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      “Emi!”

      The loud whispering of her name in a familiar voice caused Emi to pause in her work and smile because she knew the man to whom that voice belonged. She’d known him all her life, and the slight urgency that laced his tone meant he was up to something. Turning around, she saw him smile at her from the doorway to the kitchens where she worked.

      “The weather is too fine to be indoors. Can ye nae come out for a time?” he whispered to her.

      Emi turned back around, worrying her lip with her teeth for a moment before looking at the older woman beside her. Bridgette had taken her in as a child when Emi’s mother and father — Helena and Darach — died, though Emi didn’t remember them. She’d been just over a year old when they’d caught a fever and died within hours of each other, and as soon as they’d become ill, Bridgette had taken Emi into her care at Helena’s request. When the worst happened, Bridgette and her husband Andrew kept Emi with them, unable to bear the thought of sending her away. Helena had entrusted Emi to them, and they refused to let that end just because Helena’s life had.

      “Maman, may I go outside for a little while as the dough sits?”

      Bridgette offered her an amused smile. “Go on,” she said with a tip of her head toward the door as she gathered some bread and cheese into a towel. Wrapping it, she handed it to Emi. “And do not think I do not see you there, Alasdair Stewart. You are neither as clever nor as sneaky as you think you are.”

      Emi heard Alasdair laugh behind her, and she grinned, turning around and hurrying out of the door as Bridgette shook her head. If there was anyone who could pull Emi away from a task with extraordinarily little effort, it was Alasdair Stewart. A polite young man but a skilled warrior and horseman, he already had a reputation as one of the Stewart retainers others should do their best to avoid crossing. It wasn’t for nothing, he’d proven that more than once, and he was given a wide berth by officers from other clans because of it. Tall and muscular, with a broad chest and shoulders, he could look quite intimidating if he chose to. Alasdair was also exceedingly handsome with his dark hair, blue eyes, and strong jawline, something Emi knew he was well aware of and used to his advantage as often as he was able.

      He was a good friend of her brother Evander — a junior officer with the chief’s men, along with many of the other young men both he and Emi had grown up with — but unlike Evander, Alasdair was a full officer in service to their chief, Crisdean Stewart. It was a high honor for one so young, and at only 21 he sat in an esteemed and influential place within the clan, though he certainly never let it go to his head. His job was his job, and that was all it was. It didn’t make him special … or at least that’s what he always told Emi. Everyone else in the clan seemed to think otherwise, however.

      Making the small jump from the stairs rather than taking them down, Emi landed next to Alasdair, the move making him grin. “There. I am outside. Now what?”

      “Well, since ye were given a bite to eat, let us go sit by the river, so ye can enjoy it in the sunshine.”

      “I think that sounds perfect.”

      The two of them walked the short distance in silence, and Alasdair chose a spot for them to rest that was shielded from full view of the road by some trees. This ensured no one came around to bother them, and with time fully alone with each other a rarity, it seemed Alasdair had no intention of sharing it with someone else. Sitting down on the grass, Emi unwrapped the towel to find that Bridgette had also included two small pastries from the bunch she’d been preparing for that night’s supper.

      “I should tell Bridgette how much I love and adore her,” Alasdair said as the treats were unveiled. Reaching for one, he found his hand promptly slapped, and he looked at Emi in confusion.

      “Ye did nae ask if ye could have one. I thought the chief taught ye better manners? Besides, if I were to offer ye one, it should be at the end of my meal, nae the beginning.”

      “I did nae know I had to ask, as ye usually dinnae make me. Is life nae too short to save the best of things for the end?”

      “I suppose that is true,” she said, her expression thoughtful before she smiled. “Go on with ye, then.”

      Alasdair responded with a triumphant grin before he took the treat and popped it into his mouth with a happy sigh. As he closed his eyes and lay back on the grass, Emi watched the sun sparkle through the leaves of the trees and dance in bright spots across his face. Scottish summers could be so beautiful, and it often made the endurance of the rest of the year worth it.

      “Are ye nae supposed to be with the chief?”

      “I was,” he replied once he’d finished chewing his food. “Released now.”

      “That is early, no?”

      “Aye, but that is because we are leaving in the morning.”

      “Leaving? To where?”

      “Inverness. The chief has business there.”

      “Oh. Is it as beautiful as they say?”

      “Inverness? No. It is a city.”

      “I mean the journey, ye dolt,” Emi said, laughing.

      “Oh, aye, that part is.”

      “I wish I could go.”

      “What if ye could?” he asked, opening his eyes and turning his head to look at her.

      She looked at him with genuine curiosity. “How could I?”

      “Maybe I could convince him to let ye come along to restock some things for the kitchens.”

      “But that is Maman’s job.”

      “She could always delegate it to ye.”

      “She will nae.”

      “Ye have nae ever asked, have ye?” Emi fell quiet and Alasdair sat up, propping himself on an elbow and watching her as she mulled the idea over. “Come with us, Em. I know I could get him to allow it. Ye have never gone anywhere farther than the village, and I know ye want to.”

      “I do,” she admitted. “But then what about Arabella? What about yer mam and Fergus’ mam?”

      “Yers will still be here, and everyone will be fine. The clan and our families will nae collapse in yer absence.”

      Alasdair’s persuasive ability drove her mad at times, but this wasn’t one of those moments. She did want to go now that he’d offered it and was more than willing to let him talk her into it. “If ye can get him and Maman to agree, then I will go. But ye have to ask them both yerself.”

      “If that is the cost of ye coming along, I will gladly pay it and then some.”

