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      Lady Douglass de Clifford is reticent about marrying an English soldier who holds a Scottish castle for the English king—after all, she doesn’t believe the English should be battling the Scots for their own land. When she arrives in Dumfries, their party is unexpectedly ambushed. Besieged by rebel Scots, she is tossed from her horse, only to be saved by a Highland warrior who promises safety even as he absconds with her. She vows to run away until his tender kiss makes her doubt everything she’s ever known.

       

      Laird Noah Sinclair had not expected to find an English bride in the center of his battle, and now he’s determined to take from his enemy what he prizes most—his lady. As the eldest of his brothers, and laird of his clan, he has a responsibility to those who look to him for leadership. But when Lady Douglass threatens to leave and is nearly accosted by an outlaw, he is determined to prove to everyone that she is his and his alone. While at first, his decision to steal the prize seemed like a punishment, her kiss proves to be rewarding all on its own.

      

      But love seems impossible. Despite the passion igniting between Noah and Douglass, they wed for her protection and his revenge. Tucked away from the battle at Castle Buanaiche in the northernmost part of the Highlands, Noah fears misfortune may befall his clan for stealing another man’s bride, and it seems as if danger is a little closer at hand than they both expected...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MORE BOOKS BY ELIZA KNIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Highland Lairds

      
        
        The Laird’s Prize

        The Laird’s Kiss - pre-order!

        The Laird’s Guardian Angel - coming soon

      

      

      

      Distinguished Scots

      
        
        A Scot’s Pride - pre-order!

        A Dash of Scot - coming soon

        A Scot’s Perfect Match - coming soon

      

      

      

      Scots of Honor

      
        
        Return of the Scot

        The Scot is Hers

        Taming the Scot

      

      

      

      Prince Charlie’s Rebels

      
        
        The Highlander Who Stole Christmas

        Pretty in Plaid

      

      

      

      Prince Charlie’s Angels

      
        
        The Rebel Wears Plaid

        Truly Madly Plaid

        You’ve Got Plaid

      

      

      

      The Sutherland Legacy

      
        
        The Highlander’s Gift

        The Highlander’s Quest

        The Highlander’s Stolen Bride

        The Highlander’s Hellion

        The Highlander’s Secret Vow

        The Highlander’s Enchantment

      

      

      

      The Stolen Bride Series

      
        
        The Highlander’s Temptation

        The Highlander’s Reward

        The Highlander’s Conquest

        The Highlander’s Lady

        The Highlander’s Warrior Bride

        The Highlander’s Triumph

        The Highlander’s Sin

        Wild Highland Mistletoe (a Stolen Bride winter novella)

        The Highlander’s Charm (a Stolen Bride novella)

        A Kilted Christmas Wish – a contemporary Holiday spin-off

        The Highlander’s Surrender

        The Highlander’s Dare

      

      

      

      The Conquered Bride Series

      
        
        Conquered by the Highlander

        Seduced by the Laird

        Taken by the Highlander (a Conquered bride novella)

        Claimed by the Warrior

        Stolen by the Laird

        Protected by the Laird (a Conquered bride novella)

        Guarded by the Warrior

      

      

      

      The MacDougall Legacy Series

      
        
        Laird of Shadows

        Laird of Twilight

        Laird of Darkness

      

      

      

      Pirates of Britannia: Devils of the Deep

      
        
        Savage of the Sea

        The Sea Devil

        A Pirate’s Bounty

      

      

      THE THISTLES AND ROSES SERIES

      
        
        Promise of a Knight

        Eternally Bound

        Breath from the Sea

      

      

      

      The Highland Bound Series (Erotic time-travel)

      
        
        Behind the Plaid

        Bared to the Laird

        Dark Side of the Laird

        Highlander’s Touch

        Highlander Undone

        Highlander Unraveled

      

      

      

      Touchstone Series

      
        
        Highland Steam

        Highland Brawn

        Highland Tryst

        Highland Heat

      

      

      

      Wicked Women

      
        
        Her Desperate Gamble

        Seducing the Sheriff

        Kiss Me, Cowboy

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      HISTORICAL FICTION

      
        
        The  Mayfair Bookshop

      

        

      
        Releasing June 6, 2023

        The Other Astaire

      

      

      

