
  
    [image: Highland Lairds of the Crest]
  


  
    
      HIGHLAND LAIRDS OF THE CREST

      A SCOTTISH TIME TRAVEL ROMANCE COLLECTION - BOOKS 1-3

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        KIM SAKWA

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Taggart Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          The Prophecy

        

        
          
            Author’s Note

          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          The Price

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          The Pledge

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            The Promise

          

          
            Join Me…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also By Kim Sakwa

      

    

    

  


  
    
      The Lairds of the Crest Collection, Books 1-3, is a work of fiction. The names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either products of my imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is coincidental.

      This collection published in 2023 by Taggart Press.

      The Prophecy Copyright © 2019 by Kim Sakwa

      Cover Design: George Long — G-Force Design

      The Price Copyright © 2021 by Kim Sakwa

      Cover Design: George Long — G-Force Design

      The Pledge Copyright ©2022 by Kim Sakwa

      Cover Design: George Long — G-Force Design

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this collection or books within may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      No generative artificial intelligence (AI) was used in the writing of this collection or any of the works within. The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication for purposes of training AI technologies to generate text, including without limitation technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      ISBN: 979-8-9872899-7-6

      Published in Clarkston, Michigan

      authorkimsakwa.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: The Prophecy]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear Readers,

      

      
        The Prophecy is a creation of everything I love about historical and time travel romances. In fact, it’s everything I love about romance novels, period.

        As a former history major as well as an enthusiast, I tried to stay as closely within the lines of the past as possible, but I’m fully aware that I took some liberties. Take coffee, for example, the cultivation of wild coffee plants began in the fifteenth century, but legend dates to its discovery around 850 CE. Who’s to say (historians aside here, please) that these coffee ‘berries’ couldn’t be found in the stores of Seagrave Castle? This is fiction, after all, and time-travel at that.

        Gwen and Greylen's story is an epic romance, and its main focus is on the characters and their relationships. It’s about love, loyalty, and honor, and a world that’s pure magic to me. My own private Camelot, if you will. So, I’ll attribute any of those inaccuracies to creative freedom.

      

      
        I hope you enjoy the journey!

      

      

      
        
        Kim

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SYNOPSIS

          

        

      

    

    
      She wished for love, family, and a place to call home. She never imagined finding it in fifteenth-century Scotland.

      

      Gwendolyn Reynolds's career path is secure...so why does she feel so restless? Haunted by recurring dreams, she breaks away on a soul-searching trip to coastal Scotland. But when a storm forces her off the road, she plunges into icy waters, only to resurface in the arms of a handsome highlander.

      

      Scotland, 1426. Fierce and feared, Laird Greylen MacGreggor has yet to meet his match. Eagerly awaiting the woman foretold in a prophecy, he never expects her to be a twenty-first-century stunner with a feisty temper. But when he rescues her from the icy waters behind Seagrave Castle, his first touch confirms that Gwen is his destiny.

      

      As sparks fly between the unlikely pair, they discover their passionate fate could be both powerful and deadly. Can Gwen and Greylen overcome centuries of differences to find true love?

      

      If you like your romance filled with steadfast lovers, steamy nights, and a dash of riotous humor, get spellbound by The Prophecy, the first enchanting love story in the Highland Lairds of the Crest series.
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            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE
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        To the greatest Highland clan, he is born

      

        

      
        From a different time, first she must mourn

      

        

      
        Two souls forever joined, still so far apart

      

        

      
        Yet the reason is clear, she mends his broken heart

      

        

      
        A great storm will rage, the eve of his thirty-third year

      

        

      
        On her twenty-eighth, when the path is then clear

      

        

      
        Once they touch ’tis forever, their bond is the key

      

        

      
        Once together, they shall remain…for infinity

      

      

      
        
        —The Prophecy, date unknown
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        April 25, Present Day

      

      

      

      “You’re what?”

      Gwendolyn Reynolds could only stare at her superior. She’d told him three times already. Three. And of the many qualities she possessed, patience with people who refused to see exactly what was in front of them wasn’t one of them. What didn’t the man understand?

      “I’m leaving, Frank. Surely you know the meaning…the act of removing oneself, the⁠—”

      “Don’t get smart with me, Gwendolyn,” Frank Sutter returned through clenched teeth.

      “I’m sorry, Frank. I know this comes as a surprise, and I understand your unhappiness with my decision, but I’ve made up my mind.” Gwen kept her voice calm and steady, contrite for the moment, as she tried a different approach.

      She smoothed her hands across the tabletop in front of her, then fingered the silver bracelet adorning her wrist.

      A touch for courage. Her white blouse was tucked perfectly into charcoal trousers, her legs beneath the table, crossed. Her feet, encased in sinfully expensive black pumps, rested on the floor, one foot tapping uncontrollably. It was the only gesture that belied her steadfast composure.

      “You have a responsibility, Gwen, not to mention a contract,” Frank continued, red-faced and angrier than before.

      The man looked like he would have a coronary at any second. Gwen’s eyes narrowed slightly. Was it possible he was having one now? Would it be her fault if he did?

      Gwen had called Frank last night. Late last night. It had taken her two weeks to build up her nerve and another twelve hours to dial his number. She knew now she shouldn’t have told him of her decision over the phone, but she couldn’t seem to help herself.

      Another quality she possessed: honesty. Unfortunately, to a fault. She’d expected a fight from Frank. And she knew that was the reason she’d waited. Now that her mind was made up, however, she couldn’t be swayed.

      Unless Frank dropped dead, of course. Maybe then she’d reconsider.

      Gwen looked him directly in the eye and counted to five before responding. “I’m leaving, Frank, contract or not.” Determined to deliver only short, decisive statements, she bit the inside of her cheek.

      Frank turned to the two men who sat to his left, Mark Ingersol and Gary Ackerman. Gwen almost groaned aloud. Crap! When she entered the boardroom earlier, those men sat facing her. Frank had been seated at the head of the table, drumming his fingers impatiently on the stack of papers in front of him.

      Gwen knew Frank would try to intimidate her. And bringing in Mark was intimidating. Everyone knew she had dated him. And they knew how it ended: badly.

      Gwen tried to keep everything in perspective, which wasn’t too difficult. Because regardless of the fact that those men made her feel all of twelve years old and truly close to throwing up, what they failed to realize was…she was beyond intimidation.

      Now she just had to get through this meeting, and hopefully, with her resolve intact.

      Mark spoke, obviously on cue. “Let me explain something to you, sweetheart.”

      Mark. What an ass. What a mistake. Gwen fixed him with an icy smile. “Think ya can?”

      “I can explain a lot, Gwen. You have an obligation…the act of binding oneself by a social, legal, or moral tie.”

      “I wasn’t aware you knew the meaning of anything moral,” she quipped.

      “Weren’t you?” he corrected.

      Crap again! Score one for Mark.

      The man had a point. She’d shown him the door, and he walked. He’d also told anyone who would listen that she’d led him on. The ice queen, he’d said. The term hurt more than she’d admit. She hadn’t meant to lead him on, but she couldn’t pretend she felt enough to sleep with him. And she wouldn’t just give her virginity to anyone. Not when she’d already waited so long.

      Gwen turned to Frank. She couldn’t look at Mark anymore. Not for the obvious reasons, but because she was so close to vomiting, which wouldn’t be so horrible. But it would be one of those spontaneous and uncontrollable moments. A moment in which she knew she’d ruin her shoes. She’d waited two weeks for those shoes. Two. She’d never be able to find another pair in her size this late in the season. And she’d be out four hundred dollars. Vomiting was definitely out of the question.

      “I’ve only asked for a leave of absence, Frank,” Gwen justified. “It’s not unheard of.” She had only asked for a leave of absence, but Gwen had a feeling she wasn’t coming back.

      “Why?” Frank pleaded. “You’re finally able to stand on your own. You’ve accomplished more than any resident I’ve known, Gwen. Hell, you’ve accomplished more than anyone I’ve known.”

      Gwen didn’t have a response. Not one they’d understand. How could she explain something she didn’t understand herself?

      How could she walk away from everything she’d worked her entire life to achieve?

      She’d spent every waking moment since grade school being the best at everything. And she was. Exhaustively cultured, educated to the hilt, and driven beyond reason. One month shy of twenty-eight, she was poised to one day become the leader in cardiovascular surgery. A legacy her parents had all but ensured.

      Her perfect life.

      Ha! Her perfect life was a frigging wreck.

      Somehow, she’d reached a turning point. She couldn’t hide any longer behind that confident exterior she’d worked so hard to create. For the first time in her life, the rules she lived by had changed. And she was terrified.

      Gary, who’d been silent, finally spoke. “Gwen, take a few days, lay off the exercise, and relax. I have a feeling you’ll see things more clearly. Whatever this is about, running away isn’t the answer.”

      Gwen knew he was trying to be helpful. But he was dead wrong. Leaving seemed to be her only answer. She felt she’d reached her pinnacle. Her goals were attained, and for a reason she couldn’t comprehend, it seemed her career drive had come to its end. It was the personal drive she always repressed that called to her now.

      Those images she once embraced only at night now filled her days, and a need she couldn’t suppress beckoned to her as never before. And it seemed imperative she reach for it. Now. “For me, Gary, it’s the only answer.”

      “What’s that sound?” Frank demanded.

      Gwen stopped her foot before it made contact with the floor again. She didn’t say anything else. She’d made her point. She was leaving.

      “I won’t have it, Gwen,” Frank stressed indignantly. “This misguided assumption that you can walk away.”

      “Misguided? Are you serious, Frank?” Gwen came out of her chair, her hands on the table as she leaned forward. “You can’t keep me here. I don’t care about your prized institution anymore. I don’t care that I have a contract. And I sure as hell don’t care that I’m walking away from my accomplishments. They’re mine.” Gwen started for the door. Her hand covered the handle as her superior’s voice carried from the chair.

      “If you walk, Gwen, we’ll sue.”

      Gwen opened the door. “Then I’ll see you in court.” She didn’t look back.

      She would never look back.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        April 25, 1426

      

      

      

      Greylen MacGreggor was aware of the impending dawn. An awareness so acute it bordered on pain. Shadows still played within the last recess of restless slumber, shadows that haunted him for most of his life. ’Twas always in the last seconds of semiconsciousness he found himself reaching into the darkness. A futile hope that something tangible would be within his reach. Yet each day he arose, ’twas emptiness that greeted him.

      This day was no different.

      Realizing the barren truth, he threw the covers aside and sat on the edge of his bed. Feet on the floor, elbows on his knees, he rested his head in his hands but a moment. Then, as he did every morning, he brushed his fingers harshly through his hair before he stood.

      Punishment for fanciful notions.

      Pain to ease the ache that never went away.

      Barefoot and in breeches, he left his cabin and made his way above deck. The sky was alive with stars, and a full moon illuminated the blackened sea. His captain stood at the ship’s helm, and the few crewmen who were about left him to his solitude. He walked to the bow of the ship, not surprised minutes later to hear the footfall of the only man who’d dare to approach him now.

      “Greylen?” Gavin, his first-in-command, asked.

      “Aye?”

      “We’ll make port by dawn.”

      Greylen turned his head, raising a brow. “Aye, Gavin, ’tis a fact I’m already aware of.”

      Gavin gave his commander a crooked smile. “Invaluable, aren’t I?”

      Greylen returned the smile but refused to answer. He glanced back to the sea, silent again as he always was at the hour before dawn.

      This was his second favorite place to greet the day. His first, the shore beneath the cliffs of Seagrave. ’Twas the only time he allowed himself the indulgence of images from his dreams.

      The only time he thought beyond them.

      “’Tis but a month away,” Gavin stated quietly, his stance the same as Greylen’s: legs braced apart and arms crossed over his chest.

      “You’re a wealth of information this morn,” Greylen acknowledged with resigned sarcasm. He knew exactly what his first-in-command was referring to, but with each day that brought him closer to his thirty-third year, Greylen became more reserved.

      “I’ll leave you to your peace,” Gavin offered, dismissing himself as quietly as he’d appeared.

      Peace? Had he ever known it a day?

      Greylen pondered the sentiment but a moment. He’d felt it briefly the day his mother summoned him. The day she’d told him of the prophecy.

      But how could he face the day he’d waited for these past ten years if…if it came to naught?

      Would the images go away? Those images that only came in the last hour of what restless sleep he allowed himself.

      Images of her…which forever haunted him.

      Nay, he could never let them go.

      He would always look back.
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        One Month Later

      

      

      

      “Happy birthday, Gwen.”

      Gwen smiled into the phone. She should’ve known Sara would call. “Thanks, Sara.”

      “How’s Scotland? Cold? Rainy? Beautiful? Awful?”

      Gwen laughed. “Scotland is perfect. A little chilly, but honestly, I haven’t seen a drop of rain. How’s Mr. MacGreggor?”

      “Purring away. He’s a great companion. I’m glad you let him stay with me.”

      “I wouldn’t trust him with anyone else.”

      “Where are you going tonight? Any handsome men catch your eye, invite you to dinner, maybe?”

      “Hardly,” Gwen argued with a snort, though it wasn’t truly the case. She had seen plenty of handsome men since she’d been in Scotland over the past three weeks. And, in fact, some had asked her to dinner.

      “Haven’t found what you’re looking for?” Sara asked, as if reading her mind.

      Bingo.

      “No.” Gwen’s simple statement was emphasized with a sigh. Maybe she was crazy to think she’d find the answers here. And just what was she looking for anyway? The man of her dreams. The man from her dreams.

      Was he what compelled her to leave everything behind? Had he somehow influenced her decision? Was it he who filled her with hopefulness once she’d done the unthinkable?

      Could it explain how the end of her residency represented nothing more than completion? Or why her restlessness ended when she purchased her airline ticket? Not the first one she’d booked to London. And not the second she’d booked to Paris. It was only when she’d changed her reservation to Scotland that she knew she’d made the right choice. Was she crazy?

      Oh yeah.

      “Gwen…Gwen?”

      “Sorry, what were you saying?”

      “Tell me where you’re going tonight, and more importantly, tell me what you’re wearing.”

      “A simple black dress and heels,” Gwen said in a rush.

      “Liar!”

      Gwen smiled again. “Does it really matter?”

      “Is there a full-length mirror in your room?”

      “They don’t have mirrors in Scotland,” Gwen snapped.

      Sara laughed. “Shut up. Go stand in front of it.”

      “Come on, Sara,” Gwen groaned. She wasn’t up for this.

      “Go…now.” Sara paused and gave her time to get in front of the mirror. “Tell me what you see.”

      “Someone who’s pathetic.”

      “You’re far from pathetic,” Sara argued on her behalf. “You’re gorgeous, smart, and the best person I’ve ever known.”

      “I’m not quite tall enough, my chest is too small, and I have no hips.”

      “You’re perfectly tall enough, long on legs, and have a perfect handful. And just so you know, your jeans fit in a way people would die for.”

      Gwen cupped her breast and frowned at her reflection as she listened to Sara. “The perfect handful, Sara, is my handful.”

      Sara laughed. “Well, maybe if you let someone get close enough, it would be their perfect handful, too.”

      “I tried that.”

      “Mark was an ass. I’m glad you came to your senses before it was too late.”

      “Too late? I’m twenty-eight and for the first time in my life, I’m scared as hell.”

      “You listen to me, Gwendolyn Reynolds. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had. I can’t think of anyone more deserving than you to find some happiness. Stop your little pity party and tell me what you’re wearing.”

      “Tank top, capris, Lulu jacket, and running shoes,” Gwen muttered, knowing she should’ve lied again.

      “Gwen…come on, it’s your birthday.”

      “I’m just going to a pub a few miles from here, and I’m going alone. Besides, I plan on being back in my room early enough to enjoy a great bottle of wine.”

      “No cocktails?”

      Gwen laughed. “I have a stockpile of vodka in my bag. But wine sounds better. I can listen to music while I count the stars.”

      “Ever the dreamer.”

      “My one fault.” Gwen smiled, listening to Sara choke dramatically.

      “One? Ah, Gwen…how about your temper?”

      “Temper, schmemper.” Gwen scoffed. “It’s not that bad.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” Sara asked seriously.

      “I plead the fifth,” Gwen said with courtroom theatrics.

      “Speaking of which, have you heard from your attorney?” Sara asked.

      “Oh yeah.”

      “And?”

      “I’m going to settle,” Gwen said, staring through her terrace window. She fingered the pane of glass in a foolish attempt to soothe—what or whom she couldn’t say. “There’s plenty of money in the trust, and honestly, I don’t know if I can ever go back.”

      “Don’t do anything rash,” Sara cautioned.

      “Helllooo…I walked away from a career I had envisioned my entire life. I took the first vacation I’ve had in years, and I did it all rashly.”

      “That’s not true. You agonized for weeks. You agonized your entire life.”

      “That’s not true either,” Gwen remarked honestly. “I always felt like I was doing the right thing. I never questioned following in my parents’ footsteps.” And that was true.

      “You didn’t just follow in their footsteps,” Sara corrected her. “You set the Olympic records for academic, athletic, and professional achievements.”

      “They’d be so disappointed if they were here.”

      “Don’t give them that power, Gwen. You always said you were their lab experiment, and their prodigy repaid them in spades.”

      “Well, that prodigy feels like a lost puppy.”

      “You’re lying, Gwen. You sound better than ever.”

      Gwen’s smile widened. “Truthfully, Sara, coming here is the best decision I’ve ever made.”
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        * * *

      

      Greylen arose from his third sleepless night well before dawn. Foregoing his usual bedside ritual, he donned a pair of breeches and made his way through the darkened hallways of Seagrave Castle. Once outside, he nodded to the men who stood sentinel at the keep’s main doors and continued to the stables. Then he took the narrow path to the shore.

      He would watch the sunrise.

      He stood barefoot on the sand, greeting a day that could only be called glorious. ’Twas the day that marked the anniversary of his thirty-third year. His anger grew by the second. His roar of outrage was lost to the waters and cove.

      On this day, no one would escape his wrath.

      Of the many attributes for which Laird Greylen MacGreggor was revered, his barely veiled contempt for this day was not one of them. Few understood the reasoning behind it, and one seemed not to care.

      His sister. Lady Isabelle MacGreggor.

