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      SHE KNEW SHE SHOULD STOP HIM,
BUT SHE WANTED HIM TOO MUCH.


      His fingers slipped behind her nape, drawing her closer. The stroke of his tongue coaxing her lips apart sent fire through

         her veins. When he deepened the kiss, she had the feeling of falling deep into a chasm where only he existed, ready and waiting

         to catch her.

      


      Then he let her go.


      “Forgive me.” His voice broke on a ragged breath. “I fear I canna’ resist ye.”


      She watched his lips while he spoke, enraptured by their sensuous contours, remembering how they felt pressed against hers,

         how he tasted. He was always so in control.

      


      She wanted to tell him the truth about everything, but not now. She would tell him later and pray he would not turn her away.

         Now, she wanted him to kiss her again….
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      To my Mom—


      Your strength knows no bounds…


   

      The Firstborn
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      Chapter One
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      High atop Saint Christopher’s Abbey, Davina Montgomery stood alone in the bell tower, cloaked in the silence of a world she

         did not know. Darkness had fallen hours ago and below her the sisters slept peacefully in their beds, thanks to the men who

         had been sent here to guard them. But there was little peace for Davina. The vast, indigo sky filling her vision was littered

         with stars that seemed close enough to touch should she reach out her hand. What would she wish for? Her haunted gaze slipped

         southward toward England, and then with a longing just as powerful, toward the moonlit mountain peaks of the north. Which

         life would she choose if the choice were hers to make? A world where she’d been forgotten, or one where no one knew her? She

         smiled sadly against the wind that whipped her woolen novice robes around her. What good was it to ponder when her future

         had already been decreed? She knew what was to come. There were no variations. That is, if she lived beyond the next year.

         She looked away from the place she could never go and the person she could never be.

      


      She heard the soft fall of footsteps behind her but did not turn. She knew who it was.


      “Poor Edward. I imagine your heart must have failed you when you did not find me in my bed.”


      When he remained quiet she felt sorry for teasing him about the seriousness of his duty. Captain Edward Asher had been sent

         here to protect her four years ago, after Captain Geoffries had taken ill and was relieved of his command. Edward had become

         more than her guardian. He was her dearest friend, someone she could confide in here within the thick walls that sheltered

         her from the schemes of her enemies. Edward knew her fears and accepted her faults.

      


      “I knew where to find you,” he finally said, his voice just above a whisper.


      He always did know. Not that there were many places to look. Davina was not allowed to venture outside the Abbey gates so

         she came to the bell tower often to let her thoughts roam free.

      


      “My lady—”


      She turned at his soft call, putting away her dreams and desires behind a tender smile. Those she kept to herself and did

         not share, even with him.

      


      “Please, I…” he began, meeting her gaze and then stumbling through the rest as if the face he looked upon every day still

         struck him as hard as it had the first time he’d seen her. He was in love with her, and though he’d never spoken his heart

         openly, he did not conceal how he felt. Everything was there in his eyes, his deeds, his devotion; and a deep regret that

         Davina suspected had more to do with her than he would ever have the boldness to admit. Her path had been charted for another

         course and she could never be his. “Lady Montgomery, come away from here, I beg you. It is not good to be alone.”

      


      He worried for her so and she wished he wouldn’t. “I’m not alone, Edward,” she reassured. If her life remained as it was now,

         she would find a way to be happy. She always did. “I have been given much.”

      


      “It’s true,” he agreed, moving closer to her and then stopping himself, knowing what she knew. “You have been taught to fear

         the Lord and love your king. The sisters love you, as do my men. It will always be so. We are your family. But it is not enough.”

         He knew she would never admit it, so he said it for her.

      


      It had to be enough. It was safer this way, cloistered away from those who would harm her if ever they discovered her after

         the appointed time.

      


      That time had come.


      Davina knew that Edward would do anything to save her. He told her often, each time he warned her of her peril. Diligently,

         he taught her to trust no one, not even those who claimed to love her. His lessons often left her feeling a bit hopeless,

         though she never told him that, either.

      


      “Would that I could slay your enemies,” he swore to her now, “and your fears along with them.”


      He meant to comfort her, but good heavens, she didn’t want to discuss the future on such a breathtaking night. “Thanks to

         you and God,” she said, leaving the wall to go to him and tossing him a playful smile, “I can slay them myself.”

      


      “I agree,” he surrendered, his good mood restored by the time she reached him. “You’ve learned your lessons in defense well.”


      She rested her hand on his arm and gave it a soft pat. “How could I disappoint you when you risked the Abbess’s consternation

         to teach me?”

      


      He laughed with her, both of them comfortable in their familiarity. But too soon he grew serious again.


      “James is to be crowned in less than a se’nnight.”


      “I know.” Davina nodded and turned toward England again. She refused to let her fears control her. “Mayhap,” she said with

         a bit of defiance sparking her doleful gaze, “we should attend the coronation, Edward. Who would think to look for me at Westminster?”

      


      “My lady…” He reached for her. “We cannot. You know—”


      “I jest, dear friend.” She angled her head to speak to him over her shoulder, carefully cloaking the struggle that weighed

         heaviest upon her heart, a struggle that had nothing to do with fear. “Really, Edward, must we speak of this?”

