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Chapter One



Need a room fer the night, sir? A bed?”


“Nae.”


“A warm bath then, mayhap, to shed ye of the dust of travelin’?”


Cailean Grant looked down from his horse and cast a scathing glance at the lad about to reach for his reins. “I said nae.”


The boy swallowed and jumped out of the way of the three riders following him. Cailean didn’t look back at the child and he didn’t seek forgiveness for not caring. It didn’t matter what the circumstances were. He kept people out. For his own good, not theirs.


“Ye should take the bath,” Patrick MacGregor said, catching up. “It might do ye some good to have the cockles of yer heart warmed.”


Cailean didn’t acknowledge his cousin’s good-natured suggestion but kept his eyes on the icy road before them. He liked his cockles the way they were. Cold. Empty. Safe.


“I think the boy shite his breeches,” Erik MacCormack laughed from his saddle behind them, then kicked another lad out of his way.


“What?” He chuckled again when Patrick glowered at him. “The waifs will likely rob us the moment we remove our purses.”


“They’d be disappointed by yours, Erik,” said Erik’s brother, Dougal, riding at his left.


Patrick moved his horse closer to Cailean’s. “These are the men ye chose over yer kin?” He shook his head at him. “Men who kick children oot of their way?”


Cailean glanced over his shoulder at the brothers, who had arrived at Lyon’s Ridge a fortnight ago to join Lord Murdoch’s band of mercenaries, the Black Riders. “They’ve been hardened by their pasts,” Cailean told him, turning back to the road. “What d’ye expect from them, courtly manners?”


“Ye dinna belong with them, Cailean. Let’s go back home.”


It was a conversation they’d had often. Cailean didn’t want to go home and Patrick wouldn’t leave without him. “I do belong with them, Patrick,” he said, and turned away to spread his gaze over the packhorses ambling through the market, laden with grain and other wares and led by peasants from the local farms.


He’d come to Kenmore to purchase some fresh vegetables in the hopes of eating something other than the shite served by the cook at Lyon’s Ridge Castle. If he had to consume another moldy carrot he was going to kill someone. He missed eating at Camlochlin. He missed home. But he couldn’t go back. After Sage… and Alison, he had changed too much to go back.


He didn’t mind Patrick’s traveling with him to the marketplace. Patrick’s easy nature and constant reassuring smiles had a way of making everything seem trivial, save for Cailean’s decision to join Lord Edward Murdoch’s Riders. Patrick didn’t approve of thugs for hire, but Cailean was where he needed to be—with men who didn’t care about love or dancing around with their words—or anything else. They left him alone for the most part, save for when Patrick was around. Patrick was well liked by everyone who knew him.


Cailean had been like him once, smiling at life and wreaking havoc on village lasses. But that part was gone.


Living at Lyon’s Ridge helped him forget the crushing weight of what he’d lost—what his cousins back home had: bonny wives in their arms and loyal hounds at their feet. He’d wanted the same. He’d lost it, and with it his confidence that no cataclysmic tragedy would ever befall him or his family. Nothing was certain. In fact, it seemed the cards were stacked against him. It had changed him into something harder, emptier, and determined to stop feeling.


He’d been surprised when he saw his reflection in a basin this morning. His physical appearance had changed since Alison died. His hair had grown long and fell down both sides of his face. It created shadows along the gaunt planes and dips of his features. He appeared as dark and hollow as he felt.


“How much do you think she costs?” Dougal asked, eyeing a merchant’s daughter while she beat a blanket outside a cutlery shop with a painted sign depicting crisscrossed knives.


“To hell with the lass,” said Erik, called the Red by the other Riders, due to his red hair and Viking heritage. “My belly grumbles. I want to eat!”


Erik and Dougal MacCormack were two of the twenty Black Riders in Lord Murdoch’s employ. Both of them combined couldn’t muster up the compassion or courtesy of an angry ogre.


But Cailean didn’t mind them, since he was the ogre.


They came to a shop with a barrel on a pole and stopped for a cup of ale.


“Go on inside,” Cailean told them, dismounting. “I want to purchase a few things. I’ll catch up with ye all later.”


He left them to wet their tongues and headed off toward the tightly packed vendors selling everything from onions to surgical procedures.


Pulling his fur cloak tighter around him, he looked up from beneath his hood at the useless sun caught between billowing dark clouds, and grumbled. The sun offered him no warmth, the clouds reminding him of his life, gray and ominous.


He spotted a vendor selling apples and went to have a look. It wasn’t unusual that a lass caught his eye. He was still a man, after all, even though he hadn’t partaken of the pleasures offered to him by any of the gels at the castle.


This lass, though… this lass parted the clouds.


She strolled out of a nearby fabric shop, dressed in pale layers of soft cream-colored wool. Her face was half-hidden beneath a matching hood, her wrist was looped through the handle of a basket, and a sweetly content smile was on her lips.


What was she so happy about out here in the cold mud and the reeking stench of sewage on the wind? And why did she draw him like a moth to a flame? He moved behind the vendor’s tent, his curious eyes fixed on her while she pushed back her hood and bent to feed a piece of bread to a stray dog.


Something in Cailean’s chest softened just a little at her gesture.


Eyes painted in vivid hues of blue and wreathed in lush, inky lashes danced across the faces of the folks she greeted when she lifted her head. Hell, the sight of her and the way the sun illuminated a hundred different shades in her flowing mahogany hair buckled his knees a little.


“She’s bonny.”


Cailean turned to Patrick biting into an apple, his cousin’s glimmering green eyes on her. “Let’s go greet her.”


Cailean stopped him from leaving with a hand on his arm. “Nae, I’m no’—”


“—As devilishly attractive as I am?” Patrick’s grin was wide and playful. “Dinna let it get ye doun, Cousin. Few men are.”


Cailean cast him a cool glance. “Why are ye no’ drownin’ yerself in ale with the others?”


He paid for Patrick’s apple and bought a bag for himself.


“And listen to their God-awful conversations aboot their lack of basic hygiene? I can only find so much humor in mindless chatter. I’m no’ a saint, ye know.”


“Farthest thing from it,” Cailean agreed, then fastened his eyes on the lass again.


“Who is she?”


Cailean closed his eyes when he heard Dougal’s voice behind him next. “Now’s there’s a rump I’d like to shove my—”


Cailean’s fist, crashing against Dougal’s jaw, silenced him. He collapsed to his knees but not before Patrick had swiped the drink Dougal carried with him and saved it from falling to the ground with its original owner.


