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        Their greatest opponent won’t be battled with a sword…

        But with their hearts…

      

      

      

      Ronan Sutherland is a fierce warrior. Swearing off all else, he thrives on his powerful position within William Wallace’s army. Freedom for the Scots is his mission—until he meets fair Julianna. She captivates him, intoxicates him…makes him want more out of life than what harsh dangers he’s accustomed to.

      

      Lady Julianna is no meek maiden. She’s trained in the art of war, sister to one of Scotland’s most powerful men, and tasked with keeping the future king safe. Until she’s kidnapped by a rivaling clan. Now her only hope is for the one man she trusts—and desires—to save her.

      

      Together, they’ll have to face down one of Scotland’s most treacherous foes… And keep from falling victim to the one thing they’ve both eluded thus far—love.
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      The tent was dark. Cold. If Lady Julianna had a candle, she’d surely see her breath upon the night air. Puffs of white spilling from her mouth in angry bursts.

      Damn the Ross and his ill-fated decisions. Damn the English and their desire to crush the Scots.

      If she could go back a few days prior, she would do everything the same way—save maybe tucking more weapons on her person.

      At least she wasn’t shackled. Although having free reign of a prison cell made of fabric and surrounded by guards wasn’t really any better. Her numerous attempts at escape had been quickly thwarted. She rubbed her arms furiously against the winter chill. Her cloak was thick and well made, but after a while, layers did not keep a body warm. Oh, what she wouldn’t do for a nice, blazing fire and a dram of Cook’s spiced whisky.

      Three days ago, she’d been intent on speaking with Lady Myra at Eilean Donan Castle—an act that landed her here within the camp of her enemy.

      Even still, she wouldn’t change a thing. It wasn't Myra's fault they were kidnapped. She and Myra had gotten off on the wrong foot, and Julianna wanted to make up for it by helping her escape. Although she wasn’t sure why Myra would want to leave when she obviously loved Laird Murray, but who was Julianna to judge?

      She shrugged in the darkness. Truly, she had no right to pass judgment on anyone. Hadn’t she eschewed her own feelings of desire, of passion—of dare she say it—something emotionally deeper? Not that it mattered. Julianna couldn’t marry until her brother deemed it so, and for the foreseeable future, that didn’t seem to be the case.

      She was glad. Marriage would only bind her. Wrap her up in a neat little package and put her on the shelf. That was not the life Julianna wanted. She was a warrior.

      Trained in the arts of war. Trained to protect the King of Scotland. Little good that did her now, seeing as how she sat prisoner in this Godforsaken tent, by the devil Laird Ross.

      “Humph.” She crossed her arms over her chest. Still, she’d not change a thing.

      When she slipped into the passageway leading to Myra’s room and saw her being carried away—gagged and trussed up—she had to save her. That’s what she was trained to do. She had no other choice. Myra had traveled a long way, risked death, all to give Robert the Bruce a message. A message that saved his life.

      Following the brutes who dared harm a lady, Julianna thought little of her own safety, only of saving Myra. No one else witnessed her being abducted. As a warrior, Julianna felt it was her duty to see to everyone’s safety.

      She’d jumped in front of the men, stopping them in their path and demanded they unhand Myra. They’d laughed at her. Right in her face, their breath foul, spittle flying. Julianna ignored their laughter and offered to take Myra’s place. That made them laugh harder. And harder. They knew who she was, and she recognized them too. Colin and Alisdair. Two relatively new retainers in Robert the Bruce’s army. They knew Julianna was important. But she was sure they didn’t know how significant. She was a kitchen servant, or at least that’s what they thought her to be. It did not go unnoticed that she had the ear of Robert. No one, however, knew just what her role was. They’d kept that a secret. They’d had to. It was the only way to protect themselves.

      After all, theirs was an illusion created to distract, to confuse.

      Colin and Alisdair took her up on the offer—but then double-crossed her by refusing to release Myra. The bastards. But in the end, that didn’t matter, they hadn’t succeeded because she’d helped Myra escape. Unfortunately, they could not both escape, there wasn’t enough time and Julianna had to distract the guards while Myra ran. Now Julianna only needed to bide her time.

      The Bruce would be fine for a day or two without her—albeit by now he was probably in a mighty temper.

