeting. Leave it be,” he pleaded, shaking his head
in disapproval.

Under different circumstances, she would have
obeyed her husband. But someone ought to keep the
MacGregor brothers on a straight path, and since she
was the only married woman in attendance, she felt it
was her duty. She was their sense of reason when they
lost all sanity. Besides, someone needed to remind the
rogues that their actions held consequences.

Shaking off Aiden’s hand, she pulled out Rosalia’s
chair and plopped down next to Ciaran. “God’s teeth!
What were ye thinking?”
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Looking like a scolded child at his trencher, Ciaran
shook his head. “"Tisnae as ye think.”

Her jaw dropped. “Nae as I think? And what do
ye think Rosalia thinks? We saw ye in the middle of a
tryst with Beathag, Ciaran. What else is there to think?
Ye say ye care for Rosalia—well, ye have quite a way
of showing it,” she spat out.

He sighed. “I told Beathag we are done, and she
doesnae listen. I didnae even know she was there. She
did it on purpose while Rosalia watched.” He pushed
his food around on the trencher.

“That whore,” she bit out. “What were ye thinking of,
getting yourself tangled with her? Now look at the mess
she has created. Ye men, always thinking with your—"

“Leave off, Aisling,” he ordered. “Beathag will nay
longer be a concern.”

“Of course she willnae. Now that she has Rosalia
thinking ye are still bedding her, her purpose is
complete,” Aisling said sarcastically. Leaning forward,
she said in a controlled voice, “Ye need to make
amends with Rosalia.”

He leaned back, his eyes cold. “And ye donna think
I know that?” he bellowed.

The great hall went quiet.

Aiden rose from his chair and pulled back Aisling’s.
With his powerful hands, he yanked her to her feet.
“Come, Wife.” He gave her an intense but secret expres-
sion that did not leave room for debate. “Now, Wife.”

=D

Recovering from Aisling’s reprimand and after
giving himself a reasonable amount of time to
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sulk, Ciaran went in search of Rosalia. Hesitantly,
he approached the stable where she was brushing
Noonie. She had a troubled look on her face as she
brushed her horse with long, forceful strokes. Ciaran
did not enjoy seeing her that way. He needed to
make this right. Stopping a few feet in front of her,
he realized she had yet to hear his approach. His
mind went blank. I am sorry ye saw... My leman means
naught... I donna care...

“Are ye ready?” Perhaps that was a good place
to begin.

“Aye.”

“I will get my mount.” He waved oft Niall and
saddled his mount. He tried to stall to gather his
thoughts, but he knew he could not hide in the stable
forever. Besides, he was no coward. He was laird—a
warrior. He should certainly know how to speak to
a lass.

Leading his horse out of the stable, he approached
her. “Are ye well enough to ride?”

“Aye, my laird,” she said brightly.

He paused. “Rosalia...” His gaze came to rest on
her questioning eyes.
“Aye?7’

As he shook his head, his words failed him. “’Tis
naught.” Mounting his horse, he continued to sit
patiently while she adjusted and then readjusted her
skirts, and he chuckled when she let out a frustrated
grunt. “Would ye rather change into your trews?”

She raised her brow. “Ye wouldnae mind? "Tis
just much more comfortable for me. I donna enjoy
battling with skirts.”
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He dismounted. “Of course I donna mind. T will
wait here for ye.”
“My thanks.”

=D

Rosalia walked hurriedly to her chamber, knowing
she would ride with much more ease in her trews.
Although it was the custom for women to ride in
skirts, she did not enjoy it. It was much too restricting.
Besides, she was not trying to make an impression on
Laird MacGregor. What he thought of her mattered
not. By the look upon his features, she could tell
he was still out of sorts, and she wished he was not
so brooding. He should be joyful that he no longer
needed to hide Beathag in her presence. She quickly
changed, laughing as she donned James’s tunic. She
could only imagine him shaking his head in disap-
proval. She sorely missed him.

As she went to close the trunk, she spotted Ciaran’s
tunic and pulled it out. She had yet to return it from
their time together in the crofter’s hut. Holding it up
to her face, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath,
smiling as she realized it still held his scent. Knowing
that she must cease these ridiculous notions, she
whipped it back into the trunk and slammed the lid
shut. Any feelings she had for Laird MacGregor needed
to be suppressed.

Ciaran was speaking with Niall when she returned
to the stable, and she tried to mask the guilty look
upon her face. If he discovered what she’d been doing
with his tunic, she did not think her pride would ever
recover. Turning around upon her approach, Ciaran
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gave her a heated glance from head to toe. What was
wrong with him? He had Beathag and should not be
throwing heated glances her way. Pulling on Noonie’s
mane to kneel, she pulled herself upon his back.

“I thought to show ye the village.” He shifted in
the saddle.

“Lead on, my laird,” she said, motioning with her arm.

They rode to the village in uncomfortable silence.
She centered her attention on Noonie’s clip-clopping
feet and quickly became entranced by the soothing
rhythm. When they arrived, Ciaran pointed out sights,
continuing to show her about. Every time she asked a
question, he gave her a clipped reply, and she politely
nodded at all of his dry remarks.

This was not how she wanted to spend the
remainder of her time at Glenorchy. He was obviously
uncomfortable around her. She’d thought her actions
would make him realize that she cared not about him.
Apparently, he did not understand that. When they
took their leave from the village, conversation was still
not flowing from either direction.

Abruptly changing course, he headed up a mountain
pass. After continuing to ride at a steep angle, they even-
tually reached a clearing. He dismounted and tethered
his mount. When he turned around, she had already
dismounted and Noonie’s reins were upon the ground.

Ciaran looked at her with a raised brow.

“He knows to stay when his reins are upon the ground.”

“’Tis truly incredible,” he said, shaking his head in awe.

“Aye.”

He gestured for her to come closer to the edge,
and she prayed his intention was not to push her off.
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They stood on top of a mountain that overlooked
Glenorchy and the loch. No matter where her path
took her, she would always be thankful to have trav-
eled the Highlands. These beauteous views would be
forever imprinted in her mind. She stood compla-
cently, gazing upon Glenorchy in its splendor.

The leaves were a rainbow of colors that reflected
off the loch. Ciaran did have a truly magnificent home.
She sighed as a warm breeze blew some short tendrils
of hair into her eyes and she brushed them away. It
would be so simple to imagine Glenorchy as her home
and the man standing beside her as her husband. She
would not do this—she could not do this. She had to
cease these images. Her heart was being trampled.

Ciaran broke the silence and spoke quietly. “She
means naught to me.”

A tear fell down her cheek and she wiped it away.
“It doesnae matter—truly,” she whispered.

He reached out and gently brushed her arms. When
she closed her eyes to avoid his probing gaze, he raised
her chin with his finger. He did not speak until she
opened her eyes. “It matters to me,” he said solemnly.
He wiped her tears with his thumb. “I told her we
were done when [ returned to Glenorchy. She wasnae
pleased. I didnae know she was there, Rosalia. She saw
ye and Aisling and threw her body upon me.”

She could not help but smirk. “Her verra bare
body, my laird?”

He paused for a moment, a spark of some indefin-
able emotion in his eyes. “I didnae notice, Rosalia. All
I saw was ye,” he whispered, slowly bending his head
toward her.
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She did not know if she was responding to the
words he spoke or if she was only caught up in the
moment, but she needed this. She needed him.

His warm lips touched hers and she shuddered.
She pulled him close, running her fingers through his
shoulder-length hair.

Placing his hands behind her head, Ciaran deepened
the kiss. Their tongues intertwined instinctively and
she let out a soft moan. Rubbing his hands down her
back, he pulled her bottom close, letting out a guttural
moan as they made contact.

She was not sure what was occurring, but she
knew she needed more. She rubbed her hands over
his chest, feeling the strong, chiseled muscles that she
knew lay beneath.

She wanted... more.

He smothered her lips with demanding mastery.
His hands slowly maneuvered under her tunic until he
felt the bare skin of her back, the gentle touch of his
fingers sending currents of desire through her.

She slowly pulled out his tunic from his kilt, running
her hands over his bare skin. “Ciaran,” she moaned.

Trailing kisses down her neck, he slowly raised his
hands to cover her breast. She melted into him and
arched her back into his grasp.

She had never felt this... hot. She was burning for him.

“I have to see ye, lass.” He pulled back with
passion-glazed eyes and waited for her consent.

She nodded and closed her eyes.

Ciaran lifted her tunic and bared her breasts. “Och,
Rosalia. Ye are beautiful,” he whispered.

He bent and suckled one of her breasts while
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kneading the other with his hand. He licked her taut
nipple and she thought surely she would die.
Running her fingers through his hair, she pulled
him closer. “Ciaran,” she moaned. If his arms were
not supporting her, she would have fallen to her knees.

=D

Ciaran paused, knowing if he did not cease now, there
would be no turning back. He’d made a promise to
his father, and duty always came first. Besides, he
could not take her this way. Rosalia was to be gently
wooed, and her first time should be in a bed with her
husband—something he could never be—at least, not
now. He could not offer her anything, but maybe in
time. For right now, she needed to know that he cared
for her and would not intentionally hurt her. That was
important to him.

He stopped his ministrations and dropped to his
knees, nestling his head into her chest. Wrapping his
arms around her waist, he continued to hold her in a
tight embrace. “Forgive me,” he whispered.

She placed her hand under his chin. “There is
naught to forgive, my laird,” she whispered back.

He rose and pulled her into his arms. “My apolo-
gies that I caused ye pain. If I could have changed
what ye saw—"

“There is nay need to explain. I only...” she paused.

“Ye only what?” he asked. He pulled back slightly
and nodded for her to continue.

“I donna want my heart to suffer. I will travel
to Glen—"

He gently placed his fingers over her lips. “Shh...
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Howbeit we donna speak of it and we just enjoy our
time together?” he suggested, rubbing the back of his
hand over her cheek.

She kissed his palm. “Aye.”

Neither one of them spoke as they reached a silent
understanding. Why glance to the future when they
should live in the now?

(=)

Returning to Glenorchy with lighter hearts, they led
their mounts to the stable. Rosalia began to wonder
just what she wanted of Ciaran. After all, she would
still travel to Glengarry and he would still be the
laird of Glenorchy. What he said was logical. Why
dwell upon what was to be? Every day away from
Mangerton was a day to be cherished.

Reaching out, Ciaran took Noonie’s reins. “I
donna see Niall.”

“’Tis fine. I can care for Noonie,” she said, taking
back the reins. Ciaran placed his hand on the back
of her neck. Slowly bending forward, he kissed her.
The touch of his lips sent a shock wave through her
entire body.

“’Tis about time ye returned, my liege.”

She jerked away from him, an unwelcome blush
creeping into her cheeks even though she did not
think Declan had noticed their embrace.

“What do ye want, Brother?” Ciaran scowled.

Declan shrugged with indifterence. “I donna want
anything. There are men here from the village and
they want to speak with ye—something about missing
goats or the like. Ye better run along. Duty calls, your
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greatness.” With an arrogant swagger, he approached
Ciaran and took the reins of his mount. “I will see to
your mount.”

Ciaran shook his head regretfully. “I must take my
leave, but I will see ye later,” he said to Rosalia, his
eyes sending her a private message.

“Of course.” Somewhat disappointed, she under-
stood Ciaran’s duty and all that it entailed. Simply, his
clan and his people would always come before his own
wants or needs. After all, he was laird.

“Donna worry. [ will see to your mount and R osalia,”
said Declan, his mouth twitching in amusement.

“Declan,” Ciaran warned.

Declan waved him off. “Get your kilt untwisted,
your greatness. I only want to take Rosalia upon
the parapet.”

Something clicked in her mind. “The parapet?” she
squeaked. “Why?” Her memory of Ciaran was pure
and clear. She would never forget a single detail of his
face or his touch. The idea of sharing the same place
with Ciaran’s brother gave her sourness in the pit of
her stomach. “Umm... I donna really want to go to
the parapet, but I could use a walk if ye wouldnae
mind escorting me,” she offered.

Declan was disheartened by her hesitation but,
thankfully, agreed while Ciaran took his leave to see to
the villagers. She led Noonie into his stall and Declan
saw to Ciaran’s mount. She would never pretend to
understand the relationship between brothers. Declan
was an ever-changing mystery to her.

The stable was quiet except for an occasional
whinny and pawing hooves. She was enjoying the
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peace of no one arguing when Declan’s voice spoke
in a soothing tone.

“Why are ye the only one that loves me, Aiden?”
he asked in a childlike voice.

She poked her head out of the stall to see that Declan
had his head placed to Aiden’s and was scratching the
horse behind the ears. Looking up, Declan gave her
a roguish grin. “I know what ye are thinking. Donna
laugh. Aiden is the only one who doesnae cause me
grief and understands me. Aye, Aiden?” he asked in
the same childlike voice.

She walked down to Aiden’s stall and rubbed his
muscular neck. “He is a beautiful beast. I told Aisling
that I have ne’er seen such perfect white markings as
are upon his feet.”

Declan nodded his head in agreement. “Now
speak the truth and tell me why ye donna want me to
take ye upon the parapet, lass.” He abruptly changed
the subject.

He’d caught her off guard and she swallowed hard,
trying to manage a feeble answer.

Aware of her discomfort, he chuckled. Standing
a bit too close, he gave her a wolfish grin. “Donna
ye trust yourself alone with me? I donna bite.” His
silky voice held a challenge and his eyes clung to hers,
analyzing her reaction.

It was much like having a conversation with
James. If she did not put him in his place now, he
would continually torment her until she traveled to
Glengarry. Of this, she had no doubt. She reached
down, holding his eyes the entire time. “Did ye ever
think why Aiden is the only one that understands ye?
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Mayhap ’tis because ye can both relate to being a
horse’s arse,” she said, her voice unwavering.

Startled, Declan glanced down to find a very
sharp dirk pointed at his heart. He stood there blank,
amazed, and stunned.

“Aye, I ne’er leave without it. If ye cease thinking
with your...” she gestured to his manhood, “ye would
have seen me reach for my dirk and wouldnae have
been taken by a mere lass.”

He stepped away from her. “Now ’tis clearly where
ye are mistaken, Lady Rosalia. Ye see... I donna mind
being taken by a mere lass.”

Sheathing her dirk, she let out a frustrated grunt. “I
yield, but I give ye fair warning. I will be here until
your brother takes me to Glengarry. I donna want to
do battle, but I willnae let ye speak to me as if I toss
my skirts. Will ye be a gentleman and escort me on
my walk or nae?” she asked, placing both of her hands
upon her hips.

“Och, ye are so much as Aisling.” Placing his arm
around her shoulders, he led her out of the stables.
“Ye have my word as a gentleman. A walk would
be fine.”

=D

Finally exhausted, Rosalia sought the comfort of her
bedchamber. Fatigue settled in pockets under her eyes.
Perhaps she would sleep this eve. Weariness enveloped
her as she crawled into bed. Her mind kept turning to
Ciaran and his comforting embrace.
“Rosalia, what have you done?” her mother bellowed.
She turned around and stiffened. How she had come to
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despise that tone! Of course she knew she had done some-
thing wrong. She always did something wrong. Considering
what she could have missed, she felt her thoughts escape her.

“Look at the dirt! I thought you scrubbed this table!”
screamed her mother, pointing to the table.

Rosalia gasped, realizing a shiver of panic. “I did scrub
the table. I am still cleaning.” She grabbed the cloth and
started to wipe the table. It was coming. She knew it was
coming. Sheer black fright swept through her.

“Look underneath the table, Rosalia. You did not scrub
under the table!” With one quick movement, her mother
reached her. She pulled her daughter by the hair and slammed
her head down on the table. “Look, Rosalia! You did not
scrub under the table!” Yanking her up by the hair, her mother
again slammed her head into the table with a loud crack.

“Donna touch me!” Rosalia screamed. “Mo mhal-
lachd ort!”

“Rosalia, ’tis Ciaran. Ye are safe. No one will hurt
ye,” he whispered. “Ye are safe.”

A hot tear trickled down her cheek. “Ciaran?” she
asked, disoriented and raising her hand to his cheek.
She closed her eyes, reliving the pain of that final
scene. The memory was like an old wound that ached
on a rainy day. The picture froze in her mind until she
heard Ciaran again call her name.

He watched her open her tear-stained eyes, his eyes
darkening with emotion. She drank in the comfort of
his nearness. He was a vision that pulled her out of
the darkness. He was her light. He was her... savior.
His body was partially covering hers and he was whis-
pering soothingly into her ear as she tried to recover
from another round of painful memories.
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He kissed her hand. “Ye had a nightmare is all.” He
rubbed his hand over her tresses, and his eyes brimmed
with tenderness and passion. Suddenly, he clenched
his jaw and his eyes slightly narrowed. He moved to
rise, but she stilled him.

“Please stay with me,” she begged. “I donna want
to be alone.” She pulled him into a tight embrace.
The harder she tried to ignore the truth, the more it
persisted. Whether she wanted to admit it or not, there
was something special about him.

“Rosalia...” said Ciaran huskily, pulling her arms
off him and springing to his feet.

“Ciaran! Ye have nay clothing!” she squeaked.
Sitting up quickly, she pulled the blanket tighter
around herself. Her heart jolted and her pulse pounded.
She could not help but stare at him intently—all of
him. His vitality captivated her. She gave him an
involuntary examination and found his closeness
so male.

She could not tear her gaze away from him. The
glimpses of his strong body made her heart beat more
rapidly, and a delicious shudder heated through her.
For a long moment, she felt as though she were
floating. She glanced up at him and her heart lurched
madly. At that moment, she began to recognize her
own needs.

Realizing she was still gaping, she lowered her gaze.
She had only seen James once before when he was in
his cups and she helped him undress.

Turning his back to her, Ciaran mumbled an
apology and she stuttered through her nervousness.

He stole a glance at her over his shoulder. “I heard
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ye scream, and I didnae think to grab my clothing.
Besides, from the way your eyes were looking at me,
I didnae think ye minded,” he chuckled. “T will—"

She whipped her pillow at his back. “Go put
on your—"

“Kilt?” he asked with a raised brow, seeming to
enjoy the gentle sparring.

Seeing the amusement in his eyes, she laughed. “Nay!”

He cocked his head at her outburst and turned up
his smile a notch. “Nay?”

“Mayhap trews,” she suggested.

Ciaran walked back to his chamber. “And I suggest
ye do the same,” he called over his shoulder.

=D

Donning his kilt with no tunic, Ciaran returned to
Rosalia’s chamber with ale. Thankfully, she had also
donned her trews and a tunic and sat peacefully before
the fire. The glowing embers cast her in a serene light.
He simply enjoyed watching her.

Taking a seat in the opposite chair, he poured her
some ale. “’Tis the ale.” He held out a tankard. “It will
help ye to sleep.”

“My thanks.” She reached out and took the tankard.

“My apologies I didnae get to speak with ye again.
The men from the village took longer than expected.”
When she was getting ready to question him further,
he quickly added, “’Tis naught ye should be concerned
about.” He did a double take and chuckled, noticing
something very familiar. “Is that my tunic, lass?”

Her eyes widened and she started to mumble some-
thing he could not understand.
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“Ye actually wear my tunic... to bed?” He found
that fact very satisfying.

“Leave off, MacGregor,” she threatened.

“Have ye always had nightmares?” he asked softly.
She took another swig of ale and gazed at her hands.
“Do ye remember them when ye awaken?” He
paused. “Rosalia, do ye trust me?” Lifting his tankard,
he took a swig and glanced at her over the rim.

She looked up at him with curiosity. “Of course I
do. Why would ye ask that of me?”

He could not help but notice how bonny she
looked in the glow of the firelight. He would have to
be a blind fool not to notice. He remembered how
beautiful she was at court but would never tell her
so. She would be embarrassed. He could not believe
he was here with her now. “Every time ye become
nervous or donna want to answer something ye stare
down at your hands.”

Instinctively, she glanced down. ““Tis habit. When
I become uncomfortable, I know I do that. Mother
used to tell me frequently. My apologies.”

“Rosalia, there is naught to apologize for. I
merely...” He made another attempt. “Do ye
remember your nightmares?”

Looking him dead in the eye, she held up her
tankard in mock salute. “Aye, every last one of them,”
she said, taking another swig of ale.

“How long have ye had them?”

“For as long as I can remember.”

He was surprised by her response. She had been
through so much as of late that he’d assumed her
nightmares were a result of all the events that had
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recently occurred. Reaching over, he squeezed her
hand. “Was it that unpleasant for ye, lass?”

“Aye,” she simply stated.

He waited for her to continue. As far as he was
concerned, he had all eve.

She hufted. “Ciaran, ye donna want to hear my
woes...”

““Tis where ye are wrong, sweeting. I want to
know all about ye,” he said softly. He could tell his
use of the endearment took her aback, but it was how
he felt. Why not speak it? She sighed and he knew she
was eventually going to relent.

“Mother and Father ne’er paid me much atten-
tion unless it suited them. I was always lonely, but I
kept a few of those close to my heart such as James;
Duncan, our stable hand; and Ealasaid, our cook.”
Gazing into the flames of the fire, she began to speak
as if she were in some faraway place in the corner of
her mind.

“What I didnae tell ye before was that Father is a
Highland laird. After he married my English mother,
they lived in Liddesdale. I donna know much about
their past or their families, but it wasnae for lack of
trying. When I would ask, the subject would always
be changed.

“My seanmhair, Father’s mother in Glengarry, would
send a messenger on occasion. He would always seek
me alone outside of Mangerton’s walls and deliver
messages or packages. It seemed my seanmhair did want
to see me or I was ne’er far from her thoughts, but I
was ne’er permitted to travel to the Highlands. I heard
Mother once say that she didnae have a choice but to
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wed Father, but ’tis all I know. Do ye wish to know
more, my laird?” Her eyes never left the flames.

He squeezed her hand. “Ye may speak to me
about anything, sweeting.” She smiled into the
flickering light and he continued to hold her hand
for reassurance.

“Mother has a verra bad ire. Ye cannae imagine.
Everything must be done her way. If it wasnae,
everyone around her paid a price—mainly me. Those
close to us knew of her ire. To others, she would
portray the doting wife and mother. Father has expe-
rienced her wrath as well. He does everything in his
power to ensure peace, even sacrificing my future to
keep her joyful.

“He gave her everything without question.
Mangerton was decorated with the finest of wares,
tapestries, anything worth a lot of coin. He provided
her with the finest gowns and the finest of everything.
The cofters are now empty and all servants, except a
handful, have been dismissed. In order to replenish the
coin, I was to be forced to wed the English beast—
Laird Dunnehl. I refused. I paid the price.”

She sighed and took another swig of ale. “My entire
existence has been spent wondering how Mother felt
from one day to the next. [ ne’er mattered. In fact, in
her eyes I did not exist. Would I be beaten because I
gave her a look? Would I be slapped because I didnae
act proper? Would my tresses be pulled out because I
didnae kiss her in greeting?

“Every move I made was under constant scrutiny.
I couldnae think for myself. I couldnae speak for
myself. Every moment of time was planned for me,
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and T was always told what to do and when to do it.
At times I couldnae even breathe. I didnae even know
who I was. When I was ordered to do something, it
was because I was ungrateful or unappreciative. I have
been told this my entire score and one. I donna know
any different.”

She paused, rubbing the rim of her tankard. “When
James found us, I was tempted to return to Mangerton.
He shouldnae have to sufter because of me. I know
marriages are arranged for coin, land, or title, but I
ne’er cared about such things. I was foolish enough
to think I could find a love match. I only wanted to
find happiness. I didnae want to think only of myself,
but I knew in my heart I could ne’er return. I would
rather die by my own hand than live another moment
there. Now ye know, my laird. I am weak and I am a
coward.” She spoke with bitterness.

Ciaran was breathless with rage, but he swallowed
hard, trying not to reveal his anger. The lass was
distraught enough. He did not want to add to it.
Leaning forward, he intertwined their fingers. “Nay
one should ever touch ye that way, Rosalia. What
she did wasnae right. I know of men that beat their
women into submission, and I think your mother
isnae different. She wanted ye submissive. What I
donna understand is how your father turned his eye.
Ye are his only daughter.

“I donna understand how ye can say ye are weak
and a coward. Lass, ye have more courage than most
men. Ye cut your tresses and dressed as a lad. Ye
were battered and bruised, riding Noonie for many
miles before ye passed out from the pain. Ye are a
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courageous woman, Rosalia. I only wish I knew how
to take away your pain,” he said softly.

“I am hoping in time my dreams turn to faded
memories. I donna enjoy reliving the moments time
and again. It feels as if [ am still there.”

He rubbed his thumb over the back of her hand.
“Ye are safe. No one will touch ye while ye are within
my walls.”

She smiled her thanks. “I am frightened this will
always be a burden for me to bear. I just want to find
peace. I want to find... me.”

“And I hope I am able to help ye with that. Take
all the time ye need, lass,” he said, smiling at her
with compassion.

“Ye have heard enough of me. Please tell me of ye,
my laird.” Abruptly, she changed the subject.

“Me?” Sitting back in the chair, he was surprised by
her request. No one had ever asked him to speak of
himself. “And what would ye want to know of me?”

“Tell me more of your family.”

He rubbed his brow. “My father and mother loved
each other verra much. They raised us to be honorable
men. [ cannae say Aiden and I didnae cause our fair of
mischief, but Father raised us to be able to eventually
take his place as laird while Declan was kept under
Mother’s wing. At nay fault of my father. He did what
he thought best. Declan was third son, even though
we ne’er made him feel that way. Father made Declan
train with us and tried to mold him, but when he took
nay interest, Father didnae pressure him to do so.”

She smiled in understanding. “That gives some
reason why Declan acts—"



182 VicTtoriA ROBERTS

“As an arse?”

“Well, that wasnae exactly what I was going to
say.” She chuckled.

“Declan wasnae always as he is now. Nae until
Mother died. He and Mother became verra close.
Father was busy training Aiden and me, and Declan
would be with Mother. She loved us all, but we know
she favored Declan. Mayhap she tried to overcompen-
sate because Father spent so much time with Aiden
and me. It is difficult to say. After she died, Declan
kept to himself. He didnae want to speak with any of’
us, nay matter how hard we tried. He started whor-,
er... wenching and getting into his cups.”

He ran his hands through his hair. “It was as if he
was trying to destroy himself along with Mother. We
all told him that Mother had died and he hadnae, but
he wouldnae listen to reason. Father tried to help him
but couldnae.”

