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For Jami.
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TOR “CHIEF” MACLEOD: Team Leader and Expert Swordsman

ERIK “HAWK” MACSORLEY: Seafarer and Swimmer

LACHLAN “VIPER” MACRUAIRI: Stealth, Infiltration, and Extraction

ARTHUR “RANGER” CAMPBELL: Scouting and Reconnaissance

GREGOR “ARROW” MACGREGOR: Marksman and Archer

MAGNUS “SAINT” MACKAY: Survivalist and Weapon Forging

KENNETH “ICE” SUTHERLAND: Explosives and Versatility

EOIN “STRIKER” MACLEAN: Strategist in “Pirate” Warfare

EWEN “HUNTER” LAMONT: Tracker and Hunter of Men

ROBERT “RAIDER” BOYD: Physical Strength and Hand-to-Hand Combat

ALSO: HELEN “ANGEL” MACKAY (NÉE SUTHERLAND): Healer


FOREWORD
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SINCE 1306, WHEN he first made his bid for the throne against a seemingly undefeatable foe, Robert the Bruce has been preparing for the decisive battle with England that will either legitimize his kingship and cement his place on Scotland’s throne, or strip the crown from his head and bring back English overlordship to Scotland.

By the late fall of 1313, King Robert is secure enough on the throne to force the enemy’s hand. He issues a proclamation that he will disinherit any Scottish nobles still loyal to the English who do not submit to him in a year’s time. Edward II of England cannot ignore the threat. He issues his own proclamation in December 1313 for a call to muster at Berwick-upon-Tweed in June 1314 to march on Scotland.

The English are coming, and Bruce intends to be ready for them. In the crucial early months of 1314, the king wages a preemptive war by continuing the raids in England to fund the costly war, and taking back the remaining Scottish castles still in English hands. The taking back of two of these castles, Roxburgh and Edinburgh, leads to feats of military skill that will become legend, ensuring the hero status of Bruce’s two famous lieutenants, James Douglas and Thomas Randolph.

But they will not do it alone. The elite warriors of the Highland Guard and a man of much more humble birth will prove instrumental in the final push toward the most important battle yet to come.


PROLOGUE
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Douglas Castle, South Lanarkshire, Scotland, June 1, 1296

THOMAS MACGOWAN—WEE THOM as everyone in the village called him (his father being Big Thom)—looked at the top of the tower and forgot to breathe. He nearly stumbled, too, which would have been a disaster, as his da had entrusted him with the very important task of carrying the laird’s sword. Considering the hours his father had spent sharpening the blade until it could “slice a hair in two,” and polishing it until “he could see every speck of soot on his wee laddie’s face,” had he dropped it in the mud, his bum would have stung for a week!

He wouldn’t have minded too much though. Big Thom was the best blacksmith for miles around, and Thommy (it was what his mother called him—a lad of nearly nine sure as the Devil shouldn’t be called “wee”) took fierce pride in his father’s work. Big Thom MacGowan wasn’t just an ordinary village smith, he was Lord William “the Hardy” Douglas’s personal smith and armorer.

But as Thommy stared up at the tower ramparts, he could almost excuse his near mishap. For what had caused his breath to stop and his limbs to forget their purpose was a glimpse of something extraordinary. A rare, exquisite beauty of the like the little boy who had spent most of his days surrounded by the fire and soot of his father’s forge had never imagined. It was as if he were seeing a brilliant jewel for the first time when all he’d known were lumps of ore. He didn’t need to know who it was to know that he was seeing something special. The way the light caught her white-blond hair blowing in the breeze, the snowy perfection of her tiny face, the shimmering gold gown. It dazzled the eyes. She dazzled the eyes.

“Is she a princess?” Thommy asked in reverent tones when he could finally remember how to speak.

His father gave a hearty guffaw and cuffed him on the back of the head fondly. “To you she might as well be, laddie. ’Tis the laird’s wee lassie, Lady Elizabeth. Don’t you remember . . . ?” He shook his head. “You must have been too young when the family left for Berwick Castle four years ago—she was little more than a babe then. But now that the laird has been released from Edward’s prison”—he spit on the ground as he did every time the English king’s name was mentioned—“she and her brothers have returned with the laird and Lady Eleanor to live here.”

Thommy knew that Sir William had been keeper of Berwick Castle when King Edward had attacked the city and slaughtered thousands of Scots. For his defiance in holding the castle against him, King Edward had thrown the laird in prison. But he’d been freed on signing the king’s “ragman rolls” of allegiance that all the Scottish lords had been forced to put their names to.

At the thought of such a beautiful creature in their midst, Thommy’s eyes must have widened.

His father might be the biggest man in the village, with heavy muscles as hard as rock from clobbering steel into shape for a living, but he wasn’t thickheaded. He still had a smile on his face, but his dark blue eyes had narrowed just enough for Thommy to take the warning. “Stay away from her, lad. The wee lass is not for the likes of you. Your mother may have been the daughter of a knight, but you are the son of a smith—about as far from noble as the roof of that tower. You may like to climb the rocks around here, but you’ll never be able to climb that high.”

His father laughed at his own jest and pushed Thommy on ahead.

But Thommy wasn’t so sure his father was right. He was pretty good at climbing.
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Midsummer’s Day

“Why are you crying?”

The little girl’s voice startled him. Thommy looked up and blinked, shielding his eyes with his arm, as if a ray of sunshine had just slipped out from behind dark clouds.

It was the little princess from the tower a few weeks ago—Lady Elizabeth.

“I’m not crying!” He wiped his eyes furiously with the back of his hand, shame crawling up his cheeks in a hot flush.

She held his gaze for one long heartbeat. Her eyes were big and round and startlingly blue. Up close her features were even more perfect than he’d realized, small and delicate set in an adorable heart-shaped face. Two chunky plaits of hair at her temples had been pulled back in a crown around her head and tied with a long pink ribbon that matched her gown. He’d never seen a gown of pink before. The material was strange, too. It wasn’t scratchy like wool but soft and shimmery. He wanted to reach out and touch it, but his hands probably had soot and dirt on them.

There was no one to remind him to wash them anymore.

The resulting wave of sorrow made him scowl at her, trying to make her go away. Why was he even noticing blue eyes and pink gowns? His mother was gone and never coming back.

He had to force back a fresh blast of heat burning behind his eyes. He’d never been so humiliated in his life. Almost-nine-year-old lads didn’t cry, and to be caught doing so by a lass—any lass, but especially a fine one like Lady Elizabeth—made him want to crawl under a rock and die.

She ignored his warning, however, and sat beside him.

He was sitting on the bank of the river that wound its way through the village, well away from—and what he thought was out of sight—the Midsummer’s Day festivities. But the dull sound of merriment could be heard in the distance.

“Why did the fish swim across the river?”

He was so startled by the question it took him a moment to respond. “I don’t know.”

She smiled, revealing a big gap in the space where her two front teeth should have been. “It couldn’t beach the sea.”

She barely got the last word out before she startled giggling. He didn’t think it was very funny, but he couldn’t help smiling when he saw how much she enjoyed it.

