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      Laird Alistair Sinclair has been fighting alongside Robert the Bruce for the last few years in the War of Independence for Scotland. Nursing an injury, he makes the journey home from battle, with the intent to put his own lands to rights while he recovers—only Alistair nearly tramples a beguiling lass on his lands before he arrives. She begs him for help, and dangles before him a secret he can’t ignore, just as he can’t shake the desire that thrums in his veins at the sight of her.

      

      Escaping near death at the treacherous hands of an English soldier who raided her clan’s castle, Lady Calliope Ramsey flees to the nearby Sinclair lands, desperate for help and to relay the information she overheard. With the future of her clan and Scotland at stake, she implores her neighbor for aid, all while trying to ignore his striking gaze that sends her heart fluttering.

      

      Can Alistair trust the captivating woman who claims to be his ally? With the battle coming closer to his doorstep, he has little choice but to believe Calliope. Side by side, they will risk everything to protect what is theirs, only to find the one thing they forgot to fortify was their hearts…
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        Scottish border…

        Year of Our Lord, 1287

      

      

      

      There was magic in sleeping out of doors. Peeking at the stars before nightfall. Merriment at being at a massive celebratory festival. Especially on the first of May. Music tinkled throughout the day, cascading into the night. The feasts were endless, the fountains of cider ever flowing. But there was also discomfort because sleeping in a tent with her family and servants meant no privacy. Not that a young lady was ever really alone.

      At all of six-years-old, Lady Calliope Ramsey stepped from her tent at the Beltane festival which had brought dozens of neighboring clans for a week of celebrating and games. Shivers coursed over her skin at the chill in the morning air. Her bare toes stepped onto the crispy morning grass, the dew frozen from the night before. As her tiny toes crunched against the grass, she contemplated turning back around to grab her slippers, but she was in such need of relief that if she were to do so, she very likely wouldn't make it to the cover of the woods to empty her bladder. Papa wouldn't abide an accident. And really, she was too old for such.

      The first rays of the sun took the bite off the coolness of the morning. She'd been waiting hours to go, not wanting to trip over those sleeping on the floor to reach the shared chamber pot. Mama had told her not to have that last cup of cider, but the sweetness of the apples had been entirely too tempting. They never had cider at home.

      Calliope tucked her dressing gown closer, the fabric not as thick as her cloak, and peeked around the other tents, glad she'd woken before anyone else appeared to be. Her father, Chieftain of the Ramsey Clan, would kill her if he knew she was walking out like this, barely clothed. No shoes on her bare feet. But yesterday, when the young lassies were dancing around the Maypole, they'd all been barefoot, and their linen white gowns looked very much like night clothes.

      And perhaps it was silly of her, maybe even reckless, but Calliope was a bit of a daredevil. Well, at least when no one else was looking, and she preferred to act out her tiny rebellions without getting caught.

      A lady had to be quiet about such things. As her mother, Mary, Lady Ramsey, had taught her, a lady was refined in all ways. Subdued. Even when showing her talents, she had to do so quietly. Playing the viola, for example, she could only do soft, soothing music. Nothing that might bring about excitement. Dancing, too, had to be slow, barely lifting her limbs. Just the barest hint of a sway. A lady in the Ramsey household did not skip, and leap and twirl like common Highland ladies.

      Except yesterday, when no one was looking, Calliope watched mesmerized as the young ladies danced. Behind the cover of her tent, she mimicked their moves until she felt certain she'd bested them.

      According to her mother, the worst offense of all would be if a Ramsey lady were to train to defend herself or climb trees.

      One could not have calloused and scraped hands. One could not have bulging muscles. One could not perspire.

      Calliope glanced down at her hands, to her right middle finger, where she had a permanent callous in the center. Somehow, she'd kept it hidden from her mother, who had long since given up inspecting her hands for their softness. Lady Ramsey would not dare to dream that her daughter would ever disobey her. Besides, more often than not, Calliope wore gloves when she was climbing trees. No scrapes to be seen.

      She rubbed a thumb over the callous, the skin hardened over the last year by the string of her bow. Gregor, her father's groom, had been kind enough to teach her how to notch and aim an arrow, going so far as to set up a target inside the barn for her to use when her mother was otherwise occupied. She'd gotten into the habit of waking up earlier than everyone else just to go to the barn and practice.