      Tales From the Tudor Court

      
        
        My Lady Viper

        Prisoner of the Queen

      

      

      

      Ancient Historical Fiction

      
        
        A Day of Fire: a novel of Pompeii

        A Year of Ravens: a novel of Boudica’s Rebellion

      

      

      

      French Revolution

      
        
        Ribbons of Scarlet: a novel of the French Revolution

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        JANUARY 2023

      

      

      

      COPYRIGHT © 2023 ELIZA KNIGHT

      
        
        THE LAIRD’S PRIZE © 2023 Eliza Knight. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part or the whole of this book may be reproduced, distributed, transmitted or utilized (other than for reading by the intended reader) in ANY form (now known or hereafter invented) without prior written permission by the author. The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal, and punishable by law.

      

        

      
        THE LAIRD’S PRIZE is a work of fiction. The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictional and or are used fictitiously and solely the product of the author’s imagination. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, places, businesses, events or locales is purely coincidental.

      

      

      

      Cover Design by Dar Albert

      Edited by Erica Monroe

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        July 1300

        Northern England

      

      

      

      If there was one thing Lady Douglass de Clifford understood perfectly well, it was her mind.

      However, being that she was the daughter of an English nobleman, she wasn’t allowed to assert herself or her desires. Case in point, her plot to escape was going to be thwarted if she attempted to implement it.

      Escape also implied she was being held hostage, which wasn’t true. She was on this perilous, ill-fated journey with her aunt, her father and their loyal retainers. Baron de Clifford, her father, was a perfectly docile man, and perhaps she wasn’t being fair in her irritation with him. But saints above, she wanted to escape the fate he’d resigned her to. Or rather, their king had written in ink, sealed in wax and sent up to their holding in northern England from his royally safe place at court.

      Douglass swatted a fly away from her face and then from her horse’s mane. The only good thing about traveling north was that summer’s insufferable heat grew less and less. The layers of underthings and her gown weren’t sticking as badly as they had yesterday. That said, she’d still rather be back home at Appleby Castle, lounging in the garden or riding her horse Cheval along the many wooded trails instead of the road north to her doom.

      They were about to cross over Hadrian’s Wall—according to her father’s scout, who’d been riding ahead to make certain their path was clear.

      It was a place she’d never seen before. The massive miles’ long wall was built by the Romans who had tried to capture their country hundreds of years before. If she were going to be forced north, at least she was bearing witness to a historical landmark she admired. Once, when she was much younger, her father had indulged her desire to see Stonehenge on their way to court in London. Of all the stone circles she’d seen that one had been her favorite and the most stunning.

      Well, now was no time to reminisce. She needed to keep her immediate plans in the forefront of her mind.

      Mayhap she could wait until they were all asleep and turn around and ride back to Appleby Castle. Then again, it was more likely in her hasty nighttime getaway that she’d be abducted by outlaws—or worse, raiding Scots.

      Douglass shuddered at the thought.

      Beneath her, Cheval let out an irritated snort, and Douglass released the reins that she’d been holding too tightly, as well as the grip of her thighs. She whispered to her mount that she would make sure he had an extra apple at breakfast. Unfortunately, Cheval was the only one she could confess her plight to in the group.

      Aunt Alice was the worst and not a comfort to her. Well, in this situation, at least. On a normal day, she loved her aunt, and they were close. In fact, Aunt Alice knew most of her secrets.

      But Alice had romanticized the situation they were in now. Leaving England for Scotland to marry an English knight who occupied a Scottish castle sounded so magical and enchanting to Alice. The woman was mad when it came to such things.

      But Douglass, she’d rather scratch her own eyes out and feed them to the ravens.

      The Scots were heathens, broody, moody and dirty. Thank God, she wasn’t marrying one. But to be surrounded by them day and night… Maybe she’d luck out, and the servants at the castle would be English, though she doubted it.

      Alice loved to talk about how the Scottish people believed in fairy folk, and most of all, she was looking forward to what they called Samhain on All Hallow’s Eve, where they would dress up in costumes to ward off the dead walking the earth that night. It all sounded terrifying. Douglass usually countered that kind of talk with things she heard her father say—like English knights had been the saviors of Scotland and the Scots were godless pagans who sacrificed their children at the alters. The barbarians wore women’s skirts and painted their faces. They attacked innocent women while they slept in their beds and wouldn’t hesitate to slaughter a horse and roast it over a fire pit. This was why the English occupied the castle and why she would become the mistress of such a fortress.

