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CHAPTER 1
  
Bradon Moor Castle, Scotland, 1215
“You toss an axe like you bed a woman. Weakly and without aim.”
Rory laughed at his own jest, although his friend did not appear to appreciate the observation. Whether Darron’s foul mood was owed to his poor aim or the fact that snow and ice surrounded them, making this day’s training even more frigid than usual, Rory couldn’t be sure.
“I’d like to see you do better,” Darron grumbled.
He would do so easily. At least if the shouts at his back would cease. Turning toward the rowdy clansmen behind him, Rory smiled. Waiting for them to settle, he finally turned back and took aim at the poorly abused tree.
Concentrating on the sooty new mark they’d made earlier, Rory raised his hand. A moment later, his axe soared through the air, landing precisely where he planned for it to be buried. The cheers that broke out behind them deepened Darron’s frown. Nearly as competitive as Rory, although not quite, his friend stalked toward the tree to reclaim his weapon.
“Again,” Darron said for what must have been the twentieth time that morning.
If Rory’s bollocks were not nearly frozen, he’d accommodate him for the sheer pleasure of seeing his aim prove truer than Darron’s. Again. But it was too cold.
“Nay,” he said, turning to the others. “A break for the midday meal,” he shouted. And before the men departed the training yard, he added, “and a rest for the remainder of the day. To celebrate.”
Darron looked at him as if to say, Pleasing the men will not make you the new chief.
To which Rory would respond he did not care to be chief. That honor, and the trappings of responsibility that came with it, could remain firmly in his older brother’s hands. Just like the earldom attached to Dromsley Castle in England. Rory was quite content to be his brother’s second. And although their current situation was unusual—a chief’s second usually stayed with him—it suited both of them. Or so he kept telling himself.
“You don’t wish to celebrate?” Rory asked as he wrested his own axe from the frozen trunk of the tree. Darron, who’d waited for him, led the way uphill toward the keep.
“St. Valentine. Bah.”
Of course, he’d expected no less. Darron was not the sentimental sort. When they were children, he’d lost his home to a fire that could not be doused. Standing in front of it, watching it burn with his parents and his sister, all of whom had, thankfully, made it out safely, he’d said, “Tomorrow, we build another.”
But Rory tended to agree with him—holding a feast to celebrate lovers was unnecessary.
“Rory, look.”
He glanced over Darron’s shoulder and caught sight of two riders moments before they disappeared from view. By silent agreement they changed direction and walked toward the gatehouse instead, the normally bustling courtyard mostly empty. Even the animals knew better than to venture onto the frozen, snow-covered ground.
“They wore Kerr colors, did they not?” Darron climbed the gatehouse stairwell with him, although he’d fallen behind him, letting Rory lead the way. The Kerrs were their longtime allies.
“Aye, I believe so.”
They greeted the guards and watched as the two riders once again surfaced into view. Bradon Moor Castle was built on the only flat stretch of land for quite a distance. And though guards were stationed strategically to keep watch on the entire plot of land, the dips and valleys of the hilly terrain just outside the walls could hide small parties like this one.
Thankfully, this time the riders were friends instead of foes.
“Come through,” he yelled down, their colors indeed marking both men as belonging to Clan Kerr.
“Nay,” one of the men shouted up to them. “We’d best be on our way. Just coming through with a warning for you. McKinnon is on the move, so we cannot stay.”
“In winter?” Rory asked, already knowing the men would have no answer. “Why?”
“Ties to France most like. The chief says, ‘Be prepared.’”
Unlike Rory, who was nothing but a placeholder for his brother Terric, Clan Kerr’s chief was highly respected among the border clans. But Terric would not be back until spring, which meant Rory would be responsible for dealing with this threat. One that had been plaguing them for as long as Rory could remember, McKinnon’s constant quest to increase their land and holdings as relentless as the methods they used to do so.
“Stamus Semper!” He shouted the Kennaugh clan motto loudly enough for an echo to carry the words beyond the gates.
