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When thunder crashes

And lightning illuminates

Magic comes to pass.

Thistles sway, dancing

Purple petals and green stems

So very lovely.

Rain falls in crystal torrents

Sparkling drops on fingertips

Liquid Sustenance.

Black clouds shield the sun

Blankets the world in darkness

Takes away our sight.

The castle climbs high

Battlements touching the sky

Striking fear below.

Warriors come now

Their weapons shined and sharpened

Prepared for vengeance.

We will survive this

Surge of ruthless cruelty

For we are strong, wise.

Loneliness touches

Us all and can break hearts

Leaving us wretched. 

Massaging the soul

Flexing your capacity

To accept love’s hold.

Flames burst destroying

Everything in its path

Leaving all tainted.

The evils of men

Devastate the innocent

Leaving destruction.

Do not surrender

To one who strips you, attempts

To watch you bleed dry.

Fear paralyzes

Only those who allow it

Be strong, be steady.

Afraid of being 

Broken leaves one hopeless and

The future stark, bleak. 

When hope does soar high

So too does joy and pleasure

Fostering courage.

Brave and courageous

Forge ahead leaving the past

And tumbling forward.

Beneath moon magic

Lovers gentle strokes bring bliss

And sweet surrender.

A precious ending

A love that shan’t be broken

By the bonds of time.
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Chapter One
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Inverness, Scotland

1543

“WHAT will ye be having today, master of the sword?” Hildie slipped her hand beneath Ewan’s plaid and wrapped her fingers around his waiting cock.

Sir Ewan Fraser—second-in-command to Laird Logan Grant of Castle Gealach—grinned at the willing wench. Aye, the room was not exactly fresh, nor the sheets he lay on, but what more could he expect from a local tavern? He wasn’t here for honorable reasons by any stretch of the imagination.

“I’ll be having the usual, love—ye and three of your bonny lasses.” He wiggled his brows at the tittering females who stood expectantly behind Hildie.

She stuck out her bottom lip in a pout. “For once I didna want to share ye,” she muttered, but it was too late, as Ewan had already beckoned the three of them forward.

“Since when do ye not like to share?” he teased, plucking her on the chin. His laird had given him express orders that he visit and enjoy himself at Hildie’s establishment on his way back from his duties.

Logan—his laird and closest friend—had sent him out on a scouting mission. Ewan and the dozen Grant warriors traveling with him had not spotted any of the MacDonalds who’d attacked Castle Gealach once more, tormenting the villagers just outside the walls and setting flames to the newly planted fields before running off like cowards.

If the bastards thought they could starve them out or frighten them into handing over their lands, they were even more foolish than Ewan and Logan had thought. They’d been battling the blasted MacDonalds for years now, and it would seem all was for naught, since the animals would never win. Laird MacDonald had tried hard to expose Laird Grant’s secrets, and the secrets of the castle, to usurp the Scottish king, even. God rest his soul. MacDonald and his clan had ballocks of iron, and one of these days, Ewan and Logan would see those bastards burn.

Ewan was always ready to put his sword to any MacDonald who crossed paths with him. His life had nearly been taken by one of the enemy clan members several months back. A brutal, savage attack it had been when he attempted to protect his laird. He was well enough now to exact his revenge on every damn one of them.

“Why do ye frown so, warrior? Have we not made ye smile?”

Ewan grunted and grinned at the saucy wench.

Hildie climbed up onto the bed and knelt between his thighs, taking his cock into her luscious mouth—causing all thoughts of the MacDonalds to quickly disappear.

A delectable blonde pressed her naked breasts to his face, and another ran her hands over his chest—while yet another knelt beside Hildie to stroke her tongue over his sac. Ewan groaned, licking and suckling at the nipples dangling in his face, while stroking a round arse with each hand. What a life he’d created for himself. As Captain of the Guard, he had more wenches vying for his attention than he could handle. Especially now that his once lascivious laird had married. That left more for Ewan.  And he was more than happy to take Logan’s place.

And Hildie’s tongue... Blast, but it felt so good.

“Och, lassies...” he said through gritted teeth. “Ye know how to make a man smile.”

Hildie stopped abruptly, motioning for her companion to straddle Ewan, then helped to guide his cock inside. He could hardly suppress a groan as the newest wench slowly slid down the length of his arousal. They were killing him with such sweet, succulent torture.