      


      “Yes, I think we should,” he answered earnestly, then went on swiftly, before she could argue, “I’ve asked the Abbess if we

         can move you to Courlochcraig Abbey in Ayr. I’ve already sent word to—”

      


      “Absolutely not,” she stopped him. “I will not leave my home. Besides, we have no reason to believe that my enemies know of

         me at all.”

      


      “Just for a year or two. Until we’re certain—”


      “No,” she told him again, this time turning to face him fully. “Edward, would you have us leave the sisters here alone to

         face our enemies should they come seeking me? What defense would they have without the strong arms of you and your men? They

         will not leave St. Christopher’s, nor will I.”

      


      He sighed and shook his head at her. “I cannot argue when you prove yourself more courageous than I. I pray I do not live

         to regret it. Very well, then.” The lines of his handsome face relaxed. “I shall do as you ask. For now though,” he added,

         offering her his arm, “allow me to escort you to your chamber. The hour is late and the Reverend Mother will show you no mercy

         when the cock crows.”

      


      Davina rested one hand in the crook of his arm and waved away his concern with the other. “I don’t mind waking with the sun.”


      “Why would you,” he replied, his voice as light now as hers as he led her out of the belfry, “when you can just fall back

         to sleep in the Study Hall.”

      


      “It was only the one time that I actually slept,” she defended, slapping his arm softly. “And don’t you have more important

         things to do with your day than follow me around?”

      


      “Three times,” he corrected, ignoring the frown he knew was false. “Once, you even snored.”


      Her eyes, as they descended the stairs, were as wide as her mouth. “I have never snored in my life!”


      “Save for that one time, then?”


      She looked about to deny his charge again, but bit her curling lip instead. “And once during Sister Bernadette’s piano recital.

         I had penance for a week. Do you remember?”

      


      “How could I forget?” he laughed. “My men did no chores the entire time, preferring to listen at your door while you spoke

         aloud to God about everything but your transgression.”

      


      “God already knew why I fell asleep,” she explained, smiling at his grin. “I did not wish to speak poorly of Sister Bernadette’s

         talent, or lack of it, even in my own defense.”

      


      His laughter faded, leaving only a smile that looked to be painful as their walk ended and they stood at her door. When he

         reached out to take her hand, Davina did her best not to let the surprise in her eyes dissuade him from touching her. “Forgive

         my boldness, but there is something I must tell you. Something I should have told you long ago.”

      


      “Of course, Edward,” she said softly, keeping her hand in his. “You know you may always speak freely to me.”


      “First, I would have you know that you have come to mean—”


      “Captain!”


      Davina leaned over the stairwell to see Harry Barns, Edward’s second in command, plunge through the Abbey doors. “Captain!”

         Harry shouted up at them, his face pale and his breath heavy from running. “They are coming!”

      


      For one paralyzing moment, Davina doubted the good of her ears. She’d been warned of this day for four years, but had always

         prayed it would not come. “Edward,” she asked hollowly, on the verge of sheer panic, “how did they find us so soon after King

         Charles’s death?”

      


      He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head back and forth as if he too refused to believe what he was hearing. But there

         was no time for doubt. Spinning on his heel, he gripped her arm and hauled her into her room. “Stay here! Lock your door!”

      


      “What good will that do us?” She sprang for her quiver and bow and headed back to the door, and to Edward blocking it. “Please,

         dear friend. I do not want to cower alone in my room. I will fire from the bell tower until it is no longer safe to do so.”

      


      “Captain!” Barns raced up the stairs, taking three at a time. “We need to prepare. Now!”


      “Edward”—Davina’s voice pulled him back to her—“you trained me for this. We need every arm available. You will not stop me

         from fighting for my home.”

      


      “Orders, Captain, please!”


      Davina looked back once as she raced toward the narrow steps leading back to the tower.


      “Harry!” She heard Edward shout behind her. “Prepare the vats and boil the tar. I want every man alert and ready at my command.

         And Harry…”

      


      “Captain?”


      “Wake the sisters and tell them to pray.”


      In the early morning hours that passed after the massacre at St. Christopher’s, Edward’s men had managed to kill half of the

         enemy’s army. But the Abbey’s losses were greater. Far greater.

      


      Alone in the bell tower, Davina stared down at the bodies strewn across the large courtyard. The stench of burning tar and

         seared flesh stung her nostrils and burned her eyes as she set them beyond the gates to the meadow where men on horseback

         still hacked away at each other as if their hatred could never be satisfied. But there was no hatred. They fought because

         of her, though none of them knew her. But she knew them. Her dreams had been plagued with her faceless assassins since the

         day Edward had first told her of them.

      


      Tears brought on by the pungent air slipped down her cheeks, falling far below to where her friends… her family lay dead or

         dying. Dragging her palm across her eyes, she searched the bodies for Edward. He’d returned to her an hour after the fighting

         had begun and ordered her into the chapel with the sisters. When she’d refused, he’d tossed her over his shoulder like a sack

         of grain and brought her there himself. But she did not remain hidden. She couldn’t, so she’d returned to the tower and her

         bow and sent more than a dozen of her enemies to meet their Maker. But there were too many—or mayhap God didn’t want the rest,

         for they slew the men she ate with, laughed with, before her eyes.