      She smiled shyly at him and turned her eyes back to her food, eating a small piece of cheese as she watched the glittering water slide by. Going outside of the village on a new adventure with Alasdair, as well as spending so long a time with him, was an exciting and appealing opportunity. Though he was two years older than she was, the same age as Evander, it hadn’t ever seemed to matter, and he’d been her friend from her earliest memories. When his own father had died when he was seven, she’d sat silent in a corner with him, holding his hand as he’d gone between wailing and staring blankly. Emi had been the only soul he’d let near him those first few days, and it was Emi who had been able to coax him to eat or drink. He would sleep with his head in her lap while she stroked his hair, and through it all Emi hadn’t left his side. She knew it was something he’d never forgotten, he’d said so many times, and he held her close because of it. She was his dearest friend, woman or no, and knew a great deal more about him than anyone else did. Other women were jealous of the high esteem and care he held for Emi, but none dared do or say anything, lest they ruin any chance they might have with him. To speak badly of or harm Emi was the surest way to earn Alasdair’s permanent disdain.

      The pair of them were well-suited friends, having similar minds, similar quick wits, and similar interests. He knew how to get a rise out of her and sometimes did so just because he could, though she was equally able to return the favor. Emi was one part of Alasdair’s group of closest friends, the only female in the pack, and had earned her place there fairly. When they were all young, she’d been just as quick to get dirty, climb trees — and fall out of them — roughhouse, fish, or hunt as they had. They all adored her in their own ways and for their own reasons, as she did them, with Bridgette often worrying aloud that it would prevent Emi from ever courting or marrying because the young man would have to get through a thorough inspection and approval by half of Crisdean’s officers and junior officers first.

      “Je souhaite que vous ne souriez pas autant,” he said to her, following the words with a small smile. I do wish you would not smile so much.

      Alasdair could speak French fluently, the chief had made sure of it, and he enjoyed using it with Emi, who was the same because of Bridgette, who’d come to Stewart land with her husband after meeting him during a visit by the current chief’s father to France. Doing so allowed him to keep in practice, and while he also spoke it with Evander, he seemed to use it more often with her.

      “Pourquoi?” she asked, looking over at him as her brow knitted in a frown. Why?

      “Parce que tu es beaucoup trop jolie quand tu le fais, et j'ai peur de devoir commencer à retenir les garçons bientôt,” he replied. Because you are far too pretty when you do, and I fear I am going to have to start holding lads back soon.

      Emi gave him a curious look. He’d never said anything like that before. “What a strange thing to say.”

      “Is it?”

      “There is no one here to hold back, Alasdair, in case ye have suddenly gone blind. Besides, there are plenty of other lasses to go to before I am even noticed.”

      “Why would ye say something as daft as that?”

      “It is nae daft!”

      “Aye, it is. Maybe I should sneak ye into the private quarters so that ye can look in a mirror, Em.”

      She shrugged in response. “If they were going to do so, they would have already. Nae as though I care that they have nae.”

      “And why is that? Should ye nae be wanting such attention?” he asked. “Though I have a fairly good idea why they have nae, and it has naught to do with a lack of beauty, believe me.”

      “Then what does it have to do with?”

      “Ye have heard yer mam. They would have to deal with us, and, so far, none of them are brave enough to dare try.”

      “Well, that is fine by me, thank ye. I dinnae know why I am nae interested, really. Nae something I am really thinking of just now.”

      Alasdair said nothing, though she could tell he was holding something back. She didn’t ask, she knew he’d tell her when he was ready to do so, and pressing him would get her nothing but a stone-faced wall that went by the name of Alasdair. She had a feeling she knew what it was he was avoiding saying to her: that he had his eye on one of the lasses who clamored after him, with a more serious thought than to just an evening or two. She wasn’t surprised by it, as he was getting to the age where he should have a wife and a family, like their friend and Alasdair’s fellow officer, Cailean, though why he would hesitate to tell her was a mystery. Perhaps he thought she’d be hurt by their being able to spend less time together, though she knew full well such a thing was inevitable.

      “I should go back,” she said as she stood up, her statement and movement bringing a look of alarm to his face.

      “I did nae mean to upset ye, Emi.”

      “Ye have nae,” she said, offering him a reassuring smile. “But I have bread that needs baking for supper tonight. Nae all of us get dismissed early, ye know.”

      “Ah. Right,” he said, his sheepish smile showing his momentary embarrassment.

      “Finish the bread and cheese, and bring the towel back when ye are done,” she said, turning to walk away from him.

      “Emi.”

      “Aye?” she said, stopping and looking back at him over her shoulder.

      “I … thank ye for the food,” he said in a rush, though Emi didn’t miss his hesitation at the beginning.

      “Ye are welcome. See ye at supper.”

      “Aye, see ye at supper.”

      When she returned, Emi resumed her place in the kitchen and let her work take over her thoughts. She loved baking, it was one of her favorite tasks, and she was happy to do it here with the fine ingredients the chief could provide. It allowed her to experiment, and those things she made were generally quite well received. Venison pie was a favorite and her signature dish, one she was always requested to make when the chief was having a private supper with a guest or alone with his officers.

      “Emilia.”

      The sound of Crisdean’s voice behind her made her jump, and she whirled around to face him. She’d been so absorbed in her task she hadn’t heard him come in, or even noticed other work stopping at his appearance. She also hadn’t noticed Bridgette leave the kitchens, but clearly, she had since she was standing next to him now.

      “Chief,” she replied, lowering herself into a curtsy. “Were ye after a pie, sir? I think there is time enough to get it done for supper if ye need. I can start right now.”

      Crisdean shook his head with a gentle laugh. “No, lass, but thank ye. I am nae in need of a pie tonight, though perhaps we will want to ready one for the road.”

      “The road, sir?”