When her giggling finally died down, they sat in surprisingly comfortable silence for a few minutes. He didn’t know much about little girls, but it seemed unusual that one could be so quiet. A few of his friends had little sisters and they were always bothering them with their chatter.

As it was summer, Thommy wasn’t wearing shoes, and he dug his heel back and forth in the dirt as they watched the swiftly moving current. He only stopped when she started to copy him, and he realized her fine leather slippers were getting muddy.

“How old are you?” he asked.

“Six. How old are you?”

His chest puffed out. “Almost nine.”

Her nose wrinkled. It was a tiny nose, so there were only one or two, but they were kind of cute. “When is your saint’s day?” she asked.

“The twenty-third of November.”

She grinned, and he was embarrassed again. It was still a full five months away.

She was quiet again for a while, before she asked, “Don’t you like the fair?”

Hearing the gentle probing of the question, he stiffened. His mouth turned in a scowl. He didn’t want to talk about it. He was about to tell her to go away and leave him be—lady or not—when he looked over at her face and all the anger seeped out of him. She didn’t mean to pry; she was just trying to be nice.

He picked up a small, flat rock from the ground and threw it into the river. It skipped twice before sinking into the water. “My mother died Sunday last.”

He could feel her eyes on him, but he didn’t look up, not wanting to see her compassion. “You must miss her a lot.”

He nodded, his throat squeezing hot again. He missed her terribly—the beautiful, smiling woman who’d loved her husband and son with such abandon. But that was no excuse to bawl like a baby.

She must have guessed the direction of his thoughts. He felt a gentle touch on his arm, as if a butterfly had landed and spread its wings. The sensation enveloped him with a strange warmth. For a moment it reminded him of the way he felt when his mother hugged him.

“I never knew my mother, and I still miss her.”

He frowned. “You didn’t know her?”

She shook her head, her flaxen hair floating around her shoulders like a veil of spun silver and gold. “She died giving birth to me.”

“My mother died giving birth, too.” He paused. “To my new brother.”

She must have heard something in his voice. “He didn’t mean to hurt her,” she said softly.

Thommy sucked in a startled gasp. He stared at her in horror, realizing what he’d said.

“My brother blamed me, too, when I was little.” Those big blue eyes pinned him. “But he forgave me.”

“There was nothing to forgive, it wasn’t your fault.” The response was automatic, but Thommy realized as he said it that he meant it. It was no more her fault than it had been his two-week-old brother’s.

Someone shouted her name, and she made a face, crinkling up her nose again and pursing her pouty mouth. “That’s my nurse. I better go. It was nice to meet you . . .”

“Thom,” he filled in. “But everyone calls me Thommy.” Somehow it was very important that this lass never think of him as “wee.”

“I’m Elizabeth,” she said. “But you can call me Ella, since we’re such good friends now.”

He nodded, trying to hide his smile. She was sweet and all, but almost-nine-year-old lads weren’t “friends” with six-year-old lasses—especially ones who looked like princesses.

She jumped to her feet so quickly she would have slipped in the mud had he not caught her arm, steadying her. “Careful,” he said. “You’ll fall and hurt yourself.”

She laughed as if that were the funniest thing she’d ever heard and ran off to find her nurse.

He watched her go and realized that for the first time since his grief-stricken father had told him the news of his mother’s death, Thommy felt as if the dark cloud surrounding him might have lifted just a little.
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One month later

Thommy was about to tell Joanna to hurry up—again—they were going to be late to join the others, when he heard her voice. “Hi, Thommy.”

He looked over to see Lady Elizabeth standing beside him. He’d noticed her arrival in church with the rest of her family, including the black-haired lad of about his own age who was hastening none too happily through the crowd toward them.

“Hi,” he said uncertainly, aware that some of the other villagers who were milling around the churchyard following the Sunday services were looking at them—probably wondering why the little lady was talking to the smithy’s son.

“I’m Ella,” she said to Joanna, who was staring at her with a similar look to the one he’d had on his face the first time he’d seen her.

“J-J-o-anna Dicson,” she finally managed, and then remembering added hastily, “My lady.”

“Just Ella. You are the marshall’s daughter?”

Joanna nodded mutely.

The dark-haired lad with the stormy expression came up behind her. “What are you doing, Ella? You can’t run off like that.”

She sighed, with a short movement of her eyes that in a few years Thommy assumed would be a full roll. “This is my brother, Jamie.” She turned to the lad who might have even been an inch or two taller than Thommy (who was already as tall as lads two or three years older than he). “I was just saying hello to Thommy and,” she turned her head, “Joanna.”

Thommy glanced toward Jo and frowned. What was wrong with her? She was staring at the young lord as if he were one of those knights from the silly stories she was always going on about. His frown deepened, realizing that the young lord was staring right back at her with a silly look on his face, too.

Thommy stepped in front of her protectively. Joanna was a pain at times—like today when he was supposed to be joining the other lads to swim and she’d asked to come along right in front of her mother. But since his mother had died, her mother was always doing nice things for him, and he couldn’t say no.

Jamie returned the frown, seeing his movement. He turned back to his sister. “How did you meet?”

Thommy tensed.

Ella turned to him and smiled. “At the fair last month. Thommy saved me from slipping in the mud.”

Thommy released the breath he didn’t even realize he’d been holding. The only thing worse than having Lady Elizabeth see him crying might be her telling other people about it. Their eyes met in understanding. She’d kept his secret, and now they had a bond.

Jamie shook his head and ruffled her hair fondly. “What else is new, Ella? You need to stop being in such a hurry all the time; one of these days someone isn’t going to be around to catch you, and you’re going to get hurt.”

Now Thommy understood the reason for Ella’s laughter at his warning last time. Apparently her slipping wasn’t an unusual occurrence.

Ignoring her brother, she asked, “Where are you going?”

“To the falls at Arnesalloch to go swimming with some of the other lads in the village.”

“I asked if he would take me along,” Joanna volunteered.

“Jamie is supposed to help teach me to ride my new pony,” Ella countered.

The two boys exchanged looks of commiseration. Apparently Thommy wasn’t the only one having to watch over a younger sibling—or in Jo’s case an almost sibling. He’d known her as long as he could remember, and since she pestered him most of the time, he suspected that was about like having a sister.

“Would you like to come?” Ella asked. “You could bring your horses and we could all ride together.”

There was an awkward silence eventually filled by Jo. “We don’t have horses. Thommy and I don’t know how to ride.”

Ella looked perplexed. “You don’t?” She looked accusingly at her brother. “I thought you said all knights needed to know how to ride a horse.”

Jamie shook his head. “I did. Thommy isn’t going to be a knight. He’s going to be a smithy like his father.”

Thommy was surprised that the young lord knew who he was.

“You mean you don’t have to practice all day with a wooden sword like Jamie does?”

Thom shook his head. “Sometimes I get to watch my da work on them though—steel ones,” he clarified.

“I’ll be getting a steel one soon,” Jamie boasted, with an eye to Joanna.