      Which sounded dreadful, hence the reason she wanted to run away.

      Douglass bent down to hug Cheval and stroke his mane. “I won’t let anyone eat you.”

      Alice even talked about how no one could leave their homes for three months due to the harsh winters. Her aunt loved the idea of curling up before the fire and working on her tapestries, which sounded abhorrent to Douglass, who hated anything to do with a thread and needle or not being able to leave the castle for such a long time. However, she might enjoy the games—if she were to allow herself to enjoy anything at all, given how she was certain to be miserable.

      What was she going to do if she was stuck inside for three months? That sounded like endless torture to a lady who loved the outdoors. Fresh air and sunlight—even if the air was crisp.

      Douglass chanced a glance at her aunt, who was now staring longingly toward the border. The woman had to be half-mad. Didn’t she know anything about Scotland at all? This wasn’t some…fantasy land! It was brutal, harsh and every square inch was a battlefield.

      While her father thought Alice was a good companion, Douglass would have rather been alone. An unrealistic daydreamer who was not aware of the danger presented before them was the worst type of ally. What help would she be when Douglass was unhappy, especially if she found the things Douglass hated to be wonderful?

      Not that she was unused to it. As much as she loved her aunt, and they did have fun together, even at home in England, Alice was not always helpful in certain situations. Once, she had tried to pluck away Douglass’s widow’s peak at the front and center of her hairline because, apparently, it was all the rage in France. No, thank you.

      Possibly in Scotland, she’d be lucky enough to find a lady as a companion within her new husband’s court, and Aunt Alice could return to England with her father. The thought gave her a shudder. She didn’t want to be alone in Scotland with only strangers for company. And she didn’t want to be unkind by sending her aunt away, because she was so happy to be there.

      Maybe she could convince Alice—who’d never married—to remain in her place and marry Sir John de Segrave instead of Douglass.

      Perhaps she could begin her campaign now…

      Sir John de Segrave was a stranger to her, and her father had told her very little about him, except that she would be happy—though he’d avoided eye contact when he said it because how in the world could he know whether or not she’d be happy when he’d never met the man?

      A quest for information was the perfect excuse to dig them out of her aunt.

      “Auntie,” Douglass started. “What do you know of John de Segrave?”

      Alice’s eyes lit up. She loved talking about men in Scotland, even if they were English. “Well, now, let’s see. He’s a knight and a mighty one at that. He fought in Falkirk and,” she glanced over conspiratorially, “when the discussions for your arrangement were being made, I was able to overhear quite a few of his heroics on that battlefield.”

      Douglass didn’t explain showing no mercy meant killing Scots without empathy or compassion because her aunt would likely not like to hear that.

      Aunt Alice leaned closer, nearly falling from her horse and having to right herself with a girlish giggle. “Oh, my. I am getting too excited.”

      Baron de Clifford turned in his horse to glower at them both, a sign they should resume their silence.

      Alice waited until her brother had turned around before whispering, “He’s in control of Caerlaverock now that he’s besieged it, and I heard your father say that he expects in a couple years’ time to be put in charge of Berwick castle and named Custodian of Scotland. You, my dear, are about to marry the most powerful man in the land. A de facto king, but don’t let anyone hear you say so, or it will be—” She stopped herself short to run her finger along her neck with a grimace in a graphic example of execution.

      Douglass smiled though she didn’t feel the gesture appropriate, if only to placate her aunt. “He sounds like an exceptional…specimen.”

      She couldn’t bring herself to say bridegroom because he sounded like a brutal man who fit very well with how she expected any man to survive and win in Scotland. The exact opposite of any man she would want to marry. And hardly the type of man who might make good on his vows to honor and cherish her.

      “Oh, indeed, young lady, indeed.” Alice let out a long sigh as she looked toward the border with an expression of whimsy.

      “Perhaps you could marry him.” Douglass made out as if she were joking even though she wasn’t. She gave a short laugh and then a serious stare.

      Aunt Alice’s face flushed red. “Do not ever say such a thing again,” she admonished, fanning her face as though she were about to pass out from the heat.