      Someone stirred in the tent behind her, and she rushed behind a tree to finish her business in peace. When she emerged, her mother stood outside the tent looking frantic. This look she wore so often might have been her permanent expression. The only difference now was the twisting and turning of her head and the running back and forth to look about the tent.

      Not wanting to worry her mother much, she hurried until she was spotted, at which point she halted.

      "What on earth are you doing, young lady?" Lady Ramsey's English accent grew stronger when she was angry. She tried to hide it often in Scotland as the English weren't trusted here, not that any of the servants thought her mother to be as evil as the Sassenachs who raided and pillaged. Lady Ramsey might have been strict, but she certainly wasn't evil.

      "I didna want to wake ye, mama."

      Lady Ramsey sniffed, obviously pleased with her daughter's consideration even if she was peeved.

      "A lady does not make use of the bushes unless there is no alternative. Nor does she say didna or ye. It is did not and you."

      Calliope nodded, not wanting to argue with her mother's flawed logic. Swallowing, she worked her throat and tongue the way she'd been trained and said, "I did not want to wake you, mama."

      Lady Ramsey nodded. "Come, we must get ready for the tourney."

      Calliope again nodded, following her mother into their tent to prepare for the day. Her hair was brushed to a glossy sheen and swiftly plaited down her back. At least she didn't have to be cinched into a gown like her mother did. Every time the maid tugged, her mother gasped for air as if her clothes made it hard to breathe. Calliope secretly vowed never to be cinched. They had a special place to sit in the makeshift arena. While she didn't always enjoy watching the men hack away at each other, she did love the romanticism of offering her favor to a Scottish warrior.

      She slipped a linen square into her sleeve. She'd embroidered a thistle in the corner of it, so if one were to look closely enough, the stem was a bow. Well, perhaps that was giving herself a bit too much credit. After all, she was too young and distracted to have truly made anything that looked like more than a blob. Still, her mother hadn't noticed, and Calliope thought herself rather clever.

      In the stands, they took their place beside the other nobles present. Calliope gazed out over the crowd. Men, women, and children from all around were already cheering for the coming fight. Their gazes were toward the open gate, where a parade of men in their plaids, with targes strapped to their arms to shield themselves from oncoming blows and claymores on their backs, prepared for the first tourney activity, which was swordplay.

      She'd been too shy yesterday to offer her favor, but not today. Today, she was going to make a warrior smile.

      Later this afternoon, there would be an archery contest, which she would have given anything to be able to participate in. But her mother never took her eyes off of Calliope for long, and if she attempted to sneak away, within a breath she was certain to find the countess or her lady's maid on her heels. Besides, they'd never let a lass into the competition, and since she'd been unable to pack her own trunk, she'd not been able to go through with her plan to pack her cousin Hugh's clothes as a disguise.

      A trio of trumpets blew, sending a shockwave of excitement through the crowd. They stood, arms waving in the air. Calliope mimicked their movements, only to feel her mother's sharp pinch on her arm.

      "Ladies do not flap."

      Calliope sat back down, leaning forward, to peer over the rail at the line of warriors about to show their prowess. The prize was a fortune.

      "Sit back, my dear, ladies don't lean."

      Calliope bit the inside of her cheek to keep herself from the ready retort, which would only get her banished. She sat back just enough to appease her mother but not all the way as to block her view. She was shorter than the countess, so the rail blocked her somewhat.

      Thankfully, Robert the Bruce entered the arena at that moment, and they all stood in deference, but Calliope used the opportunity to peruse the warriors to see just whom she'd give her favor.

      They were all fearsome and strong looking. Arrogant even as they jostled each other, grinning and making what Calliope assumed were lewd jokes, because the countess said that was the only type of joke they knew how to utter. Calliope wasn't sure what lewd meant, but it seemed fun enough.

      She tried to keep her face schooled so no one would notice she was eavesdropping, but someone did catch her gaze with eyes the color of a stormy sea. A lad who was holding the reins of a horse near one of the warriors. If she were to follow her mother's rules, Calliope would look away. The ladies did not make eye contact. But her mother had no idea what she was doing, so why not take a peek?

      He raised a curious brow at her, and she offered a subtle smile. The lad was tall, she could tell, even from here. His dark hair was cut just above his ears.

      He grinned at her, and she couldn't help but smile back. Perhaps it was not a warrior she would bestow her favor on. There was something about the lad that intrigued her. A hint of a daredevil like her. If not for her mother, she might have approached him to see if he wanted to be her friend.