      


      She had feared this day for so long that it had become a part of her. She thought she had prepared. At least, for her own

         death. But not for the Abbess’s. Not for Edward’s. How could anyone prepare to lose those they loved?

      


      Despair ravaged her and for a moment she considered stepping over the wall. If she was dead they would stop. But she had prayed

         for courage too many times to let God or Edward down now. Reaching into the quiver on her back, she plucked out an arrow,

         cocked her bow, and closed one eye to aim.

      


      Below her and out of her line of vision, a soldier garbed in military regalia not belonging to England crept along the chapel

         wall with a torch clutched in one fist and a sword in the other.

      


   

      Chapter Two


      [image: art]


      A cool breeze, moist with the fallen rain, lifted a raven curl from Robert MacGregor’s forehead. Looking up, he glared at the

         pewter clouds as if daring the heavens to open again. ’Twas bad enough he and his kin had to leave Camlochlin during a storm

         that promised to tear auld Tamas MacKinnon’s roof off his bothy. Trekking across Scotland in the mud did not make the journey

         any easier.

      


      Rob was still unsure if he agreed with his father’s reasoning for leaving the clan to attend James of York’s coronation. What

         did laws made by stately nobles, dressed in powdered wigs and ruffled collars, have to do with MacGregors? Only a handful

         of them knew of the MacGregors of Skye, and none of them would dare venture into the mountains to enforce their laws, even

         if they did. What fealty did his clan owe to an English king?

      


      “Rebellion is not always necessary,” his father’s words invaded his troubled thoughts. “Protectin’ the clan must always come first.”

      


      As firstborn and heir apparent to Callum MacGregor’s title as Clan Chief of the MacGregors of Skye, Rob had been taught to

         understand his father’s ways of thinking. He knew that civilly showing their support to the new king was the intelligent thing

         to do. For as much as he cared nothing about politics so far south, there were many in Parliament who believed the Highland

         ways of life, with a Chief having sole authority over his clan, were outdated and should be abolished. If kissing the king’s

         arse would keep his clan safe and intact, then Rob would do it.

      


      He didn’t care if his father was chief or if he was. He’d taken on every responsibility as a leader, and more. He tilled the

         land, herded and sheared the sheep, repaired falling rooftops and, more times than not, denied his physical pleasure for hard

         work. He made decisions for his kin’s welfare alongside his father and honed his swordplay diligently and by his own choice,

         knowing that any weakness of body or will could destroy what belonged to him. And it had been in his blood for generations

         never to allow that to happen.

      


      But it still angered him that he should have to leave his clan to kiss the arses of men who would likely shyt in their breeches

         on any kind of battlefield.

      


      “Tell me again why ye insisted on takin’ this route, Will?” Rob asked his cousin, and yanked on his reins to steer his mount

         away from a muddy trench in his path. They had left their main troupe on a road just before the English border. The detour

         was Will’s idea, and Rob was beginning to question why he’d listened to him, or why he’d agreed to let anyone else come with

         them.

      


      “St. Christopher’s Abbey,” Will called out over his shoulder. “I told ye, Sister Margaret Mary lives there.”


      “Who the hell is Sister Margaret Mary?” Angus MacGregor growled, rubbing the small of his back. “And why does a daughter o’

         the Lord interest a black heart like yers?”

      


      “She was m’ nursemaid fer six years after m’ mother died.”


      “I think I’ve heard Tristan speak of her,” Colin, Rob’s youngest brother, joined in thoughtfully, managing to steer his mount

         around a mossy incline without incident. Rob was torn between being thankful that his brother Tristan hadn’t come with them—mostly

         for the sisters of St. Christopher’s sake—and being angry with himself for letting Colin come along. Clearly, Will had no

         notion of where the hell the Abbey was. He was leading them deeper into the hills. A band of outlaws could attack them from

         almost any direction unseen. Not that Rob fretted overmuch about a fight, or Colin’s ability to come out of one unharmed.

         He just preferred that if there was a skirmish of some sort, his youngest brother not be there.

      


      “Do the sisters in England pray as much as the ones in Scotland do?”


      “We’re no’ in England yet,” Rob murmured impatiently, glancing at Finlay Grant from over his shoulder. The lad looked stricken

         for a moment, as if he had just proven himself lacking in the eyes of his leader. Hell, what would he do with Finn if they

         were attacked? The lad could fight well enough, but he’d always shown more interest in playing the pipes and reciting tales

         of past heroes than in swordplay. Every laird had a bard, and Finn was determined to become Rob’s. As irritating as it sometimes

         was to have the lad always underfoot, watching what he did and what he said in the event that some heroic deed he performed

         needed retelling, Rob was fond of Graham and Claire Grant’s youngest son. He was a respectful lad with a curious nature, and

         since he wasn’t the source of Rob’s frustration, he should not bear the brunt of it. “And nae,” Rob told him in a milder tone,

         “Scottish nuns pray more.”