“Maybe you’ll make one for Jamie?” Ella asked him.

Thommy shrugged, not wanting to confess that all he did right now was carry the charcoal and pump the bellows. “Maybe.” He took Joanna’s arm, knowing he was going to have to drag her away. “Come on, Jo. We should probably go.”

She resisted, and before he could stop her she asked the two Douglases, “Do you want to come along?”

“Sure,” Ella said so quickly he knew she must have been waiting for the invitation. She turned to her brother, who wasn’t looking quite as certain. “We can go riding tomorrow. It’s such a hot day.” She turned back to Joanna. “I don’t know how to swim, but Jamie does.”

“I don’t know either,” Joanna said.

“I could teach you sometime,” Jamie offered.

Ella looked at her brother as if he’d just grown a second head. “How come when I ask you to teach me, you always say lasses don’t need to know how to swim?”

Thommy tried not to laugh at the boy’s red, I’m-going-to-throttle-you-later expression. He sure was glad he didn’t have a sister.

The girls, however, were oblivious to Jamie’s discomfort. Joanna, at a year older than Ella, had already perfected the eye roll, which she executed in his direction. “Thommy says the same thing when I ask him to teach me to climb,” Joanna said to Ella. “He climbs the rocks up near Sandford with the other lads from the village. But he’s the only one who goes up the Devil’s slide.”

“Really?” Ella’s eyes widened, looking at him as if he were some kind of hero from a bard’s tale.

Maybe having a sister wouldn’t be bad all the time—not if Jo was going to talk about him like that.

Jo nodded, and then looked at Jamie. “Do you know how to climb, too?”

“Of course,” Jamie said, as if surprised that there was even a question.

Thommy was amazed that Jamie didn’t split the seams of his fine doublet with the way his chest and shoulders seemed to puff up.

Ella gave her brother a funny look and opened her mouth as if she were going to argue, when Jamie cut her off. “Do you want to go or not, Ella?”

The little girl let out a cheer of delight and linked her arm with Jo’s. As if they’d known each other forever, they skipped off ahead, not giving Jamie a chance to change his mind.

The two boys took one look at each other, shook their heads in tandem as if to say “lasses,” and followed.
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As it turned out, before the day was over, the two girls weren’t the only ones who were fast friends.

The boys swam in the burn for a couple of hours while Jo and Ella sat on the edge with their toes in the water, when one of the other boys from the village—Iain, the constable’s son—suggested they play a game of hide-and-find.

The dense forest of big, domed oak trees, downy birch, and hazel trees, with the thick bracken and mossy underwood, was ideal, providing plenty of places to hide. It had been a warm spring, otherwise the ground would be a carpet of faerie flowers. The blueish purple flowers that were shaped like a bell had been his mother’s favorite.

Thommy had played it many times before, but he explained the rules to Jamie. All the boys except for one would hide. The one who didn’t hide—the finder—would have to cover his eyes and count to a hundred before trying to find them. The rest of the boys couldn’t move once the hundred count was up.

Jamie, apparently confident in his tracking abilities, volunteered to be the “finder.” It was then that the trouble started, when Ella—who apparently wasn’t used to being excluded—objected to the no-lasses rule. Although it really wasn’t a rule because up until that point they hadn’t needed one: all the village lasses had understood that they weren’t included.

“But that’s not fair,” Ella said with a surprisingly mulish look on her cherub’s face. “I’m smaller than all of you, I can hide the best.”

The boys looked at each other as if she were daft. Everyone knew lasses didn’t best lads. They instinctively looked to Jamie to do something. Normally, they would look to Thommy, but under the circumstances he was happy to defer his role as leader.

Jamie tried reasoning with her, but when that didn’t work, he grew frustrated and just told her that was the rule, and if she didn’t want to follow it, they would go home.

That stopped her. Ella slammed her mouth shut, pursed her lips together as if sucking on a lemon, and plopped down angrily on a rock with her small arms crossed in front of her. The wee lass apparently had a stubborn streak.

The other boys looked relieved, and Jamie tried to act as if her agreement had been expected, but Thommy thought he detected a whiff of relief.

Jo, who could normally be counted on to be reasonable but had been surprisingly vocal in her support of her new friend, shot Jamie a disappointed look (his star apparently having dimmed), and sat down beside Ella to wait.

At least that’s what they were supposed to do, but when Thommy and Jamie came to collect them after the game was done (Jamie had been correct in his estimation of his tracking skills), the girls were gone. Apparently stubborn and willful, he amended.

At first they were more annoyed than worried. The other lads had gone home, so he and Jamie split up, Jamie yelling threats to his sister, while Thommy yelled some of his own to Jo.

Thommy found Jo after a few minutes. She’d picked a good hiding place under a fallen tree covered in a veil of moss, but she’d neglected to ensure her skirts were tucked completely out of view.

It took far longer to find Ella. Actually, they didn’t find her. Jamie finally had the smart idea to shout out that she’d won, she could come out now, when a moment later they heard a soft cry in response.

Realizing where it was coming from, Thommy felt his heart tumble to the ground. Dread quickly rose up to take its place.

The light was already fading as he gazed up into the branches of the massive old oak tree to see the tiny lass perched on a branch about fifty feet above him. Lord have mercy, how in Christendom had she climbed up so high?

His stomach churned like he’d just drunk a glass of soured milk, thinking about what would happen if she fell.

“God’s blood, Ella, what are you doing up there?” Jamie said. “Come down before you break your neck.”

Thommy thought he heard a sniffle. “I can’t. I’m stuck.”

“What do you mean you’re stuck?” Jamie said. “Just climb down the same way you went up.”

“I don’t remember how.”

She started to cry and Thommy couldn’t take it anymore. “I’ll get her,” he said.

Jamie shook his head. “I’ll go. She’s my sister.” A fact he didn’t sound very happy about at the moment.

Jo looked terrified. “Are you sure? It’s getting dark, and Thommy’s the best climber in the village.”

Thommy winced. He was old enough—and proud enough himself—to understand that Jamie would never back down now. Unintentionally Jo had just thrown down a gauntlet. Jamie was the young lord; it was inconceivable that he could be outdone by a village lad—especially in front of a lass he wanted to impress.

Jamie removed his velvet doublet and started up the tree. Thommy and Jo were quiet as they watched the lad navigate the lower maze of branches. It was so dark in the canopy of leaves that Thommy could barely see, when Jamie glanced down and stopped about halfway up.

“What happened?” Joanna said, her eyes round and filled with worry. “Why did he stop? Why isn’t he moving?”

“I don’t know,” Thommy lied. He didn’t tell her that Jamie had probably looked down and gotten scared. Lads didn’t like girls knowing things like that. Tossing off his own doublet—made of scratchy wool—he started up the tree after them.

He reached Jamie first. The other boy’s face was pale and his lips bloodless from being clenched so tightly. He seemed to be frozen in place. Some people didn’t like being high up. The future Lord of Douglas must be one of them.

Ella was still quite a ways above him, but she must have seen Jamie stop and was asking him what was wrong and why he wasn’t moving. His nonresponsiveness was making her increasingly upset.