      Perhaps that was a bit much, but she felt he would make a good friend and champion, especially as he knew she was listening. That she wanted to be more than the wee lady sitting on the dais, but instead, be the lady riding the horse he was leading. Or perhaps, again, her imagination was running away with her. Calliope definitely did have an overactive imagination. But what lass didn't daydream?

      She glanced at her mother. Lady Ramsey probably did not daydream.

      As the warriors and the young lad drew closer, her mother greeted the men. The lad glanced up at Calliope, a smile playing on his lips that she easily returned.

      "My lady." He bowed low in front of her, and the countess gasped, clucking her tongue, while the warrior in front of the lad gave a sharp rap.

      But before he could be dragged off, and her mother could pinch her again, Calliope slipped the lad her handkerchief. "Until we meet again."
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      There was no lonelier place for a lady than living in a castle where she was unwanted, in an unfamiliar land.

      Unfortunately for Lady Calliope Ramsey, that had been how she'd felt for most of her life.

      She was the eldest daughter of Alaric, Chieftain of the Ramsey clan. Currently, she was seated at the end of the long trestle table, staring into the face of a man she didn't remember but was supposed to be her father. And he was scowling. Scowling as if she'd arrived with eight heads and eels for arms.

      Despite the manners that had been drilled into her since she was a young girl, Calliope couldn't help giving him quite a similar look. After all, she had always imagined her father, a war hero, to be strapping, the image of Hercules. The man before her now had a face full of white beard and deep grooves within his cheeks. A paunch to his front, though his arms and legs did appear to be the size of tree trunks. That certainly fit the Herculean fantasy of a father.

      Nevertheless, what was he scowling at? She wasn't unpleasant to look at. Calliope wasn't vain, but she had seen herself in the looking glass and determined that someday, someone might find her to be attractive enough to wed.

      However, that seemed quite unlikely now. There'd not been a single smile for her since she'd crossed the border and been essentially dropped on her father's doorstep by her stepsire in England. Though now that she thought about it, was he really her stepsire if her sire was still alive?

      There'd barely been an hour to mourn her mother before her stepsire had ordered her trunks packed and loaded into a wagon. He'd practically had to throw her over the side of a horse and tie her down to get her to leave. It had only been the threat of wrenching off the precious necklace her mother had gifted her on her twenty-first birthday that kept Calliope in line.

      The last gift she'd received. She touched it now, a sapphire rimmed with diamonds that sat perfectly on her throat, the gold chain and clasp delicate enough that it had fallen off a number of times. Sometimes, it simply came loose at just the threat of being wrenched free, as if it had a mind of its own and a desire to escape. Part of the necklace's charm, since she'd felt the same way many times over the years.

      "I've no' seen Mary in many years," the old Chief said, his right eye squinting even harder as he gazed at her. "How do I know ye're no' lying?"

      "I never lie." Calliope straightened her shoulders. This was true. She never did outright lie. Skirting the truth didn't count.

      "How do I know that's no' a lie?"

      Calliope grimaced. "You do not. I suppose it is the first thing a liar would say."

      "Aye. So ye admit it?" He tapped the table with a balled-up fist. The same move from her stepsire would have left the cups to topple over, but Chief Ramsey's seemed only to punctuate what he was saying rather than to upset the world order.

      "Nay, of course not. I tell the truth. My mother said you were my father, which is why my stepsire brought me here."

      "Tossed ye here is more like." The Chief grumbled something under his breath that Calliope was desperate to figure out.

      Another of her flaws, she loved a good gossip, and even more so a good insult.

      Calliope shrugged, playing nonchalant even though she felt like she might burst from her skin at any moment. Too much had happened in too short a time. Her entire life was upended. But, to his credit, her father had a point. They'd no sooner crossed the border than mean old Edgar—her stepsire—had practically tossed her across it with a finger pointing toward the castle.

      "The means by which I arrived are irrelevant. The truth of the matter is I am your daughter. And… my mother is dead." With this last word, her voice caught in her throat, and she had to take a moment's pause before she could figure out what she was going to say next. Though she and her mother were often at odds, and Mary Ramsey's demands on her daughter were weighty, she had loved her.

      And now she was dead. That was not a sentence she'd ever presumed to have said. Mary had been so full of life one minute and cold in her bed the next. Not even sick. Not old, despite having a daughter who was old enough to wed.