      


      “I dinna care if her knees have worn straight through her robes,” Angus grumbled, reaching for a pouch of brew hidden in his

         plaid. “If she brought Will and Tristan into this world, I have nae desire to be meetin’ her.”

      


      “Hush, Angus.” Rob held up his hand to silence the older warrior. “D’ye hear that?”


      His companions remained quiet for a moment, listening. “Sounds like the clash o’ swords,” Angus said, his hand falling immediately

         to his hilt. “And that odor—That’s flesh burnin’.”

      


      “The Abbey!” Will’s face went pale as he whirled his mount left and dug his heels into the beast’s flanks. He disappeared

         over the crest of a small rise before Rob could stop him.

      


      Swearing an oath that his cousin and closest friend was someday going to get himself and everyone around him killed by rushing

         headlong into the unknown, Rob raced forward to follow, warning the younger lads to stay behind.

      


      Rob and Angus stopped just beyond the crest, where Will had also halted his horse and stared with both shock and horror at

         the scene before him. When Colin and Finn reached them, Rob swore violently at his brother for disobeying him, but his gaze

         was already being pulled back to the small convent nestled within the fold of low hills.

      


      The Abbey was under attack. By the looks of it, the siege had been going on for more than a few hours. Hundreds of dead bodies

         littered the ground. Only a handful of what looked to have been two separate armies remained while ribbons of black smoke

         plumed the air, the residue of burning tar. The left wing of the structure was completely engulfed in flames.

      


      “Dear God, who would do this?”


      Will did not bother answering Finn’s haunted plea, but snatched free his bow and yanked an arrow from his quiver.


      “Will, nae!” Rob stopped him. “’Tis no’ our fight. I’ll no’ bring whoever did this doun on our clan! No’ for those who have

         already per—”

      


      The remainder of his words was cut short by a searing jolt of pain in his left shoulder and the whistle of two of Will’s arrows

         slicing the air in the next instant. Stunned, Rob looked down at the thin shaft of wood jutting out of his flesh. He’d been

         hit! Son of a… Fighting a wave of nausea, he closed his fingers around the arrow and broke off the feathered end sticking

         out from his plaid. Setting his murderous gaze on the skirmish, he clutched the broken arrow in one fist and dragged his claymore

         from its sheath with the other.

      


      “Now, ’tis our fight. Colin,” he growled before he charged his mount forward. “Ye and Finn take cover or I’ll set ye both

         on yer arses fer a fortnight.”

      


      Finn nodded dutifully, but Colin grew angry. “Rob, I can fight. I want to fight.”


      “No’ today,” Rob warned, his jaw rigid with fury about to be unleashed. This time Colin obeyed.


      Rob had fought in raids before. He’d even killed a few Fergussons, but this was the kind of fighting that flowed through his

         veins, what he had been trained to do by his father. Protect himself and those in his care at any cost. He didn’t care who’d

         shot him. They were all going to pay for it. Reaching the dwindling melee, he brought his sword down with savage satisfaction,

         killing swiftly, while Will and Angus fought a few feet away. He was about to strike again when his would-be target screamed

         out at him.

      


      “Hold, Scot! Hold for the mercy of God!” For the space of a breath, the man withered in his saddle staring into Rob’s eyes,

         and then at the bloody sword above his head. He spoke quickly, gathering what strength of will he had left. “I am Captain

         Edward Asher of the King’s Royal army. We were attacked just before dawn. I am not your enemy.”

      


      Rob quickly looked the man over. His dark hair was wet with blood and sweat that dripped over his brow, creating streaks down

         his dirty face. His garment was also bloodied, but belonging to the king’s regiment.

      


      His fury at being shot still unabated, Rob began to turn his mount to cut down someone else.


      “Wait.” The captain reached for Rob’s arm to stop him. “You are a Highlander. Why are you here? Has someone sent you?”


      “Ye ask many questions rather than be grateful that here is where I am.”


      “You have my thanks for your aid.”


      Rob nodded. “Behind ye.”


      Captain Asher spun on his horse and barely managed to avoid a blow to his head that would have killed him.


      Taking a moment to assure that no other enemy soldiers were in fighting distance, Rob watched with a look of bland interest

         while the captain felled his attacker to the ground.

      


      “I owe you my life,” Asher said, panting.


      “Right. Are we done here? There are more comin’.”


      Asher’s shoulders sagged heavily as if he’d had enough and knew his fate. He didn’t bother to look behind him, but wiped his

         moist brow. “Your name, please.”

      


      Hell, the man was half out of his mind. Loss of blood, Rob decided, and taking pity on him, gave him what he asked.


      “Robert MacGregor, if I die today you must save the Lady Montgomery.” Before Rob could consent or decline, the captain rushed

         on. “Please, I beg of you, save her. She still lives, I know it.” His eyes dipped to the broken arrow in Rob’s hand.

      


      Following his gaze, Rob suspected who shot him. His jaw clenched, as did his fingers. “You live. You save her.”


      “MacGregor!” Captain Asher shouted as Rob rode away. “They burned the chapel. All the sisters—dead. They were all she had.

