
Guarded by the Warrior

––––––––

By

Eliza Knight


A lady in need of protection...

Suffering through a short marriage to an enemy of Scotland, Lady Emilia MacCulloch manages to escape just before her husband dies. But the Ross Clan will stop at nothing to get her back, for she plays a big part in their plans to thwart Robert the Bruce. She fears not only for her life, but for her family who will be labeled traitors. Placed by her king as a governess in the household of a devastatingly handsome warrior, Emilia finds herself drawn to the man when she had previously sworn off love altogether. His passion, charisma, loyalty, and strength shake the very foundation she's built around her heart.

A warrior in need of saving...

Ian Matheson has spent his entire life trying to prove himself. To belong. When his father passes away and his mother takes her vows at a nearby abbey, he is suddenly left in a position he was wholly unprepared for. And then his father's dozen illegitimate children arrive on his doorstep in need of a father figure of their own. They are adorable and reckless, and he's certain they'll drive him mad. Just when he thinks he might actually need to find a wife to help him, Lady Emilia is presented to him by the king. She needs his protection and he needs her help with the bairns. Ian is tempted by her angelic face, her fiery tongue, and the secrets that surround her. He must resist the growing desire that's laying claim within him. He must prove to his clan that he is a worthy leader. But maybe, just maybe, he can have the respect of his people and Emilia, too.
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For Katie, always my sister, always my friend.
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ROSS CASTLE

Scottish Highlands

February, 1303

Ina Ross, laird of her clan by default—due to the untimely murder of her father—seethed with fury. To be sure, she was an angry woman by nature and she had been since the day she came screaming into the world. She knew this. Her father had known it, and now, even her miserable husband was hyper-aware of her changing moods.

Sitting opposite her was her simpering, English fool of a spouse, Marmaduke Stewart. Why she’d ever agreed to marry him was lost to her these days. Once, there had been a great fondness she’d felt for him. However, when she looked back upon it now, she realized it was no great affection but, instead, a mutual need for vengeance. It just so happened the people they respectively wanted to punish were married to each other, which made the planning all the more sweet.

But that sweetness had long since turned into a bitter, harsh tonic that ate away at Ina’s stomach day in and day out. The more children Magnus Sutherland produced with that calculating witch, the deeper Ina’s knife wounds to her pride cut. Och, but Arbella would pay, if it was the last thing Ina ever did.

“Will ye stop sipping like that?” Ina’s voice was sharp, which caused Marmaduke to suck harder on the ale in the pewter mug.

When she made a move to swipe it from his hand, he set the cup down and did his best to divert her attention.

“What will we do now?” The imbecile sat forward in his chair, laying his impotent arms on the table. His body was frail since his fall from a horse the previous month.

“We?” Saints, but even she hated the shrill tone of her own voice.

He had done nothing to help her capture Arbella. A simple siege at the castle had been a complete waste of time, not to mention ’twas an embarrassment to her. The blasted maggot couldn’t even keep his seat on his horse, falling off and having to be rescued by their men—half of whom perished. Now she had to deal with dozens of widows holding their hands out for a crust of bread to feed their whining children.

Marmaduke flopped back in his chair, his eyes glazing over—as they normally did most days. “Aye. We.” His voice was tired.

What did he have to be so tired about? She was about to ask him just that when he interrupted her thoughts. 

“I am your husband, whether or not you let me into your bedchamber.”

Ina held back the bile that threatened the back of her throat. “What has that to do with anything?”

“Only a reminder that, perhaps, your plots for revenge should center more around filling our nursery with heirs. People will come to you, be loyal to you, if they see you are doing your duty.”

“My duty.” Her tone was strangled and it was hard for her to keep a hold on her temper. She wanted to let it fly like a bird of prey and scratch his eyes out.

On their wedding night, she’d stomached his intrusion into her body, his flopping around. When it was over, she’d sworn to him that he would only be allowed entry into her person one time a year—on the eve of their wedding anniversary and that he’d best make the most of it. Perhaps it was that night that she realized what a mistake it was to be joined with him. It’d been four years since they were wed and, lucky for her, the previous anniversaries had always seen her indisposed with her women’s courses. Thus, he’d been shunned from her chamber.