      Greylen had just returned to the keep, intent on ordering his mother never to breathe a word of that blasted infernal prophecy ever again, when Isabelle passed him. Obviously, in her haste, she hadn’t noticed he was there. Exuberance radiated from her very being as she hurried down the steps and all but flew through the keep’s main doors.

      He turned and was about to order her back to her quarters when Gavin at last made himself useful. His first-in-command caught her about the waist just as she made for the first of the steps that would take her into the courtyard.

      ’Twas at first a comical display. Isabelle’s head tilted back, her lips forming an O as she came flush against him. Gavin, too, showed surprise for but a second before his eyes narrowed and his lips pursed in an angry line. “If you know what’s good for you, Isabelle, leave your brother be,” Gavin snapped.

      Greylen wasn’t surprised by Gavin’s harsh tone with his sister. Truth be told, ’twas the only way he seemed to address her of late. What did surprise him was that his first-in-command had yet to release her. Gavin must have realized the same, too, for he hastily removed his arm from around her torso and stepped back a full pace. Greylen watched Isabelle adjust her gown, cleverly blinking back tears as she did so.

      “’Tis Greylen’s birthday. I only wish to bid him good day,” she explained, fully composed once again.

      “’Tis not a good day he wishes for. He’s been at it since the crack of dawn. See you the practice fields,” Gavin said, motioning with his hand in their direction. “One fallen soldier after another. Your brother left them long minutes ago, and they’ve still yet to stand.”

      “Then perhaps you should put him out of his misery,” Isabelle suggested.

      “’Tis misery he craves,” Gavin replied in a softer tone. “Please, Isabelle, heed my advice. ’Twould only blacken his mood more if he is the cause of pain to you.”

      “Very well, Gavin,” she conceded with a sigh. “You’ll see, though, both of you. This night will bring what he so desires.”

      Isabelle left on the heels of her declaration, yet as Greylen joined Gavin atop the keep’s step and looked to the sky, ’twas plainly clear—the only storms in the making were those that would be unleashed by Greylen.
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        * * *

      

      Greylen spent the remainder of the day back on the practice fields. Occasionally he saw Gavin on the portico, assessing the damage he wrought. His first-in-command wouldn’t think twice that three days without sleep, and swordplay for the last eight hours, hadn’t diminished his laird’s strength. He was sure that Gavin took note of the number of times Greylen had changed the hand in which he held his sword—but four.

      ’Twas the gloaming that finally brought a roar from yonder fields. A dusk as clear and calm as the day.

      “NOW,” Greylen bellowed. A demand of such force, it carried across the fields where it echoed for a surprising span of time. He watched as the front doors of the keep finally opened and Gavin’s form filled the frame. The cad still wore a crisp linen shirt and looked as if he’d had quite the peaceful day.

      Greylen hoped to hell he had.

      He knew his first-in-command steered clear of him since he’d seen him that morn, and he knew why.

      Only Gavin could give him the fight he so desperately needed. Only Gavin could release the demons to whom he wanted nothing more than to succumb.

      Ten years of waiting…for naught.

      He believed with every fiber of his being he would know peace that night. Yet ’twas painfully clear, tomorrow he would face another dawn—and he would face it alone.

      Greylen watched Gavin approach as never before. No arrogance, no hint of gladdening malice upon his lips for that which he was about to perform. ’Twas only a man’s best friend who came to stand before him now.

      God willing, Gavin would beat him to the ground. He only prayed his body would feel the pain that seemed to emanate from his very soul.

      Gavin said nothing of Greylen’s appearance, dreadful as it must be. He had discarded his shirt hours ago, having ripped it into strips to tie about his forehead. Then he’d changed them every hour as they became soaked with sweat. Now it lay in a pile of tatters. His hair clung to his scalp and the base of his neck, shorn just days ago as he did with the coming of each full moon.

      He could no longer feel the weight of his sword. Nor his legs, encased in breeches and what were once polished boots. He wished he felt nothing at all. But truth be told, he felt betrayed.

      Betrayed by the prophecy. Betrayed—by her.

      Gavin at last began to circle him, fixing him with a look that brought even the most skilled of fighters to their knees. Greylen engaged. Steel meeting steel as they repeatedly exchanged blows; barely contained murmurs now grunts released with such force, the end seemed nowhere in sight.

      After what seemed an eternity, Gavin mercifully gave a nod, and their men stood. The only men left on the fields. Five of the best men in the Highlands he’d taken as his own over the past fifteen years. But ’twas Gavin’s order that they followed now.

      His men would put him out of his self-imposed misery. They’d take him down at last, beat and exhaust him till he ceased to feel. Then he would never feel again. He would never again believe. He knew it as he knew nothing else.

      ’Twas at that very moment—when defeat seemed so imminent—that the gods showed their grace. Lightning tore through the clearest night sky, and a storm of unnatural force unleashed its power.

      And ’twas then that Laird Greylen MacGreggor fell to his knees for the first time in his entire life…witnessing the beginning of his destiny.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Gwen enjoyed the evening of her birthday more than she ever thought possible. A night usually filled with cold assessments of goals attained during the previous year, that night was met with simple contentment. It was a first and welcome respite from the emotional battle that consumed her day.

      Scotland was perfect, just as she told Sara. But for some reason, the glorious day to which she awoke filled her with sadness. As if the day should be anything but glorious. She couldn’t put her finger on the exact cause, yet she sensed that the sunshine and warm, calm breeze created a disturbance of some sort. Not an outward one, but one deep within… oddly…her.

      It was filled with anger. It was filled with betrayal.

      It was only when dusk set in and an unexpected storm of unnatural proportions swept the coastal inlet, that she finally felt better. It seemed to wash all the foreboding away. As if the world, tipped slightly off its axis, put itself to rights.

      She sat at a cozy table, savoring a fabulous dinner of sautéed fish, potatoes, and vegetables, along with a glass of incredible white wine the owners had insisted was on them. A band played a variety of soulful acoustic music, which was another reason she’d chosen this pub to mark the occasion. She was having such a nice time.

      As she headed toward the door, the same pull she’d been experiencing for weeks heightened. Demanded.

      The owners, three patrons, and the lead singer of the band tried to stop her, but Gwen wouldn’t have stayed if her life depended on it. Which they righteously told her it did.

      In the end, her smile and self-assurance won. It also could’ve been that she’d felt rather safe in the large SUV she’d rented. Whatever the case, she secured her bag over her shoulder and made a run for the truck. She hugged the wheel with a sigh and a smile, knowing she’d made the right choice. If nothing else, she had to go back to the inn. And she had to go there now.

      Minutes later, she felt like a complete idiot.

      Minutes later, the worst began to happen.

      The storm grew stronger. Its center was above her. Her stomach reeled as the ground beneath gave way. Her screams rent the air as her truck plunged toward the icy waters.

      She knew she shouldn’t brace herself for the impact, but it was beyond her control. As the hood of her truck crashed into the water and the airbags exploded around her, the truck lurched forward into the turbulent waters.

      Knowing she had to get out, she swatted at the chalky smoke and instinctively reached for her bag. She could never part with it; its contents represented everything she’d worked so hard to achieve. It was her life, and sadly, the only thing she had left of value.

      She pushed through the driver’s side window, a frantic and futile struggle as the seat belt held her back. She searched for the release button, then pushed through the window again, fear and adrenaline overriding pain as jagged edges of broken glass tore through the palm of her hand and shoulders. The salt water hit her eyes, a hellish sting somehow worse than what she’d already endured. Lightning shot through the sky, and she set her sights on the shore.

      Gwen swam with everything she had, an almost impossible feat as the churning waters kept pulling her under.

      But no matter how hard she tried, it just wasn’t enough. The water was too cold. And when she finally felt the sand and rock with the tips of her shoes—she was pulled farther out to sea again.

      Curling into a ball, she willed herself to relax. But when she opened her eyes, the last remnants of hope left her. How she had lasted so long in the freezing water was beyond her.

      Damning herself for the choices that brought her here— the foolishness that led to death instead of discovery—Gwen knew her dreams would never be realized. No one could hear her pleas. No one would save her. She would never find what she was searching for.

      A home. Love. Children.

      She would never feel those strong arms wrapped around her body, those of the man whose image haunted her dreams. And she would never hear his whispered endearments, the ones she so longed to hear.

      She felt rather than heard her last cry rip from her heart, body, and soul.

      It echoed through the stormy night.
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        * * *

      

      Greylen drew upon the reins of his horse. “Gavin,” he called through the fury of the storm. “Take Duncan and Hugh and search the perimeter.” He turned to lead Kevin, Connell, and Ian toward the cliffs.

      Gavin reached his side moments later, his horse dancing upon its hindquarters as he heeded the command to stop. “Greylen⁠—”

      “She will come, Gavin.” His anger spilled into each word he shouted back.

      “’Tis not an argument,” Gavin assured. “We swept the perimeter but moments ago.” They had, in fact, swept it for the last four hours. Hours of relentless rain and thunder so loud, the storm’s center had yet to move from above them.

      “Take the northern trail,” Greylen conceded. “I’ll—” Lightning tore through the sky, drawing Greylen’s attention. ’Twas the only time it distracted him that night, but with the blast came awareness. His entire body tensed—good God, she was in the waters below.

      He raced toward the cliffs.

      ’Twas a descent of record time, each second pure torture as Greylen’s eyes fixed on a sight far from the shore’s edge, each flash of lightning confirming his worst ungodly fear.

      He dropped his sword and dagger on the sand as he ran for the water. His boots and shirt lost to the surf as he shucked them while charging through the shallow depths. When the water reached his thighs, he dove into the white-capped waves, his deft strokes closing the distance. Strokes driven by an all-consuming rage. Rage at the peril in which this woman was placed.

      His woman.

      His eyes never lost sight of her. Finally, a solitary wave between them, but strokes away…she vanished beneath the crest.

      She did not resurface.

      She did not resurface.

      He dove into the wave, and long minutes surely passed before he felt her lifeless body making its descent to the ocean’s floor. He grabbed at her with both hands, his fingers twisting harshly through her hair, his arms leashing viciously about her waist. Finally clutched fully in his embrace, an extreme sensation passed through his body.

      ’Twas as powerful as lightning, intense light and heat. Yet he kicked to the surface above, stunned the force did not take them.

      Certain she didn’t breathe, and unable to fathom the horrid possible truth of the thoughts that followed, he ceased to think them. He did not live by emotion. He lived with it. But it did not rule him. No one ruled him.

      ’Twas a lie of such magnitude he would have laughed had this predicament not been his. And if this woman knew what was good for her—this woman whom he held within his grasp, this woman whom he knew to the very depths of his soul was the woman for whom he had waited— she’d better take his blasted breath. And she’d better make a damn good show of it.

      As he continued to swim upon his back, willing the hand that held her atop his chest to feel even the faintest of a heartbeat, he realized the storm was gone. No prevailing mist. Not a cloud in the clearest of night skies. Only a full moon and bright stars accompanied the cool, crisp air.

      His men waited just beyond the shoreline and formed a tight circle as he straddled her body. He heard their swords drawn in unison, their pledges made to this woman, their oaths sworn as he ripped her shirt in two and tossed aside her satchel that had come loose as well.

      Stunned by the vision beneath him, enraged by the prophecy’s sadistic twist, he pressed his ear to her chest, praying she had life. And Greylen “pray to no one” MacGreggor prayed as never before. He embraced God with an open heart; he even vowed to attend Father Michael’s next Mass.

      He suspected that this woman was waiting for just that as the sweet sound of a faint heartbeat whispered in his ear. Then, in true overlord fashion, he demanded she take his breath.

      Breaths and then strokes as he laid her on her side, harsh upward strokes to remove the water from her lungs.

      Breathe, breathe…for the sake of God, breathe! Did she not understand an order?

      A good show indeed.

      He could’ve collected a fortune for it, had it been of the theatrical kind. She took his blasted breath all right. And scared him witless in the process, gasping and coughing so violently ’twas painful to watch.

      She’d be punished for that.

      ’Twasn’t enough that he had to look at perfection and fight to keep it within his realm. ’Twasn’t enough that he had to move his hands over her entire slender frame, cut and bruised but otherwise sound. ’Twasn’t enough that he had to watch her violent shakes until he could at last pick her up and wrap her in his warmth. This woman scared him close to death.

      ’Twas those thoughts that consumed him as he and his men rode back to the keep. He could not live in such fear— with such fear. Yet ’twas that very fear, his need to protect and keep safe, which kept him at pace with Gavin, whom he ordered to ride ahead.

      The doors to the keep opened as they took the stairs, and for the first time in hours Greylen breathed a sigh of relief. Home. Lady Madelyn. Isabelle. Anna. Safety. Detachment.

      ’Twas with this last sentiment that he allowed himself to step back. To distance himself. ’Twas but a farce, this detachment.

      Every muscle in his body clenched as he watched his mother and Anna try to remove this woman’s clothing. He finally saw to the task himself, ripping the strange garments from her body. Feeling every involuntary grimace and bruise as if it were his own, feeling each of her lacerations as they were cleaned, and in the case of some, tended with needle and thread before being covered.

      But the most painful of wounds that he could not understand—the most unthinkable of them—were those that covered her eyes.

      Tender skin, raw and exposed. Lids damaged and carefully anointed with thick healing paste. Eyes wrapped with linen strips.

      Eyes he’d dreamed of seeing.

      He said not a word throughout the entire process. Not as her hair was brushed, then secured, nor as a bedgown of Isabelle’s was slipped onto her, followed by a dose of God knows what potion. He merely stood there, his body so tight with tension ’twas a wonder he’d not snapped from within.

      Two pairs of eyes turned to him: his mother’s and Anna’s. But ’twas Isabelle’s touch to which he responded. He’d no idea she was in the room.

      “Greylen, see to your bath,” she instructed softly.

      He stared at her upturned face, hearing her words clearly, yet unable to move.

      “Greylen, Anna will bring refreshments. Mother and I will stay, I swear to you. Please, Greylen,” she pleaded. “See to your needs.”

      He gave a nod in her direction, then removed himself to the bathing chamber. His needs at the moment were vast. Isabelle, however, had the decency not to throw it in his face. He’d been covered in sweat and dirt when the storm finally broke, then purged of it by the cold waters. Covered with sand from the shore, and then sweat once again as he swallowed true fear.

      The bathwater, once hot, had cooled considerably. He scrubbed his body thrice, his hair more as he rubbed his hands harshly into his scalp. He even shaved. He did everything he could to remain in the tub when all he wanted was to climb into his bed. With her.

      She ruled him already.

      Donning a pair of drawstring trews, he left his sanctuary and returned to his quarters. The scene was unchanged. His mother’s gentle hand stroked a pale face, Isabelle’s supreme glow was barely held in check, and Anna, sewing basket at her feet, worked upon some garment with deft fingers.

      Isabelle led him to a chair by the fire where he sat obediently, drinking the wine she’d placed in his hand. Then he cleared the plate she’d set upon his lap. Sustenance. He’d been long without it. So long it seemed to addle his brain. Too late, he realized he’d been given a potion as well. They had better made a large dose of it, for if not, he would kill them.

      He raised a brow as he looked at his mother’s profile, willing her to turn. She did, and damn if she didn’t look smug.

      “By what right do you think to drug me?” he snarled in accusation.

      “I know not of what you speak,” Lady Madelyn professed with false conviction.

      “You lie, Mother,” he bit out reproachfully. “And you do it badly.”

      “Greylen, drug is such a strong word.” She scoffed, hurrying on when he glared. “You’ve not slept for days. Think you could do so now?”

      “You mean now that you’ve all but guaranteed it,” he qualified. “Or now that she lies in my bed?”

      “I meant now that she lies in your bed. I know exactly the dose I administered, and you will sleep, no doubt.”

      “Gavin,” Greylen bellowed from the chair. He knew his first-in-command stood just outside the chamber, and he quickly appeared in the doorway. “It seems Lady Madelyn has seen I receive a proper rest this night. Know you anything of this?”

      Gavin’s slight tick and barely suppressed smile nerved Greylen to no end, but he took his words that followed as truth.

      “Nay, I was not taken into her confidence.”

      “Keep our guard. Have Duncan check with the border patrols and report to you before he retires.”

      Having his orders, Gavin dismissed himself, his shoulders shaking with what Greylen assumed must be merriment. The treacherous trio followed moments later.

      Greylen made no move once the door was closed; truthfully, he wasn’t sure that he could.

      He was beyond exhausted. ’Twas the fourth day he’d greeted with no sleep, a day of physical depletion and emotional turmoil. His barely checked adrenaline would have provided another sleepless night. Yet his mother spared him such a fate.

      No longer angered and feeling something that must be calm, he moved the chair to his bedside. Bandages did nothing to diminish the woman’s looks. Good God, she was beautiful.

      He remembered every inch of her skin as if it were branded into his soul, from his meticulous inspection on the shore, and as he held her on the journey back to the keep. Then, as he watched her wounds tended. He’d made no comment when Anna gasped at her slender frame. No contrary rejoinder when she implied malnourishment. This woman had a body that bespoke training, sleek muscles atop fine bone structure. ’Twas perfection, and somehow, he knew that she had made it so, as sure as he knew that discipline drove her.

      How long had she struggled in the water?

      Had she known defeat was in sight?

      Did it trouble her as much as him?

      He’d not known a day of defeat until the infernal sunshine greeted him that morn, until he watched her struggle end, until she sank beneath the water’s surface.

      He vowed now—he would never know it again.

      That same conviction forced him to admit his pretense of detachment was swiftly fading. With each tremor that ran through her body, each murmur that came from her lips, his anger of the day—the fury she would not, in fact, come— gave way.

      It continued until he stood from the chair, pulled aside the bedcovers, and lay beside her. Then he gathered her in his arms and experienced what he never had before.

      Contentment.

      Soft hair beneath his chin, warm breath upon his chest, and her slender form within his hands.

      By God, ’twas worth the wait.
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      The dream was always the same.

      Gwen pressed deeper into the warm embrace, sighing as strong arms tightened around her. She rubbed her face in the crook of his neck, running her hand over the solid mass of back and shoulders until her fingers tangled in thick, soft hair. Large, powerful hands followed her movements, pressing her closer as he cupped the back of her head and gently tilted her face.