“He’s fine,” Thommy shouted up to her. “He’s stuck, that’s all.”

Jamie met his gaze. Thommy could see his fear warring with his pride.

“I should have told you not to look down,” Thommy said. “I’ll wager you haven’t been up this high before?”

Jamie managed to shake his head.

“Next time, I’ll take you up slower so you can get used to it.”

Jamie managed a scoff, and Thommy suspected he wouldn’t be climbing a tree again for some time.

“What’s happening up there?” Jo yelled from below.

The girl’s voice seemed to do something to Jamie. Some of his fear vanished, and the gaze that met Thommy’s was braced—almost as if he expected Thommy to try to humiliate him.

“Nothing,” Thommy shouted back down. “His tunic is stuck on a branch, that’s all.”

The other boy visibly relaxed. He gave him a nod of thanks, and Thommy knew that another bond had been formed that day. Secrets had a way of doing that.

He was able to talk Jamie down the first few branches, instructing him first to turn and face the tree, and then to slowly and carefully ease himself down to the next branch, with Thommy there to provide him guidance where necessary.

When Jamie reached a place close enough to jump, Thommy scrambled back up the branches to where Ella waited.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

She nodded. He could tell she was scared, but like her brother she was trying not to show it. What concerned him more, however, were her shimmering eyes and trembling lower lip. Ah, blast it, she better not start crying!

“What was that joke you told me last time? About the fish and the river?”

The beginnings of a smile appeared on the edge of her mouth. “You mean about the beach?”

He nodded. “Do you have any others?”

The tremble was gone—thank goodness—replaced by a full-fledged gappy grin. “You mean you like them? Jamie won’t let me tell them anymore. He says they’re all dumb ‘wee bairn’ jokes.”

Thommy leaned close and whispered, even though there was no need, “You can tell them to me. I don’t mind. But first, I need you to scoot a little closer so I can help you off that branch.”

She did as he asked without thinking, but her dress caught on one of the broken branches. She reached out, leaning all her weight on the thin branch to try to unsnag it. He tried to warn her, but it was too late.

The branch didn’t break, but the cracking sound and sudden movement as if it might startled her. She lost her balance.

Thommy’s heart shot to his throat and jammed. He may have cried out, but only the “nay!” was intelligible.

It happened so fast, yet he saw it in slow-moving time. She fell back, and he lunged. Somehow he managed to catch her around the waist and catch hold of the branch above him at the same time. But now he had a screaming, terrified little girl latched to his side, unbalancing him on the less-than-solid branch on which he was precariously balanced.

For one terrified heartbeat he thought they were both going to plummet to the ground, but he dug his fingers into the bark until his arm burned and, after a stomach-in-his-throat few seconds, managed to steady them both.

He could feel the frantic beat of her heart against his as he stood there for a moment letting his own slow.

Her eyes didn’t blink as they stared into his. He’d never been this close to a lass before. Did they all smell clean and fresh as a patch of wildflowers after a spring rain?

Jo and Jamie must have seen enough from below, as he was suddenly aware of their shouting.

“We’re fine,” he yelled back, in a far calmer voice than he felt. “Ella is going to hold on real tight, and we’ll be down in a minute.” To her, he asked, “Can you do that?”

She nodded mutely, still too stunned to do anything else.

“Good. I need you to wrap your arms around my neck and keep your legs wrapped around my waist so I can use my hands.”

She looked uncertain for a moment, but then brightened. “My father sometimes carries me around on his back like that.”

Thommy smiled back at her. His da had done the same when he was a wee one. “Aye, just like that, except you’ll be on my front, not my back.”

She retracted the kitten claws digging into his side long enough for him to help maneuver her into position.

“You’re strong,” she said. “Jamie says I’m too big to carry now.”

He’d been thinking the same thing (despite the heavy loads of charcoal he carried every morning for the forge), but the admiration in her eyes gave him a burst of strength. “Aw, a wee lassie like you? You don’t weigh much more than my da’s hammer. Now, what about those jokes you were going to tell me?”

For the next few minutes as he wound his way back down the maze of moss-covered limbs to the ground, he was barraged by a stream of silly jests from a seemingly bottomless well. They weren’t all that funny, but he made sure to chuckle at the appropriate time.

When he finally hopped down from the last branch, every muscle in his body was shaking with exhaustion. But he’d done it. The lass was safe.

“That was fun! Can we do it again?”

Thommy tried not to groan, while Jamie started yelling and cursing something fierce, the way Thommy’s da did when he burned himself.

His arms tightened around her in an involuntary squeeze of relief before he started to hand her off to Jamie, who looked as if he didn’t know whether to shake her or hug her to death.

But she held on to him long enough to press a small kiss to his cheek and whisper in his ear, “Jamie was wrong, you are a knight, and when I get old I’m going to marry you.”

He was so startled by the proclamation he didn’t know what to say. He should have laughed—it was as ridiculous as some of those jokes she’d told him. Even if he wasn’t only almost nine and she six, she lived in a castle and wore gold circlets in her hair. He lived in a two-room wattle-and-daub cottage with a thatched roof that they shared with the livestock for warmth and didn’t own a good pair of shoes for the winter.

But he didn’t laugh. Instead he felt something in his chest squeeze. Something that felt a lot like longing for something he knew he could never have. But for one moment he allowed himself to wonder if such a thing were possible.

It was a mistake, as his father would hammer into his head many times in the years that followed. But Thommy never forgot those carelessly uttered words spoken by a little princess that made him feel like the greatest knight in Christendom. Words that made a boy who had no right to dream.
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Douglas, South Lanarkshire, February 1311

THOM (NO ONE called him “wee” anymore) had waited long enough. He struck one last blow with the hammer before carefully setting aside the hot blade.

Wiping the sweat and grit from his brow with the back of his hand, he pulled the protective leather apron over his head and hung it on a peg near the door.

“Where are you going?” his father asked, looking up from his own piece of hot metal—in his case a severely dented helm. The Englishman who’d once worn it must be suffering a foul headache. If he was still around to be suffering, that is.

“To the river to wash,” Thom replied.

His father frowned, the dark features made darker by the layers of grime that came from toiling near the fires all day. Every day. For forty years.

Though no longer the tallest man in the village (Thom had surpassed his father in height almost ten years ago), Big Thom was still the most muscular, although a few more years of Thom wielding the hammer might force his father to cede that title as well. Physically the men were much alike, but in every other way they were opposites.

“There is still plenty of time before the evening meal,” his father pointed out. “Captain de Wilton is anxious for his sword.”

Thom gritted his teeth. Although the villagers in Douglas had no choice but to accept the English occupation of their castle—with the current Lord of Douglas a much hunted “rebel”—it didn’t mean he had to jump to their bidding. “The captain can wait if he wants the work done properly.”

“But his silver cannot. Those tools aren’t going to buy themselves.”