With a nod, the riders departed as quickly as they’d come.
“Double the watch,” Rory said to the guards. “And spread word of Kerr’s warning.”
“Aye, my lord.”
Confident his orders would be carried out, Rory nodded for Darron to follow him back down toward the keep.
“Ties to France,” he muttered, thinking.
Terric was part of an order of knights that had successfully forced the English king to sign the Treaty of Lambeth, after which Prince Louis of France had sent a contingent of knights to help protect London. The knights had remained in the city throughout the winter, which the king saw as an act of rebellion. But others, thankful for Louis’s support, saw it as insurance against unstable times.
Either way, there had been definite repercussions—even this far north, leaders who had ties to France, tenuous or tight, felt emboldened. Including the bastard McKinnons, apparently.
“Send men to Dalrigg Manor,” he told Darron. Although his friend had no official title, Darron had become Rory’s closest advisor in Terric’s absence. “Tell them to bring my mother here.”
“She will not come. Not today, anyway.”
Rory cursed. He’d nearly forgotten. His parents had been married on the Feast of St. Valentine many, many years ago. She’d moved out of the main keep years ago, assailed by memories of the man she’d loved and lost. The torment would be even worse for her if she returned on the feast day.
“Send them,” he said, “and bid them stay with her until she agrees to come.”
Though the small manor was not so far away as to cause concern, Rory would feel better to have his mother safely in the keep if McKinnon threatened an attack against his neighbors.
“And you will warn the horses?” Darron teased as Rory stepped away, making for the stables.
“Aye,” he shot back, “they need to be prepared as well.”
He did not go a day without visiting them, and if this morn were any indication, he might not have another opportunity. One quick stop before he spoke to the other men. Besides, the stables were as good a place as any to avoid the cloying St. Valentine customs sure to plague him all day.





CHAPTER 2
  
“The kitchens again? You are no scullery maid, girl.”
Cristane smiled at Mistress Amye, grateful her old mentor still cared enough for her reputation to attempt to get rid of her. But she didn’t mind spending time in the kitchens. In fact, when she was feeling poorly, they reminded her of happier times. When her mother was still alive.
“The feast,” she said by way of explanation, carrying an enormous iron pot from its position on the floor and placing it in front of Amye.
“Feast of St. Valentine,” Amye grumbled. “And who did you see first this morn?”
Cristane blushed. She had not yet seen any men, for she’d come straight to the kitchens. She’d known her assistance would be needed. She had been Lady Cait’s maid, but Cait had gone off to England and married an earl. In her letters to Rory, she promised to send for Cristane, although she had not done so yet. The weather wouldn’t permit it. Although the chief now had a wife, he would not be back in Scotland for many moons either, and so Cristane was a lady’s maid without a lady.
“Some days I wished I’d not seen old Edgar first,” Amye said, “pain in my arse the man can be.”
Cristane reached for a carrot. Although she knew Cook adored her husband, she chuckled along with the others at her grumbling.
“Now get you gone. The kitchen is no place for a lady’s maid.”
Cristane fought back a twinge of annoyance. Even though she knew Amye was only acting out of concern for her, she’d been lonely without Cait, something that had only gotten worse as the days had gotten shorter and colder. She still missed her mother too, though that pain should have lessened years ago.
She belonged nowhere, truly.
“Did you truly see Master Edgar first on St. Valentine’s feast day?” she asked, hoping she could distract the cook.
Legend had it that unwed women would marry the first unattached male they saw on Saint Valentine’s feast day. Cristane didn’t believe in such things, but she was hoping her question would distract the cook. Besides which, she did enjoy the tale of how they’d met.
“I did, lass.” For a moment, Cristane hoped her ruse had worked, but she looked up to find the wily cook scowling. “’Tis for your own good,” she whispered, shooing her away with her hand.
Shoulders slumped, she resigned herself to another day of wandering the castle, looking for anyone who needed aid. Cristane took off her apron, hung it on a hook by the door, and left, ignoring resentful glares from at least two of the maids.