      Calliope had suspicions that her stepsire might have had something to do with her mother's death. A woman in the vitality of her life didn't just fall over one day, never to stand up again. But Edgar had vehemently denied her accusations when he'd told her it was time for her to leave.

      "What proof have ye?"

      "The word of my mother, your wife, is not proof enough?"

      The old Chief snorted. "The word of the English is never enough, lass."

      "Funny, my mother said the same thing, only about the Scots."

      Chief Ramsey growled, his lip curling up in a snarl. Calliope imagined that on the battlefield, a look like that might have been enough to send his enemies running. She, however, wasn't going anywhere. Rather than run, cower, or duck her head, she sat up taller and stared him straight in the eyes.

      "Then why have ye come?" he asked.

      She swallowed against the rising emotion, against the anger that made her want to stand and stamp her foot and start swiping the remnants of a meal she'd not been offered to partake in from the table. The one and only time she'd done that in England had earned her boxed ears.

      "I have no other place to go. My stepsire removed me from his home. You are my father. Why would I not have come here? And as you recall, I was more dropped on your doorstep than approaching like a customary guest."

      That subtle fist popping against the wood drew her attention again. For all his bluster, he wasn't as scary as she thought he might be. "He canna be your stepsire."

      Calliope cocked her head. Was that… jealousy? "And yet, that is all I've ever known him as."

      Chief Ramsey shook his head and gave her a look that might as well have been a shout: You're daft.

      Funny, though, she didn't take offense.

      "Mary was my wife and last I checked, I still had a pulse, which means she was still my wife until the day she died, and could no' have remarried, could no' have given ye a stepsire."

      Calliope nodded slowly, the same idea having come to her just a few moments before. And it made more sense as to why Edgar felt so compelled to be rid of her. He had no claims on her and certainly wouldn't have wanted to provide the dowry to the English noblemen who had started to court a marriage. Poor Bryce. He probably wondered what had become of her. Perhaps Edgar would say she'd died along with her mother.

      "Did you know you had a daughter?" she asked, challenging him to deny her.

      "Aye." His fist uncurled, the flat of his palm pressed to the table.

      That admission stung. "And you did not see fit to fetch me? Or even visit me?"

      "Dinna be offended, lass. I'd no' have crossed the border to lay eyes on ye, and I ordered your mother to send ye north, but she ignored me. The same reason why she left."

      "Which was?"

      Calliope had a very good idea why, but she still wanted his side of the story. Her mother had made it very clear that Chief Ramsey was cruel and that living on the border holding had been awful and undignified. What lady would want to live in such conditions? Apparently, no amount of complaining made her husband change, and finally, she'd annoyed him so much that he'd tossed her back to England the same way he tossed cabers at festivals.

      Ironically, it was the same way Edgar had just tossed Calliope back into Scotland.

      To think that throwing trees was deemed a suitable pastime seemed utterly ridiculous. Just as ridiculous as tossing women.

      "The trouble between a man and a wife is no one's business but his own." There was a resigned sound to his voice, as though he were very tired, and this an argument he'd had so many times that the very concept of it had been what turned his beard from black to white.

      "Well, my mother is gone."

      "I am still here."

      She drew in a long, weary breath. The man was not going to share what had transpired. Fine. She'd give him the time he needed to adjust to learning his wife was dead, and his daughter was alive. Then she'd figure out a way to get him to tell her. Calliope had learned long ago that an agitated dog wasn't always so willing to approach for a treat, and sometimes you had to toss the meat first.

      "I am your daughter, whether you care to admit it or not. If you wish for me to leave, I shall." Calliope pushed away from the unwelcoming table, her feet unsteady, her legs weary from the overlong journey.

      "Where will ye go?" The question might have shocked her if he hadn't looked so stricken.

      The words themselves appeared callous and uncaring as if he might just pack her bags himself. But the way his brows drew in, his eyes widened, and the ever-so-slightest quiver to his lip belied his indifference.

      "I do not know, not that it's any of your concern."

      Chief Ramsey stood and walked around the table to where she braced herself on the edge, afraid she'd collapse. She'd be lying to herself if she didn't admit to being slightly terrified by his size.

      Ramsey leaned forward, his bushy white brows squeezing together as he squinted at her, studying her. His gaze fell to the sapphire at her throat, and when he reached out to touch it, though she flinched, she didn't back away.

      "Where did ye get that?" His voice had softened even further.

      "My mother."

      "Did she tell ye where it was from?"