Despite their lack of nuptial congress, Ina had managed to birth a bairn just nine months after they were wed. When she’d found out she was with child, she’d loudly boasted of her English husband’s powerful seed, but only because her clansmen wanted to kill the idiot. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have gone to such lengths to make him feel good about himself. The English were full of themselves enough as it was. And her husband’s wounded pride at having been snubbed by Arbella, his intended bride—and Magnus, who’d stolen her away—well, it was a wound that festered and needed the kind of constant stroking Ina had no patience for.

When her child was born, a son, he luckily took after his Scottish roots, which made it easier for Ina to pretend the bairn was from the man she truly wanted—Magnus.

They’d been betrothed, set to marry, before that saucy harlot, Arbella, crossed the border and stole him away.

Ina fisted her hands, her fingernails biting into her palms. Arbella... Why hadn’t Ina killed her when she had the chance the previous month? There had been more than enough time, more than enough occasions to see it done. But after successfully abducting her, Ina wanted to torment her, tease her. And then the bitch had gone and escaped. Run right away back into the arms of Ina’s man.

Magnus, Magnus, Magnus...

The one and only true Highlander.

“Aye, your duty. You need to see it done. I need to see it done.”

Ina felt a small thrill in her belly. One she would equate with desire if she were to feel such things. But she wasn’t. So she quickly shoved it aside.

“Ye’ll be getting there soon enough,” she growled.

His eyes sparked determination. “I’m counting down the days. You’ll not be escaping this time.” There was a sinister glint in his tone, as though he could possibly be serious.

Where was this coming from? She’d not seen him so blisteringly angry since before they’d wed.

Ina narrowed her eyes on him. She prepared to tell him just what she thought of his idiotic notions, but a stirring from the courtyard caught her attention. “Someone is here,” she said.

Marmaduke shoved away from his chair and walked toward the arrow slit window to look down into the courtyard. He motioned for the guards to stand ready at the heavy oak door that led down a wide spiral stair and to the main doors of the tower.

“’Tis your cousin,” he mused. “Padrig.”

“Why the hell would he be here?” she asked sharply under her breath. Ina shoved her husband out of the way to see a large warrior carrying her cousin’s limp and bloody body through the bailey. “Ye didna say he was wounded!”

She didn’t recognize the man who carried her cousin, nor the colors he wore. And why, oh why, were they here? That was a more pressing question on her mind than what had happened to her wayward relation. Padrig had escaped the priory where he’d been sent to languish at for a minimum of five years, a prison sentence so to speak. Magnus Sutherland was behind his temporary confinement, but Ina had no doubt that it was Arbella’s idea. When he’d escaped, Padrig had come to Ross Castle first and Ina had given him a task. One that even Marmaduke was unaware of. Showing up now, broken of body, sent a torrent of anger rushing through her. Padrig had failed.

Marmaduke snickered and shrugged. “What difference does it make? He escaped the priory, and the Sutherlands want him dead. With him here, he’ll only be a burden on us.”

“Nay, that is not true.” She stared hard at her husband, hoping he would see that she thought him more of burden than her own cousin. “He is my blood and the second heir to the Ross Clan.”

Marmaduke looked at her pointedly. “Away from the priory where you wanted him kept. Now he’ll be causing trouble all over again.”

Ina huffed a breath. Marmaduke had no idea what an asset Padrig could have been if only he’d been able to infiltrate the Bruce’s camp and see to the task she’d set for him. 

Saints on a spitfire! This put a considerable wrench in her plans. If Padrig was no good to her in a priory, he was even less so bleeding in her bailey. Perhaps, her husband was right and Padrig was a burden. Mayhap she should see him tossed in an oubliette. 