Patrick held up the cup to his cousin. “’Tis good to know ye still possess some decency.” He guzzled what remained and then tossed the cup over his shoulder.


Cailean ignored him and the man knocked out cold at his feet, and his frown deepened when he noticed the lass had gone.


After they revived Dougal with a bucket of water, they purchased more winter supplies and then met up with Erik for a few hours of drinking before heading back to the castle.


They reached the mountain pass above the River Lyon with Patrick’s off-key singing to break the wintry silence.


Cailean almost didn’t hear the thump of the arrow piercing his cousin’s chest.


This isn’t happening, Cailean told himself as he kicked open the doors of Lyon’s Ridge Castle. This wasn’t real. Patrick hadn’t just been shot by an unseen assailant. Cailean hadn’t pulled him unconscious and barely breathing off his horse and onto his own.


Stepping out of the cloud of snow he’d loosened from the stones above the door, he entered and stood with his cousin and best friend hanging limp across his fur-clad shoulders.


Cailean could scarcely see through his misty eyes. “Come quickly!” he shouted through the halls, his call reaching the rest of the Black Riders in the great hall. “Quickly!” he commanded with his heart battering against his chest. He felt sick with horror, filled to the brim with sorrow. Not him. Dinna take him! “We must help him!”


They would. They had to. These men fought for a living. They were familiar with wounds and patching them up. They would know what to do.


“What happened?” John Gunns, a mercenary from Caithness, asked, reaching him first. Two more men appeared and carefully removed Patrick from his shoulders.


Briefly free of his cousin’s dead weight, Cailean inhaled a breath that stretched his cloak across his chest. Still his heart refused to slow its frantic pace.


He raised his trembling hands to his hood and pushed it back. Dark hair fell over his forehead and hollowed cheeks. He swiped it away from his eyes. “We were returnin’ from the market in Kenmore.…”


His mournful gaze fell to the arrow that rose from Patrick’s chest while the men carried him to the great hall. Cailean looked away, almost overcome with the basic need to scream, to run… to fall to his knees. God, please, don’t have me watch someone else I love die. I will perish altogether. Is it not enough that hardly any part of who I was still remains?


“Does he still breathe?” His own breath still came hard, freezing in the chilled castle air and floating before him. He hadn’t wanted to ask because he wasn’t sure he could accept the answer. But he had to know.


This was his fault. If he’d left his new profession as a mercenary and returned home to Camlochlin as Patrick had wanted him to do, none of this would be happening.


“He breathes,” said Cutty Ross of Orkney before he swept his massive arm across the table in the center of the cavernous hall.


They laid Patrick out and began to remove his clothes. The lasses who worked at the castle helped bring the men what they needed to soak up the blood.


Cailean looked at all the blood. He felt it, still warm at the back of his neck.


He stepped back, away from the work of saving Patrick’s life. His breath faltered and his hands shook at his sides. He vowed that whoever had done this would die. He would ride through every villiage like a plague no one would ever forget until he found who was responsible.


“Hell,” Brodie Garrow of Ayr swore. “It’ll be hard to get out.”


Cailean’s muscles twisted into knots. Part of him was afraid of what he would become if he lost his cousin. Patrick was more than that. He was Cailean’s closest and dearest friend, the only one who’d managed to bring a little light back to his life, and with it a wee bit of his old self. He raked his fingers through his hair as that same feeling of helplessness he’d experienced twice before coursed through him. What would he tell Patrick’s parents, Tristan and Isobel?


His blood sizzled in his veins. He wanted vengeance now. He flicked his gaze to the only man who had not risen from his chair to help. Duncan Murdoch, son to Lord Edward Murdoch of Glen Lyon.


“Ye know this land and the people on it. Who could have done this?”


Duncan grinned. Cailean wanted to punch his teeth out. The lord’s son was a jealous, squeaking twit who’d hated Cailean a day after he’d come here, when his father, Edward, first began praising the Highlander for battle skills superior to his son’s. Their dislike for one another had grown after Cailean began visiting the lord’s solar for long, quiet games of chess. His son, Murdoch had told him, had never been able to learn the game. Despite Cailean’s brooding nature, the lord of Glen Lyon was fond of him. Still, he wouldn’t take kindly to Cailean’s killing Duncan. Presently Cailean didn’t give a damn.


“If ye dinna answer me,” he warned, his voice deep and taut, his eyes glimmering behind strands of dark chestnut, “I’ll be standin’ over yer chair before anyone can stop me, includin’ ye, and I’ll see to it that ye never speak again.”


Cutty may have heard him because he stopped working and turned to look at him, as did Tavish Innes of Roxburgh. What would the other mercenaries do? Cailean wondered. Would Cutty try to kill him if he went after Duncan? Cailean had given his allegiance to Edward Murdoch, not his son. He’d come here to escape the memory of a life filled with expectations. He was paid to fight and protect Murdoch’s land. Not to give a damn about the men who fought with him. But today he needed them to help Patrick.


“Where did the shooting occur?” Duncan asked him with an irritated sigh.


“The arrow was fired from the direction of Fortingall. That’s all I know.”


“The Menzies,” Lord Murdoch’s son told him, his smile returning, this time with a curl more sinister than mocking.


The Menzies. The lord’s tenants in Linavar. Decades-long enemies of the MacGregors and Grants. The closest villagers to the mountain pass.


Immediately Cailean’s heart turned hard toward them. “Why would they try to kill innocent men?”


“Because, Grant”—Duncan sneered as if Cailean were too dense to figure it out—“all they know in these parts is us, the Black Riders. They hate us.”


“They dinna know who we are,” Cailean argued. He wanted to be sure before he took his vengeance. “We were no’ wearin’ our coverin’. Why would they think we were Black Riders?”


“Do you want to conduct an investigation or do you want justice, Grant?”


Cailean didn’t like him. At all.


“I want justice.”


Murdoch’s smile widened. He liked trouble. He also liked wine and women—one in particular. Cailean had never asked her name. He didn’t care what it was. He felt pity for her to have such an admirer. Nothing more.


“When do you want to leave?” Duncan asked.


“As soon as Patrick is stable.”


Murdoch laughed at him. “Your sentiments make you weak.”


