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      For Jill
To adventures, past and future

      




      
      
      

      
      
      A Templar Knight is truly a fearless knight, and secure on every side, for his soul is protected by the armor of faith, just
         as his body is protected by the armor of steel. He is thus doubly armed, and need fear neither demons nor men.
      

      
      —Bernard de Clairvaux, c. 1135,
De Laude Novae Militae—In Praise of the New Knighthood

      




      
      
      ONE


      
      
      [image: image]

      
      AD 1404—SCOTTISH LOWLANDS

      
      EMBER BROUGHT HER sword down without warning and her aim was true. Her blade whistled through the air, hitting its mark and smoothly halving
         her adversary.
      

      
      Her enemy might only have been a kirtle she’d outgrown and put to use by stuffing it with straw. Even so, the kirtle now lay
         in pieces, and bits of golden debris floated in the air around Ember as if celebrating her victory. With a yelp of joy she
         twirled around, brandishing her sword.
      

      
      She held up the blade, letting its surface catch the sunlight. She was pleased, not only because she’d destroyed her poppet
         but also because her success meant she’d given her weapon the care it needed. Her sword was bright and sharp. The blade showed
         no signs of rust though she had to keep it hidden in the small niche she’d dug in this hollow, where it couldn’t be fully
         protected from the elements.
      

      
      Ember brought the sword up once more and swung it down in a broad arc as her body turned, following the path of the blade.
         The effortless stroke ended abruptly when her sword met resistance. The sound of steel on steel rang in her ears a moment
         before the shock of impact jolted up her arm.
      

      
      “I thought I’d find you here.” The familiar voice made Ember’s shriek of horror transform to one of delight. Though his clothing
         had changed, Alistair Hart had not. His ebony curls still shone in the sun and his eyes still rivaled the spring sky.
      

      
      
      She began to lower her sword, but Alistair stepped forward. His blade rasped, pressing into hers and forcing her to push back.

      
      He smiled at her. “Tsk. Don’t lower your defenses, Em. Is that how you’d respond to an ambush?”

      
      “But—” Ember’s brow knit together. She couldn’t believe he was here.

      
      “We’ll have a proper reunion after you’ve shown me that you’ve been practicing,” Alistair said, glancing at the remnants of
         the poppet. “It’s a bit more of a challenge when your adversary can fight back.”
      

      
      His blue eyes shone with mirth that made Ember want to laugh, but she gritted her teeth. With a twist of her wrist she knocked
         Alistair’s sword away and struck. He dodged, deftly wielding his blade to parry her swing. Ember met his blow and pushed their
         swords up so she could aim a kick at Alistair’s stomach. Catching her sudden movement, Alistair tried to jump back but not
         quickly enough. He grunted as her heel dug into his gut.
      

      
      Doubling over, he stumbled away. Ember cried out, dropping her sword.

      
      “Oh, Alistair, I’m sorry.” She ran to him. “I got carried away.”

      
      His shoulders were shaking and she gripped them, leaning down in hopes of peering at his face. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      
      When he looked up, grinning, she stomped her foot. His body shook not with pain, but with laughter.

      
      “You’re horrid.” Ember’s cheeks were hot with embarrassment. “I thought I’d hurt you.”

      
      “Only my ego, sweet Ember,” Alistair said, still laughing. “Fortunately my stomach can withstand a gentle kick.”

      
      Ember winced at the word gentle. She certainly hadn’t meant to be gentle.
      

      
      “I’m impressed,” Alistair continued. “You have been practicing.”

      
      Though she wanted to stay cross with him, Ember couldn’t help but smile. “I have … If I don’t sneak out to this hollow, I’ll be forced to spin. I hate spinning.”
      

      
      Her fingers twitched at the thought. She didn’t mind the calluses that made her hands rough from gripping her sword’s hilt,
         but she resented the blisters that covered her fingers after the tedium of carding wool and pulling thread from a wheel. With
         a sigh, Ember turned to rescue her blade from the dirt where she’d dropped it, but Alistair took her arm and pulled her back.
      

      
      “Have you forgotten already?” he asked with an impish smile. “Now that you’ve proven yourself, it’s time to welcome me home.”

      
      Ember laughed and threw herself into his open arms. He crushed her into his chest, so she couldn’t draw a breath, but Ember
         didn’t care. She had missed Alistair every day since he’d left the marches. He was the only person who would know to look
         for Ember in the hidden glen. The only person she trusted with her secrets. The one who’d secreted a sword into her possession
         and helped her learn how to use it. In this last year, his absence had meant she had no sparring partner and no one to reassure
         her that wishing of a life of adventure wasn’t a silly dream for a girl.
      

      
      He laughed and spun her around so quickly that her feet swished through the air. “Ah, I’ve missed you, Em.”

      
      Ember wriggled against him until she was able to gulp in air. The question pounding in her veins rushed out. “Have you come
         to take me away?”
      

      
      Alistair buried his face in the crown of her hair. “Did you have doubts? I keep my promises.”

      
      “But my father—” Ember tried to pull free, but Alistair’s arms were tight around her body, holding her close.

      
      “There are some powers in this world that even your father must answer to,” Alistair told her. “And I’m here representing
         one of them.”
      

      
      Though he seemed reluctant to let her go, Ember managed to wrestle herself out of Alistair’s embrace. “It’s wonderful that they sent you.”
      

      
      “It was decided that things would be easier if I were to come,” he said. “For all of us.” He reached out, letting his fingers
         rest on her cheek. “After today things will be better. Forever.”
      

      
      Ember nodded, though the lingering touch of his hand felt strange. Her mind was working too quickly to give the gesture much
         thought. Even with Alistair returned, she wouldn’t believe that her father would let her leave his home, be free of his rule,
         until she was well away from the family estate.
      

      
      When Alistair had left his own father’s manor—only an hour on foot from Ember’s home—to join Conatus, Ember had been delighted
         to receive word that he’d been chosen to serve in their elite Guard. He’d always bested his brothers in combat. He’d made
         his preference known, and not many would give up the comforts of domesticity for a life of war, even the sacred war of the
         Church. But Alistair was the third son of a noble, which meant his father’s fortunes would pass to his elder brothers. Though
         he could have sought the hand of an heiress, Alistair claimed he’d prefer living by his sword than winning his fortune through
         a marriage.
      

      
      Ember’s situation was the reverse. She was the ideal fiancee for someone in Alistair’s position. He’d even jested that they
         could marry to please their families. But two things kept Ember from ever considering that course. First, she knew marrying
         Alistair wouldn’t please her father. He had an eye on husbands who would extend his holdings in France or Scotland. Alistair
         might be noble in name, but he brought nothing to the table that would gain her father’s favor: no inheritance, no land of
         his own.
      

      
      Second, and much more pressing, was the protest of her spirit. She was certain she’d suffocate trapped in a manor as some
         lord’s wife. Even as a girl she’d longed to escape the monotony of spinning, weaving, and needlework. She’d been plagued by
         jealousy as Alistair and his brothers learned swordplay and horsemanship while she and Agnes were cooped up in the manor. Alistair had become her
         closest friend and confidant because of his willingness to thwart convention, stealing away to meet her in the hollow so she
         could at least have a taste of martial training.
      

      
      Ember ached for a life where she could live by her sword and her courage. A life unavailable to the daughter of a nobleman.
         Except for this single possibility. Her father’s debt to Conatus meant that she might be called to serve at Tearmunn. In what
         capacity she couldn’t know. Even with her obligations to Conatus she might still be destined for a politically expedient union.
      

      
      Her hopes were futile. Ember knew as much. But over the past year she’d too often allowed herself to imagine otherwise. Alistair’s
         letters had encouraged her dreaming, hinting that joining the order would forever alter her life’s path.
      

      
      No work could be greater than the sacred duties of Conatus, he’d written. But what was that work? Despite his reassurances
         she still found herself doubting that she’d have a place within this strange order. Perhaps she’d been a girl who played with
         swords and slaughtered straw dolls, but now she was a woman. And women warriors were aberrations, creatures of legend but
         not the world she inhabited. Though it might be at the ends of the earth, Tearmunn was still of this world, and that meant
         she had to live as women did. As a wife. As a mother.
      