“I suppose I can share,” Hildie murmured, winking at him. God’s teeth.

The wench was a tease, for certain, but he could barely think with the other one bouncing on top of him. What would he do without these bawdy lassies?

“One of ye straddle my face,” he commanded, gripping the randy lass’s hips to slow her movements.

Hildie and her two friends giggled, shoving at each other until one of them tickled the other two enough that she won.

“Not every man likes this,” she said with an excited grin.

Ewan chuckled. “I love it more than most.” He gripped her thighs and guided her until she had a knee on either side of his head, her cunt ready for his tongue. While he fucked one and licked the other, the remaining two lay on the bed beside him and entertained themselves. Och, but this was the life. He knew Logan was happy with his beautiful wife, but did he really know what he was missing? Not that Ewan had any intention of reminding him. He’d be more than happy to service the ladies at Hildie’s for years to come.

A crash sounded from below stairs. Two of his lovers cried out in surprise. The lass riding him, didn’t seem to notice, she tightened over him, riding him faster and harder. Her sex clenched and spasmed. A moan escaped her lips as stomping sounded on the stairs. His fun was about to be over, no use holding back.

Ewan gripped the thighs of the woman over his mouth and licked her into a climax. A feral growl wrenched from his throat as his own release rippled through him—but the sounds from his mouth were drowned out by the shouts from the corridor just outside the room.

The door opened, but Ewan couldn’t see who it was around the wench’s thighs.

“Sir, the MacDonalds have been spotted.”

“Hell,” he growled. Playtime was most definitely over.

Ewan gently tossed his playmates aside. He climbed from the bed to wash his face in the basin then donned his weapons, before tossing a few coins onto the mattress. “I’ll return, dinna fash. In the meantime, amuse yourselves.”

If there was one thing he loved more than fucking women—it was adventure and battle. The rush that fueled his blood when danger was in sight was addictive. Ewan wasn’t afraid of dying. In fact, he courted death at every turn. So far, the dark one had shunned him.

He grinned as he jogged down the tavern stairs, the sound of feminine laughs and moans following him. With a mischievous grin and a slight pang that he couldn’t join in the festivities he walked out into the sun. Bounding onto his horse, he could already feel his blood burning with the need to swing his sword.

“Onward,” he bellowed. “The devil waits for no man!” 

Ewan rode swiftly from the tavern, his warriors in his wake.
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A shrill whistle pierced the air followed by a bellow that had Shona ducking in fear. All of the herbs she’d gathered in her basket tumbled to the forest floor in a cascade of green and brown.

What in bloody hell was that?

A warning of some type? Tucked back in the woods a safe distance from the village, the only people who could be making such a racket would not be of the innocent type. She glanced around, though the sun was out and bright, with the trees full and green with spring vibrancy, it was hard to see anything. Birds flew out of their perches overhead, disturbed by the sudden interruption of the peaceful wood.

“Idiots,” she murmured in regards to whoever was scaring away the wildlife. “How dare they disturb my forest friends?”

Sadly, they were the only friends she had—the birds, squirrels, rabbits, deer and other woodland creatures.

She set down her basket and gathered up her herbs, keeping her eyes wide for any movement—even if it were just a little mouse. The ground rumbled around her and another warning call split the tranquility of the forest.

Devil’s toes, but she’d best hide. Though she wasn’t completely visible as she foraged in the wood, she was not completely hidden, either. The trees and brambles were thick, but her red hair stuck out like a flag to any who would wish her harm. Though she could probably fight off a single, weak attacker, she’d not be able to get past more than that—and on foot. She had no horse, but even if she did, it had been such a lovely day, she’d been looking forward to a nice walk. The Highlands had gotten nothing but rain the past week. Who knew when the summer storms would pick up again?

Thank the saints she’d not decided to search out daisies in the clearing beyond where she crouched now; else whomever was tromping through her forest would have had a clear view of her.

Shona pulled her arisaid over her head to cover her hair, and listened for the sounds of running feet. Panic tried to worm its way inside her, but she held it at bay. There were more important things to concentrate on, such as whether or not she could hear the approach of those in the woods. The earth vibrated beneath her. Standing, she cocked her head to listen. The sounds of men’s shouts carried on the wind from somewhere to her right. Not too loud, which meant they weren’t as close as she originally thought. To her dismay, there was most assuredly more than one—more like a dozen at least. Not good odds for her.