      As soon as Myra came to, Julianna forced her out of the tent and toward the woods, to freedom. Myra meant nothing to Ross. He’d kill her without giving it a second thought. Julianna, however, was another story. Another story indeed. He wouldn’t dare harm her. Not if he valued his life. By killing her, Ross would be signing his own death warrant. And she was pretty sure he knew it.

      Though she still wasn’t sure if he knew exactly who she was and what role she played, it was evident he wasn’t going to take any chances. The fact that she’d sworn on her life and that of the future king’s, then declared that she was valuable enough for a ransom only made him double the guards around the tent—and then triple them after Myra escaped. Now, she was trapped by a wall of guards. Escape seemed impossible. Seemed.

      In truth, she’d already devised a plan.

      Reaching up, she touched the two pins that held her hair in a tight knot.

      She’d bide her time.

      Besides, hadn’t she asked Myra to give Ronan Sutherland her regards?

      Ronan. Forbidden.

      And so much more.

      Could they ever have more than witty conversations? She was foolish to think so. It could never happen for them. Never. Oh, but how he made her heart flutter… Julianna lay back on the chilly cot and stared into the blackness. But, she had a right to her dreams, even if one day they might break her heart. She imagined him riding headlong into their enemy’s camp. He’d swipe his sword in one arc after another, cutting them all down. And then he’d spot her. Their eyes would meet, and he’d whisk her up onto his horse and ride away with her.

      That was only a fantasy.

      No man in their right mind would step into the Ross camp alone. And she’d never ride away with him.

      Her duty was to Scotland.

      No man besides the Bruce would ever have her loyalty.

      Julianna flopped an arm over her face. She was drained. But sleep did not come. She’d barely closed her eyes in the three days since she’d been captured. But she wasn’t tired of mind. Her thoughts raced constantly, though her body was beginning to show signs of exhaustion. She often kept herself up days at a stretch, training or fasting to prepare herself for times such as this. The first two days had been easy. This last day was taking its toll.

      She was starving. Ross barely fed her. What food he gave her in the beginning she’d given to Myra to aid in her escape. And what food she had now, was barely enough to sustain life. She licked her parched lips. This too she’d overcome.

      Perhaps if she just allowed herself to rest a little… On the morrow she’d attempt an escape.

      “Get up, bitch!”

      Julianna had barely dozed off when she was jolted awake. Sunlight streamed through the opening of the tent where one of Ross’ men stood holding a mug and a bowl. His hair was greasy and his clothes equally foul. These men had been too long away from civilization—if the Ross’ holding could be called that.

      “Your breakfast. Eat up. Ye’ll need your strength today. Ross has something special planned for ye.”

      The way he wiggled his brows gave her cause to shudder, but she kept it hidden and smiled at him, throwing him off balance.

      “I certainly do enjoy special things,” she answered, proud that her voice came out so clear.

      He glowered and slammed the mug and bowl onto the small table in the middle of the room.

      “Ye willna enjoy this, I promise.”

      Julianna laughed and sat up. “I enjoy all things, ye rat.”

      The man left the tent grumbling about a mad wench.

      Good. If they thought her mad, she might gain the upper hand. But panic was also setting in. What sort of special things did Ross have planned for her? Being a woman held by a ruthless, cruel man did not bode well. Whatever Ross had planned would be painful, scarring.

      “Dammit.” Julianna rose from the bed, walked on shaky legs to the table and gripped the mug. It was filled with a yellowish liquid, and one sniff told her it wasn’t watered ale.

      She flung the mug across the tent and gritted her teeth. Her mouth was parched. Tongue felt swollen. When was the last time she had a drink? She didn’t know. Was that vomit? Gazing at the plate didn’t improve her mood at all. Where the hell was Ronan? She planned on waiting for him to arrive with reinforcements. Robert would want to take the Ross down. Especially after this injustice. Wasn’t that his plan after all? To stamp out Ross and all who served him? Being saved by Ronan was her reward, and she deserved to be rewarded because she had planned to join them in the fight.

      But she was too weak and dizzy. Her fingers tingled, and she was certain by the end of the day she would collapse. Her plans had to be altered.