      
      But now Alistair had returned, as he’d promised. Her pulse jumped at the thought that her daydreams of another life might
         be realized. With opposing currents of hope and fear sloshing against each other in her mind, Ember clambered up the grassy
         bank after Alistair.
      

      
      Alistair’s horse, a glossy bay mare, was gorging itself on the spring-green shoots that appeared in thick tufts throughout
         the pasture. The horse blew out in annoyance at having such a lovely meal interrupted when Alistair took up the reins. They started across the green fields toward the tall manor that loomed over the
         glen. The mare snorted, craning her neck in an attempt to snatch another mouthful of the grass.
      

      
      “She’s beautiful,” Ember said, looking over the long lines of the mare’s form.

      
      “Her name is Alkippe. The horses at Tearmunn are exceptional,” he told her. “Everything there is exceptional.”

      
      “And they haven’t made a monk of you?” she asked, easily falling into their old pattern of teasing each other about romance.
         Alistair had always boasted that one day no woman would resist his knightly charm. Ember had countered that no man could ever
         have charm enough to make her want to marry.
      

      
      Expecting Alistair’s laughter, the suddenly harsh cut of his mouth startled her. “Of course not,” he said. “Conatus may be
         an arm of the church, but we’re not a monastery.”
      

      
      “I was only making fun,” Ember said. “Your letters spoke of taking vows.”

      
      “The vows are of loyalty.” Alistair’s pace quickened. “Not chastity.”

      
      “But you said as a knight of Conatus you can’t marry,” she argued. “And that you continue the work of the Templars—who were
         chaste, were they not?”
      

      
      The words left her mouth and Ember’s heart became tight as a fist when she remembered that the Templars had been disbanded
         and many tortured and burned because of charges they’d broken their vows.
      

      
      Alarmed, she murmured, “I shouldn’t have jested about something so serious.”

      
      He grimaced. “You don’t understand the function of the vows. They exist only because of the danger … Never mind. You’ll learn
         the truth of this soon enough yourself. Now our task is to deal with your father.”
      

      
      
      Ember fell silent, lost in her own thoughts about the strange world that Alistair had called home for the past year. The world
         that was intended to be her home too.
      

      
      “Are you so worried about my prospects for marriage?” Alistair smiled and tried to take her hand.

      
      Ember shied away. She’d missed him, but twining their fingers wasn’t something they had ever been in the habit of doing. He
         frowned when Ember pulled her hand back, causing a twinge in her chest that made her regret her choice. She quickly took his
         hand, squeezing, and was pleased when he smiled.
      

      
      “You know I don’t bother with such things,” she said. “My father and mother have their plans. I have others. We shall see
         who wins the day.”
      

      
      Her words carried courage that Ember didn’t feel. In truth she’d fled her house that morning in a desperate attempt to keep
         her mind occupied, just as she had every morning since her sixteenth birthday passed. Fear that an emissary from Conatus would
         never arrive, that her hopes wouldn’t be fulfilled, had rendered her sleepless night after night.
      

      
      “We shall.” Alistair’s tone grew serious. He halted, covering her hand with both of his. “Your arrival at Conatus is considered
         a harbinger of the order’s future. One way or the other.”
      

      
      He dropped her hand, but only after briefly raising her fingers to his lips. An unpleasant shiver coursed through Ember. The
         flood of happiness filling her at Alistair’s return was seeping away, leaving a cold foreboding in its wake. Why was he acting
         so strange? Touching her too often and in ways that were unbefitting of their friendship.
      

      
      “How can that be?” Ember asked, hoping to avoid more awkward interactions. If she kept Alistair talking about his life at
         Tearmunn, perhaps it would make things more comfortable between them.
      

      
      “You’re the daughter of a noble,” he said.

      
      “You’re of noble birth,” she countered. “Wasn’t your arrival equally auspicious?”

      
      
      He shook his head. “I went to Tearmunn voluntarily. You are being called because your life is owed to Conatus.”

      
      Ember went quiet. Though she had no memory of it, the story never failed to unsettle her. When her mother’s labor pains began,
         the birth hadn’t progressed as it should. Death hovered over mother and unborn child. The sudden arrival of an extraordinary
         healer—a woman trained by Conatus—had offered salvation. But miracles came with a price. And the price named was the infant
         girl when she reached her sixteenth year.
      

      
      Growing up with this memory following her like a shadow had been strange. That she was pledged to Conatus hadn’t been hidden
         from her, but whenever it was mentioned, her mother fretted and her father roared. Even lacking her own memory of the event,
         Ember felt as though the circumstances of her birth had left her only loosely tethered to this world. That her survival had
         been a mistake, leaving her with a half-formed and chaotic soul. And that was why she wanted things she wasn’t meant to have
         and dreamed impossible dreams. Because her very existence was ephemeral. Unintended.
      

      
      As the manor rose before them, its hulking shape looming over the fields owned by her father and worked by his peasants, Ember’s
         heart dropped like a stone in a well. Alistair had fallen silent, as lost in his thoughts as she’d been in her own. Ember
         wondered if her friend’s outward confidence belied his own doubts.
      

      
      A groomsman intercepted them in the courtyard, taking Alistair’s horse and leading the animal to the stables.

      
      “Your father is in the great hall,” Alistair told her as they passed through the manor’s tall oak doors. “With quite a feast
         prepared.”
      

      
      “He was hoping to impress Conatus,” Ember said. “And he’s likely disappointed that he’s spent a fortune only to have young
         Alistair Hart appear to collect me.”
      

      
      “Not only me,” he said with a quirk of his lips that might have been a smile or a grimace.

      
      
      “Someone else is here?” Ember could hear her father’s booming voice as they approached the great hall. He was using the expansive
         tone Ember knew meant he wanted to convey his importance.
      

      
      Alistair leaned close, whispering, “Someone more intimidating than young Master Hart. Though I’m loath to admit such a man
         lives. But in truth, it is someone your father would be less likely to dismiss.”
      

      
      Curiosity brimming, Ember walked as quickly as she could without running. The hall was bursting with color, scent, and sound.
         Lord Edmund Morrow sat in a carved wooden chair, taller than its counterparts. A long table was overspread by silver platters
         laden with roasted pheasant, venison, and suckling pig. Wooden bowls were close to toppling under the weight of sweetbreads,
         piping hot fish stew, and savory pottage. Servants scurried about the hall, refilling empty glasses with crimson wine and
         amber cider.
      

      
      Despite her pattering heart, Ember’s stomach rumbled. This feast was far greater than even the Christmas celebration her father
         had thrown. Was he so concerned about his reputation with Conatus? After all, hadn’t he spoken of them as a strange, isolated
         sect that had little to do with the world of court and kings?
      

      
      Ember’s mother, Lady Ossia Morrow, sat to the left of her husband. She was dressed in one of her finest gowns of ebony silk.
         Her hair was pulled into an intricate knot and adorned with gems. Ember’s sister, Agnes, sat to her mother’s left. She was
         also dressed in a favorite gown of rose and cream silks. Her eyes were downcast as she picked through the meats on her plate.
      

      
      The other guests at the meal were warriors—the men-at-arms who served Lord Morrow. Burly and riled up by an excess of food
         and drink, they toasted and jostled each other, making the most of this unexpected bounty.
      

      
      The only person in the room Ember didn’t recognize was the man sitting at her father’s right hand. Unlike the other revelers,
         the stranger’s demeanor was stiff. Both uneasy and wary. Even though he was seated, Ember could tell he was a great deal taller than her father.
      

      
      Catching sight of the new arrivals, Ember’s mother extended her hands. “Alistair! You found her.”

      
      Edmund jabbed the tip of his knife at them. “Good lad, Alistair. As for you, errant girl, you might have taken a moment to
         don appropriate attire for this feast honoring our guests.”
      