      No one would think twice, considering it was an unusually hot day for summer, and the thickness and layers of their clothes were uncomfortable at best. Except that Douglass kept getting chills, and she knew it wasn’t from anything other than the fear of an uncertain, and likely dangerous, unhappy future laid out before her like a feast on Michaelmas.

      Douglass flexed her trembling fingers, and Cheval’s body rippled beneath her, sensing her unease. She again loosened her hold and whispered an apology to her mount.

      The wind rippled over the craggy grounds, riffling through her hair. A relief from the heat.

      “Oh, that’s lovely,” Aunt Alice said, closing her eyes briefly to enjoy it.

      Douglass blinked into the wind, ignoring the whip of her hair being pulled from her plait as it pinged against her cheeks. Her worst nightmares were coming true. Again, she looked behind her. They’d been traveling for two days now. That wasn’t so long if she turned around and urged Cheval into a gallop. If she were lucky, maybe she’d fall off in the hurry and be lost forever.

      The earth could open up and swallow her whole.

      But then again, if she were to do that, there were many people who would be devastated— in particular, her cousin Rhiannon, who was more like a sister. If only she’d been able to come with her on this trip. Rhiannon had been raised alongside Douglass at Appleby Castle, estranged from her older brother. He had taken over their family castle after the mysterious death of their parents and had no interest whatsoever in his own sister.

      Douglass would miss Rhiannon the most of all those she would be leaving behind. But they’d promised to write to each other, so she at least had that to look forward to. Likely the only happiness she would have from this day forward. All she could hope was that one day if she were lucky, she’d see Rhiannon again. It was such a far journey, but de Segrave wouldn’t stay in Scotland forever, would he?

      She hoped not, because while Cheval was fast when he wanted to be, he was not as fast as her father’s horse. If she turned around now, his mount would be on her like an avalanche—snowballing her until she was a helpless prisoner. Then, because he wouldn’t allow her to try again, he might force her to ride with one of his retainers, and the rest of this miserable trip would be one hundred times worse. It seemed like her only hope of returning to England was if de Segrave decided to come back sometime.

      “Alice, Douglass—do either of you need a rest? We’re passing a prime place to do so, if need be,” Baron de Clifford called from ahead.

      Startled by the intrusion into her escape planning pros and cons, Douglass looked up to see her father glancing behind his shoulder at them.

      Trying to keep her face placid and not give away her thoughts, Douglas replied calmly, “No, Father.”

      “I’m fine as well,” Alice said.

      “It’ll be a while before we can stop again,” he warned.

      Alice and Douglass exchanged glances, and then both of them shook their heads. Taking a rest meant to relieve their bladders, and it was such a pain to lift the heavy skirts up and squat down and not be able to see… They’d rather hold it as long as possible.

      As soon as her father turned back around, signaling his scouts to continue forward, Alice whispered, “Are you well, child? You’re looking a bit pale.”

      Douglass affected a smile, wishing she could force blood back to her face. “I’m fine, but thank you.”

      “Are you sure, darling?” Alice reached over and squeezed her elbow in a show of affection. “I know I’m no replacement for the mother you lost at so young, but I am here if you need something.”

      Alice’s words warmed Douglass’s heart. As much as she found her annoying, Alice truly had been the only mother she’d ever known, and she was grateful every day to have had her. After all, her father had never been the soft and cuddly type. He was a man of fortitude and expected everyone else to be that way too. “Kind but stoic” was a good way to describe him.

      “Just a little nervous is all,” Douglass admitted.

      Last month had been her twenty-second birthday, and she’d been well on her way to a goal of spinsterhood. She’d been all but certain her father was in on her secret plans never to marry. Baron de Clifford seemed to have conveniently forgotten about her being of marriageable age, so busy was he doing his duty for King Edward. And then he’d come home from a campaign to find the marriage contract that she was to marry Sir John Segrave approved by the king himself.

      Her goals had been inexplicably dashed.

      Oh, how she wished she’d been able to intercept the missive. Burned it forever. Or maybe she might have even written the king back, claiming that Douglass de Clifford had passed away or was ill with something dreadful like leprosy. Anything to get out of the marriage. But alas, like the dutiful daughter she was, all missives had been waiting for her father on his desk in his study.