         She only did what you or I would have done. Save her before the flames claim her. It is what they want.”

      


      Rob set his gaze toward the burning Abbey. Hell. He should find Will and toss him into the flames to find the lady since ’twas

         his idea to come here. A lady. Bloody hell, he couldn’t leave a lass to the flames, even if she’d tried to kill him. With

         his sword held high, he cut down another rider coming at him and did not look back to see what had become of Asher. He scanned

         the smoky courtyard for any sign of a female then muttered a string of oaths when he didn’t find her. With a look of such

         dark resentment and determination on his face he frightened two more soldiers out of his path, he rode his snorting beast

         straight to the fiery entrance. There was only one way to get inside and no time to hesitate. Yanking hard on his reins, he

         dug his heels into his horse’s flanks and heaved the stallion upward onto its hind legs. The charred doors splintered and

         cracked beneath the weight of his mount’s front hooves. Thick smoke stung his lungs and made it almost impossible to see.

         He called out, “Lady!” His stallion neighed and bucked at the roaring flames all around them, but Rob’s hand was strong and

         the beast was forced to continue. He called out again, and was about to give up and count her among the dead when he saw her.

         To his astonishment, the lass was trying desperately to put out the flames with a meager blanket.

      


      “’Tis too late, lass. Give me yer hand!”


      At the sound of his voice, she whirled around, bringing the blanket to her face to keep the smoke from choking her. “Edward?”

         She coughed, trying to see through the suffocating haze. “Edward, I—” The blanket slipped from her fingers and her legs gave

         out beneath her.

      


      Rob charged forward, leaning down in his saddle. Before her body hit the ground, he plucked her from the ashes.


      I’m dying. Thank You, Father. Davina had hoped it would be less painful than this. It wasn’t the smoke that scorched her lungs, or the pounding of her

         head, but the memory of the sisters’ screams as they burned in the chapel that made her long for Heaven.

      


      “Breathe now, lass.” A man’s voice, commanding enough to be Edward’s, but infinitely deeper, pulled her back.


      She coughed, dragging only slightly fresher air into her lungs. Fire lanced through her chest. Fire. She wasn’t dying. She

         opened her eyes to the blur of blackened grass and thick hooves tearing up the earth beneath her. She coughed again and a

         hand, large enough to span the back of her head, smoothed her hair away from her cheek. She was on a horse—and a man, flung

         across his lap to be exact. They had come for her just as Edward had feared they would, and now they had her. She wanted to

         scream, but her throat was raw. She would have leaped from both beasts, but the arm that held her dangling over the horse’s

         flanks was hard as granite. A body passed her vision on the ground, bringing the full horror of what took place this day back

         to her.

      


      They were dead.


      No. “No!” Terror and fury gripped her and she pushed herself up off her captor’s thighs. The sight over and beyond his bloodied

         shoulder stilled her an instant later. St. Christopher’s Abbey… her home, was burning to the ground. Everyone. Gone. “No,

         God, please… not my family,” she whimpered. Tears spilled down her face and she feared they might never stop. They didn’t,

         even when she remembered who held her.

      


      “Monster,” she screamed, pummeling him with blows to his chest, fighting his strength with the madness of her grief. “Bastard!

         What have you done?”

      


      “Lady.” His voice was so tender that she collapsed against him, needing mercy. “Be still,” he said softly against her ear

         as she clutched his upper arm, staring at the crumbling walls of her home. “Ye’re safe now.”

      


      “I’m going to kill you,” she promised just as softly, leaving behind the bodies of those she loved.


      “Ye almost did already, but ’twas no’ I who did this loathsome thing.”


      It wasn’t his declaration, but the deep undercurrent of sympathy in it that almost convinced her to believe him. She pushed

         off his shoulder and stared up at him. He wasn’t one of them. His burr was thick and his appearance far more primitive than

         any man she’d ever seen, English or otherwise. A Highlander. She hadn’t been expecting one of those. The Abbess had told her

         about the men of the North in her lessons and how they wore blankets draped around their bodies, rather than short-coats and

         breeches. Davina’s eyes dipped to the great belted plaid draping one of his shoulders and the bloodstained shirt beneath.

         This one was big. His dark hair was longer than she’d ever seen on a man and tied away from his face, save for a stray lock,

         swept free over his eyes by the rushing wind. He smelled of earth and leather… and smoke.

      


      “Who are you then?” she demanded through trembling lips. “What are you doing here?” She waited while he stared at her as if

         her simple questions muddled his thoughts. Harry Barns had told her that Highlanders were thick skulled, more interested in

         battle than in books. This one looked like he could take down Edward’s entire regiment.

      


      “Edward,” she whispered, and a new rush of sorrow flooded through her. “Let me go!” She struggled again. “I must find him.

         Please,” she cried as her captor drew her closer to hold her still. “You don’t understand. He will think they have taken me.”

      


      “Who will he think has taken ye?” The Highlander withdrew just enough to look into her eyes. “Who did this, lass?”


      She was thinking of Edward, not herself or her safety, when she told him. “It was the Duke’s men, or the Earl’s. I’m not certain.

         Now please, I beg you, bring me back. I must find Captain Asher.”