      
      Ember glanced down at her plain and rumpled gown, its hem covered with dirt. “I was walking in the pasture,” she said, cheeks
         warming with blood.
      

      
      “Agnes, take your sister and help her make herself presentable,” her father said. He glanced at the tall man on his right.

      
      Agnes began to rise, but the stranger frowned. “There’s no need for your daughter to adorn herself.”

      
      He waved for Agnes to return to her seat, but she hovered, uncertain what to do. When her father’s eyes narrowed, she stood
         and scurried to Ember’s side.
      

      
      “You might hail from the wild north, good knight,” Edmund answered him. “But I expect my daughter to act as befits her station,
         not as some peasant girl who runs around with straw in her hair.”
      

      
      Ember reached up, gingerly running her hands over her tangled locks. Blushing more deeply, she picked several pieces of straw
         from her hair. The stranger watched her closely, and Ember thought he might be on the verge of smiling. Her embarrassment
         melted into irritation. Was seeing her scolded like a child so entertaining to this man?
      

      
      Still holding her gaze, the knight stood up. He was at least a head taller than her father and even a bit taller than Alistair.
         Ember glanced at the younger man beside her. Both knights of Conatus had dark hair, but where Alistair had curls as glossy
         as a raven’s wing, the stranger’s smooth hair was shorn so it fell just below his ears and had a rich color, like a tree’s
         bark after rain.
      

      
      
      She looked away from him only when Agnes took her hand. “Come, sister. I think the green silk gown would be a fine choice.”

      
      “Hold!” The knight’s booming call stopped Ember from following her sister. Before her father could speak again, the stranger
         said to Ember, “My lady Morrow, I am Barrow Hess. Lord Hart and I have come to escort you to the Conatus keep of Tearmunn
         in Glen Shiel.”
      

      
      Ember freed her hand from Agnes’s tight grip and dropped into a curtsy. “I understand, my lord.”

      
      “Are you prepared to leave now?” Barrow asked her. “We’ve already enjoyed too much of your father’s generous hospitality.
         If you are amenable, we would take food for the journey and leave within the hour.”
      

      
      Beside Barrow, Ember’s father began to sputter. Her mother gasped in horror. Agnes grasped Ember’s arm, as if that gesture
         alone would keep her in their father’s house.
      

      
      Ember looked from her father to the tall knight. “I—”

      
      “What sort of insult is this?” Edmund jumped up, squaring his shoulders. “I prepare a feast for you and you can’t be bothered
         to share in it.”
      

      
      Barrow gave him a measured look. “I’ve eaten my fill, Lord Morrow. This gesture was a rich gift, but unnecessary. Lord Hart
         and I are here only to collect what you owe Conatus. Now that your daughter is here, we should be on our way.”
      

      
      A chill crept over Ember’s skin. What you owe. Was that all she meant to Conatus? A debt to be paid?
      

      
      She felt even colder when Alistair stepped forward, gaining her father’s attention.

      
      “The Circle bade me remind you, Lord Morrow,” Alistair said slowly. “One life for another. These are the terms.”

      
      Agnes’s fingers dug into Ember’s skin, but Ember didn’t flinch nor did she speak, even when her sister began to cry softly.

      
      
      Their father paled. “Mercenaries you are. Cruel and demanding.”

      
      “One life for another,” Alistair said again. His gaze fell upon Ember’s mother. Ossia’s lip quivered, but she laid her hand
         atop her husband’s.
      

      
      “You cannot forswear your oath, my lord,” she murmured.

      
      Edmund snatched his hand from hers and stood. “No. I shall not forswear myself. But I shall journey north with you. We all
         shall.”
      

      
      Agnes threw a pleading look at her mother and sniffled. “But my wedding …”

      
      Ossia nodded, turning to her husband. “My lord, our daughter is but a month from her sea journey.”

      
      “Her trunks can be packed by servants.” Edmund snorted. “She needn’t be here. Our house travels to Tearmunn on the morrow.”

      
      Barrow coughed. “Lord Morrow. My orders are to bring the younger lady Morrow to Conatus today.”

      
      “Tomorrow is as good as today.” Edmund glowered at the knight. “You shall not further offend me by refusing to share this
         feast and spend the night as guests in my home. We will leave at dawn.”
      

      
      “If you insist on making this journey north,” Barrow said, with a slight shake of his head, “we will depart within the hour.”

      
      Edmund’s face purpled. “You dare to command me in my own house.”

      
      His warriors ruffled at the exchange. Ember felt as though someone had grabbed her by the throat when she saw several of her
         father’s men reach for their weapons. She could feel Agnes trembling.
      

      
      “Father, please.” Ember started forward, but Alistair put up his hand, signaling for her to keep still.

      
      “Just wait,” he murmured.

      
      “I do not command you,” Barrow told her father quietly. “But I will not fail in my own duties. I take your daughter to Tearmunn
         today. If you travel with us, you will already slow our progress. Three riders would make the trip quickly. The entourage you seem to be suggesting will make our journey longer by days. Delay is
         simply untenable.”
      

      
      Ember was holding her breath, her gaze locked on Barrow. He towered over her father with shoulders set, face calm but unyielding.
         She couldn’t look away from him. No man had ever spoken thus to her father. Without fear. Without apology. Her pulse rippled
         with anticipation. It was marvelous.
      

      
      Ember’s father puffed up his chest. “I will not suffer this humiliation. Nor will I send my daughter off on a horse with two
         men like some common woman. She shall arrive at Tearmunn with her maids and her belongings.”
      

      
      Barrow glanced at Ember. “The lady alone will return with us today. You may send her things to the north as you wish. There
         is no place for her maids at Tearmunn.”
      

      
      “Enough!” Edmund brought his fist down on the table, the force of the blow toppling several platters and overturning cups.
         “I will hear no more of this.”
      

      
      “Perhaps we can resolve our differences another way,” Barrow said quietly.

      
      Red-faced and huffing with fury, Edmund scowled. “And what way would that be?”

      
      “Pick your best men.” Barrow waved at the cluster of warriors in the hall. “If they can defeat me in combat, we’ll depart
         tomorrow.”
      

      
      Edmund squinted at Barrow. “Did you say men?”

      
      The warriors guffawed, trading grins. Edmund raised his hands and the hall fell silent.

      
      All traces of Ember’s father’s rage had been wiped away. With a hearty laugh, he said, “I’m tempted to hold you to your words,
         knight. And guarantee myself victory.”
      

      
      “I didn’t misspeak, my lord,” Barrow answered without hesitation. “Your best men. Name them.”

      
      
      The chortling of Lord Morrow’s men quieted and soon became angry rumbles.

      
      “A bold challenge,” Edmund said, his smile hard. His gaze swept over his men. “Hugh! Gordon! Felix!”

      
      Ember drew closer to her sister as the three warriors eased their bulk from their chairs. Her father had picked well. Not
         only were these his most seasoned knights, but they were among Ember’s least favorite. Hugh wasn’t horrible, but when she
         was a girl, his scarred face and missing teeth had frightened her. Gordon and Felix had a habit of leering at Ember and her
         sister when they passed in the hall. Even worse, Felix had a reputation for cruelty to both the manor’s servants and his hunting
         dogs. These men would fight hard and, if given the chance, wouldn’t hesitate to seriously injure Barrow out of spite.
      

      
      Barrow nodded at the three men. “My lords, choose your weapons.” He turned to Ember’s mother. “My lady, I would not sully
         your home with combat. Might we move into the courtyard?”
      

      
      Ossia nodded, taking her husband’s arm. Edmund led his wife from the room, beckoning his chosen champions to follow.

      
      The buzz of anticipation in the hall broke into a low roar. The men-at-arms surged after their lord, leaving the hall and
         barreling to the courtyard. Alistair hung back, offering his body as a barrier between the rabble of men and Ember and Agnes.
      

      
      Watching the tide of warriors ebb from the room, Ember jumped in surprise when a low voice, very close, said, “I apologize
         for this spectacle, Lady Morrow. I hope I haven’t given offense.”
      