Though there was no censure in his tone, Thom knew what his father was thinking. They wouldn’t need the coin so badly if Thom wasn’t being so stubborn. He was sitting—or more accurately sleeping—on enough silver to replace every tool in the forge and expand to take on a handful of apprentices if they wanted them. But that was his father’s dream, not his. His mother had left him the small fortune, and Thom wasn’t ready to relinquish it—or the opportunity that went along with it.

They wouldn’t need coin at all if the current Lord of Douglas wasn’t so busy making a name for himself with all his “black” deeds that he actually gave thought to those who were left in his wake and bore the brunt of English retaliation. Thom tried to push back the wave of bitterness and anger that came from thinking of his former friend, but it had become as reflexive as swinging his hammer.

The last time Sir James “the Black” Douglas had attempted to rid his Hall of Englishmen—about a year ago when he’d tricked the then-keeper, Lord Thirlwall, from the safety of the castle into an ambush but failed to take the castle—the remaining garrison had retaliated against the villagers, whom they accused of aiding the rebels.

“War is good for business,” his father liked to say. Except when it wasn’t. Big Thom MacGowan, who’d never been shy about his loyalty to the Douglas lords, had paid for that loyalty with a nearly destroyed forge and the loss of some of his most expensive tools. Tools that were probably in some English forge right now.

Fortunately the garrison and commander who’d replaced Thirlwall, De Wilton, seemed a more fair-minded man. He didn’t blame the villagers for the actions of their rebel laird, and he and his men were frequent customers of the village smith, or as the wooden sign not-so-imaginatively proclaimed it, The Forge. His father might not like the English, but he was happy to take their silver, especially at his special English rates.

“I’ll finish it soon enough,” Thom said. “And Johnny is almost done with the mail, aren’t you lad?”

His fourteen-year-old brother nodded. “A few more rivets and it will be as good as new.” He grinned, his teeth a flash of white in his blackened face. “Better than new.”

Thom grinned back at him. “I don’t doubt it.”

Although more like their father in his even-keeled, contented temperament, Johnny possessed the same instinctive skill with the iron as Thom. Big Thom liked to say his lads were born to it, which made Johnny beam and grated on Thom like emery under his plaid. The instinctive skills such as knowing just when to pull the metal out, where to strike it with a hammer, and how to make it strong enough to do its job without being so hard that it shattered or broke that made his father so proud felt like a chain wrapped around Thom’s neck.

It would have been far easier if he’d never showed any talent for the work. If he’d shattered one too many blades by cooling the metal too quickly or striking it in the wrong place while hardening. If he were less precise in detail, couldn’t fit a handle to save his life, a poorer judge of temperature, off on his proportions . . . anything.

His father didn’t understand how someone with Thom’s “God-given talent” wasn’t content. Skill like theirs was meant to be used.

Which was part of the problem with Johnny. Johnny was too good with the hammer to haul coal and operate the bellows, the tasks normally given to a young apprentice. With Big Thom handling most of the day-to-day smithing work, from repairing cast iron pots to shoeing horses, and Thom with more sword work than he could handle, they were turning away jobs as it was. Big Thom wanted Johnny at the forge, which meant they needed someone to do the apprentice work. But Thom couldn’t bring himself to give up the one chance he had to change his destiny. His mother had wanted to give him a choice.

Thom opened the door and—ironically—coughed at the breath of fresh air. His lungs were so accustomed to the black smoke it was as if the purity somehow offended them. Daylight at this time of the year didn’t last long, and night was already falling. The mist, however, was not. The stars would be out tonight in full force. That was what he was counting on.

He wasn’t all that surprised to hear the door open behind him. “Son, wait a minute.”

Thom turned, seeing the features so like his own aged by time, hardship, and loss. He knew his father had a woman in town he sometimes saw, but no one had ever replaced Thom’s mother in his father’s heart. Not that you’d ever hear his father rail or complain about the injustice fate had handed him. Like everything else, Big Thom had taken his wife’s death with unquestioning, stoic acceptance.

Thom never accepted anything. It was his curse, and the source of his discontent. He envied his father and brother sometimes. Life was simpler when you didn’t question. When you didn’t want more than what birth so capriciously allotted.

He met his father’s worried gaze.

“Don’t go, son.”

“I’ll finish the sword—”

“I know she’s back.”

The words fell with the weight of an anvil between them. Thom stiffened, his jaw clamping down like a steel wall, an implicit warning that beyond there be dragons. The subject was not one he wanted to discuss with his father—ever. It was a subject upon which they would never agree.

But his formidable father wasn’t one to back down from dark looks—or dragons. “I know Lady Elizabeth is back, and you are going to try to see her tonight. But don’t go, Thommy. No good will come of it. Leave the lass be.”

“You don’t know what you are talking about.” His father had never understood about him and Ella—or Jamie for that matter, when they were still friends. From the first time he’d come home after rescuing Ella from that tree, his father had tried to discourage his friendship with the Douglases, warning him not to get too close. But the four of them had been inseparable before Ella had been sent away to France for her protection at the start of the war—and Jamie had discovered Thom’s secret. He’d lost the girl he loved and his best friend in one day.

Thom tried to turn away, but his father took hold of his arm. “I know more than you think. I know she’s been back for the better part of a fortnight. I know she’s staying at Park Castle with her stepmother and younger brothers. I know that she could have come to see you, if she wanted, but she hasn’t. I know you’ve loved her since she was a little lass, but she’s not a little lass anymore. She’s a lady. A noble. The sister of our laird. She’s not for you. She’s never been for you, and there is nothing you can do to change that. I wish it were different, but that’s the way it is.”

“So I should just give up, is that it? Accept it?” Thom shook him off. “That isn’t me, that’s . . .” You.

He stopped before the word was out, but it was too late. He saw the flinch reverberate through his father’s big frame. His father, who was one of the toughest men in the village, who’d broken up more fights in the alehouse because no one was fool enough to strike him, could be hurt by his son’s unthinking words.

“I’m sorry,” Thom said, raking his fingers through his sweat-soaked hair. “Don’t listen to me. I’ve no right to take my foul mood out on you. I just wish you’d try to understand.”

“I do, Thommy, more than you know. I was in your place once. But the daughter of a household knight is a far cry from the daughter of one of Scotland’s leading nobles and sister of one of Robert the Bruce’s chief lieutenants. The lass has spent the better part of the last five years in France; can you honestly see her happy with the life you could give her?”

His father’s words struck too close to the mark, raising fears Thom didn’t want to give voice to. “Ella isn’t like that. You know her.”

His father’s eyes leveled on him somberly. “I knew a chattering magpie of a ten-year-old lass who I had to ban from the forge so you could get some work done, and I knew the sweet, teenage lass you used to sneak out to go visit at night.” He paused at Thom’s look of shock. “Aye, I knew about that. Just as I knew that if I tried to stop you, you would only find another way. The lass looked at you like a brother, I didn’t think there would be any harm. But I was wrong. The Douglases put ideas in your head. They made you think this wasn’t good enough.” Thom started to protest, but his father put up his hand to stop him. “Maybe not in words, but by bringing you into their world. A world in which you don’t belong. Not even your mother’s coin will raise you high enough for a Douglas—whatever you try to make of yourself. You’ve a God-given gift, son. With your skill you could be making swords for a king one day; don’t waste it by chasing a foolish dream.”