      To stay alive she had to escape. There was no other option.  As much as she wanted to wait for Ronan, to fall into his arms while he played the hero, her hero, she couldn’t wait.  She had to act now. Crawling toward the back of the tent where she’d cut a slit for Myra to escape—which had been promptly sewn up—she glanced under the hem to see how many men stood on the other side.

      They were nearly feet to feet.

      She closed her eyes, pressed her forehead to the cool ground and said a prayer for patience, for perseverance, for strength. Pushing herself to her feet, Julianna took a deep breath, and with all her might, shoved her hands against the tent and into one of the retainer’s backs.
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      Anger did not begin to describe the burning feeling that surged through Ronan’s veins.

      No, anger was an understatement. He was mad with fury. Not even rage did his reaction justice. His very skin was afire with the need to slice, dice and maul every last Ross warrior.

      How dare they infiltrate his camp and steal one of the most fascinating women he’d ever met—not to mention they’d kidnapped and beaten his cousin Murray’s wife, Myra. They would pay. Every last devil-worshiping one of them.

      And worst of all, how had he not known they had enemies walking amongst them? Ronan was a trained warrior. A man of honor. He was second in command to William Wallace and in charge of training the future King of Scotland’s own army. They needed the men, the funds, the training, in order to beat the English. Their bastard king was hell bent on destroying the Scots and taking their country away from them.

      He even raped brides on their wedding nights hoping to breed the Scots from their own lands. Well, Ronan was not about to let that happen. He would fight to the death—and be victorious—every last English bastard and any Scot who betrayed their country would fall on his sword. The English could not be allowed to rule here. He wouldn’t allow his brothers’ and cousins’ wives to be raped by the English. No matter what it took, blood, sweat, tears, whatever he had to do, he wouldn’t allow his country to be shattered.

      Even if it took him the rest of his life. He would fight every Ross wannabe from the east to the west, from the north to the south, and see to it that Robert the Bruce remained in control and that the Scots stayed Scots. William Wallace was an inspiration. A warrior with heart, courage and a set of ballocks Ronan had only seen the likes of in his eldest brother Magnus. Ronan would like to believe that he too had ballocks of iron, his sword certainly was.

      But seething about the war wouldn’t help anything at the moment. Right now he needed to concentrate on this battle, this mission.

      Crouched in the woods, sans his horse, but with two dozen warriors from Robert the Bruce’s camp, Ronan had the element of surprise on his hands.

      He watched as one particularly vile man entered a tent surrounded by a wall of warriors. In his hands was a mug and bowl. A meal for himself or someone within. Judging from the fence of men, it had to be Ross’ tent, no one else needed that much protection. The bastard most likely expected an attack, which meant he was on alert. Male laughter sounded from within the tent, and then the man left, spitting on the ground.

      Ronan looked to the side, making eye contact with one of his men and nodded. They retreated back to their horses.

      “The tent surrounded by warriors has to be Ross’ tent,” he said. His men nodded in agreement. “I counted a dozen men lining the tent. Plus another two dozen milling about the camp. There are at least another half dozen scouts.”

      “Aye, and dinna forget those that sleep within the erected tents.” Graham was Ronan’s second and he trusted him with his life.

      Ronan nodded. He’d spotted tents surrounding a cooking fire. Not a large army of men, but enough to do damage. “I know we are far superior in skill, and we have the element of surprise on our side. Think ye can take on at least four to one?”

      All of his men smiled wide in response. They loved a challenge just as much as he did. Ronan could take on half a dozen men at once; he was that confident. His men practiced daily in fighting several men at a time. In a battle situation, one never knew how many men would be on the opposing side. The more men a warrior could fight off, the better chances he had of surviving, especially since the English swarmed the country like ants on a discarded meal. Ronan imagined that all the English did was breed, feed and fight.

      Ronan tied his hair back with a leather thong. “I say we make the Ross pay for attacking us. For stealing our women. For siding with the fucking English.”

      Two dozen men raised their fists in a silent cheer.

      “Mount up. We’ll surround the camp. But I want three of ye with me to attack Ross’ tent. If he’s got a dozen guards on the outside, there are probably more on the inside.”

      They approached the camp on horseback with such stealth that his men were able to surprise the scouts perched in the trees and those upon the ground. No one to warn the Ross of their impending attack. Five down.