      
      Barrow had appeared suddenly out of the mob, standing at her shoulder. She looked up and found him searching her face intently.
         What he was looking for she couldn’t say, but her own gaze was caught in the dark blue-gray of his eyes, their shade like
         that of a storm-ridden sea. Unable to find her voice, Ember simply shook her head.
      

      
      
      “Are you sure this is necessary?” Alistair asked Barrow.

      
      “Lord Morrow is in need of a lesson,” Barrow answered.

      
      Alistair frowned. “Perhaps. But Ember’s father will like us even less afterward, which will hardly please the Circle. Also,
         I know those men. You’re in for a dirty fight.”
      

      
      “Don’t worry about me.” A smile flickered over Barrow’s mouth. He shrugged off his cloak and handed it to Alistair.

      
      Alistair sighed, muttering, “I wonder if Kael could have avoided a fight.”

      
      “Your mentor in the Guard?” Ember asked, remembering the name from one of Alistair’s letters.

      
      “Yes,” he said. “He has a lighter touch than Barrow—but our commander didn’t think a cheerful countenance would persuade Lord
         Morrow.”
      

      
      “Your commander is probably right,” Ember said, and Alistair’s only answer was a rough laugh.

      
      As Ember and her sister hurried to match the long strides of the two Conatus knights, Agnes whispered, “How horrible! Can’t
         you stop this?”
      

      
      Ember glanced at her. “How could I stop this?”

      
      “They’re fighting over you,” Agnes said. “Alistair has been our friend since we were children. Plead your cause to him. Surely
         he’ll convince Lord Hess to release you from Father’s promise. You were but a babe and our father was desperate. This burden
         shouldn’t fall to you.”
      

      
      Gritting her teeth, Ember said, “You know how dear you are to me, Agnes. But I have no desire to be released. I want to go
         with them.”
      

      
      Agnes sighed. “You say that now, but what do you know of Conatus?”

      
      Ember pulled her gaze away from her sister’s worried face, frustrated by the truth in her words. Conatus was shrouded in mystery—an order of knights sanctioned by the Church, but one whose tasks were known only to its members.
      

      
      “You told me that Alistair’s letters spoke of vows.” Agnes stared at Alistair’s back as she spoke. “Vows wherein you would
         forsake a life of your own.”
      

      
      “My life now is not my own,” Ember hissed through her teeth. “If I stay here, I am but Father’s to give to whatsoever noble
         he chooses.”
      

      
      A mewling sound of sorrow emerged from Agnes’s throat and Ember put her arm around her sister.

      
      “Forgive me, Agnes,” Ember said, cringing at her own thoughtlessness. “I should not say such things.”

      
      “I know you look upon marriage with scorn.” Agnes kept her eyes on the floor as they walked. “But it is only because you haven’t
         been struck by love’s arrow.”
      

      
      Ember would have snorted, but she’d already hurt Agnes enough. “I hope you find the love you seek in France.”

      
      Agnes glanced up, but at Alistair rather than Ember. “So do I.”

      
      Bright sunlight made Ember squint as they emerged into the courtyard. Her father’s warriors had already formed a ring in the
         open space. Within the circle Hugh, Gordon, and Felix brandished their weapons. Hugh bore a short sword and had a shield strapped
         to his left arm. Gordon carried a halberd and Felix a spiked mace.
      

      
      Lord Morrow’s men stepped aside to let Barrow enter the ring. Alistair led Ember and Agnes to a nearby slope where their parents
         stood, overlooking the ring. Barrow had drawn his sword. Unlike Hugh’s thick, squat blade, Barrow’s sword was sleek and curving.
         The men about to fight bore as much resemblance to one another as their weapons did. Like Ember’s father, the three warriors
         he had chosen to face Barrow were thickly muscled with an impressive girth of chest and shoulders. Their hulking bodies were
         built like piles of large stones. By contrast Barrow was tall and lean, his form drawn in long, taut lines.
      

      
      
      Barrow searched the courtyard until he found Edmund. “My lord?”

      
      “Whoever does not fall or does not yield,” Edmund shouted. “My men or this knight of Conatus shall be declared the victor!”

      
      Brutish hollering rose from the ring of warriors. Agnes shuddered, pleading with her sister once more: “How can you bear this,
         Ember?”
      

      
      Ember barely heard her sister’s question. Her blood was roaring in her ears, her heart drumming heavy against her ribs. Her
         hands moved restlessly, fists clenching and unclenching. She wished she could hold her sword, even if only to mimic the exhilarating
         match that was playing out before her.
      

      
      Barrow raised his sword in salute to his trio of adversaries. They grunted and shrugged in reply. Hugh and Felix exchanged
         grins, signaling their anticipation of an easy win.
      

      
      As the warriors around them roared for blood, the men within the ring began to move. Barrow kept his sword low, watching his
         opponents. Gordon bellowed, rushing at Barrow, his halberd aimed to impale. Barrow sidestepped, letting Gordon’s spring carry
         him past the point of attack. As Gordon blew by him, Barrow twisted and brought the flat of his sword down on Gordon’s skull.
         The crack of steel on bone made Agnes shriek.
      

      
      “I can’t watch!” She buried her face in Ember’s shoulder. Ember didn’t blink. It was as if she could feel Barrow’s muscles
         tensing and exploding into action as he fought. Her body hummed with his strength and grace. She’d never felt more alive.
      

      
      Gordon crumpled and lay unmoving. With Barrow’s back turned, Felix and Hugh were already on the attack. Felix leapt at the
         knight, swinging his mace in a broad arc, while Hugh darted around their adversary, keeping his shield up but his sword low.
      

      
      Barrow dove, rolling in the dirt as Felix’s mace whistled past his ear. Hugh struck as Barrow lay on his back, but the knight
         managed to kick Hugh in the stomach with both feet. As Barrow sprang to his feet, Felix brought his mace around. A cry of warning rose in Ember’s throat, but Conatus’s champion spun around, his blade
         sweeping up to meet Felix’s mace mid-blow. Metal clanged as they struck over and over.
      

      
      Recovering from having the breath kicked out of his lungs, Hugh scrambled from the dirt to rejoin the fight. He tossed aside
         his shield and threw himself at Barrow’s unguarded back. As Felix swung his mace, Barrow dropped to the ground flat as a board.
         Hugh tripped over Barrow and fell forward. Bone crunched, and a groan rose from the circled warriors when Felix’s spiked mace
         buried itself in Hugh’s shoulder.
      

      
      Hugh screamed as Felix swore and wrenched his weapon free. Blood poured from Hugh’s wound and his left arm hung limply at
         his side. Barrow had already rolled away from them and was on his feet again. Without pause he darted toward Felix, his curved
         blade flicking through the air. Gashes began to appear on Felix’s arms and shoulders. Felix winced, stumbling back. With a
         strangled cry he wheeled around, flailing as Barrow continued his relentless strikes. Felix’s shirt was in tatters, his chest
         covered with cuts that looked like whiplashes. Breathing hard, he dropped to one knee. Only then did Barrow’s blade pause.
      

      
      “I yield,” Felix rasped, his head bowed.

      
      Barrow nodded. He turned to face Hugh, who though bleeding and groaning in pain was still standing in the ring.

      
      “Do you yield?” Barrow asked him.

      
      Hugh spat on the ground just short of Barrow’s feet, but he nodded. As Barrow sheathed his sword and turned to leave the ring,
         Hugh began to laugh. Felix had risen from the dirt, his eyes bulging with outrage. Without a battle cry, Felix lunged at Barrow,
         bringing his mace around in a high arc so it would smash into Barrow’s skull.
      

      
      In a movement eerily similar to Felix’s submission, Barrow pivoted and dropped to one knee, but his hand was moving, sliding
         his blade from its sheath and slashing the air. He easily met Felix’s swing, but Barrow hadn’t aimed his blow to block Felix’s
         attack. A shriek pierced the air as Felix’s mace and his forearm dropped to the ground, hewn from his body by Barrow’s sword.
      