Cailean dipped his head and glared at Duncan from beneath the shadows of his raven lashes. “Come with me to the practice field and let me prove ye incorrect.” One corner of his mouth curled in a cold sneer. “Yer faither will likely thank me.”


“I’ll kill you for that, Grant,” Duncan promised. “But not tonight. It’ll be dark out soon thanks to these damn short days and I’m drunk,” he added, as if his slurred words weren’t proof enough. “Tomorrow perhaps.”


Cailean shrugged, finished with the useless conversation. Duncan would never touch him. As much as he envied Cailean, he knew his father’s admiration was fairly given. Cailean could fight with weapons or without, a dangerous man created in the misty northern mountains.


He went to stand near the table where the men worked on Patrick, but closed his eyes, still unable and unwilling to watch the outcome.


Three times he’d felt life leaving people and a dog that he loved. Two had died in his arms. He prayed Patrick would not be the third.


Sage first, a scrappy hound who had chosen him from among many better men at Camlochlin. Had she known his life would need saving one day, and that she would die for saving it?


Alison. The first lass he’d ever cared for, the one who’d stolen his heart in a brothel. He could still remember her rich russet waves tumbling over her breasts while they made love, he for the first time. Memories of her haunted him. So many things did. It was why he’d given up his passions for cooking and writing, and left Camlochlin five months ago. Why Patrick, who was perfectly content to bed wenches in the Highlands, had followed him all the way to Glen Lyon with the hopes of talking some sense into him about strong-arming defenseless people for pay.


Patrick couldn’t die. How could Cailean do anything but live out the rest of his days in dreaded anticipation of the next catastrophe if he did?


“Ye look like ye’d do well to take some comfort in these.”


Cailean opened his eyes and looked down at the giant, milky mounds jiggling beneath him. He lifted his gaze to the woman’s equally round cheeks dabbed in crimson powder. Madam Maeve herself. The woman in charge of the lasses hired by the widowed Lord Murdoch to serve meals to and satisfy other appetites of his private guard of twenty men, including Cailean and Duncan.


“Ye look tired. Come with me to my bed. I’ll help ye ferget all this blood.”


Forget? How could he ever forget it? “Not now, Maeve,” he practically growled at her.


She pouted her ruby-red lips at him. “Beautiful Cailean,” she purred, and moved closer to him. “Whatever ’tis that makes yer eyes smolder like smelted iron and yer jaw tighten like ’tis taking everything in ye not to take yer sword to all of us—whatever that is and wherever it comes from, hold on to it. Share it with me tonight.”


“Another time mayhap.” His voice was low, as deep as the shadows that plagued his days and nights. He hadn’t taken any of her girls before. Why did she think he’d take her now when his cousin was possibly dying ten feet away? A better question was, why did he expect anything more from the people in this damned castle? They were soulless and void of compassion. The kind of people he’d chosen to be with. That kind of man he’d become.


“Have ye met Marion?” Maeve asked, and motioned to a lass who was standing on the other side of the hall, watching what was going on and wringing her hands together.


“She’s new… and free fer ye.”


He gave Marion a slow looking-over. She had rich, russet hair like Alison’s. That was likely why he decided to help her.


“Is she untouched?” he asked Maeve discreetly. When the madam nodded, Cailean reached into his cloak and pulled out a small pouch. “Let’s keep her that way, aye?”


Not knowing that the smile he offered her while he looked into her eyes was as well practiced as his sword arm, Maeve agreed to anything he wanted. Of course the leather pouch filled with coin that he tossed into her hand didn’t hurt.


“Dinna offer her to anyone else. In fact, bring her to Perth, to Ravenglade Castle, and after I put m’ sword through my cousin’s attacker, I’ll see to the remainder of yer payment. Now leave me.”


The madam curtsied, showing off her ample cleavage once more. “If ye change yer mind about what ye need sooner—”


He wouldn’t. He didn’t want comfort. He wanted blood.
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Chapter Two



Temperance Menzie looked at her father riding beside her on their way home from Kenmore. He was tall and regal in the saddle, cloaked in wool and wearing the sun as his crown. He hadn’t changed much since she was a child save for the featherings of gray at his temples and the creases around his torch-blue eyes. He was still strong and could chop wood faster than any man in the hamlet, including her dearest friend William, who was over a decade younger than he.


Crunching ice and snow beneath them, they rode west over the small packhorse bridge crossing a stream below a waterfall on the southernmost bank of the River Lyon.


“What do you think of a Christmas wedding between you and your betrothed?” Seth Menzie asked, quickening his horse’s pace to speak to her.


Temperance issued a long, drawn-out sigh. Did they have to speak of this now, on such a beautiful day? William had asked for her hand just a few short weeks ago. She’d said yes because he’d asked her at the village dance and it was what was expected of her, not so much by her father or Gram, but by everyone else in the hamlet. It wasn’t what she wanted, though. She’d hoped to discuss it at length with her father, but she hadn’t had the heart to disappoint him. But now he was suggesting a Christmas wedding!


She shook her head and a curl of her chestnut hair brushed over her face beneath her hood. “I don’t want to marry William, Papa.”


Her father’s eyes gleamed in the brisk afternoon when he set them on her. “You’ve known William since you were a babe. I thought you wanted to marry him.”


“’Tis because he’s my dearest friend that I don’t. He is more like a brother to me.”


Her father was silent, pensive for a moment before he nodded. “I always assumed… I want you to be happy—to have what your mother and I had.”


She smiled, keeping pace with him. True love, the kind that comes around only once, maybe twice, in a lifetime. She knew he wanted that for her. Temperance wanted it too.


“I know true love is rare, Papa. That’s why I would prefer not to marry William.”


He stretched his eyes over the snow-draped Munros in the distance. “But I also want you to be safe from Murdoch,” he said softly… but sternly. “Someday William will be the leader of Linavar, taking my place. Being his wife is the only way to ensure your safety from Duncan.”


She turned in her saddle to look at him. “Would you have me sacrifice never knowing true love for being kept safe? I mean, Papa, there is no guarantee that William or any other one man can keep me safe from Murdoch. Why should I bind myself to him?”


“Because I ask it of you. He’ll keep peace here and develop good relations with the lord. And that will keep you safe, just as I have done. Now—” He held up his gloved palm to quiet her when she would have pressed on. “I will strike a deal with you, Daughter, aye?”


Her blue eyes glinted at him. “Well, what is it? I mean, if I don’t have a choice—”


“I’ll agree to the marriage, but only in the event of my death.” He grinned at her. “That should be at least twenty years away.”