Ina regarded Marmaduke with conflicting feelings of disdain and interest. He went against most things she believed in, but worst of all, he hated Magnus Sutherland. Though Ina wanted Magnus’ wife dead, she wanted him very much alive. Could she forgive Marmaduke for hating the man she loved? Probably not. But, she could respect Marmaduke’s concern for her and her clan and the trouble her cousin was causing them. Her husband was right about that. Whoever had harmed Padrig could have gotten information out of him, portions of Ina’s plans.

A moment later, Padrig was carried, unconscious, into the great hall by a great, hulking warrior. The stranger was plainly dirty with ratty clothes and boots with a large hole in the toe. His scraggly beard and knotted hair spoke of a hard life. Ina wrinkled her nose at the scent that was brought in with him.

“Lay him on the trestle table,” Marmaduke ordered.

Padrig’s large, limp body was placed on the table. His face was pale and blood spread all around his middle. He made not a sound. If not for someone whispering they could still feel a weak pulse, Ina would have thought him dead.

Ina addressed the oafish man without looking at him. “What happened?”

“Took an ax to the back,” the warrior said. “If he lives, he’ll likely not be walking again.”

An ax to the back. He’d been fighting. A battle. Probably at Robert the Bruce’s stronghold. Ina shivered.

“Who are ye?” Ina asked, not bothering to hide her disdain. “Why did ye not leave him to die?”

The dirty warrior bowed. “I am Ahlrid, my lady. Padrig bade me bring him here, his last wish, he said.”

“Who are ye to my cousin?”

“I am no one. I found him on the road, barely breathing, and he told me what happened.”

Ina didn’t believe him. For some reason, Ahlrid did not want her to know he’d been fighting the Bruce. Well, Ina didn’t have the time or the inclination to find out exactly what his reasoning was. And she, quite frankly, didn’t care.

She waved to Old Man Angus. “Give this man a warm meal and a few coins for his trouble, then see him on his way.”

“My lady,” Ahlrid said, fear flashing in his gaze. “If I might beg a night afore your fire? There’s a storm brewing.”

Ina pinched the bridge of her nose, squeezing her eyes shut and forcing herself not to order him to the dungeon. He had brought her cousin home, so at least she knew Padrig’s mission had failed. That deserved something.

“Nay. Nay. Nay,” Ina muttered. “Now, go with Angus, else I change my mind about feeding ye at all.” She pointed toward the kitchens where Old Man Angus had waddled off to.

“If he lives and he canna walk,” Marmaduke mused, walking toward the table, “then he will be within our power. If he lives and ’twas because we saved him, then he will be within our power.”

Ina perked up at hearing this. She drew closer to her cousin’s body. Annoyance melting away. “And we can use him to our own advantage.”

Marmaduke met her gaze, a cruel smile on his lips. “Aye. He will be at our mercy.”

That strange feeling of desire rolled in her belly again. What was that? And why the hell was she feeling it whilst staring at her husband? Was it the cruel glint in his eye? The sardonic curl to his lip? The very idea that he wanted to use her cousin to their advantage? Whatever it was, she was suddenly hot. Before she could pull the words back, she found herself saying, “Come to my bedchamber. I have need of your... assistance.”
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SCOTTISH HIGHLANDS

Terrel Tower, 

August, 1308 (five and a half years later)

“Da, I dinna want to marry.” Lady Emilia faced off with her father, Laird MacCulloch, with a glower she hoped mimicked her mother’s expression when she was ready to toss the laird in a fire.

“Ye’ve no choice. We’ve made a good match for ye. Padrig of Clan Ross is heir to the Ross Clan now that the wee bairn succumbed to fever. One day, ye’ll be the mistress of the castle. Is that not what ye want?”

What she wanted? Nay. Not entirely. Aye, what a dream it would be if she could be mistress of her own castle. Every little lass growing up dreamed of such things. But at what cost? Certainly not the loss of her freedom, her sanity. Nay, married to Padrig Ross was not what she wanted in the least—and lady of the castle, it would never happen.

Beyond that, the Ross Clan was aligned with England. Traitors to the Scots. How in good conscience could she willingly wed traitors?