Closing her eyes she prayed the noise would go away, that perhaps they would take their displeasure elsewhere, but the sounds did not dissipate and they did not fade. If anything, they seemed to grow closer. The birds continued to fly from their perches in the trees, and, overhead, a crow squawked its irritation.

Animals scurried in fear; the noises they made as they trampled over the forest floor only muffled the noise of the intruders. Shona couldn’t decipher which was friend and which was foe.

It didn’t matter. At this rate, they’d be on top of her before she had a chance to escape them if she didn’t get moving. The road through the forest was a brisk three-minute walk from where she stood, and no trouble had come to it in months. This far into the forest, she rarely encountered anyone. ’Twas the reason her Rory had chosen it.

Though, she supposed after what had happened to Rory, she should have been more wary.

Shona turned to count the number of arrows in her quiver—six. She was a good shot. Rory had seen to it. But six wasn’t nearly enough arrows to take out the number of warriors she was certain she heard.

Lord how she missed Rory. He’d sheltered her for years. And then one day—he’d simply disappeared. She feared him dead, for it had been at least two years now since he’d left to purchase a mule and not returned.

The sounds of the disgruntled men grew closer still, and her hands started to shake. She held tight to her basket, not wanting to drop it and give them any reason to come searching for her. Living alone in her isolated cottage, trouble was the last thing she needed.

“Nettles,” she grumbled her preference mild expletive.

She tucked her basket into the crook of her elbow, and gathered up her skirts in her hands so the hem didn’t tangle with her feet. 

If her errand had to be cut short, at least she wouldn’t go home empty-handed. She needed these herbs for the latest tincture she was working on. Despite her home being isolated, there were a few who knew of her existence—namely the healers from the surrounding villages. They often came to her for her powders, tinctures and ointments. Shona had a gift that no one seemed able to duplicate.

She stilled her walking to listen to the sounds of the forest. At least for now, the intruders were still a safe distance away. Well, not exactly safe. She slipped into a narrow passage of rocks that lead down a hill, using the natural cover to check for any scouts hiding up or behind any of the trees. She saw nothing, but the shouting seemed to grow louder with every passing second.

She sent up a prayer that she crossed no one. Though deep in the wood she rarely came across anyone, Castle Gealach, and Scotland itself, often had unfriendly visitors. Most of them raiders or rival clans trying to pillage and destroy. Shona wanted no part of that.

Not too far from the road now. She slipped from the rocks and continued. She stepped over fallen branches making sure to land softly on patches of moss and grass that would make little or no sound. 

The scents of the forest and the herbs in her basket normally calmed her, and on most days, she enjoyed being alone. She liked working with plants. She liked knowing that she could help someone, even if they never met. But she did miss Rory. His company had been sweet, he’d taught her many things, and he’d been her protector since she first arrived in the area. There were some days when the cottage and surrounding wood seemed too quiet.

Now he was gone. Whether he’d left her, befallen some awful accident, or met a foe upon the road, she had no idea—a fact that pained her immeasurably. She’d searched the forest for days, weeks, months on end with no sign. ’Twas as if he’d disappeared into thin air.

She knew little of his past and nothing of any family he might have had, and so she could not contact them to find out if he were there, or to inform them she believed something had happened. Rory had not wished to speak of his family. Which served her fine. She did not remember her own.

Shona stepped lightly through the forest, pausing beside trees every few feet to check for sounds. Angry shouts and horses whinnying sent a shiver over her spine. They were close—or possibly she’d been walking right toward them, so deep in thought had she been.

Silencing a frustrated groan that itched to leave her throat, she studied her surroundings, spying the road up ahead. Her entire body trembled. She was extremely anxious to get home. To get away from whoever was marching through the forest.

She had to get home. Had to.

Not that there would be anyone to answer to. With Rory gone and no family to turn to, she’d been forced to remain alone these past two years. She’d made a good go of it so far. And having the freedom of answering only to herself was kind of nice. Though loneliness often crept in, she was good at pushing it away. Mayhap she could have begged the help of Laird Grant and his lady wife at Castle Gealach, but... Shona wasn’t one to beg. She didn’t want to serve anyone within the castle, nor be beholden to a master.