“That had to be difficult for all of ye. Nae only did
ye lose your mother, but ye had to watch Declan lose
himself,” she said quietly.

“Aye. We hoped when Aiden and Aisling wed that
Declan would try to find a lass and wed himself, but
he wants naught to do with seeking a wife.”

There was a heavy silence.

“And what of ye, my laird? Ye ne’er thought to
seek a wife?”

Leaning forward, he grabbed her hand. “’Tisnae as
if T havenae thought of it, especially as of late...”

“Ciaran, my apologies. I loosened my tongue too
much. I had nayright to—"

“Shh... Ye should know the truth.” He paused. “I
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made a promise to Father before he died that I would
set Declan on a clear path. Father felt he’d failed my
brother and made me give my word I would help him.
I didnae realize that promise would be a battle of wills.
I cannae break my vow. To be truthful, it has ne’er
caused me too much concern until now. Rosalia, I
cannae wed until—"

She stood and placed her hand to his lips. “Shh, my
laird. We agreed nae to speak of such things and to
enjoy our time together.”

He nodded his head in consent.

“Tis late. I thank ye for the comfort, Ciaran.”

He pulled himself to his feet and raised his hand,
placing an unruly lock of hair behind her ear. “I am
here for ye, lass, if ye need me for anything.” He
brushed a gentle kiss across her forehead. Pulling away
slowly, he smiled. “Get sleep. I shall see ye in a few
hours.” He gave her one last glance before he closed
the adjoining door.

Knowing sleep would not come now; he approached
his desk and lit a candle. He penned a missive, confi-
dent in his strokes. He did not need to compose much,
knowing what he had to write. Completing his task,
he stretched out his back. Placing the MacGregor seal
into the melted wax, he breathed a sigh of relief.

It was done.

His chamber brightened with the golden hues of
the peeking sun, making him realize he had not slept
at all. No matter, he would send the missive by special
messenger this morn to Glengarry—well, as soon as
the messenger was awake.



Ton

ROSALIA DESCENDED THE STAIRS TO BREAK HER FAST,
still smiling at the gift that had been placed upon
her chair early this momn. She thoroughly enjoyed
being able to bare her soul last eve to Ciaran. As she
remembered their conversation, she prayed he did not
think her daft. The last thing she wanted was for him
to think she was some foolish chit. After all, she was
not a delicate flower. She just needed someone to offer
her comfort and he was a wonderful listener. She was
comforted by the fact James was not the only man she
could speak with openly.

As she approached the dais, Ciaran was already
breaking his fast with Aiden. Odd, Declan and Aisling
were not in attendance. Aisling was probably with
Tearlach, and Rosalia hoped Declan was not cowering
somewhere recovering from a night of debauchery.

Both men stood upon her approach.

“And how are ye this morn, sweeting?”” asked Ciaran.

She was startled not only because the endearment
was spoken, but because it was expressed so freely in
front of Aiden. She cast Aiden a nervous glance, but
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he just smiled and went back to his meal as though
nothing were out of the ordinary. “T am well. And ye,
my laird?”

He kissed her on the cheek and heat rose in her
features. Pulling out her chair, he whispered closely,
“I would think after last eve ye would call me Ciaran.”

Turning another shade of crimson, she sat down on
the chair.

“I left something for ye this morn. Did ye get it?”
he asked softly.

“Aye,” she whispered back, trying desperately to
remove the color from her face.

“I thought ye might want another one for mayhap
when we ride again or if ye wish to wear it to bed.”
He cast a roguish grin. “After all, ye donna want
to wear out my other tunic. The one I left ye was
recently made.”

Her eyes started to stray to her hands, and she
forced herself to look him in the eye. “Ye have my
thanks.” She paused, touching him gently on the arm.
“Ciaran, about last eve...”

“What about last eve?” slurred Declan, staggering
to the table.

When Ciaran grunted, she thought it best to redi-
rect. “Aiden, where is Aisling this morn?”

“She 1s with Tearlach,” he mumbled, throwing
looks of displeasure at Declan.

“Hmm... And what do ye do this day, my laird?”
she asked Ciaran as Declan tumbled into his chair,
knocking over a tankard.

“Before or after I battle with Declan?” Ciaran spoke
through gritted teeth. Leaning forward, he narrowed
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his eyes at Declan. “Break your fast. Then we practice
swordplay with the men in the bailey.”

Ignoring him, Declan took a leisurely drink from
his tankard. When Declan turned his head, Ciaran
was annoyed to see how glassy his younger brother’s
eyes were. “‘But my great liege, I already practiced my
swordplay yestereve.” Declan nodded to two serving
wenches who were giving him smoldering glances
from across the hall. “Twice, I do believe. Howbeit ye
will be pleased to know they said I mastered it verra
well,” he said arrogantly.

Ciaran and Aiden sprang to their feet, flanking
Declan. They moved so quickly that Rosalia jumped.
Hauling Declan forcefully from his chair as if he only
weighed as much as a mere bairn, they shoved him
in the direction of Ciaran’s solar. The hall went quiet
as everyone gawked at Declan being abducted while
breaking his fast. Rosalia only prayed there would not
be bloodshed.

After finishing her meal alone, she went in search of
Aisling. She did not need to look far. The sounds of
Tearlach’s screams were piercing as Aisling descended
the stairs. “Good morn,” Aisling said loudly, closing
her eyes in an apparent attempt to bear the sound of
Tearlach’s shrill screams. “I take him outdoors for a
walk. I cannae promise it will be soothing, but ye can
come along if ye want.”

“Of course,” said Rosalia, rubbing her hand over
his tiny curls.

Aisling bounced him gently in her arms, and when
they reached the bailey, Tearlach stopped crying almost
immediately. “Ye see? He has Aiden’s stubbornness
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already.” She cocked her head and raised her brow.
“Well? Come now. Tell me all of what occurred with
Declan this morn.” When Rosalia gave her a ques-
tioning gaze, Aisling smiled. “Anna. She tells me all.”

They leisurely made their waytoward the stable.
“It wasnae good. Declan could barely stand when he
came to break his fast. Ciaran told him after his meal
that he would need to practice his swordplay with
the men, and I do believe Declan said he had already
practiced his swordplay with two serving wenches—
twice.” She cringed and Aisling sighed. “Aiden and
Ciaran dragged him away. I believe to Ciaran’s solar.
I donna know what occurred after that. I didnae really
want to stay and find out.”

Aisling kissed Tearlach on the head. “Och, Declan
has done it now. He doesnae listen to anyone. I
wonder if Aiden and Ciaran finally beat some sense
into him. "Tis up to them now. There is naught we
can do.” Aisling studied her for a moment and smiled.
“Ye seem lighter of heart this morn. Could it have
something to do with a certain laird?”

“It may be possible,” Rosalia said. Even her walk
had a sunny cheerfulness.

Aisling grinned. “I am joyful to hear it. Do ye want
to go and fetch your cloak?”

“Nay, I am fine,” she said, shaking her head.

Aisling stopped. “Rosalia, do ye have a cloak?”

She was silent for a moment. “Ye will think me
daft, but nay, I donna. When I took my leave, I took
only clothes to travel and blankets. I didnae—"

“It doesnae matter. Ye are in the Highlands and ye
will need a cloak. I will see to it.”
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Aisling had given her so much already—they all
had. “I already have your gowns. I cannae accept—"

“Ye can and ye will. Come,” Aisling spoke in
authoritative tone, leading her back indoors.

=D

Ciaran thrust Declan into his solar and slammed the
door while Aiden pushed Declan further into the
room and shoved him unwillingly into a chair. Aiden
took a seat in the opposite chair as Ciaran sat behind
his father’s desk. Briefly closing his eyes, Ciaran took a
deep breath before his ire got the best of him.

“So why the silence, your worship? Now I have to
wait the same as a wee lad until ye are ready to give
me a scolding?” Declan smirked.

Ciaran’s eyes flew open and he was just about to kill
his brother when Aiden sprang from the chair, pulling
up Declan by the tunic. “Ye go too far, Brother. If
Father were still alive—"

“Aye, but he isnae,” said Declan sarcastically.

Aiden punched him square in the jaw.

Ciaran flew from his chair, rounded the desk, and
pulled them apart. Shoving them forcefully into their
own chairs, he then sat on the desk between them.
Aiden rubbed his hand as Declan rubbed his jaw.
What would his father have thought at such a sight?

“Declan, for once ye are correct. Father isnae here,
which means I am laird and T will be obeyed. Ye
are still my brother and my responsibility. I willnae
continue to watch ye drowning yourself in yer cups
and destroying everything and everyone around ye.”
Ciaran spoke in a voice that demanded attention.
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“Nor will 1,” Aiden concurred.

“So what do ye say, Ciaran? Just speak the words
ye are holding back,” Declan bit out, leaning casually
in the chair.

Ciaran glanced at Aiden, and he nodded his head in
silent confirmation. “As your brother, I cannae stand
by and watch ye continue to destroy yourself. The gods
have taken Father and Mother, but they havenae taken
ye—at least, nae yet. If ye donna straighten your path,
ye willnae be far behind them. How can I continue to
watch your back when ye donna watch your own?”

He paused as Declan studied him intently. “As of
now, ye will cease drowning in your cups. Ye will
cease wenching within my walls. Ye will practice your
swordplay daily with the men, and ye will straighten
your path.”

His brother yawned, stretched his legs out in
front of him, and crossed his feet at the ankles. “And
if I donna?”

“Ye are on your own—removed from my walls
with only the clothes upon your back. Before ye
speak, think upon this. Ye are my brother, my blood. I
cannae watch ye continue on this path ye have chosen.
Ye care for nay one. Ye made this mess and only ye
can clean it up. "Tis all your choice, Brother. I only
hope ye choose wisely. Make nay error in judgment,
Declan. I am your brother, but foremost, I have a duty
as laird. I will be obeyed and willnae be made the fool
in front of my men.” His voice rang with command.

“Declan, Aisling, and I have tried to help ye. We
want to help ye, but we cannae if ye donna even try to
help yourself. Ciaran is right in this matter and he has
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my agreement. If ye donna cease, ye are on your own,
Brother,” Aiden said tersely.

There was a heavy silence.

Declan rose. “Well, ye two have obviously decided
my fate.”

“Nay, Declan. Ye make your own fate,” Ciaran
countered. “I will see ye in the bailey with the men.”

“So I am simply being dismissed, your greatness?”
Declan walked leisurely to the door and turned
around. He gave a forced smile and a tense nod of
consent. “I will meet ye in the bailey.”

When the door closed, Ciaran and Aiden visibly
relaxed. “Do ye think he heard ye?” asked Aiden
with concern.

“I donna know. I hope for his sake that he did.”
Ciaran ran his hand through his hair. “I donna know
how Father handled such things.”

Aiden laughed. “Ye donna think he felt the same as
ye when he was laird?”

He shrugged. “I donna know.”

“Ciaran, he had three sons. Ye donna remember
the trouble we caused Father? How could ye forget
my wenching ways before Aisling? Ye yourself had
quite the appetite for the lasses. And let us nae forget
one of the many times when ye were in your cups
and placed your kilt around your horse,” he chuckled.
“I also recall the first time ye were a drunken sot and
were caught by the blacksmith taking liberties with his
daughter. Father had a lot of explaining to do. I am
sure he felt the same as you do. Ye will know more of
the same when ye have a son. Speaking ot—"

Ciaran scowled. “Donna start with me, Brother.



TemrpraTION IN A KILT 191

Declan will be on a clear path soon enough, even if I
have to strap him down and hold him on it.”

“And Rosalia will wait until that time?” asked
Aiden, raising his brow searchingly.

“Rosalia knows I made the vow to Father.”

“How verra understanding of the lass.” Aiden
chuckled. “Ciaran, will ye take advice from a man that
has been wed?”

Ciaran held up his hand to silence Aiden, but his
brother simply waved him oft. He would have to
remind him again soon who was laird.

“I donna care what ye speak. I give it freely. Love
doesnae happen often in a marriage, and when it does,
ye grab hold with both hands and donna let go. I see
ye care for the lass. Why donna ye wed and be done
with it? Surely ye donna plan to take her to Glengarry.
Ye promised Father to see to Declan, but ye didnae say
ye would wait to wed.”

Ciaran slumped down into the chair next to Aiden
and sighed. “We have been through this, Brother. It
was understood.”

“By ye or by Father? He would ne’er ask ye to wait
to wed.”

They sat silently for a long time. The lines of aware-
ness deepened along Aiden’s brow and under his eyes.
Ciaran knew he was deep in thought. This could not
bode well for him. He was about to stand to escape
Aiden’s lecture, but his brother spoke before Ciaran
had the chance to flee.

“Think upon this. Your duty as laird is to beget a
legitimate heir. The only way to accomplish that task
is to wed. And I think ye are sorely lacking in your



192 VicTtoria ROBERTS

responsibilities as of late.” Aiden folded his arms over
his chest. “I bet ye ne’er thought of it that way, aye?”

Ciaran sat back, shook his head, and moaned. “Why
do the gods grace me with such brothers? One pains
me in the arse and the other pains me in the head.”

“Promise me ye will think upon it or my wee wife
will be keeping me up all eve speaking of ye. Surely
ye can understand that I donna want to be speaking of’
ye in my marriage bed, Brother. I donna want to be
speaking at all.”

Rising, Ciaran held up his hands in surrender.
“Cease, Aiden. I donna want or need to know what
ye and Aisling say or donna say in your marriage bed.
Besides, I thought she cursed ye out of her bed.”

Aiden shrugged, giving him a sheepish grin. “It wasnae
exactly me she cursed out of her bed. It was my—"

“And that is another reason why I donna rush to
wed,” Ciaran said, laughing.

=D

Aisling gave Rosalia a cloak that was too small, but
at least it matched her shortened gowns and would
keep her warm. Why did she have to have her father’s
height? When she reached Glengarry, she would need
to seek proper attire. She did not want to embarrass
her seanmhair. As Rosalia walked through the bailey,
she saw that Declan had joined Ciaran and Aiden
with swordplay. Apparently, everyone had survived
the confrontation in one piece. When she reached
the stables, she scanned the area but did not see Niall.
She enjoyed his company. He had a warm and caring
personality that reminded her of Duncan.
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Noonie stomped his feet and whinnied upon her
approach. She reached out and rubbed her hands on his
sleek black coat. “And how are ye this morn, Noonie?”

“What an interesting name for a mount.”

Whipping her head around, Rosalia saw Beathag
walking toward her with a sly grin. “He is a fine beast.”

Rosalia shifted her weight, trying to center her
attention on Noonie. “Aye.”

There was an uncomfortable silence.

Beathag continued to study her intently, but R osalia
refused to display her nervousness. Attempting to keep
her focus on her horse, she would not give Ciaran’s
former leman the satisfaction of knowing how entirely
uncomfortable she felt.

“What are ye doing here?” Beathag asked, her tone
coolly disapproving.

“I see to my horse,” she remarked, pleased at how
indifterent she sounded.

Beathag’s eyes narrowed. “Nae that. Why are ye
here at Glenorchy?”

To her dismay, her voice broke slightly and she
stammered in bewilderment. “I only stay until ’tis safe
to travel to Glen—" she paused. It was probably not
the best idea to advise Beathag of her plans.

When Beathag recognized her hesitation, she
chuckled. “Ye mean to say when ’tis safe to travel to
Glengarry—Lady Rosalia Armstrong of Liddesdale.
Do ye nae?”

Rosalia paled.

“I cannae help but wonder why a lady would
be traveling alone—well, nae unless she runs from
something or someone. Donna worry overmuch,
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Lady Rosalia. I keep my mouth closed to anyone that
would mayhap find an interest in these facts... as long
as ye stay away from Ciaran,” Beathag warned. “Ye
wouldnae want anything untoward to befall ye or our
laird now, would ye?”

Rosalia was speechless and shook her head until
the words came to surface. “Nay, of course,” she
spoke quietly.

“Naught will ever happen as long as ye keep your
distance from Ciaran.” Taking another step closer,
Beathag closed the distance between them. Raising
her hand, she fingered Rosalia’s cut tresses. “I donna
know what ye think is between ye, but Ciaran will
always care for me. We are close—wverra close. Tell
me, Rosalia. When he is between your legs, does he
tell ye how beautiful ye are? Does he tell ye how he
loves your body?” She shook her head with disgust.
“Nay, of course he doesnae. How could he? Look at
ye.” Beathag ran her hands over the front of her body.
“And look at me.”

Rosalia was sure she turned brilliant shades of red.
She was completely aware of the fact that she was no
great beauty, but to have it thrown at her in such a
way irritated her beyond belief. She had never met
someone so completely venomous. “Pray excuse me.”

“Of course. Run away, wee mouse. Pray excuse
me,” she snickered. “Did I say wee?”

Rosalia bit her lip to keep matters from becoming
worse. If Beathag knew who she was, it would only
be a matter of time before men would be pounding
on Ciaran’s front gate. Maybe Dunnehl’s men.
Beathag would try to cause her grief—of this she
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had no doubt. No sense in provoking her further, so
Rosalia chose to remain silent when what she wanted
to do was pull out her dirk and ram it down Beathag’s
whore-ish throat.

She stormed out of the stable, needing to breathe.
Her forceful strides brought her quickly to the parapet
door. She would break it down if it did not open.
The bolt slid easily and she sought solace in the place
she had shared with Ciaran. Beathag’s words replayed
in her mind. She needed a release and quickly. Gaelic
curses flew from her mouth as fast as she could think
them. She whipped them out like stones. Even the
cool breeze could not stop her racing heart or cool
her raging ire.

After grunting every curse she knew at least twice
over, she sought the comfort of her bedchamber until
she could figure out what to do.

=D

Ciaran had not felt this lighthearted for some time.
Declan trained with the men, actually putting forth
an effort. Perhaps his brother was back on a course to
being his brother. Ciaran was pleased and he prayed his
threats would work. They had to. He slapped Declan
upon the shoulder, giving him a sign of approval.

“Donna touch me. Donna even breathe on me,”
said Declan, gasping for breath. Sweat poured down
his face, and his jaw had turned several shades of
purple and yellow.

Ciaran laughed. “Ye havenae practiced your sword-
play for a while, Brother. It will come back to ye.”

“Before or after I die a slow death?” Declan moaned.
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“Ye did well this day, Declan.” Ciaran nodded his
head in praise.

Declan leaned up against the stone wall and closed
his eyes, grimacing as he lifted his arm to wipe the
sweat from his face.

“Is he dead?” Aiden chuckled.

“I wish,” Declan grunted.

“Ye did better than a lass for nae practicing for
so long,” said Aiden, giving him a playful punch to
the shoulder.

“That 1s supposed to make me feel better, Brother?
If I wasnae so sore, I would take ye to task.”

“Ye willnae touch one hair on Aiden’s head,
Declan MacGregor.”

All of the men turned at the same time. Aisling stood
with her hands placed on her hips, scowling at Declan.

“Ye better listen to my wee wife,” said Aiden,
placing his arm around her shoulders. “She may
take ye to task.” Aiden kissed the top of her head
and she smiled.

“As of now, she probably could drop me on my arse.”
Declan pushed himself from the wall. “I seek the comfort
of a warm bath to soothe my aching... everything.”

“It appears ye have come into contact with a fist,”
said Aisling in a motherly tone. “Make sure ye see to
your face as well.”

He rubbed his jaw. “I have your husband to thank
for that.”

A devilish look came into her eyes. “I am sure it
was naught that wasnae deserved, ye rogue.”

Declan winked. “Ye know it, lass.” He limped
away, rubbing his aching muscles.
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Aisling handed Aiden a drying cloth. “Do ye think
ye hit him hard enough to beat sense into him?”

Wiping his sweaty face, Aiden shrugged his shoulders.
“I donna know. Time will tell if he ceases his ways.”

Ciaran grabbed a drying cloth, wiping his wet face.
“He’d best cease his ways if he knows what is good
for him.”

“Ciaran, I wanted to speak with ye. Ye may want
to see to it that Rosalia has proper clothes. Ye know
she has some of my gowns, but she didnae have a
cloak. The one I gave her has seen better days.”

“I ne’er thought of a cloak. Aye, she will need...
Do ye know enough of her to have some gowns and
a cloak made by Cylan?” he asked, thrilled he would
come up with such an idea for her.

Aisling smiled. “What a great thought, my laird. Of
course.” Behind Ciaran’s back, she winked at Aiden as
he tried to suppress a smile.

“Speak with Cylan and buy Rosalia whatever she
needs. She isnae fond of fanciful gowns, but have one
made for her as well.”

Raising his brow, Aiden gave him a sly grin. “My
laird, how delightful that ye actually know Rosalia
isnae fond of fanciful gowns,” he said, mimicking
a lass.

Aisling elbowed him in the stomach. “Cease,
Husband.” She glanced at Ciaran. “I am sure Rosalia
will love your gift.”

“She cannae remain in the Highlands without
proper clothes. She will catch the ague. And donna
play me, Aisling. Ye know she willnae take these will-
ingly. We will have to ensure that she does.”
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She waved him off. “If she is as light of heart as she
is this day, we willnae have a problem.”

He attempted to look occupied. The last thing he
wanted was his sister by marriage to see the blush upon
his face. He hoped he was the reason Rosalia felt so
light of heart, but obviously he was not going to share
such matters with Aisling.

After finishing his practice in the bailey, he went in
search of Rosalia. Odd, no one had seemed to have
seen her as of late. He approached her bedchamber
door and knocked.

“Aye?” Rosalia called from within.

“Tis Ciaran.”

There was a pause. “Can I speak with ye later?” she
asked, her voice sounding unnatural.

“Ye arenae well?” If she caught the ague because
he did not provide proper clothes for her, he would
never forgive himself.

“I need to rest.” A tremor laced her voice.

Jiggling the latch, he tried to open the door.
“Rosalia, unbolt the door.” What was she about?
There was another bout of silence between them.

“Please, my laird. I need to rest,” she pleaded.

A moment later, Ciaran walked through the
adjoining door.

=D

Rosalia sat on the window bench, gazing out at the
loch. When she heard Ciaran’s footsteps walk away
from the door, she prayed he would leave her alone
until she was able to gather her wits. She decided to
distance herself from him and would not take the
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chance that Beathag would live up to her threats.
Her brief solace was interrupted as he walked casually
through the adjoining door she had forgotten to lock.

Damn.

He strode toward her with a worried look upon his
features. Raising his hand, he felt her forehead. “Are
ye unwell?” Switching hands, he checked her again
for fever.

“I am well.” She glanced at her hands.

He dropped down beside her, facing her. “Then
why wouldnae ye open the door?”

Closing her eyes, she shrugged. “I needed a
moment to rest.”

By the look upon his face, he clearly did not believe
her. If she was to keep him at bay, she needed to be
much more convincing. She mentally chided herself.
What would she speak to James? “My monthly courses
have arrived and [—"

“Have fallen into that trap once. I donna fall
twice,” he said, shaking his head. “Ye can still have
your monthly courses and speak with me.” Rubbing
his palm over her cheek, she shied away. “What has
changed since this morn? Aisling said ye were...
er, fine.” He shifted his weight, clearly becoming
agitated. He was not going to relent.

Maybe a little honesty but not the entire truth
would satisfy him. “Did ye ever have something
occur ye knew would have several different outcomes
depending upon how ye addressed it?”” she asked.

He thought for a moment and glanced back at her.
“Aye. Life.”

She smirked. “’Tisnae that simple, Ciaran.”
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He intertwined their fingers and smiled. “In my
experience, most things are ne’er as bad as they appear
as long as ye have someone to share them with.” He
raised her chin with his finger, his eyes gentle and
caring. “And ye have me. What could be so verra bad
ye couldnae share with me?”

Smiling, Rosalia placed her hand into his. Looking
into his eyes, her breath quickened, her tongue darting
out to wet her suddenly very dry lips. The prolonged
anticipation was almost unbearable.

He leaned in close, brushing her lips. His kiss was
slow and gentle. Her heart beat faster, and she could
not hear through the blood pounding in her ears. She
pulled him closer, her body aching for his touch. She
deepened the kiss, running her fingers through his
hair. She was powerless to resist him.

When his fingers gently brushed her, he fueled a
gently growing fire.

“Ah, sweeting, ye taste sweet as honey,” he
murmured, the huskiness lingering in his tone. His
hand roamed intimately over her breast and she leaned
into him. The mere touch of his hand sent a warming
shiver through her. She had no desire to back out of
his embrace. Her trembling limbs clung to him and
she could no longer deny herself his touch.

He pulled back and his gaze fell to the creamy
expanse of her neck. “Ye are so beautiful.”

She stiftened and every muscle in her body tensed
as if he had slapped her. Those were the words he had
said to Beathag. Why would he speak the same to her?
Her throat closed up.

Feeling her change in demeanor, he gazed upon
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her searchingly. “What is wrong?” He repeated the
question, and still she could not answer.

She jerked to her feet and tried to put as much
distance between them as possible. He rose in one fluid
motion, quickly closing the gap between them. With
his powerful hands, he turned her to him. He had a
habit of muddling her thoughts when he was so close.

He reached out, holding her at arms’ length. He
studied her intently and refused to waiver. “Something
troubles ye and I will have the reason now. 'Tisnae a
request.” When his eyes suddenly filled with a fierce
sparkling, she stared wordlessly. Her heart pounded
and her voice would not come. “Rosalia,” he warned,
his vexation was evident.

Her eyes quickly darted around the room. “I-I-I...
I cannae.”

“Cannae or willnae?” His tone demanded an
answer. She remained silent in a futile attempt to find
the words she wanted to speak when his anger became
a scalding fury. “Damn it to hell, Rosalia! How can I
help ye if ye donna trust me to tell me what troubles
ye? I thought we were beyond this.”

When she lifted her trembling hands in a defen-
sive gesture and cowered before him, it infuriated
him even more. “I have ne’er raised my hand to a
lass, let alone ye. The fact ye even think I would
strike ye... I give ye nay reason to fear me, but your
lack of trust in me is disconcerting.” He worked off
his anger by pacing.

A wave of apprehension swept through her, and she
attempted to clutch his hand. “Ciaran, please.” Pulling
his hand free of hers, he continued to storm back and
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forth, throwing heated looks her way. Nervously,
she ran her hands through her tresses. “Ciaran, this
isnae—please, come and sit,” she offered, motioning
to the chair.

A sudden icy contempt flashed in his eyes and he
smirked but, to her relief, eventually took a seat.

He glared at her, frowning.