      “Aye. Ye are coming with us to Inverness, are ye nae? The men and I will need to eat.”

      Emi’s eyes widened. Alasdair had done it. He’d really done it! “Aye, of course! I will start straight away! It will be the best pie I have ever made! Thank ye, Chief!”

      Her exuberance made him laugh outright now. “Easy with ye, child. It is just Inverness; it is nae as if I am taking ye to France. Bridgette, excuse her from the supper preparations, would ye? That way she has all of her time free to see to provisioning.”

      “Yes, of course, Chief.”

      “Emilia, be ready to leave at dawn.”

      “Aye, Chief!”

      As Crisdean departed, Bridgette looked over at her with a smile and a raised eyebrow. “Alasdair must have really wanted you to go along.”

      “What makes ye say that?”

      “Well, he promised to do whatever I needed of him if I let him tell the chief that I wanted you to go to Inverness for me. Then he promised the chief extra watch shifts and stable work if he would allow you to go.”

      The thought of him wanting her to go so badly made her smile. “Then I had better get to work, so he does nae regret it.”

      Emi hurried to the storerooms to gather what she’d need for the pie, but when she got there, she found Alasdair waiting for her, a victorious smile on his lips. “I told ye I could convince him.”

      “Ye did, and now I need to get to work to be ready for the journey,” she replied as she started picking up items and putting them in one of the baskets left by the door.

      “Aye, and I am looking forward to eating that work.”

      “I am sure ye are,” she said before she stopped, looking at him curiously and narrowing her eyes. “Alasdair, come here.”

      “What is it?”

      “I think ye have a bit of grass in yer hair from earlier.”

      “Oh,” he said, coming toward her and leaning down so she could get it out.

      As soon as he was close enough, Emi reached up with flour-covered hands and mussed his hair before he could react, bringing a loud gasp from him as she laughed. “Now ye look like one of those fancy powdered gentlemen!”

      “Oh, ye are in for it now.”

      Emi stopped laughing, belatedly thinking better of her prank, and took a couple of steps back before she turned to run. In the small space, he caught her easily and dragged her backward, clutching her back to his chest. Alasdair wrapped an arm around her as she squirmed. “Let go!”

      “Oh, no, no, no. Revenge is mine,” he retorted. Without another word, he began tickling her side, bringing a squeal from her before she laughed.

      “Alasdair!”

      “Fancy powdered gentleman, eh?”

      “Aye!”

      “Ohh, wrong answer!” he said, laughing and upping the ferocity of his attack.

      Emi let out a small shout, sagging in his arms as she laughed harder. “We can take some soot and put a spot near yer lips and powder yer face, too, before we sell ye to France!”

      “Sell me!” he exclaimed, still laughing. “Ye would have to catch me first!”

      Emi had tears in her eyes from laughing and shook her head. “Stop!”

      The moment she said the word he stopped, and she turned around in his arms with the intent to playfully shove him away from her. He had, however, remained much closer to her than she’d realized, and when she turned around, they were nearly face-to-face. Her laughter ceased in a tiny gasp, and she looked up at him, breathing quickly and cheeks red from the teasing. Alasdair looked down at her for a moment before he immediately released her, both of them backing away a few steps.

      “I should go,” he said, the words tumbling out in a quiet rush. “I need to get things ready and let Mam know I am leaving.”

      “Aye,” she said, her confusion making her just as quiet.

      He said nothing else as he brushed past her and departed, leaving her to try to make sense of what had just happened, even if she didn’t know what that was.

      The rest of the day passed quickly as she busied herself getting things ready for four days on the road, and it left her with no time to ponder the moment in the storeroom. By the time supper was ready, she’d finished her work and, because she didn’t have to serve tonight, was able to change into a dress more suited for dining in the hall than working in the kitchens. As she emerged into the roar of a full hall, she threaded her way through the crowd to the table where those who worked in the kitchens sat.

      “Emi!” Evander called out as he hurried toward her. “Are ye really going to Inverness?”

      “Aye! Can ye believe it?” she replied, unable to hide her excitement at the very thought even if she’d tried.

      “No, but I am happy for ye all the same. It is about time ye went somewhere else, though I am nae going this time.”

      “Because of me? I am sorry, Evander.”

      “No, nae because of ye, daft lass. The fields need work, so I need to do that instead while the weather is fine.”

      “Ah, of course.”

      “Ye watch yerself with them.”

      Emi looked at him curiously, finding it a strange thing for Evander to say about his own friends, though had she been anyone else, there might have been those giving the same warning to her about him. She knew Evander saw her as his true sister, blood or not, and he was as protective of her as any blood brother would be. His desire to keep her close and protect her had only increased since his father’s death two years prior, seeing it as his duty as the now head of their family.

      “Why?”

      “Just watch yerself, all right?” he said in a low voice before he departed.

      She turned and watched him walk back across the hall to the table where Alasdair sat with the other officers, glancing at her as he took his seat, but Alasdair didn’t acknowledge her at all. She stood still for a moment, hoping he’d at least look her way and smile, but she turned around and continued to the table when it was clear he wasn’t going to. It bothered her more than it should, though she couldn’t say why, and as she sat down, she cast a glance back at the officer’s table to find him laughing with Cailean. Turning her gaze forward again, she clasped her hands together tightly in her lap.

      “Emi, sweetness, are you all right?”

      Bridgette’s voice broke her thoughts, and Emi glanced over at her. Was she all right? No. No, she wasn’t. “I … I have lost my appetite, Maman. Nerves about tomorrow probably. Excuse me, would ye?”