She’d have to fend for herself. Most of the time. Rory had taught her a lot since they’d met. He was an outcast warrior from a neighboring clan, waiting out the days until he could approach Laird Grant about joining his clan army. But that day had never come.

Shona shivered and shook her head. Nay, she could not go to the castle. Ever.

A bellow, so close it could have been beside her, startled Shona. She dropped to the ground in a crouch, her heart pounding out of her chest, a whimper on her lips. 

More roars ensued, followed by metal clanging and the thunder of a many hooves.

God’s teeth, they sounded as though they were practically on top of her. She waited for the sharp pain of the horse’s hooves crashing over her head.
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Chapter Two
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WHERE in bloody hell were they?

Ewan gripped the reins of his horse, Bhaltair, and turned him in a circle. A dozen warriors rode with him through the wood, trying to ferret out the MacDonalds. Traitorous bastards. He’d counted at least nine of them getting away.

Though he’d seen four McDonalds on horseback, the rest were on foot, and they couldn’t have outrun Ewan. They were hiding. Laying low.

Well, not for long.

“Come on out and face us like men, ye limp-cocks!” Ewan shouted, raising his sword in the air, gaining a few laughs from his men.

The MacDonalds had been pulling these raids for a week now, and while Ewan and his men had picked off the few who’d straggled behind, the rest of them had taken flight.

A fact that only enflamed his anger. For the MacDonalds to have been able to storm onto the lands so efficiently—they had to be hiding somewhere in the woods. But he and his men had scoured the area and found nothing—both over the past few days and just now when the bastards had been spotted.

Ewan hated to admit that the MacDonalds might have the upper hand. Nay, he refused to believe it. For as long as they’d been trying, the bloody jackanapes had not been able to win more than a mere skirmish. The Grants had outfought them in all other regards. They’d not been able to succeed in capturing Castle Gealach, nor any part of the lands each and every time they’d tried. But they had succeeded in terrorizing the people and getting away. The few they’d been able to capture were close-mouthed about their comrades—and currently knocked out cold and tied to a tree with three guards standing watch.

“Will ye make us wait all day for a fight, ye cowards?” Ewan cried out once more.

There was no answering call, but to his right he thought he heard something scurrying around. Ewan swung Bhaltair to the right and pointed his sword into the trees.

“I can hear ye. Ye’ll not be able to hide from me for long. Your arse is mine!”

Ewan nodded to his warriors and spun his sword in the air, pointing for half of them to go one way and the other half to go another. They’d close in on their enemies soon.

“Captain, should ye be going alone?” his lieutenant, Lachlan, questioned.

Ewan frowned at the man. By his count there was less than a dozen MacDonalds left from the raid. He could easily take on four at a time. “I’m not alone. The lot of ye lads will be within yards of me.”

Lachlan nodded. “Aye, Captain, but they’ve got the Butcher with them.”

The Butcher.

Ewan had heard of the devil. A man so brutal, so cruel, that his own mother had tossed him from a cliff after he was born. Legend stated that he’d taken his tiny bairn fists, climbed back to the top of the ledge and pushed his mother off. In the past week, the man had left his signature on several of the Grant crofters—men, women and children. His name alone made Ewan hot with rage.

“The Butcher will pay for what he’s done to our people.” Ewan flicked his gaze at the men.

They looked as angry as he felt. “Lachlan, ye lead the men around to the right. Gregor, ye take the men around to the left. Flynn, ye’re with me.”

“Aye, sir,” the men murmured, then followed their leaders in formation off of the road and into the trees.

Ewan nodded to Flynn, and the two of them urged their mounts straight ahead into the woods. Their horses were trained to walk silently, so the warriors could listen for sounds that were out of place. One of the clumsy MacDonald fools was bound to let their whereabouts be known.

Out of nowhere, an arrow sailed through the air. The spinning tip swooshed past Ewan’s face and landed with a sickening thunk in Flynn’s shoulder. The force of the blow knocked Flynn from his horse. 

Ballocks! The enemy warriors must be in the trees!

Ewan bellowed a war cry, sword drawn. He turned his mount in a circle, prepared to fend off more arrows with his targe. When no one came into view, when no more arrows soared, he dismounted and dragged the bleeding, cursing Flynn to a tree.