She hesitated, torn by conflicting emotions. She
wondered if she should confess her doubts to him.
Now it was her turn to pace. “I meant nay oftense
to ye. When ye raised your voice, my body only
reacted as I am accustomed,” she explained. Taking a
deep breath, she tried to relax, but his expression was
thunderous. His angry gaze swung over her and he
continued to clench his jaw.

A tense silence enveloped the room.

She stopped in front of him, easing into a smile when
he simply raised his brow and folded his arms over his
chest. Why did men have to be so frustrating? He was
as stubborn as James. In an attempt to calm him, she
knelt before him and reached out for his hands.

“Ciaran, I know ye wouldnae strike me. I honestly
donna have control over how my body reacts. I have
had a thrashing so many times that I come to expect
it. My apologies if 1 offended ye and I meant nay
disrespect. I do trust ye. I trust ye with all of my heart.”
She caressed his hands with her fingers.

“But nae enough to tell me the reason of what
troubles ye,” he said, coolly disapproving. “Ye say that
ye trust me and yet ye donna.”

She bit the inside of her cheek, attempting to have
more time to weigh her options as Beathag’s warning
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replayed in her mind. She did not understand all of
what was between them, but of this, she had no doubt.
She truly cared for Ciaran and did not want him hurt,
or perhaps worse. If she told him the truth, would he
believe her? If something happened to him, could she
forgive herself because she did not tell him? Placing
her head down on his thigh, she moaned in total
frustration, feeling his muscular leg immediately tense.
After a moment, she lifted her head.

His head was leaned back and his eyes were closed.
Slowly and hazily, he opened his eyes and smiled. “I
think it best if ye sit in the chair, Rosalia.”

Out of all the responses she thought to get, that was
not one of them.

She sat in the chair, and began, “Ciaran, I do trust
ye. I have caused ye enough concern and if I speak to
ye on this matter, I may bring naught but trouble to
your door.”

Pausing, he gazed at her speculatively. “And why
donna ye let me decide? I am listening, sweeting,” he
said gently.

She cast her eyes downward, playing with the fabric
of her skirts. “I will speak with ye as long as ye promise
me we will speak on this and ye willnae bellow at me.
I will have your word, Ciaran MacGregor.”

“Ye have my word.”

=D

When Ciaran watched Rosalia cower before him, he
had to willfully rein his temper. After all he had been
though with her, it infuriated him that she would think
he would strike her. When she explained she did not
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shy away from him intentionally, he felt some relief.
At least they were speaking now. He knew he would
have the tale of what was troubling her eventually.

It took nearly an hour’s time for him to pull the
entire tale from her. He was aware that Beathag had
played her tricks, but he had had no idea she would
threaten Rosalia. This changed matters completely.
As promised, he did not bellow. He merely sat and
listened while she spoke of Beathag’s tangled web.
In fact, his only thought was that Beathag would be
removed and banished from Glenorchy. Where she
traveled, he cared not. He looked forward to having
such a conversation. After all, he did give her fair
warning and he was a man of his word.

“Ciaran, ye have barely spoken. Will ye tell me
what ye are thinking?”

He frowned. “What I am thinking? My thoughts
are quite clear, I assure ye. Beathag will be removed
from Glenorchy.” He would see to it that Rosalia no
longer had to worry about her.

She stirred uneasily in the chair. “But Dunnehl’s
men—"

“Arenae your concern. I told ye nay harm will
come to ye while ye are within my walls.”

Her eyes widened with concern. “Aye, but ye
cannae stop them from coming to your gates. I am
concerned for ye, Ciaran.” Glancing down, she studied
her hands. “Mayhap we should travel to Glengarry
soon and I can seek protection from my family. I
cannae put ye and your family in danger.”

He rose and knelt down before her. Clutching
her hand, he raised it tenderly to his lips. “Nay one
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threatens me or mine. Ye are under my protection,
and I will see to it that nay harm comes to ye.”

Pushing him away, she jerked to her feet with a
purpose. “I release ye from any duty ye feel toward me.”

He laughed as if sincerely amused. “Release me?
What is this ye speak?” He stood up and folded his
arms over his chest.

She took an abrupt step toward him. “Ye found
me and cared for me. Ye offered to escort me to
Glengarry. Ye donna have a duty to protect me,
Ciaran MacGregor.”

He mimicked her stance. “I donna have a duty to
protect ye, Rosalia Armstrong. I do so willingly.” He
had to admit that he did not understand where any of
this was coming from. Why would she even think he
would not offer her protection?

She swiveled quickly, turning her back on him.
Approaching the window, she stared blankly out at
the loch. “Why?”

He came close and turned her toward him. His
fingers trailed down her temple. “Ye donna know?”
he asked searchingly.

She cleared her throat, pretending not to be
affected. “Nay, I donna.”

Slowly and seductively, his gaze slid downward.
“I... care for ye.”

A look of disappointment passed over her features.
“As ye cared for Beathag?” she asked thickly.

He straightened to his full height as if he’d received a
strong blow across the face. “I didnae care for Beathag.”

“Pray excuse me if I donna understand, my laird.
Ye say ye didnae care for Beathag, but ye speak the
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same words to me as ye spoke to her,” she said in a
clipped tone.

“Pray excuse me if I donna understand, my lady. I
tell ye I didnae care for Beathag, but ye donna trust the
words I speak,” he repeated in the same clipped tone.

Her eyes were clouded with tears. “Ciaran, she said
ye told her she was beautiful, and ye tell me the same,”
she cried, wiping her falling tears. “I donna understand
why ye would tell me. She is beautiful and I know I
donna look... as her.”

This was her concern? She was nothing like
Beathag. Why would she ever compare herself with
her? How in the hell could he make her understand
the difference? He placed his head to hers. “What men
speak in the throes of passion are simply empty words
to satisty their lust. What a man speaks to someone
he loves are meaningful words to bring her into his
heart.” Pulling back, he smiled, wiping her falling
tears. “Donna ye know ye are in my heart, sweeting?
I lov... er, care for ye deeply and ye are beautiful.”



Cloven

CIARAN SWUNG OPEN THE BEDCHAMBER DOOR. IF
Seumas was surprised to see him in Rosalia’s chamber,
his expression did not show it. “My laird, two riders
are at the front gates and insist to speak with only ye.
They also have a woman traveling with them.”

“Aye.” He turned his head around. “Ye stay here
until I speak to ye otherwise.” His voice was low
and commanding.

The man simply muddled Rosalia’s mind. Now
that he took his leave, she was on safer ground and
could pull her drifting thoughts together. She could
not keep doing this. She had left Mangerton to create
a new life, and she could not do it successfully if
she kept dwelling upon the future or the past. She
needed to stay focused on the present to put things
into perspective. Although Ciaran spoke the words,
they were only that—words. She needed to cease
analyzing everything.

Seumas appeared at the door to her bedchamber
with a grim look upon his face. “My lady, our laird
requests your presence in his solar at once.”
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“Of course, Seumas. Is everything all right?” She
was unable to mask the nervousness in her voice.

He escorted her down the hall. “I donna know,
my lady.”

Seumas knocked on the solar door and Ciaran bade
him enter. Opening the door, Seumas gave her a reas-
suring smile.

“Lass, there is someone here to see ye.” Ciaran’s
smile was almost apologetic.

He stepped aside as Duncan and Ealasaid rose from
their chairs. “Och, lass. Ciamar a tha sibh?” How are
you?” Ealasaid cried. Her face split into a wide grin, and
then Rosalia ran into her arms and wept aloud with
relief. Ealasaid was everything that was good and pure
in this world, and her mere presence brought Rosalia
the support she so desperately needed. She did not
even realize how much she had needed her until now.

Ealasaid rubbed her hand over Rosalia’s short
tresses. “There, there, lassie. Ealasaid is here,” she
spoke in a soft and clear, soothing voice.

A strong hand rubbed Rosalia’ back as she reluc-
tantly pulled away, wiping her tears. Those same hands
turned her and pulled her into a crushing embrace.
“Duncan,” Rosalia cried.

He held her in a tight embrace. “Och, lass. "Tis so
good to see ye. We have missed ye overmuch.”

Giving them both a warm smile, Rosalia embraced
them again simultaneously. She did not want to let
them go. “I am so joyful to see ye, but I donna under-
stand how ye are here.”

Ciaran placed his hand on her shoulder. “’Tis a long
tale. Why donna we all sit, and Duncan will explain.”
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He gestured to the chairs, and everyone composed
themselves and took their seats. Pulling her cut tresses
away from her face, Rosalia tucked unruly strands
behind her ear. She must look quite the sight.

Clearing his throat, Duncan spoke hesitantly. “Lass,
’tis nay easy way to speak what I must, but [ will try.”
There was a pensive shimmer in the shadow of his
eyes. Giving him a reassuring smile, she nodded for
him to continue. Wiping his brow, he cast a nervous
glance. “When James returned with Lord Dunnehl’s
men...” He paused, looking away from her.

As his expression darkened with an unreadable
emotion, she stirred uneasily in the chair. “Duncan,
what has happened? Is James well?” Her voice faded
into a hushed whisper.

“James is fine, lass.” He hesitated another moment
and his face was closed. “Lord Dunnehl became
enraged when they couldnae find ye and accused your
father of trying to cheat him out of coin. He... your
father is dead, lass,” he said solemnly.

The color drained from her face. “What?” she
exclaimed, rubbing her hand over her forehead. Her
father was dead—dead because Dunnehl killed him
and dead because of her. She stammered in bewilder-
ment. “Tha mi duilich.” I am sorry.

Strong arms pulled her up and embraced her.
“Rosalia,” Ciaran murmured. “’Tisnae your fault,
sweeting.” He rubbed her back. “’Tis but what happens
when you try to make a deal with the Diabhal..” Devil.

Her mind was spinning. “Chan eil mi a’ tuigsinn.” I
do not understand. “Why would Dunnehl kill Father? I
am the one who ran and I am the one...”
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Ealasaid rose, placing her hand at Rosalia’s back.
“Och, lassie. Ye arenae at fault. Ye know there was
nay coin in the coffers, and your father and mother
would have done anything to fill them. If it wasnae
your father, it would have been ye—of that, I have
nay doubt, my sweet lass.”

Ciaran gently rubbed her arms. “Look at me,” he
said in a calming voice. “Tha mi duilich, Rosalia, but
I know what ye are thinking and I want ye to cease.
Ye arenae at fault. Ye knew ye couldnae stay there as
much as ye couldnae have wed Dunnehl.” His gaze
was steady.

She nodded her head, in a daze. “I know, but
I cannot fathom that my father was killed by the
English beast. I didnae think he would hold Father
responsible for—"

“Duncan, there is ale on the stand,” Ciaran inter-
rupted, motioning with his head toward the stand.

Placing her head to Ciaran’s chest, Rosalia closed
her eyes and his comforting arms encircled her. Her
collectedness was cracking. When Ciaran pulled back,
Duncan handed her the ale. Slumping down on the
chair, she gulped a healthy, burning mouthful. Perhaps
the fiery liquid would take away the numbness she felt.

“Easy, lass,” murmured Duncan.

She laughed. “’Tis Ciaran’s own ale. I am quite
used to it, I assure ye.” Ciaran rubbed her shoulder,
and spoke in hushed tones to Duncan.

“If there is more, my laird, I will hear it. Ye donna
have to shelter me,” she chided him.

He watched her with a critical squint. “Are ye sure?
Ye have been through—"
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“I am sure.” Turning to Duncan and Ealasaid,
Rosalia gestured for them to sit. “Please, ye have trav-
eled far to see me. I will be fine.”

Duncan and Ealasaid reluctantly sat down. Duncan
hesitated before he spoke. “When James returned
with Lord Dunnehl’s men, he discovered your father’s
body. Lord Dunnehl had already taken his leave and
left word for his men to return to Northumberland.
He doesnae search for ye.”

Clearing his throat, Duncan wiped his brow. “Your
father repaid his debt with his lifeblood, lass. The
remainder of your father’s men disbanded, and there
was only Ealasaid and me. James sent us straight away
to ye and had one of his trusted men escort us. He has
already taken his leave. James told me that ye were
here with Laird MacGregor at Glenorchy. He didnae
want to take a chance he was being watched so he sent
us to deliver this message.

“He will ensure Lord Dunnehl nay longer searches
and will meet ye at Glengarry in the spring when ’tis
safe for him to travel to ye.” Duncan turned toward
Ciaran. “And if Laird MacGregor will have us, we will
travel to Ealasaid’s sister in the spring.”

Ciaran nodded. “Ye are welcome to stay at
Glenorchy for as long as ye wish.”

Perhaps it was her own uneasiness, but something
was missing in Duncan’s words. “And what of
Mother?” Everyone turned to stare at her with blank
expressions. Something cautioned her not to ask, but
she must know the truth—all of it. She turned to
Ealasaid, repeating the question.

Ealasaid played with the fabric of her skirts, then
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gave her a sympathetic smile. “She is with Lord
Dunnehl, lass.” She spoke sympathetically and cast her
eyes downward.

She gasped. “The beast took my mother? He killed
my father and fook my mother?” She jerked to her feet
and started to pace.

Ealasaid gave her a sheepish grin. “Nay, lassie. Your
mother went willingly.”

She stopped dead in her tracks. “She what?” she
bellowed. “She went with him willingly? That English
cur killed my father, and my mother went willingly
with the man who had killed my father. Is that what
ye are telling me?”

“I think R osalia has had enough,” Ciaran interjected.

She whipped around and glared at him. “Och, nay.
I will have the entire tale, Ciaran.” She turned back
to Ealasaid, who was studying her skirts and would
not lift her eyes to hers. She certainly did not want
to frighten Ealasaid, but she needed the truth and she
would have it.

Raising her head, Ealasaid glanced at Rosalia with
compassion. “Aye, lassie. She claimed there was
naught more she could do at Mangerton and wanted
to go back to England.”

Rosalia could not think through the blood pounding
in her ears. Ciaran opened the door to his solar, ordering
someone to show Ealasaid and Duncan to their rooms.

Duncan approached her, placing his hand to her
shoulder in a fatherly gesture. “Ye are safe now, lass.
"Tis all that matters.”

“Aye, lassie. Ye rest and come see us later,” said
Ealasaid, giving her a look of comfort.
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She embraced them both. “My apologies. I am glad
ye are both here and safe. I will speak with ye later.”
She embraced them both again. “I am truly joyful ye
are both here.”

=D

Ciaran ordered Seumas to have one of the maids fetch
Rosalia’s cloak. She stood in front of him looking so
lost and alone. He was not sure how to comtfort her.
Although she had been mistreated by her father, he
was still her father nonetheless. She should mourn
his passing, but Ciaran would not allow her to
blame herself. Her sire chose his own fate. He never
respected a man who raised his hand to a woman or
sat by while someone else did harm.

He smiled his thanks when the maid returned
with Rosalia’s cloak. His memory strayed as he
remembered the pain he had felt at the loss of his
own father.

He gently wrapped the cloak around her shoulders.
“Come, sweeting,” he said tenderly. He pulled her
close to his side, and they walked together. He led
her to the parapet, hoping fresh air would bring her
some relief. She stared blankly out at the loch, and he
was caught oft guard by the sudden vigorousness in
her voice.

“I always wanted to travel to the Highlands, but I
ne’er expected such an adventure,” she said solemnly.

He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and she
leaned into him. He kissed the top of her head.

“I cannae believe my father is dead, let alone that
my mother went with my father’s murderer.”
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He squeezed her shoulder. “Your father and
mother made their choices, lass. Ye needed to make
yours and ye did what ye had to, Rosalia.” Turning
her to face him, he smiled gently. “I know ye are
distraught and ye have reason to mourn your father,
but ye donna have reason to blame yourself. I willnae
allow it,” he ordered, brushing his fingers lightly on
her cheek.

She smiled. “Ye know ye can be verra persuasive,
my laird.”

“So ye have said,” he whispered, lowering his head
and brushing a soft kiss on her lips.

Wrapping her arms around him, she nestled her
head into his chest. “Ciaran, I feel so many ways. I
donna know what to do. I cannae think clearly.”

He placed his chin on the top of her head. “Let
me help ye. Let me be here for ye. Let me share your
burden, but donna close yourself from me.”

She sighed. “I struggle with the words ye speak. Ye
are laird and are already burdened. Ye donna need me
as well. Isnae Declan burden enough?”

He chuckled. “There is that, but I want ye to think
upon this.” He paused, placing his lips close to her ear.
“I am stuck with Declan, but I choose ye.”

Pulling away, she glanced at him searchingly. “And
I choose ye, Ciaran MacGregor. If I am thankful for
anything that has happened of late, ’tis that I met ye.
Ye are a great and honorable man.”

He knew his face colored and he turned his head
away from her. After all, he was a Highland laird, a
warrior. “Come now before ye swell my head.”

(=)
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Rosalia ate her meal in her bedchamber. She should
have been more attentive to Ealasaid and Duncan after
they had traveled so far, but she could not bring herself
to entertain them with pleasantries. She needed time
to recover.

There was a knock at the door and Aisling entered.
Giving Rosalia a sisterly embrace, she expressed
sympathy for her father’s passing. “Come,” said
Aisling, guiding her to the bed. “I know just what
ye need.” Propping up pillows, they lounged casually
upon the bed. “Now tell me, how do ye fare?” she
asked with concern.

Rosalia leaned back and briefly closed her eyes. “I
have seen better days. I assure ye.” She adjusted the
pillows at her back. “I cannae yet believe my father
was murdered and my mother—well, I donna even
have the strength to put into words how I feel.”

“’Tis all right to be angry and hurt, Rosalia. Donna
keep these feelings all to yourself lest ye go mad,” said
Aisling, patting her on the leg.

“I know ye are right. I blame my father for many
things, but he was still my father.”

Aisling grabbed her hand in a comforting gesture.
“I understand. I think ye need to focus on the present.
Ye are starting a new life. Look how far ye have come,
Rosalia,” said Aisling in an encouraging tone.

“I actually had the same thoughts this morn.
Ye are a wise woman. Thank ye for your counsel,
Aisling.” She enjoyed having a woman she could
speak with freely.

Aisling waived her off. “Please, we are as sisters.
"Tis but what we do. I almost forgot.” Leaning over
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the side of the bed, she pulled up a covered basket that
Rosalia had not even noticed through her doldrums.
Aisling uncovered the bundle and reached in. “I was
instructed to give ye these.” She handed her a biscuit.

Rosalia grinned. “Ealasaid?” She took a bite, imme-
diately knowing the source that created such splendid
bliss. “Och, Ealasaid,” she moaned.

Grabbing another biscuit from the basket, Aisling
pointed to Rosalia. “Donna keep them all to your-
selt,” she said, tossing a piece into her mouth. She
moaned. “’Tis truly incredible,” she said, closing her
eyes in enjoyment.

“What is truly incredible?” asked Ciaran, walking
into the room through the adjoining door.

“Ye men,” Aisling smirked. “Always at hand when
food is present, but if we need ye for something, ye
arenae to be found.”

Reaching out, he took a biscuit and sat down
on the bed next to Rosalia. Placing a piece into his
mouth, he grunted. “These are truly incredible. Where
did ye get them?” he asked, wiping the crumbs from
his chin.

She giggled. “Ealasaid. They are my favorite,” she
said, wiping the crumbs from her chin as well.

“I can see why.”

“What can ye see?” asked Aiden, also ambling into
the room through the adjoining door.

Aisling laughed. “Ye see? Always at hand when
tood is present but conveniently disappearing if we
call upon them.”

“Are those biscuits?” asked Aiden, reaching into
the basket.
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Aisling slapped his hand. “Aye. There is only one
remaining and they were made for Rosalia,” she
chided him.

He had such a look of disappointment on his face
that Rosalia handed him the last one. “My thanks.”
Aiden gave her a sympathetic smile and took a bite.
He closed his eyes and grunted.

She laughed. “Ealasaid. Her biscuits are much
comfort.”

“And how long will she be with us?” he asked
hopetully.

“Long enough for ye to get your fill of biscuits,
Husband,” Aisling chuckled.

Aiden wiped the crumbs from his chin. He turned
his gaze back to Rosalia.

“As I am sure my brother has said, if ye need
anything, ye need only ask,” said Aiden with sincerity.

“Ye all have my thanks—truly.”

Aisling stood up abruptly. “Well, ’tis getting
late, Husband. Shall we take our leave?” Her voice
sounded odd, her eyes widened, and she gave a slight
nod for Aiden to follow.

He stared at her, confounded. ‘““Tisnae late, Aisling.”
When her eyes bore into him with silent expectation,
it was if something clicked in his mind and he turned
on his heel. “Aye, Wife. "Tis late.”

Ciaran laughed as they departed. “Ye would think
they were newly wed,” he chuckled, studying Rosalia
for a brief moment. “Ye seem lighter of heart. How
do ye fare?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Now that I am away
from Mangerton, I see the truth of how my life really
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was. ‘Tis quite maddening actually. I couldnae think
while I was there. Now that I have been away, I am
able to think more clearly.”

His mouth curved with tenderness. “I know of what
ye speak. I find if I am troubled, I am able to think
much clearer if [ am away from what troubles me.”

Lifting one hand, she caressed his cheek. “Then I
hope I donna trouble ye, Ciaran.”

He kissed the palm of her hand. “I love the sound
of my name upon your lips,” he murmured.

When her mind relived the velvet warmth of his
kiss, she yanked him closer until his lips were almost
touching hers. “Ciaran,” she whispered, bringing his
mouth to hers. She boldly kissed him with a hunger
that belied her outward calm. She was shocked at her
own eager response, giving herself freely to the passion
of the kiss.

She leaned back on the bed and pulled him close.
Reclaiming his lips, she crushed him on top of her.
Any reflections she had, she willed away. She was tired
of thinking.

He pulled back slightly and traced his fingertip
across her lip. His smoldering look burned her deep
within her soul. God help her. At that moment, she
realized the truth. She loved him.

She slid her hands under his tunic as she felt the
evidence of his desire rise between them. Her heart
pounded furiously against his. He was so hot. She
melted into him.

Pressing kisses along his jaw, she savored the hint
of salt and the scratch of his jaw against her lips. She
sensed he was holding back, but she would not have it.
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She rubbed her body against him and closed her
eyes, enjoying the sudden rush of heat between
them. She felt passion rise in her like the hottest fire,
clouding her brain, her senses. She wanted—him.

=D

Ciaran was on fire. He had never been more aroused
in his life. Rosalia’s innocent touches were driving him
mad. All of his honorable intentions were forgotten.
All he could think of was tearing oft her gown and
thrusting up high inside her until the burning stopped.

His kisses became demanding. He wanted her to
know what she did to him. Never had he experi-
enced this kind of urgency. His tongue delved into
her mouth with eager abandon. She was so hot and
willing. He could not get enough.

His tongue circled hers, probing in an anxious
rhythm that mirrored his pulsing erection. Her soft
mewling sounds only heated his desire for her. He
slid his hands down to her waist and over her hips,
molding every sweet curve closer to his body.

He loosened her bodice enough to pull it past her
shoulders and molded her breasts into his hands. The
soft pink flesh was more than enough to fill his hands,
more lush than he remembered. He lifted her breast
to his lips and encircled her nipple with his tongue.
“Rosalia, ye taste so sweet,” he murmured.

He cupped her mounds with his rough hands, and
she groaned as he caressed their softness. She was like
velvety fruit that was ripe for the picking. He wanted
to savor her sweetness.

He eased his hand up the edge of her skirts, sliding
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up the center of her silky thigh, and she moaned
against his ear. Hell. She was so damn responsive. His
finger swept her sex... so wet. She was more than
ready for him. He wanted nothing more than to strip
off every piece of clothing and bury himself deep into
her warm, welcoming heat.

He teased her with his hand, and her hips started
to arch against him. He would make her come. Her
tiny whimpers increased in urgency as she grabbed his
arms, sculpting his muscles. God’s teeth! She was going
to come apart in his hand.

When he felt her break apart, he pressed his finger
against the sensitive part of her. His tongue delved into
her mouth with the same rhythm as his finger pressing
against her womanly heat.

She arched her back and cried out his name. He
could not take his eyes off her face. She was so damn
tempting with her lips parted and her passion-glazed
eyes. Her desire and responsiveness drove him wild.
She was so damn beautiful.

He needed to be inside her.

He unfastened his trews and her eyes widened,
forcing him to address the sudden wave of reality that
came upon him. Closing his eyes, he took a deep
breath, pausing for a moment to pull himself together.
“Rosalia, I know ye are distraught so I must think for
both of us. If we do this—”

“Donna think, Ciaran,” she pleaded.

“Rosalia...”

“Donna think. Take me, Ciaran,” she said, pulling
him to her.

He choked. God’s teeth! She was going to unman
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him like some untried lad. His insecure, sweet lass was
a siren! He was a battle-hardened warrior—at least,
that was what he kept telling himself. Control. He
must regain control.

He closed his eyes for collectedness. “Ye arenae
yet mine to take,” he bit out, trying to calm his
racing heart.

“What? Ye cannae offer me such a gift and then say
[ am nae yours to take,” she said, gasping for breath.
“I donna understand.”

He rolled onto his side and gently caressed her
bare shoulder. “’Tis the only gift I am able to give ye
now—at least, nae until...”

“Nae until...?” she asked.

He had already spoken too freely. He needed to
regain control, and to his dismay, there was no other
way. Reluctantly, he rose from the bed. “Your pleasure
was what I sought, lass. Pray excuse me,” he said abruptly
and walked through the adjoining door. He would seek
his own release and then his mind would be clear.

(=)

Rosalia did not have the strength to dwell upon
Ciaran’s words, but she had to admit she was
concerned about his actions. He sprang from the bed
and took his leave without as much as a backward
glance. Granted, she was not skilled in the ways of
what a man and a woman shared. Ciaran offered her
pleasure and held back from seeking his own. That’s
why she was caught oft guard when he took his leave
so abruptly after their—well, she was not sure exactly
what that had been.
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Slowly rising from the bed, she straightened her
clothing. Her legs could barely support her, and she
had a gentle, calming sensation as well. What was
that about? Wicked memories of Ciaran plagued her.
She sat in the chair before the firelight, still smiling at
what had occurred between them. It was a welcome
distraction—a very welcome distraction. In fact, she
would enjoy being distracted much more often.

He entered her bedchamber and his expression
was not as tight as before. Smiling, he approached her
and brushed a soft kiss to her lips. His mood seemed
suddenly buoyant.

“I didnae think ye would return,” she said searchingly.