Wrinkling her nose, Emilia gave her father a look she hoped conveyed all the doubt she felt. “The man is not much younger than his cousin. Ina Ross and Marmaduke Stewart will continue to rule that clan—even from the grave. Beyond that, the English will expect an alliance from ye. The Bruce will name ye a traitor to all Scots!”

The laird clucked his tongue, his mood obviously souring tremendously. He did not like when she talked back to him, but what good daughter would allow her father to believe something that was false? And how could she ever face her reflection in the looking glass if she simply allowed herself to be given over without even trying to dissuade her father?

“Ye know ’tis true,” she grumbled, crossing her arms over her chest.

To this, her father growled. “Nay, ye’re wrong, lass, and ye shouldna stick your pert little nose where it doesna belong.”

Oh, saints, Emilia should keep her lips firmly closed, but she could not. “How is me being forced to marry into that clan none of my business? How can I turn a blind eye to my family’s peril? I should say it is exactly where my nose belongs.” She was quick to stand, fearing her father may just come after her, tossing her over his shoulder, and throwing her in her chamber until the papers were signed and the priest waiting only for her consent—which she would never give.

Having lived a much-sheltered life, Emilia had not many chances for romance, but she’d tried her best to flirt with some of the younger warriors, to tease the stable hands, and even found herself kissing a merchant’s son who was just passing through. She’d not yet fallen in love and, though she didn’t expect to be in love with the man she was to wed, she at least had hopes of respect. Wasn’t respecting one’s spouse essential?

Gooseflesh tingled over her arms, and she resisted the urge to rub them. She also resisted the urge to tug at her eyebrow, which she often did when distressed, a sure sign to her father that she was extremely bothered. Neutral was what she needed to remain. Completely neutral. Especially with the way her father’s face had gone from an angry red to a purplish rage.

Mayhap she shouldn’t have goaded him so. And, perhaps, she should not have made him out to be an ill provider and protector of the clan. But... wasn’t that the line he was crossing?

Laird MacCulloch sucked his breath in on his teeth, hands fisted at his sides. He stood so rigid that Emilia feared he might just fall over. “’Tis best ye take yourself off to your room, for I’ve an itch to take a lash to your behind!”

“I’m a grown woman!” Hands fisted at her sides, it was a practice in willpower not to stomp her foot. She cursed herself for not doing exactly as he said, but she was stubborn to a fault and when battle lines were drawn, she couldn’t help but leap over them.

Her father’s chest swelled, his harsh eyes slashed with anger. “Then act as such and accept your duties with the pride a lady should.”

Emilia gritted her teeth. Her father was right that she was not behaving as she ought to have been. She was more than aware of it. Her compulsions had gotten her into trouble plenty of times. But he was also wrong in this, she was certain. How could she get through to him?

MacCulloch lands bordered Ross lands. How many men of her clan had been lost to a skirmish with the devils? How many of their cattle, sheep, and other livestock had been stolen? How many crops burned? How many of their people harmed, killed? Crofts burned? Fences chopped? The list was endless.

Why was her father insisting she marry the enemy? Laird MacCulloch was a good man. He loved her, she knew that. She was the eldest of his daughters . Her younger sister, Ayne, was already at Nèamh Abbey. Her eldest brother had been killed during a battle. Her youngest sibling, Dirk, took up his grooming to be laird and was betrothed to the Sutherland’s eldest daughter, Belle. They’d not be wedded for at least another decade or so.

And this left all the marrying for alliances up to Emilia. “Why a Ross, Da? Why not any other clan?” Softly, she added, “They are our enemies.”

Her father’s face fell, mouth going slack with regret. With his gaze toward the thin window, he took several steps toward her. “My darling daughter, in this world we have alliances and we have enemies. The only way to bring our enemies close to our breast is to offer them something in return.”

Her heart clenched. “I am an offering?”

MacCulloch cleared his throat. “Of a sort.”

“What are ye not telling me?” Emilia locked eyes on him, upset when he blinked away. “Da, please, why am I to be the sheep?”