      A light wind whistled through the trees skimming over his heated flesh, cooling him, and then leaving him with the sense of calm he needed to attack methodically, not emotionally. Julianna was most likely fine. She had to be. Hadn’t she attacked dough with a vengeance and faced down the Bruce as though he were a child in need of scolding? The woman had guts. There was no doubt about it. She was safe. He had to keep telling himself that. Julianna would fight with everything she had. She wouldn’t let anyone harm her.

      But if they had…

      Ronan growled, and spurred his mount forward. As they neared the edge of the woods, his men fanned out to encircle the clearing where Ross and his minions had made camp. Why in blazes would they set up camp here? Was it some sort of strategy? It made no sense, why would they choose a spot where they could be so easily surrounded? It was either a very stupid move, or a smart one.

      But, Ronan couldn’t think on that now.

      He narrowed his eyes on the men who surrounded his enemy’s tent. Did the tent just move? For a brief moment he thought it was his imagination, that his eyes were playing tricks on him, but they weren’t. The tent wavered, sending a guard careening forward. Ronan pulled his horse to an abrupt stop, and stared. What the hell? Was the guard pushed? Did someone inside the tent do it? Julianna? Could it be her?

      Was it possible?

      Were the men surrounding a prisoner and not their leader?

      Was that prisoner Julianna?

      Ronan held up his hand for his men to stop. He needed to reevaluate the situation before all hell broke loose.
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      Julianna lost her balance. The solid warrior was bigger than she expected—or she was more tired than she realized. She stumbled backward, trying to catch onto anything that would hold her steady, but only managed to grasp the wooden stake that held the tent up in the middle.

      Splinters sank into the tender flesh of her palms and she bit her cheek to keep from crying out. Warriors didn’t scream from splinters.

      The entire structure wobbled. God’s bones. The last thing she needed was for the tent to collapse. She’d be suffocated or pounced on by angry warriors. Neither option was even remotely appealing. There was nothing else she could do. No other choice. With a shocked cry, she let go of the pike and fell to her bottom on the hard, cold earth. All the air burst from her lungs in one painful, whoosh. She couldn’t breathe. This wasn’t good. Calm. She had to be calm. If she panicked, it could be bad. She closed her eyes and tried to take a few quick breaths. They burned. Oh God, what was she going to do? She had to get out of this tent.

      Shouts sounded all around her and Julianna gaped as warriors began pouring into the tent. The sun beamed through the opening with a blinding glow. After letting her eyes adjust, Julianna ripped one of the long pins from her hair and sliced into the first man’s chest. Her pins were specially coated with dried poison. A trick she’d learned from the herbalist in the castle she’d grown up in. The man dropped within seconds, foaming at the mouth.

      ’Twas potent—crushed poisonous mushrooms.

      The next warrior who lunged at her got spiked in the neck, dying more from the perfect hit to his pumping vein than from poison.

      Julianna whipped the sword the hilt at her second victim’s hip and somehow managed to garner up enough strength to arc it in the air and end her next assailant. Normally, the task would have been easy, but she was feeling more and more depleted as the minutes ticked by.

      The next warrior glanced at the downed men and charged, fury in his eyes. He made a fatal mistake. The most important rule of war, and the first one she learned—never allow your emotions to take over your actions. A lesson this warrior learned as she ran him through. Blood soaked her trembling fingers and she dropped the sword and stole a dirk from one of the men’s sleeves. Her arms burned. There was no denying it, she was exhausted. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could go on. Maybe the dirk would make defending herself less of a challenge.

      When the next man entered, she reacted before thinking and flung the knife through the air. Her vision blurred. Something familiar.

      The warrior ducked, then cursed when the weapon sank into his shoulder instead of his heart, where she’d aimed.

      “Ye’ve wounded me!” The voice was familiar. But who was it? Her mind was hazy.

      She swayed. Felt her body sinking. Her knees hit the ground and she stared at her bloody hands, then at the man who stood in front of her, gripping the hilt of the knife she’d driven into his shoulder. Blood poured from the wound turning his white leine shirt red. Chiseled face. Fierce green eyes that reminded her of spring. Lips that made her tremble, for they were made for kissing. No…

      “Ronan?”

      “Aye, woman. When did ye learn to throw like that?”

      She smiled wanly, little black dots floating before her eyes. “At least it wasn’t one of my pins.”