Lady Cait had warned her people might react that way to her promotion. And such looks had never bothered her prior to Cait’s departure.
She understood it, the resentment toward her.
Cristane herself often marveled at her luck. Few husbandmen’s daughters had the opportunity to serve the chief’s family. Lady Cait had insisted it was not luck—that she’d earned her position with her sweet disposition and her relentless desire to help, but Cristane wasn’t so sure. Maybe once she had thought good people received good things, and that the opposite was also true, but no longer . . .
Grabbing her mantle from the hook, she bid adieu to Amye and left the kitchens, stepping out into the courtyard. Tossing the fur-lined cloak around her shoulders, she stood there in the cold for a moment, unsure of where to go. No one was about.
She closed her eyes and said a silent prayer that Cait would send for her soon, as she’d promised. When she opened them, her gaze landed on the stables, and she quickly moved toward them. Lady Cait’s favorite mare had birthed a foal who’d shown signs of illness. She’d started feeding more vigorously, thank the heavens, but she knew Cait would appreciate it if she checked on her.
The door creaked open, its hinges protesting the cold. It felt empty. Normally at least two stableboys would be present at this time of day, but they were all likely preparing for the feast, one of just a few where all of the men and women at Bradon Moor sat together. All of the servants had been moved inside where they would be needed.
Except for her, of course.
Cristane froze when she heard a noise coming from the foal’s stable. A low murmur, though it was a man’s voice, not a boy’s.
His voice.
Of course it would be. Master Rory spent more time in the stables than the marshal did. He shared her fondness for the horses. But she could not speak to him. Not today.
Cristane turned to leave but stopped when he called out to her.
“Who is it?”
What should I do?
The rustling of hay announced that he’d been sitting. She could not escape unnoticed now, so Cristane heaved out a nervous sigh and walked toward the stall.
“Oh, Cristane, ’tis you.”
Five years had passed since he’d begun using her given name. Cristane remembered the very day he’d asked for her permission, not long after she’d been appointed Lady Cait’s maid. She’d been a young lass of eighteen, and the request had made her heart beat as fast as one of the rabbits’ they’d played with as children.
Both she and Rory, spending more time in the stables than most, had an affinity for animals. Rabbits, chickens, and of course the foals when they were lucky enough to have new ones . . . they’d spent many hours together caring for every animal they could find.
During one such meeting, though occurring less and less over the years, Rory had appeared so thoughtful Cristane had become nervous. Finally, when he had asked permission to use her given name, she’d been relieved, and happy of course, as that honor was typically reserved for family members.
“Come, look.”
She should be accustomed to him. To his penetrating stare. To the boyish charm he exuded despite his size. To the confidence that came from being a chief’s son. Given another lifetime of serving Bradon Moor, however, she knew she’d likely never become accustomed to it. Or to the way her heart plummeted every time he looked at her. He could never be anything more to her than what he was—her better, aye, but also her friend.
“Is she improving?” Cristane guessed.
Turning the corner, she saw her guess had been correct. The brown and white Spanish jennet lay still, but she seemed to be breathing much easier. Putting her hand on the foal’s flank, she watched Rory as he waited for her assessment.
“Aye, she is,” she finally said with a soft smile.
He grinned back at her.
Cristane hated when he did that. Unfortunately, he did it often. Even more so when he was trying to impress his brother. Or convince him that he had not a care in the world. Which of course she knew was untrue.
Looking away, hating herself more with each passing moment, Cristane concentrated on the foal.
“Have you named her yet?” she asked.
“Nay. With Cait coming soon, I thought to let her have the honor.”
Her head whipped up. “Have you word from her, then?”
Rory crossed his arms, leaning back against the wooden stall. “Are you so anxious to leave Bradon Moor?”
If only he knew.
“Just to see my lady. I love it here, of course. You’ve given me everything I could ask for. I would never wish to leave,” she rambled.