      Douglass was certain the only other time she’d cried so hard had been when her mother died birthing her little sister, who also passed hours later. If not for Alice, for Rhiannon, she might have flung herself off the ramparts—but the two of them had seen her rush up there and caught the back of her dress as she prepared to fling herself.

      It had been an irrational decision, one made in a moment of absolute devastation and hopelessness. One she’d promised herself not to repeat—and had regretted the moment she felt herself starting to fall.

      So here she was, riding north, about to become a broodmare for an English king who wanted English subjects populating the wilds of his conquered lands. She’d wanted to avoid marriage in the first place because she didn’t want to have children. She didn’t want to suffer as her mother had by dying in childbirth.

      “Of…marriage? The act?” Alice whispered this last part behind her hand to hide it from the rest of their party.

      Douglass stared at her aunt a moment, trying to remember what she’d said to precipitate her aunt’s response, and then recalled confessing that her nerves were getting the better of her. And it would seem that recalling such only made them worse. Douglass’s stomach lurched.

      The act that Alice spoke of was not something she’d contemplated yet, and now she felt faint. They’d had that discussion after her father announced the betrothal, and it had been awkward, to say the least, not to mention it sounded awful—and led to the very thing Douglass wanted to avoid, pregnancy. Alice had been scarlet by the end, being she’d never indulged in the act herself, and Douglass had begged her to stop talking about it. She’d produce the necessary heir and the spare—if she survived that long—and be done with it forever.

      Quick to recover herself, Douglass said, “I shall manage my…duties like every other wife, but I do fear what happened to my mother.”

      Alice nodded solemnly and gave a little shrug as she spoke. “It is our lot in life and a risk every woman must endure.”

      Her words were not comforting in the least, but there was a sadness about them that took Douglass away from her own worries. “Our lot” was not something Alice had ever been able to have. For nearly nineteen years, Alice had been in charge of raising Douglass as her father chose never to remarry. Alice had been fourteen at the time. “There’s still time for you. We’ve had several women in the village birth babies until they were in their forties,” Douglass offered.

      Alice laughed and shook her head. “Oh no, that time has passed for me.” But she glanced at her hands on her reins, the flash of longing not going unmissed by Douglass.

      “Well, perhaps on this journey, you’ll be whisked away by a handsome hero of your own,” Douglass said, smiling encouragingly at Alice. “I’ll be married and in running my own household, birthing babes and putting together menus. You won’t be in charge of my care anymore. You can finally care for yourself.”

      “I’m afraid it’s not that easy.” Alice glanced toward Baron de Clifford. “I’d want your father’s blessing.”

      Being old enough to consent, Alice could marry whoever she wanted, but it was endearing to see she’d want her brother’s approval.

      “I’ll put in a good word for you,” Douglass said.

      Alice smiled indulgently. “You’ve always been a sweetheart, just like your mother.”

      “And just like you.”

      Alice nodded, studying her face as if trying to form the perfect response. “Well, try not to be nervous. I’m sure Sir John is a wonderful man, else your father would not have agreed.”

      “Of course,” Douglass said, even though she didn’t believe it, and it didn’t matter if her father agreed or not—the king had ordered it. The decision was out of both their hands.

      “Besides, you may know some of the other women in Scotland. Plenty of ladies from court are marrying there. I’m sure there will be feasts at Caerlaverock Castle, and you’ll make some friends.”

      Douglass doubted it. She wasn’t friends with most of the ladies from court because they were all snobs, not to mention she hated the idea of the English trying to outbreed the Scots. The king’s campaign had taken her father away for most of her life. It didn’t make sense to keep fighting. Why couldn’t the English stay in England and the Scottish stay in Scotland?

      She wasn’t sure that Alice would understand if she said all that given her proclivities for romanticizing Scotland and finding it so wonderful that Douglass was going there, and her by default.

      Trying to fight her fate directed by the king, or explaining how she felt, would deplete what remained of her strength; she would need all of it to keep from crying and running away from her wedding. So instead, Douglass said, “Yes, of course, Aunt Alice.”

      Alice reached over and patted her hand. “All will be well, dear.”