“Of course I would return,” he said, sitting in the
opposite chair. “I enjoyed being with ye, lass.” He
gave her a roguish grin.

She was almost embarrassed at how happy that
made her, and she flushed miserably. “I enjoyed being
with ye as well, my laird.”

Leaning forward, he grabbed her hand. “We need
to speak about Beathag.”

She moaned and rolled her eyes. “Do we need to
do that now?”

His expression stilled and grew serious. “Aye. [ will
speak with her on the morrow and she will take her
leave before ye break your fast.”

“Aye,” she sighed. She wondered where Beathag
would go or if she had family that would take her in.

He smiled at her knowingly. “Rosalia, ye cannae save
everyone. After all she said to ye, she doesnae deserve
your pity. Besides,” he said, patting her hand, “save your
compassion for me when I unintentionally fire your ire.”
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“Ciaran, ye are a man and predestined to fire my
ire,” she chuckled.

Sitting back in the chair, he bobbed his head. “Aye,
so Aisling tells Aiden, Declan, and me—repeatedly.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “What can I say to
that? Aisling is a wise woman.” She yawned and raised
her fingers to her lips.

He stood and held out his hand. “Come. Ye will
feel better after a good sleep.”

Placing her hand into his, she stood. “Ye know?
This is one time [ think I agree with ye.”

He brought her fingers to his lips and kissed the top
of her hand, looking into her eyes with warmth she
had come to savor. “Good sleep, my lady.”

“My thanks, Ciaran... for everything.”

He nodded his head and turned toward the
adjoining door, pausing after he stepped through it.
Turning, he winked at her and then proceeded to
gently close the door.

She sighed in contentment. She fell back on the bed
and did not even worry about changing into her night-
clothes. She would only rest her eyes for a moment.

=D

Ciaran had not tossed and turned in total frustration
for a long time. Even his own release did not satisfy
the burning hunger he felt for Rosalia. She would
have actually permitted him to bury himself deep
within her luscious body. Sometimes his honor and
chivalry were a pain in the arse. A few years ago he
wouldn’t have second-guessed himself. She would
be his in mind, body, and soul. His mind raced as he
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thought of what he must do to proceed with his own
lite. First, he must see to Beathag. Second, he would
need to ensure Declan was on a straight path. How he
regretted his promise to his father.

Having no tolerance for sleep, he threw the blan-
kets from the bed and dressed. The sooner he could
be done with the first task, the sooner he could see
to the second. He descended the stairs in search of
Beathag. He found her in her bedchamber and nudged
her awake. “Get dressed,” he said tersely. “I will wait
outside the door.”

Appearing moments later, she did not seem
surprised to see him. He escorted her into his solar
and closed the door. He had many words he wanted
to speak to her, but he would not make this more
difficult than it needed to be. He must maintain his
purpose, and that was solely to remove Beathag from
the walls of Glenorchy.

“I gave ye fair warning and ye disobeyed me. Ye
are to take your leave of Glenorchy and ne’er return.
Ye arenae welcome here,” he said with steely deter-
mination. Beathag smiled at him with a cold, soulless
glare. Her lack of emotion caught him unaware. He
was prepared for battle, but she did not even raise her
verbal sword. In fact, she did not speak a single word.

Grabbing her firmly by the elbow, he escorted her
to the front gates as the rising sun cast its first rays of’
light. Beathag took her leave with not even a fare-
thee-well or a backward glance. He would not dwell
on her further; she was not worth it. At least she could
no longer cause Rosalia griet within his walls.

As he walked through the bailey and into the great
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hall, he spotted Declan breaking his fast—the second
task to which he must attend. He prayed this was not
a hopeless task. He was anxious to move forward with
his own life and have a wife of his own. He knew the
perfect woman.

=D

Beathag grudgingly stepped away from the front gates.
She refused to look back and give the MacGregor
whoreson the satisfaction. She had to remain calm,
focused on her plan. She would get the coin promised
to her and leave this wretched land forever without
looking back.

Men and their games—what they did not realize
was that she could be just as dangerous and deadly as
any man.



Twelve

“NAY. | WILLNAE ACCEPT THESE.” ROSALIA FOLDED
her arms over her chest, shaking her head in disapproval.

Ciaran rose to his full height. “Ye can be such a
stubborn lass,” he said, exasperated. “Ye are in the
Highlands. The first snowfall is upon us, and ye need
suitable clothing lest ye catch the ague.”

She huffed. “I have Aisling’s—"

“And they donna fit,” he countered.

“Ye arenae going to leave me in peace, are ye?”

He shook his head and smiled in return. “Nay.”

Pausing, she glanced at her trunk. “If ye insist I
accept the clothing, ye can at least grant me a boon,”
she said as she bent over to open the trunk. When he
stood behind her and placed his arms around her waist,
she jumped.

“And what boon might that be, my lady?” he
whispered silkily into her ear. She pulled out of his
embrace and shoved a pouch into his hands. He held it
up and cast a questioning glance at her. “What is this?”
He shook the bag as clanging noises came from within.

“Coin. "Tisnae much, but ’tis all I brought with me
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from Mangerton. Tis but the least I can do to repay
your kindness, my laird. Ye have offered me shelter,
clothing, bed me...” She immediately caught her slip
of the tongue and blushed. When he smiled with male
satisfaction and simply raised his brow, she swatted at
him. “Fed me. I meant to say ye fed me, clothed me,
and I could go on as such.”

Giving her an amused grin, he tossed the coins back
into the trunk and slammed the lid shut. “Please save us
both the time. I willnae take your coin and ye will take
the clothes.” Approaching her, he gently grabbed the
bottom of her chin. “Ye are so stubborn, but I know
ye can be sensible as well. "Tis how I know I will see
ye wear the newly made clothing.” He kissed the tip
of her nose. Turning, he walked to the door. “I must
go to the village. I will return for the midday meal.”

“Ciaran?”

He spun around. “Aye?”

“Will ye please take Noonie? I am sure he needs a
run.” Nodding his head, he opened the door. “And
Ciaran? Ye have my thanks for the clothing.”

“Ye may thank me later,” he said with a roguish
grin, slowly closing the door.

Her heart hammered against her ribs. She wondered
if he would ever stop affecting her that way. She
shook her head as she glanced at the bed. Holding
up a newly made cloak, she wrapped it around her
and smiled when she realized that it covered her
perfectly. It was finely made and perfect for her
height. Placing it back upon the bed, she lifted a day
dress and held it up in front of her. Stacking it back
on the pile, she counted five dresses. There was no
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way she could ever repay his kindness. As she tried
to lift the gowns from the bed, something caught her
attention. Shifting the dresses to the side, she gasped
in astonishment.

A beautiful gown was conveniently hidden beneath
the other clothing. The fabric was of fine quality and
beautifully made. It was a lovely blue, the color of
the sky, accented with gold ribbon and a low bodice.
Why would Ciaran have bestowed such a gift upon
her? This was clearly a gown to be worn in London
amongst King James’s royal court. Such niceties were
not something to be worn at Glenorchy, or Glengarry,
for that matter. Where would she ever wear such a
gown? She held it to her frame. Pulling out the skirts
to the side, she spun around and smiled. She could
almost imagine herself among royalty. Better yet, she
could almost picture herself on Ciaran’s arm as his
wife, dancing away into the wee hours of the night.
She smiled when she realized she must look like quite
the fool.

Lowering the gown back onto the bed, she hefted
the day dresses and was hunching over to place them
in her trunk when she spotted a pair of doeskin boots
sticking out from under the bed. Setting the dresses
on her trunk, she bent over and scooped up the
boots. Not only did he have clothing made for her,
but she had warm boots for the winter solstice. As she
examined the boots, she was astonished to discover
matching blue slippers stufted inside them—slippers
that matched her radiant gown. Ciaran was clever.
She would give him that. He knew she would never
accept all of this willingly.
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She fled her bedchamber in search of Aisling since
she was sure her friend had a hand in Ciaran’s plotting.
She finally discovered the culprit in the nursery with
Tearlach. When Rosalia entered, Aisling was down
on all fours in an apparent attempt to make Tearlach
smile. “Is it working?”

“Stubborn as Aiden, I tell ye. I get on the floor
with him and try to make him laugh, but he stares
at me like [ am daft. I have yet to make him smile.
Declan even makes him smile, but his own mother
doesnae. *Tis quite annoying actually,” she mumbled
under her breath.

“Come now, Aisling. Tearlach is obviously a lad
with much sense. He already laughs at the men,”
Rosalia countered, sitting down on the floor.

“There is that.”

Tearlach gnawed on his tiny fist and Rosalia
rubbed his red curls. “Did ye know that Ciaran went
to the village?”

“Aye. Aiden as well.” Aisling rose and picked up
Tearlach from the floor. “Could ye please hand me
his blanket?”

Pulling herself to her feet, Rosalia handed her
the blanket. “I had quite a surprise in my chamber
this morn.”

“Ye did? And what might that be?” Aisling asked
innocently, wrapping the blanket around Tearlach.

“Now why do I get the feeling ye are playing me,
Aisling? I think ye know Ciaran had clothes made for
me, and I cannae help but wonder if ye had a hand in
that as well.” She folded her arms over her chest and
waited for her friend to respond.
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Aisling studied her. “Och, ye have been in Ciaran’s
presence too much. Ye two are sounding and looking
much the same.”

“Mayhap, but I will know the truth if ye had
anything to do with the clothing.”

“And if I did?” Aisling shrugged with indifference
and did not wait for Rosalia to respond. “Ye said
yerself that ye havenae been to the Highlands. Our
Highland weather is much more severe than what ye
are accustomed to. Ye need proper clothes for the
winter solstice and now ye have them. Ye should be
thanking me instead of attempting to scold me.”

“I truly thank ye. They are beautiful.” R osalia relented.

“And ye would have done the same for me. Ye
cannae tell me ye wouldnae.” Aisling gave her a
knowing look. “And how did ye like the gown?” she
asked, rubbing Tearlach’s back.

“’Tis truly verra beautiful, but I donna know where
I would wear it. *Tis as if I should be attending King
James’s court.”

“Donna think too much upon it. Mayhap Ciaran
just wanted ye to have something fanciful to wear,
should something of importance present itself.” Aisling
smiled and nudged her arm.

Rosalia rolled her eyes. “Cease your plotting.”

“Now what is she plotting?” asked Declan, strutting
into the nursery. He smiled at both of them in amuse-
ment. “If she is plotting, I would run, Rosalia—far,
far away.”

“Cease. Both of ye. I donna plot. I merely strongly
recommend, and if it happens, it happens,” Aisling
countered with a trace of laughter in her voice.
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“And how does my wee nephew fare?” asked Declan,
rubbing Tearlach’s curls. As if on cue, Tearlach’s face
lit up and he grinned from ear to ear. Aisling moaned
and rolled her eyes. “What?” Declan asked with a
questioning glance to Aisling.

“Ye see? I try everything to make him smile and he
doesnae. Ye walk in and simply ask how he fares, and
he smiles for ye.”

A lively twinkle came into his eyes. “"Tis because
he knows his Uncle Declan. He more than likely
doesnae want to be around ye women all day.”

“Women?” Aisling’s voice went up a notch and
Rosalia cleared her throat.

“Why donna we go and see if Ealasaid prepared
biscuits for the middaymeal?” she redirected.

“Iamright behind ye,” murmured Declan, promptly
following Rosalia out the door.

“Coward,” Aisling smirked.

“Ye know it,” called Declan from down the hall.

(=)

Ciaran rode to the village with Aiden to collect the
rents and ensure everything was in order. He would
also be sure to thank Cylan for Rosalia’s clothing. A
smile played on his lips as he realized she was softening
toward others providing for her. She had not put up
too much of a battle when she was presented with her
dresses—although, he chose the coward’s way out and
took his leave before she found the fanciful gown or
the boots, for that matter.

“Did Rosalia spar with ye about the clothing?”
asked Aiden.
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“At first, but I took my leave before she had the
chance to scold me further.”

“Coward,” his brother chided him.

“I learned from ye. Your wee wife still frightens ye.”

“There is that.”

In an apparent attempt for freedom, Noonie tried
to pull his head. He was spirited this morning, and if
his prancing feet and agitated movements were any
indication, he obviously wanted to run. “Why donna
we let our mounts run to the village?” Ciaran patted
Noonie on his muscular neck. “He wants to run.”

Aiden kicked his mount, making a mad dash off.
Ciaran gave Noonie his head, and it was not long
before he thundered by Aiden. With the sound of
pounding hootbeats in his ears, the cool breeze whip-
ping him in the face, and the rush of blood pumping
through his veins, he could not help but let out a
blood-pumping battle cry. Aiden reined in beside
him and followed suit. The two of them looked as if’
they were riding into battle instead of enjoying a brief
moment of horseplay.

As they approached the village, they slowed their
mounts, seeing that dense, black smoke billowed
through the air. Riding to the center of the village,
they were greeted with expressions of terror upon the
faces of women and children. Shrill screams pierced
the air. It was a state of sheer panic and chaos.

“My laird!” screamed a lad, stepping out in front of
Noonie. “The stable is burning!”

“Is everyone out?” yelled Ciaran, approaching
the stable.

“I donna know,” screamed the lad in return.
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Reaching the stable, Ciaran saw that smoke was
rising fast and furious, and they jumped from their
mounts. He was met by a woman with soot on her
face and her young daughter, who was in tattered,
soot-covered clothing. He recognized the woman as
Mary, the stable hand’s wife.

“My laird!” she coughed. “My husband is still
in there trying to get the animals out,” she rasped.
“Please help him!” she begged, bending over and
gasping for breath.

Releasing Mary into Aiden’s care, Ciaran ran into
the stable. At first, he could not see anything in front
of him. The heat was so overwhelming that he could
barely breathe. He shouted for the stable hand and
received no reply. The stable started to collapse. A
heavy wooden beam crashed beside him to the ground
in a fiery blaze, its smoldering ash billowing into the
air. He called one last time before he had no choice
but to turn back.

As soon as he came out of the stable, Aiden handed
him a wet cloth. Ciaran took a couple of deep breaths
to clear his lungs and coughed uncontrollably. A
crowd gathered as some of the men made futile
attempts to douse the flames. He glanced over to see
a few of them covering themselves with wet blankets
and held up his hand to stay them. The stable was
falling apart. He could not chance anyone else getting
in harm’s way.

Mary approached him with a questioning look.
“My laird?”

Aiden intercepted and draped his arm gently around
her shoulders, pulling her away. He glanced at Ian’s



234 VicTtoria ROBERTS

daughter as tears streamed down her smeared, sooty
face. Something stirred inside him like a punch to
the gut. Taking another look at the blazing flames,
he covered his mouth with the wet cloth. He heard
Aiden’s warning shouts in the distance as he raced
back into the stable.

He kept the wet cloth firmly pressed against his
mouth and nose, but it did not assist his watering eyes.
He proceeded quickly and cautiously, working his way
further into the stable while avoiding the falling debris.
When he thought he saw something on the ground
a few yards in front of him, he pushed himself even
turther. Ian lay motionless on the ground before him.

He dropped the wet cloth and managed to swing
Ian’s arm around his neck to pull him up, but his lungs
felt as if they were afire. Just as he was about to collapse,
someone grabbed him and pulled him to his feet.

Aiden grabbed Ian’s other arm, supporting his weight,
and led them back through the maze of falling debris.

When at last they stepped out of the stable, Mary
ran to their side. “Ian! Ian! Please be well,” she sobbed.

They carried lan a safe distance away from the
blazing flames and laid him down on the ground.
Aiden saw to Ian while Ciaran stepped away, bending
over and gasping for breath. All he could hear between
his gasps for air and the intensity of his coughing were
the piercing sobs of Mary and her daughter.

“Papa! Papal Please donna leave me! I love ye! I
love ye, Papal”

Ciaran was weighted with a heavy heart knowing
those words would be forever imprinted in his mind.
As he turned, Aiden somberly shook his head.
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Ian was dead.

Aiden pulled Mary away from Ian’s lifeless body
and she embraced him. “He was my life,” she sobbed.
“Why would anyone want to kill him?”

“Kill him?” Aiden asked, throwing a questioning
glance at Ciaran.

Ciaran approached them, and Mary gazed back and
forth between them. “Aye. Eallie and I were in the
pasture when three riders approached.” She pointed
in the direction the men came from. “They threw
something on the walls and then lit it afire,” she cried,
wiping her tears.

“The fire spread right quick. We ran into the stable,
and Ian was trying to get all the animals out. We tried
to help him, but he ordered Eallie and me to take our
leave. He wouldnae leave the animals until every last
one was out. My Ian was a gentle soul and ne’er hurt
anyone. I donna understand why they killed him!”

Cylan approached and embraced Mary and Eallie.
“My laird, I will take them to my cottage if ye donna
mind. They have been through much this day,” she
said sympathetically. He nodded his head in consent,
and as Cylan led them away, Mary and Eallie looked
back at Ian’s lifeless body. Cries of grief made him
shiver to his very core.

He walked to the men who were still trying to
douse the fire. He glanced at Ian. “Someone cover
him with a blanket,” he coughed out. One of the
men draped a blanket over the stable-hand’s body,
and Ciaran nodded for Aiden to gather the men close.
He tried to speak, but his voice was failing him. He
nodded for Aiden to take the lead.
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“I speak on behalt of our laird. Three riders
encroached on Glenorchy lands and murdered one of
our own. Rest assured they will be repaid in blood,”
Aiden bit out as the crowd screamed for vengeance.
“If any of ye saw these riders or know from where
they hail, I ask ye to step forward.” He and Ciaran
glanced over the crowd, and most of villagers shook
their heads in disgust.

“I saw ’em, my laird!” A lad stepped forward.

“Come forward,” said Aiden.

Ciaran walked to the boy and placed his hand on
his shoulder. “Ye saw the men who did this?” he
choked out.

“John!”

Cylan’s husband pushed through the crowd and
stood behind the boy. “John is my nephew. He stays
with Cylan and me as of late.” He turned the boy to
face him. “I want ye to think and I want ye to tell
our laird everything ye can remember—everything,
John. Donna think something is unimportant. Speak
everything ye know.”

John nodded his head in understanding and faced
Ciaran. “I did see ’em, my laird. I saw ’em approach
from that way,” he said, motioning with his finger.
“They rode in fast and there was three of ’em, there
was. They didnae get oft their horses. They threw
something at the stable and then set it afire with a
torch, they did!”

“Did ye see anything else?” Ciaran rasped out,
trying to catch a breath.

“Did they ride out in the same direction?” Aiden
countered.
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“Aye. They rode out as fast as they came in—-bloody
Campbell cowards,” the lad snarled.

Ciaran and Aiden exchanged a carefully guarded
look, neither one of them wanting to confirm or deny
John’s claim. The bloody Campbells were a pain in the
arse with their petty reiving, but there was never blood-
shed. He would need to be damn sure the Campbells
were behind this feat or he would start a bloody war.

“John, ’tis verra important. I want ye to tell me...”
He coughed again uncontrollably and Aiden intervened.

“John, how do ye know it was the Campbells?”
asked Aiden.

“I can spot them Campbells from far away I can.
My da told me to watch out for ’em. He hated the
bastards!” he spat.

“John,” said Cylan’s husband in a reprimanding tone.

“But he did, Uncle!” John shook his head in
confirmation.

Ciaran cleared his burning throat. “John, how do
ye know it was the Campbells?”

He huffed, shifting from foot to foot. “My laird, they
wore the Campbell colors of blue, green, and black,
and I heard ’em yell ‘Cruachan’ with my own ears, |
did. I know that is the cry of em bastard Campbells!
I told ye my da hated the bastards, he did!” He smiled
sheepishly at his uncle. “My apologies, Uncle.”

John’s uncle squeezed his shoulder. “Would ye be
needing anything else, my laird?”

“Nay, I have heard enough,” Ciaran bit out.

Reaching out, Aiden patted the boy on the
shoulder. “Ye did good, lad.” John’s uncle escorted
him away and Ciaran pulled Aiden close.
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“We donna discuss this matter here,” he whispered.

Aiden nodded his head in agreement and glanced
to lan. “We need to seek the priest and have a proper
burial.” As if a second thought crossed his mind, he
added, “Should we send out scouts?”

“Nay. They are gone and have crawled back under
the rock from which they came.”

(=)

The noon meal came and went, and when the men
did not return from the village, Declan ordered a few
of the guards, including Seumas, to ride to the village
and locate their laird. Rosalia and Aisling continued to
keep themselves occupied with Tearlach, neither one
of them wanting to admit to the other that they were
worried about Ciaran and Aiden.

“Why donna we go to the kitchen and mayhap
Ealasaid will show us how to make her biscuits?”
Rosalia asked.

“’Tis a wonderful distraction,” countered Aisling.

When they entered the kitchen, Ealasaid was sitting
at the table making bread. Rosalia inhaled deeply and
patted her on the shoulder. “It smells wonderful.”

“Thank ye, lass,” she said, glancing up from the
table. Ealasaid looked over Rosalia’s shoulder, spotting
Aisling and Tearlach. “I didnae know Lady Aisling was
here as well with her wee bairn. To what do I owe
this pleasure?”

“We thought that mayhap ye would show us how
to make your biscuits.”

Ealasaid laughed. “Ye want me to show ye and
Lady Aisling how to make my biscuits? Lass, ye ne’er
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showed interest in making them, only eating them,”
she gigeled. “Why would ye want to learn now?”

“Well,” she paused, glancing down at her hands.
“Truth be told, the men took their leave early this
morn and said they would return for the midday meal.
They havenae yet returned and ’tis well past the noon
meal. We are attempting to occupy our thoughts.”

“Lass,” Ealasaid addressed them both, her voice
reassuring. “I am sure your men are well and they
know how to take care. Ye donna need to know
how to make biscuits.” She patted Rosalia’s hand. “I
will be able to occupy your thoughts.” Ealasaid rose,
wiping her hands on a cloth. She pulled out the bench
for them to sit. “Ye both sit.” They plopped down
on the bench, grateful for the distraction. Ealasaid cut
a couple of slices of warm bread and placed them on
a trencher before the two women. “Food is always
much comfort.”

Ealasaid went to check on the other loaves, and
Duncan entered through the other side of the kitchen.
Having a mouthful of bread, Rosalia was unable to
greet him. If his actions were any indication, he did
not see them sitting at the table.

He approached Ealasaid with a roguish grin upon
his face. When he squeezed her bottom, she squealed
in surprise, turning around and swatting at him with a
cloth. “Och, I love it when ye hit me,” he murmured,
leaning in for a kiss.

“Duncan!” she squeaked. “Lady Rosalia and Lady
Aisling are here!” She nodded toward the table.

He turned several shades of red, but he approached
the table and smiled. “Lady Rosalia. Lady Aisling.”
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This was certainly a welcome distraction. She had
always believed that Ealasaid and Duncan shared feel-
ings for each other. Now she knew for certain. Their
bantering made her smile. It was obvious they loved
each other. She was joyful for them both. Duncan
rubbed his hand over Tearlach’s curls. “And how are
ye, laddie?”

Tearlach smiled openly, and Aisling rolled her eyes
and moaned. “I give up,” she said, nudging Rosalia
in the ribs.

“Probably a wise choice.”

Everyone froze when there was a sudden ruckus in
the great hall. Aisling and Rosalia sprang to their feet
and walked briskly into the hall. Ciaran’s guards spoke
in raised tones, and angered voices rang out among the
men. Impatiently, she scanned the crowd for Ciaran,
and when she spotted him, her jaw dropped.

He was completely blackened from head to toe. He
looked as tired and worn as if he had been through a
fierce battle. The shock briefly held her immobile, and
there was a heavy feeling in the pit of her stomach.
She ran to his side, and he gave her a tired smile. He
smelled strongly of smoke and ash. “Och, Ciaran.
What has happened? Are ye injured?”

Turning his head away from her, he coughed
uncontrollably. She yelled for a maid to bring him
some water. If she could not get answers from Ciaran,
she would get them from Aiden.

“Aiden, what has happened? What has befallen ye?”
She tried to mask the panic in her voice.

“There is much to say, but now isnae the time nor the
place.” He frowned, his eyes level under drawn brows.
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Nodding, she spun back to Ciaran. He had finished
drinking some water, and his expression was pained.
“My laird?” she asked him searchingly.

Placing his arm over her shoulders, he pulled her
close, lowering his lips to her ear. “My voice has failed
me. Let me bathe and we will speak. Rest assured [ am
nae injured. Only my voice sufters, and it should come
back in a day or two,” he rasped. Hesitating, he turned
his head and coughed again.

She nodded her head in consent and assisted him
toward his chamber. He opened his bedchamber door
and she followed him in. He turned to smile at her,
but his smile did not seem to reach his eyes. He looked
so drained. When he attempted to speak, his voice was
so raspy that he started to cough again.

Pulling her close, he whispered into her ear.
“Donna worry overmuch. My voice only suffers. I
will bathe and then join ye.”

She studied him thoughtfully for a moment to ensure
he was well. “Aye.” She entered her bedchamber
through the adjoining door and slumped down on her
bed. She was so thankful that Ciaran and Aiden were
not injured, but she could not help wondering what
had befallen them. She closed her eyes and prayed it
had not been Dunnehl’s men.

[}

Ciaran scrubbed himself raw. He could not forget the
haunting images of Mary and her daughter as they
mourned the loss of a husband and father. Cylan was
kind-hearted enough to take them in. He would be
sure to provide them whatever they needed. He was
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proud of his clan. They all pulled together. Since the
winter solstice was upon them, he needed to ensure
that the animals lived and his people would be fed.

He had to admit that Declan had surprised him. At
least he’d had the sense to send out the guard when
he and Aiden did not return. He would be sure to tell
him he was pleased. Declan had heeded his warning
since Ciaran had not seen his brother in his cups for
well over a fortnight. That was probably the longest
time his brother had kept to a straight path. He was
proud of him—well, pleased with both of his brothers.
They were dependable and their father had raised
them well. After all, family was the most important
aspect in life.

Ciaran finished his bath and dressed. He grabbed
some much needed ale and met Rosalia in her
chamber. He had grown accustomed to talking with
her in front of the fire. It took all of his strength to take
his leave every eve, but he did it—barely.

“Och, Ciaran. I was worried so. Please tell me ye
are well,” she said, rising to embrace him.

His arms encircled her, and he placed his chin on
the top of her head. “Just let me hold ye,” he whis-
pered. “Ye feel so good to me.” They stood silently
until he pulled away and noticed the tray of food.