      She never felt his hesitation before. Tonight she did. She tugged on his hair, a silent demand to be kissed. Then he covered her lips, completely sealing them within his own. A deep sound rumbled through his chest.

      This dream was different.

      She felt the warmth of his lips and the pressure of his hands, the texture of his hair, and the heat of his skin. She heard sounds given and returned.

      It seemed so real.

      His thumb coaxed her chin, and her lips parted as he moved between them. He spent an eternity simply joining their mouths…in every possible way. His tongue, reverent at first, was slow to explore, then became wholly demanding.

      She gave in to him completely. In truth, she kissed him back with everything she had. They shared an urgency—taking satisfaction as they’d never been able to before.

      She traced her fingers over his face—his broad forehead, straight nose, high cheekbones, his smooth, strong chin— and she pulled him even closer.

      My God, it had never felt so good.

      She made a sound as he pulled back, a whimper he hushed with slow, passionate kisses over her forehead and cheeks. Then he covered her lips again before tucking her within the crook of his neck. “Sleep, love,” he urged in a murmur. “The morn’s but an hour away.”

      Gwen burrowed against him, silent tears wetting her cheeks—oppressive longing crushing her from the inside out.

      She’d never heard the sound of his voice.

      It would haunt her forever.
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        * * *

      

      It took Gwen thirty seconds to realize something was wrong. Very wrong. Besides the fog filling her head, it was completely dark. She couldn’t open her eyes.

      Those were the thoughts that occurred within the first ten seconds.

      In the next ten, she became aware of the fact that she was one giant bruise, some areas more severe than others. Those were the wrong seconds.

      The very wrong were the last ten.

      That was when she felt warmth beneath her cheek, breath upon her head, and large hands spanning her back. Holding her with both tenderness and possession. Sure she was fully conscious but affected by an adverse reaction to her IV, she reached for the nurse’s call button. The arms around her tightened, accompanied by a calming whisper.

      It was so reassuring, this touch and sound, that she snuggled deeper into the embrace. Indulging in sensations completely foreign to her, she felt safe and protected.

      Then she felt panic. My God, she felt fear.

      She pushed away with all her strength, scrambling for the edge of the bed, each move hurting more than the last. Each breath she tried desperately to take wasn’t quite deep enough. Those same large hands covered her shoulders, gentle on top of her thick bandages.

      Then everything came back at once.

      Losing control of the truck. The mudslide as she plunged into the ocean. The explosion of the airbags. Pushing through the window. Jagged glass tearing her skin. Fighting to swim to shore. Wave after relentless wave. Defeat.

      “Who…?” Gwen tried to catch her breath. Her hands moved forward and stopped against his chest. Smooth, warm skin. Hard muscles beneath her palms and fingers. He was a brick wall—an enormous brick wall. Terrified by the sheer size of the giant who sat in front of her on her bed, in her bed, she pushed back.

      “Cease.”

      That one word, spoken with gentle authority, shocked her. Cease? Who said cease? And who said it like that? A voice so deep, a timbre so rich. It seemed familiar but… “Who”— she took a short breath—“are…” Larger gasps followed.

      “Breathe,” he demanded in the same tone. “In… out…” He continued his litany, but Gwen couldn’t seem to follow. “Good God, not again.” It sounded like a curse and a sigh. Then strong lips covered her open mouth. Warm and determined, he stole her breath.

      Then he gave it back.

      Calm. Steady. Even.

      The hands that covered her shoulders moved. One palmed her head, long fingers holding her steady until her breathing matched his own. The other splayed her chest, directly over her heart, as if willing the erratic beat to slow.

      It beat the hell out of a paper bag.

      He pulled back. But his mouth drew upon her lips, ending his unconventional first aid with what could only be a kiss.

      He did not release her. Her head remained in the palm of his hand, her back supported by the circle of his arm, his other hand still covered her chest.
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        * * *

      

      Greylen couldn’t have let go if his life depended on it. Too many emotions and not one of them in check. He’d slept as never before. That ache he was so used to was gone.

      He awoke as always, in that hour before dawn, but ’twas the first time he had not reached out. No pain greeted him, no emptiness. Instead, he held her closer and kissed her. He felt her sorrow afterward and asked her of its cause, yet she’d succumbed to sleep. Her steady, even breaths, warm upon his chest, lulled him to a light slumber. He’d felt her stir when she first awoke, then sensed her panic.

      Anyone else, he would have soothed with words. But for some reason, he knew she would not have listened. That same awareness told him now that she was bracing for a fight.

      He wanted to kiss her again. Instead, he brushed his fingers across her face. Errant wisps, freed from the braid fashioned the night before, swept back once again.

      “If you’re done being my human respirator, I’d like to see my chart.”

      Greylen smiled—riled was a very becoming state for this woman. “And just how did you plan on seeing this chart?” he asked her.

      She obviously heard the amusement in his voice, but her now relaxed facial expression warred with her ridiculous attempts to push him away. “Listen, mister⁠—”

      “You will call me Greylen.”

      “I will call the authorities.”

      “I am the authority,” Greylen warned, then held back a laugh. She smirked.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, but if you don’t let go of me⁠—”

      She gasped. “I felt that. A chuckle, you repressed a chuckle.”

      This time he did laugh. “Good God, woman, but I swear I did. You think to hurt me?”

      “I’ll kick your ass so fast you won’t know what hit you,” she snapped. “Now let me go and get the goddamn attending in here. Now.”

      Her demand made him tighten his hold. “I’ve no idea who this goddamn attending is you seek, but I can assure you, you’re in no condition to kick anything…let alone my ass.” He spoke with authority. His face an inch from hers. He watched as she started to feel the bed around her. “Tell me what you search for,” he demanded, following the motions of her hands.

      “The call button,” she whispered, what little fight she had seeming to fade.

      “What purpose would it serve?” he asked.

      “Greylen.” A near shout interrupted them. Isabelle sounded the admonishment, stepping into the room. “You’re scaring her half to death.”

      Greylen turned to his sister, but he did not let go. He was, in fact, sorry that Isabelle had entered the room at all. He couldn’t seem to help himself, but riling this woman could be sport. She inflamed him. And he enjoyed it.

      “Scaring her?” Greylen argued. “She threatened to kick my—” He shook his head instead. “You’d not believe me.”

      “I’m sure you misunderstood,” Isabelle said with a regal sweep of her hand. “Mother’s on her way, Greylen. If she thinks you⁠—”

      “Ah…excuse me. I need some help here.” The plea was directed toward Isabelle.

      Greylen set her straight as she seemed to think she needed protection from him. “You are never to fear me, lass. Do you understand?” He hadn’t meant to bark. He was just accustomed to giving orders.

      “Oh, of course I understand, why would I ever fear you?” she quipped.

      Seconds later, Isabelle interrupted. “Enough, Greylen.” She made the second admonishment as she reached to pry his hands away from the woman he still held within his grasp. He let her, then watched as Isabelle settled her against the pillows once more. “She’s in no condition for…for whatever you’re about.”

      “What I’m about?” he asked his sister incredulously. As if he couldn’t seem to help himself, he took the little tigress on the bed in his arms again, holding her by the shoulders. “What are you about?” he demanded.

      “I’ll tell you what I’m about,” the lass returned quickly and with quite a bit of anger to boot. “I’m about five three, long on legs, and short on breasts.” She emphasized cupping herself. “What in the hell are you about?”

      Greylen ducked his head to the side, pinching the bridge of his nose so as not to laugh before he looked at her again. When he did glance back, however, he became aware of what now greeted them behind her. If she thought she was riled before, he could only imagine what emotion his words would evoke. “I’m about to introduce you to my mother, sister, and first-in-command,” he informed her, taking note of their expressions.

      Isabelle looked vastly amused, a blush now reddening her cheeks. And Gavin wore a grin that reflected his own. His mother, however, appeared shocked. She’d obviously heard the previous comments, or mayhap ’twas distressed at witnessing the display of this woman grabbing her body parts.

      This woman pleased him more than she’d ever know.

      “Oh God.” The lass sighed. “Just knock me out again, please. I can’t do this. Drugs, just give me drugs, and wake me up when this nightmare is over.”

      Greylen took her statement as defeat. His smile vanished as he gently laid her against the pillows. “Are you in pain?” he asked, brushing the hair away from her face again.

      “Go away,” she pleaded, swatting her hands in front of her. “Please, just go away.”

      “Tell me your name, lass,” Greylen ordered, ignoring her comment.

      “Will you leave me alone if I do?”

      “Nay, but I’ll remove myself from the bed,” Greylen conceded.

      She snorted. “How gallant, you’ll remove yourself from my bed if I tell you my name?”

      “Nay, lass,” he whispered. “I’ll remove myself from my bed.”

      “What?” She shot upright. Obviously a poor decision, if the way she clutched her head was any indication.

      Greylen reached out, pulling her against him. “Enough! You will cease this at once.” He could not endure to watch her suffer. “Mother, for God’s sake, give her something.”

      Lady Madelyn came forward instantly. “Greylen, you must release her. I must see to her wounds.” His mother’s tone was softer than usual, sensing his distress at the pain this woman was in.

      Reflexively, his arms tightened, his chin digging a little deeper into the head he’d snugly secured beneath it. “You will give her something for her pain, Mother. Now,” he snapped, acting like a wounded animal protecting his young. He’d not release her until he was sure she would suffer no more. And he knew she felt it, too, this woman, for she burrowed against him.

      The action sealed her fate, had it not been done already.

      Greylen held her head to his chest and placed the cup his mother had handed him to her lips. She drank it entirely. He knew from experience a bitter taste would linger in her mouth, but she stayed completely still. Knowing the potion would work quickly, he continued to hold her. Short minutes later, he felt her begin to relax. Then she gently tapped his chest with her finger. He leaned in, in answer.

      She whispered to him, so only he could hear her, “Greylen?”

      His eyes closed, calming now as he heard his name upon her lips and the softness in her tone. Then he bent his head. “Aye,” he whispered back, keeping their conversation as private as possible with three pairs of eyes staring at them from the edge of the bed.

      “My name…is Gwendolyn.”

      ’Twas a surrender. And somehow, he knew surrender did not come easily to her.

      Gwendolyn.

      She had a name. And a beautiful one. For the first time he could remember, he was beyond words. He knew that if he could speak, his voice would be filled with the same emotion clouding his vision.

      ’Twas a long minute before he spoke her name. “Gwendolyn, my mother, Lady Madelyn, must see to your wounds. She’s a healer and saw to your care last eve. My sister, Isabelle, is here as well, and Gavin, my first-in-command. Anna is in the room now, too. She’s served our family for years, and will see that you have anything you need.”

      He gently laid her on the bed and watched as his mother brushed the hair back from her forehead. The effects of his mother’s potion were obviously working as Gwendolyn remained still while gentle hands unwound her bandages, cleaned her abrasions, and wrapped them once again.

      “Gwendolyn, I must see to the wounds on your eyes,” Lady Madelyn explained, sitting next to her on the bed. “You mustn’t open them; the skin was rubbed raw. I can assure you, ’twill cause great pain if you do.”

      Greylen watched Gwendolyn wince as the cool air made contact with the exposed skin, but she remained motionless as his mother applied ointment and covered them once again.

      “I’ll have Anna bring a tray, and perhaps later you’ll have a hot bath to ease the aches you surely must feel. Isabelle will return shortly, and I will check on you later.”

      “Thank you, Lady Madelyn,” Gwendolyn said.

      “You’re quite welcome, dear.”

      As everyone shuffled from the room, Greylen took his mother’s instructions for Gwendolyn, as well as giving a few of his own to Gavin. Alone again, he sat in the chair he’d brought from the sitting area by the fireplace last eve and watched her sleep. He amended his thoughts seconds later when she rolled onto her side to face him.

      “Greylen?”

      “Aye?”

      “I need your mother again, or Isabelle. Please.”

      He knew exactly what she needed but wasn’t about to let anyone back in his chamber yet. “Can you manage on your own if I carry you?”

      “Yes.”

      He cradled her before him and carried her to the bathing chamber, leaving only when he was sure she could, in fact, stand on her own. He waited just beyond the door, and when she stepped through, he took her hands and washed them with a cloth before tossing it in the basin. He wasn’t sure if her blush was from having to be carried to the garderobe for its use or the intimacy shared by his doing so.

      “This is becoming a habit, Greylen,” she grumbled sleepily, but her lips curved slightly in a smile.

      “’Tis only the beginning, Gwendolyn.”

      “You sound pretty sure of yourself.”

      “I am.”

      “That’s it?” she asked, giving his chest a poke. “I am,” she mimicked.

      “Aye,” he drawled, not expounding. He sensed her exhaustion and wished only to see her rest. He carried her back into his chamber and leaned down to place her beneath the covers.

      “No,” Gwendolyn pleaded, wrapping her arms around his neck. “I don’t want to go back to bed.” She must have noted his hesitation, because she hurried on. “Please, can’t I rest somewhere else?”

      Greylen answered, “Aye,” at her request and felt her tighten her arms around his neck as he stepped away from the bed. He carried her to the chair by the fireplace and sat with her there.

      “I didn’t mean on your lap,” she said, poking a finger against his chest.

      Greylen wrapped his hand around hers, stopping her actions. “Are you always this obstinate?”

      “No,” she offered with a sigh, laying her head on his shoulder.

      “Thank God,” he muttered.

      “I’m usually much worse,” she muttered back.

      Greylen shook his head, cursing under his breath. She was nothing like he’d expected. Yet as different as she was, Gwendolyn was perfect for him. She’d not be intimidated or fearful of his power. She had her own strength, and he admired her for it. He still couldn’t believe she was here. He’d slept the night with her, and had she not been wounded, he would have made love to her.

      He could still feel her body as she pressed herself against him last night. Her hands as they brushed through his hair, and the way she’d tugged upon it, demanding that he kiss her. She’d been so responsive when he did, it took all of his control to end it. Her tears still bothered him, though, but he’d question her later. For now, he had other matters he wished to have answers to.

      “How did you come to be in the water, Gwendolyn?” He felt her shudder and tightened his hold.

      “I lost control of my truck. The storm wiped out the road,” she whispered.

      The term was foreign to him. He had no idea of its meaning. “And your injuries, how did you come by them?”

      “The airbags caused the burns on my face, and the broken glass from the window caused my lacerations,” she explained. “Did you save me last night, Greylen?”

      “Aye,” he answered in a grave tone. ’Twas something he wished to forget.

      “Why didn’t you take me to the hospital?”

      “You’re at Seagrave Castle, Gwendolyn.”

      “I can’t stay here, Greylen. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, I really do, but I should go.”

      “You will stay here, Gwendolyn. I’d not allow you anywhere else.”

      “It’s not up to you.”

      “Aye, Gwendolyn, ’tis. You belong here.” She muttered a “ha” in response, as if the words were not to be believed. “Where would you go?” Had she someone? he wondered.

      “Back to the inn, or to a hospital or clinic, maybe,” she whispered.

      “Who would care for you?” he demanded, still not satisfied with his need to know and clearly unsettled by a feeling of uncertainty.

      “I can take care of myself. I’ve been doing it for years.”

      “Is there someone—?” He couldn’t finish. The possibility infuriated him now.

      “No.” She made a laugh-like sound. “But I need to call Sara.”

      He relaxed his hold as her explanation soothed him.

      “Who’s Sara?”

      “A friend. She’ll be worried, and I’m sure the couple who run the inn will wonder where I am. Will you dial the numbers for me?” she asked. “We’ll have to look up the number of the inn. Well, you’ll have to, but I can tell you Sara’s.”

      Greylen considered her words. In truth, he didn’t understand them. “You’ll give me the information. I’ll see to it myself.”

      Finally, he tucked her beneath the bedcovers and sat beside her as she fell asleep. ’Twas a long while later before he reluctantly left, parchment in hand.
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      Gwen awoke to the soft sound of humming and the gentle touch of delicate fingers. She shifted to her side, smiling as the hand that stroked her forehead brushed back her hair.

      She couldn’t remember Greylen leaving, but he obviously had. He’d carried her back to bed and written down Sara’s phone number and the name of the inn. Then he sat next to her, leaning against the headboard.

      He’d reached for her hand, seemingly fascinated by it. Brushing his thumbs over her palm and stroking the back. He measured it against his before entwining their fingers.

      And he did it again and again. Brushing. Measuring. Entwining.

      She’d felt every touch from the top of her head to the tips of her toes.

      She could smell his scent all around her now, and if she were alone, she’d bury her face in the pillow to inhale every molecule. She had a feeling she hadn’t dreamed last night.

      She’d slept in his arms and awoke in them, too.

      She should be terrified by it. But what terrified her wasn’t that she awoke in the bed of a strange man, but that waking with him had seemed so right. Be careful what you wish for, Gwendolyn.

      “Gwendolyn, ’tis Isabelle,” Greylen’s sister said softly.

      Gwen smiled. “Hi, Isabelle.”

      “Hi.” Isabelle laughed, mimicking her greeting. “How do you feel?”

      “Are we alone?”

      “Aye. Anna just left to fetch another tray. You slept through the first, and Greylen insisted we not wake you.”

      “Is your brother always so overbearing?”

      “’Tis his middle name.”

      Gwen laughed. “Somehow I’m not surprised.”

      “Oh, she’s awake,” Anna called as she came into the room. Gwen felt her place something on the bed and shooed Isabelle away to sit herself. “Now let’s see if you’ve become fevered,” she said, placing a hand on her forehead. “Cool to the touch, ’tis very good. Let’s get you comfortable, and I’ll help you eat.”

      Anna began propping up the pillows, hugging Gwen against her plump chest. The gesture almost brought tears to her eyes. She’d never felt so cared for. “Anna, do you think I might sit in a chair instead?” Gwen asked. “I think I should move around so I don’t get stiff.”

      “Are you sure? You’ve had quite a fright.”

      “I’m sure. Isabelle, will you help me?” Gwen asked, reaching out.

      Isabelle took Gwen’s hands and helped her from the bed. “Please be careful, Gwendolyn. If Greylen knew you were out of bed, he’d have a fit.”

      “Then we just won’t tell him,” Gwen said mischievously.

      “Oh, Gwendolyn, I’m so glad you’re finally here.”