Temperance adored him and she knew he felt the same way about her. She could see it in his eyes when he set them on her. He’d never once blamed her for taking the life of the woman he’d loved so passionately. “Thank you, Papa.”


They rode through a stand of beech trees and old pine, with red squirrels and pine martens scurrying out of their way. Temperance loved Glen Lyon and Fortingall, with its glistening streams, quaint farmsteads, and picturesque riverside fields. But there was no place more beautiful than Linavar, situated in a more open part of the glen, a few miles west of the bridge, where the river ran more gently. Wide, still pools were home to whooper swans and goldeneyes as well as an aftrnoon drinking spot for the occasional roe deer.


Almost home, Temperance wrapped her hands around her reins and was about to kick her steed into a full gallop, wanting to get there faster.


“Meet me in the hall after we set down our goods,” her father called out. “I wish to have a word with you about something not pertaining to William.”


She returned to him. “Something serious?”


He shook his head and smiled, then urged her to go. She promised she’d be there, kicked her horse’s flanks, and took off across the snow-covered terrain toward home.


She rode hard with the wind snapping at her face. She didn’t want to marry William. She didn’t want to be a wife if she didn’t have to. She wanted to practice archery and lounge around in the pumpkin patch after the day’s work, not hurry home to prepare supper for a husband. She loved life and being outside, riding her horse. She loved digging her hands into the ground and providing food for her family. She loved the majesty of the four three-thousand-foot-high Munros surrounding the tiny hamlet of Linavar, and starry nights often made her pause to give thanks.


She didn’t know why her grandmother had named her Temperance. There was nothing temperate about her. She didn’t want to spend the rest of her days married to her comfortable old friend.


Her father had given her twenty years. Plenty of time to set her own destiny. She didn’t know what her destiny would be, but that wasn’t the point, was it?


She reached the house before her father, dismounted, and untied the pouches and her basket from her saddle. Upon turning, she smiled at her grandmother, waiting for her at the doors, and then at their cat, TamLin, purring around Gram’s boots.


“I see ye didn’t braid yer hair.” Gram shook her head at her and pulled on a long curl to examine it through her unpatched eye. “Ye’ll be sorry when I’m trying to get the twigs and other sorts of earthly things out of it later.”


Temperance laughed, kissed Gram’s cheek, and twirled out of her grasp. TamLin followed her into the house, wanting to be picked up and being quite vocal about it.


“I think I saw Duncan Murdoch snooping about earlier,” Gram called to her. “Stay close to the house today.”


Duncan Murdoch. The only blight on Temperance’s near-perfect life. He lived in the castle atop Càrn Gorm with his father, the lord of Glen Lyon, and his accursed mercenaries, the Black Riders. Duncan hated her father because her father kept her from his arms, having promised her to William in order to keep her out of Lyon’s Ridge.


Because of her father’s good relations with the lord, Duncan had to ask her father for permission to pursue her. Her father always refused such requests.


“I will,” Temperance called back.


“Did my finer wool keep ye warm, gel?”


“Like the loving arms of my gram,” Temperance called out over her shoulder. She caught sight of her father dismounting in the front yard and returned his smile.


“We found everything on your list, Mum,” he told Gram, dragging the old woman’s attention to him as he entered the house.


Seeing him had a way of stilling one’s heart. “Ye’re a good son, Seth,” Temperance heard Gram tell him. She agreed.


He would have made a wonderful husband to one of his admirers, but he’d never remarried after he’d lost Sarah. He’d raised Temperance with the help of his mother, and the three of them remained content. Mayhap too content.


Temperance shrugged and continued on her way inside. She loved her grandmother for fretting over her. She was correct about the tangles in Temperance’s hair. They were going to be painful to get out. A simple braid would have saved her the torture, but she doubted she’d braid her hair the next time she sped across the braes. It wasn’t that she was rebellious. She loved how the wind snapped her waves behind her like a pennant.


And oh, she loved coming home.


The house was quite large and softly lit by great, glowing hearth fires in each room and dozens of candles—more now with the shorter days. The walls were thin but lined with heavy, colorful tapestries sewn by a younger Gram’s skillful fingers. Boughs of evergreen and holly were nailed above the entrance to every room. The scents of peat, sweet pine, and blackberry-currant biscuits filled the house and drew her farther inside. A kitchen opened up wide to the right. Inside was a huge stone oven and shelves stacked high with iron pots and bowls forged by her friend William the smith’s own hand. A spacious chopping table sat in the center of the warm room. Sacks of vegetables and fruit hung from the rafters and sat upon wooden columns to keep them from rodents, not that they had any with TamLin, Temperance’s dangerous cat, on the prowl. Dangerous, that is, to anyone who didn’t pick her up quickly enough.


Temperance kissed deep into her fur after exchanging for the cat the pouches of different herbs and spices she’d brought inside. They didn’t need to buy fruits or vegetables, since everything was shared inside the hamlet.


“Did you miss me, Tam?”


She kissed her silky, wheaten coat again, then plucked a biscuit from a bowl. She took a bite. The berries were sweet and delicious. Like everything they grew in Linavar. Gram said their crops tasted so good because they were reaped with happy, grateful fingers.


Temperance didn’t know if Gram was right, but she hurried back for another biscuit before continuing on to the grand dining hall. Her favorite room in the house was gently bathed in claret and warm gold hues from the deep stone hearth and the polished wooden walls reflecting the light. The chairs and double chairs, crafted of wood and cushioned, had been built for comfort over convenience. Tables made of deep cherrywood were set about, some for drinks, others for games. Books, neatly set upon wooden shelves she’d helped her father make when she was eight, lined two of the walls. The others were arrayed in artwork she’d painted. She loved it here, and today it looked especially beautiful, decorated for the Yuletide season. Garlands of ivy and mountain laurel, along with fresh holly, bedecked every mantel and shelf, and every table as well. Gram loved to cook, and celebrating days no one else had ever heard of gave her a good reason to do it. For the last two nights they had celebrated everything from Mary’s Labor to the Dreams of the Wise Men. Gram’s own wee countdown to Christmas, outlawed though Christmas celebrations were. After feasting together and sharing laughter, everyone would leave the house and sing beneath the stars.