“I thought ye might be hungry since ye did not
return for the noon meal.” She handed him a chunk
of bread.

“My thanks,” he whispered. He placed the bread
back on the table and poured himself a tankard of ale.

“Do ye think that wise? If your throat is trouble-
some, mayhap water would be better.”
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“Lass, when ye hear what I have been through
this day, ye will understand why I drink ale.” He
told her of the fire and Ian’s death. What he did not
address was how the fire started and how the bloody
Campbells might be responsible.

They sat in silence and he finished his meal,
welcoming the numbness the ale brought. Too bad
the bath and the ale did not help him to wash away
the day’s events.

“I feel terrible about Ian,” said Rosalia as she
sighed. “How did the fire start?” When he hesitated
too long with his response, she repeated the question.
“Ciaran?” Leaning forward, she touched his arm.
“What is wrong?”

She had become extremely talented at reading his
mind, and it was getting much more difficult to keep
things from her. But he did not want her having
something else to worry about.

“Please donna tell me it was Dunnehl’s men,”
she gasped.

He immediately grabbed her hands to reassure her.
“It wasnae Dunnehl’s men,” he simply stated.

She had a confused expression upon her face.
“It wasnae? If it wasnae Dunnehl’s men, then what
happened and what arenae ye telling me?”

Sitting back in the chair, he rubbed his hand over his
brow. He’d had no intention of speaking with her about
this and was bewildered when it all came out in one
blurted breath. And he did not stop there. In between
coughs, he continued to tell her of his past encounters
with the bloody Campbells—from their thirst for land,
power, and greed to their gaining of King James’s ear.
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“They are full of greed. I will ne’er pretend to
understand the ways of men and their need for such
power and so much land. Glenorchy is your home, and
ye have a right to protect what is yours, Ciaran. The
Campbells—my apologies, the bloody Campbells—have
so many other lands. Why do they keep attempting to
claim Glenorchy?” she asked solemnly.

“I think I am the only one who takes a stand against
the Campbell. I have come to think he enjoys the
challenge. As I said, my clan earned Glenorchy and
we maintain it by right of sword. I willnae give up
my home, but I also donna want to start a war over
the mere words of a lad. I need to be certain they
were responsible. Of this I am sure, if they were the
cause of Ian’s death, there will be bloodshed,” he said
sternly. “I willnae put my men in harm’s way until I
am certain.”

“What will ye do?”” she asked with a look of concern.

“I have already spoken to Seumas, and the guard is
increased around the borders, should another attempt
occur. | donna see another attempt so soon. The
bloody Campbell will expect me to increase my guard
on the borders.” He sighed. “I have thought on this
and will send him a missive on the morrow. If he
claims responsibility, blood will be shed, I assure ye,”
he said tersely.

She smiled.

“What?” he asked her searchingly.

“Ye are a wise man, Ciaran MacGregor. I think
most men would have raised their swords, charged his
gates, and nae waited to hear if he was responsible,”
she simply stated.
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“And at what cost? Many men would lose their
lives foolishly. Many lives have been lost by men
rushing into battle with only their hatred or anger to
guide them. My father always told me ne’er to act on
feeling alone. A planned move is best.”

“He sounds like a wise man.”

“He was... the wisest. I am tired of speaking.”
He studied her dress and smiled. “’Tis one of your
new dresses.”

“Aye. Ye paid to have these made for me. The least
I can do is grant ye the boon to see me in them.”

“Come,” he said, holding out his hand. She rose,
placed her hand into his, and let out a squeal when he
quickly pulled her onto his lap. “Ye look beautiful,
lass.” He litted her tresses behind her ear. “The dress
suits ye.” She blushed and placed her lips to his. When
she pulled back, he growled. “Declan best stay to the
path. I donna know how much longer I can bear this
torture, Rosalia.”

“Neither do I, my laird,” she whispered.

(=)

Archibald Campbell, seventh Earl of Argyll, sat in
the great hall and reread the missive that had been
delivered a short time earlier. He shook his head
in complete aggravation. Out of all the lairds he
defeated and all the lands he seized, the MacGregor
of Glenorchy was always out of his reach. If he could
only claim bordering Glenorchy from that blasted
MacGregor, his lands would be massive. Hell, he
would own most of Scotland himself and, with King
James’s favor, rule most of it.
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He would be unstoppable.

There was no reason this scheme should not have
worked. After all, he’d killed one of them. His men
swore they were seen by some in the village. The
MacGregor should have demanded Campbell blood
and stormed his gates. He was anxious to see the look
upon the MacGregor’s face when he realized he was
sorely outnumbered. He wanted him slaughtered to
pieces. Perhaps even have his head displayed on a pike.
Campbell smiled at the thought but banished it quickly
because now the arse had to send him this missive.

Damn. He needed to provoke the MacGregor into
storming his gates so he could kill him and claim his
lands. He couldn’t very well do that if the whoreson
sent him missives that could be intercepted by King
James’s men. King James was tired of the Highland
lairds and their squabbles. His Majesty demanded
order and the fact that the Campbell personally vowed
to enforce peace in the Highlands did not bode well
for him if he was to be discovered.

He sighed as he realized his plan no longer served
its purpose. He weighed his options because although
he held King James’s ear, he was not sure he could
persuade his liege to act in his favor—especially if
he replied to the missive admitting such a feat. Hell,
either way this scheme was out. The MacGregor was
clever. Campbell would give him that.

Approaching footsteps pulled him from his plotting.
“Now will ye listen to reason? I told ye it wouldnae
work. He is much too cunning.”

Another look at the missive and it did not take long
for the Earl of Argyll to decide. “I am listening.”



MoTHER NATURE WAS RIGHT ON CUE: THE SPRING
equinox arrived and warmed the bitter chill of
winter. The winter solstice had brought frigid
temperatures along with harsh-blowing winds that
cascaded over the loch. Glenorchy had been a
desolate blanket of glistening white for far too long.
Rosalia could not believe she had actually survived
the entire winter at Glenorchy. She was eager to
escape outdoors.

She walked unhurriedly to the stable—as unhur-
riedly as she could while trying to avoid the mud. She
hefted her skirts and lifted her face, enjoying the feel
of the sun against her skin. A slight breeze blew against
her rosy cheeks and she sighed. She truly welcomed
the warmth and vigorousness of spring. She heard
laughter and soon realized she was not the only one
taking advantage of a warm day.

Niall was conversing intently with Duncan—again.
Ever since Duncan had arrived, the two of them
had been inseparable. Niall had told her repeatedly
that Duncan’s keen horse sense was far superior to
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anything he had ever seen. He sought his counsel
often, and Duncan always welcomed Niall’s eagerness
to learn. With a pang of regret, she was aware that it
would not be long before Duncan and Ealasaid took
their leave and traveled to Ealasaid’s sister. She enjoyed
their company and would sorely miss them.

As she opened the door to the stable, she saw
Declan with his head placed to Aiden’s and speaking in
hushed tones. Under normal circumstances, she would
have been quite surprised to see a man engaged in
conversation with a horse; however, she had become
quite accustomed to Declan and his many speeches
with Aiden. He jumped when she reached out and
patted Aiden on the neck.

“And how is Aiden this morn?”

One corner of Declan’s mouth twisted upward.
“Didnae anyone ever tell ye nae to sneak up on a man?”

Rosalia’s eyes widened. “I wasnae sneaking.”

He looked as though he did not believe her.
“Escaping the walls, my lady?”

“Most definitely. I cannae stay indoors any longer
lest I go daft. I think Ciaran is ready to throttle me.”
She laughed.

He chuckled. “I think Aiden is ready to throttle
Aisling as well. Did ye ever think it just might be
something to do with ye women?” He winked at her.

Seeing the amusement in his eyes, she swatted him
in the arm. “Ye better cease. Ye know how Aisling
gets her ire up when ye speak of us that way.”

“And why do ye think I do it?” he said, smirking.

Glancing over Declan’s shoulder, Rosalia noticed
his horse saddled in the other stall. “Are the men
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practicing their swordplay in the bailey?” she asked in
an innocent tone, scratching Aiden behind the ears.

He rolled his eyes. “I know. I know,” he said,
holding up his hands in defense. “I donna feel like
practicing my swordplay this day.”

“Why? "Tis much warmer.”

He shrugged his shoulders. “I donna really want to
speak upon it,” he hedged and a melancholy frown
flitted across his features.

“Well, mayhap ye will speak on it with Ciaran
when he searches for ye to find out why ye donna
practice with the men.” She raised her brow, folding
her arms over her chest.

“Och, Rosalia. Aisling and I donna agree on much,
but ye and Ciaran are sounding and acting much the
same.” He shook his head in amusement.

“I only look out for ye. Ye know Ciaran will come
searching for ye. Why donna ye practice your swordplay
and be done with it? Why do ye want to battle him?”
she asked, wanting to put all of the pieces together.

He paused briefly. “I go to the village,” he said with
quiet emphasis.

“The village? For what purpose?”

“Rosalia,” he warned, half seriously.

“Donna Rosalia me. Why do ye go to the village?”
She cocked her head to the side and waited for him
to respond.

Running his hand through his hair, he moaned.
“Ye and Aisling ne’er cease. And they wonder why I
donna wed,” he mumbled under his breath but loud
enough for her to hear. “Ye donna understand. This
day is difficult for me.” He looked away from her.
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“How s0?” Declan had been practicing his sword-
play with the men and ceased overindulging in ale,
but as of late, he was always seen with his tankard full.
If there was a chance she could pull the reason from
him, she would try.

He fingered the latch on the stall. “My mother died
on this day,” he finally spoke solemnly with sadness
upon his face.

From her prior conversations with Ciaran, Rosalia
knew that Declan and his mother had been very close.
She was sorry for the loss he still carried with him.

“Ciaran doesnae want me to wench or get into my
cups within his walls and I havenae—well, I havenae
wenched. I donna want him to know I take my leave
to the village. He will think I am back to my ways and
I am nae. I need this one day. I will have your word ye
willnae tell him,” he ordered, pointing his finger at her.

She shook her head in frustration. “And what of
when Ciaran searches for ye and cannae find ye? He
isnae daft, Declan.” He attempted to speak, but she
raised her hand, cutting him off. “Ye know, I think
ye misjudge Ciaran. | donna think he would battle
with ye on this. Ye have done what he asked of ye
for several months’ time. Why donna ye just tell him?
Surely he would understand.”

A corner of Declan’s mouth quirked with annoy-
ance and he rubbed his brow. “’Tisnae that simple,
Rosalia. I donna need another lecture from him. I
have had enough of them to last my life. He will think
I am back to my ways. Besides, he knows Mother died
on this day and he shouldnae seek me out. I will have
your word ye willnae tell him. If he asks ye, tell him
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ye know naught. I will return on the morrow.” He
entered the stall and she blocked his way out.

“Declan, donna put me in this place. I cannae tell
untruths to Ciaran.”

He shrugged, amused at her attempts to obstruct the
stall door. “Then tell him what ye will.”

She did not need to start a battle between the
brothers. They had been getting along so well. “I
willnae tell him, but if he asks me...”

He waved her off. “Tell him whatever ye wish. Just
give me my day, Rosalia,” he said, pushing past her
and leading his horse out of the stall.

“Ye will have a care. I will have your word, Declan
MacGregor,” she yelled after him.

“Ye have my word. I shall see ye on the morrow,”
he said, giving her his back and waving his hand in
the air.

Men.

She glanced at Noonie and yearned to take him for a
ride. Niall and Duncan would both have her head if he
would return a muddy mess. She would need to find
something else to occupy her. She carefully lifted her
skirts and was making her way back across the bailey
when someone grabbed her abruptly from behind.

“Didnae I tell ye it wouldnae be long before ye were
outdoors?” asked Ciaran, whispering into her ear.

Pulling out of his hold, she turned around and swatted
at him. “Aye, ye did. Howbeit I wish to stay out all day.
I can nay longer bear the inside walls,” she moaned.

“Then donna. Let us ride to the village. I am sure
Noonie wants to run,” he said, leading her back to
the stable.
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She stopped and avoided his eyes. “Umm... I
didnae really want to go to the village this day. Do
ye think we can ride around the loch instead?” she
asked hopefully. “Mayhap there wouldnae be too
much mud.”

“I suppose. There shouldnae be too much mud if
we stay to the rocky path.” He gave her a warm smile.
“Go and change into your trews and I will see to our
mounts.” Taking a quick glance and observing only a
few men in the bailey, she stood on the tips of her toes
and brushed her lips to his. When she pulled away,
he gave her a smoldering look that thawed the winter
chill. “Go and change,” he choked out.

She made haste and donned her trews, her mind
plaguing her about Declan. It tore at her insides not
to speak the truth to Ciaran, but she would be bound
to tell him if he asked her. She would have to pray he
did not.

=D

Rosalia arrived back at the stable, and Ciaran thought
it was a shame she still needed to wear her cloak. He
so enjoyed the view when she wore only her trews.
Dresses should be outlawed. Men did not realize
what they were missing. He handed her the reins and
smiled. “Your mount, my lady.”

Noonie’s prancing feet almost stepped on Rosalia’s,
and she jumped away from him. “My thanks, my
laird. I think our mounts are both anxious to take
their leave.”

“Aye. Keep a tight rein on him and donna yet
give him his head lest he runs with the wind. Are ye
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sure ye donna want to ride to the village?” he asked,
mounting his horse.

“Quite sure,” she said quickly. “I think the loch
will be fine. I just need to escape these walls.”

He laughed. “Then come. Let us ride and escape
the madness.” He would have to be a daft fool not to
recognize the harsh winter chill was taking its toll on
her. He also experienced the closeness of the walls and
needed to escape to the outdoors. This was one of the
most severe Highland winters he could ever remember.
His only saving grace was that the Highland weather
made it difficult for the bloody Campbells to further
scheme and plot their next course.

When he received the missive from the Earl of
Argyll, the bloody Campbell, he was not fooled for
a moment by Campbell’s denial into believing his
people were safe. King James demanded peace in the
Highlands, but Ciaran would do what he must to
make sure no further harm befell his clan.

Rosalia grunted as she held a tight rein on Noonie,
but Noonie continued to prance. “Ciaran, I think we
must return. He pulls too much on my hands.” She
held up her hand, showing the imprint of the rein
imbedded into her red palm.

He dismounted and approached her. He was not
ready to take her back—they needed the outdoor
respite. “I donna think we need to return. Ye will ride
with me and we will lead Noonie.”

“Are ye sure? I donna want to trouble ye,” she said
as she dismounted from Noonie.

He smiled. “I am sure. I am nae ready to return.
Ye will ride with me. Come,” he said, holding out his
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hand to her. When she paused and still did not move,
he raised his brow and folded his arms over his chest.
“Rosalia, I will have the reason for what troubles ye.”

She gave a nervous laugh. “Donna be absurd, my
laird. ’Tis naught troubling me.”

“Then why do ye nae want to ride with me?” he
asked, his eyes sharp and assessing. There was a heavy
silence, but that was fine with him. He could be just as
stubborn. He would simply stand here until she spoke
the tale.

She hufted and stared at her hands. Noonie’s reins
held much interest to her. When he did not budge, she
blurted out, “How will ye get me on your mount?”
She colored fiercely.

“What do ye mean?” He stared at her, perplexed.

She glanced away from him and started to twirl
Noonie’s reins between her fingers. “Your mount
doesnae kneel, and ye cannae simply lift me on him,”
she said quietly.

“What? I donna understand what ye speak.”

She swallowed hard, lifted her chin, and boldly met
his gaze. “Ciaran, your mount doesnae kneel, and I
willnae be able to get upon his back,” she said with a
flush upon her face.

He was momentarily speechless in his surprise. So
that was the truth of the matter. He could not under-
stand why she believed the size of her frame bothered
him. This issue was becoming old, and he would settle
this once and for all. He strode toward her and bent
down slightly. Before she was able to figure out what
he was about, he tossed her over his shoulder. He
chuckled as she yelped.
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“Ciaran! Put me down! Ye will hurt yourself,” She
wiggled within his grasp.

“Will ye cease? Your fidgeting is going to make me
drop ye.” Bending his knees, he playfully pretended he
was going to let her fall.

She squeaked.

He laughed and pivoted her from his shoulder into
his arms. “Ye underestimate my strength and your
self~-worth, my lady,” he murmured, brushing his lips
to hers.

“Ciaran, please put me down,” she begged.

“If ye insist.” He gently dropped her to her feet
and placed his hand to her cheek. Hearing her breath
quicken, he knew he had to kiss her. He bent his
head slowly forward, but she pulled away from him
before he had the chance, giving him a slight smile
of defiance.

“Come, my laird. We are wasting precious light,”
she said, approaching his mount.

He grabbed her waist and easily lifted her onto his
mount. “Ye see? Ye worry for naught.” Swinging up
behind her, he placed his arms around her and grabbed
the reins. With Noonie in tow, they rode up the
mountain pass as he started to think this was not one
of his best ideas.

She was too close.

He could smell her lavender scent and feel her body
nestled between his legs. The gentle rocking motion
of his mount tightened his groin. His arms pulled her
closer. She felt so damn good. He shifted his weight,
his groin heavy and painful with lust. Her cut tresses
allowed easy access to the creamy expanse of her neck,
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and he wanted nothing more than to bury his face
in her softness. The lass was so disturbing to him in
every way imaginable. Every day, he found his feelings
intensifying, and every eve, he fought to stay them.
Damn, how he wanted her.

Curse his reckless brother.

That idea barely crossed his mind before another
followed. He would wait until the last possible
moment to tell her. He had no choice. By the end of
the sennight, they would take their leave to Glengarry.

=D

When they returned to the stable, they released their
muddy mounts into Duncan and Niall’s care. Ciaran
took his leave to review the accounts while Rosalia
sought Ealasaid’s company in the kitchens. She had
been taking every opportunity to spend time with her
as of late. Who knew how many chances she would
have left?

Rosalia walked into the kitchen and inhaled
deeply. “Do ye have any biscuits, Ealasaid? I smell
something wonderful.”

Ealasaid chuckled. “Ye always know when and
where to find them. I just made a fresh batch there,”
she said, pointing to the table. “I would grab them
right quick before the laird’s brother gets to them.”

Nodding her thanks, Rosalia pulled out the bench
at the table. “Aye, Aiden would have them finished
before we even reached for one. What would I ever
do without ye, Ealasaid?” she asked, sitting down on
the bench and grabbing for a biscuit.

Ealasaid patted her on the shoulder and sat down
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beside her. “Ye may have to find out soon, my sweet
lass.” She smiled warmly, but her eyes held a glimmer
of something attune to regret.

Rosalia put down the biscuit, trying to swallow the
lump that lingered in her throat. “What do ye mean?”

“Lass, we have overstayed our welcome. We are
grateful for Laird MacGregor’s hospitality, but we must
journey to my sister’s.” She smiled with compassion.

“Why? Ye donna have to take your leave. Ciaran
would understand if ye wished to stay,” Rosalia
pleaded in a panicked tone.

Ealasaid’s eyes were brilliantly intelligent and she
gave her a knowing look. “Rosalia, ye know we
couldnae stay,” she said quietly. “Ye have been through
much, my sweet lass, but ye have your whole life yet
ahead of ye and I have a feeling it will be verra bright.”
She paused, studying her for a moment. “Tell me, will
ye take your leave for Glengarry or will ye stay?”

Now that was the question. She had no idea how to
respond. She had begun to understand her own needs
and recognized the fact she needed Ciaran. Needed?
Who was she fooling? She wanted Ciaran. They had
reached the point where their relationship needed to
be resolved or defined, but she hesitated, not wanting
to admit the inevitable.

“Ye love him,” said Ealasaid with smug delight. “I
can see it in your eyes, lass.”

She did not know which frightened her more, the
realization that the words Ealasaid spoke were true or
the fact that she could not yet admit her true feelings
to Ciaran. She had known there was something special
about him from the first moment she saw him at court.
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She clung to that memory and would never forget a
single detail of his compassionate smile. He was the
kindest and most handsome man she had ever met.

Ealasaid pulled her from her quiet reflections. “Lass?”

“I donna know what to speak to that,” she simply
stated.

Ealasaid raised her brow. “Lass, will ye take counsel
from an old woman?” She paused, reaching out and
grabbing her hand. “Ye clearly love him, Rosalia,
and I think he is a fine and honorable man. I suggest
ye speak openly to him and tell him what ye truly
want and how ye truly feel. Donna make him guess.
Sometimes when ye speak with men, ye must speak
bluntly lest they think they know how ye feel. And
believe me,” she chuckled, “ye donna want them
thinking on their own. Trust me on this matter. I have
had many years to discover this.”

Speak her feelings to Ciaran? She would never have
enough strength within her to speak to such a matter.
Although he showed her affection, he spoke no words
of love. It was obvious he cared for her, but that was
all it was or would ever be. His vow was his bond.
He would not break it. Besides, she did not think her
pride would ever recover if he denied her.

“Ealasaid, I know ye mean well, but I cannae speak
to that,” Rosalia said in a tone that was final but,
unfortunately, not final enough to fool Ealasaid.

“Donna make this more complicated than it needs to
be. Do ye wish to stay at Glenorchy or nae?” Ealasaid
raised her brow searchingly, waiting for a response.

Rosalia rubbed her temples and lowered her
voice. “I care for Ciaran and, aye, love him. I donna
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wish to stay if he doesnae return the same feelings
for me.”

A grin passed over Ealasaid’s features before she
quickly masked it. “How do ye know how he feels if
ye donna speak to it?”

Rosalia sighed. “I know he cares for me, but he
speaks nay words of love. I donna want my poor heart
to suffer if he doesnae feel the same. I donna think I
could bear it,” she said solemnly.

“And how will ye ever know if ye donna speak to
it? I have seen the way he looks at ye, lass. I think ye
may be surprised by his response. I think ye make an
error in judgment by nae telling him how ye feel and
‘tis worth the risk ye take. If ye think upon it wisely,
ye will agree,” she said as she patted Rosalia’s hand.
Ealasaid rose, placing biscuits in a basket.

Rosalia pulled herself to her feet, taken aback by
Ealasaid’s advice and feeling more uncertain than ever.
‘What if Ciaran did not share the same feelings? She had
a quick and disturbing thought. What if he did? She
stood motionless in the middle of the kitchen, and her
stomach was still clenched tight when Ealasaid cleared
her throat. She was clearly aware of her dilemma.

“Take the chance, Rosalia,” she said in an encour-
aging tone.

She inclined her head in a small gesture of thanks
and walked briskly away with a purpose.

(=)
Ciaran reviewed the accounts in his solar and his mind

fought for clarity. The harder he tried to ignore the
truth, the more it persisted.
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Declan would not change.

As far as he knew, his brother had not wenched
within his walls, but as of late, he was deeper in
his cups. And to think, there was a time when he’d
believed his youngest brother had finally straightened
his path. That only lasted for as long as the blink of
an eye. When had his life become a bitter battle of
the wills? Sitting back in his chair, Ciaran ran his
hand through his hair and sighed. This is not how
he wanted things to be. His vow weighed on him,
choking him. He had no choice but to take Rosalia to
Glengarry. It was a bitter decision.

“How goes it, Brother?” asked Aiden, walking into
the solar.

Ciaran straightened, his mouth pulled into a sour
grin. “Nae well.” Aiden sat down casually and studied
his brother, waiting for him to continue. “I will
be taking my leave to Glengarry by the end of the
sennight and ye will act in my stead. The accounts are
in order, and I trust ye to keep watchful eyes on the
border. I donna know if the Campbell vermin plot,
but I want us to plan in case they do.” He knew he
sounded curt, abstracted. Frankly, he did not care.

Aiden stared at him with complete surprise upon
his face. Leaning forward, he rested his arm on the
desk. “Do ye think that wise, Brother? I mean to
say, I thought ye cared for Rosalia and would make
her your—”

“Declan doesnae change his ways.” Ciaran ground
out the words between his teeth. “And ye cannae say
ye havenae seen him back in his cups as of late.”

“Aye. "Tis only because of Mother’s death,” said Aiden.
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“’Tis always because of Mother’s death. He doesnae
cease. "Tis nay easy decision for me to make, but ’tis
my decision.”

His brother smirked. “And what of Rosalia? What
does she say of your decision?”

“I havenae yet spoken to Rosalia. She knows
naught,” Ciaran simply stated.

Aiden raised his brow questioningly. “And when
were ye going to speak to her, Brother? The morn ye
take your leave?”

Ciaran rose, not appreciating the tone in Aiden’s
voice. “That isnae your concern, but ’tis best to speak
upon it at the last moment—for everyone.”

“For ye or for Rosalia?”

“My decision is made,” he repeated firmly.

He shook his head. “So ye say.”

“So I say.” Ciaran’s annoyance increased when
his brother rose, blocking his escape to the door. He
knew the family had grown fond of her, but this was
difficult for him. He did not need Aiden rubbing salt
in an open wound.

Aiden’s expression stilled and grew serious. “For
being a great laird, ye can also be so daft. The two
of ye have been inseparable for months. She doesnae
walk past ye without ye giving her a raking gaze. Ye
care for her and ye cannae tell me ye donna.”

Taking a step away from his brother before he
throttled him, Ciaran ran his hand through his hair. “It
doesnae matter what I feel for Rosalia.”

““Tis where ye are verra wrong, Brother. It does
matter how ye feel for the lass. It ye love her, ye
wouldnae take her to Glengarry. Ye wouldnae let her
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take her leave. Ye would fight for her. Ye would make
her yours,” he said with determination.

Aiden had not made a promise to his father. Had he
done so, he would have done the same as Ciaran was
doing. “I made a vow to Father and I will honor my
word,” he said curtly.

“Aye, the bloody vow. How many times must we
speak to this? Father didnae want ye to cease your life
only to look after Declan. Declan chooses his own
path, and he is a grown man whether ye admit it or
nae. Donna let the love of your life go, Ciaran,” Aidan
said in a raised and angered voice.

Love of his life? He had to admit that he cared
deeply for Rosalia, but love of his life? At one time he
believed he could have made her his wife, but his vow
was not fulfilled. And he would honor his vow. He
grew tired of Aiden’s prodding. “Aiden,” he warned.

“Ye donna listen to reason. I see the way ye look
at Rosalia. "Tis the same way I look at Aisling. Can
ye imagine Rosalia with another? Can ye imagine
yourself without her in your life? Ye take her to
Glengarry and there is nay taking her back. Think this
through. She will be gone from your life, Ciaran,” he
said tersely. “Any blind fool can see ye love her. Just
ask yourself if ye can live without her.”