      “Emi —”

      Emi didn’t wait to hear the rest of what Bridgette wanted to say, walking across the hall and out as fast as she could without running and picking up a lantern. Her desire to not remain there far outweighed any hunger she may have felt, and as she hurried down the path that would take her home, she wiped tears from her cheeks with her free hand. Why was she crying? It made no sense, really. Perhaps she was just overtired, and her excitement was wearing off enough to show it.

      After a night of restless sleep, Emi was at the castle before dawn, loading up the things she’d made and armed with a list from Bridgette of things she needed to get in Inverness. It wasn’t long before Crisdean and his officers emerged, walking past her, and she watched them gather together to go through one final check on saddles, bags, and other things.

      “Are we ready?” Crisdean called out.

      Emi made her way toward the front of the cart, but Alasdair stopped her with a gentle hand on her arm, the first time he’d acknowledged her presence since the storeroom. “Ye are riding with us. Come, let me help ye,” he said before he led her to the horse meant for her. “May I?”

      “Aye, thank ye,” she said.

      With a nod, he lifted her by the waist and sat her atop the horse before mounting his own next to her. Fergus and Cailean were riding vanguard with Crisdean between them, while Alasdair stayed to her right, and another of the officers joined them on the left. The cart would come behind them, with two other officers following it. When Crisdean gave the signal to ride out, the group moved forward through the gates and onto the road that would take them through the village to the main road to Inverness. There was silence for now, and the sky was getting lighter, the deep pinks and purples of the horizon becoming softer. By the time they reached the main road, the sun was nearly up, and it wasn’t long before they were on the other side of the village and into territory Emi had never seen before. Through the trees to her left, she could see a great loch, a layer of morning mist still hanging over its surface. The chirping and twittering of the birds was loud in the stillness of all else.

      “Is it as beautiful as ye had hoped so far?” Alasdair asked, breaking the silence.

      Emi looked over at him, her face half-hidden by the hood of her arasaid. “Oh, so ye wish to speak to me now?”

      “What?” Alasdair asked, looking over at her in confusion.

      “Ye have nae said a word to me since yesterday afternoon, but now ye want to speak to me as if that were nae so?” she said, her tone sharper than she’d intended, before turning her eyes forward again.

      “I … I was busy, Em. I had things to do.”

      “Too busy to even say hello to me at supper?”

      “Were ye there? I did nae see ye.”

      Emi looked over at him again, unable to keep the hurt out of her expression. “Ye did nae see me. Thank ye so very much, Alasdair. Good to know I am as invisible to ye as I told ye I was yesterday.”

      “Emi, I apologize; that was nae how I meant that. Ye are nae invisible; I must have just missed seeing ye before ye sat down. If I had seen ye, then ye know I would have spoken to ye, just as I always do.”

      Emi said nothing for a long moment, trying to understand why what he’d said even bothered her. It shouldn’t, and normally wouldn’t, but today it felt like rejection and the sting of it was vicious. “I know,” she finally replied, though her voice was quiet. “I dinnae know why I said that or snapped at ye. Sorry, Alasdair.”

      Alasdair smiled reassuringly. “Dinnae fret. I should nae have said what I did, and I am sorry I missed speaking with ye. I guess I was just so tied up with getting ready, running everything through in my head, that I was nae really paying attention.”

      “It is beautiful, though,” she said, changing the subject as she looked around her.

      “We have nae even left our own lands yet.”

      “We have nae?”

      Alasdair looked at her curiously. “No. How small do ye think our lands are, Em?”

      “I dinnae know. I thought it was the castle and the surrounding area, the loch and the area around it, then up to the village.”

      He laughed and shook his head. “No. It is quite a bit larger than that. Perhaps one of these days, Evander, the lads, and I will take ye out to ride the boundaries so that ye can see just how much belongs to the chief and the clan.”

      “Would ye?” she asked, unable to suppress the bright smile the idea brought. “That sounds lovely.”

      “Aye, I will. I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      After his promise, Emi beamed and turned her face forward, riding in silence. When she’d looked away from him, Alasdair cursed himself silently. What he’d said hadn’t been what he’d meant, and it had come out all wrong. Then again, he’d known full well she was there and was only trying to cover for his own behavior toward her last night. He shouldn’t have ignored her; it was a cruel thing to do to someone he cared so much about. The excuse he’d given as to why he’d done it was a plausible one, and at least partially true, which is why she’d believed him. That, too, made him feel cross with himself. He was lying to her, and she trusted him so much that she’d never think to question it. In reality he hadn’t known what to say to her after the storeroom. It was a moment he hadn’t expected to hit him as hard as it had, and he hadn’t wanted her to see how conflicted he was or say the wrong thing — as he’d just done.

      There were a few moments of silence between them before she started to sing. It was a child’s song about making soup, and the fun was thinking of ever more crazy things to put in it, then repeating all else that had gone in before. The men all looked at each other, then glanced at her, until Alasdair joined the next verse. One by one, the men added their bits, laughing and trying to outdo each other with ridiculous items. Even Crisdean joined the fun, which took several of them by surprise. He’d made many of these journeys, but Alasdair couldn’t think of one where everyone was laughing and singing so soon as this, and usually the songs were far less appropriate for a lady’s ears. It was different when Bridgette came — she was a married woman and knew how things stood — but Emi didn’t, and there had been some quiet questioning as to how much they’d need to restrain themselves. Emi, it seemed, had other ideas, and intended to make the most of her first foray out of the village.

      When they stopped for dinner, the cheer that went up when Emi produced the venison pie made her laugh. Clearly, they had no idea what she would’ve packed, but judging by what she set out, she hadn’t had any intention of letting them down. Aside from the pie, there was bread and fresh butter, cheese, berries, and tiny tarts she’d made the previous day. There were sounds of appreciation as she set each thing out, followed by silence because the men were too busy feasting to worry about talking, and Emi took up a place on a small rock just outside of the main group.