      "Aye. My mother said it was a family heirloom."

      "She's right. My family."

      "Then my family, too." Calliope wanted desperately to ask him who the gem had belonged to, but she needed him to acknowledge that she was indeed his daughter and be done with these silly games. She was exhausted. After a lifetime of trying to conform to her mother's rules, she'd have to figure out her father's terms and then a husband's. Why could she not just be herself and everyone else accept it? Perhaps it wouldn't be so hard if she wasn't so stubborn, so unwieldy.

      "'Twas my mother's. I gave it to Mary the day she realized she was with child."

      "Pregnant with me," she prodded.

      "Nay. A little lad. He died just after he was born. She threw the necklace out the window after that. But, when she grew with child again, I returned it to her. That time was with … ye."

      At last, he'd admitted it. Calliope was his daughter. But even that admission was bittersweet, knowing that she might have had an older brother. Poor sweet baby.

      "Did you love her?" Calliope asked.

      Ramsey snorted. "'Twas the only reason I was willing to marry an Englishwoman. For love. All the reward it got me. She was a pain in the arse and hated me every day she was here."

      Calliope couldn't help but frown. The man did not appear to be lying. But according to her mother, he'd been a monster, so maybe he was just really good at misleading and manipulation. Except, that didn't match with the man standing before her. Calliope had always had a keen knack for reading people.

      "Ye'll stay here." He turned to a woman hovering in the shadows. "Bessie, have a room made up for my daughter."

      There were so many questions she wanted to ask, so many she needed clarification on. But exhaustion, both physically and emotionally, was getting the better of her. A week ago, she was the happiest she ever thought she could be. She and her mother had attended court, and there'd been many suitors interested in her hand. It had felt at that moment that she was going to be a happy bride soon, and her mother had promised new fabrics for a trousseau.

      Now, she was in Scotland, her mother was dead, and the man she didn't remember as her father was offering her shelter. She stared at him hard, trying to pull from memory some little bit of him, but all she remembered of Scotland was the festival, the groom who'd taught her archery, and the many trees she'd climbed.

      How cruel life could be. To present its gifts and hopes and then just as quickly snatch them back.

      She pressed her hand to the sapphire again, wondering if it was cursed. A gift given to her mother for the life of a son she'd lost, only to be given to the daughter she'd had and stolen away with.

      Aye, indeed, life could be so cruel.

      "Go on then. Get some rest. We'll discuss your future more in the morning." Her father patted her arm awkwardly, and Calliope yearned to pull him in for a hug. When was the last time she'd had a hug? Her mother wasn't one for affection, and she'd grown up pretending hugs weren't something she desired.

      But now, at this moment, she wanted one very badly.

      On feet that felt too weary, Calliope managed to force herself to follow the waiting servant up a winding stone staircase. But instead of being relieved that she'd been accepted into the Ramsey fortress, she felt a little like she was climbing to an uncertain future. But she pushed away the sense of doom that loomed, chalking it up to her overactive imagination.
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      Alistair's shoulder burned like the devil.

      A blade cutting through the fabric of his shirt into the thick muscle of his upper arm was nothing compared to what he'd done to his opponent. Battle was brutal, ugly, and necessary. One was either victorious or dead. And truthfully, for him, there wasn't a victory for anyone when it came to battle and death. Only survivors and the dead.

      'Twas rare that he was injured in battle, but no warrior ever went unscathed. He wore his scars like badges of honor. The marks on his skin were proof he was alive.

      "Ye'll need to get that stitched up." Duncan, his cousin and a warrior in his army, eyed the gash before spitting on the ground. "Bloody bastards."

      "Taking a hit is the least I could do for the lad before I ended his life. Though he was a bastard, he died with honor. Unless you consider which side he was fighting on, in which case, we may have to parse out details."

      Alistair wiped at the sweat on his brow, then stared down at the oozing wound on his arm. The battle had been intense, and he did not particularly want to relive it, even if only to discuss their shared victory.

      Of course, this was not something he'd ever share with anyone. He was Alistair Bloody Sinclair, Chief of his clan, Baron Roslin, Master of Dunbais Castle. One of three sons born on the same night, brother of Noah, the Earl of Caithness, and Ian, the Earl of Orkney. Elder brother of ladies Matilda and Illiana. Border guardian for Robert the Bruce himself. In other words, Alistair was a force to be reckoned with.