Ciaran strode to the door. “I willnae discuss this with
ye again. My decision is made and ’tis final.” He almost
made it through the door when, almost as a second
thought, Aiden spoke. Ciaran stilled at the tone of his
brother’s voice. It was ice cold and coolly disapproving.

“Ye are going to lose the only woman ye have ever
truly loved.”
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Ciaran hesitated and a muscle quivered at his jaw.
How many times must he have this conversation?
Aiden was aware of his commitment to his father.
He’d given his word. His word was his bond. His
word was—everything. It did not matter what he did
or did not feel for Rosalia. All he knew for certain
was that he did not want to spend the rest of his days
listening to his brother’s lectures on finding a wife—or
letting one go. He knew his duty. His father had
taught him well.

With increasing intensity, Ciaran raised his voice.
This time, he would ensure that his brother under-
stood his purpose. “For the last time... I donna love
Rosalia, and I will take her to Glengarry at the end of
the sennight.” As he turned on his heel and thundered
through the door, azure eyes stared back at him, glit-
tering with raw hurt.

Rosalia. ..

(=)

Ciaran stopped dead in front of her. He attempted to
pull her into his embrace, but she withdrew from his
arms and moved to the right.

“Rosalia...”

She froze, mind and body benumbed. How could
she be so foolish? She swallowed hard and squared her
shoulders. “Pray excuse me.”

Simultaneously, Aiden stepped from the doorway
and reached out, grabbing Ciaran’s arm. “Donna...”

Rosalia ran at lightning speed, so distraught she
did not recognize anyone in her path. A few servants
scrambled out of her way on the stairs as she flew
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past them and down the hall. The first thing she
did when she entered her bedchamber was latch the
adjoining door.

Her pride had been seriously bruised by Ciaran’s
open declaration and she was intensely humiliated.
After spending so much time together and sitting
every eve in front of the fire, she’d actually believed
they were closer than ever. Closer? She was a fool.
They were never further apart. It seemed they even
disagreed on the very nature and meaning of love.

Love? Who was she fooling? Ciaran did not love
her at all. She shuddered, thinking of his warm kisses
and the way he touched her. All of those moments
meant naught. She meant nothing to him. In fact, she
meant nothing more to him than—DBeathag.

Her sorrow was a huge, painful knot inside. All
of those months of pure heartfelt pleasure now left
her with nothing but bitter memories. Her sense
of loss was now beyond tears. There was only one
detail that continued to surface—the undeniable and
heartbreaking fact that Ciaran simply did not love her.



Srovorloen

SOMEONE KNOCKED AT HER DOOR. MAYBE IF SHE
ignored it, they would walk away. All Rosalia needed
was to be left alone with her misery to accompany her,
but apparently she was not going to get that. A few
seconds later, there was another rap. Surely Ciaran was
not foolish enough to attempt such a feat.

“My lady? 1 come from the village. Our laird’s
brother needs ye,” a young boy whispered through
the door. Reluctantly rising from the bed, she swung
open the door to find a young lad standing sheepishly
before her. His tousled head glanced down the hall
and back, and his clothes were dirty and torn. His
hazel eyes darted nervously back and forth before her.
“My lady? I come from the village. Our laird’s brother
told me to seek ye out.”

She raised her brow questioningly and folded her
arms over her chest. “Declan?”

He nodded. “Aye, my lady. He told me to seek ye
out when ye were alone. He made me say these words
over and over until I got ’em right. I am to speak them
to ye the same as he told me.” She waved her hand for
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him to continue and he held a determined look upon
his features. “I am deep in my cups. I had a mishap
with my horse and my clothes are bloody, but I am
well. I need ye to grab clothing from my chamber
and bring it to me in the treeline south of the cabhsair.
Donna speak of this to anyone lest Ciaran has my
head. Please make haste.”

She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. Did
she not just tell him to have a care? Now the rogue
involved her in his debauchery. She would be sure to
give him a piece of her mind when she saw him. How
would she be able to bring him clothes undetected?
She would have to sneak like a thief in the night. If
Ciaran ever discovered Declan deep in his cups again,
there would be bloodshed. No matter her feelings
toward his lairdship, at the moment, she still cared
about Declan. She would not want anyone to face
Ciaran’s wrath.

The lad continued to study her, shifting from foot
to foot. Declan’s reckless behavior certainly was not
his fault. She approached her trunk and pulled out her
sack. Opening the pouch, she reached in and grabbed
a coin. When she spun around to give it to the boy,
he was gone. Declan probably had already paid him
for his trouble. She tossed the bag back into her trunk
and slammed the lid. Although Ciaran’s words hurt
her beyond belief, she did not like deceiving him. The
sooner she got this over with, the better. One thing
was for certain. Declan would receive an earful. How
could he place her in the middle of his carelessness?

She donned her cloak and opened the door.
Observing no one in the hall, she stepped out and
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gently shut the door. As discreetly as she could, she
walked to Declan’s chamber. Giving one last look
down both sides of the hall to ensure no one was
about, she entered. Latching the door with a soft click,
she leaned back against it, breathing a sigh of relief no
one had seen her.

Rummaging through his trunk, she searched until
she found trews and a tunic. Pulling them out, she
stuffed them underneath her cloak. Her mission was
complete. It was time to take her leave. She did not
want to remain in his chamber any longer than what
was required. Cracking open the door, she peeked
through the slit. If anyone saw her, she would have a
lot of explaining to do. Not hearing or seeing anyone
in the hall, she stepped out and silently shut the door.
She glanced around sharply and breathed in a deep
sigh of relief. She had made it.

Almost.

Turning on her heel, she bumped straight into
Aisling, who held Tearlach with an unreadable
expression upon her features. Rosalia tried desperately
to mask her guilt. God’s teeth! What other reason
would she have for being in Declan’s chamber other
than the obvious? She needed to think, but any
plausible explanation escaped her. They both froze in
a stunned tableau.

Trying not to panic, Rosalia smiled at her sheep-
ishly. “Aisling. "Tisnae as ye think.”

Aisling shook her head, her eyes widening in aston-
ishment. “And what do ye think I am thinking when
ye sneak out of Declan’s chamber?”

This was not going well. Surely Aisling knew she
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would never let Declan woo her let alone... Before
she had a chance to respond, Aisling stormed past her.
She was reaching for the latch of Declan’s door when
Rosalia spoke in a rush of words. “He isnae in there.”

Aisling glanced at her in nonbelief. “Then ye
willnae mind if [ look for myself.” She pushed open
the door and walked in. Studying his chamber, she cast
a puzzled look. “Declan isnae here.”

Rosalia met her accusing eyes without flinching.
“As I stated,” she said sternly.

Aisling studied her. “Then what were ye doing
in his chamber?” Entering the room, Rosalia closed
the door. She unfastened her cloak and pulled out
Declan’s clothes. “Are those Declan’s?” asked Aisling,
lowering her gaze in confusion.

Rosalia sighed. “Aye. Ye willnae believe what he did
now.” When she hastily explained the entire tale, they
both flinched. At least Aisling no longer wanted to kill
her. Now she had her sights on someone else entirely.

“I say we bring him his clothes and take him to task.
He expects ye, but he willnae expect the both of us. If
he is deep in his cups then I am sure his head aches.”
Aisling paused as she plotted against him. “We may as
well get some enjoyment out of this. Let us nae speak
of this to the men. There would be a battle for sure
since Declan was daft enough to call upon ye. Come.”
She opened the door and pushed Rosalia through.
“We will take Tearlach, and if anyone asks, we go for
a walk. Mayhap we should take his clothes and leave
him bare as the day he was born.” She giggled. “I
think he would be daft enough to fall for something
as that.”
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“He would deserve it.” Rosalia chuckled. She tried
to push back the ache of how much she would truly
miss Aisling. She had become as a sister to her.

As they walked through the bailey, Aiden yelled after
them. “Wife? Where are ye going?” He ran up beside
them and Rosalia caught herself glancing uneasily over
her shoulder. She had not seen him since Ciaran’s open
declaration. She cast her eyes downward.

“We go for a walk,” Aisling said, kissing Tearlach
on the head.

He rubbed Tearlach’s curls. “Can I come along?”

“Nay,” Aisling simply stated. When he looked as if
he would question her further, she quickly added, “Ye
see, I got my monthly courses, and Rosalia and [—"

He quickly waved her oft. “I donna have to come.
I will see ye later.” They started to walk away when
Aiden cleared his throat. “Aisling?”

“Aye, Husband?” she asked, turning around with a
look of innocence.

“Stay to the front of the loch. If ye journey further,
ye will need an escort. Ciaran doesnae want any of ye
too far away.” He gave Rosalia a compassionate smile
and turned away.

Aisling giggled. “Ye are right, Rosalia. They run
away as quickly as they can when ye mention monthly
courses or birthing. I will remember to use that again.”

They walked across the cabhsair and continued to
walk south. Approaching the treeline, they looked
for Declan. “I donna see him. Declan, are ye here?”
Rosalia shouted.

“Over here!”

Aisling nodded toward the trees and they walked
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into a heavily wooden area. Everything was silent and
they did not even hear a cracking tree branch. Standing
quietly with the exception of Tearlach’s cooing, they
searched the area and still did not see him.

Rosalia shouted again. “Declan? Where are ye?”

“Over here!”

Aisling’s skirts became tangled in some branches.
“Och, he is going to get a good thrashing when I see
him,” she bit out, tugging at her skirts and balancing
Tearlach in her arms.

Rosalia helped Aisling to clear her skirts and turned
her head around. “I still donna see him. Declan!” she
shouted louder.

“Shh! Over here!”

They dredged further into the trees, pulling their
skirts out from under the branches and thistles along the
way. She finally spotted his mount. As they approached,
he was sprawled out upon the ground. Blood smeared
his face and head, and he was motionless.

Rosalia dashed to his side. She placed her hand
under his head, which she found was wet with blood.
“Och, Declan.”

“I thought the lad told ye he wasnae hurt,” said
Aisling. Her tone held a degree of warmth and concern.

“He did,” Rosalia said worriedly.

Declan moaned and started to move. “Declan.” She
gently shook him. “Can ye hear me? Declan, ’tis R osalia.”

“Rosalia? What are ye doing here?” he asked with
a glazed expression, disoriented.

She hesitated, blinking with bafflement. “What am
I doing here? Ye sent the lad from the village, ye big
oaf. Aisling and Tearlach are here as well. Ye called
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out to me only a moment ago to tell me where ye
were. Ye donna remember?”

He lifted his hand to reach for his head and then
noticed his blood. “Nay.”

“Donna try to move,” said Aisling. “Mayhap he is
injured in the head.”

“Aisling? What are ye doing here?” he slurred,
staring at her, perplexed.

“Ye called for Rosalia and I came with her.” She
cast Rosalia a look of concern.

Sitting up abruptly, he reached for his head and
screamed in pain. “Take your leave. Now!” he
bellowed, grabbing his head in agony.

They regarded him with searching gravity and were
halted by the tone of his voice. “What? We willnae
leave ye here,” said Rosalia. Perhaps he’d hit his head
harder than they thought.

“I didnae call upon Rosalia! Run!”

Without warning, a hand closed over Rosalia’s
right shoulder and something was thrown over her.
That was the last she remembered before everything
went black.

=D

Declan was swimming in a haze of confusion. He
fought through the cobwebs, shaking his head in an
attempt for clarity. Called for Rosalia? He did not call
for Rosalia. Why would he call for Rosalia? And why
was Aisling here with Tearlach?

God’s teeth! It was a trap!

He sat up abruptly, trying to ignore the shooting
pain through his skull. “Take your leave. Now!” he
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screamed, grabbing his head in pain. Why were they
not listening to him?

A man sprang out of the brush and threw a sack
over Rosalia. He knocked her on the back of the
head, and she fell to the ground instantly with a heavy
thud. Declan felt like his heart was being torn out and
shown to him. He was pulling himself clumsily to
his feet, ignoring the shooting pain, when someone
dropped him to his knees from behind. He raised his
head as one of the men ripped Tearlach from Aisling’s
arms. Another man covered her with a sack, knocking
her motionless to the ground.

Declan continued to watch the scene unfold before
him. The women lay upon the ground seeming
completely lifeless while his nephew screamed in
terror. He would be damned if they would take his
own without a fight. He again pulled himselt to his
feet and was pummeled to his back with a massive
thud. The pressure of a booted foot against the base of’
his throat caused him to gasp.

“Donna even attempt, MacGregor arse,” said the
man through clenched teeth. He spit in Declan’s face
and applied more pressure on his neck.

Declan was forced to watch, powerless and weak, as
the men took Aisling, Rosalia, and Tearlach before his
very eyes. He was completely helpless, but a driving
force kept him alert. There would be bloodshed. He
would give his last breath to see every one of them
pay, and there was only one payment he would accept.

Death.

“Strip him of his clothing,” spoke a familiar voice.

Three men forcefully stripped him of all his clothing
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and kicked him to the ground. He did not even notice
the chill of the air brushing against his skin. The heat
of his vengeance was smoldering from within and was
enough to fire his blood.

“Bring him to his knees,” someone ordered. The
men shoved him onto his knees and he hobbled over,
forcing himself to raise his head. He would look his
attacker in the eye.

“Hmm... mayhap I did choose the wrong brother,”
murmured Beathag in admiration.

He glared at her and spat to the ground. “I told ye
before... my brother and I donna share whores.”

Some of the men chuckled around him, but Beathag
silenced them all with a single glare. She stood directly
in front of him and poured something cold and wet all
over him. Leaning in close, she smiled. “Ye tell Ciaran
he can come collect his ugly virgin, the MacGregor
whore, and the brat from the Campbell.”

(=)

The memory of the hurt upon Rosalia’s face swept
over Ciaran like a punch in the gut. He never meant
to hurt her. She did not deserve this. It killed him not
to be able to offer her comfort, but maybe Aiden was
right. He needed to let her cool her ire. He would
speak with her later.

He found Aiden in the kitchen soliciting Ealasaid for
biscuits—again. “And what are ye going to do when
Ealasaid takes her leave?” he asked, raising his brow.

Aiden and Ealasaid jumped simultaneously. “Och,
my laird. Ye startled us.” Ealasaid chuckled, holding
her hand over her chest. “Donna ye worry. I showed
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Cook how to make them so your brother will always
have his fill.”

“Ye donna need to take your leave, Ealasaid. I am
sure I can change your mind to remain,” said Aiden,
giving her a roguish grin.

She swatted at him. “Cease. Cook will make ye
all of the biscuits ye require or all of the biscuits Lady
Aisling will allow ye to have.”

Aiden nodded at her. “There is that,” he said,
rolling his eyes.

Ciaran smiled at her warmly. “Duncan said ye will
be taking your leave. As I told him, ye may stay at
Glenorchy for as long as ye wish.”

She patted him on the arm. “Ye have my thanks,
but Duncan and I have overstayed our welcome and
will take our leave in a few days. We thank ye for
having us.”

“Ye and Duncan always have a home at
Glenorchy,” Ciaran said sincerely, knowing they
would be sorely missed.

“Just have a care with my lassie. Ye know she has
been through much. I see how light of heart she is
with ye and it truly warms my heart.” She smiled
at him.

“Ye donna have to worry about Rosalia,” he reas-
sured them. “We take our leave for Glengarry in a
few days.”

Ealasaid gave him a look of disappointment and cast
her eyes downward. Was she actually clenching her
teeth? She finished wrapping some of the biscuits in a
cloth. “There,” she said, placing them on the corner of
the table. “They are for your lady wife and our lassie
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when they return. Please make sure they get them and
ye donna eat them,” she chided Aiden.

She approached Duncan as Ciaran nudged Aiden.
“When they return?”

He nodded. “Aye. They went for a walk.”

“Do ye think Rosalia speaks with Aisling?”

His brother gave him a look of utter nonbelief.
“Why would ye care if she did? Ye donna love her.
Remember, Brother?

Ciaran scowled.

“I donna know of what they speak. All I do know
is they went for a walk and had Tearlach with them.”

Shouts rang out in the great hall, halting any further
discussion. They rushed into the hall where Seumas
was bellowing orders to Calum. “Find our laird!” he
said, trying to disperse the men.

“I am here.”

“My laird, ye need to come to the bailey,” said
Seumas, lowering his voice.

As they strode into the bailey, the men were
gathered. ““Tis Declan’s mount,” said Ciaran to
Aiden. They pushed their way through the crowd.
His brother swaggered before him, bare as the day he
was born. He tried to disguise his annoyance in front
of his men, but his patience was wearing thin. They
flanked Declan as he continued to sway on his feet, the
smell of ale overwhelming Ciaran’s senses. He turned
his head in disgust. He was a fool to think his brother
would cease his debauchery, but he would not be
made the fool again. “Seumas, clear the men. Calum,
take Declan’s mount to Niall,” he ordered.

“Aye, my laird.”
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“’Tis the last time, Brother,” he said through gritted
teeth. “Ye brought this upon yourself.”

Declan stiffened at his words. “Ciaran, ’tisnae as ye
think.” He raised his hand to steady his head.

Ciaran’s face was a mask of rage. “Save your
excuses, Declan. I grow tired of hearing them, and
I nay longer have the patience for ye or them,” he
replied sharply. Aiden and Ciaran forcefully grabbed
him, leading him to the solar. When they reached
the door, they shoved him inside. Declan had gone
too far. He actually rode his bare, naked arse into the
middle of the bailey. What the hell was he thinking?
Apparently, he was not.

Ciaran slammed the door in disgust. “I warned ye
for the last time! Ye are knee deep in your cups, have
nay clothing, and what... fell from your mount?” he
bellowed, pointing to his bloodied head.

“Will ye cease the lecture and listen, ye bloody fool?”
said Declan sarcastically.

Ciaran had just reached for the door to escape his
brother’s latest disaster when Declan slammed into
him from behind. Aiden grabbed Declan and tried to
pull him off.

“Ye will listen to me, ye bloody fools! The bloody
Campbell has your women and my nephew!”

Ciaran shoved him off. “What? What is this ye speak?”

“Listen to me, ye bloody arse! I was knocked over
the head. I am nae sure exactly how, but someone
spoke to Rosalia and told her to come to me. I donna
know why, but Aisling and Tearlach were there as
well,” Declan blurted out.

Aiden punched him square in the jaw. “The bloody
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Campbell has my wife and my son because ye were
in your cups and couldnae offer them protection! I
should kill ye right now!” he bellowed. “If they are
harmed in any way, I will kill ye with my bare hands!”
He attempted another swing at Declan, and Ciaran
shoved them apart.

“Cease, both of ye! This doesnae help matters!”

Declan ignored Ciaran and grabbed Aiden by the
tunic. “Look at me! I am nae in my cups, Brother! I
ne’er made it to the village! They knocked me out and
set a trap!” he bellowed, releasing Aiden.

Ciaran studied him intently. “If what ye speak is true,
then why do ye reek of ale and where is your clothing?”

“Ye have your bloody whore to thank for that,”
Declan said through gritted teeth.

“Beathag?” Ciaran asked as a shiver ran down his spine.

Taking a deep breath, Declan sighed. “Aye. She
stripped me of my clothing, poured ale over my head,
and said ye can collect the women and Tearlach from
the bloody Campbell,” he said solemnly.

A heavy silence fell.

Aiden stepped around them and opened the door.

“Where do ye think ye are going?” asked Ciaran,
placing a restraining hand upon the door.

“I am going to get my wife and my son.”

“And ye will get yourself and them killed as well.
Think, Brother. Think how Father taught us. If ye let
your anger guide ye, ye are nay help to anyone. We
must think and we must plan. "Tis the only way.” He
called for a maid to bring Declan some clothing. He
also called for the captain of his guard.

Seumas arrived and they plotted their course for
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hours. No one would take their leave until they
devised a plan that held the lowest possible risk. Ciaran
refused to take even a moment to think about how
Rosalia fared for it would surely be his undoing. He
knew he must maintain his collectedness or he would
get them all killed. He was laird. He was trained for
this. He was a battle-hardened warrior. The Campbell
had gone too far. No matter what plan they chose
to execute, the Campbell would die. Let that be a
warning to all future Campbell lairds. No one harmed
his own, and no one took what was so clearly his.

The sun settled against the horizon as Ciaran stood
on the parapet. It was his favorite place with Rosalia
and the closest place he could feel her right now. He
briefly closed his eyes and prayed she was well. She
had to persevere and know he would come for her.
In the meantime, she needed to do whatever she
could to survive and come back to him. There was
no other recourse.

They would execute their plan in two days. That
would give the bloody Campbell enough time to
hopefully lower his defenses. He knew as long as he
did not take action against the Campbell, he would
let them live. What he could not do however, was
ensure that the Campbell treated them well. This
was one time where he wished he could seek his
father’s counsel.

It was completely dark by the time he descended
from the parapet. He would seek a few hours rest and
then review the plan again on the morrow. He needed
to have his wits about him. He hoped his brothers did
the same.



Hifteen

“WE ARE REACHING MACGREGOR LANDS. KEEP A
watchful eye,” ordered Alexander MacDonell of
Glengarry to his guard. Shifting in the saddle, he ran
his hand through his hair. It was a lengthy journey to
reach Glenorchy, but it would not be long now. He
searched through the trees. Odd, it was silent. The
tiny hairs on the back of his neck rose, sending a shiver
of warning down his spine. Something was oft and he
could not quite place it.

“Do ye feel it, Alex?” asked John, the captain of his
guard. John reined in his mount beside him, his eyes
darting cautiously back and forth.

Leave it to John to sense his unease. He nodded his
head, continuing to survey the surrounding landscape.
“Aye. Something 1s amiss. We havenae been greeted
by a single man, and I donna see any guards at the
border. We are clearly on MacGregor lands. *Tis too
quiet. I donna like it. Make sure our men stay alert,”
said Alexander.

With a curt nod of his head, John rode ahead to
speak with his men. Pensively, Alexander glanced



280 VicTtoriA ROBERTS

around him. There was no trace of anyone. He could
not stop himself from thinking the obvious. What daft
fool would keep his borders unprotected? His father
would surely not be pleased.

When the missive arrived at Glengarry from the
MacGregor, it took some time for his father to cool his
ire. The MacGregor had bollocks, he would give him
that. Alexander did not exactly jump at the chance
to travel to Glenorchy, but he would do anything his
father asked of him, knowing this was important to his
father as well as his aunt.

They traveled for some time before the smell of
peat smoke billowed in the air from the village ahead.
A few of the villagers looked upon them warily as
they passed through. Alexander was pleased that his
father bestowed this responsibility upon him. After
all, his sire was reaching up there in years. If the man
did not start entrusting him to do things, how would
Alexander be able to prove he could act in his stead?
It was so easy to lose track of how many times he
had pleaded to assist with courtly matters, but ever so
slowly, his father had been giving him more and more
responsibility. Alexander could certainly not disap-
point him now—he would not.

Raising his hand, he stopped his men. The massive
stone castle stood before him—the home of the
MacGregor. Alexander stiffened his spine, sitting up
straighter in the saddle. He would make his father proud.

=D

The men reviewed the plan again—thoroughly.
Ciaran needed to ensure everyone knew their strategy
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well. His brothers looked like hell, but they stayed
true to their course. He was confident everyone knew
their role and everything would be ready as planned.
As they were ready to take their leave, there was
pounding on the solar door. He rose to find a pacing
Calum on the other side.

“My laird, there are riders at the gates,” he said
quickly. “I donna think they are the Campbell’s men.
Howbeit they insist to see Lady Rosalia and willnae
leave until they do. They hold fast.”

He paused, rubbing his brow. “How many men?”

Calum sighed. “At least a score.”

“A score?” he asked surprised. Who could possibly
be at his gates with a score of men if it was not the
Campbell? Surely it was not Dunnehl. Montgomery
had seen to that. Turning to Seumas, he gestured
him forward. “Prepare the men and let them into the
bailey under careful watch. Have the archers readied.”

“Aye, my laird.”

His brothers exchanged carefully guarded looks as
they followed him into the bailey. Flanking him, they
watched the men ride through the gates. “Do ye know
these men?” asked Aiden, studying them intently.

“They arenae with the Campbell and I donna think
they are Dunnehl’s men, but I am nae sure. ’Tis the
last thing we need right now. Keep calm and let us see
what they are about,” Ciaran said, placing his hand on
the hilt of his sword.

Aiden and Declan followed suit.

A rider approached them and nodded. “Laird
Ciaran MacGregor of Glenorchy?” the man asked as
he dismounted.
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Ciaran did not respond.

The man walked with an arrogant swagger and
stood face to face with him. “Are ye Laird Ciaran
MacGregor of Glenorchy?”

Ciaran noticed the arrogant arse was not as old as
he initially thought. He might even be younger than
Declan. “Who is asking?” asked Declan sarcastically.

Turning to Declan, the man smirked. Looking back
to Ciaran, he smiled and raised his brow. “I will have
your name,” he ordered.

“Watch your tongue or I will have your head,”
Ciaran countered.

Declan and Aiden laughed when the man paled.

“Verra well,” he relented, taking a step back. “T am
Alexander MacDonell. I come on behalf of my father,
Laird Domhnall MacDonell of Glengarry. Father’s
sister is Lady Rosalia’s seanmhair. 1 request an audience
with my cousin.”

Ciaran studied MacDonell’s well-armed men.
“How many men do ye have with ye?”

Alexander stood to his full height. “A score,” he
said confidently.

“Can they fight?” Ciaran asked with a raised brow.

“Of course. I have some of my father’s most skilled
men. If ye attempt anything on my life, they are
instructed to raise arms against ye,” he said cautiously,
glancing nervously at a man Ciaran thought to be the
captain of his guard.

He gazed at his brothers with a silent under-
standing. They had recruitments. Adding an additional
score of men would increase their chances and lessen
the risk of injury to Rosalia, Aisling, and Tearlach. He
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visibly relaxed and gave the man a playful slap to the
shoulder. “Ye have naught to fear from me, Alexander
MacDonell. Come. We have much to discuss. Tell
your men they are welcome at Glenorchy.”

It was time to revise the plan.

=D

Slowly opening her eyes, Rosalia blinked away the
haziness. She was being pulled and dragged while the
muftled voices of men echoed in the background.
The sack was finally removed from her head, and she
was shoved onto a stool. The light was blinding and
she could not see. She attempted to move her hands
and realized they were not bound. Praise the saints
for small favors. She pressed both hands over her
eyes and tried to focus on her surroundings. Where
was she?