      
      Felix fell to the ground, still screaming and holding the bloody stump of his arm. Without looking back at the fallen warrior,
         Barrow left the ring. He didn’t break stride until he stood before Ember. The slight incline upon which she stood put them
         face-to-face, and she found she couldn’t breathe.
      

      
      Ember stared at the tall knight. Every muscle in her body was taut as if she’d been in the ring herself. Her gaze lingered
         on his arms, his chest, the muscles of his thighs. Ember had seen dozens of men fight in her sixteen years at her father’s
         estate. She’d never seen anyone move the way Barrow had.
      

      
      Though she couldn’t fathom why she would merit such a gesture, Barrow bowed to her.

      
      “My lady.”

      
      She was still shaking when he turned to her father and said, “We leave for Tearmunn in an hour.”

      
      Edmund Morrow, pale with rage, answered. “An hour.”

      




      
      
      TWO
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      EMBER WATCHED AS servants carried another chest laden with gowns from the room she’d shared with her sister all of her life.
      

      
      “I’m afraid Father has given me some of your dresses,” Ember told Agnes, who was seated beside her at the foot of the bed.
         “I don’t remember having so many.”
      

      
      Agnes laughed and took Ember’s hand. “The dresses are yours. Most of mine have been packed for France.”

      
      “You shouldn’t have to travel with us,” Ember said, frowning. “Not now. You’ve been ill lately. This journey will do you no
         good.”
      

      
      “I can bear it if it means our parting is delayed.” Agnes offered her sister a weak smile. She paused and then said very quietly,
         “I envy you.”
      

      
      Ember frowned. “Envy me? Sister, I go into an unknown that offers no prospects for marriage or all those things you crave.
         You’ve been asking me to find a way out of this obligation.”
      

      
      “I know I have.” A gentle blush painted Agnes’s cheeks. “And I do fear the place that claims you. But … you go with Alistair.”

      
      “It will be a comfort to have a friend at Tearmunn,” Ember mused. “Perhaps he’ll keep me from making a fool of myself—” She
         stopped when she noticed the way Agnes was watching her and the way her sister’s eyes were glistening. “Agnes? Are you ill
         again?”
      

      
      Though Agnes had always been the more delicate of the two sisters, lately she’d been subject to fits of weeping without provocation.
      

      
      Agnes shook her head, swiping the tears from her cheeks. “I’m well enough.”

      
      “Don’t envy me,” Ember said, taking her sister’s hand. “For I’m likely to be a scullery maid to these mysterious knights,
         while you will soon be a countess wrapped in silk and dripping with jewels.”
      

      
      Agnes didn’t answer, but kept her eyes downcast. Another tear slid over her pale skin.

      
      “And you know the Count de La Marche is said to be very handsome,” Ember teased. “You are surely the fortunate sister.”

      
      “I wish …,” Agnes murmured.

      
      Ember squeezed Agnes’s fingers. “Do you not wish to go to France? I’ll support you if you want to beg Father to release you
         from this betrothal.”
      

      
      Agnes shook her head, pulling her hand away from Ember’s grasp. Agnes reached up and touched the brooch pinned to her gown.

      
      “A husband who sends such lovely gifts will no doubt dote on you,” Ember said, hoping to cheer her sister.

      
      With a soft, choking sob Agnes covered the brooch with her palm, pressing it to her chest. “This gift was not from the count.”

      
      “Then who—” Ember’s question was cut off by someone clearing his throat.

      
      Barrow stood just inside the door to the sisters’ room. Agnes jumped up and curtsied. She quietly excused herself, hurrying
         from the room.
      

      
      Ember sighed and rose from the bed.

      
      “I didn’t mean to scare away your sister,” Barrow said as he quickly surveyed the room.

      
      “You didn’t,” Ember told him. “She hasn’t been well of late.”

      
      “It’s a shame your father insists that she accompany us.” He frowned. “That anyone but you travel north, in truth.”

      
      
      She smiled weakly. “I’m sorry for that.”

      
      “I came to see if there were more chests,” Barrow told her. “If there are, we’ll need another wagon.”

      
      “I believe those were the last.” Ember laughed. “And I would be happy enough to accompany you without my family or the chests.”

      
      Barrow came closer, his gaze curious and intent. Ember stiffened, feeling her pulse quicken with his scrutiny.

      
      “I believe that,” he said. “And I would have argued about the burden of this caravan he’s put together had I not maimed one
         of his men.”
      

      
      Ember swallowed hard, remembering the blood and the screams as Felix fell to the ground. “That was no fault of your own.”

      
      In the pause after she spoke, Barrow watched her face, just as he had in the courtyard. Ember’s skin felt warm and her fingers
         began to shake, but she refused to break his gaze.
      

      
      At last he said, “I’m glad you understand that.”

      
      Barrow sighed, and when he pulled his eyes from hers, Ember was struck by a strange sensation of loss.

      
      “I’ve come to take my leave, Lady Morrow,” he told her. “Once the caravan is prepared, I’ll travel ahead of your family. We
         were expected at Tearmunn much sooner than will now be the case. I need to inform the Circle of this delay and of your family’s
         imminent arrival.”
      

      
      The warmth of her blood had vanished. Her hands felt clammy. “You won’t be with us?”

      
      He turned to face her and seeing the fear in her eyes said, “Lord Hart will be with you to ensure there are no further delays.”

      
      Ember looked at the floor. She didn’t want to speak ill of Alistair, but she knew her father would see him only as the childhood
         playmate of his daughters. It was Barrow her father now feared. With the knight absent she wondered if she’d be traveling
         north at all.
      

      
      She drew a startled breath when Barrow’s fingers lightly touched her face, lifting her chin so she would meet his gaze. His blue-gray eyes were hard as steel.
      

      
      “You father knows that should he further hamper your arrival, he will lose much more than one man’s sword arm.”

      
      Barrow’s fingers were barely touching her, but the light contact could have been an iron brand. Ember didn’t dare move nor
         breathe. All she could think about was the way his hand burned into her skin but with a fire that didn’t cause pain, just
         an awareness of her flesh and her blood, alive with sensation, like nothing she’d ever known.
      

      
      “You’re strong, Lady Morrow,” Barrow said quietly. “I can see it in your face. In the way you carry yourself. No matter how
         he tries to rule you, your father cannot break you. And soon enough you will be free of him.”
      

      
      Her breath came quickly. How had this knight known the hope that had lain hidden in her heart? How could he so easily speak
         the words she had longed for, but feared? That she was destined for something greater than the life her father planned for
         her, the life her dear sister was about to begin.
      

      
      Barrow stepped back, letting his hand fall to his side, and once again Ember felt a tightness in her chest, a knot of sadness
         and regret.
      

      
      He smiled and the knot loosened a bit.

      
      “We will meet again soon.” After a curt bow, he left Ember alone. She closed her eyes, holding fast to his words. You’re strong, Lady Morrow.
      

      
      Now, more than ever, she was determined to prove those words true.

      
      Ember found Agnes with Alistair in the courtyard. The caravan of wagons, mounted warriors, and a char branlant for the three
         ladies awaited Lord Morrow’s order to depart.
      

      
      “You must inform me if you fall ill,” Alistair was saying to Agnes. “We can pause to rest.”

      
      Agnes smiled but shook her head. “I’ll not keep my sister from her adventure. Though I still can’t understand why she longs for a life in the north.”
      

      
      “Where the men are wild and the beasts are monsters?” Alistair laughed.

      
      “I’ve always wanted to see a fire-breathing sheep,” Ember said drily. “Will we be leaving soon?”

      
      “Your father is readying his mount,” Alistair told her.

      
      “It’s a shame you couldn’t stay for a few days,” Agnes said. “You’re so near your own family’s estate yet unable to visit
         them.”
      

      
      “Another time,” he said. “And I’ve had word from them that all is well. My parents oversee their manor as always, though it
         must be different without us.”
      

      
      “And what of your brothers?” Agnes asked.

      
      “Robert is at court, hopefully not getting into trouble,” Alistair said. “You know what a mess the succession has been. He
         hopes to gain favor for our family with the king … whoever that might be.”
      