      “Why are ye sitting over there, Emilia?” Crisdean asked. “Is there one of us who needs to bathe? If so, point him out, and I will send him to the river immediately.”

      The others laughed, and Emi smiled. “No, I think they have all had their baths if the amount of water being heated last night was anything to go by, sir. No, I just thought ye would nae want female company during yer dinner.”

      Crisdean gave her a quizzical look. “And why, exactly, would that be?”

      “Dinnae ye usually only have just yerselves?”

      “We do, which is all the more reason to have ye join us than nae, especially with this excellent meal ye have set out for us. Even Bridgette does nae feed us this well on the road. Come sit ye down over here with the rest of us.”

      Emi stood and dutifully made her way over to the group, sitting down in the empty space between Fergus and Cailean. “As ye wish it, Chief” she said before popping a berry into her mouth. “Dinnae ye even try it, Fergus.”

      Fergus paused, his hand halfway to the napkin holding her food, intending to playfully swipe an extra dessert. “How did ye even know?”

      Emi gave him a look, and Alasdair buried a laugh in his hand. “Because I know ye, that is why.”

      “Ach, no, she is like all lasses by a certain age. They see all. It is how our mams know if we are up to something we should nae be,” Cailean said, laughing.

      Emi laughed with him and then picked up one of her tarts, holding it out to Fergus. “Here, ye can have it.”

      Fergus blinked. “No, it is yers. I was only playing with ye, Emi.”

      Emi placed it on his napkin anyway. “I want ye to. I know how much ye like sweets,” she said, following her words with her typical kind smile before turning back to her meal.

      There was a hush over them all as Fergus looked truly touched by the gesture. No one could say Emi wasn’t kind or thoughtful — she was, to a fault. She’d give something to someone just to make them happy, even if it left her with nothing, just as she’d done a moment ago.

      “Thank ye, Emi,” Fergus said, his voice soft. “That is very sweet of ye.”

      She gave him a nod in reply and then looked at the others. “Why are ye lot all staring at me? Eat!”

      Her directive brought more laughter as they all tucked into their meals once more. When dinner was over, everyone saw to packing things up so that they could set off on their way once more. As Emi turned her back to pick up the last things to return to the cart, Alasdair placed the tart he’d kept aside on the gate along with a small wildflower beside it. Standing beside his horse from a short distance away, he watched as she picked the flower up with a soft gasp and looked around her, no idea which of the men had been the one to leave it. She smiled and put the small treat in her mouth before she tucked the flower into the front of her bodice, behind her stays, where it sat on top like a lovely brooch. Shutting the gate of the cart, she made her way back to her horse, where Alasdair was waiting to help her up.

      “That is a lovely flower ye found, Em,” he said as he lifted her into the saddle.

      “I did nae! One of the others left it for me along with one of their tarts. It was nae Fergus, for I saw him eat all of his, so that means someone held one back just for me. It was very kind, and I wish I knew who it was so I could thank them.”

      “I am sure they will know ye are thankful just by seeing ye with that wee flower tucked in yer bodice,” he replied before he mounted his horse beside her.

      As they made their way along Loch Oich in the late afternoon, their halfway point came into view: Invergarry Castle. Home of the MacDonell’s of Glengarry, Invergarry sat on a strategic point on the loch, able to see great distances on all sides of it. As they came into the yard, Chief MacDonell came outside to greet them with some of his officers. There was no animosity to be seen in any of their faces, allies as they were.

      “Crisdean!” Chief MacDonell called out. “Good to see ye, old friend.”

      Crisdean dismounted and met him halfway, shaking his hand. “John, a pleasure as always. Thank ye for once again offering yer hospitality in letting us stay with ye overnight.”

      “Happy to do so, as ye do the same for us when we must pass yer way.”

      “And always shall.”

      “Bring everyone in and take yer ease.”

      “Lads!” Crisdean called. “See to the horses and then make yer way inside. Emilia, ye come with me.”

      Alasdair was instantly there to help her down, and she walked to where Crisdean stood and curtsied to Chief MacDonell.

      “John, this is Emilia, Bridgette’s daughter. She has come for Bridgette instead this time.”

      “Hello, Emilia,” Chief MacDonell said with a welcoming smile. “It is good to finally meet ye. Yer mother speaks so highly of ye when she is here.”

      “Thank ye, Chief,” Emi said, returning the smile. “It is a pleasure to meet ye as well.”

      The two men turned and went inside while talking quietly with Emi trailing behind them, and Alasdair watched her pause in the doorway to look around the hall in slight awe before taking her horse and moving forward with both hers and his to the stables with the other men.
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      After being shown to the kitchens, Emi returned to the hall and sat down at one of the tables, looking around her. It was slightly larger than their own, but quite a bit more ornate in its decoration. It was odd to be in a different hall and she felt keenly the sense of being a visitor here.

      “Good afternoon to ye, lass.”

      Emi turned her eyes forward to find one of the young Glengarry men standing before her. “Good afternoon.”

      “Do ye mind if I sit with ye? Ye seem as though ye might like some company.”

      “Nae at all,” she replied, gesturing to the bench.

      “What is yer name?” he asked as he sat down.

      “Emilia, and ye?”

      “Dougal. A pleasure to meet ye, Emilia. A beautiful name for an equally beautiful lass.”

      Emi felt her cheeks heat at the compliment. “Thank ye for saying so.”

      “No need to thank me for speaking the truth. Here,” he said, producing a flower. “I think ye should have this.”

      Emi couldn’t help the small gasp that left her lips. “Oh, how lovely that is! Thank ye!”