Her da grabbed on to her hands, squeezing them tight, all the anger gone from him. “Please believe me when I say I’ve no choice.”

“How can I when ye willna tell me anything but words steeped in mystery?” Anger burbled up the back of her throat. If she wasn’t careful, she’d be screaming and stomping her foot in minutes. “Does mama know about this?”

Emilia glanced around her father’s study, half-expecting to see her mother hiding in a corner, unable to face her. Lady MacCulloch was no simpering female, but she was honest to a fault. The lack of her presence was telling.

“I will only tell ye that our clan is in trouble, that Ina Ross approached me about forming an alliance. Rather, than having me pay the dowry, she was willing to double it in return.”

That was unheard of. And even more terrifying... Ina Ross thought of Emilia as some kind of commodity. “I am to be sold.”

“Nay, ’tis not the way of it.” Though he denied it, the truth was evident in his tone.

Emilia ground her teeth, stubbornly yanking her hands from his grasp. “Aye, Da, no matter how ye’ve convinced yourself otherwise, it is the way of it. Ye sold me to the Ross witch.”

“Nay, ye’re to marry her cousin.”

Emilia shook her head, incredulous. She let out a bitter laugh. “Is there a difference? No one, not even her husband, has the willpower to deny her. All of Scotland knows this.” She let out a deep, disappointed sigh. “I love ye, Da, I do, but ye’ve broken my heart this day.”

Laird MacCulloch’s features hardened, his mouth forming a thin, hard line. “Best not bring matters of the heart into it, lass, for there is no place in marriage for it. When ye get to the altar and ye repeat your vows before God and all, remember this: ye saved your clan from utter ruin. Your sacrifice did that.”

Utter ruin. How? Wasn’t her father hurtling them all onto the wrong side of this great war for independence?

She opened her mouth to ask him to explain but he held up his hand. “Dinna speak another word of it, for I’ll not listen. I’ve made up my mind. Your mama has already begun packing for ye.”

Emilia’s heart lurched into her throat, and she swayed on her feet. “Packing? Da! When do I leave?”

“Ye’ll be married by proxy in the morn. Marmaduke Stewart will act as stand-in. Then ye’ll leave with him to greet your husband at Ross Castle.”

The walls around her shifted, breaking from their mortared places and closing in on her. The light from the candles grew long, then short, then long again, and the floor beneath her feet buckled in waves. With a shuddering breath, she closed her eyes to compose herself. To force her mind to put everything back in its place. “How long have ye known?”

At this, her father had the decency to look embarrassed. “Long enough to have the paperwork drawn up and signed.”

Emilia’s heart set into brittle stone. Before she could stop herself, she rushed headlong into a passionate speech. “I will remind myself daily that I’ve done this to save my clan and that I was sold to the highest bidder in order to save MacCullochs from whatever mystery that plagued them. But I will also tell myself that my father betrayed me.”

With that, she whirled around and hurled herself from the room, rushing up the stairs fast enough that she tripped and banged her shins painfully on the edge of the stone steps. Tears tracking her face, she burst into her chamber to find her mother, who looked up sharply, guiltily, from the trunk she was stuffing full of garments.

“My darling,” her mother whispered, tears gathering in her eyes. Her hands moved to her mouth as though she wished to hide every word that would rush from her lips.

“Dinna speak to me,” Emilia hissed. “Dinna call me your darling. Ye could have warned me. Could have prepared me. But ye are no better than he is. Ye have both betrayed me.”

Mama looked helpless, her shoulders sagging. “Daughters must marry who their fathers choose. Alliances must be made.”