      Gwen stopped at her words. “What do you mean, I’m finally here?” Met with stone-cold silence, Gwen tried again, “Isabelle, what did you mean?”

      “We’ve been waiting for you,” Isabelle said quietly.

      Gwen didn’t miss the way she spoke. Confident in her statement, but whispering as if she wished not to say it. “I don’t understand. How could you be waiting for me?”

      “I’ve said too much. Come, let’s get you settled.” Isabelle started leading her, but Gwen stopped her.

      “You’ve really said nothing. Now, I insist, tell me what you meant,” Gwen demanded.

      Isabelle remained silent a moment as if not sure where to begin, then it all poured out. “We knew you would come last night, Gwendolyn. Well, that’s not exactly true. I knew you would come,” she said with supreme confidence, “but Greylen suffered greatly throughout the day. He was sure he’d been fooled. Well, perhaps fooled isn’t the right word.” Gwen imagined Isabelle tapping a finger against her cheek. “Mayhap tricked—nay, not tricked—betrayed. Aye.” Gwen felt the motion as Isabelle held up her finger. “Betrayed. He all but killed most of the men, and his looks…good God, no one wanted to go near him. And no matter how many times I told Gavin the storm would come—” Isabelle stopped mid-sentence, making Gwen wonder if Anna’s mouth was agape like hers.

      “Greylen almost killed his men?” Gwen asked. “What men? Why?”

      “The soldiers, Gwendolyn,” Isabelle replied in a chastising tone. “Haven’t you been listening? They lined up and he beat each one, ’twas quite humiliating…for the soldiers, that is.”

      “He beat them?” Were her instincts misplaced? Greylen beat men? “How?” she asked.

      “With his sword, of course,” Isabelle returned in the same tone as if chastising her for not paying attention.

      “What?”

      “Oh my, now I’ve upset you. Please, Gwendolyn, we must sit down. You seem ready to collapse.” Isabelle rushed through the words as if she wanted to move on.

      “Isabelle!” Lady Madelyn came into the room, obviously having overheard most of the conversation.

      Gwen heard the censure in Lady Madelyn’s voice and immediately took Isabelle’s hand. For some reason, she felt the need to protect her. Gwen knew Isabelle hadn’t meant to upset her. Her honesty and need to please were obvious, endearing even. “Lady Madelyn, please don’t be upset with Isabelle. She didn’t do anything wrong.”

      Gwen couldn’t see Lady Madelyn’s expression soften, but she felt it in the words she spoke. “Gwendolyn, I wish only for your good health and welfare. That you come to Isabelle’s defense so quickly, well, it pleases me dearly. Especially with the tension being so thick these past few days, ’tis good to see all is, at last, as it should be.” Lady Madelyn held Gwen’s hands, leading her in front of a roaring fireplace and then guiding her to sit. She wondered if it was the same chair she sat in with Greylen last night.

      Lady Madelyn saw to her wounds while continuing where she left off. “We’ve waited so long for the events of last night to unfold, Gwendolyn. For years I’ve known of the prophecy, and I believed with all my heart in its words. I’d been unsure of Greylen’s acceptance when I decided to tell him of its existence.” She paused as if remembering. “But I made the right decision. If only I’d known how long he’d silently suffered. He’d actually considered himself mad.”

      Gwen was a little, or maybe a lot, lost with what Lady Madelyn was saying. Warmed by the fire, feeling cared for as Lady Madelyn continued to fuss over her, and of course still affected by painkillers, Gwen continued to listen in silence as Lady Madelyn went on. “I chided myself for my skepticism when I awoke yesterday. The day was as beautiful as a day could be, and Greylen’s anger that he’d been a fool was more than painful to watch. Isabelle was the only one who seemed sure that the storm would come.

      “Forgive my tone, Isabelle,” Lady Madelyn offered in apology. “Gwendolyn, I’ll check on you later. I did not realize you hadn’t eaten yet. Perhaps after you’ve rested again, we’ll call for a bath.”

      Gwen smiled, grateful that Lady Madelyn’s tone had changed. “Thank you, Lady Madelyn. I would love a bath, but I think I’ve rested enough.”

      “Anna will see that you drink a tea infusion. ’Twill tire you, and I insist you rest after your meal.”

      “May I ask you a question, Lady Madelyn?”

      “Of course.”

      “Greylen said you were a healer. Are doctors in the Highlands referred to as healers?”

      “Nay, we have doctors. But as long as you’re in my care, I’d not let them near you.”

      “Is that why Greylen didn’t take me to the hospital?” she asked. “Because you don’t trust the physicians here?”

      “I can assure you, you’ve received the very best care.”

      Gwen quickly agreed and thanked her as well. She could tell all of her abrasions were perfectly anointed and wrapped, and though somewhat numb from the medication she’d been given earlier, she knew instinctively she had stitches that were even and tight with no signs of swelling or drainage.

      True to Lady Madelyn’s words, Gwen was asleep a short time later.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      For the second time in less than a day, Greylen tread upon unsure waters. Quite simply, the woman disarmed him. One minute she’s threatening to kick his backside, the next she’s insulting herself—with an audience. She’d turned him upside down in a matter of hours. Especially her comments regarding her need to contact “Sara” and “the inn.”

      His reluctance to leave her surprised him as well. He, in fact, stayed longer than necessary, content merely to hold her hand. A hand he’d spent at least an hour embracing. ’Twas only when Anna came into his chamber that he’d finally stepped from the bed.

      Hoping for a distraction, a much-needed distraction, he went to check on Duncan. He’d been training a new group of soldiers who proved challenging. Their first charge with the boys who came to foster was to unlearn them of the skills they already possessed. The task usually took no more than a fortnight and allowed each a new perspective in applying their technique. Greylen and his men explained repeatedly that if they believed in their own abilities, their proficiencies would naturally follow. This balance enabled his soldiers to become the best fighters in the Highlands.

      As Greylen approached the training field, he noticed Duncan’s frustration and immediately stepped into the fray. The boys bowed to him. ’Twas an honor to train with him personally and one not granted by all lairds. Greylen, however, would have it no other way. It gave him pride to watch his boys grow into their skills and manhood.

      Today, however, his attention was elsewhere. He took a blow from a sword, splitting the skin of his arm. The boy who dealt the injury instantly dropped to his knees, fear evident on his face. Greylen pulled the boy up and placed a firm hand on his shoulder, demanding that he meet his stare. “A lesson, Michael. Never lose your mental stand in a match—on our fields or in battle. Your life depends upon it.” Greylen turned to Duncan and dismissed himself. ’Twas time to seek his mother’s needle. She’d not be pleased.

      After a pointed look from Lady Madelyn and a regal sweep of her hand, Greylen sat in the chair his mother gestured to. She finished her work quickly and never once mentioned the reason to blame for the wound. “Good luck to you with the rest of your day, son,” she’d said. “I’ll be sure to keep my instruments handy should you need my services again.” Greylen offered a wry smile and thanks as well, then went to his study.

      He’d been consumed over the past days and now needed to address the correspondences atop his desk. Most were letters updating occurrences among neighboring clans. They would become the agenda to be discussed at the upcoming council meeting.

      The council, comprised of twelve lairds, convened four times yearly. After years of feuding during his father’s reign, Greylen and his peers did their best to live peacefully. Their only fighting now proved to be little more than minor skirmishes or warring at the behest of their sovereign.

      Greylen served his king and helped to bring an end to the internal strife which plagued their homeland. Now, only a few caused trouble—those spiteful or hungry for power.

      One in particular was the MacFale clan. ’Twasn’t the father who made trouble but his son Malcolm. Their lands bordered to the south and any disturbances of late, Greylen knew Malcolm had caused. Though he’d not seen him in years, Malcolm’s jealousy of Greylen’s continued success fueled his hatred.

      Greylen began listing the grievances to be addressed, but looked to the door when he sensed Gavin’s approach. Greylen bid him entrance and waved to one of the chairs in front of his desk. He tossed him the parchment he’d had in his pocket and gauged his reaction.

      Gavin studied it, then looked back in question. “What is it?”

      “Numbers Gwendolyn wished for me…to call. The first is her friend, Sara. The latter, the name of the inn where she was staying.”

      Gavin shook his head. “I’ve no idea her meaning, Greylen, nor does this name sound familiar.”

      “Nor do I.” He took the parchment back, staring at the strange sequence of numbers. “She…damn it, Gavin.” Greylen stood and walked to the window behind his desk, staring past the garden. “The things she’s said…the way she speaks.”

      “Explain, we’ll sort it through.”

      Greylen gave a wry laugh before turning. “Aye, thank you, Mother.”

      “Have you a better idea?”

      “Nay.” Greylen sat again and repeated Gwendolyn’s account of what happened to Gavin. The truck accident, the explosion of airbags, and windows with jagged glass. He spoke of her English dialect. Though easy enough to understand, ’twas far different from the one he’d heard. More to the point, the way that she spoke was strange. With authority. Forthright, to be exact.

      “And her forthright manner bothers you?” Gavin asked.

      “Of course not,” Greylen quipped. “I’ve endured your impertinence for years.” And he had. Fifteen years, to be exact. They’d fought side by side in service to their king. And shortly after, Gavin gave him his allegiance. They’d forged an unwavering bond over the passing years. Close as true brothers could be, perhaps more so, as they chose their alliance. They antagonized each other continually with caustic remarks and barely veiled insults. But, in truth, one would not be the same without the other. “Nay, ’tis not a bother,” Greylen confessed again. “But, what of the other things?”

      “What of them?” Gavin offered in a dismissive tone. “The prophecy spoke of⁠—”

      “Another time. I know, Gavin.” Greylen rubbed his hands through his hair. “’Twould account for her strange clothing, the accident she spoke of, her dialect, and manner as well. I…” He cursed instead of continuing.

      “I’ve other news, Greylen,” Gavin said as Greylen walked back to the window. Greylen raised a brow in wait, and Gavin continued, “Our southern border was breached before dawn. Five cattle were slaughtered.”

      Greylen shook his head. Just what he needed right now.

      Damn.

      Resigned ’twould be night before he could return, he gave Gavin his orders. “Kevin and Hugh will remain. If Gwendolyn’s somehow able to move about, they’re to shadow her.”

      “They assume their posts outside your chamber,” Gavin informed him.

      “Then we ride. I wish to see the carnage myself.”

      “Your plans…for Lady Gwendolyn?” Gavin asked.

      “Nothing’s changed, Gavin. I’ll not wait.”

      Greylen considered the significance of the question as he watched his first-in-command leave. He rubbed his hands through his hair, the scene playing in his mind.

      The one in which he informed Gwendolyn of the role she would assume.
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      Instead of the courtyard, Greylen found himself within his chamber. ’Twas the last place he should be at the moment, yet there he was. Loath to admit it, he was anxious to see Gwendolyn. And, oddly, as soon as he laid his eyes upon her, the tightness within his chest subsided. She seemed to be resting fitfully beneath the covers while Isabelle sat beside her.

      “Leave us,” Greylen commanded, standing at the bedside.

      Gwendolyn rolled over but waited until the door shut before she spoke. “You sound angry, Greylen.”

      “I thought you to be asleep.”

      “Just resting. Is something wrong?” she asked, sitting up. “Or when you said leave us,” she mimicked in a deep voice, “was I supposed to go too?”

      “How do you feel?” he asked, disregarding her comment.

      “Your mother said the bandages could come off tomorrow.”

      “I’m aware of your progress, Gwendolyn. I asked how you felt.” He said it more harshly than he intended, angered with himself for what could only be a loss of discipline on his part.

      “Your mother keeps plying me with liquid painkillers,” she said, gifting him her first true smile. “You obviously have an awesome and very lenient pharmacy. And please, call me Gwen.”

      “Gwen, I…” Disarmed by her smile, he truly had difficulty continuing.

      “Are you going to take me back, Greylen?”

      He waited a moment to answer. “Gwendolyn, you’ll not be going back.” As he looked upon her upturned face, he wondered how she could even think such a thing. There were, of course, still many unknowns; however, relinquishing her was not one of them. Based on his physical reaction and attraction to her, as well as this odd internal awareness that Gwendolyn was in fact the “she” of the prophecy, the thought of “taking her back,” as she just stated, was preposterous.

      “Was there a problem at the inn?” she asked, a slight puzzle to her lips. “Did they let my room go? I could have sworn I paid for two more nights.” She said the last almost as an aside, then turned her head from left to right as if considering something. “They have my credit card on file, too, Greylen.”

      “I’ve not spoken with them, Gwendolyn.”

      “You didn’t call?” The reprimand in her voice was unmistakable. She reached for his hand. “But you said you’d take care of it.” Her slender fingers worried over his. “What about Sara? She’ll be concerned if I don’t check in.”

      He knelt in front of her, covering her hands with his own, and he told her quite honestly, “I’ve no means to call, Gwendolyn.”

      “You don’t have a phone?” she asked, sounding surprised.

      Her brow furrowed above the bandages, and he wished to reach out and smooth it, but instead, continued to rub her hand. “Nay, Gwendolyn. I have not a phone.”

      “Not even a cell phone?”

      Truly grateful she offered questions that he could seemingly answer, he repeated her words, “Not even.”

      “Greylen, it’s the twenty-first century. Everyone has a cell phone.”

      ’Twas a statement he would remember for the rest of his years and a life of training that kept him perfectly still. While shock and curses ran through his mind at what she’d just revealed, moments later, he was smiling. Of the many reactions one might have to such a statement, what he felt most was relief. Gwendolyn was his. This beautiful creature he’d plucked from the waters was in fact his. “Gwen…”

      Gwen what? Holy mother of God—glad tidings aside—what?

      “Did you lose power? Did the storm wipe out the lines or something?” she asked before he could continue.

      Bless the woman for making it so easy. “Or something would suit,” Greylen implied.

      “Well, I guess I’m stuck here.”

      He was grinning as she shrugged while making that last declaration. “Aye, Gwendolyn,” he drawled. “I guess you are.”
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      ’Twas dusk by the time Greylen and his men approached the site of the attack. Greylen listened to the report of the men who awaited their arrival as he inspected the heinous display.

      He knew MacFale was to blame and cursed him for taking his hostility out on helpless animals. Without a word, he grabbed a shovel. His men silently followed his lead. Having to ensure the carcasses wouldn’t contaminate the surface, it took two hours before the trenches were deep enough. By the time the task was finished, they were covered with dirt and blood.

      New patrols relieved the men who rode the perimeter throughout the afternoon. They would remain till dawn when the guard would be turned over again. Confident his men would hold off another attack and assured by Gavin that all of their patrols had been doubled, they rode back to the keep.

      Consumed by thoughts of Gwen, the time went quickly.

      Her words nearly rang in his head, twenty-first century. Good God, ’twas astounding. Gavin, too, had been shocked when Greylen told him and said little in response. In truth, what could they say?

      Thankfully, Gwen had worked everything out herself, justifying the things he couldn’t explain with assumptions. He was happy to go along. He’d not had to lie, though he’d have done so easily.

      He was relieved, too. No man waited for her, and she spoke nothing of her family.

      He would be her family now. ’Twould be done on the morrow.
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      Gwen awoke sometime in the afternoon, knowing once again that Greylen had left. He was turning out to be a serious distraction, especially her reaction to him. She meant to ask him about the strange things Isabelle and his mother had spoken of earlier. What they’d said about them waiting for her and knowing that she’d come. It didn’t make sense, and although her head was truly fuzzy, there was something really odd about it all. She just couldn’t put her finger on it. And just when it was on the tip of her tongue to say something, Greylen sat next to her on the bed and asked her if she needed anything.

      What she needed was some distance from the man. Well, not really. She’d been thrilled when he told her the storm had knocked out their power and phone lines. She didn’t want to leave. She couldn’t explain it, but being near him seemed to be the only thing she did want.

      She knew it was ridiculous, but what the hell. If she had to get stranded somewhere, why not here? She obviously wasn’t in any danger. Greylen had saved her last night. He’d taken her back to his home to recuperate, and his family was taking care of her. It couldn’t be clearer, they were only doing what was appropriate under the circumstances.

      Of course, it didn’t explain why she was in his room. Shouldn’t she be sleeping somewhere else? If they didn’t have an extra room, shouldn’t she be in Isabelle’s bedroom instead?

      And what about last night? She was almost certain she’d slept with him. Worse, she had a feeling her dream was no dream. She’d remember that kiss for the rest of her life. My God, the man had a powerful mouth, and he definitely knew how to kiss. She’d never been kissed like that. Well, she’d been kissed like that, but…she’d never felt consumed by a kiss. She’d never been held like that either. He must think her ten kinds of a hussy, but she hadn’t been able to help herself.

      It felt so right and his body…his body was so…well, the man was built. He was so large he engulfed her, and his muscles were so defined they were amazing. When she ran her hands along his back, his skin was so hot she felt like she was being seared. And she wanted to feel his hair again, too. It was thick and soft, longer than it should be. But she liked it on him.

      Oh my God, what in the hell was she thinking? She hadn’t even seen him yet.

      If she had the chance, though, she knew she’d do it again. Somehow, deep down, she knew Greylen was what she’d been searching for.

      The rest of her day was spent in bed. Hiding blushes when she thought about that kiss and enjoying her recuperation more than she ever imagined. Anna sat by the fireplace while Isabelle sat next to her, reading. When Gwen wasn’t sleeping, Isabelle chatted endlessly.

      Greylen’s sister was delightful. She had a dry sense of humor and seemed quite mature for someone who’d just turned eighteen.

      Before supper, Gwen had a bath in front of the fireplace. Why there, she couldn’t be sure, but it helped immensely. Anna rubbed the aches from her body, using a soap that smelled of wildflowers. And Isabelle leaned against the rim and brushed her hair, then tied it in a ribbon. Lady Madelyn returned and removed her bandages, commenting on how pleased she was with the progress of her wounds.

      Since she wasn’t used to being cared for by others, she sat quietly, wrapped in a towel in front of the fire. Lady Madelyn and Isabelle put ointment and gauze on all of her cuts while Anna instructed the servants to remove the tub and bring up a tray for dinner. But when she heard Anna ask Isabelle to fetch another bedgown, Gwen finally spoke up. “Anna, is there something else I might wear? I’m not really comfortable in long nightgowns.”