      


      It was the stranger’s eyes that told her what he did not want to say. Lapis-colored gems that lost their glitter when he finally

         looked away. Edward was dead. Tears pooled her eyes but she said nothing as she turned in his arms, away from everything she

         knew, everyone she trusted.

      


      They rode in silence, joined as they raced away by two more mounted Highlanders, and then more waiting at the crest overlooking

         the Abbey. The man riding with her spoke to the others but Davina did not listen to what he said. When one of them asked her

         why the Abbey was attacked she told them she did not know, and then said nothing else. She was alone. Whoever this man was

         behind her, whether he was sent by her enemies or by God to save her, did not matter. She was alone and had nowhere else to

         go but with him. For now.

      


   

      Chapter Three
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      Rob’s shoulder ached. Twice, Angus had insisted on stopping so that he could remove the tip of the arrow still jutting out

         of Rob’s back, but it was too dangerous to make camp so close to the border. Someone had gone to much trouble to try to kill

         the lass in his arms. ’Twas her they’d come for. Captain Asher’s words rang like alarms through his thoughts. Save her before the flames claim her. It is what they want. They. The Earl or the Duke. Which ones and why? Why would any man want her dead? Who was she? The captain had called her

         Lady Montgomery. Was she a nobleman’s daughter visiting the Abbey with her family? If so, why the hell was she dressed in

         novice robes? Whoever had attacked the Abbey wanted her to burn. Was she believed to be a witch? Rob did not doubt she could

         be, for her beauty near pierced his soul when she first looked at him. She had an almost feline appearance; with large, wide-set

         elongated eyes as big and as blue as the fathomless heavens behind her. Her pale brows flared upward toward her slightly oversized

         ears. The perfect hourglass silhouette of her nose ended in a tiny knob stained with soot. Her lips were plump and naturally

         pouty and as beguiling as all hell.

      


      Rob had heard tales of fairies from their neighbors, the MacLeods. Magical beings so bonnie, one look could fell the heart

         of the most resolute warrior. As if to add to Lady Montgomery’s otherworldly appearance, her hair, though streaked with ash,

         glimmered beneath the sun in shades of pale gold and shimmering silver. He bent his head to her to inhale her scent. She smelled

         of smoke and soot, but then, he imagined they all did.

      


      It wasn’t difficult to understand why an English captain would beg for her safety. But what were men from the Royal Army doing

         at St. Christopher’s? A dozen questions nagged at Rob’s thoughts. The lass offered no answers, though he was certain she could

         provide them. Save for a gasp now and then at the speed of his horse, she hadn’t uttered a single word in over an hour. She

         barely moved against him, her soft body pressing into his chest, making him more uncomfortable than when she fought him. Shock,

         he imagined. He could feel the sorrow in her heavy breath and he had to struggle to keep his heart from breaking for her.

         If he lost everyone he loved, he would go mad with grief. She felt small and vulnerable in the crook of his arm and the need

         to protect her flared in his veins more powerful than anything he’d ever felt before.

      


      Hell, just what he needed, another responsibility in his life. At least, she would be until he delivered her to En—gland’s

         new king. Already a part of him did not want to give her up, but it was obvious that whoever wanted her dead wanted it badly

         enough to battle the king’s soldiers. The safety of Rob’s clan came first. If she belonged to the king, then let the king

         protect her.

      


      Shifting in his saddle, Rob held back a slight groan through a tightly clenched jaw. His arm was throbbing and growing stiffer

         with each breath. It would be useless should they be attacked.

      


      “Did ye discover who shot ye through, Rob?” The question was asked by Finlay Grant. Rob should have known the lad was riding

         close enough to him to see his discomfort.

      


      “Aye,” was all he replied.


      “Yer faither will have all our heads when he learns o’ yer wound,” Angus mumbled out loud when they finally slowed their mounts

         to a more leisurely pace.

      


      Will accepted the small pouch Angus held out to him, and tossed the old warrior a challenging grin. “It gives me great humor

         to know that ye’re as frightened o’ the laird as the village women are.” Ignoring Angus’s fervent protests to the contrary,

         he took a hearty swig of the potent whisky, shivered in his saddle, and passed the pouch to Rob. “’Tis poison.”

      


      Shaking his head, Rob declined the offering. “My faither will understand why I fought. The wound is no’ so bad and will be

         on its way to healin’ by the time we reach Westminster—”

      


      The lass whirled around so quickly, she near slipped from his lap. “You’re taking me to Westminster?”


      Hell, her effect on him was worse than any lethal brew Angus carried in the folds of his plaid. Rob had wanted to look at

         her again since they left the Abbey, to let his gaze linger over the pale coral of her lips, to take his time studying the

         perfect symmetry of her countenance, the purity of her milky complexion. But it was the fear and desperation in her eyes as

         she stared up at him that tugged stronger on his heart. Damnation, what came over him?

      


      “To the Duke of York’s coronation, aye,” he told her, severing their gaze. He refused to allow a lass, even one as mesmerizing

         as she, to make him forget his first duty. “We will meet up with my kin and—”

      


      “No! I cannot go to England. You must not take me there.”