Emilia marched to the trunk and pulled out a wad of fabrics, tossing them to the floor. “I dinna argue the merits of my duty to ye, to Da, to MacCulloch. I curse that he sold me to our enemies.” She tossed her boots near the hearth and reached in to tug out all the lovely silken scarves. “I curse that he willna tell me why. I curse that the both of ye hid the truth from me. Now that my heart is breaking, I’ve not the chance to let it sink in. Instead, I am to be shipped off at first light—with our enemy.” Her fingers touched on a brooch with the MacCulloch crest and she flung it toward the window, hitting the arch and watching it clang against the stone before falling to the floor. “Who is to say they willna slit my throat once I’ve crossed onto their lands? Who is to say they willna sell me to someone else to recoup their loss?”

Lady MacCulloch shook her head, having the nerve to look as though she pitied Emilia her anger. She walked around the room gathering the items Emilia had tossed. “Knowing anything wouldna have changed the course of things. A daughter must marry.” She dumped them back in the chest.

“Why, Mama? At least tell me that much.” Emilia stared at the mess she’d made, her energy waning.

Lady MacCulloch fretted her hands on the items in the chest, refolding them neatly. “We are in trouble, my dear. We’ve no coin. Our men are depleted, our walls crumbling, our people starving.”

“Because of the Ross Clan! And ye would give me over!”

“They have filled our coffers, restored our flocks, and filled our granary. Ye have saved us.” She gently closed the trunk.

No matter how many times they said it, Emilia still didn’t want to accept that as the answer. And yet, as both of her parents said, she had no choice.

A subtle knock sounded at the door and Laird MacCulloch pushed through without waiting to be let in. “I’ve posted guards outside your door, lass. In case ye have any ideas of escape.”

Emilia perked up, brushing aside any hurt at her father’s distrust, for he’d given her a thought. Escape? That was not something she’d even considered. What a grand idea. Where could she go? To the Sutherlands? They were enemies of the Ross Clan; they were allies to her own. They may take her in, but they would likely not risk the alliance with her parents. All the same, she could try. She could warn them about her parent’s alliance and what it meant in regards to the English and the Scots. The Sutherlands could talk sense into her parents; bring them back to the Scots’ cause. Mayhap even give them a loan so they could pay back Ross. She had to do something, or else all of them would be doomed.

Dirk was too young to be brought in to the center of this war. Her sister needn’t worry about anything other than her prayers. Obviously, her parents had lost their sense and it was up to Emilia to gain it back for them.

Turning her back on her parents, she walked to the thin window that overlooked the back gardens of the castle. In the morning, when the time came, she would be meek. She would be agreeable. She would be pathetic.

Marmaduke Stewart would let his guard down, thinking her such a weakling, so biddable. And then when he least expected it, she would run. And if no opportunity presented itself upon the road, she would run after she was at Ross Castle.

“I am verra tired,” she said. “I would like Cook to bring my dinner to my chamber. My last request.”

“Nay, Daughter, there is no need for ye to eat alone,” her mother hurried. “We would eat with ye.”

“I am verra tired and not feeling at all myself. I need to be alone. To think.” To plan. To slip a dagger into that chest and another under her dress. To properly prepare herself for what was to come.

What she wanted to do was curl up in a ball on her bed and cry. To rage at the world for the injustice of how she felt. She desired to take her dagger and cut the ever living hell out of something.

But that would only draw the attention of everyone in the castle. While she had a wicked temper that sometimes got the better of her, she didn’t often like to make a spectacle of herself.

Her parents quietly left the room, no utterances of apology—not that she could have truly expected they would. Still, that didn’t make it hurt any less.

Emilia traced her fingers over the stones surrounding her chamber window. Would she ever see this view again? Would she ever touch these stones once more? Would she pick the apples from the trees in the garden beyond or was traipsing through the orchard not something she’d likely experience in future?

When her throat swelled and her breath caught, she turned away from the window and went about the task of finding the few daggers she’d hidden about her chamber. One could never be too careful when enemies lurked about. Besides, blades were a passion of hers.

She’d once seen a woman, Aliah de Mowbray, who was now married off to one of the Sutherlands. That woman was wicked with a blade. They’d had a knife throwing contest at a tournament. The way the lady had whipped her blades through the air, silky locks coming loose of her braid, determination set in her brow, a satisfied smile when she met her mark, had caused Emilia’s own obsession. Her oak wardrobe sported many cuts on the inside back panel from where she’d open the doors, emptied the contents, and practiced throwing. An attempt at hiding her hobby from her mother and father. As of yet, they’d not noticed or, at least, they’d never said anything. Her maid had always kept her secret.