“Can ye stand on your own?” Ewan asked.

Flynn nodded. Bracing himself against the tree and using his legs for power, he slid upward, keeping his back against the bark for balance. His face was pale, eyes filled with pain and rage.

“This is going to hurt.” Ewan grabbed the shaft of the arrow at his shoulder, not necessarily a deadly wound, but one that bled and hurt like the devil. “Hold tight to the base.”

Ewan placed Flynn’s fist at the base of the arrow shaft, then gripped the center with his own two hands. He snapped the arrow in half. Flynn growled, his skin growing white as a sheet. They had to leave the arrow where it was until a healer could cauterize the wound or sew him up, but at least having the end of it snapped off would make maneuvering easier.

“Dinna pass out.” Ewan retrieved Flynn’s sword and set it in the warrior’s hand.

“Stay strong, lad. They’ll be back.”

Ewan stood in front of Flynn and shouted at the trees. “Show yourselves!”

The leaves in the trees rustled, but there was no wind. A moment later, two warriors dropped to the ground, their faces split into evil sneers.
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THEY were fighting! Right near her.

Suppressing a shriek, Shona clamped her mouth shut and scurried on her knees toward the wild berry shrubs. Parting the thick branches, she dove through, yanking on her skirts that got caught on a few thorns. Panic tore through her. She shoved her basket, her bow and quiver full of arrows deep into the brush. Then she yanked her dagger from her belt to cut at the branches that held her captive.

She managed to free the fabric in the nick of time, for not a breath later, several of the fighting men broke through the trees and into view. Shona scrunched herself up into the smallest little ball she could, praying none of them stared at the brambles too closely, else they catch sight of her.

Eyes wide, she couldn’t still the beating of her heart. She breathed in shallow, quick gasps.

From what she could see, it looked like two men chased another from somewhere near the road toward where she sat. Thank goodness they’d been loud enough to warn her from going that far, else she’d probably be right in the thick of their fighting, if not dead already.

The men tossed crude words at each other.

Shona wanted to squeeze her eyes closed, to cover her ears, but she forced herself to watch and listen. They did not wear the same tartan colors. Rival clans. She could tell that the largest of the three men was from Clan Grant of Castle Gealach. The others looked to be wearing the MacDonald tartan—she’d seen it enough over the years to recognize it as they’d slinked past wherever she was foraging. She also knew that all these men were extremely dangerous. Besides that, Rory had warned her to stay away from the laird’s guards. They were dangerous. They would hurt her, take advantage of her. Use her savagely. They would set flames to her house.

They’d call her a witch and condemn her to death by hanging—or worse, they’d drown or burn her. Maybe all three.

She could almost feel the water filling her lungs, the rope tight about her throat, the flames licking up over her feet to her calves, singeing her skin before reaching her knees and thighs. The fabric of her gown would melt away to ash, and her skin with it. Death would not be swift, but a painful descent into darkness.

As she watched them circle each other it was hard not to notice how fine the largest of the lads looked—the one from Clan Grant. He lunged at his opponents, a blur of a beautiful man with golden hair and bronzed skin.

The MacDonald warriors were fearsome and rough. Grit covered their skin and hair. Misshapen facial structures showed what a cruel and hard life they embraced. The vicious snarls coming from them had her stomach turning in knots. She bit down hard on her lip to keep from whimpering, and when she tasted blood brought her knuckles to her lips to bite down upon instead.

The handsome warrior fought hard, pushing his enemies back. But the MacDonald warriors weren’t about to be shoved to the ground. One slipped a sgian dubh from his sock and swiped haphazardly at the Grant warrior, while the other snuck up from behind.

The larger, golden man jumped back out of the way, but the blade caught on his shirt, ripping a gaping hole, and when he leapt backward, the other took a swipe. The golden one dropped and rolled in an elegant move. She cringed, expecting to see blood on his back. Her stomach dropped to her toes. When no blood came, she let herself breathe out a tiny sigh. The MacDonald idiot must have missed his target.

Though the MacDonald warriors fought viciously, they were no match for the golden god. They lacked a finesse that the warrior held. When one of them finally realized this, he beckoned to his companion, turned his back and ran, shouting for more of his comrades. The other MacDonald hesitated.

Were there more of them? Shona sank further into the bushes, one of the thorns painfully scratching her cheek. 