      The terror in her voice dragged his eyes back to hers. Her bottom lip quivered and Rob resisted the urge to lift his finger

         to it. “Why? Ye were bein’ protected by the Royal army, nae? Ye’ll be safe under the king’s care.”

      


      She shook her head and clutched at his plaid. “I won’t be safe there.”


      Slipping his gaze to the others, Rob caught their troubled expressions. He knew what they were thinking. If they did not return

         to his father, the Devil MacGregor would suspect the worst. He would leave England with Graham hot on his heels; mayhap even

         taking the heads of any who tried to stop them and bringing the law down upon the heads of his clan once again. Rob couldn’t

         take that chance. Still…

      


      “Where will ye be safe then?”


      “Nae, Rob—”


      Rob held up his palm to halt Angus’s objection and waited for her to speak. “Where?”


      Everything she’d been through seemed to hit her all at once as she looked around, as if searching for something familiar.

         She trembled against him then let go of his plaid and dipped her eyes to her hands.

      


      “Nowhere.”


      “She’s an outlaw.” Angus took another swill from his pouch, then cast a withering look to the heavens. “Had enough o’ them

         to last ten lifetimes.”

      


      “English soldiers dinna’ give their lives fer outlaws.” Will leaned forward in his saddle and smacked the pouch out of Angus’s

         hand. “That shyt will kill ye. Look how dimwitted ’tis made ye already,” he added when Angus gaped at him and then at the

         brew seeping into the ground.

      


      Rob didn’t care if she was an outlaw, a witch, or some magical being who compelled armies to go to war over her. It took him

         just an instant to decide what to do with her. She had nowhere to go where she could take refuge, even from her grief. He

         would not deliver her over to her enemies just to be rid of her. “I’ll find ye someplace safe,” he said, ignoring the more

         responsible voice in his head and the blasphemies spilling from Angus’s lips.

      


      The lass did not appear relieved. In fact, she looked about ready to spring from his arms and take off running. He tightened

         his arm just a wee bit around her waist.

      


      “Angus, ye’ll ride to my faither and tell him what took place here, but tell him in private.”


      “We need to think aboot—”Angus began, but the authority in Rob’s voice stopped him.


      “I already have, and this is what ye will do. Assure him that we are well and no’ to come after us. ’Twill raise suspicions

         if he leaves too soon. The king will learn of this soon enough on his own and until I know what is goin’ on, I dinna’ want

         him to know we are involved. If the lady’s enemies reside at court, the moment they learn of her escape they will come after

         us. We need all the time we can get. Tell my faither that I’ve gone to find her a refuge and I will meet him back at Camlochlin.

         Go, and take the lads with ye.”

      


      “I’m no’ going to England.”


      Rob pivoted around to pin his brother with a murderous stare. Colin shrugged off its effect like an unwanted blanket. “If

         ye send me off with him,” he said, his voice pitched low with determination, “I’ll break away and follow ye alone.”

      


      “I’m staying, as well,” Finn announced, pushing back the woolen bonnet from his spray of flaxen hair. “Rob,” he added when

         Rob’s eyes darkened on him, “our fathers did not leave us in Angus’s care, but in yers, trusting that ye would see us safely

         returned to them. No offense to ye, Angus.” He cut the old Highlander a rueful glance before returning his attention to Rob.

      


      Damn, but the lad was correct. If Colin broke away, and Rob had no doubts his brother would do exactly as he promised, for

         the lad possessed more courage and arrogance than was good for him, and anything happened to them…

      


      Grazing them with one last scorching look, Rob tightened his jaw and nodded. He’d pound both their arses into the ground later.

         For now though, they had to keep moving.

      


      “Go, Angus, and tell their faithers that their sons are safe with me.” Rob gave his reins a harsh snap and whirled his mount

         around in the opposite direction. Hell. He didn’t need this.

      


      “Let’s ride fer another few leagues and then make camp,” Will suggested, watching Angus veer off south. “M’ arse is killin’

         me.”

      


      Finn cast him a reproachful look before shielding his gaze beneath his lashes. Will caught the subtle rebuke and turned to

         the lass. “Fergive m’ ill manners, m’lady.” He offered her a guilty smile shot through with a bit of recklessness and danger

         that drew lasses to him like bees to honey.

      


      Rob’s arm was making him irritable. That had to be the reason he wanted to punch his cousin off his horse.


      “What are ye called, lass?” Will trotted his mount closer. He was in good kicking distance.


      “Davina,” she told him quietly.


      “Davina,” Will repeated as if it were the most profound sound he’d ever heard escaping his lips.


      It was.


      When his cousin reached for the pouch of water hanging from his saddle and handed it to her, Rob cursed himself for not thinking

         of her thirst. He watched her drink, with brief glares at Will, who was watching her as well. Rob never cared that lasses

         usually preferred Will over him. He didn’t blame them. Will’s purpose in life was to wreak the same havoc on a maiden’s heart

         as he did on the raiding field, while Rob’s was to keep order.

      


      “Thank you.”