      There was an extremely long pause, and Gwen thought she’d be refused. Thankfully, Lady Madelyn saved her. “I see no harm,” she finally said. “No one’s about but us, and you might rest easier.”

      Relieved, Gwen thanked her and asked for a shirt to sleep in instead.

      They laughed.

      “Gwendolyn, we possess no shirts ourselves, but if you wish, you may use one of Greylen’s,” Lady Madelyn offered.

      Gwen couldn’t resist. “That would be great, thank you.”

      Anna replaced her towel with a very large shirt. Isabelle laughed the second it was on and continued to do so as she rolled up the sleeves. Gwen didn’t care how big it was. It was made of the softest linen she’d ever touched. And it was Greylen’s.

      “Is there somewhere else I should be sleeping?” Gwen asked, wishing at once that she’d kept her big mouth shut. She didn’t want to leave Greylen’s room. But staying meant that she would sleep with him again, like she did last night. And everyone in this room knew it.

      Lady Madelyn spoke those words again. The ones she’d always dreamed of hearing. The same ones Greylen had spoken earlier. “This is where you belong, Gwendolyn. My son would have it no other way.”

      Gwen didn’t ask Lady Madelyn to explain, and honestly, she didn’t want her to. She had dinner with Isabelle by the fire while Anna fussed about the room. And later, when Anna pleaded with her to rest in bed, Gwen stood her ground. She was going to sit by the fire until Greylen returned.

      Then she would ask him about the things that had bothered her all day.
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      He was going to hell.

      Over a blasted promise.

      He’d burn for eternity.

      And it’d be worth each infernal second.

      Damn but the woman caused trouble. Tempted him to heights so unfathomable, he cared not of the consequence. He cursed himself a fool—a thousand times. Then added another.

      Had she any idea? Had she a care?

      Nay!

      Had she, he’d not be in his current predicament—which at the moment was dire, and entirely Gwendolyn’s fault. He cursed again, aloud this time, a litany in seven languages. His muscles were so taut now, he feared his skin would split.

      His eyes narrowed as she began to stir. He scowled.

      She had the nerve to stretch.

      His erection, now painful, throbbed as he watched her.

      She might as well deliver him to hell’s gates herself.

      “Greylen?” Gwendolyn whispered.

      “Aye.” It came out as a growl as his hands fisted at his sides.

      “Bad day?” she asked.

      “Bad day? Bad day, Gwendolyn? Have you any idea what you’re doing to me?” he shouted.

      “Me?” she shouted back, sitting up straighter. “What in the hell are you talking about?”

      “I made a promise,” he yelled again.

      “I take it promises make you grumpy?”

      “Nay,” he argued, kneeling before her. “Lasses with flawless skin and honey-colored hair, wearing nothing but my shirt, make me grumpy.”

      “All of them? Or just me?”

      “Just you, Gwen,” he whispered, lowering his head to her knees. “I swear, just you.” He sensed her smile and felt her relax as she placed her hands on his head and tangled her fingers in his hair. ’Twas a reflexive gesture, yet intimate as well. It felt amazing.

      “Speaking of swearing, I didn’t get the fifth one. What was it?” she asked.

      Greylen lifted his head, sorry that he had, when her hands fell away. “Persian,” he answered. “Know you the others?” he asked curiously.

      “As a matter of fact, yes,” she all but boasted. “Do you know only the colorful words, or are you more versed?”

      “I speak each fluently,” he bit out, unable to return her playful tone. ’Twas the absence of her touch aggravating him so.

      “Are you going to keep growling at me? Or are you going to tell me what’s bothering you?” she asked as she reached out to him. Her hands landed on his shoulders and her fingers at once started kneading into his muscles. “God, you’re wound tight—what happened?”

      “I can do no more than growl at present.” Though he was thankful for her touch once again. “And as to what happened? You happened. And you happened to be wounded. The reason for my current mood.”

      Her hands stopped. “You’re angry that I’m wounded?”

      Greylen moved his shoulders until she began massaging again. “I’m angry your eyes are covered,” he grumbled. “Otherwise, I’d not have given Lady Madelyn my word I’d leave your bandages till the morn.”

      “And the significance of my bandages,” she asked him, digging deeper with her fingers, “if you don’t mind?”

      “The significance is simple, Gwendolyn. I’ve every intention of making you mine.” His hands encircled her wrists and moved them to her shoulders. “I’ve every intention of making love to you till you’re reduced to nothing more than whimpers.” He leaned forward, placed his lips against her ear, and whispered in a dark, promising drawl, “Till I’ve had you so many times, you’ll be able to do little more than lift a finger… if that.” He paused before leaning back. “But I’ll not have you with your eyes covered. So keep your hands removed from my person before I lose what little control I have left,” he snapped.

      A blush stole across her face, at least up to where the bandages covered her eyes. “Hmm, I see your problem.” She burst out laughing, hiding her embarrassment in her hands.

      “Oh no, you shall suffer as well,” Greylen warned, though he too, smiled now. “And if you saw my problem, you’d take pity on me, not enflame me.”

      “Excuse me for being direct, but well, with your last sentiments and all, I think we’ve moved past the formalities. My intention was to wait by the fire,” she explained. “So we would have a chance to talk when you returned. I didn’t mean to upset you by wearing your shirt.”

      “I’m not upset you’re wearing my shirt. I’m upset I can’t rip the damn thing off.”

      “And I thank you for that. Very much at the moment, I might add.”

      “Because you’d not like me to touch you…or because you’re not wearing anything beneath?”

      “I am not going to answer that,” she said, holding up her hand in emphasis.

      Greylen took her hand and kissed her palm. Then, using his teeth, he grazed her wrist. “I’ve ways to make you talk, love,” he whispered suggestively before carefully scooping her in his arms. He groaned again. She was light as a feather, and her body seemed even more slender against his.

      “I think I have it all figured out, Greylen,” Gwen said as she pressed her face to his chest. “I’m really in the hospital, on an IV drip, and you’re just a hallucination, a magnificent one, of course.” Greylen offered a quick “thank you, love” at the compliment, and she continued, “And in this fantastical hallucination of mine…well, I really didn’t think I would’ve come up with it myself, but I guess you’ve decided to make me your love slave. Is that about right?”

      Greylen grinned. “I’d not thought of it, and the idea has merit. But just so you know, I’d have wed you,” he offered with a squeeze. “Father Michael was to come at dawn.”

      “See, now I know it’s true. I really am in the hospital. I never imagined unconsciousness would be like this,” she said, waving her hand about the room. “You must be the doctor who’s caring for me, and I guess you’re taking me off life support in the morning.”

      Greylen froze in place. Whatever Gwen was working out in her mind, he’d not let her assume she was somewhere else and under someone else’s care. And he sure as hell wouldn’t let her think what he thought she implied. “Explain yourself, Gwendolyn.”

      “He’s coming to give me my last rites. I’m going to die tomorrow. That’s why the priest is coming. I hope I remember you, Greylen. I hope I can find you next time…before it’s too late.”

      “Ah, Gwendolyn, I swear to you—you’re not going to die in the morning. And Father Michael is coming to see us wed, love. Not to give you last rites.” He made the assurance as he placed her back on the bed and tucked her beneath the covers.

      “Oh my God.” Gwen started laughing hysterically. “I’m really dying.”

      “I just told you, you’re not dying.” At his words, she became very quiet. Her fingers worked furiously at the bedcovers.

      Good God, what was going on in that mind of hers now?

      “Greylen, can I ask you something?”

      “Aye,” he answered, wondering what foolishness she’d come up with.

      “Last night, when I was dreaming…it was you, wasn’t it? I mean, I know I’m dreaming, but in my dream, the one I’m in now, you kissed me. You really kissed me, didn’t you?”

      “Aye, Gwen, I kissed you.”

      “Will you do it again…please?”

      She was doing it again. Tempting him back to the gates of hell. Thank God she was beneath the covers. He cursed as she threw them aside…and again as she crawled over to him. He cursed the very same litany as before. Didn’t she know he could see down her shirt? She found her way to his lap…and straddled him!

      Open the gates, he was a dead man.

      Her hands tangled in his hair and she whispered, “I’m probably going to hell for this, Greylen, but right now, hell’s looking pretty frigging good.”

      Greylen’s arms snaked behind her, tightening until she was pressed fully against him, and his hand gripped her head. “It appears to be frigging Eden, Gwen,” he agreed, using her word.

      Then he kissed her.

      No niceties this night. No slow explorations. He fed off of her like she were his last morsel. Holding her as if she were his lifeline in the world. And he could not get enough. No matter how he tried, it simply was not enough.

      He tugged Gwen’s chin, deepening their kiss when she opened for him. His tongue swept inside, and he swallowed the sound she made, returning it with a growl as she joined him. Good God, she kissed him back with such abandon, pressed so hard to his body, he felt her every measure. He continued his feeding, his need for her such that he’d never experienced. Her legs tightened around his waist as her hands moved through his hair, urging him deeper. Then he was standing, with Gwen in his arms and her long, bare legs wrapped tightly around his waist. She seemed not to notice as he laid her upon the mattress, never breaking their kiss. He lay completely atop her, supporting his weight with his arms, feeling her entire body beneath his.

      ’Twas as close to heaven as he’d ever been. And he was going to hell when he was done.

      Greylen felt Gwen’s hands move across his back, pressing him closer. Her hips moved against him, and he growled in response. He tried not to move with her, but ’twas beyond his control. He was lost. Lost in an intense haze as he settled between her thighs. Then they were moving together. A slow, torturous grind he could not stop. His hand ran down the length of her body, and as he brushed past her waist, ’twas only bare skin that he felt…bare skin from her hip down to her foot.

      He was going to take her.

      His hand wrapped around the underside of her thigh. He growled as his fingertips glanced warm, moist heat. He tugged on her lips with his teeth…scraping past her chin… her long, delicate neck.

      His face brushed the swell of her breast through the material of the shirt. Then he covered her with his mouth. She gasped, her body tensing as she tangled her hands in his hair. His teeth closed over her nipple, gently tugging…then his mouth covered her again. Closing with infinite slowness as teeth scraped⁠—

      “Oh God…Greylen…take them off. Please, help me take them off.”

      Greylen lifted his head. Gwen was reaching for the bindings covering her eyes. Something was amiss.

      “Help me, damn it,” she snapped.

      Sanity was like a full-frontal blow when he wished to be witless. But he said a silent prayer that Gwen had brought him to his senses. He reached for her hands and wrapped them behind her back. Then he could do little more than rest his head on her chest.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Have a care, Gwen. I need a moment.”

      “You need a moment? Take off the damn bandages. Now,” she demanded, trying to break free.

      “Nay.” He sighed. He leaned back, taking Gwen with him. She sat on her knees, and he wrapped his legs around her, adjusting the shirt to cover her from his view.

      “Nay,” she mimicked in a shout, poking a finger at his chest. “I’m going to die in the morning, and you’re depriving me of my last wish?” She didn’t wait for a reply and reached for the edge of the binding.

      Greylen cursed again and covered her hands. “You are not going to die.” Good God, the woman had a thick skull. “And I’ve already said, you’ll not remove them. I promised.”

      Gwen snatched her hands back, then pushed against his chest with both of them. “Break it.”

      “I never break my word, Gwen,” Greylen replied.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh my God…you don’t want me.” As Gwen whispered those words, she realized she’d never been more humiliated in her life. Too many firsts, and his rejection was the worst of them. Tears filled her eyes, and she wanted nothing more than to leave. Dream or not, she was out of there. She began scooting backward, feeling for the edge of the bed with her feet.

      “Where are you going?” Greylen asked in a chiding tone.

      “Don’t touch me. I’m leaving.”

      “You’ll go nowhere.”

      “This is my dream. I can do whatever the hell I want,” she shouted as she slid from the bed and moved along the side. Truthfully, she had no idea where she was going, but she couldn’t stay any longer. And she would not cry in front of him. She would not. But then his hands were on her.

      “Don’t push me away, Gwendolyn—ever.” His warning came with a squeeze to her shoulders.

      “In case you’ve forgotten, you’re the one who stopped, Greylen. Excuse me for feeling rejected, but I was.”

      He pulled her closer. “I did not reject you. How could you even think such a thing?”

      “How—how?” She pushed him away again. “If you didn’t notice, we were moving from appetizers to the main course, you giant idiot,” she snapped. “But you obviously don’t want me.”

      He grabbed her again, his voice angered. “I want you so much ’tis killing me.” He brought her closer to his body. “For more years than I care to remember, I’ve wanted nothing more, Gwendolyn. But when I take you, I’ll have the pleasure of looking in your eyes. Which leads us back to my promise. I gave my word, Gwen. Once given, ’tis a solemn vow—I will not break it. Understand.”

      Oh, this was priceless. The man who rejected her, humiliated her, and made her feel like a fool, wanted her to accept his word. She wished she could stare him down. Instead, she made a sweeping motion with her hands and broke his hold.

      “Listen, Greylen, whatever your name is. I don’t give a rat’s ass about your word. And I sure as hell don’t have to stand here taking your sanctimonious bullshit. The message was loud and clear, buddy, now hear mine.” She paused, feeling for his chest. Finding her mark, she used her finger and nailed his center with it every few words. “Dream or not, I would’ve made love to you tonight. Do you know why? Don’t answer that,” she hissed in his face. “It was rhetorical.” She qualified it all the same. “You made me feel things tonight, things I’ve only dreamed about—with you, I might add. And, maybe, before I died, I wanted to believe that I did belong somewhere.” Tears of frustration ran down her cheeks now, but she had to finish. She, unlike some, did not run away. “I’d have taken it, Greylen. I’d have unabashedly reveled in those feelings,” she confessed, mortified that her words caught on a sob before she could continue, “even for one night.”

      Greylen didn’t say a word, in fact, it seemed the man was utterly still. Well, bully for you. But then he grabbed her, and she must have been only inches from his face. “First, that move you used to disarm me was brilliant. ’Tis pride which fills me that you used it.” He must’ve been done complimenting her, because he squeezed her and brought her even closer. “Now let me make myself clear…Gwendolyn, whatever your name is. I don’t give a rat’s ass, as you’ve said, what you believed before, and I sure as hell didn’t feed you sanctimonious bullshit. And by the way, who in the hell taught you to speak such filth?” he yelled. “Nay, don’t answer that,” he warned her when she opened her mouth. “’Twas rhetorical.” She could only imagine his great satisfaction in the fact that she remained silent. “Mouth and temper aside, I’ll have you, Gwendolyn, I swear I will,” he hissed. “And when I swear to anything, you’d better believe I make good on it. Do you understand?” He seemed to wait for her to respond, and when she didn’t, he gave her a squeeze. “Answer, Gwendolyn. Now.” Even with bandages covering her eyes, she knew they were in the midst of a staring match. And it was vicious.

      “Let me tell you something else, since you’re being so very receptive, Gwen-do-lyn. This is no dream,” he shouted. “At dawn your bandages will be removed, and I will see your eyes for the first time. And when I’ve had my fill, and only when I’ve had my fill, we will say our vows. You will be wed to me. You will carry my name, you will bear my children, and I swear to you and God above, you will live here with me—FOREVER.”

      Her hair blew back from his tirade. Gimme a break, Mr. I’m Your Ruler. Like she was scared, ha. She wasn’t scared at all. In fact, now she knew the truth. She crossed her arms over her chest and remained silent. With deliberate nerve, she stuck her chin out, purposely instigating him. Well, it was her dream, wasn’t it?

      “You’ve one more chance to answer me, lass. And trust me, you’ll not want to push me that far.”

      Gwen heard the change in his voice. It was the most chilling tone she’d ever heard. She meant to placate him, but she got carried away again. “Well, Greylen, you’ve only proved one thing, so your little tirade doesn’t scare me in the least. This is a dream, so pinch me, you big oaf. Better yet—bite me.”

      Gwen couldn’t see the look on his face, obviously, but she sensed something had changed. Like all the air in the room had been sucked away and all that was left was this malevolent energy, which unfortunately, she had helped to create. She was about to make a run for it when Greylen pulled her against him with such force, he took her breath away. He kissed her—and took her challenge. He bit her.

      “I taste blood. Oh my God, I taste blood,” Gwen yelled, hitting his chest. “Greylen, this isn’t a dream.” For a moment, she was so excited she started jumping around on the bed. That dance that you do when you just can’t help yourself.

      “I told you ’tis not. Damn it, Gwendolyn, cease your antics—I just bit you,” he snapped. “I lost control. I’ve never done so before, yet you’re acting as though ’tis a cause for celebration.” He lifted her chin as if inspecting the damage. Her lips, already swollen from earlier kisses, were more so now, and as he gently pulled upon her bottom lip, he obviously saw blood. “Sweet Jesus, forgive me,” he pleaded.

      What’s a little love bite? Besides, she knew she’d purposely provoked him. And truthfully, he hadn’t hurt her. The man just had to touch her and all thinking went out the door. Which led to another mortifying thought. She was not dreaming. Which meant…she’d consciously behaved like a… like a…what? Cat in heat, woman on the edge, slut? Oh my God, she was a slut. Gwendolyn Reynolds was a bona fide slut. Could you be a slut without having sex? Hmm…oh God, you could.

      Greylen grabbed her. “Whatever you’re thinking, cease. Your mind works in the strangest ways.”

      “I…I acted shamelessly, Greylen. I’m not like this, I’m really not.” In her desperation to make him believe her, she ran her fingers through the hair on the side of his head. “It’s the drugs, and I…I thought I was dreaming.” She stopped, as if another thought might be more disturbing. “Why did you say those things to me, Greylen?” she asked in a strangled whisper.

      “You’ve not forgiven me, Gwen. I can hardly offer an explanation⁠—”

      “Big deal, so you bit me.” She shrugged. “You didn’t hurt me, Greylen.” Then she whispered with a grin, “Don’t tell anyone, but I kind of like the way you throw me around.”

      “Gwendolyn,” he whispered against her forehead. “If I live to be a thousand, I’ll never be able to repay the liberty you just bestowed upon me. Nor will I ever fathom the way your mind works,” he muttered.

      “Hey.” She pinched him. “That’s not nice.”

      She could sense his smile as he sat on the edge of the bed and lifted her onto his lap. “My pardon, once more, fair lady.”