Her father had built the hall big enough to fit everyone. As the leader of Linavar, he’d wanted a place for the people to gather on cold winter nights for meetings or feasts. As leader he also saw to all dealings with their lord, and kept them safe from him. He made certain everyone received equal shares of the harvest. If there were disputes, he heard and settled them. He was just and fair, and well loved.


Temperance heard Gram’s approval of the bolts of fabric her son carried inside. “They are lovely, Seth! I’ll make something special fer Temperance,” she called out happily, her voice following him while he appeared in the doorway and smiled at his daughter.


“You were right about the patterns,” he said to her.


“And you were right about boughs of pine.” She set TamLin down and reached for a fresh garland.


He breathed in and nodded, then strode to the hearth fire and stood before the flames. “Tem?”


“Hmm?” she responded, adjusting the mountain laurel.


“There is something I wish to discuss with you.”


She looked up. Why did he sound so serious? “So you mentioned earlier.”


He turned back to the fire while she went to stand beside him. He began to speak, paused, and then began again. She smiled at him to ease whatever seemed to be making him uncomfortable. But her own heart began to race. What caused this regal leader’s speech to falter?


“’Tis Anne Gilbert.”


Temperance kept smiling, not sure what their neighbor five farms down the road had to do with anything.


“I… ehm… I care for her.”


Temperance blinked. He cared for her? Since when? She hadn’t realized she’d spoken aloud until he answered her.


“I’ve felt this way about her for over a year now.”


While he spoke, Temperance thought of the widow. Mrs. Gilbert was pretty enough, with dark hair and a good figure. But—


“I’d like to ask her to be my wife tonight.”


He wanted to marry her? Temperance didn’t say anything. Her head was spinning. She hadn’t even known Mrs. Gilbert had found favor with him and now he was marrying her? He must love her. Why had he kept it from her?


She knew there were a hundred different things to ask, but she could think of only one. “Does Gram know?”


“She does,” he answered reluctantly. “She guessed it first, and when she asked, I didn’t deny it.”


Her father wanted to take a wife! Temperance tried not to think of how this change in arrangements would affect her. What pricked more was the fact that her father hadn’t confided in her. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


He turned to look at her and then laughed, restoring her confidence in her future. “’Tis foolish, I know, now that I see you, but I feared you might feel slighted.”


All she could do was smile—and shake her head. “I’m fond of Mrs. Gilbert. I’m glad that she’s getting such a gallant, thoughtful husband. You deserve to be happy in your life, just like the rest of us.”


She caught the sparkle of tears pooling in his eyes as he spoke. “You’re so much like your mother, Tem. You and she would have made great friends.”


He said something else, but she didn’t hear. She rushed into his arms and closed her eyes against his chest, thankful in this holiday season, outlawed or not, for her father.


“What’s this about now?” Gram’s gravelly voice sprang up from behind her. “Come, gel, we’ve food to cook before the feast.”


Temperance swallowed and broke away from her father. “Gram, if I don’t rest from my journey to Kenmore, I’ll never make another nine nights of this.”


“’Tis the tradition,” Gram told her, letting her pass. “And then begins Hogmanay. If ye don’t like it, take it up with yer ancestors. They’ll tell ye the same thing. Next time don’t choose to take such a journey when ye know I’ll be needing ye.”


Temperance grumbled on her way out that she doubted her ancestors had anything to do with a feast called Caesar’s Census. But Gram was right about one thing. Her weariness was her own fault. She’d known she and Gram had much cooking to do. The villagers would bring food with them to put toward the feast. But Gram still insisted on preparing fresh dishes while the harvest was full.


“What”—she turned to look at her grandmother behind her—“would my ancestors tell me of Anne Gilbert, do you suppose?”


Gram eyed her and recognized the playful catch of light in Temp’s eyes. The old woman gave her a swipe of her apron across the arse.


Returning to the kitchen, Temperance glanced around and noted something different. William wasn’t here. He wasn’t on the braes when she rode home. He wasn’t in the house. If he’d been in the smithy, he would have seen her and come out to greet her. “What do you think of Papa and Anne Gilbert?”


“I think yer father takes too long to make decisions,” Gram said. “Come here. Let me braid that hair of yers before we begin cooking.”


When Temperance heard William’s voice as he came into the house a moment later, she tried to turn to see him, and Gram pinched her cheek. Temperance covered her face and glared at her grandmother.


“Cooking now. Talking later.”


Temperance looked forward to the day when she had her own cottage and there were no rules to break. Until then she loved living with Gram. Her heart warmed just looking at her. How would it be to live with Anne Gilbert too?


They cooked salmon pottage with carrots, parsnips, an array of green, leafy vegetables, and wild garlic. They prepared various bread puddings, and crannachan, made with fresh raspberries, honey, and whisky, also crowdie cheese and oats. More food than they needed.


The village of Linavar was quite small, with thirty-one inhabitants. Thirty-two, Temperance remembered, when Lenore Deware, William’s sister, arrived with her husband and their new babe.


More food arrived with Temperance’s neighbors, and after more candles were lit and cups were filled on every linen- and holly-adorned table, all the food was brought forward.


Temperance sat with Gram, her father, William, and her soon-to-be stepmother, Anne Gilbert, at the Dewares’ table. She’d heard William’s voice earlier, when she was heading for the kitchen. She hadn’t had a chance to speak to him. Did he truly want to marry her? And so soon? He didn’t look at her like a man in love, but sweetly, like a brother who adored her.


“Temp?” he asked, sipping the ale her father had offered. “How was Kenmore?”


She smiled and told him all about the market. She wondered if she was a fool. William was ridiculously handsome, with dark hair and large, luminous, colt-brown eyes that revealed his heart in many matters. He was loyal to her father and steadfast, and had been a good friend to her her entire life. His legs were long and straight, his chest and arms well muscled from banging metal together all day in the smithy. Any one of the gels at Linavar would be happy to take him. But most of them had written him off years ago as being hopelessly in love with Temperance.


But was he?


“Where were ye earlier today, William?” Gram asked him, breaking through Temperance’s thoughts. “My granddaughter was worried about ye.”


“I was not worried, Gram,” Temperance corrected her with a brief smile his way. “William is a grown man. He doesn’t have to check in.” She eyed her best friend and then furrowed her brow. “But you do look a bit pale, Will. Are you feeling unwell?”


“I’m fine—better now that I’m here. ’Twas a long trip to Aberfeldy and back.”


“Och, I had forgotten you’d gone there to trade,” Temperance said. “Forgive me, Will.”