      “Ye are quite welcome, and I know just where it should go,” he replied, sliding closer to her as he reached out and tucked the flower into her hair behind her ear.

      It was a liberty this man was taking, and there was an intimacy in the lack of distance between them, but it was easy to dismiss what seemed to her like an innocent gesture, so she didn’t stop him.

      “What are ye doing?”

      Both of them jumped at the sound of someone else’s voice, the tone commanding and tinged with displeasure. The young man looked nervous while Emi looked at Alasdair, confused as to why he was using such a tone for no reason.

      “I was talking to her is all,” the young man said.

      “Aye, well, stop talking to her.”

      “Why? Is she married? If nae, she is as free for me to speak to as any, and if I wish to give a pretty lass a flower, then I will.”

      “She is nae married, and while ye may be free to speak to her, ye should keep yer distance while doing so.”

      “I dinnae have to listen to ye. Ye are on our land, if ye remember, nae Stewart. Ye are nae in charge here.”

      “And unless ye wish to be buried on yer land before the dawn, I suggest ye do as I say,” Alasdair said, his voice calm but full of warning.

      “She is nae worth it anyway,” the young man said in irritation before he stood up and left the hall.

      Emi watched him leave, her face a mask of confusion and hurt before she looked back to Alasdair. “Why did ye do that?”

      “He had no business speaking to ye, much less touching ye so closely.”

      “Why? He was only putting a flower in my hair that he gave me. Were ye nae just saying yesterday that I should be thinking of such things?”

      “Nae with him.”

      Emi stood up, glaring at him, before she turned on her heel and stormed out of the hall and into the woods. She didn’t know where she was going, but that didn’t matter right now. Alasdair followed close behind her, grabbing her arm only for her to yank it free and turn on him. “Dinnae touch me!” she hissed.

      “Emi, stop!”

      “No! Who are ye to say who I can speak to and nae? Ye are nae my father or my brother, Alasdair. Ye have no say!”

      “No, I am nae, but —”

      “But naught!” she shouted at him. “Ye leave me alone and let me make my own choices! I dinnae need yer help!”

      She turned again to go farther into the woods to get away from him, but he grabbed her wrist and pulled her back. Her body turned with the force, and before she could do anything, his free hand cupped her cheek and his lips were on hers. She inhaled sharply, and for a brief second, she considered pulling away, but that was washed away in the flood of what she felt. It was unexpected and overwhelming, but she also didn’t want it to stop.

      “Dinnae think of such things with him, because ye are mine,” he whispered after he pulled away from her just enough to speak. “Think them of me, as I think them of ye.”

      “Alasdair … I —”

      “If ye dinnae feel the same, I will leave ye be but, I swear to Christ, I would sell my soul if it meant ye would say otherwise.”

      Her eyes widened at his blasphemy. “Ye should nae say that!”

      “Then tell me otherwise.”

      “I —”

      “Tell me yer heart is nae mine, Emi, that it has nae been. That ye dinnae want me as I want ye. Say it and I will walk away from ye this very moment.”

      She felt as though she could hardly breathe, much less think. Was her heart his? Had it always been? Had she not, in that most secret of places, always known it? Always wanted it? Wanted him? Wished he would say to her what he was saying now?

      “I cannae,” she whispered.

      Alasdair released her wrist and brought that hand to rest on her other cheek. “Let me court ye, Emi. It is all I want.”

      “But the others —”

      “What others?”

      “The other women ye —”

      He shook his head. “There are none. I have done naught since I realized how I truly felt for ye. I could nae, for they were nae ye and ye were what I wanted. It held no appeal.”

      “How do I know ye are nae just saying so to get what ye really want?”

      The hurt that entered his eyes at those words surprised her. “Why would ye say something like that? Why would ye ever think that of me? Ye are my dearest friend, the one closest to my heart; why would I risk the loss of ye and all ye represent to me for a night in yer bed?”

      She shook her head gently. “Sorry,” she whispered. “I just dinnae understand what is happening or why now?”

      “Because I know if I remain silent any longer, I will lose ye, and I cannae,” he replied, stroking her cheeks with his thumbs. “Please,” he whispered, closing his eyes and resting his forehead against hers.

      The swirl of emotions felt almost paralyzing. She’d never kissed a man, and that contact all on its own had been dizzying, but his words made it even more so. She’d never heard him speak this way, never heard his voice the way it was now, never heard him almost plead in such a manner. He wanted her, but he wanted her for something more than what he might have been inclined to with others. Emi struggled to make sense of any of it, but she gave up and found the courage to kiss him this time, hearing him take in a sharp breath of surprise. Alasdair didn’t hesitate to respond to her boldness, his hands moving away from her face so that he could wrap his arms around her and hold her against him. He pulled back from her only to press a fevered kiss to her neck where it met her shoulder. Emi let go of a loud gasp and gripped his coat, her head dropping back involuntarily, and he rewarded the granted access with another kiss and the smallest of bites. He brought his lips back to hers for a long moment before he stopped and took a step back.

      Emi looked at him in utter confusion. Why had he stopped? Had she done something wrong? “Alasdair?”

      When he saw her confusion, he spoke quickly. “No, it is nae ye. I just … I need a moment.”

      “Why?”

      “Because right now all I want to do is find a more secluded spot farther away so we can continue, but that is nae right. It will come in its own time, but nae now.”

      “What if I agreed to it?”

      Alasdair looked at her, shocked for a moment, before he gave a gentle shake of his head. “No. Nae here, nae this way. Trust me,” he said as he came closer to her again. “Ye deserve better than this, and when it is time for such things, ye shall have it. Ye need nae promise such to keep me here.”