      “Pins?”

      Laughter echoed in her head. Or had it come from her lips? “My pins have poison on them.” She was delirious. Sharing secrets with a stranger. No, not a stranger. It was Ronan. Wasn’t it? Her vision left her. She would die. Any thought to lick the poison from the pin and die before she could be tortured was stopped by Ronan’s voice.

      “Yet another way ye astonish me.” His touch caressed her wrist and she realized she’d reached up to grab the second pin from her hair. “Ye’d kill yourself? After I’ve come to fetch ye? The Bruce will not be pleased.”

      She wanted to know if he would be displeased. Wished he’d tell her. She longed for him to pick her up and carry her away from here. Desired nothing more than for him to take her to a place where they could change who they were.

      “I need ye,” she murmured, her voice feeling exceptionally slow, muffled. Her tongue was dry, heavy.

      “I’m here, lass,” he said.

      Julianna was suddenly weightless, and she realized it was because Ronan had lifted her into the air.

      “Your shoulder,” she whispered, feeling all her strength leave her. She was so tired. So thirsty.

      “’Tis nothing.”

      He lied. She’d seen it buried deep in his flesh. Witnessed the blood. Julianna tried to shake her head, but it ended up flopping back and forth against his uninjured shoulder.

      “Dinna fret, lass. Ye’re safe.”

      Idiot. She fretted for his safety, not hers. He could die from blood loss or infection. The man shouldn’t be carrying her. Not to mention they were surrounded by Ross warriors. Why the hell had he come alone? And why had she fantasized about it?

      “Put me down,” she said.

      “Hmm?”

      Well, she thought she said it. In actuality, she wasn’t sure words were passing over her numb tongue.

      “I need water,” she croaked.

      Her body swayed with the movement of his walking. Battle sounds faded in and out of the background. He’d brought more men. She knew he would. Why had she questioned that fact, even for a moment? Ronan was no fool. He was a seasoned warrior. He wouldn’t charge in head first all emotional for anyone. Not even her.

      Julianna felt herself being tossed over a horse. Her belly hit the leather, and she let out a whoosh of air. Was there a man alive who knew how to be gentle? God’s teeth. He could have broken her ribs. Then again, she supposed she couldn’t expect much gentleness from a man whose shoulder still held the dagger she’d put there. Thank the Gods it was not her own poisonous weapon. Or he’d be dead.

      The saddle shifted as Ronan climbed up, cursing from the pain in his shoulder. He grabbed the dagger, yanking hard and then tossing the weapon. He pressed firmly to his wound, sucked in a breath before pulling her into his lap. Water dribbled over her cracked lips and onto her cheeks and chin, when he pressed something to her mouth.

      “Open, lass, or the water will do ye no good.”

      Julianna concentrated on opening her mouth and felt the drops of cold liquid hit her parched tongue. Ronan tilted the skin and it poured down her throat. She choked, and sputtered. Was he trying to drown her?

      “Easy, lass, easy,” he crooned.

      His voice was calm, and soothing. So, maybe he wasn’t trying to drown her after all. She focused on his encouraging words, and figured out how to swallow as though she were a babe. The cool liquid branded a path down her throat and settled like ice in her belly. Her muscles constricted, and she forced herself not to vomit.

      “When was the last time ye had food or drink?” An angry edge rimmed Ronan’s words.

      Julianna tried to shrug. She wasn’t sure she could speak.

      “Ye look half wasted away,” he muttered. “Let us get ye back to Eilean Donan.”

      “Ross…” she choked out. She’d not been able to hear her voice before, but this time it was loud, somewhat raw, but intelligible.

      “He ran. But we cleaved two-thirds of his army from his grip. The bastard canna run forever.”

      They’d failed. Ross would come after them again. A ruthless, vicious man, she doubted he would take his failure lightly.

      She certainly didn’t.

      “Shh…” Ronan said, his grip on her tightening. “Dinna work yourself up over it, lass. I swear to ye, Ross will die by the blade of my sword…or yours.”

      The conviction in Ronan’s voice was enough to calm her. She would concentrate on regaining her strength, making sure Ronan was healed, and then she would hatch a plan to dispatch of Ross herself.

      For Robert the Bruce’s sake, if nothing else.
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      Hell and damnation!