“Cowards,” the Grant warrior growled as the second man decided to make a run for it. With a roll of his eyes, the golden one hurled his dagger, catching the other man in the back. He fell to the ground, groaning.

Shona cringed. The dagger protruded from the man’s shoulder, blood staining the fabric of his shirt. Either the Grant warrior had no aim, or he’d purposefully targeted the man in a place that would not kill him.

The golden warrior sheathed his claymore and charged toward the writhing man with anger burning in his eyes and a snarl on his lips. Handsome, powerful, fierce. A chill rushed over her. Who was he? When would he leave so she could get back to her cottage before they found her?

And, god’s blood, but if he did find her, what would he do? Bile rose in her throat, spurred by fear.

The Grant warrior stuck his boot under the man’s belly and flipped him over. He bent low, anger coming off him in waves as he stared down his enemy. “Who sent ye?” he demanded.

But the howling man didn’t respond, only rolled back onto his belly, and reached frantically behind him to get the blade. His fingers slipped in his own blood.

The golden warrior, with a huff of annoyance, yanked the blade out, followed by the weaker man’s wail of pain. The larger warrior rolled the injured one over, and again said, “Who sent ye?”

The injured man had the nerve to spit in the warrior’s face. Shona recoiled. Though the golden warrior had stabbed him—he’d also pulled the blade out.

The Grant warrior shoved his boot against the man’s chest, crushing him into the ground.

The ground continued to rumble, and two more men, looking just as desperate and unrefined as the felled one, broke through the trees. By the way the large one reacted, jumping to his feet and drawing his sword once more, he didn’t know them. More MacDonalds, judging by the tartans they wore.

Was the forest filled with them?

Shona’s stomach was so twisted up in knots she had to keep herself from vomiting. Her throat burned and her head pounded. She was working herself up so much that she’d be sick very soon if she didn’t get ahold of herself. At that realization, she forced herself to calm. Aye, she was alone. Aye, all she had was her little dagger and a few arrows for protection. But she was hidden away enough that no one had noticed her yet, and the business they were going about, they’d not notice her at all. That was, if she kept quiet.

She breathed in deeply through her nose, letting it out in a long quiet exhale. Get a hold of yourself, Shona! Rory would be rolling in his grave now if he knew how she was responding to these brutes. He’d taught her better than this.

The stark truth was, her life depended on her silence.

Shona clutched her blade all the tighter, ignoring the sting of the handle biting into the flesh of her palm.

The golden warrior turned in a circle, assessing his surroundings. His face remained calm as he looked about, but the steady jerk in his jaw muscle told her that he was a little more concerned than he showed. He glanced behind him, looking relieved. That was odd. ’Twas almost as though he was glad none of his comrades had come forward—if he had comrades at all?

The warrior appeared to be alone, at least that was what he wanted his enemies to think. No one chased after the MacDonald men to come to the Grant warrior’s aid. Why had he been on the road alone? Especially with the lands crawling with raiders. As a Grant warrior, he had to have known the risks of doing so.

She’d known them.

’Haps he’d had companions and the MacDonalds had defeated them.

Fear was beginning to take control of her body. Her teeth chattered and she bit down hard enough to make her jaw muscles hurt. 

The new arrivals reined in their horses and smiled down on the lone warrior like ghouls. That only seemed to make the Grant Highlander more assured. Puzzling. He grinned up at the two on horseback as though he’d eat them alive within the count of ten.

Cocky warrior, he was.

“We’ve a message for your laird,” one called down with a sneer on his ugly face.

The golden god stared defiantly up at them, his weapon steady, perhaps expecting them to pounce. From his stance, Shona wondered if the message would be this man’s death, and she wished she could help him. How, she had no clue, but she couldn’t just let him die. Nettles, what was she thinking? She had to remain silent—or die. She owed this warrior nothing. She had to save herself.

But... that just seemed so wrong. Something about the golden one struck her in a place deep inside her chest that moved her to action. Still, she hesitated.

Rory had taught her to throw a knife, but she only had one and she didn’t want to hurl it and chance missing—nor did she want to give up the only weapon she could use in case someone pounced on her from behind. She did have her bow and arrows though. Perhaps that was the way to go, though it would take time to notch her arrows—and she’d need to leave the safety of her hiding place.
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