      Douglass nodded, though she didn’t agree, and she didn’t trust herself to speak anyway, the wobble in her throat sure to come out. But she was fairly certain that all would not be well at all.
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      Laird Noah Sinclair breathed in the dawn air deeply and stared at the slowly lightening Scottish sky. The air held the slightest hint of rain, though from the look of things, it didn’t appear as though they’d be headed into a storm. He tightened the girth on his horse’s saddle, preparing for the long journey ahead.

      Fully armed, Noah mounted his warhorse, keen to return to the northern Highlands and his castle. With his claymore strapped to his back and not one or two but three sghian dubhs up his sleeves, a dirk and axe strapped to the belt of his sporran, another small knife in each boot and a targe on his forearm to shield against any enemies, he was prepared for anything or anyone they might meet along the way.

      “Do ye think Alistair will come to Castle Buanaiche for my wedding? I canna believe he said he wouldna,” asked his sister Matilda.

      Noah was the eldest of triplet sons and two lasses, born to their late parents. He glanced at his second younger sister Matilda as they readied to leave Dunbais, their brother Alistair’s castle south of Stirling. She ran her fingers through her horse’s mane and looked at him thoughtfully.

      Upon their father’s death, three holdings had been split between his sons with Noah gaining the lands in Caithness, Ian the lands in Orkney and Alistair down here in the lowlands. Noah being the firstborn, mere moments before his brothers, had also been tasked with looking after his sisters Matilda and Iliana.

      Iliana was safely back at Castle Buanaiche in the northern Highlands. But Matilda had journeyed with Noah to visit their brother since he was close to Bothwell Castle, which happened to be the holding of Matilda’s betrothed, Laird Murray, a respectable man whom all three Sinclair brothers had fought alongside since the bloody war against the English started.

      “He will,” Noah said.

      “Good.” Matilda perched atop her horse, looking pleased, considering Alistair had teased her for an hour that he would not be going to her wedding because he couldn’t stand any sort of merriment, especially where marriage was concerned. Thus far, all three brothers had been able to remain bachelors, which suited them all quite well.

      Alistair’s refusal was a jest, and they all knew it. They were a close-knit family, always looking for an excuse to spend time together, and a wedding was the perfect occasion to do so. Besides, no one would want to miss the chance to rib Laird Murray about being shackled to a bride—their sister, no less, who was liable to give the man a run for his coin.

      Noah grinned though he kept it mostly to himself. Matilda was headstrong and intelligent and could outwit any one of them. The man was fully in for it and didn’t even know it. She had a knack for looking sweet and innocent, but truly on the inside, she was a hellion. Iliana might be the one who played deftly with swords, but for Matilda, wit was her weapon.

      With a whimsical sigh, Matilda smiled tauntingly at Noah. “One day soon, we’ll all be watching ye wed, brother. Ye wait and see.”

      Noah snorted, thinking that, aye, her wit was sharp. “No’ anytime soon.”

      “All it takes is the right lass.” Matilda wiggled her brows as if promising she’d make it her mission to find him such a lass.

      Noah rolled his eyes. “Ye may try, but I promise ye, there aren’t any right lasses in all of Scotland.”

      Matilda laughed and she slapped his arm. “Dinna let any of them hear ye say it, or they’ll be lining up to prove ye wrong, and then it willna be me ye have to worry about.”

      Noah jerked around in mock horror, searching behind them, then let out an exaggerated breath of relief. “Thank the heavens, we’re safe for now from the horde.”

      As much as he joked, he was also serious. Noah didn’t have time for a wife, or the romanticized notions his sisters had of love. Marriage was a contract. A transaction. A way for him to get an heir. Though his father had tried to broker a betrothal between Noah and their neighboring clan, it was never finalized, and he planned to keep it that way. As he saw it, he needed to take care of his family first. His own line of succession could come later. Or, hell, there were plenty of them—he could always pass his line on to one of his siblings or, God willing, one of their heirs.

      If he were being honest, love was not a sentiment he believed in between a man and a woman. Aye, he loved his siblings—fiercely even. He loved his horse, Storm, and he loved his clan. But a woman?

      That only made him laugh. Loving a woman was dangerous, especially for men in their position. Landholders, leaders, warriors fighting for the freedom of their country. To let his wits be dampened by sentiment would only bring unimaginable tragedy to anyone around them. He had to remain sharp. Now, that didn’t mean he didn’t find plenty of female company to sate his—and their—needs. That was different. Purely physical. The only mental game involved there was the flirtation that preceded the disrobing.