      Ronan’s shoulder hurt like the devil. He managed to pull the blade free, but with Julianna across his lap, wrapping the wound had been impossible. Signaling to his men, he spurred his mount on. They would follow when they finished with the camp. Their victory was already assured.

      Except Ross had run again. Bastard! He was a cruel coward who felt no remorse inflicting pain on others, but never stuck around to accept the consequences. He was the worst type of evil. One who brutalized with pleasure but wasn’t willing to pay the ultimate price.

      Without a doubt, Ross would always run. Having sided with the English, the man thought himself invisible.

      Ronan’s men would hunt him down and bring him back a prisoner.

      “Mo creach.” A spasm of pain overtook Ronan’s shoulder and fresh blood oozed from the wound.

      Julianna must have severed a vein. Weakness threatened his limbs, but he forged ahead. Eilean Donan was not too far from where Ross had made camp. When he arrived he’d be sure to send out more men to scour the woods.

      Ross would not be allowed to run forever. He’d not make it back to the fortifications of his castle. Or to the vile English. He would pay—and suffer—sooner rather than later, and Ronan would see that it happened.

      As soon as he got his shoulder taken care of.

      He peeled back his woolen plaid that wrapped around his shoulders to keep him warm. The linen of his shirt had turned red across his chest and down the length of his arm. Blood loss. A lot of it.

      He widened his eyes, forcing himself to remain strong. The pain subsided, now it felt numb around the edges…and on his fingers. That couldn’t be good.

      Good Lord, what a pair he and Julianna made.

      The beauty in his arms, passed out—most likely from the onset of starvation. If she didn’t ingest something within the hour she might not survive. And he was losing blood faster than his heart could replace it.

      Ronan should be furious with her for injuring him, but he wasn’t. He was in awe of the lady. Running around Eilean Donan like a drill sergeant dressed as a kitchen maid. He couldn’t figure her out. She could knead bread and chop carrots like no other. Yet, when the Bruce spoke with her in private, he always came back to the men with sound advice. Sometimes better advice than even Ronan or William Wallace gave him regarding plans he had for fighting the English, training his men or fortifying the castle.

      Julianna was an enigma.

      He might not know who she was, but for certes she was no ordinary kitchen maid. No matter how decadent her rosemary garlic bread was smothered in melted butter.

      His stomach growled. A welcome sensation. He wasn’t dead yet. And though his shoulder and arm were numb he still had feeling in other areas.

      Ronan groaned. Julianna shifted restlessly in his arms. Her body temperature had risen since he’d found her and heat seeped from her flesh into his. She was feverish. That had him worried. But he was also worried about how her fevered flesh and lush curves were affecting him. Blood rushed straight to his groin. Damn. He needed that blood!

      He looked toward the heavens, taking in the sun as it beamed through a puff of white cloud, and willed his body to behave. Curse his body. Now was not the time. He needed to concentrate on getting them back to the castle without further injury.

      A heavy trod of hoof beats echoed in the forest behind him. Ronan squeezed his mount, urging him spring forward. He didn’t know who followed. While he’d fight to the death, it would come quick considering he was having a hard time staying upright on his horse.

      Fear tried to find a place in his mind, but he wouldn’t allow it.

      “Hold tight, Lady Julianna,” he muttered, not knowing whether she was lucid enough to comprehend him.

      She must have understood some of it as she snuggled closer and whispered something unintelligible.

      “Faster, Saint!” he growled to his horse.

      Saint lowered his head and surged forward. With his good arm holding Julianna, Ronan wasn’t able to use his sword to block low hanging branches. Several thin ones whipped into his face. Luckily, the larger ones he was able to see in time and duck.

      “Ronan!”

      He could have sworn someone just called his name. It seemed like his ears were stuffed full of sheep’s wool. Everything was muffled and echoed at the same time.

      “Slow down, man!”

      Graham. Ronan slowed, and his second galloped up beside him.

      “Jesus, ye look like hell. And ye’re covered in blood. Yours—” Graham nodded his head toward the unconscious Julianna. “Or hers?”

      “Mine,” Ronan croaked. His mouth was dry and he was suddenly parched. So thirsty, he might cut off a man’s hand in order to get to a drink.

      “Let me wrap it.” Graham’s words held no room for argument.