Thom tightened his jaw. It wasn’t foolish. The bond between him and Ella was special—different.

Acceptance. Fate. He didn’t want to hear it. “So I can stay here and chase your dream instead?”

Thom regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth. But it was too late to retrieve them.

His father stilled, his expression as tight as steel hardened right to the shattering point. After a pained pause, he stepped back. “Perhaps you are right. I’ve no right to interfere. You’re a man now. Three and twenty is old enough to make your own decisions. I’ll not try to hold you here if you wish to leave. But make sure you are doing so for the right reasons. Leave because you don’t like being a smith, not because you think it will give you a chance with Lady Elizabeth.” He paused and held Thom’s gaze. “I know how you feel about her, lad, but if she feels the same way, why hasn’t she come to see you?”

It was a good question, and one Thom would have answered tonight.
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The old stone peel tower of Park Castle wasn’t as easy to climb as Douglas Castle. Or maybe it was just that Thom was out of practice. It had been nearly five years since he’d scaled the walls of the tower house of Douglas Castle to meet Ella.

Their rooftop meetings had started not long after his father barred Ella from the forge, where she would sometimes (often) “drop by” with some excuse to watch him finish his work. His father was right. The lass could chatter for hours. But Thom had never minded. He’d listened to her stories and her silly jokes and even cleaning up had sped by.

Knowing how disappointed she was, and missing her company more than he’d expected, one night he’d decided to surprise her. She’d mentioned that sometimes when she couldn’t sleep, she climbed up to the roof and sat on the battlements, looking at the stars. He had to climb the tower five nights in a row, but on the sixth she finally emerged.

She’d been shocked, excited, and amazed. Not just at his ability to climb the keep, but also that he could do so while evading the castle watch. It hadn’t been all that difficult—although he certainly didn’t tell her that (even back then he wanted her admiration)—people didn’t look where they weren’t expecting to see anything. All he had to do was watch the guardsmen on patrol, figure out their pattern, and stick to the shadows. The castle itself, although “enceinte,” and fortified by a stone wall, was of wood frame construction, giving him a virtual ladder to climb.

For the next handful of years, a few times a month on the nights the mist permitted the stars to shine, Thom would wait in one of the outbuildings for the castle to quiet and then climb the tower where Ella would be waiting for him. They’d talk for hours—actually, Ella would do most of the talking, except when he’d point out the constellations and tell her the old stories his mother had passed on to him before she’d died. He didn’t know how many times he’d had to retell the one about Perseus and Andromeda, but the lass never grew tired of it.

Those nights on the tower were where their friendship had turned to something more—at least for him. The meetings had been their secret, until Jamie discovered them right before he’d marched off to join Bruce. Or so Thom had thought. He still couldn’t believe his father had known this whole time and never said anything.

Thom’s arm muscles strained as he reached for a gap in the rock big enough to grab on to in the rough surface of the stone wall. He made sure his grip was solid before moving his right foot and then his left up another couple of feet. Finally, with the next handhold he was able to reach the edge of the crenellated parapet wall and lift himself over and onto the battlements.

Christ, that had been harder than he’d anticipated. His arms were burning as he took a moment to look around and catch his breath. It hadn’t looked that difficult, but the jagged stone walls of Park Castle didn’t provide as many foot- and handholds as the wooden framework of Douglas Castle. Although the tower was small and no more than thirty feet high, he might not have been able to climb it at all had it not been neglected for years, with much of the lime-rendered harling—meant to even the surface and protect the stone from weather—cracked and worn away.

Park Castle had been built as a watchtower years ago by the church, but was purchased some years back by the English knight Lady Eleanor Douglas had married after the death of the old laird. William the Hardy had died in the Tower of London about two years after Thom’s mother for rebelling against King Edward again. Ella had been forced to leave Douglas Castle for a couple of years then as well. It had been a difficult time for her, one that she didn’t like to talk about.

With the English and Sir Robert Clifford in possession of the old Douglas lands, Park Castle now served as home to Lady Eleanor (recently widowed for the third time), her stepdaughter, Elizabeth, and Elizabeth’s two half brothers, Archie and Hugh.

He looked around. The pitched wooden roof and surrounding battlement were deserted. Thom tried not to be disappointed. It was early yet. Ella usually waited until well after everyone went to sleep, making it easier to sneak up to the garret to access the small door.

Despite the clear night, it was cold, and Thom was grateful for the extra plaid he’d tossed into his sack as he sat to wait. He’d been right. The stars were out tonight. Coupled with the nearly full moon, a soft glow had been cast across the quiet countryside. It seemed so peaceful it was hard to believe they were in the midst of a long, brutal war.

The village of Douglas had seen more than its share of conflict, and as long as the English occupied its castle, Thom knew it would see more. If James Douglas had to destroy the entire town, he would to rid Douglasdale of the English for Robert the Bruce. Thom wanted the English gone, too, but Jamie’s vengeance went too far. His former friend had changed.

Had Ella?

Thom didn’t want to think so, but why hadn’t she come to see him? When she’d left, he’d been so certain that she’d begun to feel the same way as he. “Will you wear my ribbon around your sleeve when you are a knight in a tourney, Thommy?” or, “I know you hate it, but how will we go to France when we are older if you don’t learn to speak French?” She’d been thinking about a future with him, even going as far as telling him one of the rare times he lost his temper with her that if he were her husband, she’d put spiderwort in his soup (which was known for its digestive effect), and give him cause for his black mood, if he ever snapped at her like that again. He’d been chastened and enchanted. His little princess had some fire.

If only Jamie hadn’t sent her away, damn it.

Time passed slowly while Thom waited. After a few hours, he was forced to concede that she wasn’t coming. He stood and started to stuff the plaid back into his sack. He was a fool. His father was right. Five years was a long time. She’d probably forgotten—

The door opened, and his heart dropped.

He glanced up as she stepped over the threshold, a beam of moonlight catching her in its hold and taking his breath along with it.

Jesus.

He might have jolted. The glimpse he’d caught of her with her stepmother, as she’d ridden through the village a couple of weeks ago, had not prepared him for the vision before him now. Long, shimmery waves of flaxen hair tumbled around her shoulders in a silky veil down her back. Her features were small and even, perfectly positioned in an oval canvas of snowy white. Her mouth was red, her cheeks pink, and her chin delicately pointed. Dark arched brows and long feathery lashes framed round, wide-set eyes the unusual blue of peacock feathers. She was gowned in an ice-blue dressing robe lined with white fur, the thick gold braid belt around her waist emphasizing its trimness as well as the softly rounded curves above and below. Her breasts were firm and generous, her hips slender, and her legs long.