Well, soon, Ina, Marmaduke, and Padrig Ross—if they didn’t allow her to escape—would feel the brunt of her blade. After all, her father might have sold her to the enemy, but never would she dare give away her soul.
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BALMACARA CASTLE

Inverness-shire, Highlands, Scotland

September, 1307 (one month later)

How many months had passed since he’d been with a woman? Two? Three? And why now had he decided to develop a conscience?

Laird Ian Matheson followed the line of female servants going about their duties with his eyes, watching the swish of their hips in rough woolen skirts. Some tall, some short. Some thick, some thin. Some curvy, some narrow. He wasn’t picky. Didn’t matter the size; all women were beautiful to him. And as long as they were warm, willing, and able, he was happy to bring them to bed for sport. Well, he used to be happy. Now everything had changed.

One particular lass kept boldly looking over her shoulder as if she knew his exact line of thoughts and was happy to oblige.

Ian gulped his ale, meeting her gaze for one longing moment before pulling away. If his father hadn’t borne a slew of bastards, he might have invited all the women to bed right then and there. But as the newly appointed laird of his clan, he didn’t want to overstep the boundaries between leader and subject, a line his father had never recognized. There was also the fact that his new role was tenuous at best. He needed to prove himself to his people, to the elders, else he be forced to step aside.

Ian stood from his chair and turned his back on the servants, walking toward the hearth. As much as he wouldn’t mind a little afternoon dalliance, today was not the day for it, nor did he see any in the near future. There had once been a time he’d eagerly leap at the opportunity to take one of them upstairs. Those days were long gone.

’Twas unreal, being named laird. His entire life he’d never thought it would happen. Though his father had trained him to be so, had often boasted loudly of it, feelings of inadequacy made Ian doubt it. He scrubbed a hand over his face. To be sure, he was well trained for the position. At twenty and nine years of age, he’d seen plenty of battles, had the scars to prove it, defended the castle, attended negotiations between clans, saved his mother, and saved his father. Ten times over he’d proven his worth. But there was still that one thing, that one little piece of the puzzle he was missing. And it was an heir of his own.

“What shall we do with them?” Alistair, his second-in-command, asked with a noticeable hitch of nerves in his tone.

The them that Alistair referred to was about a dozen lads and lasses who’d been brought to the castle that morning by a harried elderly woman and her husband. The lot of them scampered around the bailey laughing, screaming, and causing all sorts of general ruckus that, foretold at some point, disaster was certain to happen.

Alistair looked unnerved. He’d been Ian’s best mate for as long as he could remember. As a young lad, Alistair had washed up on the shore of Loch Alsh. No one knew who he was and no one ever came to claim in. But Ian did. Alistair and he had been inseparable ever since.

“Tell me again what they said?” Ian was still having a hard time figuring out just what the hell was going on.

“They are your bastard brothers and sisters. Your father left them all in the care of the generous couple, but now they are too old to take care of them.”

Ian nodded, though he agreed to nothing.

His father had passed away a few months before. The laird had been just past sixty years, hale and hearty. His death was unexpected by everyone, especially by Ian. ’Twas at that time the female servants, one and all, began offering him the special services that they used to provide to his father. That was also precisely the time Ian had become celibate.

“We must find out who their mothers are.” Ian ran a tired hand over his chin. “They shall be returned to their mothers. I will pay a generous allowance to each of them per annum. ’Tis no apology, but hopefully it lessens the pain of my father having taken advantage.”

Alistair nodded. “In the meantime?” He shifted. “The wee ones are running through the barn, disturbing the horses.”

Ian frowned. He turned back toward the female servants in the great hall, noticing how very few males there were. He’d remedy that tomorrow. “Attention!” he called.
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