The last thing she remembered was Declan. What
was it? Declan screaming about something, and then
she... Why did her head ache so badly? She’d blacked
out—well, she was knocked out. Several men were
gathered around her in what seemed to be a great
hall. Finely woven tapestries were displayed on the
walls, and fine wood furnishings graced the hall in
abundance. This was obviously the home of a man
with great wealth.

A path was cleared as another group of men entered
the hall, escorting Aisling. She staggered forward, her
face streaked with tears. Her muffled cries echoed
through the hall as she was pushed onto a stool next to
Rosalia. They clasped their hands together in a futile
attempt to offer each other comfort.
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“How verra touching,” said Beathag, ambling over
with a sly grin.

Rosalia’s eyes flashed with outrage. “I suppose we
have ye to thank for this,” she bit out.

“Of course. Donna say I didnae give ye fair warning,”
Beathag replied, her voice heavy with sarcasm.

“Where are we?” Rosalia demanded.

An older man in full Highland regalia approached
them. He wore a kilt of green, black, and blue, and
the light sparkled off the bejeweled rings he wore on
each of his fingers. He carried himself in an arrogant
manner, and something in his dark eyes chilled her to
the bone. He gave an impatient shrug to Beathag. “Ye
didnae tell them?”

Beathag shook her head at him without speaking.

“Then pray allow me to introduce myself,” he
said, placing his hand over his chest and giving them
a slight bow. “T am Archibald Campbell, seventh Earl
of Argyll.”

Rosalia gasped. “Och, the bloody Campbell.” She
bit her lip, but it was too late.

The Campbell smirked and Rosalia stared back at
the floor.

“Verra well done, Cousin. [ didnae think your plan
would work,” he simply stated.

Cousin?

“I spoke to ye as such. Ye merely had to listen.”
Beathag held out her hand in front of him. “I expect
the coin that was promised to me, Archie.”

He laughed and patted her hand. “Ye donna get
it that easily, my dear. I believe the deal was for
the MacGregor.”
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Beathag huffed. Her coolness was evidence she was
not amused. “And it will only be a matter of time
before he storms your gates.”

Ignoring Beathag, the Campbell took another step
toward Rosalia, and his dark eyes examined her from
head to toe. She held her breath under his silent scru-
tiny and did not dare look in his direction. “I think
ye are losing your touch, Cousin. I wonder why the
MacGregor chose her instead of ye? She is nay great
beauty.” He smirked, placing his hand over Rosalia’s
breast. “Mayhap she services him better than ye did,”
he said with a wolfish-grin.

Aisling jerked to her feet. “Leave her be!”

“And what have we here?” he said, taking preda-
tory steps toward Aisling. He tapped his finger over his
lip as he studied her.

““Tis the second MacGregor’s wife. The whelp
belongs to her,” said Beathag.

“Mmm... I only intended on capturing his woman,”
he said, motioning toward Rosalia. He turned back to
Aisling and took another predatory step closer. “How
fortunate for me I find ye within my walls as well.”

Aisling looked away hastily.

“Ye will look at me when I speak to ye,” the
Campbell ordered, his mouth twisted into a threat.
Aisling glared at him, and he laughed with subtle
amusement. “Och, I do love a challenge, and I love
my women with some spirit. I think ye will be both.”

Rosalia turned her head away. She could not let this
happen. She had to do something. She silently prayed
Ciaran would storm the gates and kill them all.

When Tearlach’s wails echoed through the great
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hall, the Campbell made a dismissive gesture with his
hands. “Take the bairn out and kill him.” The man
left with Tearlach, and a woman with tresses as black
as the night followed him out of the hall. Rosalia
watched helplessly as Aisling dropped to the floor and
sobbed with such a sound of loss that her cries tore
through Rosalia’s heart like a dagger—one that she
would gladly put through the Campbell’s black heart.

“Take her to my chamber,” ordered the Campbell.

Aisling no longer fought, and the men had to lift
her up and drag her away. Rosalia knew Aisling had
just given up hope. She would do everything in her
power not to let that happen to herself.

Everything in the hall went quiet.

The Campbell strode away from Rosalia, shouting,
“Throw her in the dungeon.” She was roughly pulled
to her feet and escorted down a stone staircase. Upon
their descent, the remaining light faded and the change
in temperature made her shiver. One of the guards lit
a torch and escorted her to the last door.

The guard pushed the door open with his foot and
smiled with a toothless grin. “Your chamber, MacGregor
whore,” he spat, shoving her into the room.

She glanced around her small prison, seeing only a
dirty, worn blanket thrown into the corner.

The guard slid the latch, barring the door, and
Rosalia was embraced by darkness. She sat with her
back against the wall, folding her arms over her knees.
She prayed the gods would watch over Tearlach.

Her eyes were playing tricks on her as light appeared
to be coming closer to her prison. She wiped her tears
and stood. She did not imagine it. The same guard
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escorted Aisling to the door. Unlatching the door, he
opened it and shoved her inside.

Aisling fell to her knees and Rosalia embraced her.
“Och, Aisling,” she said, pushing her hair back from
her face. “Please tell me ye are unharmed.” The door
slammed shut and the light again faded until they
were in complete darkness. She pulled her close and
rubbed her hands over her back. “Och, Aisling. Ye
are freezing. There is a blanket in the corner. I will
get it for ye.”

She rose and carefully slid her foot toward the other
wall. The only sound coming from their prison was
the sound of her sliding foot. Aisling did not make
a single sound or utter a single word. When Rosalia
reached the wall, she felt for the blanket with her
foot. Picking it up, she shook it out, praying there was
nothing in it. It was probably fortunate they were in
the dark. At least they could not see the muck.

Carefully making her way back to Aisling, she placed
the blanket over her shoulders. “Och, Aisling. Please
speak to me. Are ye hurt?” The only answer Rosalia
received was a sniffle, and she repeated the question.

“It doesnae matter. My bairn is dead. He killed my
Tearlach!” cried Aisling, sounding unnatural.

Rosalia placed her arms around Aisling and held
her tight while Aisling’s body rocked as she sobbed.
“My bairn... my Tearlach, my Tearlach,” she cried
over and over.

Blinking back her tears, Rosalia choked with
emotion. She needed to be strong for them both or
they would never survive. “Shh... Aisling. I am here
with ye. We will get through this.”
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“Tearlach is dead. Why didnae the gods take me?
Why, Rosalia? T would have given my life for his!
I donna understand why they wouldnae take me!
Tearlach was an innocent bairn!”

Rosalia rubbed her hand over Aisling’s tresses in
an attempt to soothe her. “We donna know why the
gods do what they do, but I do know it wasnae your
time, Aisling. They still have a plan for ye. [ am sure
the gods watch over Tearlach.”

“I hope Aiden kills every last one of those bloody
Campbells,” said Aisling through gritted teeth.

“I know, Aisling. Come...” Assisting Aisling to
the far wall, Rosalia held her well into the night.
Aisling would sleep and then wake up screaming for
Tearlach, but Rosalia tried to console her friend as best
as she could. She must have fallen asleep for a short
time because something pulled her from her sleep. It
sounded as if something had fallen outside the door.
Shuffling noises came from the other side.

“My lady.”

Thinking she heard someone whisper from outside
the door, she quickly banished the thought. It was
probably her mind playing tricks on her. Listening for
another moment, she did not hear anything and shook
her head for clarity. The last thing she needed was to
lose her wits.

“My lady,” a woman’s voice said louder.

This time she did hear something. “Aye?” Rosalia
whispered in return.

“Please come to the door. I brought some blankets.”

Aisling stirred and started crying out for Tearlach.
“Shh... Aisling,” Rosalia murmured.
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“Rosalia, where are ye going?” she cried with panic
in her voice.

“A woman is here with some blankets.” She
attempted to rise, but Aisling hastily grabbed her skirts.

“Donna trust her! She will kill ye when ye reach the
door! Donna!” She clung to Rosalia’s legs.

“My lady, please be quiet. Donna wake the guards,”
the woman pleaded.

“Aisling, I only travel to the door.” When Rosalia
felt Aisling release her hold, she shuftled her feet and
held her hands out in front of her, feeling her way to
the door. “Who are ye?”

There was a heavy silence.

“Someone who doesnae agree with the ways of
men,” the woman simply stated.

Aisling bumped into her from behind and pushed
her to the side. “Ye killed my son. I pray my husband
slays every last one of ye bloody Campbells,” she said
through gritted teeth. “Take your blankets and shove
them up your arse.”

There was a brief silence before the woman
spoke again.

“Your son isnae dead,” the woman whispered.

Aisling cried out. “Ye tell untruths! Why would
ye do this to me? Rosalia, donna believe her. We
heard the Campbell order Tearlach’s death. She speaks
untruths to make us only further suffer!”

“My lady, please lower your voice. I donna have
much time, and the guards will be making their rounds
soon. Ye have my solemn vow your son is safe.”

“Avye, the solemn vow of a Campbell,” Aisling
bit out.
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“I am handing ye the blankets through the slits in
the door,” said the woman.

Rosalia fumbled her way, pulling them through the
bars. “Why are ye helping us?”

The woman gave a strong sigh. “If I can avoid
the laird, I will bring your son late on the morrow.
I must take my leave now,” said the woman quickly,
avoiding the question.

“Wait!” Aisling called out. “Are ye the one that
helped me?”

“Helped ye?” Rosalia countered.

“Aye,” the woman answered. “I will speak with ye
on the morrow. Speak of this to nay one.”

Rosalia heard muftling sounds in the opposite
direction of the guards. Interesting... there must be
another passage out of the dungeon.

Aisling sat back down next to Rosalia against the
wall. “What did ye mean when ye spoke the woman
helped ye?” asked Rosalia.

“The men took me to the Campbell’s chamber.
He was going to rape me,” she choked out. “As he
climbed upon the bed to perform the deed, a woman
walked in and said he couldnae touch me for if he did,
he would be cursed for all of eternity. He quickly rose
and dismissed me to the guard.”

“So ye werenae...”

“Nay.”

“Thank the gods! I worried about ye so. I didnae
know if ye were hurt,” Rosalia choked out, barely
able to get the words past her throat.

Aisling rested her hand on her shoulder. “His stench
still lingers upon my body, but he didnae have me.”
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“Praise the saints for sending the woman.” She
remembered something from the great hall. “What
color were her tresses?”

““Tis odd ye ask me of that because even though I
only remember parts, I do remember her tresses being
as black as a raven.”

“I thought as much. When we were in the great
hall, I saw such a woman watching us with such a
look of regret or sadness upon her face. I am joyful I
didnae imagine it.”

They were silent for a few moments.

“I am afraid to ask, but do ye think my Tearlach
lives?” Aisling could barely get the words to come out
of her mouth before she choked on them.

She placed her arm over Aisling’s shoulders and
pulled her close. “I am verra hopeful. It doesnae make
sense that she brings ye blankets and then would speak
untruths about Tearlach. T am thinking mayhap we
have an ally.”

“Rosalia, I cannae live without my son. I am his
mother. I was to protect him.”

“Aisling, ye are a wonderful mother and there was
naught ye could have done. The Campbell is a black-
hearted, cruel man. He finds joy in the misery of others.
Let us hope he doesnae make us suffer further. Even if’
we stay in the dungeon, I think ’tis better than what he
would place upon us. We have to do whatever we must
to survive and pray Ciaran and Aiden come quickly.”

It was difficult to tell what time of day it was since
there was nothing but total blackness. It seemed they
had been held in their prison for several long hours.
Rosalia guessed it might be around mid-morning.
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The sound of approaching voices reached their
door, and the guards appeared with torches in hand. A
guard unlatched the door and shoved the light through
it. “Get up,” the man ordered. “The laird wants to
see ye.”

Stepping out into the corridor, Rosalia glanced
to the left and stared at a blank wall. She wondered
where the entrance to the passage was located. A man
pushed her firmly down the corridor and up the stone
staircase. When they reached the top, they placed their
hands over their brows to block out the sun. After
being surrounded by darkness for so long, the blinding
light took a toll on their sight.

Approaching the great hall, Rosalia heard voices
raised in a heated discussion. “Why, Cousin? Ye claimed
to know him well. Why doesnae he storm the gates?
My men await for naught!” the Campbell bellowed.

“I donna know why he doesnae storm the gates,
Archie. Mayhap he hasnae yet seen his brother,”
replied Beathag in exasperation.

“Then ye didnae complete your task now, did ye?
Ye willnae receive coin from me,” he said curtly.

“Donna ye go back on your word, Archie! We
have an agreement.”

“We had an agreement if the MacGregor doesnae
storm my gates,” he said tersely.

Upon their entrance to the great hall, the Campbell
silenced Beathag with a glare. “Bring them forward,”
he said, motioning with his hand. He started to pace.
“I want to know why the MacGregor doesnae come
for ye.” He took a step closer toward Rosalia. “Are ye
the MacGregor’s wife?”
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From the conversation Rosalia had overheard,
Beathag was not currently in the Campbell’s favor.
Perhaps she could draw a wedge further between
them. It was worth a try. Rosalia pointed to Aisling.
“She is the MacGregor’s wife.”

The Campbell hufted. “She is the second
MacGregor’s wife,” he said impatiently. “Are ye wed
to the MacGregor or nae?”

“Declan?” She tried to squeak convincingly.
“Declan is nae wed.”

He grunted. “Are all women daft?” He slapped his
hand to his head. “Nae the third MacGregor, ye daft
woman. Are ye wed to the laird?”

She rolled her eyes as if she now understood his
question. “Why didnae ye just ask me if I was wed to
Ciaran? Nay, I am nae wed to him. Ye think he would
take me to wife?”” she said, motioning to her body.

The Campbell looked at her in disgust. “Ye are his
leman. Are ye nae?” he asked, folding his arms over
his chest.

She purposefully looked offended. “Leman? I assure
ye I am nay leman.”

He approached Beathag with a trace of annoyance
upon his face. “Mayhap ye have it wrong, Cousin.”

Beathag’s eyes flew wide open as if he had insulted
her. She stormed over to Rosalia. “I donna have it
wrong. Tell him ye care for Ciaran.”

“I care for all of the MacGregors,” she stated simply.

Beathag gritted her teeth. “Tell him ye are his
leman,” she spat.

“I am nay whore. That was your task, I do believe,”
Rosalia said, folding her arms over her chest. When
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Beathag’s face reddened, Rosalia had the feeling she had
better cease this game before it led to serious trouble.

“It doesnae make sense. Even if he doesnae care
for her, he would at least come to rescue his sister by
marriage. Yet, Cousin, he doesnae. I wonder why that
is.” His eyes narrowed at Beathag.

“I donna know, Archie. Why donna ye send him a
missive?” she offered.

“And chance it being intercepted by King James’s
men, ye stupid chit?”” he bellowed, continuing to pace.
“The MacGregor is loyal to a fault. He will come for
his sister by marriage. We will wait, but my patience is
growing thin. And ye better nae be wrong, Cousin.”

Beathag paled.

“Take them back to the dungeon,” the Campbell
ordered. “I cannae stand the sight of MacGregors in
my presence.”

Rosalia and Aisling were escorted back to their
prison and left again in total darkness. At least they
were not made to suffer in the Campbell’s presence or
to put up with his machinations.

“Why were ye trying to provoke the Campbell?”
asked Aisling.

R osalia sighed. “His ire is raised against Beathag and
I thought to use it to our favor. If he was angry enough
with her, he might err, and that could only help Ciaran
and Aiden. I think I was able to raise some doubt in
the faith he placed in Beathag. That can only help us.”

“I hope she gets what she deserves. I cannae believe
she plotted all this time with the bloody Campbell. It
doesnae come as a surprise they are cousins. Both are
black of heart,” said Aisling.



TemrpraTION IN A KILT 295

They sat for hours. They would talk, fall asleep, and
talk again, trying to do anything to keep their minds
from going mad in the blackness. Another muffled
sound came from outside the door and Rosalia rose.
“Aisling, did ye hear that?”

“Aye! "Tis the raven with my Tearlach,” she said,
rising and shuftling her feet toward the door.

“I brought some food and a wine sack for vye.
"Tisnae much, but it was all I could gather,” said the
woman. “I am handing ye the food.”

Rosalia fumbled her way to find the food and
pulled it through the bars. “Ye have our thanks.”

“Where is my son?” asked Aisling.

“He is above stairs, my lady. I will try to bring him
to ye late this eve, but he is well,” the woman assured.

“If what ye speak is true, ye have my sincere
thanks... er, I am nae sure what to call ye.”

The woman paused. “Ye can call me Liadain, but
donna share this with the laird lest I willnae be able to
move about freely.”

“We willnae speak of it,” said Aisling quickly.

“Liadain, how did ye come to be with the
Campbell?” asked Rosalia, wanting to put all of the
pieces together.

“I have spoken too freely already. I must take
my leave.”

“Nay. Please donna. I am sorry for my questions.
Ye seem kind of heart, and I donna understand why ye
are here, ’tis all,” Rosalia explained further.

Liadain sighed. “Some days I wonder that as well. I
will try to return this eve with your son.”

“Ye have my thanks, Liadain,” Aisling choked out.
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They both stood at the door and waited until they
heard her exit through the passage. “Och, Rosalia. I
pray my Tearlach is well. T need to hold him and feel
that he is unhurt. Waiting is misery in itself.”

“I know, Aisling. I think Liadain speaks the truth.
Let us hope she brings Tearlach this eve so we know
he 1s well.”

They continued to sit. Once they realized their
backs suffered, they took turns as one of them would
lay their head down on the other. The food and drink
Liadain had brought was gone hours ago.

Finally a shuffling sound made Rosalia spring to her
feet. “I think Liadain is here.”

“Liadain?” asked Aisling, making her way to the door.

“Aye. Your son sleeps and I donna want to wake
him for fear of the guards. I will place his head near
the bars so ye can feel him. There. Reach through the
bars and feel your son.”

Aisling sniffled. “Och, my bairn. Tearlach, I love
ye. My sweet, sweet bairn. Rosalia, feel through the
bars and feel he is well. He only sleeps.”

Her cheeks were wet with tears. “Aye, Aisling. He
only sleeps. Liadain, we donna know how to thank ye
for caring for Tearlach.”

“Will ye tell me when ye think your men will
come for ye?” asked Liadain. Both Rosalia and
Aisling were quiet. So far Liadain kept true to her
word, but Rosalia did not know how much she was
willing to share with her. Apparently, Aisling felt
the same.

“Ye still donna trust me? I have been trying to
search for your men in the woods, but I havenae even
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seen a scout. I only ask because I can lead ye out to
them when they arrive, but I cannae lead them in.”

“I donna understand what difference that would
make. If ye are willing to help us, why cannae ye lead
them in? We risk capture or worse if we take our
leave,” said Aisling.

There was a heavy silence.

“’Tisnae safe for ye with the bairn. I donna agree
with the ways of the Campbell, and I will be willing
to lead ye out when your men arrive. I willnae lead
MacGregor men in and send the Campbell to his
death. He has chosen his path, and whatever his fate,
I willnae be the one to send him to it.” She paused
and then spoke in hushed tones. “He is my brother.”

Rosalia was speechless, but Aisling found her voice.
“Your brother?”

“We share the same father but have a difterent
mother. Nay matter, he is still my blood.”

Her fumbling fingers found Aisling’s arm. “We under-
stand, Liadain. Ye cannae choose your family as much as
ye cannae control their actions. Our men willnae come
for us now. Mayhap on the morrow or the following
day, but nae now. We place our trust in ye with that.”

“I will watch for them on the morrow then. I will
take Tearlach first to ensure his safety and then I will
come back for ye. Would ye like to kiss your son
before I take my leave?”

“Verra much,” said Aisling joyfully.

“I hold him up. Feel for him.”

Aisling kissed Tearlach and he stirred. “I owe ye
much, Liadain. Ye saved me and my son.”

“Moran taing,” Rosalia said sincerely.



Sraleen

THE PAST TWO DAYS HAD BEEN HELL FOR ALL OF THEM.
They had reviewed the plan so many times that Ciaran
dreamt of every last detail in his sleep. It took all of
his strength to physically hold back and not storm the
Campbells’ gates. Fear and anger knotted inside him.
He had never prayed so much in his life. Rosalia was
safe—she had to be for he would accept nothing less.
Declan, Aiden, and Calum had left early in the morn
to move into position. This had to work. They would
have no other chance.

“My men are ready, MacGregor,” said Alexander
with an air of calm and confidence.

“My laird, the men, and the horses are readied,”
called Seumas.

Ciaran nodded and ran his hand through his hair.
“Let us rescue our women,” he said firmly.

Ciaran mounted Noonie. He would ride with
Alexander and his men, and Seumas and Ciaran’s own
men would follow behind. When everyone was in
position, they would make their move.

(=)
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Declan, Aiden, and Calum secured their mounts deep
in the forest and proceeded on foot. By the time
the sun cast its first rays of light, they were ready
and waiting. They would lurk in the brush to see if
someone entered another way into the stronghold. If
that did not work, they would force their way in when
Ciaran and Alexander arrived.

Declan wished to slit every last one of the Campbells’
throats, but he would be logical. He would at least wait
until they were shown a way in. Each one of them was
spread out strategically around the castle watching for
an opportunity to present itself. The rustling of tree
branches caught Declan’s attention. A woman walked
through the forest unaware of the danger that awaited
her underneath the brush.

Her tresses were the black of a starless night and
hung down her back. She wore a cloak, but when it
parted, generous curves were displayed underneath.
There was both delicacy and strength in her face. The
flush on her pale cheeks was like the flush of sunset on
the snow. She looked ethereal, unreal in the sun’s early
rays. She was... enchanting. Who was this woman
who cast such a spell? She carried herself confidently
and was unaware of the appreciative glances he cast
upon her. As if she sensed his presence, she stopped.
When a shadow of alarm touched her face, he knew
he had to make his move.

Declan sprang from the brush as if his arse was
afire and she let out a startled yelp. “Donna move,”
he threatened, placing his dagger to her throat. “If ye
scream, ye will die. Do ye understand?”

She started to tremble. “Aye,” she whispered.
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“I see ye are a woman of intelligence. Move out
of the view of the guards,” he ordered. He continued
to hold the dagger to her throat and moved her flush
against the castle wall. He spun her around to face
him, replacing the blade to her throat. “Who are ye?”

“Ye donna need the dagger,” she choked out.

He tilted his brow, looking at her with uncertainty.
“Nay? Why donna ye let me decide what is needed. I
willnae ask ye again. Who are ye?” he repeated.

“Are ye Aiden?” she asked him searchingly.

His annoyance increased when he felt her hands
trembling between them. He glared at her, frowning.
“Howbeit I ask the questions since I am the one
holding the weapon. Ye will show me the way into
the castle.” Removing the dagger from her neck, he
pulled her away from the wall and gently pushed her
to walk in front of him.

She stopped but did not turn around. “Please listen
to me. I will bring your son and your wife out to ye
now, but I cannae lead ye in,” she said, slowly turning
around to face him. She swallowed hard, lifted her
chin, and boldly met his gaze.

Their eyes met and a shock ran through him. This
woman stood before him visibly shaking, but boldly
challenging him. He gave her a roguish grin. “My
apologies. Did ye feel ye had a voice in which to
bargain?” He simply raised his brow and waited.

She was obviously irked by his cool, aloof manner
because she mocked his stance and also raised her
brow, folding her arms over her chest. They simply
stared at each other across a sudden silence and she
showed no signs of relenting. He must find a way to
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breach the castle walls and did not have time for the
foolish games of a woman. Forcefully, he grabbed her
arm and led her in the same direction from which she
had hailed.

Her feet stumbled to keep up with him. “Ye are
hurting me,” she said breathlessly.

He eased his grip but did not release her. “If ye
donna show me how to get into the castle, ye will
be dead.”

“So ye have said,” she said dryly, stopping again.
“Aiden, please. I have spoken to Aisling and Rosalia.
They know I will bring your son to ye. Ye must
release me so I am able to get him out unharmed.”

Declan tilted his brow, looking at her doubtfully.
“Now isnae that convenient? I am to believe those
words so ye can... set another trap for us?” He gave
her a mocking smile. “T have had enough of ye bloody
Campbells and your lies to last my life,” he bit out.
“Show me the way into the castle. Now...”

The raven beauty stood in front of him still boldly
defying his demands. “Please let me bring ye your son,
Aiden. When ye see he is unharmed and nay warning
is called, ye will see I speak the truth. I will help ye,
but I cannae lead ye in. I can only bring them out.”

His face clouded with uneasiness. “Why should I
trust ye?” he asked. “Who are ye?”

She bit her lip and looked away from him. “I am
Liadain,” she relented, pushing her black tresses out of’
her eyes. “I am the healer.”

“If ye want to help and are willing to bring them out,
why willnae ye lead me in?” he asked her searchingly.

She set her chin in a stubborn line. “The Campbell
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is many things, but I willnae be the one to lead him to
his death. He willnae die by my hand.” She extended
her hand and touched him on the arm. “Please, Aiden.
Ye waste much time. Let me bring ye your son.” She
reached out and clutched his hand. “Please.”

He prayed he was not going to regret this decision.
“Bring them out safely. I will be here.”

A thankful smile curved her mouth. “Thank ye. I
will return as quickly as I can. Watch above for the
guard.” As she walked away with long, purposeful
strides, he thought she had better be true to her word
or he would—well, he was not sure what he would
do to her. On that notion, he had better find Aiden.

He jumped at the sound of Aiden’s voice. “God’s
teeth! I didnae even see ye,” he said, grabbing his chest.
“I found a woman who will help us. She is going to
bring Tearlach out. We need to wait for her here.”

Aiden’s expression stilled and grew serious. “How
do ye know ’tisnae a trap?”

He gave an impatient shrug. “I donna, but she
didnae raise a warning and took her leave to bring out
your son.”

“Then let us get my son.”

Declan and Aiden waited impatiently for Liadain,
deciding to leave Calum on the other side of the
castle in case it was a trap. A branch snapped and they
both drew their swords. Aiden let out a long, audible
breath. “My son.” When Liadain’s steps slowed, he
approached her quickly, sheathing his sword. He
reached for Tearlach, but Liadain continued to hold
him in a protective embrace.

Her eyes were sharp and assessing. “I assure ye he is
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well. Mayhap ye should let his father hold him,” she
chided him.

Aiden gave her a look of utter nonbelief. “Give me
my son,” he demanded, pulling Tearlach from her arms.