      Gwen sat quietly for a moment. The way he spoke to her—it was like she was his lady and he, her knight. She sighed, then asked again the question he hadn’t answered.

      “Why did you say those things to me?”

      “I’ve said a lot tonight. Which things do you refer to?”

      “You know, those things—about us.” She couldn’t repeat them herself, and maybe she hadn’t heard him correctly. Maybe she had imagined it all, because he said nothing and instead began to kiss her, gently brushing his lips against hers. She pulled away. “Dreaming or drugs? Was it all in my head?”

      “Nay, love.” He nudged her lips again. “I said your bandages would be removed in the morn.” He nuzzled her again as if he enjoyed the feel of her skin against his own. “I said we’ll be wed.” Another kiss. “I said you’re going to carry my name and have my children.” Kiss. “And I said you’ll remain here”—kiss—“with me”—kiss—“forever.”

      Gwen pushed away as he tried to kiss her again. She couldn’t think when he touched her like that. Nuzzling was as good as kissing, especially the way he rubbed his nose and lips against her. “Why, Greylen? You don’t even know me.”

      “’Tis no simple answer, Gwen.”

      “Tell me, please.”

      Greylen let out a long sigh, then he shifted his body and took her with him as he settled back. “There was a prophecy, an enchantment, I’ve been aware of for years. Its writings told of two souls who’d been born apart.” He paused as if trying to gauge her reaction, but she was busy tracing circles upon his chest while she listened. Before he could continue, she asked a question.

      “Like, you were born in Scotland, and I was born in the States?”

      “Mayhap,” he offered. “The prophecy foretold that these souls would find each other one day. And once they touched, they’d be joined forever, soothing the male’s lonely heart⁠—”

      “Do you have a lonely heart?”

      “Nay, love.” He placed his hand over hers. “No more.”

      She smiled. “I’m sorry. Will you finish now?”

      Greylen continued as Gwen went back to tracing on his chest. “’Twas written the prophecy’s culmination would occur during the midst of a terrible storm—a storm on the eve of their shared birthdays.”

      “Greylen,” Gwen whispered.

      “Aye, Gwendolyn?”

      “Was yesterday your birthday?”

      “Aye, and yours as well.”

      Gwen couldn’t answer, her throat had closed, and her eyes filled with tears again. Could what he said possibly be true? A prophecy? About them?

      “Gwendolyn?” She’d stopped tracing, and he obviously could tell she was troubled.

      “Is this some sort of trick you’re playing on me? I’m still on drugs, you know.”

      “I’d not trick you…ever.”

      “You really think this prophecy was about us?”

      “I know it to be.”

      “And you’re going to marry me, just because you found me in the storm and we have the same birthday?”

      “I’m going to wed you so our children have the right of legitimacy.”

      “But what if we don’t have children?”

      “Since I plan to have you first of the morrow—repeatedly —and every morrow after, ’tis a very safe assumption.”

      “But what if you don’t like me?” Gwen argued. “What if you think I’m hideous once you see my entire face?”

      Greylen laughed. “You’re beautiful, and I do like you.”

      “What about…” Gwen bit her bottom lip before she continued. “About…well, Sara seems to think I have a slight problem with my temper,” she said in a rush.

      “Slight? Slight?” he repeated. “Love, ’tis no slight problem you have. Your affliction’s quite severe.”

      “It’s not that bad,” she muttered defensively.

      “Not bad?” He laughed. “You’ve the temper of a wild boar…stuck in a mud trap…starved for days…about to die.”

      By the time he finished, she was laughing so hard, her face was buried in her hands.

      “Tell me your family name, Gwen?” he asked when they became quiet again.

      “Reynolds,” she supplied quickly. Gwen waited for Greylen to say something. He didn’t. Finally, she reached out to him. “Are we in the twilight zone again, Greylen? Greylen?”

      “’Tis a good name, Gwen. On the morrow, however, ’twill be no more. Father Michael will join us. And you will truly be mine.”

      “Greylen?”

      “Aye, Gwen.”

      “Do you promise?” She hadn’t meant it to come out as a plea. And regretted the words the moment she’d breathed them.

      “Ah, Gwen.” He sighed, gathering her closer. “I solemnly promise to wed you on the morrow. And I vow to make you so completely mine you’ll not lose your glow for days. And I never break my word.”

      Gwen felt a slow, lazy smile cross her lips, she knew exactly what he implied. She laid her head against his chest and ran her fingers down his arm when she felt something wet around his biceps.

      “Greylen, what’s this?” she asked.

      “I suffered a wound.”

      “You suffered a wound?” she repeated. “What in the hell does that mean?”

      She sensed him smiling at her words.

      “I don’t stutter, love, nor do I speak in riddles. And good God, your mouth’s atrocious.”

      “Whatever, Greylen,” Gwen said dismissively. “I swear the drugs your mother’s been giving me have affected my judgment.”

      “Aye, Lady Madelyn can be quite high-handed where her potions are concerned,” he quickly agreed. Then, as if another thought crossed his mind, “Think you that’s the problem?” He sounded like he was relieved by the possibility.

      “What problem?”

      “Your mouth?”

      “If it helps you sleep at night, then yes, I’m sure that’s the problem. Now, will you get the supplies Anna’s been using for me? This needs to be re-dressed.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “I don’t stutter, Greylen, nor do I speak in riddles,” she mimicked.

      Greylen sighed as he stepped from the bed. Gwen was standing when he returned. “Get back in bed, Gwen, I’ll change the dressing myself.”

      Gwen crossed her arms over her chest and started tapping her foot. “I’ll re-dress your wound, Greylen. I need to make sure it hasn’t swelled. Tell me how it happened.”

      “A simple accident,” was all he said.

      “Sit, Greylen. Now,” Gwen ordered when he didn’t move.

      Once he settled, Gwen worked expertly with covered eyes. She found the edge of the gauze and unwound it, then carefully brushed her finger over the surface of his skin. She mentally counted each of his twelve stitches, then tested the skin for swelling before reaching for fresh gauze and the jar of ointment. In seconds, she had his arm wrapped again.

      “Are you in pain?” Gwen asked. “I know how to get my hands on some pretty good potion, as you call it, and I’m willing to share,” she teased with another grin.

      “The only pain I have will be fixed on the morrow,” he promised, grabbing her quickly around the waist and pulling her back on the bed. She shrieked in surprise and laughed as she snuggled against him.

      “Greylen?”

      “Aye, Gwen?”

      “If this is a dream, don’t wake me. It’s the best one I’ve ever had.”

      He spooned her body, then wrapped his leg over her. “’Tis no dream, Gwen,” he promised, “just a matter of time, love. Just a matter of time.”
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        * * *

      

      Greylen had just fallen asleep when he heard footsteps outside his chamber door. He knew he’d not like the information his first-in-command found necessary to disturb him with.

      “What troubles have you?” Greylen demanded.

      “The king’s men wait in the great hall.”

      Gavin’s voice was grave, so Greylen knew he’d not be pleased with the news. “Their purpose?” he asked. At his hesitation, Greylen pressed harder. “Out with it.”

      “There was an attempt on our sovereign’s life. The offender’s to be tried two days hence.”

      Their king had taken the habit of not judging for high treason unless his barons were present. Greylen, being one, was honor bound to appear.

      “They came by ship?” Greylen asked, knowing already ’twas the only way they’d arrive in time.

      “Aye. You’re to leave within the hour,” Gavin told him gravely as if anticipating what was to come.

      “Fetch the priest, Gavin. I’ll be wed before I go.” Greylen felt his stomach turn when Gavin didn’t move. “I said, fetch the priest. I promised to marry Gwendolyn on the morrow, and I’ll not leave until I do.”

      “’Tis not possible,” Gavin stated, his expression sickened.

      “Explain,” Greylen ground out slowly through his teeth. “Your life depends on the answer.” And right now, Greylen meant every word.

      “Father Michael was called to administer last rites. He knew to be back by dawn, and Duncan and Kevin went with him to ensure he’d not be delayed. ’Tis three hours before dawn, the king’s men leave within the hour.”

      Greylen felt as if he had just received a fatal blow. He rubbed his hands against his head, noxious pressure threatening to overpower him.

      “How close are our ships?” ’Twas his only hope now.

      “They’re still in port.”

      “Nay!” He grabbed Gavin’s shoulders, shaking him as if the action could somehow change the facts. “They’re to be on their way.”

      “There was a discrepancy with the shipment,” Gavin explained. “Word came yesterday.”

      Greylen swore under his breath and went to his bed. Never more dreadful of a task, he tried to wake Gwen. “Gwen…Gwen, wake up, love,” he murmured with a gentle touch. She didn’t respond, and he tried again. “Gwendolyn,” he bade with more force. ’Twas no use, she was out cold.

      But he told her all the same. “Gwen, I must leave. The king’s men wait, love. I’m called to court. I will marry you just as soon as I return. The moment I come home, I—” His words fell short as he dared not promise her again. But he did kiss her. He poured his entire soul into that one kiss.

      Reluctantly, he went to his wardrobe and gathered what he needed for his journey. Once dressed, Greylen placed his sword in its scabbard and slipped his dagger into his boot. He stood at the bedside and gave Gavin his orders.

      “You’ll stay behind. I’ll trust no one but you to see that Gwendolyn’s kept safe.”

      “You’ve my word, Greylen.”

      “Ian and Connell?” he asked.

      “Below stairs, ready to accompany you.”

      “I’ll seek Lady Madelyn and the privacy of my study. You’ll find a letter for Gwendolyn atop my desk. See it to her the moment she awakens.”

      Moments later, Greylen left. Each step he took was harder than the last. His only thoughts were that he’d broken his word. He failed her.

      She would hate him come morning.
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      It wasn’t a dream.

      No matter how many times she tried to think differently, the reality was the same. She was not dreaming.

      She wasn’t lying in an unconscious state hooked up to an IV. She wasn’t hallucinating. Nor was she insane. At the moment, she was just tired and truly beyond thought.

      She stood before the window in Greylen’s chamber, able to do little more than stare as the sun made its descent. Silent tears streamed down her face, and the soft rustle of parchment whispered in the air. In her hand she held the letter Greylen had written the night before. The other fingered a wooden medallion Gavin had placed around her neck only moments ago.

      It meant more to her than anything she had ever had.

      Strange how in just a little over twelve hours, it was the link to her future that now gave her courage. Not her bracelet, which was the only link to her past.

      So many things were clear, now that she could see.

      And though the scenery of northern Scotland and the sea that surrounded it looked no different, she knew “she wasn’t in Kansas anymore.”

      When she had awoken that morning, she had sensed something was wrong and had known instinctively that Greylen wasn’t there. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise. It seemed to be the only way she awoke at Seagrave. She decided, however, that if she awoke to that feeling one more time, she’d kill someone. And after today’s revelations, Greylen was at the top of her list. That is, if he didn’t get himself killed first.

      But at the time, she’d only thought that she’d been a fool. She’d believed him last night, when she’d never trusted anyone. The conviction in his voice, the way that he touched her—she truly believed him. No matter how crazy what he had told her seemed to be, he made her believe. Then he held her as they fell asleep. And she knew there wasn’t anywhere she’d rather be.

      Greylen and his family had awoken emotions in her, emotions she’d never felt before.

      She had felt someone sit next to her on the bed. “Good morning, Gwendolyn.” It was Lady Madelyn. “I’m going to remove the bandages now,” she had said softly.

      Gwen remained silent. There was only one question she wanted to ask. And she already knew the answer. Greylen wasn’t there. Her hand kept moving across the sheets where he’d lain last night. They were cold. He hadn’t been next to her for hours.

      Lady Madelyn placed a warm cloth over her eyes after the bandages were removed and instructed her to lean back.

      Gwen gladly complied. She wasn’t ready to open her eyes. Truthfully, she was scared. She finally pulled the cloth away, and for the first time, saw Lady Madelyn, Anna, Isabelle, and Gavin.

      They were pretty hard to miss. They were all staring at her from different positions around the bed. Each wore a cautious smile, but Gavin addressed her first. He came forward and knelt by her side. “Good morn, Lady Gwendolyn,” he said in a gentle voice, which seemed rather odd. The man had to be close to Greylen in size.

      Gwen could tell he was uncomfortable. And for a reason she couldn’t explain, she couldn’t allow him to feel that way. So she did what she did best. She put on a brave face and spared his feelings at the expense of her own. “I’m a big girl, Gavin,” she assured. “Out with it.”

      Gavin smiled at her words, though she wasn’t sure why.

      “Our laird was called away last night,” he said.

      “Of course he was, Gavin.” Gwen braced herself for whatever he might tell her, managing a fake smile.

      That he tried to offer comfort with his explanation was clearly evident. “The king’s men arrived in the early-morning hours. Greylen had no choice but to go with them. He tried to wake you, but you were unresponsive.”

      “I’ve been adding powders to your tea, Gwendolyn,” Lady Madelyn interrupted. “They cause deep slumber.”

      Gwen nodded, aware of the effects of what she’d been taking. She looked back to Gavin.

      “Greylen told me of his promise,” Gavin continued. “He demanded that I fetch Father Michael. But he’d been called away not to return until dawn to perform the ceremony joining you to Greylen.”

      “He was really going to marry me?” Gwen asked. It was easy to believe him last night. But now, everything seemed different.

      Gavin’s smile turned arrogant. “Aye, my lady, ’twas always the plan. Our laird would never make a promise he’d not intended to keep, especially to you.”

      “Well, it seems your laird, as you call him, has only done what I’ve come to expect from people over the years. I’d like to return to the inn now. Will you take me once I’ve dressed?”

      He looked insulted by her suggestion. “Lady Gwendolyn, you cannot leave. ’Twould mean my head.”

      “I’m sure you’re exaggerating, Gavin.” Gwen looked to Greylen’s mother. “Lady Madelyn, could you please explain to—” Gavin’s title escaped her. “To your son’s whatever he is, that it’s not appropriate for me to stay any longer?”

      Lady Madelyn came back to the bed. She was so beautiful, regal actually. Her auburn hair was swept back and secured with jeweled combs. Oddly, she wore the most incredible long dress. It was the deepest shade of blue with bell sleeves that fell open to the sides. She looked straight into Gwen’s eyes. Speaking in a gentle but serious tone, she said, “I’m so very sorry, Gwendolyn, but what Gavin’s told you is the truth. You cannot leave.”

      Gwen didn’t want to argue with her. But in true Gwen fashion, she did. “Why not?”

      “Not only is there nowhere for you to go, but you belong to my son now. The formality of your marriage is just that, a formality, my dear.”

      There it was again, her fictitious marriage that was just a formality. Maybe she was pregnant too. Oh yeah, they never had sex—and she wasn’t married! “Lady Madelyn, as much as I’d love to stay, I can’t. Spare me whatever dignity I have left.” Which at the moment, Gwen thought, wasn’t much.

      “Gwendolyn, if Greylen’s men let you go anywhere, he’ll kill them without hesitation. You must believe me,” she warned.

      “Isn’t that a little dramatic?” Gwen asked. “I know he saved my life, and you’ve shown me nothing but kindness, but you can’t think to keep me here.” Were they insane?

      “Why don’t you dress and come below stairs. Anna will help you,” Lady Madelyn offered. Then she stood, obviously done with the conversation.

      She’d been dismissed!

      “That isn’t necessary.” Gwen’s voice caught. She was close to tears and needed desperately to be alone.

      “Gwendolyn.” Isabelle looked upset as well.

      Gwen pushed her own feelings aside. At the moment, Isabelle’s took precedence. The day she’d spent with her was one of the best she could remember.

      Gwen stepped from the bed—and fell into Gavin’s arms. My God, the bed had to be three feet off the floor. Feeling like a complete idiot, which wasn’t a stretch right now, Gwen murmured a thank-you. She held out her hands and smiled at Isabelle. She was absolutely stunning. Graceful beauty at its finest. She had a willowy, slightly curvaceous frame and a face that matched. Long and delicate with the most stunning blue eyes and long blond hair.

      “Please don’t worry,” Gwen told her, mortified that her voice cracked.

      “Gwendolyn, you mustn’t leave,” Isabelle whispered. “Please. Greylen will return soon.”

      “I can’t stay, Isabelle,” Gwen whispered, shaking her head. Her heart constricted as she realized the dream she’d embraced for only the shortest of time was now shattered. The one in which she had a family to care about. A family who cared about her.

      Isabelle and Lady Madelyn left the chamber, and then Gavin addressed her again. “Lady Gwendolyn?”

      Gwen gave him her full attention now. She couldn’t help it. The man was handsome. Well over six feet tall, with thick, dark hair cut just below his ears. He wore a beige linen shirt tucked into black trousers and tall black leather boots polished to a high shine. And he had penetrating blue eyes. A second later, Gwen shook her head. “Is that a sword, Gavin?”

      Why in the hell did he have a sword strapped to his back?

      “Aye, my lady,” he answered. “I’m never without it.”

      “Why in God’s name would you carry a sword?” Gwen asked, completely stupefied. Though she had to admit, she enjoyed the slight irritation her question caused.

      “For protection, Lady Gwendolyn. My duty is to see you’re unharmed. How else am I to accomplish this?”

      Gwen gave him her best were-you-born-on-another-planet look. “Don’t you believe in using your words, Gavin?” she asked and then laughed at his expression.

      Oh yeah, he was fun to irritate. She liked him.

      Gavin ignored her question. “I’ve a letter from Greylen, Lady Gwendolyn. He bid me to see you had it the moment you awoke this morn,” he explained, holding it out to her.

      Gwen gasped, grabbing the letter from his outstretched hand. “Thank you, Gavin. And please stay close by. I might get a paper cut and you can stab the offending paper for me.” She scrunched one eye, giving him her best perturbed look before turning to Anna. “Anna, could you show me to the bathroom, please? I can’t seem to remember which direction we went yesterday.”

      “’Tis the door across the chamber, my lady,” she said, motioning with her hand. “May I help?”

      Gwen politely declined, then walked to the far end of Greylen’s chamber. She was not only shocked by the enormity of the room but taken with it as well.

      The appointments were unlike any she’d ever seen. All of the furnishings were made from dark polished wood, and the oversized chairs were covered with a rich, dark tapestry. There was a sitting area in front of the window and two stately armoires situated along the far wall. They stood on either side of the bathroom door, a door with ornate brass fittings that had been made from the same wood as the trim.