      
      There was a catch in Agnes’s voice when she asked, “And Henry?”

      
      Alistair looked away but answered. “Henry is building a new manor in Yorkshire. He and the lady Howard expect to take residence
         there next summer after they are married.”
      

      
      Agnes’s cheeks went slightly gray. She nodded and said, “I think I should prefer to wait in the carriage.”

      
      “Of course, my lady.” Alistair helped Agnes into the char branlant, then turned to Ember, offering his hand.

      
      “No.” Ember stepped back. “I don’t want to be shut up in that box until I have to be.”

      
      Alistair laughed. “I don’t blame you. It’s much more pleasant to ride in the open, particularly given the roads we’ll be taking.”

      
      “Wonderful,” Ember muttered.

      
      “But I think you’re about to be put into the box.” Alistair looked over her shoulder. Ember turned to see her father sitting
         atop his black destrier, barking orders to servants and warriors.
      

      
      
      Her mother emerged from the manor, worried lines creasing her face.

      
      “I would that this cursed journey be over before it has began,” Ossia murmured as Alistair helped her into the char branlant.
         “Come, Ember, your father will be cross if you dally.”
      

      
      Ember sighed and took Alistair’s hand as she climbed into the carriage.

   



      
      
      THREE
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      THE WARRIOR SISTERS were fighting again, but their fury remained a secret between them. Hushed voices belied the tension that boiled in the air
         of their shared quarters. Still fuming, Eira turned her back on Cian and gazed out the slit of a window that gleamed in the
         otherwise dreary stone wall.
      

      
      Cian looked at her sister’s tight shoulders and sighed. “There’s nothing to be done.”

      
      “I can’t accept that,” Eira said, not turning around. “And I refuse to believe that your heart rests easily.”

      
      “Of course it doesn’t,” Cian said. “That doesn’t change our lot. I won’t tire myself trying to draw blood from a stone.”

      
      Eira whirled, giving her sister a cold smile. “Our adversaries are not stone. And they will bleed.”

      
      Cian drew a hissing breath. “Hush, sister. Your jest is too costly.”

      
      “Our sacrifice is too costly.” Eira ran her palms over the heavy brocade of her dress. “Look at this farce.”

      
      “I think you look lovely.” Cian’s teasing smile earned her a withering stare from Eira. “Italian silks are difficult to come
         by—you should be grateful for such luxurious gifts from our benefactors.”
      

      
      “It is not a gift, it is a costume through which our lies are bought,” Eira said. “I tire of playing the puppet for the abbot
         and the nobles.”
      

      
      “Their visits are rare,” Cian said.

      
      
      Eira tugged the lacings of her gown free and then set to work unbuttoning the tight sleeves. “Not rare enough. And each time
         they appear, they ask for more.”
      

      
      Cian pursed her lips as Eira shed her overgown and shimmied out of her kirtle, leaving only a linen chemise. Eira breathed
         in relief as she traded the cumbersome women’s clothing for sturdy chausses, over which she pulled on the Conatus tabard.
         The sturdy black wool fell to the middle of her thighs. The embroidered silver compass rose—the symbol of their order—spread
         the width of her chest, setting off a subtle shimmer against the dark expanse of fabric.
      

      
      “I simply wish to be truthful in our affairs,” Eira said as she buckled her belt and reached for her scabbard.

      
      “The truth could destroy us,” Cian said quietly. “I prefer wearing a dress to burning at the stake. You know the fate of the
         Templars as well as I.”
      

      
      “If we deny who we are, we’ll destroy ourselves,” Eira said. Steel hissed as she drew her sword. The blade gleamed when she
         held it up to the sliver of pale light. “The Church needs us more than we need them. And we’re far more powerful than the
         Templars ever were.”
      

      
      “But we exist as a legacy of the Templars, and just as quickly we could be condemned as heretics.” Cian let her own gown slide
         to the floor. “Conatus exists in secret, and therein is a source of our power. The Church and nobles legitimize our existence,
         helping to keep us hidden. We couldn’t serve the world as we must without their aid.”
      

      
      “Couldn’t we?” Eira snorted, gazing at her blade. “Our so-called benefactors spend so much time engrossed in their own conceits,
         we hardly merit their attention. The Circle cowers when it should command.”
      

      
      Cian looked up from belting her own tabard. “Command whom? We are servants of the earth, not kings of it.”

      
      Eira sheathed her sword, shaking her head. “I’m speaking out of turn. Of course you’re right. We serve the world as we should.”

      
      
      “I don’t blame you for being frustrated, Eira,” Cian said. “But we have so much more than many others born to our lot.”

      
      “You wish me to be grateful that I’m not a swineherd’s wife?” Eira laughed.

      
      “Or a nun?” Cian smiled.

      
      “We’re little more than nuns.” Eira’s laughter faded. “We’ve given up as much as any man or woman who’s taken holy vows.”

      
      “Says she who declares love as nothing more than a fool’s errand,” Cian said, assessing her sister with a sly gaze. “Has a
         gallant young knight captured your elusive heart? Barrow perhaps? He’s very handsome—though given the way he fights, I’d wager
         he’s akin to a wild boar in bed.”
      

      
      She waited for Eira to throw her a chiding glance and remind her that the men of the Guard were supposedly as chaste as its
         women, and maybe she’d even laugh, but Eira only scowled.
      

      
      “Don’t be ridiculous. Love is a fool’s errand, and I’ve no time to worry over which of the Guard are handsome or ugly. I only care how skilled they are
         with a blade,” Eira said. “But my view of love is shared by few. How many do we lose because of the Church’s edict—men and
         women alike?”
      

      
      “The Church again.” Cian frowned. “I wish you would leave your anger, sister. The edict doesn’t dissuade the Guard from seeking
         love. Your enemies are elsewhere and much more dangerous than the abbot.”
      

      
      “It dissuades women,” Eira said. “We are here only because the plague left us orphans.”

      
      “And the Church took us in,” Cian continued, raising her eyebrows. “Father Michael saved us and brought us to Conatus.”

      
      “Father Michael serves God and Conatus. He understands what would happen if we didn’t exist.” Eira glared at her sister. “The
         abbot only serves his coffers.”
      

      
      “And the abbot is not the Church,” Cian said. “He’s simply a greedy man, though a powerful one.”

      
      
      “I know that’s true.” Eira’s shoulders slumped. “Still, I can’t bear much more of him.”

      
      “But now he’s gone and we can get back to our business,” Cian said. “Come now. We can’t be late for the ceremony.”

      
      Eira ran her hands through her long copper-colored waves. “I’ll have to leave it down, I suppose.”

      
      “Yes, you will. We don’t have time to braid our hair,” Cian said, shaking her own unbound strawberry-blond locks. “Just be
         grateful the nobles haven’t given us those headdresses the Spanish noblewomen currently favor. They’re horrid.”
      

      
      Eira shuddered. “I’d sooner wear a net full of live pixies on my head.”

      
      “That we could arrange.” Cian grinned. “But they’d pull all your hair out.”

      
      “And then I’d have to wear a headdress,” Eira said with a rueful smile. “I can’t win.”

      
      “No, sister,” Cian said, glancing over her shoulder as she passed through the doorway. “You probably can’t.”

      
      Eira hesitated after Cian disappeared into the hall. Her fingers wrapped around her sword’s hilt, its shape familiar and reassuring
         in her hand. It had been the same for twenty years. From the day she and Cian were called to join the Guard, they’d been asked
         to disguise themselves. When the nobles or church officials visited the stronghold, they were forced to dress and act as the
         other women did. Even after they had been invited to join the Circle, they could not exert their authority in the presence
         of strangers. Instead they followed when they would usually lead, submitted when they would rule.
      

      
      Twenty years, Eira thought. It wears thin. There must be another way.
      