He smiled at her and held up his hands. “There’s nothing to forgive.”


She was grateful for William’s gracious heart and that he said nothing about a Christmas wedding.


Gram always told her tomorrow had its own worries. Tonight Temperance wanted to enjoy the feast she’d prepared all day and enjoy the people of Linavar. They drank and told tales and laughed until the late hours of the night.


When everyone followed the piper, Angus MacDavies, into the fields behind the house to sing in celebration of the Child’s birth and give thanks for a fruitful harvest, Temperance stayed behind in the house with William. It was time she told him the truth. She didn’t want to marry him, and her father would allow it only after his death in twenty years, hopefully longer.


None of them heard the sound of horses thundering down the glen.
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Chapter Three



The ride down Càrn Gorm into the vale wasn’t long. A crisp chill in the air produced puffs of white from the horses’ noses as they descended the mountain. Other than that it was a clear night. As they rode, Cailean and the other Black Riders tied black kerchiefs around their faces and pulled up their hoods. To prevent what had happened today to Patrick from happening more often, they didn’t let anyone know who they were behind their masks. Hired mercenaries were not well liked. Who had recognized them? Why had Patrick been shot? He wasn’t even a damned Black Rider.


From here Cailean could see a procession of lights moving in the darkness. Where were the people of the hamlet going? His cousin Patrick was fighting for his life because of one of these Menzies and they were parading about the vale late at night.


Cailean was tired of waiting. He wanted recompense and was glad they were finally on their way to get it.


When they reached the bottom of the glen, he looked around. There was nothing to see but darkness and the small cluster of fires and lanterns to the west. He hadn’t been here before, having arrived at Lyon’s Ridge Castle a sennight after the harvest, but he believed the people were in the fields.


The Black Riders proceeded with more caution as they entered the hamlet, unseen, like a curse on the midnight gales.


The first thing to rake across Cailean’s ears was the laughter. It filled the air like shrill taunts about what he’d let go when he left home. He pushed thoughts of his kin away.


When the Menzies lifted their voices in song, he realized they were celebrating—Christmas, most likely. He surveyed them in the shadows, ignoring their joy and looking for weapons. One of them had tried to kill Patrick, and still might succeed.


His gaze flicked over the inhabitants, looking for any sign of aggression.


“Seth Menzie!” Duncan called out.


Duncan had told him about the leader of Linavar before they’d left. Menzie had a passion for defying the lord he’d sworn fealty to, and a daughter Duncan planned on taking as his wife one day.


Cailean didn’t care about one man’s defiance or about the future bride of a heartless overlord.


A few of the women gasped and cried when the deadly cloaked mercenaries came closer to the fires and into view. Cailean looked around at the fear in their faces. Good, they should be afraid.


“Duncan Murdoch,” the tall man called back, stepping forward, “welcome to—”


“I don’t need your welcome upon land owned by my father. And don’t speak my name.”


“Of course,” Menzie agreed.


So, Cailean thought, Menzie knew who Duncan was beneath his covering. If Cailean removed his mask, would the village leader also recognize him as one of the men who had ridden back to Lyon’s Ridge today? Did Seth Menzie know the identity of all the Black Riders? Instantly Cailean’s heart hardened toward him.


“I meant no disrespect,” Menzie continued, sounding repentant but not looking away or lowering his gaze. “What can I do for you? Is everything well with your father?”


“To begin,” Duncan sneered from atop his mount, “don’t bring up my father to me. If you tell him I was here I’ll come back—and I won’t be so lenient. Next you can tell me what you’re celebrating tonight.”


Cailean knew perfectly well what they were celebrating. The same thing his own kin were likely to begin celebrating any day now. So what? Murdoch didn’t enforce the law on Christmas. They’d come here to find out who’d shot Patrick and avenge him. He slid a warning glare at Duncan and vowed to himself that if he made this personal, instead of keeping it about Patrick, Cailean would take him to the lists and beat him senseless.


“Caesar’s Census!” An old woman with one patched eye blurted her confession. “As ye know perfectly well, Duncan Murdoch! The same days we’ve been celebrating fer years!”


“Silence, old woman!” Duncan shouted at her, then glared at Menzie again. “Why are you celebrating Caesar when my father is lord here?” he called out, proving to the small crowd watching what a fool he was.


“’Tis one of the events that preceded the birth of our Lord,” the leader stated, his feet firmly planted in the land he worked.


“You mean Christmas?”


When the leader nodded, Duncan trembled with fury. “Then you’re breaking the law, yet again. Year after year you defy the laws of the land, Menzie.”


“Who gives a damn aboot that, Murdoch?” Cailean kept his voice low but deadly so that only the men closest to him could hear.


Duncan ignored him.


“What do you want, Duncan?” Menzie called out.


“I see it in your eyes,” Duncan said, setting his merciless smile on the leader. “What you want to do to me is quite clear. You want to shoot me, just like you shot one of my men today. You’re a murdering—”


“I was in Kenmore,” Menzie cut him off, his voice seemingly calm but more raspy. He looked around the firelight for someone he evidently didn’t find.


“Did you use the mountain pass upon your return?” Duncan asked him. Cailean waited, breath held, for his reply.


“I did,” the leader said, lifting his chin like a proud stallion.


Duncan motioned for Cutty to dismount and take hold of the leader, then turned his victorious grin on Cailean. “Did I not tell you it was the Menzies?”


The Menzies. For years they had warred with the MacGregors. They hadn’t changed, always seeking trouble. Now they’d found it.


Cailean nodded at Cutty.


The assassin’s dagger glinted in the moonlight.


“No!” the old woman cried out, slapping uselessly at Cutty’s arm as more villagers began to scream. “Let go of my son!”


Cailean watched in horror. Revenge was one thing. Killing someone’s son before her eyes was another.


“Papa!” someone screamed, running toward them from the large manor house. “Don’t hurt him! Papa!”


It was the lass from the marketplace, the one Cailean had admired! His heart pumped loudly in his ears, his stomach roiled within, and he knew in that moment exactly what he’d become. The man about to die was her father.


“Please, don’t do this!” She looked straight at Cailean when she screamed. A man was with her, his face white as a cloud. His eyes on Menzie.


Cailean looked back at Cutty and called out, “Wait!”


He didn’t want this. Not this.


But it was too late. Cutty stepped behind the leader and swiped his blade across Menzie’s throat just as his daughter and her companion reached them.