Ella had always been beautiful, even as a child. But it had become so commonplace to him that he stopped thinking about it. The last time he’d seen her at a just-turned-sixteen, she’d still possessed the vestiges of the girl who’d traipsed all over the countryside with him and Jo. But the woman standing before him didn’t look like she’d ever traipsed anywhere—she floated. She didn’t look real; she looked like a figment from a faerie tale or an ice princess from the lands of the Northmen. Refined, sophisticated, and utterly untouchable. She looked nothing like the girl he remembered.

Thom didn’t second-guess himself very often, but he did so now.

It was only when he looked down on her wrist and saw the faint edge of brass that he felt some of his confidence return. She still wore the bracelet he’d given her right before she’d been sent away. She hadn’t forgotten him.
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THOM WAS GRATEFUL to be hidden in the shadow of the roof, as it gave him a moment to recover from the shock. But his voice still came out as a question when he spoke. “Ella?”

She turned at the sound. For a moment the icily perfect facade cracked, and he glimpsed the expression that he remembered, the broad smile and twinkle of girlish delight that had always lit her eyes whenever she first saw him.

“Thommy!” she exclaimed, the single word uttered in the familiar sweet voice filled with happiness.

He felt a rush of relief that was quickly doused when her expression changed to one of distress. She bit her lip. Something he’d seen her do countless times before, but now the sight of those tiny white teeth digging into the plump pouty lower lip provoked a very different reaction in him.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

He stepped out of the shadows. “Why not?”

Her eyes widened as he came toward her. “Good gracious, Thommy, what happened to you?”

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

She took a few steps back, her hands fluttering nervously. “You . . . you,” she sputtered accusingly. “You’re huge! You must be as tall as your father.”

“Taller,” he pointed out, stopping in front of her, feeling a little bit like a horse at market as her eyes looked him up and down.

“And your shoulders . . .” She let her voice drop off, as if unable to find the right word. Her eyes lifted to his. “What have you been doing this whole time? Lifting all those rocks you like to climb?”

Thommy frowned back at her, not sure how to react. What had she expected? That he would be the same stripling lad she’d left behind five years ago?

Suddenly it hit him. Hadn’t he been having the same thoughts a few minutes ago about her?

Maybe they both had changed. But in appearance—not in what mattered. Inside he was the same. Was she?

One side of his mouth lifted. “I’ve grown up, El. I’m not an eighteen-year-old lad anymore.”

He’d wanted her to see that, but it seemed he need not have worried. She’d noticed. Although right now she didn’t appear very happy about it.

“Surely you didn’t think I’d look the same?” he asked.

She stared at him with that same frown on her face that she’d had when he’d accidentally ruined a Christmas surprise she’d had for him by showing up early one night on the roof. She’d been halfway through setting up a special picnic of his favorite sweets on a plaid, replete with a candle and wernage. The sweetened wine tasted like syrup, but he’d choked down a glass to please her.

Finally the frown fell, and she seemed to compose herself—the nervous fluttering stopped. “Which is why you shouldn’t be here. We aren’t children anymore.”

Something in her tone bothered him. It was as if she was trying to put distance between them—as if she was trying to forget.

“Yet here you are, too,” he said.

She looked up at him, unable to deny the observation.

“Why haven’t you been to see me, El?”

His tone was questioning, not accusing, yet she blushed guiltily as if it were. She dropped her gaze. “I intended to, of course. I’ve wanted to see both you and Jo; it’s just that we’ve been so busy since we arrived. The castle is in poor condition and you know my stepmother.”

He did. Lady Eleanor had been a wealthy heiress most of her life, and she liked to surround herself with the best of everything. It had become even more pronounced in the years following the old laird’s death, after she’d had most of her possessions stripped by Edward for being the wife of a traitor. Unlike the Douglases, however, Lady Eleanor was able to successfully petition for their return a few years later. It was Jamie’s dispossession and his inability to get his lands returned that had set him on the road to Scone five years ago where he’d joined Robert the Bruce on the way to his coronation.

But from the way Ella was avoiding his gaze, Thom knew it was more than Lady Eleanor wishing to bring the castle up to her high standards at work. Ella had always been a horrible liar.

“I thought you might have forgotten your promise,” he said softly, his deep voice blending into the dark night.

The heat that rose to her cheeks told him she hadn’t. The memory of that day hung between them. She’d run away from the castle the morning Jamie told her he was sending her to France and had gone straight to Thommy in the forge. She’d been crying and near hysterical as she’d launched herself against his chest and held on to him the same way she’d done in the tree all those years before. She wouldn’t do it, she told him, she wouldn’t go.

The horror of her words had been the only thing that had prevented Thom from embarrassing himself. At eighteen the feel of her in his arms had stirred his body in ways that he couldn’t control. He’d been instantly hard and hotter than he’d ever been at the forge, and in danger of exploding just from the pressure of her against him. But “go” had chilled him.

In between sobs, he’d learned that Ella was being sent to France for her protection during Bruce’s rebellion. She didn’t want to leave her home and friends again. She didn’t want to leave him. But Jamie—with the agreement of Lady Eleanor—would not be gainsaid.

After the falling-out between him and Jamie the night before, Thom wasn’t surprised. It was the speed of Jamie’s reaction that came as a shock. Jamie was taking no chances in allowing whatever it was between Thom and Ella to progress. In a strange way it had heartened him: Jamie had seen it, too.

Knowing there was nothing he could do, Thom had held her in his arms, smoothing her hair and trying to comfort her while his heart was being torn apart. It had been one of the hundreds of times he’d reminded himself not to touch her, not to press his mouth to hers, when she’d stood there looking up at him with tears glistening in her lashes and made him promise that he would never forget her. That he would be here when she returned and nothing would change. She knew about the money his mother had left him, and feared he would do something “stupid” like run off and “get yourself killed” in the war.

He’d promised, and she in turn had sworn she would return as soon as she could. He would take her and Jo to the Crags of Craigneith to see the cave just like they’d planned. She’d been recovered enough by that point to jest that maybe he would overcome his aversion to horses by then and they could ride rather than walk. He’d grumbled good-naturedly, used to her teasing about his lack of regard for the “infernal beasts”—a feeling that seemed to be mutual.

He’d never imagined it would be nearly five years.

Ella shook her head, a wistful smile turning her soft red lips. “I didn’t forget, but it’s been a long time. I wasn’t sure you would remember.” She gave him a sidelong look from under her lashes, her smile turning teasing. “I thought maybe you’d be married by now with a couple of bairns.”

The lighthearted words made his chest pinch. “How could you think that?”

Her perfectly etched brows furrowed. “You are three and twenty. It’s only natural to suppose that one of those village lasses who was always trying to get your attention might have caught it by now.” She laughed, and the sound eviscerated him like a blade honed at the stone for hours. It was the same way she’d teased him when they were younger, utterly oblivious that for him there was only one woman whose attention he craved.

Did the thought of another woman “catching” him still mean nothing to her? Did it cause her not the slightest twinge of jealousy? For almost five years he’d lived in agonized fear of hearing she was betrothed or married. Yet the same thought on her part seemed to cause her not one smidgen of distress.