“Your son?” Disconcerted, she crossed her arms and
glared at Declan.

He shrugged dismissively. “I didnae tell ye 1 was
Aiden,” he countered.

She whipped her head away from him, clearly
dismissing him and giving Aiden her undivided atten-
tion. “Aisling is well. I will bring her out next. I am
thinking to bring them out one at a time lest I draw
suspicion if guards are making rounds.”

He offered her a forgiving smile. “That is wise. Ye
have my thanks... er?

“Liadain,” she simply stated. She turned on her heel,
walking away in the direction from which she came.

“Declan, find Calum. We need to get Tearlach and
the women far from here.”

“Aye.” It did not take him long to return with
Calum. Aisling was out and Liadain had already gone
back for Rosalia.

His brother exhaled a long sigh of contentment
and kissed Aisling and Tearlach on the head. “There
will be plenty of time for us later, Wife. Take your
leave now with Calum back to Glenorchy, and I will
have Declan follow with Rosalia.” He placed his
hand to her face and brushed a soft kiss to her lips. “I
love ye, Aisling.”

“And I love ye, Aiden.” She opened her eyes, and
suddenly her smile faded. “Aiden, I want ye to kill the
Campbell,” she spoke with bitterness.
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Declan cleared his throat. “Aiden, they must take
their leave. "Tis too dangerous for them here.”

Aiden gazed at her intently. “Ye have my word.
His fate is sealed. Ye must take your leave.” He placed
Tearlach into her arms and watched them walk into
the trees with Calum.

Declan placed his hand on Aiden’s shoulder in a
brotherly gesture. “They are safe, Brother.”

He closed his eyes. “Aye,” he said in a choked voice.

Liadain approached them with a pensive look upon
her face. “The Campbell has Rosalia.”

=D

When Liadain came to their darkened door and said
that Aiden was waiting, Rosalia and Aisling were
overjoyed. Tearlach had already been delivered safely
into his father’s arms, and relief flooded Aisling.
Liadain said, “Aisling, ye first and I will come back
for Rosalia. If the guards come, she may be able to
distract them long enough for ye to escape. If both of
ye arenae here, they may raise a warning.”

Aisling grabbed Rosalia’s arm. “I willnae take my
leave without ye.”

“Ye can and ye will. Ye have Tearlach to think
upon. Take your leave quickly, and then Liadain can
come back for me and we can escape this madness,”
Rosalia said reassuringly, squeezing her hand.

Aisling embraced her. “I love ye, Sister. Ye
make haste.”

“Donna ye worry,” Rosalia said, pushing her
gently out the door. She took a deep breath and
tried to remain calm, waiting impatiently by the
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door for Liadain’s return. Half in anticipation and
half in dread, she prayed their attempts would not
be discovered. Then torchlight approached from the
opposite direction.

The guards swung open the door. One of them
pushed the torch through the doorway and looked
around. “Where is the other MacGregor wench?” he
bit out.

Rosalia shrugged dismissively, and the man walked
torward with purposeful strides. “The Campbell wants
to see ye, MacGregor whore.” She had no choice but
to follow the guards up the stone staircase. When she
reached the top, her steps slowed and she raised her
hand over her brow. The light was painful.

Upon her entrance to the great hall, the guard
informed the Campbell that Aisling was missing. He
stood there, tall and angry. He bellowed instructions
to a handful of guards, and they hurried away to do
his bidding.

The Campbell whirled to stare at her, anger rising
further in his eyes. “I donna know how that red-
haired siren escaped my walls, but how fortunate for
me that ye are still within my grasp,” he said, his voice
belligerent. “The MacGregor wishes to speak with
me for your release. Verra clever of ye to attempt to
deceive me that he doesnae care for ye.”

She regarded him impassively.

“I told ye he would come for her, Archie,”
Beathag said smugly, clapping her hands together in
front of her.

The Campbell ignored her as did Rosalia. Shouting
to his guards, he instructed them to permit Ciaran in



306 VicTtoria ROBERTS

the gates. Beathag slithered over to Rosalia like a snake
ready to devour a meal. “I warned ye to stay away
from Ciaran. Now ye will watch him die,” she said
with satisfaction in her eyes.

At this point, Rosalia was beyond intimidation.
Aisling and Tearlach had escaped, and she had nothing
more to lose. If this was her fate, so be it. She quickly
waved aside any hesitation. “What do ye know? Ye
are naught more than a whore. "Tis ye who has sealed
your fate, and I shall find great pleasure in watching ye
die when Ciaran comes for me.”

Beathag paled.

A guardsman walked toward the Campbell, drops
of moisture clinging to his forehead. “My laird, ’tisnae
the MacGregor at your gates.”

“What do ye mean ’tisnae the MacGregor at my
gates? Who else would it be?” the Campbell bellowed,
his dark eyes showing nonbelief. The guard’s voice
drifted into a hushed whisper. The Campbell whis-
pered a response and watched him depart. Running
his hand through his hair, he began to pace.

Everything in the hall was so quiet that Rosalia
could hear the sound of her own breath. She was
not sure what was occurring, but it was obvious the
Campbell was unnerved. He hesitated in mid-stride as
a man entered the hall flanked by several guards in full
battle attire. Additional Campbell guardsmen followed
them in with watchful eyes, standing strategically
around them. From her count, there was roughly a
score of men including the Campbell’s own guard.

The man’s thick brown hair was tapered neatly at
his neck. He was much younger than the Campbell
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but had an air of authority and the appearance of one
who demanded instant obedience. He approached
the Campbell with regal elegance and gave him a
courtly bow. “Pray allow me to introduce myself. I
am Alexander MacDonell. I come on behalf of my
father, Laird Domhnall MacDonell of Glengarry, who
maintains King James’s alliances in the north. I have
come to understand ye hold my cousin, Lady Rosalia
Armstrong. I am here to escort her safely to Glengarry
to my father.”

Cousin? She did not even know she had a cousin.

The Campbell’s eyes grew openly amused. “Pray
allow me to introduce myself,” he said, giving him a
mock bow. “I am Archibald Campbell, seventh Earl
of Argyll, who maintains King James’s alliances as well.
Mayhap ye have heard more of me, ¢h? Aye, I have
your cousin.” He regarded Alexander then turned,
casting Rosalia a look of disdain.

When Alexander spoke again, his voice was cold
and exact. “Ye will release my cousin to me. Now,”
he demanded, his guards reaching for the hilt of
their swords.

The Campbell was casually amused and started
to pace in front of Alexander. He tapped his fingers
to his lips. “Verra clever, but nae clever enough to
outwit a Campbell,” he smirked, taking an abrupt
step toward him. Alexander did not move and simply
raised his brow, a swath of wavy hair falling casually
on his forehead.

“Your error was claiming the MacDonell is the
cousin of the MacGregor whore. The MacGregor sent
this whelp to rescue his woman?” he said tauntingly,
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turning and jesting with his men. The men laughed
at his remark as he turned back to Alexander and
snarled, “Ye see... she comes from Liddesdale and is
merely a whore.”

Rosalia remained perfectly still and tried weighing the
whole structure of events. Frankly, she was perplexed.

“Archie,” Beathag warned.

He silenced her with a cold stare.

Alexander stood to his full height and placed his
hands behind his back as the Campbell studied him.
“Ye donna understand what I speak. The MacDonell
isnae the cousin of Rosalia. He is her uncle. I am her
cousin,” he said, his voice resonant and impressive.

Hesitantly, Beathag moved to stand beside the
Campbell. “Archie,” she said, raising her voice and
reaching out to touch his arm. When he still paid her
no heed, she awkwardly cleared her throat.

“What do ye want, cousin? Ye see I am speaking,”
he said in an irritated tone.

(=)

Ciaran tried not to watch Rosalia, but he could not
help himself. He needed to ensure she was well. She
was obviously puzzled by Alexander’s sudden appear-
ance, but she was an intelligent lass. She would know
he would plan to come for her. He placed his hand on
the hilt of his sword. Although the Campbell did not
recognize him due to his strategically placed head gear,
he must be ready for anything.

What the hell? Beathag was the Campbell’s cousin?
He should not be surprised they came from the same
soiled blood. How fitting that the pieces would finally
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come together. Now certain events started to make
sense. Not only did they plot together, but now they
would die together as well.

Beathag became increasingly uneasy and shifted
her weight from foot to foot. “Archie, he speaks the
truth,” she muttered uneasily.

The Campbell stared at her, confounded. He dug
his fingers into her flesh, pulling her forcefully to
the side. “What is this? What do ye mean he speaks
the truth?”

She flinched at the tone of his voice. “Archie, the
MacDonell is her uncle and that man is her cousin. She
was to travel to Glengarry, but I didnae think her—”

“Nay, ye didnae.” The Campbell glowered at her
and then turned away. He spoke to all, but gazed at
Beathag. “It appears the MacDonell—"

“Will be taking his cousin,” bellowed Alexander,
unsheathing his sword and raising it high in the air.
Ciaran and Alexander’s men followed suit as their men
came thundering into the hall from the courtyard. The
Campbell stared with complete surprise upon his face.

Ciaran took out two guards and easily deflected
a few choice blows. He would slay every Campbell
that got in his way and held him from his purpose.
Alexander’s men fought by his side and showed no
mercy. No one touched his own. He glanced over as
the Campbell tried to slither out of the great hall. He
would not escape that easily. He knew for certain that
Archibald Campbell, seventh Earl of Argyll would die
this day by his hand—the hand of the MacGregor.

Rosalia had backed up against a far wall and
Alexander was fighting his way over to her. She would
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be safe. “Ciaran, behind ye!” shouted Aiden, working
his way toward him.

Ciaran turned in time to lunge his broadsword
into the neck of a Campbell. Looking back over his
shoulder, he saw that two men held Aiden at bay. He
was about to move when Declan stormed into the
great hall with his sword raised high and screamed,
“Ard-Choille!” He took down one of the guards and
held his own.

Ciaran continued to maneuver his way over
to his brothers and, with a deep thrust, took out
another Campbell along the way. “Aisling?” he
shouted to Aiden.

Aiden turned, deflecting another blow. “She and
Tearlach are out!” he shouted through the clanking
metal sounds of battle.

Taking another glance at Rosalia, Ciaran saw
that Alexander was almost there and would see to
her safety. It was time to find the bloody Campbell.
Deflecting several more blows, he fought his way out
of the great hall and into the courtyard. The Campbell
was making his way toward the gate. Ciaran let out a
piercing whistle to his men who encroached on the
barmkin wall and waved his arms for them to close
the gate. Other than a few skirmishes within the
courtyard, his men had already started to gather and
secure the Campbells. It would not be long before all
of the men were held.

Thundering across the courtyard, Ciaran pulled off
his headgear. “Ard-Choille!” he bellowed, charging at
the Campbell.

The Campbell’s loyal guardsmen placed him at
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their back and lunged at Ciaran. “Kill him! I wish
to have his head!” the Campbell shouted, cowering
behind his guardsmen.

Ciaran easily brought one man down but still held
two at bay.

He pushed one of the guards to his enemy, then
turned to deflect a blow aimed at his head. He
knocked his opponent to his back and buried his
sword deep into the man’s chest with a crushing
sound. A burning sensation ripped through his arm.
As he turned, the last man was coming in on him fast.
He did not get out of the way quickly enough and
received another slice to the shoulder. He grunted,
holding his blood-soaked shoulder.

Spinning with an upper cut, Ciaran sliced his
opponent’s chest, and he fell to the ground with a
thud. Ciaran’s chest heaved as he turned and gave the
Campbell a mocking smile.

The Campbell paled.

“Ciaran!” Beathag screamed.

He whirled to stare at her, quick anger rising in
his eyes. Beathag held a dagger to Rosalia’s throat.
Alexander moved out of the corner of his eye, but
Ciaran told him to stand down with only a shake of
his head.

The Campbell let out a great peal of laughter.
“Verra well done, Cousin.”

“Ciaran, have your men open the gates,” Beathag said.

He gave the order for his men to open the gates.
Beathag moved slowly, guiding Rosalia toward her
means of escape.

Ciaran shifted his eyes to Rosalia and she gave him
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a knowing look. Before he could figure out what she
was about, she pulled on Beathag’s arm and pretended
to stumble. Lifting her leg, she pulled her dirk from
under her skirts. Pivoting with a backward thrust, she
impaled Beathag on her dagger.

Beathag yelled out in surprise, placing her hand to
her stomach. When she pulled it away, it was covered
with blood.

“An diobhail toirt leis thu!” The devil take you! R osalia
snarled, shaking with rage.

Ciaran whipped around and grabbed the Campbell.
“Nae so fast. Where do ye think ye are going, ye bloody
coward?” he said through gritted teeth. Raising his
sword, he held it at the Campbell’s throat. “Ye killed
an innocent man. Ye left a wife without a husband and
a child without a father. Ye attacked my brother. Ye
took my sister and my nephew.” He pushed the blade
deeper. “Ye took my woman,” he said, seething with
mounting rage.

The color drained from the Campbell’s face. His
eyes became sharp and assessing. “King James—"

“Ye have nay honor,” Ciaran bellowed, his voice
echoing throughout the courtyard. “King James will
know of your deceit and disregard of his orders. All of
this madness and for what? To gain my lands?”

The Campbell’s eyes widened as Ciaran raised his
sword and swung the fatal blow. “I protect what is
mine,” he grunted, pulling out his sword, “and so
did my father.” He bent over and wiped his bloodied
sword upon his jupon.

The Campbell stilled.

Rosalia still stood like a stone statue until he
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reached her with purposeful strides. “Och, Rosalia...”
He pulled her trembling body to him. Shock, stark
and vivid, flashed in her eyes. She began to shake
uncontrollably and Ciaran shouted for someone to
bring him a blanket. Pulling her into the circle of his
arms, he whispered soothingly into her ear.

=D

“Rosalia...” someone called to her. She could hear the
voice in some faraway place in her mind.

“Easy, lass. Donna move too quickly,” the voice
spoke silkily.

Rosalia took a moment to catch her breath. The solid
ground was underneath her and she felt a soft tapping to
her cheek. She sat up abruptly, the vivid recollection of’
the day’s events flooding her with emotion.

A warm hand rubbed her shoulder. “Donna move
too quickly,” Ciaran instructed, pushing her tresses
out of her face.

Lifting her hand, she stared at Beathag’s lifeblood,
blood she spilled. Ciaran grabbed her hand and placed
it back down. “Donna look upon it, Rosalia. Ye did
what ye had to do.”

“Cousin, are ye well?” asked Alexander, kneeling
beside her and placing a comforting hand upon her
shoulder.

How was she supposed to respond to that? She was
not fine. She had killed someone. She opened her
mouth to speak, but words escaped her.

Fingers gently lifted her chin and she gazed into
eyes of compassion. Ciaran gave her a tender smile. “I
know how ye feel, but trust me when I speak this will
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pass. Ye defended yourself, lass. Beathag deserved her
fate.” At the mention of Beathag, she pulled her eyes
away from him and turned to view Beathag’s lifeless
body upon the ground. She gulped hard.

“Come...” Ciaran hefted her into his arms and
walked several feet in the courtyard. Bending over, he
placed her gently on a bench. His heavy arm encircled
her shoulders and she leaned into him. Holding her
tenderly, he continued to whisper words of comfort.

A woman wept in the distance. Lifting her head,
Rosalia glanced around the courtyard. Liadain was
kneeling upon the ground next to the lifeless Campbell.
There was so much death.

She stood and released the blanket, hastily making
her way to Liadain. She thought she heard Ciaran
call for her, but it didn’t matter. She could not allow
Liadain to be alone. “Liadain, I am truly sorry for your
loss,” she murmured, her brow creased with worry
and her own voice sounded strange upon her lips.

Hesitantly, Ciaran approached and cast a ques-
tioning glance.

“Ciaran, this is Liadain. She helped us and brought
Aisling and Tearlach to safety,” she spoke solemnly.

He nodded in gratitude. “Ye have my sincere thanks.”

Liadain nodded in return, turning her attention
back to the Campbell, her eyes clouded with tears.

“Will ye stay?” Rosalia asked her searchingly.

She closed her eyes. “I donna know. I need to bury
my brother.” Opening her eyes, she placed her hand
on the shoulder of the Campbell before she stood.

Rosalia turned to Alexander and raised her brow.
“Are ye truly my cousin?”
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He smiled in earnest. “Aye. I am your cousin,
Alexander.”

She embraced him. “Ye have my thanks, Alexander.
I owe ye much.”

“Ye owe me naught. Ye are my kin, Rosalia. We
protect our own. Ye take your leave with MacGregor
and rest, Cousin. Your seanmhair anxiously awaits ye
at Glengarry.”

Feeling a warm hand at her back, she settled back
into Ciaran. She needed his comfort and strength.



Sowentoen

CIARAN LIFTED ROSALIA AND PLACED HER UPON
Noonie, but instead of riding his own mount, he
swung up behind her. He grunted upon securing his
seat and winced when he touched his shoulder.

“Och, Ciaran. Ye are injured,” she said, leaning
forward in the saddle and trying carefully not to bump
into him.

He waved her off. ““Tis naught but a scratch.”
Placing his arm around her waist, he pulled her back
against him. For a long moment, he looked down at
her. “Please tell me ye are well,” he said, brushing the
tips of his fingers over her cheek.

As Noonie took his time walking along the path,
Rosalia started to relax against him. “Lass,” he
murmured soothingly into her ear. “I need to ask
something of ye and then I promise we willnae speak
of it again.” Silently, he waited for her response.

Almost as if she did not have the strength to do so,
she nodded her head. “Aye?”

He sighed. “I know this may be difficult to
speak, but I need to know... Did the Campbell
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touch ye?” There was no simple way to ask and he
needed the truth.

“I mean to ask if the Campbell forced himself upon
ye as a man.” When she did not immediately respond,
he raised his hand, gently rubbing her tresses. Terrible
regrets assailed him. “It will be all right, Rosalia. I
want ye for my wife.”

Rosalia was stunned. Ciaran offered to wed her
because he believed the Campbell ruined her. That
was so... Ciaran. A few days past, she would have
jumped at the chance to be his wife. Now it seemed
they disagreed on the very nature and meaning of love.

She spoke with quiet firmness. “’Tis verra generous
of ye to offer yourself as my husband, my laird, but
there is nay need for such offerings. The Campbell
didnae touch me as a man.”

He blew out an abated breath. “I am relieved to
hear it. I worried so,” he murmured, leaning forward
and kissing her on the top of her head. Weariness
enveloped her, and with a long, exhausted sigh, she
tell asleep in Ciaran’s arms.

=D

Upon their return to Glenorchy, Ealasaid ran to
Rosalia. That was exactly what she needed. She was
safe. She was home. When Alexander and his brothers
returned a few hours later, Ciaran met with Alexander
in his solar. Sitting behind his father’s desk, he sealed
the missive to King James with the MacGregor seal.
“Do ye think ’tis enough?”

Alexander sat forward in his chair, leaning his arm
on the desk. “When I give this to him in person and
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the Campbell’s sister confirms what ye stated in the
missive, I think he will accept it. Will ye be sending
Aiden with me?”

Sitting back in the chair, Ciaran contemplated the
decision he already made. “Nay. Aiden needs to see to
Aisling and Tearlach. Aisling has been through much
and needs him right now.”

“Who will ye send in your stead?” asked Alexander,
raising his brow.

Damn his shoulder. Although the stitches kept it
closed, it throbbed more than the devil and caused
him more pain than he cared to admit. He could not
chance making the trip to court and risk infection. He
had no choice. “I will be sending Declan in my stead.”

Alexander merely studied him. “And upon my
return, I will be taking my cousin to Glengarry.”

Ciaran’s eyes narrowed. “She willnae take her leave
with ye. I willnae allow it.”

Alexander smirked. “Ye donna have a choice,
MacGregor. She isnae your wife,” he simply stated.

“I will have her as my wife.”

“We shall see,” Alexander said doubtfully, rising
and picking up the missive. “I leave for court on
the morrow.”

“Declan and the Campbell’s sister will be ready on
the morrow.”

When Ciaran told Declan he would be representing
him at court, his brother’s expression was unreadable.
He would just have to pray his reckless brother would
take the task seriously and not end up on the gallows.
He ran his hand over his father’s desk. He hoped his
father was proud.
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His mind drifted to Rosalia. She deserved to be
happy. He remembered the look upon her face when
she was—with him. Looking up to the gods, he
prayed for forgiveness from his father. The vow to his
father plagued him, but realizing he almost lost Rosalia
brought him back to reality. When she was taken, he
had felt an extraordinary void. The thought of losing
her was almost his undoing. He had to convince her to
stay—to be his wife. He was a fool to think otherwise.

=D

Rosalia slept like the dead. She did not even think she
shifted her position the entire night. Pulling herself
from the bed, she approached the washbowl. She
donned her day dress and made her way to the only
place she felt tranquility.

Looking out at the loch from the parapet, she sighed.

“I thought I would find ye here,” said Ciaran,
approaching her and giving her a sly grin.

She turned back and tried to imprint the picture
in her mind. She would sorely miss Glenorchy. “’Tis
truly beautiful.” He gently took her hand and she
yanked it away from him. “Please donna.”

He nodded his head in consent and glanced out at
the loch. “How do ye fare?”

“I am fine. When my cousin is ready, he will escort
me to Glengarry to my seanmhair,” she said, casting her
eyes downward.

“Alexander, Declan, and the Campbell’s sister took
their leave this morn to journey to court. When your
cousin returns, I donna want ye to take your leave. I
wish for ye to remain at Glenorchy.”
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“What?” She was bewildered by Ciaran’s behavior.
Frankly, he was driving her mad.

“Respond with the truth. I would expect naught
less from ye.”

She shifted her weight from foot to foot. “I donna
know what to speak, my laird,” she blurted out.

“I would want for ye to stay.”

She gasped. “Why?”

He looked at her in utter nonbelief. “Why? I would
want ye for my wife.”

She rubbed her fingers over her eyes then flung
them down at her sides. “Why, Ciaran? I told ye the
Campbell didnae touch me. Ye donna have a reason to
take me to wife,” she said, her breath came raggedly in
impotent anger. Her expression bordered on mockery.
“I wouldnae wed Dunnehl for coin and I sure willnae
have ye wed me out of pity!”

“Pity?”

He was about to speak again and she abruptly cut
him off. “Before I was taken by the Campbell, ye were
bound and determined to take me to Glengarry. Ye
openly stated ye donna love me. My answer is nay,
Ciaran. [ willnae wed ye.”

She looked away from him and he raised her chin
with his finger. “I would want ye to look at me when
I speak to ye.” He waited for her eyes to reach his
and he held them intensely. “Ye are truly the most
stubborn lass I have ever known.” When she hufted
and attempted to pull away from him, he held her
in place. “Nay, ye donna. Ye will stand and listen to
what I have to speak.”

She closed her eyes and nodded her head in consent.
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When he spoke again, his voice was softer and
warm, and his mouth curved with tenderness. “I enjoy
the speech we have every eve in front of the fire. I
enjoy the jesting between us. Ye seem to have taken
to Glenorchy and everyone around ye. Aisling has
become as a sister to ye and Aiden and Declan as your
brothers.” He paused and took a deep breath.

“What ye heard me bellow to Aiden was my
attempt to get him to cease his matchmaking. *Tisnae
how I truly feel for ye, Rosalia, and I believe ye know
the truth to that. I hope one day to earn your love
because I take ye to wife verra willingly.” He touched
her cheek in a wistful gesture and she closed her eyes
to hold back her tears. “I am nae done,” he murmured.

“I have ne’er known a lass as ye and I donna want
to know another. I want ye. I want all of ye—your
kindness and compassion, your dislike of wearing
skirts, your cut tresses, your nervousness when ye look
down at your hands, your nightmares so I can will
them away, your ire so I can kiss it away, and mayhap
even one day I can earn your love.” His eyes bore into
hers. “Tha gaol agam ort.” I love you.

Rosalia choked back a sob. Grabbing his hand,
she kissed the inside of his palm. She smiled, her
cheeks wet with tears. “Ciaran, I donna know where
to begin.”

Patiently, he waited for her to continue.

“I wouldnae even be alive if it wasnae for ye.” He
started to shake his head, but she held him in place.
“Nay. I listened to ye, but ye will also listen to me.”

He nodded for her to continue.

“If it wasnae for ye, I wouldnae be here. Ye are the
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kindest man. I see your compassion for your clan and
it warms my heart. Ye are a great and honorable laird.
I also enjoy our speech every eve in front of the fire,
but I donna enjoy it when ye take your leave. I know
I am nay great beauty...” He rolled his eyes, but she
continued. “Come now. I know it, but ye make me
feel as though I am beautiful.”

“Ye are beautiful, Rosalia,” he simply stated.

“I always felt as though 1 ne’er belonged. Being
here at Glenorchy with ye and your clan has changed
my view. | see how family should be and I see how all
of ye have graciously welcomed me into your home.
If ye want the truth, my laird, ye shall have it. I cannae
think of my life without ye. It pains me too greatly.
Ye speak mayhap one day ye can earn my love.”
Raising her hand, she touched his cheek. “Ciaran, ye
have always had my love. I love ye with all my heart
and soul.”

He smiled and bent down on one knee. “Then
Lady Rosalia Armstrong,” he said, taking her hand,
“will ye do me the verra great honor of becoming
my wife? | cannae imagine my life without ye in it.”
She pulled him to stand and embraced him. When
he lowered his head, he kissed her with passion and
tenderness.

They stood there for some time, enjoying the warmth
of their embrace. “I am so joyful,” murmured Rosalia.

“As am [,” he said, brushing her hair back behind
her ear.

She raised her head. “Does your shoulder still pain ye?”’

He chuckled. “My heart is overjoyed and I donna
notice if it does.”
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“If ye donna mind, could we send a missive to
James? I need him to know I will stay at Glenorchy.”

“Of course. I will send Montgomery a missive later
this morn,” he said, rubbing her arms.

“I would also wish to send a missive to Glengarry
to advise my seanmhair I am safe at Glenorchy and we
are to be wed,” she spoke joyfully.

“It will be done,” he said in a gentle tone.

He kissed her with pure male satisfaction and
then said, “Howbeit after we are wed, we travel to
Glengarry to pay a visit to your seanmhair?”

“Truly?” she asked hopetully.

“Aye.”

“That would be wonderful, my laird.” She embraced
him, reveling in the comfort and strength he provided
her. “Ciaran, ye truly saved me.”

“Nay, lass, it was ye who saved me.”
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