      He'd built up a name for himself as one of Scotland's most feared warriors. English army, beware. And he wasn't about to let that reputation be destroyed by something so trivial as his true feelings. What strong man had feelings, anyway?

      But his feelings and understanding of war, survival, and protecting his clan also meant he'd never have a wife or a family. How many times had he used a man's loved ones against him? Why the hell would he put his own wife and child through such?

      Never.

      "How many wounded?" he asked Duncan, forcing himself back to the tasks at hand.

      "Only a few. None dead on our side."

      Alistair nodded, tearing off his sleeve and tying it around his wounded arm. "Good, because I'd bloody kill them if they were." He laughed if only to lighten the mood and then dismounted from his horse to wash his hands and face in the narrow burn that trickled beside the battlefield. He followed along the edge until he came to a spot that wasn't soaked in blood in order to wash himself off.

      "Och, but ye need to have that looked at." This time it was Broderick standing beside him, eyeing the bleeding gash in his shoulder as Alistair loosened the tie. "What's the point of washing your hands when blood's just dripping down your arm to get it wet again?"

      "I'm no' washing away my own blood." Alistair splashed water on his face, giving a good scrub, and then stood, letting out a loud and annoyed groan at the ache in his muscles and the burning in his shoulder. The sound came out more a bellow, causing a few of the vultures who'd come to peck at the dead to scatter.

      "I'll get the whisky, my laird." Duncan's words almost made Alistair smile, as though he were resigned to his leader’s typical resistance.

      Broderick nodded. "I'll get the sewing kit."

      Alistair chuckled when they walked away, lucky to have two loyal mates in his charge.

      While some of his men worked to clean up the battle—making piles of the bodies to be collected by their loved ones, taking a few good weapons owed to them for the task, lighting fires for a meal, setting up camp—Alistair allowed his wound to be tended by one of his men. Rare was it that he allowed a healer to touch him. Call it superstitious, or maybe it was due to a love affair he’d had with a healer when he was barely twenty.

      To say that Alistair had trust issues would be an understatement. Aye, he trusted his men and his brothers, but he always examined anyone else with a critical eye.

      "How long are we to wait, Chief?" Broderick threaded the needle and started his mission to close Alistair's wound.

      "We wait until we're certain there are no other bands poised to strike." Two times out of three, they were just biding their time. He wasn't going to let anyone get the best of him and his men.

      This particular border raid had been by the English, and they were a damned nuisance. From what they'd learned over the last several months was that the bloody Sassenachs had developed a strategy to come in waves in hopes that the Scots warriors would have either left the area or be too tired to defend the border.

      And unfortunately, Alistair and his men had suffered both. Even now, they were tired, but a warrior's duties never ebbed, and so they rested and waited for the next inevitable wave.

      Just like the vultures that circled overhead, waiting their turn for the bodies, the damned Sassenachs circled, waiting to peck away at the Scots. Longshanks and his blasted tactics were relentless. Without strong men like Alistair and his army, or a leader like Robert the Bruce, there would have been no telling what might have happened. They'd been fighting this war for as long as Alistair could remember and even further back. Generation after generation had a story to tell.

      "I think we should just head them off at the pass," Duncan murmured as he cleaned off his sword. "Why wait like sitting ducks?"

      "Because to cross the border would be reckless. It would be seen as Scottish aggression if we ran into the wrong Englishman. We're no' invading another country without the Bruce's explicit orders. We protect from here." However, if Alistair could sneak across the border and put this bloody war to an end, he would.

      Duncan frowned but nodded. They had already had this conversation many times before and Alistair was in agreement about them being sitting ducks here with a pile of dead Sassenachs on the field, but what could he do? Alistair had to follow orders. Aye, on his own lands he was Chief, but when it came to fighting for the Bruce, the man they wanted to seat on the Scottish throne, Alistair had to follow those orders first. Robert the Bruce would be their king, and before Alistair drew his last breath, they'd see Longshanks and his devil army off Scottish soil for good.

      "Trust me, if we've no' seen anyone by sunup we will depart," Alistair said.

      "This isn't even our holding," Duncan grumbled under his breath.

      "Aye, and our clan will be compensated for providing the swords needed to protect it."

      The holding in question was often fought over between the Scots and the English. A fortress to be reckoned with, whoever seized it held the border. The previous baron who kept it safe had perished not a week before, and the man who was his next of kin lived so far north in the Highlands that it would be at least another week or two before he arrived to take his place.
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