      “Will,” the scoundrel offered as if she had asked for his name. Which she hadn’t, “son of Brodie Mac—”


      “Will,” Rob cut him off, not even trying to sound indifferent. “Leave her now.” The lass was weary and did not need to be

         badgered, and to hell with whether or not Will liked it.

      


      “Right, then.” His cousin threw him a knowing grin which Rob answered with an even darker scowl. “I’ll scout ahead. Come,

         lads,” he called out, taking Colin and Finn with him.

      


      When they were alone, Rob’s gaze returned to the back of Davina’s head. What had he just dragged them into? He had to question

         her more about what had happened, but later, after she rested. He felt like hell for not offering her water sooner, but he

         wasn’t a bloody nursemaid. He was a warrior, trained to be compassionate, but always hard. Though he’d grown to manhood in

         the company of many women, he didn’t know anything about soothing them when they wept.

      


      Bending close to her ear, Rob offered her the one thing he knew how to give. His protection.


   

      Chapter Four
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      I’ll keep ye safe, lass. The Highlander’s whispered promise echoed through Davina’s thoughts while she watched his companion, Will, yank the tip of

         an arrow out of his shoulder.

      


      Soft golden light from the setting sun filtered through the sparse canopy above their small campsite and fell on the man Davina

         assumed was the troupe’s leader, the man who pulled her from the flames, the one who swore to protect her. His companions

         had called him Rob. He was taller than the others, or perhaps it was his air of control, even as the wooden shaft tore through

         his flesh, that made him appear bigger, stronger, and capable of anything.

      


      But could he… would he truly protect her? She wanted to believe that he meant it, because every single person she knew in

         her life was dead, and if Rob was her enemy disguising his purpose, then there was nothing more to hope for.

      


      But she was no fool. Edward and more than a hundred of his men had not been able to protect her, though they had tried. Certainly

         four Highlanders, two of them barely even men yet, would fall even quicker. Or would they? Saints, but they were savage looking,

         with their bare knees and huge swords dangling from their hips. What were they doing at St. Christopher’s? Were they truly

         bringing her someplace safe, or to her enemies? Either way, she could not stay with them. If they were innocent, she would

         likely get them killed. She could ask them boldly if her enemy had sent them but they would not tell her the truth.

      


      Grief clouded her thoughts, but not enough to make her trust the one who might or might not have rescued her. How had her

         enemies found her even before the coronation? Someone had informed them. But who?

      


      The sisters had never kept the truth from her. Davina knew why she had been taken from her mother’s arms as a babe, abandoned

         by her father, and sent off to St. Christopher’s. She understood the value of her existence, for twice now it had cost her

         everything she loved. When Edward had arrived at the Abbey from King Charles’s court, he had told her of the men who sought

         her demise. And dear God, there were many. Though his warnings birthed a fear in Davina that was almost palpable, she understood

         his reasons for telling her. Ignorance of one’s foe was as dangerous as facing them on a battlefield. And so, she lived in

         uncertainty and unease, always aware of the danger around her.

      


      In the fading light, she watched Rob walk toward the pebbly brook and bend to the water’s edge where she’d washed the soot

         out of her own hair earlier. He scooped some water up in his hands to wash his face. His wound needed cleaning, but Davina

         was thankful that he didn’t remove his clothing to bathe. She had lived among many men in her life, but not a single one of

         them emanated such raw strength as this one, nor were any of them as broad of shoulder as he. She was certain it was the primitive

         belted plaid swinging about his bare knees when he stood to his feet that helped accentuate the comparison—the dusty skins

         wrapped around his calves—one, with the hilt of a dagger sticking out of it—that bore testimony to his vigor. This man spent

         his days doing more than sitting idle with his comrades, drinking and waiting for battle to come to him. Following him with

         her gaze as he turned from the stream and moved around the campsite, she found his gait easy and confident with the kind of

         pride carried by generations before him. When he angled his head to look at her and found her staring at him, she swung her

         gaze to a nearby tree.

      


      “Ye know, lass,” he said, and she was aware of him moving toward her. “If my sister could be as quiet as ye are fer but a

         quarter of the time, she’d likely have found a husband by now.”

      


      Squatting now before a pile of embers to her right, Will let out a low snicker. He was temptation incarnate, that one, Davina

         thought when he glanced at her and winked. As darkly intriguing as a wolf, with pale gray eyes and a set of fangs to match.

      


      “Leave Mairi oot of this,” said the boy who had defied Rob so boldly when he was told to go to England. He looked to be about

         nine and ten, lean bodied and quite at ease on his mount on the way here. Dark, silky waves eclipsed eyes that were a dozen

         different shades of green and golden brown, smoldering eyes that burned with a sense of purpose almost as intense as Rob’s.

         “Ye both know why she hasna’ wed.”

      


      “Aye, Colin,” Will laughed, sprinkling twigs over the building flames. “The men are afraid o’ her.”


      “I believe Colin is referring to my brother Connor.”


      “I am referrin’ to him, as well, Finn. Though I dinna’ blame Connor fer fleein’ to England.” Will’s eyes gleamed above the

         flames, playful and teasing on the young man whose visage alone had made Davina almost forget—for just an instant—the horrors

         of the day.
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