      
      One of the carriage wheels dropped into a deep rut in the mud-slick road, making the vehicle lurch. Agnes gasped and clung
         to her mother while Ember leaned forward, trying once again to catch a glimpse of the countryside. It wasn’t much of a road they were following, but likely a cattle drovers’ track. Despite the
         well-built structure of the carriage, the horses labored hard to drag it forward across the rough terrain. Ember braced herself
         against the door, pressing her face against the small slit where cool, mist-filled air poured in.
      

      
      “Stop fussing, Ember,” Ossia Morrow said, stroking Agnes’s cheek. From her sister’s perpetual cowering, Ember thought, one
         wouldn’t have guessed that Agnes with her pale skin and flaxen hair was the older of the two girls. Yet she boasted eighteen
         years to Ember’s sixteen.
      

      
      Ember forced herself to sit up straight, though she longed to be free of the armored carriage that bore them from her father’s
         lowland manor to the solitary fortress of Tearmunn. The trip had been infuriatingly slow, and time was working against them.
         Ember was required to be present at Tearmunn on this Oestara—the spring equinox that followed her sixteenth birthday. The
         roads in the south had been choked with pilgrims making their way to cathedrals and holy sites for Easter. Though they’d stepped
         aside for the char branlant and its entourage of horsemen, there were still enough travelers filling the roads to hinder
         their party’s progress. No doubt some of the pilgrims had taken extra time clearing the road, stealing a few more moments
         to gawk at the company of knights who escorted them—both serving to ward off bandits and to signal to the outside world the
         gravity of this trip. Ember was sure that villagers’ whispers filled the air long after they’d passed.
      

      
      She wished her father hadn’t insisted upon making the journey. If Alistair and Barrow had been her only companions, she was
         certain she would have had a mount of her own. Ember’s presence riding alongside two men would have given the pilgrims even
         greater cause to gossip, which would have delighted her. She would have ridden beside Barrow. Instead she was a prisoner in
         the dark carriage with only her whimpering sister and dour mother as company.
      

      
      
      Agnes cried out and almost jumped into her mother’s lap when there was a sharp rapping on the carriage door.

      
      “Peace, dear ladies.” Alistair’s cheerful voice was only slightly muffled by the barrier. “We’ve reached the north end of
         Glen Shiel and we’ve just spotted Tearmunn and Loch Duich beyond.”
      

      
      Ember resisted the urge to clap in delight, knowing her mother would chasten her. She waited until her mother deigned to answer,
         “Thank you, Alistair.”
      

      
      Ember swallowed a sigh, envious that Alistair had spent the trip out of doors astride his mount. Even with the constant rain
         chasing their party, Ember would have preferred enduring the elements to her confinement.
      

      
      “At last this wretched trip is over.” Ossia wrung her hands, eyeing Ember. “Though if all goes as we expect, we’ll return
         on the morrow.”
      

      
      Ember didn’t respond. Her hopes and those of her family diverged with no hope of reconciliation.

      
      “Only if Mackenzie is present.” Agnes worried at the brooch on her cloak while Ember frowned. Agnes had grown deeply attached
         to what Ember had assumed was a love token sent from France by her betrothed. Ember had even been tempted to steal it and
         hide it, only to see if Agnes could survive a day without it. But Agnes had confessed the brooch wasn’t a gift from her betrothed.
         Whom could it be from?
      

      
      Since they’d departed her father’s house, Ember hadn’t been able to speak to her sister alone. She worried over Agnes’s persistent
         gray pallor and frequent sickness.
      

      
      “Father said he must pay his respects to Mackenzie given he’s the clan leader nearest Tearmunn,” Agnes continued, trying to
         keep the conversation pleasant.
      

      
      “Of course, of course,” Ossia said. “But surely Mackenzie will be there.”

      
      Ember’s mother wore an increasingly sour expression. She hated travel, being happiest in her own manor, directing the activities of the kitchen. Much to Ember’s despair, her mother believed
         that carding wool, spinning yarn, and occasionally embroidering were delightful ways to while away the hours and insisted
         her daughters spend their time doing the same.
      

      
      “If Mackenzie is there, his son will be too.” Agnes’s gaze settled on Ember, and worry crept over her face. “I suspect Father
         hopes a match will be made.”
      

      
      Ember gave her sister a tolerant smile and went back to musing about her future—one that she hoped wouldn’t involve matches
         of any sort. The carriage jolted again and Agnes groaned, clutching her stomach.
      

      
      “We’re nearly there.” Ossia took Agnes’s trembling hand. Agnes nodded, her face pale.

      
      Ember’s insides had begun to churn as well, but it had nothing to do with their transport’s inability to manage the poor conditions
         of the road. Soon they would arrive at the Conatus stronghold at Tearmunn, and on the morrow her fate would be decided. Ember
         closed her eyes, offering a silent prayer that the knights would find a purpose for her other than marrying a son of Mackenzie.
      

      
      “Are you unwell also?” Her mother’s question snapped Ember’s eyes open.

      
      “No,” Ember said.

      
      Ossia smiled, turning back to still-whimpering Agnes. Ember watched her sister with concern, increasingly anxious that Agnes’s
         distress was the result of much more than a dyspeptic stomach.
      

      
      An hour later the carriage rocking ceased and its door was flung open to reveal the ruddy, bearded face of Ember’s father.
         Though he didn’t look as ill as Agnes, he was obviously in a foul temper as he reached for his wife’s hand.
      

      
      “My lady.” With his aid, Ossia carefully descended from the char branlant. Ember let Agnes exit second, despite the fact that
         she was desperate to throw herself from the close confines of the carriage. Agnes kept a handkerchief pressed to her mouth as she
         leaned heavily onto her father. She gave a small cry when the horses, restless and eager to be free of their harness, whinnied
         loudly and began pawing at the earth.
      

      
      “There, there, lass,” he said. When Agnes was safely in her mother’s care, he turned to Ember.

      
      “Ember.” His voice offered none of the coaxing tone with which he’d addressed her sister.

      
      Though she didn’t want or need to, Ember took his proffered hand, allowing him to assist her out of the carriage. She’d done
         enough to incur her father’s wrath of late and had no desire to provoke him further. The moment Ember’s feet touched the ground,
         her father turned away, moving to join his wife and elder daughter.
      

      
      “I don’t think Agnes will do well when she’s sent to France.” Alistair approached Ember. “Sea voyages can be much worse than
         overland travel.”
      

      
      Ember laughed, but guilt made her offer an excuse for her sister. “It’s not entirely her fault. The roads were awful.” Her
         mind returned to the way Agnes clutched the brooch. How often she seemed close to tears. What was Agnes keeping from her?
      

      
      “That’s because they’re rarely used.” Alistair’s words broke through her thoughts. “Tearmunn is at the ends of the earth because
         we don’t encourage nor do we want visitors.”
      

      
      The ends of the earth, Ember thought with a shiver born of fear and excitement, and it’s to be my new home.
      

      
      Alistair was watching her, only half hiding his smile. “First impressions?”

      
      Ember frowned at him in confusion.

      
      “The fortress?” he asked.

      
      Having been so relieved to be free of the carriage box, Ember hadn’t bothered to take in her surroundings. Now she turned
         and gasped. The carriage had stopped outside of an immense stone structure that lay nestled against the steep hillsides of Glen
         Shiel. Spikes of sunlight pierced through the heavy gray skies, making patches of water sparkle on the backdrop to the fortress,
         Loch Duich, for a few moments before they disappeared again, leaving the waters dark and secretive.
      

      
      Tearmunn itself was an imposing, solitary stronghold, its gray stone form as bleak as the skies that hung low above it. The
         outer walls of the keep shielded the inner buildings of the fortress from view. From below, Ember spotted archers keeping
         watch from their perches along the top of the walls.
      

      
      “Why did we stop here?” she asked, watching as her family climbed up a steep path to Tearmunn’s gates.

      
      “Outside travelers must enter on foot,” Alistair said. “The carriage must remain here until it’s inspected.”

      
      “Inspected for what?” she asked.

      
      “I can’t say until you’re one of us,” he said, offering his arm. “But that will be soon enough.”

      
      “I hope so,” she said, lightly grasping his elbow.