      She had to push it with both hands before it finally gave, and she stepped inside, grateful to be alone. She leaned against the frame, sank to the floor, and cried. Despair so deep it stunned her.

      It took a good five minutes before her control returned. She remained on the floor, looking at the letter in her hand. It was written on a deep-colored parchment. The initials “gMa” were pressed into the burgundy wax seal. It was a beautiful monogram, and Gwen felt tears again as she ran her fingers over the letters. Call her a fool, but she couldn’t help wondering what Greylen’s middle name was.

      She was scared to open it, so she didn’t. Instead, she held it to her heart and looked around the room. It was quite large and furnished as handsomely as his bedroom. An alcove was to her right, where a large chair and table had been placed in front of a small window. To her left was a chest of drawers with thick towels, a porcelain basin, and a dark valet on top. Another chest was in front of her, but this one had two basins with a towel stand between them and a large framed mirror above. The door next to it, she supposed, led to a private toilet room.

      An oriental rug covered most of the floor. She noticed the richness of its pattern and felt the expensive silk threads beneath her feet. The walls were constructed from large pale stones finished with dark trim. And tapestries hung from brass rods, covering the walls with their warmth. The room was magnificent.

      Done being a coward, Gwen moved to the chair in the alcove. She pressed her face against a plaid that hung over the back. It was Greylen’s scent. She hugged it in front of her and carefully broke the seal on the parchment. Tears again. His writing was beautiful, the letters perfect. And she smiled at the ink smeared in spots from left to right. He was a lefty.

      She began reading…wondering what he would tell her.

      How he would break her heart.

      Again.

      
        
        My dearest Gwendolyn,

      

      
        ’Tis with the deepest regret that I find myself leaving you. Never have I broken my word, and that you are the one I have failed pains me as nothing before. Though I tried to wake you, ’twas no use.

        Hear my plea now, Gwendolyn. I will return to you, I will have you as mine for the rest of my days, if you will only still take me. My heart is in your hands, Gwendolyn, where it shall remain forever.

        

      

      
        Yours,

        Greylen Allister MacGreggor

      

      

      He wanted her. Greylen really wanted her.

      But why?

      If only she could remember what they’d said last night. She recalled some of it, but it didn’t make sense. More importantly, he was gone. She had to go back to the inn.

      With somewhat of a plan, Gwen decided to get dressed. She needed desperately to use the bathroom and struggled with the heavy door until it opened. Then she stood there shocked. It was an old-fashioned garderobe. How could a family with so much wealth not have indoor plumbing? She stared at the stone bench built into the wall. It had a wooden seat and she knew if she looked down, she’d see running water at the bottom.

      In the end, it wasn’t as bad as she thought. But the crude toilet paper, if it could even be called that, was a far cry from Charmin. She must’ve been on some powerful drugs to have missed that yesterday.

      She walked to the mirror, relieved that her face showed barely any marks. Those that were left were only a shade or two darker than her natural skin color. She washed her hands in the basin filled with fresh water, careful of the cloth on her right hand. She unbuttoned her shirt and pulled it away. She still had bruises from the seat belt, but they seemed to be fading.

      She didn’t see any supplies to change her bandages, and her clothes were nowhere to be found either. Taking a deep breath, she pulled the door open, hoping Gavin had left. She’d listened to enough outrageous statements for one day.

      Anna waited just outside, her arms loaded with clothing. “I thought you’d like to dress.”

      Gwen scanned the room relieved that Gavin had in fact left. “Do you have my clothes? These look nothing like the ones I wore,” Gwen said, looking pointedly at the bundle in Anna’s hands.

      “’Twould not be proper, Lady Gwendolyn. This dress should do nicely till we fashion you a suitable wardrobe.”

      “Anna, I have my own clothes,” Gwen reminded her. “And please stop calling me Lady Gwendolyn.”

      “’Tis only proper,” Anna returned.

      “Proper?” My God. “Nothing is proper about my stay here.”

      “Try to understand,” Anna said softly, taking Gwen’s hand. “We’ve waited so long, and the plans are set. You must listen to reason. Greylen’s men will not let you go. They cannot.”

      “My God, Anna,” Gwen exclaimed. They were crazy. “Just give me what you have. I’ll get my clothes later.”

      Anna smiled. “You’ll do no such thing. I’ll help. ’Tis my duty.”

      “Whatever,” Gwen said. She was tired. They’d worn her down already.

      Anna led her to the fireplace and removed Greylen’s shirt. Gwen stood naked before her, completely unashamed and completely distracted. She could see Greylen’s entire room from where she stood. And it truly was enormous.

      Each space had to be at least thirty feet across and just as deep. The fireplace area was filled with tables and chairs, and another rich-looking rug. The fireplace itself was larger than any she’d ever seen. The hearth was made from the same stones that the castle had been constructed with, and the mantel from the same wood as the trim.

      The sleeping section lay just beyond the space she was standing in, and to say his bed was gigantic would be a gross understatement. The mattress was three feet off the floor and encased in a masculine frame. A dark-burgundy quilt lay on top of ivory sheets, and decorative pillows covered most of the headboard. There were nightstands on either side, with candles and glass-covered oil lamps. And the sconces on the walls flickered like they had candles in them, too.

      Didn’t they have electricity? “Anna, may I ask a question?”

      “Of course, anything you wish,” she offered, continuing to clean Gwen’s abrasions.

      “I noticed there wasn’t indoor plumbing in the bathroom, and there are no lights.”

      “I don’t understand, Lady Gwendolyn. Our plumbing surpasses the standard, and the candles are lights,” Anna replied with a confused look on her face.

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      Anna put her hand to Gwen’s forehead, pursing her lips. “You feel cool, Lady Gwendolyn, but mayhap you should rest again.”

      “Not a chance. I’ve rested more than I have in years. I just need to go home.” She couldn’t stay here any longer, but home… Gwen covered her face as tears filled her eyes.

      “Lady Gwendolyn, you are home. Let us take care of you now.” Anna hushed, pulling her into her arms.

      When Gwen wiped her eyes, Anna finished dressing her wounds. She used a thick paste from a small clay pot and spread it with a flat wooden stick. Gwen picked up the pot and smelled the substance. It was the same she’d used last night for Greylen. “Anna, what kind of ointment is this?”

      “’Tis a mixture of herbs we grow in the garden.”

      “Really?” Gwen asked in surprise. “You don’t believe in doctors or pharmacies?” Anna looked puzzled again. Gwen felt uneasy.

      Anna helped her into a crushed velvet dress lined with soft linen. “Whose are these?” Gwen asked after Anna placed slippers on her feet that fit perfectly.

      “Isabelle’s,” Anna answered. “You’ll have your own in no time. Now, let’s get you downstairs so you can break your fast.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

      “Whatever do you mean?” Anna asked, looking to the now-empty table that once held the clothing she’d brought in.

      “Underwear, Anna?” How could she not think of it? She’d thought of everything else.

      “I was leery of the bloomers. They might bother the bruise over your hips.”

      “Bloomers? What about my thong?”

      Anna placed her hands on her hips. “If you mean that piece of string we found in your trews,” Anna chastised, “’twas destroyed. Greylen was none too gentle when he undressed you.”

      “Hmph,” Gwen squeaked, sorry at once that she’d missed it.

      Gavin bowed to her as they stepped from the chamber. “Oh, please, Gavin, enough already.”

      He didn’t reply, which was good. Gwen was too busy looking around. She could see the openness of the foyer below and walked to the banister before peering over. A beautiful rug was in front of the stairway, and the wide steps led up to a spacious landing adorned with a large window. From the landing, the banister curved to either side, and more steps led up to a walkway perfectly symmetrical on both sides. Large double doors were set into the sidewalls, three on either side.

      At the bottom of the stairway she passed two massive doors. And the archway to her right opened to a room like she’d never seen before.

      The ceiling was at least thirty feet high, and gorgeous tapestries hung everywhere. A large fireplace with ample seating was in front of her. And to her right was a dining area with a long mahogany table and buffet. Candelabras had been placed at various points across each and there were small bowls with fresh flowers in between. To her left was another sitting area. Large sofas with ornate pillows and various-sized tables were everywhere. And there was an odd-looking piano that appeared new, but antique at the same time.

      But what struck her most was that despite the wealth the room represented, it held a quality of warmth. She envied this family for knowing such a luxury. Warmth, not wealth.

      “Gwendolyn, please join us,” Lady Madelyn called from the table. She sat facing the openness of the room and Isabelle sat across from her.

      Gavin pulled out the chair next to Isabelle. “Lady,” he offered, motioning to the chair.

      That was it. “Gavin, if you don’t leave me alone, I swear I’m going to hit you.” Gwen’s hand formed into a fist, and she watched Gavin hide a smile. They were all smiling, holding their hands in front of their faces. Did they think she was stupid? She saw what they did. Shooting Gavin another dirty look, she sat in the chair. Her situation got worse, Gavin took the seat next to Lady Madelyn. Directly across from her.

      “Shouldn’t you be standing behind me, Gavin? Guarding me with your sword?”

      “Greylen’s men always dine with us, Gwendolyn,” Isabelle explained. “But only two at a time as they rotate their duties.”

      Gwen gave a snort but didn’t miss the softness in Gavin’s eyes as Isabelle justified his presence. So he liked Isabelle, huh? Interesting, very interesting.

      “Isabelle, I’m going to write down my phone numbers and address so we can keep in touch. After breakfast, however”—Gwen looked at Gavin—“I insist on returning to the inn.”

      Gavin stood so fast the chair he’d been sitting on fell. “Lady Gwendolyn, I’ve told you more than once, you’ll go nowhere. And if I have to, I’ll sit on you myself to see the task done. Do I make myself clear?”

      My God, the man sounded like Greylen when he was irritated. “Don’t have a tizzy, Gavin. Just take me back to the inn,” Gwen shouted, standing to enforce her point.

      “A tizzy?” he asked, his eyes narrowed and threatening. “Explain your meaning?”

      “An outburst,” Gwen said with relish. “More to the point, a fit—much like the one you’re having now.”

      “You’re daft,” he bit through clenched teeth.

      “I am not,” she bit back.

      “Aye, you are.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Are.”

      “Not.”

      Gavin’s fists hit the table. “You’re as stubborn as he. I swear you deserve each other.” His eyes narrowed again as he stared her down, his hands still fisted on the table. “I’ve my orders, Lady Gwendolyn, and I will see them through. You are to have anything, anything you so desire—but leaving here is not an option.”

      “This is ridiculous. Lady Madelyn, Isabelle, I’ve lost my appetite. Excuse me.” Gwen left the table muttering a few choice words when Gavin followed. She went straight for the front door and tried repeatedly to open it. It wouldn’t budge. She kicked it, turning at the sound of Gavin’s chuckle. “Your door is stuck.” She kicked it again.

      “Allow me,” Gavin said with a flick of his wrist. The door opened effortlessly.

      Gwen turned away in disgust, just in time to catch Isabelle watching from the archway.

      Isabelle ogled her current nemesis. Well, at least someone liked him, because she didn’t anymore.

      Gwen stepped through the doors. Men stood on either side and bowed to her. “What is going on here? Get a life, people.” Holding the material of her dress, she walked down the stairway into the courtyard.

      She stopped after a few steps, faltered actually, inhaling a deep breath audibly. She turned from left to right, shaking her head before closing her eyes. Be different, please be different.

      She opened them again.

      It wasn’t.

      Gavin stood behind her. His hands were on her shoulders and held her steady, because she was shaking. “Should we go back inside?” he asked.

      The warmth had returned in his voice, and she was sorry she’d pushed him before. “Gavin, tell me what’s happening,” she whispered.

      Gavin led her back inside and didn’t stop until they were in the great hall again. She was relieved to see it was empty.

      “Lady Gwendolyn, tell me what you find so troubling?” he asked after he sat her in a chair in front of the fireplace.

      She looked at him like he had just sprouted horns.

      “What I find so troubling, as you put it, is everything.”

      Gavin walked to the table beside the fireplace. He picked up a decanter, then poured some of its contents into a goblet.

      “Let’s try again,” he offered with a smile.

      “This isn’t the time to get me drunk. I just witnessed a scene out of a history book.” Gwen stood as she said it, and Gavin sighed before setting the goblet on the table. He took hold of her arms and sat her down again. Damn, she should have taken more of that potion.

      “Drink first. Then I’ll explain,” he ordered, placing the goblet to her lips.

      Gwen grabbed it from his hand. She drank it down. “I’m waiting,” she demanded.

      Gavin took one of the chairs and placed it in front of her. He sat, leaning forward, close enough that their legs almost touched. “Do you know why you’re here, Lady Gwendolyn?”

      “Greylen saved my life and brought me here. Is there more?”

      He cursed, much like Greylen had the night before.

      “Did he tell you anything of the prophecy?”

      “He told me about a prophecy last night, but I can’t remember everything he said. I’ve been taking that potion, and now…” The brandy started taking effect. Ahhh, it helped.

      “The prophecy, Lady Gwendolyn, foretold your coming. We’ve waited years for its culmination.”

      “Yeah, yeah…on our birthdays, I know. I remember that much.”

      “’Twas written you were of a different time, Lady Gwendolyn,” Gavin said clearly.

      “Greylen said we were born apart, Gavin. I was born in the States, and he was born here.”

      “Mayhap—”

      Gwen cut him off. “Mayhap is what he said. What in the hell does that mean?”

      Gavin cursed again, but she could tell it wasn’t directed at her. No, she had a feeling his anger was directed at Greylen. “Aye, you were born apart, but ’tis more than just that.”

      “Then what? What aren’t you telling me?” Why couldn’t he give her a straight answer?

      “Lady Gwendolyn⁠—”

      “Stop calling me Lady Gwendolyn,” Gwen hissed, cutting him off again. “Just spit it out.” She took his shoulders, trying to shake him. But in the end, she only shook herself.

      “You’re of a different time,” he said slowly, his eyes penetrating with each word.

      “I’m what?”

      Gavin shook his head. “This is maddening. Pray tell,” he said, grinding out his words, “exactly what don’t you understand?”

      “I understand nothing!”

      “You are daft.”

      “Daft? Daft?” Oh, she was going to hit him. Hard. “I am not daft, Gavin. I do, however, have a problem trying to make sense of whatever it is you’re trying to tell me. You suck at explaining.”

      “Then listen well, Lady Gwendolyn,” he said through clenched teeth, coming closer to her with each statement. “You are not of this time. There are no phones, whatever that may be. There is no inn. And this is not the twenty-first century.”

      “You’re a nutcase,” Gwen hissed, pushing away. She walked back to the door, and on the third try, it finally opened. But when it did, the sight hit her full force again. Gwen closed the door. Gavin’s words repeated in her head.

      She knew he was behind her, but she didn’t turn around. Instead, she leaned her head against the door. “You don’t have a phone?” she asked in a whisper.

      “Nay.”

      “The storm didn’t wipe out your power or the phone lines?” Again, it was a whisper.

      “Nay.”

      “You said I’m not of this time. What did you mean?”

      “Simply that, Lady Gwendolyn. This is not the twenty-first century.”

      “If this isn’t the twenty-first century”—Gwen’s hands fisted next to her head before she asked the next question, and she laughed as she said the words—“what century is it then?”

      “’Tis the fifteenth century, my lady.”

      Gwen made a strangled sound. “What year is it?”

      “The year of our Lord…fourteen hundred and twenty-six.” He said it clearly, catching her as she crumpled.

      “Potion…” Gwen screamed, beating against his chest. “I want potion!”

      “You’ve just had brandy,” Gavin reprimanded, grabbing her hands.

      “You’re messing with me, right?”

      “If you mean tricking you…nay, I fear not.” Gwen started laughing.

      “You find this amusing?” he asked as he set her before him.

      Gwen regarded him with a smile. “As a matter of fact, I do,” she replied. “I told Greylen I was dreaming last night. And I am.” Thank God, she could still rationalize in her unconscious state.

      “You’re not dreaming, Lady Gwendolyn,” he said. “Can you not believe?”

      His question surprised her. She thought about it.

      “Believing is what got me into this mess in the first place.”

      “Explain.”

      “What? Now you’re my therapist?” she said with a sneer, but Gavin only stared. “Oh what the hell,” she muttered. “I believed I would find what I was looking for if I came to Scotland. No.” Gwen shook her head. “I can’t explain it. I just had to leave. I had this feeling that if I didn’t, I would never find what I was looking for.”

      “And what was it that you looked for?” Gavin asked seriously.

      Gwen stared at him. What had she looked for? She knew at once what she’d been looking for. “I think I was looking for Greylen,” she whispered.

      “Then it seems everything has worked itself out.”

      “Are you insane?”

      “You found him, didn’t you?”

      “In the fifteenth century? Come on.”

      “Can you not see that which is in front of you?” he asked.

      Gwen’s eyes widened. “Oh my God…I’m one of those people,” she cried. She grabbed his shoulders. “I hate those people.”

      “Pray tell, which people would those be?” he asked wryly.

      “The ones who can’t see what’s in front of them.” Damn him. “Gavin, what you’re telling me isn’t possible.”

      “And as I’ve already said, I fear ’tis exactly as I’ve told you.”

      “So what I just witnessed outside, and the antiquity of this castle⁠—”

      “Seagrave Castle is the finest in the Highlands, Lady Gwendolyn,” Gavin corrected, cutting her off. “And as to what you saw outside, I can only surmise ’tis different to you because you’re not of our time. ’Twas written so in the prophecy.”

      “So it’s normal that this castle has no electricity or indoor plumbing?”

      “I know not of electricity, but I can assure you our plumbing surpasses the standard.”

      “Yeah, so I’ve heard. Trust me, it’s not even close.”

      “Furthermore, there’s nothing antiquated about this castle, you’ll not find another finer.”

      “In the courtyard”—Gwen put her head in her hands, replaying the scene in her mind—“it’s a village out there. People don’t live like that anymore,” she whispered in disbelief.

      “Explain to me what is so different,” he prodded gently.