He’d been so sure that she’d felt the same way as he. That she was just too young to realize her feelings. But she was twenty now—almost one and twenty—and no longer a girl of sixteen. There were no more excuses. Either she felt what had always been between them as he did or she did not.

He could wait no longer. He took a step toward her, his gaze boring into her. His voice held a hint of the frustration burgeoning inside him. “I am not interested in any of the village lasses.”

She took a step back—an unconscious evasion—and frowned. “What’s the matter with you, Thommy? Why are you so cross with me? I’m sorry I didn’t come see you, but surely you realize that things can’t be as they were. Jamie is rumored—”

He took her arm, practically growling in frustration, hurt, and anger. “I’ve heard enough about your damned brother.”

She shook her head. “You sound just like him. What happened between you two that night? You were the best of friends.”

“Were,” he repeated angrily. “Until I overstepped my bounds.”

“You presume too much. We are not friends, I am your laird.”

She frowned. “I don’t understand.”

For the first time in his life, Thom felt like shaking her. As if he could force her to see what was before her eyes. Him. Where he’d always been. Loyal friend, frequent rescuer, and would-be lover—for the rest of his life, if she’d have him.

“You are always there when I need you, Thommy.” How many times had she said that over the years? Didn’t she know why?

“Don’t you?” he demanded angrily. “Can you not see what Jamie did? Can you not guess why your exalted brother was so determined to separate us?”

Eyes wide, she blinked up at him wordlessly. Cluelessly.

Thom couldn’t believe it. For five years he’d been waiting for this day. For five years he’d faithfully waited for a woman who still had no idea how he felt. Could she really be that blind? How could she not see what was right in front of her?

He released her, frustration teeming through every muscle and vein of his body. He didn’t trust himself to keep touching her and not pull her into his arms and show her exactly what he meant. Would that shock her? What would Lady Elizabeth Douglas think if her childhood friend took her in his arms and showed her a man’s desire?

Instead he told her. “Jamie saw how I felt about you and realized what was happening between us.”

She tilted her head questioningly. “What was happening between us? We were friends. The very dearest of friends. Like we’d always been.”

Friends. She had no idea how deeply she’d just twisted her dagger.

“Is that really all it was to you?” he demanded. “Did you feel nothing else for me? Did you not imagine a future between us?”

Those big, beautiful eyes stared at him with confusion and incomprehension. When something finally sparked in her eyes, he felt the first flicker of hope. Hope that was doused the very next moment.

“You mean those games we used to pretend when we were children?” She smiled, as if the memory was a fond one. “Of course, marriage between us is impossible . . .” Her voice drifted off. She gasped, her eyes filling with horror as understanding finally dawned. Her hand covered her mouth. “Oh God, Thommy, you didn’t think you and I could really . . . It was a game. I was only a girl, I didn’t know any better.”

He flinched, as if the words were a whip upon his heart, shredding it apart. Didn’t know any better. He knew she spoke unthinkingly and wasn’t trying to hurt him, but that’s what made it worse. The fact that there could be nothing between them was so obvious, he was the only one stupid enough not to see it. Caring for him in that way had never occurred to her because it was out of the realm of possibility. He was out of the realm of possibility.

The feelings—the friendship—between them did not change what anyone who was not a child or a lovesick fool would know: the blacksmith’s son was so far beneath the Lord of Douglas’s daughter as to be unworthy of consideration.

But of course he had thought. That was the problem. For five years he’d thought the tender looks, the heartfelt smiles, and all those hours of talking meant something. He’d thought the connection between them—the feeling as if she was the other part of his soul—was too powerful to deny. He’d thought that because he was the first one she ran to, that because no one understood him better than she did, it would always be that way. He’d thought what they had was so special it defied normal rules and boundaries like birth and station. He’d thought she saw beyond all that and saw him for who he was.

And never had he felt like such a fool. His father had tried to stop him. Why hadn’t he listened?

Thom’s fists clenched at his sides as he fought the maelstrom of emotion lashing around inside him. But it was too hot, his pain too raw. It filled his chest with a savage heat, wrapping around his throat and squeezing higher. He cursed the pressure building behind his eyes. Cursed the weakness of emotion that a man should be able to control. Elizabeth Douglas had seen him cry once in his life. That was more than enough.

He had to go. He couldn’t stand here another moment, looking at her, wanting her, and knowing he could never have her.

It seemed he’d been looking up since the first day he’d seen her; it was time to look ahead.

Thom turned away, trying to hide the humiliation, hurt, and heartbreak that permeated every corner of his soul.

“Thommy, wait! Oh God, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. Please don’t leave like this.”

He didn’t turn around. Grabbing his bag, he slung it over his shoulder and slid over the closest section of the parapet wall. He heard her voice above him as he climbed down, but not once did he look up.

He had his answer, and now he knew what he had to do.

[image: Images]

It took a week longer than he intended, but a fortnight after Thom scaled the tower wall of Park Castle, he was putting the final coat of oil on his new sword.

He was about to slip it into the scabbard when Johnny stopped him. “Can I see it one more time?”

Thom’s mouth curved up on one side as he handed the gleaming blade to his brother. The lad was unusually strong like Thom and their father, and despite its weight, he lifted it easily with one hand to admire it in the beam of sunlight streaming through the small open shutter.

It was Shrove Sunday, and the brothers had returned to their cottage after mass for Thom to finish packing. Their father said he had to attend to some business at the castle.

“She’s a beauty,” Johnny said, taking his eyes off the long blade long enough to glance up at him. “It’s the finest work I’ve ever seen you do. Da was right. You could make swords for kings.”

Thom laughed for what felt like the first time in weeks before rumpling his brother’s shaggy, too-long hair. “I hardly think a king would be content with such a plain hilt of horn without a jewel or bit of gilding to be seen, but ’twill serve for a simple soldier.”

“Not for long,” Johnny replied with all the fierceness of a boy who had looked up to his older brother for fourteen years. “I know you will work your way up in the ranks quickly. It might have been faster if you’d kept enough of the coin to buy a decent horse.”

Thom made a face. Though he’d never trained seriously with a sword, it was riding that might prove the biggest barrier to his goal. He wanted to be a knight, and as had been pointed out to him all those years ago by the Douglases, knights needed to ride. “Aye, well, you know how I feel about horses.”

Johnny grinned—his older brother’s problems with horses (even when shoeing) was a source of great amusement to him—but then sobered. “Da is grateful, Thommy. Even if he doesn’t show it.”

Thom nodded. “I know.”

But his father was like him: stubborn and proud. He’d thought that Thom realizing he didn’t have a future with Lady Elizabeth would keep him here; he didn’t realize it would send him away.

Thom was leaving. He’d taken half the money his mother had left him and used it to purchase a blade blank to make a sword and other armor he would need to join Edward Bruce’s army. Under normal circumstances, he would have offered his sword to his lord, but as he would sooner run his new blade through James Douglas’s black heart, after what he’d done to Joanna—taking her innocence when he had no intention of marrying her and leaving her alone with an unborn child to mourn—Thom hoped to find a place in the king’s brother’s army. Not surprisingly, Douglas had granted him leave to go.
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