      How Murray could settle down was a puzzle Noah feared he’d never solve—yet he was glad because it meant Matilda would be safe and taken care of. Murray was one hell of a man, and Noah had a lot of respect for him.

      Noah’s duty to their late father and mother was complete with Matilda, which made him proud. His sister would be married well and happy. Even now, as he glanced at her, he could see she’d fallen into one of her daydreams.

      Next up would be his youngest sibling, Iliana. But at only seventeen summers, she still had a ways to go before he would consider any of the admirers who continually stared at her until they saw him glowering and jerked their gazes away. Though she argued, Noah was firm in his belief she needed to be at least eighteen, if not twenty-eight. The latter of which was preferable. Matilda was twenty, and he’d been able to hold her off for two years even as she chipped away at him.

      It had all been over when they’d gone to a tournament near Alistair’s holding. The moment Matilda laid eyes on Murray, and he her, Noah and the rest of those in attendance could feel the shift in the air. The oddest damn thing he’d ever witnessed. The crowds had parted as the two of them sought each other out. Murray asked Matilda for her favor, and she gave it. Then he’d won his match, and the only time Noah had been able to separate them was at night when he dragged his sister back to his tent before she could be absconded with and her reputation ruined.

      Little did he know they’d already planned to ask him for permission to wed. Which he’d been glad to give, though he asked her to wait a bit to be sure. Such infatuations seemed likely to fizzle, and he’d sworn he’d take care of his siblings, which meant making sure they were all pleased too.

      Noah nudged Storm forward in the covering of trees and off the main road. They had a long journey ahead of them, nearly two weeks to get from Dunbais Castle to Buanaiche, which sat nearly at the tip-top of Scotland. If his sister and her lady’s maid weren’t with him, they might have been able to make a faster go of it, but two females in tow always slowed a caravan down. Besides, he didn’t want to injure their horses either. Being that it was summer, it was the best time to travel, and they could take their time.

      But alas, it was a volatile time, and they needed to be cautious. For four years now, they’d been fighting against the English, and since the death of Scotland’s young queen, Margaret of Norway, the English king had been determined to put the Scottish crown on his head. Margaret had died a decade ago after landing in the Orkney Isles, devastating his own family who held the seat there. Afterward, there’d been more than a dozen rivals for the succession, but the two men anyone truly stood with were Robert the Bruce and John Balliol.

      Balliol was a vile bastard who, by some miracle, managed to claim enough backers to be named king, where he promptly paid fealty to the King of England. From that moment on, Longshanks—the evil King of England—had considered Scotland part of his realm. Ridiculous.

      The Sinclairs had supported Robert the Bruce and his quest for an independent country. No way were they going to bow to the English. Balliol had tried like hell to regain control of the Scots, but he’d failed, and when the English invaded in 1296, he’d abdicated like the coward he was.

      Anyone with an ounce of honorable Scots blood considered Robert the Bruce their true and future king.

      But the war was hardly over, which meant even traveling in a country that should have been his own was dangerous for Noah and his family.

      A dozen of his retainers accompanied them, making them a large party of fifteen and hard to miss on the open road. The English soldiers loved to harass the Scots if they ran into them. Tried to exert their authority, and if there was even a smidge of resistance, then a battle was likely to ensue.

      Concealed behind the trees, they had a better chance of staying hidden from the English who traveled the roads. These were dangerous times. They’d done nothing wrong except try to keep their lands and protect their people, which was the honorable thing to do, and yet the English treated them like criminals that should be sentenced to death.

      They’d not been traveling long when Noah sensed a change in the air. Even Storm’s ears were pricked, moving back and forth, his hooves crunching in ominous echoes on the forest floor.

      Noah held up his hand for their party to still, listening to the sounds of the forest around them. The whistle of the wind in the trees. The rustling of the needles on the pines. The buzz of insects. The birds. All of it would shift at the approach of man or beast.

      At this very moment, it was hard to say which it was. Man or Beast. The damned English were everywhere. They seemed to bury themselves in the ground and rise from the dead at the scent of the Scots as they approached. He wouldn’t be surprised if that were the case.