      “But ye are used to —”

      He placed a gentle finger against her lips. “Aye, but that is nae ye, Emi. Dinnae try to become someone ye are nae just because ye think it is what I want. Be ye, be my Emi, the one I know. I want no other but her.”

      “What will we tell the chief?”

      “We will nae. I wish to speak to Evander first.”

      “Evander? Why?”

      “He is the closest ye have to a brother, Em. I owe him that, and his father is dead. As much as I hate to say it, this must remain between us for a while. I dinnae know how long, but I want no one to interfere. No jealous women, no kin, no one. Just ye and me until we reach a point together where no one can tear us apart no matter how they might try.”

      Emi responded with a soft nod, understanding the logic in what he was saying. “It will be hard to hide.”

      “Aye, it will, but we will do our best. If, on this trip, I keep my distance from ye, know it is because all I want in that moment is to be with ye. I will find a way whenever I can to be near ye or come to ye.”

      “Especially if ye need to murder a Glengarry?”

      Alasdair’s laugh was soft. “If I must do so, I will nae care for secrecy about my feelings for ye.”

      “Je souhaite que vous ne souriez pas autant, parce que tu es beaucoup trop beau quand tu le fais,” she whispered, placing her hand on his cheek. I do wish you would not smile so much because you are far too handsome when you do.

      When she echoed his own words back to him, he covered her small hand with his own. After a moment, he pulled it away from his cheek to kiss her palm and then her wrist. Emi shivered, and he placed her hand back on his cheek.

      “Cannae do that,” he replied. “It is all I can do when I am with ye.”

      “I never thought ye would think of such a thing, at least nae with me.”

      “Why nae?”

      “Ye have yer pick, Alasdair, and I am naught special. Ye were always my friend.”

      “Aye, for a long time I was, ye are right. I remember when that changed for me, when I saw ye differently suddenly. It was almost a year ago, and ye came to the cottage with yer mam to sit and mix remedies with mine. Ye came through the door and pushed the hood of yer arasaid back, the chill of the fall air left yer cheeks pink and yer eyes bright, and I just …” he shook his head gently. “Ye were stunning to me in that moment, and I realized ye were no longer the little lass I had known so long.”

      “So long ago. Why did ye say naught?”

      “I was worried ye would be opposed to it because ye did nae feel the same way, or ye found me objectionable as a suitor in some way.”

      It was Emi’s turn to laugh now. “Ye are ridiculous. Whatever made ye think I would find ye objectionable? Ye are the most beautiful man on Stewart land, and ye think I would find something wrong with ye?”

      “Ah, but ye know me deeper than my face, lass. Ye know who I truly am; ye know so many of my secrets. So many I trusted only to ye. It was those things that concerned me.”

      “Well, ye are wrong.”

      “Did ye feel the same then?”

      Had she? Emi took a moment, thinking about it. She knew she must’ve, or the other night wouldn’t have hurt her as much as it had, and the feeling of rejection in his words the following morning wouldn’t have cut so deeply. “Deep down I suppose I did but would nae admit it because I felt ye would nae even look my way for such a thing.”

      “Now, who is the ridiculous one? I saw no one but ye; any others would need to live up to ye, and they could nae.” Alasdair stroked her cheek. “My intentions toward ye are serious, Em. It is why I want to do this the right way. I want to talk to Evander and yer mam so that when the time comes, I have their support when I go to the chief.”

      Emi gasped. To go to the chief meant to ask his permission to marry. He wanted to marry her. “Alasdair, I —”

      “Only if ye want to, of course.”

      “No!”

      Alasdair’s eyes went wide.

      “I mean, I do! When I said no, I meant to say I did nae wish for ye to think I did nae.”

      A small smile turned into a laugh. “We are both nervous. I understand ye now.”

      “Are ye calm enough yet?”

      Alasdair grinned for a moment before kissing her again, this time in a far different manner. He took the urgency out of it, replacing it with deeper feeling, and it immediately made her lean into him. Her hand still on his cheek, she felt his hands on her back, pressing her against his body, and the contact made her heart and mind race.

      “Alasdair!”

      Hearing his name called out parted them in an instant, and he looked back the way they’d come before he brought his gaze back to her. Alasdair stroked her cheek with the backs of his fingers, gave her a last, small kiss, and then departed. Emi stood there and watched him go, trying to get a handle on her thoughts. Had that really just happened? Everything coursing through her said it had. Alasdair had just told her he wanted her and no other, that he had serious intentions, and had just kissed her in a way she’d always wished he would but never realized she’d wanted. The memory of it made her smile, and she placed her fingertips against her lips even as her stomach twisted ever so slightly and demanded she run after him to pull him back. She couldn’t, of course, but it didn’t mean she didn’t want to. Closing her eyes, she took a few deep breaths to calm herself, and then started back, picking up some wood sorrel and a few other things to add to the morning oats for the men so it wouldn’t seem odd that she was coming back after he was.

      “Ah, there ye are Emilia!” Crisdean called out as she entered the hall. “We were wondering if ye were picked up by the fae, going out at dusk!”

      Behind him, a sly smile formed on Alasdair’s lips, and he followed it with a wink, but she somehow managed not to blush. “No, sir, they would want naught of me. I simply went out to pick a few things to mix with yer breakfasts is all.”

      “Naught of ye? I was always told they were fond of pretty maids,” Crisdean said.

      “Thank ye for the compliment, Chief, but I saw none on my walk; what a shame. I did find some lovely wood sorrel and some berries, however,” she replied, flashing him a triumphant look that made Crisdean laugh, and Alasdair, too, though for different reasons.

      “I suppose ye found the flower out there as well?”

      The flower. She’d forgotten about that. “No, that was given to me by one of the Glengarry men.”