      
      Alistair cast a sidelong glance at her as they started up the path. “I’ve done all I can.”

      
      “And for that I’m indebted to you,” she said. “But my father—”

      
      “Your father will find his influence is far less here than amongst the nobles,” he said.

      
      Ember didn’t answer. Her long skirts made the climb tricky. The fabric near her feet was quickly darkened by mud. She imagined
         that Agnes and her mother must be going mad at the indignation of trekking through the muck. She didn’t want to imagine what
         her father’s reaction would be.
      

      
      She wasn’t at all surprised to find him awaiting Alistair as they passed through Tearmunn’s gates, his face a thundercloud.

      
      “What sort of barbarians are your people?” He shook his fist in Alistair’s face. “I came here in good faith to fulfill my debt and this is the way I’m treated.”
      

      
      Alistair bowed before Edmund. “My apologies, Lord Morrow. I realize the climb was inconvenient, but all visitors must enter
         the keep on foot.”
      

      
      “Ridiculous!”

      
      “Just arrived and already raging?” A rotund man, whose squat face was capped by carrot-red hair striped with silver, strode
         toward Edmund, arms outstretched.
      

      
      “There he is!” Edmund’s sour mood vanished as he embraced the other man. “You old rascal, it’s good to see you.”

      
      “And you, Lord Morrow,” the red-haired man said.

      
      Edmund drew his wife forward. “My lady Morrow, let me introduce to you Lord Mackenzie.”

      
      Ember’s mother curtsied. “My lord.”

      
      Mackenzie grabbed the startled woman and noisily kissed her cheeks. “Fine woman indeed. Welcome to the wild north.”

      
      Ossia spluttered, her face flaming.

      
      Ember waited for her father to erupt into curses, but he roared with laughter. “Never change, do you?”

      
      Mackenzie shrugged. “Why would I?” He surveyed Agnes and Ember like they were prize cattle. “Who else have you brought for
         me to kiss?”
      

      
      Edmund laughed again. “My daughters, Agnes and Ember.”

      
      Ember stopped holding her breath when Mackenzie didn’t make good on his kissing pronouncement, but she guessed she wasn’t
         nearly as relieved as Agnes, who was clinging to the sleeve of their mother’s dress.
      

      
      “Fine lasses.” Mackenzie raised a brow. “Not married?”

      
      “My elder daughter, Agnes, is betrothed to the Count of La Marche.” Edmund beamed while Agnes blushed and clasped the brooch
         on her cloak.
      

      
      
      “And this one?” Mackenzie’s gaze fell on Ember. “The auburn-headed girl?”

      
      Ember knew better than to speak, but she desperately wanted to give this uninvited spectator a lashing with her tongue.

      
      “Ember is the reason we’ve been called here,” Edmund said. “I owe a debt to Conatus.”

      
      “Don’t we all,” Mackenzie said. “Have no fear, my friend. It’s likely they’ll train the girl as a healer and keep her nearby.”

      
      His voice dropped to a wheedling note as he glanced at Ember once more. “My son Gavin is in need of a wife.”

      
      “Is he now?” Though it came out as a question, Ember was certain that her father was already well aware that Mackenzie had
         a bachelor son. She wondered if Gavin had found time to grow a belly as large as his father’s.
      

      
      “After the ceremony we’ll talk,” Mackenzie said, smacking Edmund on the shoulder. “Our holdings are close enough to Tearmunn
         that your Ember could serve Conatus and a husband.”
      

      
      Ember wanted to scream. This plot would undermine all her hopes for what coming to Tearmunn could mean. Agnes was smiling
         at her encouragingly and Ember was working so hard to keep her temper in check that she jumped when Alistair’s voice was suddenly
         in her ear.
      

      
      “I’ll steal you away before that can happen,” he whispered.

      
      Her anger died in a giggle. “My savior.”

      
      “Of course,” he said. “Would you expect anything less?”

      
      She shook her head, now happy to ignore her father and Mackenzie as they lamented things like taxes and English encroachment.

      
      “Besides,” Alistair went on, “it won’t come to that. Haven’t I promised?”

      
      “I know,” she said, but despite Alistair’s confidence, she had a hard time believing he could hold as much sway over her fate
         as he boasted. He’d only arrived at Conatus in the previous year.
      

      
      
      Alistair raised his voice so everyone could hear him. “Pardon the interruption, my lords, but I’m to escort Lord Morrow and
         his family to their quarters.”
      

      
      Mackenzie nodded. “Of course. We’ll speak again soon, Morrow.”

      
      “Indeed we shall.” Her father fell into step alongside her as Alistair led them through the courtyard.

      
      “Perhaps we’ll find a suitable home for you in this debacle after all.” He smiled at her, but Ember saw only the calculations
         of his mind and no thought for her happiness in the expression.
      

      
      “Yes, Father,” she said, knowing that any argument would earn her a cuff from her father’s hand and a disapproving gaze from
         her mother.
      

      
      As Lord Morrow began to recite the desirable traits of the Mackenzie clan and the wealth of their landholdings, Ember let
         her gaze wander around the keep. The thick outer walls enclosed a broad courtyard bustling with activity. They passed the
         stables first, the sharp, sweet scents of hay and grain filling the air. She pinched her nose as they walked by the tannery,
         but her eyes were drawn in fascination to the mysterious glow and shock of sparks from the smithy. It was almost as large
         as the stables, and Ember was startled to see women among the well-muscled, leather-aproned blacksmiths.
      

      
      Following her gaze, Edmund snorted. “Bloody Amazons. We must get you away from this place as soon as a marriage can be arranged.
         I’m a man of my word and I’ve brought you here as promised, but I won’t have Conatus twisting your mind. Religious orders
         have a strange way about them.”
      

      
      “Yes, Father,” Ember said again, but her hopes were expanding by the moment. This place, hidden from the eyes of the world
         in the wilderness of the Scottish highlands, had set itself apart from society and its rules. It offered the only escape Ember
         might find from her father’s designs on her life.
      

      
      
      “That’s the barracks.” Alistair glanced over his shoulder, gesturing to a squat building on their right. “The quarters of
         the Guard.”
      

      
      Ember smiled when he winked at her.

      
      “The kitchen is straight ahead and, of course, you’ll be staying in the manor,” he continued, leading them to a larger building
         to their left. “The guest quarters are here as is the great hall, where the ceremony will be held tomorrow morning.”
      

      
      Ember peered into the kitchen as they passed it. Fires roared in the massive ovens as servants shaped loaves, turned spits,
         and trussed game birds. Ember’s mouth began to water as the savory odors spilled over them.
      

      
      Alistair must have seen the hunger on her face, because he said, “The great feast will be held tomorrow evening, but tonight
         servants will bring repast to your quarters.”
      

      
      “We thank you, Alistair,” Ossia said. “Our journey has left us weary and much in need of refreshment.”

      
      “Of course, my lady,” Alistair said. “We are here to serve you.”

      
      Alistair led them into the manor, a building far more appealing than the austere barracks. The Romanesque stone walls of the
         great house featured friezes of ancient battle scenes and great adventures of classic mythology. The interior of the building
         welcomed them with walls covered in intricately carved dark wood.
      

      
      “Watch your step as we ascend the stairs to your quarters,” Alistair said. “The fourth step is horribly wobbly. It will soon
         be fixed, but alas, not during your stay.”
      

      
      “Humph.” Edmund scowled as he tested the broken step and found it unbalanced indeed.

      
      The room in which Alistair left them was small but well appointed. Ember wandered immediately to the windows, which offered
         a view across the courtyard and over the expanse of the loch. Despite the unfamiliar setting, she felt oddly at peace—a sentiment
         not shared by her family. Ossia was crooning over Agnes, who still complained of an upset stomach.
      

      
      Edmund paced around the room. “We’ll sup, we’ll sleep, and tomorrow this nonsense will be over.”

      
      Ember bowed her head and then returned to her watch from the windowsill. She took a deep breath, willing that tomorrow didn’t
         bring an end to her stay at Tearmunn, but instead a new beginning.
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