It was so quick Cailean’s mind hadn’t finished taking it in when the leader began to fall. He landed at the feet of his small family.


The hamlet erupted in screams. The sound reverberated in Cailean’s head until he felt his heart begin to rumble from somewhere deep within. But it was the leader’s daughter’s soul-wrenching wail that he feared he’d never forget. For it rose up toward the heavens, then came down like an arrow straight into Cailean’s chest. Whatever shards were left of his heart were completely shattered. Time slowed as he watched her fall to her knees and drag her father into her arms, where he drew his last breath.


Cailean couldn’t breathe. He’d wanted to avenge his cousin. He’d been thirsty for blood. But seeing the lass sobbing with her father in her arms, the same way Sage and Alison had died in his, shook him to his core. He knew the pain that contorted her face and made her shriek from someplace so deep, even she seemed not to recognize the sound coming from her.


“No! No!” she cried. “Please, Papa, no!”


Cailean had wanted blood and he’d gotten it.


He felt ill.


Time sped up again and he moved to block Duncan’s path to the family. “We need to go. Now.”


“He was likely the one who shot your cousin,” Duncan reminded him coolly while the woman’s weeping filled the air.


Likely. They didn’t even know for certain. Cailean suspected that for Duncan, this had nothing to do with Patrick. “We’ll never know now, will we?”


“They know,” Duncan said with a snarl and a gleam in his eyes. He was hungry for more blood. He was hungry for the lass. Cailean knew it before he opened his mouth.


“She’ll confess if I take her.”


Cailean held up his palm. Duncan would no doubt destroy her, if Cailean hadn’t already. He’d tear away at whatever remained of her joyful heart until there was nothing left but misery. She would end up like everyone else at Lyon’s Ridge. Her glorious eyes would no longer… Was he mad? Was he about to let his heart rule him on the night he most needed his heart to remain detached?


“Let us leave here now.” He had to go. He had to get away from the screams, the wailing of a daughter who cradled her father’s limp body.


“We’ll leave when I say,” Duncan Murdoch snarled at him.


Cailean’s cool blue-gray stare made him shrink back.


“Move yer damned horse, Murdoch, or I’ll put ye on yer arse in front of all these people.”


Duncan blinked, and, knowing Cailean could do it, called to the men that they were leaving.


Cailean lingered in the shadows, watching the three women who had fallen over Menzie’s body. The rest of the villagers either wept or tried to help. Nobody could.


His gaze remained on the women… on the carefree lass from the market. He understood how she felt. This was her father, and the other one’s son, and likely the third’s husband. Cailean had wanted to avenge Patrick, but he hadn’t considered the cost of his decision.


He kept watch on Patrick that night and paced before his bed the entire time. He was unable to sleep. Guilt gnawed away at him, breathed life into the dark beast he’d let loose. “Patrick,” he said beside his unconscious cousin’s bed. “What have I done? I went to Linavar to kill, never suspectin’ that anything could be worse than m’ own loss. But I was wrong.”


Och, I was wrong. Inflicting that pain on someone else is worse. It’s hell.


And Cailean needed atonement.


He also needed to know that Seth Menzie hadn’t died for nothing. Had he been the one who’d shot Patrick? If he had then justice, no matter how cruel, or how much Cailean regretted it now, had been served. But if he hadn’t… Cailean needed to know.


After assurances that Patrick would live, Cailean traded his fur cloak for his plaid and changed his boots for the hide boots he’d arrived in. He set out early in the morning. He swore to his unconscious cousin that he would return in a few hours and that when Patrick was well enough to travel, they were leaving Glen Lyon. But there were things he had to see to first.


He reined in his horse and stood on the crest of Càrn Gorm. The mist was thick around his calves this morning and he could barely make out the row of lights moving toward a field in the distance. He realized it was a procession of mourners. Last night they had celebrated and now they were on their way to bury Seth Menzie.


What if Menzie was the wrong man? So what if he’d recognized Duncan in his mask? He’d known the lord’s son well enough, according to Duncan. What atonement did Cailean expect they’d give him? They’d likely try to kill him. But he’d been covered. No one had seen his face. Logic told him to return to the castle and sit with Patrick. But he argued with himself that he’d be gone only a few hours.


And something had drawn him back here. A need to find the truth… and more than that, a need to make things right. But how could he? He put his boots to his horse’s flanks anyway and raced down the steep braes. He dismounted when he reached the hamlet and tied his horse to a tree. His heart pounded while he proceeded on foot.


It wasn’t too late to turn back. He didn’t want to have a part in any more sorrow. He didn’t want to see any of the villagers, or speak to them. What if she saw him? What could he say to her? He had no reason to be here, but he remained and stayed out of sight when he saw her arrive with her family. He was a fool to stay when they began giving their dead loved one tribute. Och, what had he become that he could cause a family, nae, an entire village so much pain? He was a monster, too dark for logic.


Temperance clutched TamLin to her chest and watched William and some of the other villagers lower her father’s box into the ground.


She wouldn’t cry. She couldn’t. She had nothing left.


The morning was overcast and the dirt was hard from the early frost. It had taken four hours to dig a big-enough hole. It was as if the ground didn’t want her father. Temperance didn’t want to let him go. She wanted to break open that hated box and take him back from death’s grip. She wanted to curse William for being so damned determined to conquer the frozen ground, and oh… she cursed the Black Riders.


William’s heart is lost to you. What do you intend to do about it, Tem? Her father stood before her, tall and strong, his dark hair blown by the wind of a brisk October day not too long ago. His smile was wide and handsome, and happy. He was always happy and he’d taught her to be the same. That was over now.


Forgive me, Tem. His last words, spoken on a strangled whisper before his life left him. Forgive him for what? For dying? Oh, but it wasn’t his fault! Duncan Murdoch and his cohort were responsible.


How would she go on when it felt as if her heart had been ripped out of her body?


She lifted her gaze to her childhood friend now. His shoulders heaved from exhaustion but his face showed only sorrow. William loved her father. He understood her pain and the harshness of the truth that, like her, he hadn’t been there to stop it.