      Ronan slowed Saint to a stop. Graham ripped a strip of linen from his shirt and wrapped it tightly around Ronan’s shoulder. Hissing from the pain, Ronan forced himself not to punch Graham in the nose.

      “Ye’ve lost a lot of blood, man. I’m surprised ye’re still sitting that horse.”

      “I’ve more important things to worry over than losing my seat.”

      “What about your life?” Graham frowned. “Give me the lass. Ye need all the strength ye can muster. And ye might want to block some of the branches. Ye look like your overlord took a whip to your face.”

      Ronan glowered and tightened his hold on Julianna. He didn’t want to surrender her.

      “Give her to me, Ronan.”

      “Ye do not issue me orders.” He tried for overbearing, but instead his voice came out weak, and the effort he’d used made him dizzy.

      “No, I dinna, ye’re right about that. But I did take an oath to protect ye, and I intend to do it, even if ’tis from your own stubborn arse. Now give me the lass.”

      Reluctantly, Ronan attempted to lift Julianna from his lap. She moaned, her head rolling from side to side. He was loathe to admit that he couldn’t lift her. When had he become so weak? What had he done to deserve such a demeaning feeling? He felt no better than a babe out of the womb.

      Graham simply reached across his horse and plucked Julianna from Ronan’s lap.

      “I’ll keep her safe, I promise.”

      Ronan narrowed his eyes at Graham, who avoided his gaze. Graham promised? Oh hell, that sounded like more than just a pledge to do his duty. Did Graham know he had an interest in the lass? Was it possible that others had seen Ronan’s interest in her as well? No good at all. Ronan had absolutely no plans, whatsoever, ever, to settle down with a woman. No matter how much she captivated him.

      He was ensconced in the war for Scottish independence. A warring man. No woman deserved to tie herself to a man who would make her a widow.

      Julianna was worthy of more than that. And that was all he would think on the matter.

      ’Haps when he returned to the castle, had his shoulder stitched up and twenty drams of whisky in his system, he’d prove he wasn’t interested in taking a wife by bedding down with three or four of the female servants. There were plenty who’d offer him services. The one toothless gal had been particularly good at…

      Ronan’s lip twitched with disgust. He was an arse. No women. Just whisky and sleep.

      “Go,” he ordered.

      Graham took the lead and Ronan followed. He was finding it more and more difficult to keep his eyes open, if he hadn’t grabbed a handful of his horse’s mane he might now be laying on the ground. It felt like an eternity before they reached the bridge leading over Loch Duich. Eilean Donan sat on her island surrounded by mist. She was ethereal, but intimidating all the same. Shards of sunlight glinted off the weapons of the guards atop the tower. Arrows pointed at their hearts.

      Graham raised his arm and sounded their call so the guards would know who they were. A return call split the mid-morning air, and they took the cue to cross. Praise God. They made it. The clopping of horses’ hooves on the bridge was a welcome sound. Soon he’d be sewn up, liquored up, and warm beneath a pile of blankets. His skin prickled with chill, his teeth chattered and his eyelids quivered. Damn. Only a few more feet.

      “Cold,” he said.

      “What’s that?” Graham called behind him.

      “I’m…cold.”

      Just before the end of the bridge, Ronan felt himself slipping. He grappled ineffectively with the reins, with the saddle, with Saint’s mane—anything that he could grab hold of, but everything slithered through his fingers. He clutched his thighs tighter, but it was like his legs were made of grass, no strength, no stability.

      He was falling. Ballocks. This was not happening.

      But it was. And the impact of his head hitting the bridge hurt like the devil. He was not a weak man. He did not feel pain like ordinary men. That’s what he kept telling himself. He willed himself to get his lazy arse off the bridge. However, it was easier thought than done. Pain seared across his head, his shoulder. He felt like he’d been dunked in the frozen loch, attacked by wild animals.

      “Mo creach,” he mumbled before passing out.
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      A savory scent wafted back and forth beneath Julianna’s nose. She found herself following the smell, much like she’d seen her horse do when she offered him a treat.

      What was it? She was starving. Thirsty. Dying to get her mouth on whatever that delicious smell was.

      “Wake up. Come now, take a sip.”

      Heavens yes, she would!