      “The clothing, for one. Women don’t dress like that anymore, even in Scotland. Oh my God.” She pulled at her dress. “Dress like this. And people’s courtyards are quiet and peaceful. They’re private. This courtyard is alive with activity— mothers and children, men with weapons. There’re stables and what looks to be a chapel. And I saw beyond the wall, there were cottages and men fighting with swords. This does not exist. I spent three weeks discovering everything I could about Scotland, and I swear everything I’ve just seen doesn’t.”

      “Everything you witnessed is very real. And the men, women, and children of this clan live a life known to few in the Highlands. Their laird provides well and protects with honor. In return, his people work hard and live quite happily.” He paused, as if waiting for a reaction. When she didn’t reply, he continued, “Does anything else bother you?”

      “You bother me, Gavin.” Well, she had to take it out on someone.

      “Lady Gwendolyn, I’ve been nothing but forthright and respectful to you,” he countered.

      “Forthright maybe—but respectful—yeah…” Gwen rolled her eyes.

      He sneered, taking the bait. “Very well, my lady. Mayhap you should make some more outrageous requests to leave. And please, do use your acidic tongue.”

      “Did you say I have an acidic tongue?” Gwen demanded in false outrage.

      “Aye, you’ve a foul mouth. ’Tis the truth and you know it,” Gavin hissed. “Don’t have a tizzy as you so put it, my lady.”

      “I’ll have all the damn tizzies I want, Gavin—back at the inn.”

      “This is the only ‘inn’ you’ll ever know, Lady Gwendolyn. I suggest you get used to it…for you shall never leave.”
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        * * *

      

      Lady Gwendolyn remained quiet as Gavin helped her back to her chamber. ’Twas a first, and he found that he missed the quickness of her comments—even those caustic in nature.

      He now understood Greylen’s perplexity with her dialect. His commander, however, failed to mention the details of her foul mouth. She was actually quite entertaining when riled, and he wondered if Greylen felt the same.

      He led his mistress to bed, ordering that she rest away the brandy’s effects. Then he told her he’d be outside the doors. She’d clutched his hand before he could leave. “I’m not dreaming, Gavin,” she said softly, as if saying the words aloud would somehow help.

      “Nay, lady,” he agreed. “Mayhap if I told you⁠—”

      “Mayhap you could tell me anything,” she begged, cutting him off. “Please,” she added with a smile, squeezing his hand.

      Taken aback, Gavin returned her smile. He’d not seen this side of her. With her guard down, she was quite different. He wanted to ease her, perhaps help her to see the rightness of her being here. “I swore my allegiance to Greylen fifteen years ago,” he began. “From the first, there’ve been but a handful of days I’ve not been with him. The most disturbing of which, the days a betrothal was set before him. I never understood his reluctance to marry, but witnessing the events that occurred each time…” Gavin shook his head, pained by the memories. “Greylen wasn’t hasty in his refusal, but he’d demand that his intended be brought before him.” Gavin looked directly at his mistress, imploring his words. “In all those years, I’ll never forget the look on his face as he held each woman’s shoulders and stared into her eyes. He carried an emptiness for days after such occurrences.”

      “But if the prophecy foretold my coming, why would he look to someone else?”

      Gavin gave a crooked smile. “We’re all open-minded, Lady Gwendolyn, but we are speaking of a prophecy,” he reminded her. “We know not who wrote it, or for that matter, when.”

      “Did he ever believe in it?”

      “You misunderstand. He always believed. On occasion”— Gavin qualified with a shrug—“he thought mayhap to outsmart the prophecy and find you sooner.”

      His mistress snorted. “Talk about arrogant.”

      “Aye.” Gavin smiled. “He is that.”

      “Is there more?”

      “Greylen told me of the writings five years ago,” he explained. “I believed as well, lady,” Gavin said quickly. “And he told me.” He hesitated before revealing yet another confidence. “He told me he’d know you at once. He said he’d had a dream of you for years. The same dream each night⁠—”

      “I had the same dream.”

      Gavin was surprised, not only at her words but also by the tears she quietly wiped away. “Upon the eve of his thirty-second year, we told the rest of our men: Duncan, Ian, Connell, Kevin, and Hugh. We’ve planned for your arrival every day since.”

      “Does anyone else know?”

      “Aye, Lady Madelyn, Isabelle, and Anna. Rest now,” he ordered. “You’ve had a taxing morn.”

      “Will you stay? I don’t want to be alone. Please.”

      “Should I call for Lady Madelyn? Perhaps Isabelle?” he asked, alarmed by her tone.

      His mistress sat up at once. “Given the choice, who do you wish I’d have with me?”

      The way the question was spoken shocked him. Did she bait him? “I’ve no idea your meaning, mistress,” he returned, masking his expression.

      “Hmph.” Her facial expression matched her verbal disbelief.

      “Get some rest, now,” he ordered, unnerved by her perception—and the brow she aggravatingly raised. Then he heard her response as he walked to the fireplace.

      “‘Oh what a tangled web we weave…when first we practice to deceive.’”

      Gavin reached for his hair, a habit that became worse over the ensuing days.
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        * * *

      

      Gwen couldn’t sleep. She couldn’t stop thinking of the things that happened this morning. Not only what she’d seen, but also her conversation with Gavin. How could it possibly be true? It was crazy.

      It was, wasn’t it?

      She knew she wasn’t dreaming or trapped in unconsciousness and lying in a hospital bed. Nope, she had to give that one up. She was one of the most rational people she knew. Okay, so it was a conceited thought. But, damn it, objective rationalization had gotten her through life. At least that’s what she told herself.

      If this was real, if somehow she was in a different time… She started laughing. She couldn’t believe she was rationalizing that. But she had to. Didn’t she?

      She hadn’t seen any phones earlier. No outlets or anything else, for that matter, that could be considered modern. And the scene in the courtyard added credence to everything else. Then there was the way Greylen and his family held themselves, their speech, their clothing, and their formality.

      Where was Greylen, damn it? She missed him. No, she needed him. Two days in the man’s presence and she felt a connection so deep it was astounding.

      And he left her.

      She must have dozed off for a while, and when she awoke, she called to Gavin. He answered from the area by the fire. “Please call me Gwen. I can’t stand this ‘lady’ stuff.”

      “You’ll get used to it,” Gavin said, approaching the bed.

      “Come, I’ll show you the holding.”

      She smiled. What the hell? “May I have a few minutes?”

      “Take all the time you need, Lady Gwendolyn,” he said purposely, grinning at her dramatic sigh.

      Once inside the bathroom, Gwen took her time. She went to the mirror and placed her hands on the chest. First things first. “Well, what do we do now, oh smart one?” she asked, staring at her reflection. “No quick answer, huh? Yeah, I didn’t think so, brainless, and your hair’s a mess.”  She opened the drawers of the chest to look for a brush. Her breath caught. Greylen’s shaving tools lay inside. She picked up the round bar of soap and inhaled its sandalwood scent. A short-handled lathering brush with thick, soft bristles and a long blade with a wooden handle lay next to it. There was even a stone for when it became dull.

      Curious, she searched the rest of the drawers. No Gillette razors, no aerosol cans, no toothbrush, no—great, not one thing modernly familiar. She went back to the drawer that had a hairbrush and a comb. Then she looked through another, hoping to find something to secure her hair, like an alligator clip or a ponytail holder. Instead, she settled for a thin strip of leather she took from a pile in one of the drawers. Then she grabbed the plaid from the chair in the alcove.

      When she stepped back into the chamber, Gavin’s look stopped her. “Have I done something wrong?” she asked.

      “Nay,” he said quickly. “I only wish…” He paused and smiled. “I only wish Greylen were here to see you. He’d be pleased you wear his plaid, and you look fetching in Isabelle’s dress.”

      “A romantic as well as a torturer,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “How refreshing.”

      Gavin grinned, seeming to like her again. He ushered her out of the chamber and down the stairs. They entered the great hall where Lady Madelyn and Isabelle were sitting before the fire.

      “Gwendolyn, are you feeling better?” Isabelle asked. Lady Madelyn remained quiet, though looked to her with concern.

      “I am, thank you,” she answered. “Gavin’s going to show me the holding today. It seems I’ll be staying awhile.”

      “May I come, Gavin?”

      “Not today, Isabelle.”

      Gavin’s tone was so tender that Gwen gave him a look of disgust. “Excuse me, how come you never speak to me like that? I only get ordered and bossed around.” They all laughed at her remark, but Gwen’s observation was dead-on. Gavin was soft for Isabelle.

      “Come, lady, we ride.” He offered his hand.

      “Ride what?” Gwen asked, pulling her hand back.

      “Horses, lady. What else?”

      “I don’t ride horses,” Gwen said.

      “No matter. You’ll ride with me.”

      “I’ve never been on a horse in my life. And I’m not getting on any of the ones I saw earlier. They’re enormous.”

      “You’ve ridden on a horse before, you just can’t remember.”

      “How would you know?”

      “I was there, my lady. Greylen carried you upon one from the shore, and his beast is larger than those in the courtyard.”

      “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Gwen muttered to herself.

      Anna entered the room carrying a leather bag. “’Tis filled,” she said, handing it to Gavin. “Make sure she eats well.” Anna ended her instructions, frowning as if not pleased with Gwen’s current weight.

      Gavin retrieved the bag and took her arm. As he opened the door, Gwen closed her eyes. Then she took a deep breath.

      “’Twill be all right,” Gavin assured. He continued to hold her arm as they walked through the courtyard. She shook the entire time.

      “Everyone’s staring at me,” Gwen whispered, moving closer.

      “They’re aware you’re here, lady, and you wrap yourself in the MacGreggor plaid.” He waited a moment. “Besides, by now ’tis common knowledge their laird saved a helpless lass from the water.”

      “I’m an incredible swimmer, not helpless,” Gwen said rather indignantly.

      “I could tell,” he replied dryly.

      Gwen shot Gavin a nasty look before pulling away. She walked to the stables to the right of the keep. She stopped when she reached the front, then turned to look at the castle now to her left. She gasped.

      It was magnificent.

      It stretched wide across the beautiful land and stood probably four stories high. Stone steps with a marble or limestone balustrade led to the front doors. And decorative emerald green shutters adorned all of the windows, each with flower boxes beneath. To the left of the castle was the garden Anna had spoken of earlier. And to the right, directly across from the stables, was a simple one-story structure. It had a beautiful wooden door and large stained glass windows.

      She assumed it was the chapel and decided to ask Gavin about it later. For now, she wasn’t speaking to him. Her inspection was interrupted when the current bane of her existence stopped before her. He held the reins of his horse, and the bag Anna had given him was secured to the saddle.

      “How did Anna know we were leaving?” she asked without thinking. Damn, she forgot she wasn’t talking to him.

      “We’re not leaving,” he corrected. “I’m merely showing you where you are.”

      “Whatever,” she replied, brushing off his imperial tone. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “Anna came to check on you while you rested,” he explained. “I told her I’d be showing you the holding.” He grabbed her waist, and a second later, she was sitting atop the saddle with Gavin behind her.

      They left the gates of the courtyard and traveled down a wide path. There were cottages on the left and fields where men were engaging in various states of swordplay on the right. They continued past a lake, riding quietly for over an hour.

      Gavin helped her from the saddle, then held her while she gained her stand. She gave him a warm, genuine smile. “It’s more beautiful than anything I’ve ever seen,” she said. He nodded his agreement and handed her a small bag. Pointing toward the trees, he told her she could see to her needs.

      “I’m impressed, you’ve thought of everything.”

      “Not everything,” he remarked. “I’d not expected Greylen to be called away last night.”

      His candor humbled her. “Was he surprised too?” she asked.

      “Surprised? Furious was more the case.”

      “Do you think he’ll return soon?”

      “Mayhap in less than a week. It depends whether he rides or sails.”

      “Is he in danger?”

      “He was called to court to be present for a trial, lady. He’s in no danger.”

      “I guess I’ll have to take your word for it. Excuse me now, I’m going to the trees,” she said with as much dignity as she could muster.

      When she returned, Gavin had laid a blanket on the ground. The items Anna packed were spread out on top. “I’m starved,” she confessed. “You annoyed me so much at breakfast, I forgot to eat.” She sat across from him and they ate from an assortment of cheese, fruit, and dark bread. The cup she drank from was made of baked clay, glazed, and etched with an intricate pattern. She took a large swallow, choking as it went down. Gavin laughed and pounded her back.

      “What is this? Beer?”

      “’Tis ale. I’d not thought to warn you.”

      Gavin offered to fetch water, and she was just about to say yes when she thought better of it. She chugged the rest of her ale instead, and his too.

      As they rode back, Gavin pointed to various areas, explaining the purpose of each. There were pastures for sheep, cattle, and horses. All were separate, and each had men watching over them.

      When they reached the stables again, Gwen followed him inside. They were glorious. They really did value their beasts. There were stalls on both sides and clean hay piled high in the back. The floors were immaculate, and the wooden gates weren’t rough but sanded to a smooth finish. After Gavin finished tending to his horse, he began leading her back to the castle.

      “Is that a chapel?” Gwen asked, pointing to the building across from them.

      “Aye, would you like to go inside?”

      “Do you think anyone’s there?”

      “Nay, Father Michael came back early this morn. I’m sure he’s asleep.”

      At her nod, Gavin led her to the door and walked in first. A moment later, he came back. “’Tis vacant. I’ll wait for you outside,” he offered before closing the door behind her.

      Gwen stood in the doorway, looking at the most charming chapel she’d ever seen. To her left was a table with candles. And in front of her was a floral runner that led to the pulpit. The altar stood one step off the rest of the floor and was covered with large pots filled with plants and flowers. Beautiful, polished pews were on either side of the room, and she counted each of the ten rows. Its smallness only added to its appeal.

      Gwen had always hated churches, but not because she didn’t believe. It was the families that made her uncomfortable. They seemed so together, whether in pain or joy, and she envied them. Secretly, she hoped one day she’d find happiness. To join a church with a family of her own and share that togetherness she always yearned for.

      She still wasn’t sure what happened. If the things that Greylen and his family had told her were true. But if there was even the smallest chance that they somehow were, she wouldn’t take it for granted. She was in too deep already.

      She picked up a candle and lit the wick from one that already burned. Then she ran her hands along the tops of the benches as she made her way toward the altar. She sat on her feet and entwined her fingers. And she just sat there, not sure where to begin. But she looked up and saw the large wooden beams that ran from one end to the other. Every last detail was perfect here.

      Her words came easily then. “Okay, so this is the way I see it. Somehow, I’m here. I don’t know how it happened, but if what Greylen and Gavin said is true, I think I know why.” Gwen paused, frowning at what had escaped her until now. “Please take care of Sara and Mr. MacGreggor. I know she’ll assume I drowned in the accident, but she was all I had left.” Oh, Sara. A tear slipped down her cheek. Would she ever see her again? She was suddenly hit with another revelation— Mr. MacGreggor. She’d found him outside her apartment five years earlier and had taken him in without hesitation. Oddly, she hadn’t had him more than a day before she started calling him by that name.

      It took Gwen a minute to continue. And when she did the words came from so deep within, even she was surprised to hear them voiced. “Please let me stay here. It’s the most enchanting place I’ve ever seen, and I love the people already. I’ve been so good for so long, and I’ve worked hard my entire life. I don’t want to go home. I want to stay. Please keep Greylen safe. Bring him home to me.” She quietly whispered amen and wiped her tears as she stood. Gavin was standing in the doorway.

      He looked at her so solemnly. “I meant not to intrude. ’Twas concern which brought me within, when you’d not come back out.” He walked to where she stood and knelt before her. “Forgive me, Lady Gwendolyn. I overstepped my bounds. I’ll relieve myself of your watch immediately.”

      “No, you won’t. You’re Greylen’s best friend. You should know the truth.”

      He seemed astounded at her graciousness and took her hands in his own. “He will return,” he implored. “You must believe me. The prophecy’s come true. This is where you’re meant to be. This is your home now, Lady Gwendolyn.”
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        * * *

      

      Gavin continued to remain by Gwen’s side. He, in fact, refused to be relieved until morning, much to the surprise of Greylen’s men, whom she’d met that afternoon. His loyalty to her meant more than he’d ever know.

      They dined that night with Lady Madelyn, Isabelle, and Duncan. They spoke of things clearly insignificant, obviously avoiding any subjects that might cause her unease.

      Afterward, they sat by the fire while Isabelle played the piano—the harpsichord—in the corner. The music was haunting, and Gwen watched as Gavin repeatedly stole looks at Greylen’s sister. He seemed so taken with her, and Gwen sensed that his feelings ran very deep.

      Anna came in later and asked Gwen to accompany her upstairs. She had a bath waiting by the fire and washed Gwen’s hair before helping her dress. Gwen smiled sadly as Anna held open another of Greylen’s shirts. Then she led her to the hearth and brushed her hair. Anna asked if she’d like her to stay, but Gwen declined. As soon as she left, Gwen walked to the nightstand to look for the letter she’d placed there earlier. She couldn’t find it and instinctively opened the top drawer. Someone had placed her letter inside.

      When she picked it up, she saw a wooden medallion attached to a thick leather cord. She snatched it immediately and sat on the bed. The dark polished wood had a design etched on its face. A dragon—fierce and beautiful at the same time. She turned it over and saw Greylen’s initials. Gwen walked to the door to ask Gavin about it. He stood just outside and smiled when he saw her.

      “Nice bedgown, lady,” he remarked dryly.

      “Shut up, Gavin.” She laughed, taken by the sparkle in his eyes. “Could you tell me about this, please?” she asked, holding the medallion before him.

      He took it in his hand, fingering the etched design. “Greylen’s father made it for him years ago,” he explained. “The dragon is his crest, lady, for he slays all that comes before him.”

      Gwen rolled her eyes. “That’s very comforting, Gavin,” she replied sarcastically. He turned her around and tied it behind her neck. She took a deep breath, strangely calmed by wearing it, then regarded Gavin once again. “Come back inside, Gavin. I’ll not have you stand for the rest of the night,” she ordered, pointing toward the door.

      He came in and took a seat by the fireplace, affording her a modicum of privacy. She had walked to the window, catching her breath at the sky alight with more stars than she’d ever seen.

      She stroked the medallion as she held the letter, staring at the sea beyond the cliffs. She forgot to wipe the tears from her eyes before she turned to say good night and get into bed. Thankfully, Gavin made no mention of it. He quietly said good night as she curled beneath the covers.
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