Twenty years had gone by in a single night. She’d have to marry William now. She and Gram needed the protection of a man. Who better than the one her father had trained as his successor should anything ever happen to him? Something had happened. Her father, her sweet, wonderful father, was dead—and she’d watched it happen. She’d seen that Black Rider nod his approval before his fiendish friend cut her father’s throat right in front of her poor gram and Anne Gilbert. She’d never get her father’s blood out of her cloak. She’d never forget his last breath, his last words, while he looked up at her. She didn’t want to forget. She began to cry again, but her tears were blown away by the wind. She would never hear his voice again, or see him bent to the soil in their fields. She’d never see his smile again, cast over all who greeted him, and soft and indulgent on her.


Temperance listened while Gram said something pretty about her son. There were many things to choose from. Gram spoke about his fairness and thoughtfulness and many of the villagers agreed while they wiped their eyes. Temperance bit her lip and battled herself to keep from crying with them when Gram recounted his steadfast loyalty and devotion, and spoke of how she was going to miss him.


It was Temperance’s turn to speak. What was she to say? There was more than just sorrow’s weight upon her. There was anger. There was guilt for not having been there to stop Duncan from killing her father.


There would be no more laughter, no more jesting with him and Gram and the others while they worked the land. No more late-night talks with him about politics and life. They had taken it all from her.


She lowered her gaze to the box, now set in place. It took her a moment to gather her strength to speak without a sob. But finally she did. “I’m going to kill them, Papa. I’m going to kill them all.”


She sniffed and started to turn to Gram so she could leave. She’d had enough. She couldn’t bear another instant.


William’s speaking his turn stopped her.


“I vow not to let Temperance fulfill her most recent promise to you, my friend.”


What? She turned on him. She didn’t care if William was her best friend and her betrothed. Who in damnation did he think he was to promise her father that he’d make her break her oath?


“William.”


He knew her well enough to know the chill in her voice, the spark of challenge in her eyes. It didn’t matter if Gram gave her a hard tug and pulled her away. She didn’t need to say anything more. William knew she was furious. She’d finish this later. It was time to go. There was much to be done in preparation for the celebration tonight. It was customary to celebrate the life of anyone they buried in Linavar. Tonight they would celebrate Seth Menzie. After that they wouldn’t celebrate anything else until Christmas and Hogmanay.


Temperance was still fuming when Gram scrutinized her through her good eye while they walked together back to the house.


Temperance let go of the cat and watched her run ahead. “Please, Gram,” she argued, though Gram hadn’t said a word, “don’t come at me with how I must start behaving like a lady and stop defending myself.”


“Who said anything about that, gel? Ye’ll never hear me spit such nonsense. But there’s a place fer pouring out yer passions, and ’tis not at yer father’s burial.”


Aye! Aye, Gram was right. This day wasn’t about her and William. It was about her father. She apologized to her grandmother and continued toward home.


“Temperance?” Gram called out behind her, stopping her. “Keeping busy and celebrating his life tonight and in the days to come will heal ye,” she promised.


Temperance nodded and kept going. What if she didn’t heal? The thought frightened her. She wanted to kill, not cook. She’d never killed anyone before and she couldn’t just ride into Lyon’s Ridge Castle and start shooting her arrows at Black Riders and expect to live. No. She had to devise a way to kill the mercenaries and their leader and ensure victory. She’d do it. Her father’s life would cost them theirs.


She reached the house before Gram did, but she didn’t enter. She turned at the sound of the wailing wind sweeping over the frost-covered glen. She pulled her dark woolen mantle tighter around her shoulders and looked up at Murdoch’s castle in the distance, swathed in gossamer fog. She hated it and everyone in it. The people of her hamlet, her friends, weren’t safe anymore. They never had been. If the lord’s mercenaries could kill the leader of Linavar, what was to stop them from killing everyone else? And what about her? The life she’d hoped for was impossible now unless she did something. If she didn’t kill Duncan, she’d never be safe from his desires. She would have to marry William to keep herself and Gram safe.


Something drew her anxious heart—and her cat—away from the castle and into the misty fields.


“TamLin!” she called out.


The cat kept going until she disappeared in the fog. Temperance was about to call her in again when Gram reached her and continued toward the door.


“She’ll come in her own time,” the old woman said.


Temperance nodded and tried to ignore the hair standing straight on her nape. She hurried inside and forgot all about it as she began chopping onions and an assortment of other vegetables for tonight’s celebration.


As was usual for Gram, she turned out to be correct—TamLin did return home. And keeping busy did help Temperance keep her mind off her father and the men who’d killed him. For a little while, at least. She and Gram cooked all day, preparing for the feast. An old cow was slaughtered and fresh meat dishes abounded. The food the villagers had made for the next night’s celebration was brought and shared at the feast as well.


Finally Temperance had to rest. The kitchen was hot and she came outside for fresh, cool air. She thought of last night’s events. The Black Riders moving out of the shadows like demons from hell. Fear overwhelmed her, urgent and crippling. She wouldn’t sleep tonight, just as she hadn’t slept last night. She’d never felt anything like it before. This fear. They weren’t safe.


“Oh, Papa,” she cried, looking toward the pewter sky. “What am I to do now? What will become of us—of me if I don’t marry?”


She heard a sound in the twilight, to the right, toward the barn.


“You’re to let more than a day pass before you decide that all is hopeless,” said a man to her left.


She turned and looked up at William, his dark eyes warm on her, like his smile. Damn it, but she did love him. She’d grown up with him. He, being a few years older, had taken on the role of her protector when she was six and Rodney Menzie had taunted her one too many times. William had knocked two of Rodney’s teeth out and hadn’t denied his guilt when he stood before her father, and he’d been punished for it. After that they’d grown very close and enjoyed the terrible things they did together. Like moving beehives into their neighbors’ cabbage, onion, and pumpkin patches, and letting frogs and other little terrors into people’s houses through their open windows. They got away with most of it and grew up laughing about it. They’d spent every day together, save for the two years he’d spent in Edward Murdoch’s dungeon. How could she not love him? She was still angry with him, though. She’d been so busy that she hadn’t had a chance to speak to him. “Isn’t it, William?”


“Nae. Your father wouldn’t have wanted it to be hopeless.”


“He doesn’t have a say anymore. He’s dead! He’s left us!” It began with the lump in her throat. She should have known right then to calm herself. But she didn’t want to be calm. She wanted to cry and shout oaths she didn’t know how she’d fulfill. She wanted to fall apart for a moment, just a moment, and miss her father.


“He would want you to remain strong, just as I intend to be.” William moved to take her in his arms.


She let him, just because she wanted to be held in a strong embrace. But she kept silent.
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