      Her eyelids were heavy, her limbs heavier. She could barely move, but she forced her eyelids open. The light was bright, searing a painful blindness. Julianna blinked, then focused on Lady Myra who sat beside her. The woman was beautiful and put together as always. Well, not always. When Julianna first saw her, Myra had been quite a mess. But having escaped death, it wasn’t completely out of the question for Myra to have appeared the way she did. Now her skin looked like strawberries and cream, her raven hair glossy and neat.

      Utterly feminine. Not like Julianna.

      Julianna was propped up on pillows in her chamber. The scents of her soap and dried flowers a familiar comfort. One of only a few she allowed herself. A fire burned high in the hearth making her chamber warm and inviting.

      “Ye’re back.” Myra’s smile was genuine, pleased. “I feared I might have to force this broth down your gullet.”

      Julianna managed a weak smile. “I dinna have a gullet, I’m a lady. I sip.”

      Myra laughed. “Apologies.” She held a wooden spoon to Julianna’s mouth and she greedily drank.

      The broth tasted better than anything she’d ever consumed before. Or ’haps that was the starvation talking, but the liquid was warm, tasty and bordering on hot, just the way she liked it.

      “Careful, not too fast,” Myra cautioned. “Ronan says he wasn’t sure when ye ate last.”

      Julianna took another sip. Beef. It was definitely beef broth with a hint of onion and rosemary.

      “I dinna know,” she managed to say. How could she tell Myra that she’d given her everything, and eaten nothing since she left? Julianna didn’t want her friend to feel like it was her fault that she lay here weak and helpless as a newborn calf.

      “Did ye eat while being held in the Ross camp?”

      Julianna bit her lip, not wanting to confess. “After ye left, they gave me piss to drink and vomit to eat.”

      Myra’s eyes widened and she stilled. Julianna managed to reach up and guided the spoon to her mouth. The broth really was delicious.

      “Ye jest,” her friend said.

      Julianna gave a feeble laugh, then lied, “Aye. They simply forgot to feed me. I was a prisoner, not a guest.”

      Anger flashed in Myra’s eyes.

      “Ye weren’t a prisoner, but a victim.”

      Wrong words to utter. “I am never a victim.” Julianna spoke with vehemence. She struggled to sit up, pushing up on her elbows, then managing to scoot her hips back. Every muscle, bone and joint ached. “I shall feed myself. Go and do whatever it is ye do.”

      Myra looked taken aback, her lips thinning somewhat. “I meant no offense. I was merely angry over how they treated ye.”

      Julianna swallowed back a retort. She would be the first to admit that her temper was short, that there was no middle ground. She could be sweet one moment and through the roof the next. Myra was a friend. Not her enemy. She’d brought broth to help her regain her strength. Snapping at her was not right. She owed Myra an apology.

      Knowing all this, however, only embarrassed Julianna further. She just wanted to be left alone. Wanted to finish her broth in peace. Then she’d take a nap, and when she woke, it would be time to dress and search for Robert the Bruce. They had much to discuss, first and foremost her apology for allowing herself to be taken. Whether or not she’d confess that she went willingly was a matter she’d not yet figured out. “I would like some time alone. To rest.”

      Myra stood, rolled her eyes and thrust the warm bowl of broth at Julianna. “I thought we’d gotten over the impasse that seemed to be our relationship. That after what happened, we’d forged a bond. I suppose I was wrong.”

      Myra whirled and headed for the door. They had come a long way. Things had changed since Julianna spied on Myra and refused to speak to her. They were friends now.

      Julianna bit her lip to keep choice words from flying out. “Wait.”

      Myra turned around, arms crossed over her chest. “Aye?”

      “I’m…sorry. I’m verra tired.”

      “As expected, in fact, I didna even think ye’d wake. Ye look like hell and at least a stone lighter than when ye left.”

      Julianna frowned into the broth and took another sip. “I’m not used to having…friends.”

      And she wasn’t. Friends had never been a luxury afforded her. Life had been all about her studies, her training, and when she was deemed fit, she was given her duty to Scotland. Whenever she’d attempted to play with other children, she’d been hauled back in for more preparations. At the time it had seemed cruel, but now she understood why. A person in her position couldn’t have close, meaningful relationships. The loss was too strong. That much she understood and she respected her mentor for taking away her choice to have companions or friendships.
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