      On the way to Dunbais, they’d traveled mostly at night, their path lit by the moon. Being so familiar with the land, it wasn’t hard to do. The path between their holdings was something he was fairly certain he could accomplish with his eyes closed.

      Besides, night travel was the best way to avoid the English as they often only patrolled in small parties during gloaming. Of course, if they had run into a larger band of them, Noah wasn’t afraid they wouldn’t be able to defeat the bastards. Quite the opposite. He could easily take on half a dozen himself.

      But he had his sister’s safety and that of her ladies’ maid to consider. He had to protect them at all costs. Mayhap they should have waited to leave Alistair’s until later in the day, the night even, but Noah had been ready to get out on the road to begin the long journey north, and traveling at night had its own set of dangers. Matilda and her maid both looked frightened as they all listened to the faintest hint of metal clinking in the wind.

      And now, he realized his mistake.
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      A flock of birds burst into the sky less than a hundred yards away, and the wind blew ominously through the trees, rustling the leaves. There was only one reason the birds would have taken off like that, and it was because there was a predator in their midst.

      Who the predator was, Noah was determined to find out.

      His men had formed a triangle around his sister and her maid, with Noah at the point. On Noah’s signal, they each drew their claymores, ready for whatever came their way. An ambush of English soldiers, an attack by outlaws or a pack of wolves—the latter of which was highly doubtful, and the former two he’d make them wish they’d never even tried.

      Noah examined the open spaces not blocked by the trees, peering through the breaks in foliage leading toward the road. He listened, seeking any signs of danger and the enemy that was there, lying in wait. Each discrepancy in the forest patterns was easily explained, the enemy keeping hidden.

      The silence was perhaps the eeriest part, as if the enemy had stilled, somehow making themselves invisible. The bastards were biding their time until Noah and his party made the first move. Even the sounds of clinking metal had stopped. Their horses, trained for battle, made no sound.

      Then he heard it as if the clouds had held onto the sounds for safekeeping and dumped them on their heads. Shouts of anger, terror. Screams. The sounds of battle—or rather a vicious attack some distance away. Perhaps the noises they’d heard before were an army retreating through the forest, and the silence was the moment before they attacked their victims.

      “Someone’s being attacked,” Noah said, glancing at his men, who nodded in confirmation.

      “There was a nearby village that we passed on the way to Dunbais a couple of weeks ago,” Conal, the warrior seated to Noah’s right, said.

      “Ye think the English would attack the village?” Matilda’s voice wobbled as she asked. Though she still held her reins with one hand, she and her maid clutched their free hands together between them. Matilda was brave, but out here in the open with the soldiers threatening to eradicate their entire country, fear was inevitable.

      “Why wouldna they?” her maid said. “They do it every day, the vile land-grabbing heathens.”

      Noah frowned and nodded, wishing again that he’d decided to leave at night if only to keep his sister safe. “I agree. The bastards lust for blood.” Noah pointed straight through the woods. “Mayhap a half mile or less, I should think.”

      “Aye,” Conal agreed, his dark brows narrowing. “Over the rise in the road ahead.”

      “We need to help them,” Noah said. Though he had a duty to protect his sister, he also had a duty to protect the people of Scotland. Not just his lands or that of his brothers but everyone with Scottish blood coursing through their veins. It was an oath he’d given to Robert the Bruce when he’d agreed to join his army to fight for a free Scotland, and it wasn’t an oath he planned to forgo, especially not now since they were on Sinclair lands. “I dinna remember seeing much of a retaining wall when we passed. They were an easy target.”

      “Aye,” Gerard, another of his retainers, answered. “Nothing more than some pointed lances in the ground.”

      Noah glanced behind him at his sister and her maid. “Kenny, take Lady Matilda and her maid back to Dunbais and make haste. Tell my brother of the attack. We’re still on his lands, and he’ll want to know his crofters are in danger.”

      “Aye, my laird,” Kenny agreed.

      “Noah, wait,” Matilda started to argue, shaking off Kenny’s hands from her reins when he attempted to assist her in turning her mount. Why he would do such a thing with headstrong Matilda was anyone’s guess. Perhaps the man was trying to show her he cared. Still, Noah branded him with a look that had the man backing down.
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