      There was a collective sound of amusement from the Stewart men at her proclamation, all except Alasdair, whose expression darkened. “Which one, lass? We shall inspect him for his worth!”

      Emi’s lips curled into an amused smile as she pulled the flower from behind her ear. “Thank ye, Chief, but no need. It would take more than a flower to interest me.” Stepping forward, she tucked it behind Fergus’ ear. “Looks quite fetching on Fergus, though.”

      Fergus blinked in confusion, but the other men laughed uproariously, as did Emi. It brought a slow smile and then laughter from Fergus himself. “Is nae my color, I dinnae think.”

      “Put those bits ye collected where ye need them, Emilia, and come have yer supper with us,” Crisdean said, wiping his eyes.

      “Aye, Chief,” Emi replied with a smile and a curtsy before making her way to where her things were stored.

      Supper passed merrily, with the Stewarts considered honored guests and thus offered finer wine and whisky, with richer food prepared than might normally be served. Emi sat and quietly observed everyone from her seat at the table. To her right were the quiet voices of the two chiefs and to her left the chatter of his wife and daughters commenting on the Stewart officers. It was hard to miss their talk of Alasdair, and though their mother chastised them for it, their musings on what it might be like to be near him or alone with him. Emi hid her smile in her cup because she knew the answers to those questions now, and the memory of those stolen moments brought butterflies to life in her stomach.

      When instruments came out, music was played for dancing, and she watched those same girls angle to get him to dance with them and he did, of course. He had to, and Emi knew that perfectly well, but it was a relief when he also extended his hand to her for a dance. Alasdair reminded her of their earlier meeting in the subtlest of ways: holding her hand a little longer, pulling her closer to him in just enough of an increment not to be noticed, running his thumb across the top of her hand when he kissed it at the end of the dance.

      With supper over, and as the others readied their pallets in the hall, Emi hummed the song they’d been dancing to as she put the last bits together to ensure all was ready for her to make quick work of the breakfast preparation and allow them to get underway. When she was satisfied, she turned to head into the hall to ready her own bed. There’d been a suggestion she sleep away from them, but that idea had been immediately dismissed. She was safer amongst her own so that they could protect her if necessary. As she passed an open door, her arm was seized, and she was pulled into a darkened storeroom and pinned to the wall by another body. Before she could scream for Alasdair, a hand covered her mouth, and she heard his voice in her ear.

      “The gathering bits for the porridge was clever of ye,” he whispered against her ear.

      Emi’s stomach tightened to have him near her again so unexpectedly, and she closed her eyes, her body almost sagging against his for a brief moment. “I could nae very well tell the truth, could I?” she replied when he removed his hand.

      “No, though part of me wished ye would.”

      “Ye said nae to.”

      “I rather like a bit of defiance, but I am glad ye did nae.”

      “Ye cannae have it both ways, Alasdair.”

      “Oh, I assure ye I can, but nae yet,” he said, the words followed by a soft chuckle she could feel against her own chest.

      There was something in the sound of his voice, a dark promise of sorts, and it made her long to know what he meant by it. “This will be torture, this game.”

      “Aye, and I am sorry for it. Know it will be hard on me, too.”

      “I dinnae know about that. Ye have plenty of flirting to do, as ye so capably demonstrated after supper.”

      “Perhaps, but ye will be the one in my mind. All I will want is to be with ye. The memory of how ye feel in my arms, the softness of yer lips and yer hands, the smell of ye … it will all surround me and make me long for ye, crave ye. I already am.”

      Dear God, what was she getting into? Those words and the way he said them made her heart race and her skin become so hot she could swear he must feel it, and it was as astonishing as it was terrifying. How could he do this to her so easily? An idea took root in her mind then: two could play at this game. She wouldn’t be the only one left with this feeling tonight. Placing her hands against his stomach, she gripped his shirt and pulled it up in the front until it finally came free of his kilt.

      “Emi —” he began before the words were cut off by the small moan he smothered as she placed her hands on the now bare skin of his abdomen. “Jesus,” he whispered.

      She smiled in the darkness and slid her hands up, hearing his breath catch. He was so much softer and smoother than she’d anticipated, though the muscles beneath her hands were solid, and she very much wished she could feel his hands on her in a similar manner. Leaning up, she placed a soft kiss against the skin of his neck as her hands slid over his chest, and she heard him draw a breath in through his teeth. This time he couldn’t silence himself, though he did manage to keep it low.

      “Christ, Em …”

      She remembered the small bite he’d given her and mimicked it, feeling him shudder and hearing his hand land hard against the wall near her to support himself. She stepped back from him then, removing her hands. “Goodnight,” she whispered, brushing her lips just barely across his before turning and leaving the room.

      Alasdair wanted to grab her and pull her back with every ounce of himself so that he could show her exactly what she’d done to him and what such games could earn her but refrained. He wanted her so badly he could scream, and he rested his forehead against the cool stone of the wall to try and regain control. The memory of the warmth and softness of those hands against his skin, the intimacy of it, would drive him mad, but he wouldn’t have it any other way. He wanted her as his wife, he knew that and had known that for quite some time, but dear God, he wanted her this way, too. It was going to be a very long night.

      Once he felt collected enough, he tucked his shirt back in and returned to the hall. Emi lay in her pallet, her back to where he would be, and he wondered if she was already asleep. Somehow, he doubted it. He spread out on the floor, covering himself with his plaid, and watched the fire dancing in the hall’s fireplace, the reds and yellows and oranges swirling around each other, fighting the urge to pick up his things and set up beside her instead. He wanted to be near her so badly now that this had all come to light, but it was now also the last thing he could do. His eyes grew heavy and slowly slid closed as sleep claimed him at last.
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