Realizing he was teasing her, something else he did easily and often, Cristane made a face no servant should use around their master. “You are a cruel one, my lord.”
“And you are too easily riled.”
She knew it well, but there was no denying the effect he had on her.
Pushing against the wall, Rory bent down, resting his hand much too close to her own. His very presence rattled her, as it had more and more these past years. He smelled as he always did, a combination of fresh air, hay, and . . . Rory.
“I’m pleased with her progress from yesterday,” he said.
And Cristane agreed. “The danger has passed, I believe.”
She stood, Amye’s words suddenly coming back to her.
Rory.
He was the first man she’d seen today, on this Feast of St. Valentine.
“What is it?”
His look of concern was for the foal, not for her, as if she’d noticed something he’d missed. Even so, the steadiness of his gaze, the seriousness he so rarely displayed to others . . . it moved her in ways she could barely admit to herself. She knew the folly of her attraction. Aye, it would be beyond foolish to put any stock in the old stories, even if, in this case, she wished to.
“’Tis nothing.”
“You’ve that look about you, Cristane. The one you inherited from Cait. Or she from you.”
She shrugged her shoulders in mock innocence.
“The one that tells me you’re lying.”
As always, Cristane warred with herself. A part of her wished to remain in his presence. To speak with him for as long as she could.
And yet she had a sensible side, a strong one, and it won out again.
“’Tis nothing at all.” She pulled her mantle more tightly about her shoulders. “I must go. The cold,” she said by way of explanation. “And with so much to be done before the feast . . .”
Not that anyone needed her help with it.
“Allow me to escort you.”
This is your fault for coming to the stables. You knew he could be here.
“Thank you, my lord.”
Rubbing her frozen hands together, wishing she’d brought gloves, Cristane stepped in front of Rory, exiting the stable. They walked in companionable silence toward the keep, entered it, and were immediately greeted with a flutter of activity. He bid her good day and walked away.
At once reluctant to leave him and grateful for the escape, Cristane hurried around the corner and pressed her back against the stone wall of the corridor that led to her private chamber. Heart racing, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
She needed to leave Bradon Moor as soon as possible.
It had begun innocently enough. The boy who’d always had dirt on his cheeks . . . the lad who’d sat in the stables with so many sick and orphaned horses . . . he had become a man.
A man who knew he appealed to women, and acted on it more often than she cared to know about. One who would never see her as anything more than an elevated scullery maid who’d become his sister’s lady’s maid. Her friend.
Lately, the situation had become nearly intolerable.
His exploits, his nearness . . .
Aye, Cristane couldn’t leave the castle quickly enough for her taste. In the meantime, she’d do her best to avoid him. Avoid the pain of unrequited love.
For there was no doubt: Cristane loved Rory Kennaugh and was miserable for it.





CHAPTER 3
  
“Pick one, Cristane.”
Rory rarely found himself in the servants’ quarters, but after speaking to the marshal and establishing a plan for a possible attack by McKinnon, he’d realized he was quite hungry. He’d missed the midday meal, and though there would be more than enough to eat that evening at the feast, Rory had never been the patient sort. He’d made his way to the kitchens, only to be distracted by the shouts just down the corridor—which was why he’d found himself approaching the open door. He knew what lay inside. Pallets for sleeping and not much else to recommend it. But rarely was it occupied at this time of day, which was what had piqued his curiosity. That, and the calls for Cristane to “pick one.”
“Pick, pick,” they said to her.
Rory was not so much of a fool that he did not understand the maid’s tenuous position in the castle. Shunned by her own for daring to rise through the ranks, she’d then been left by Cait, who’d so cleverly tricked him into taking her south, to England. Come spring, he had no doubt Cait and her new husband would come to Bradon Moor to visit their mother and take Cristane back down to Licheford Castle. But in the meantime, he did not envy the lovely maid.
Too lovely, by far.
She was more than Cait’s maid. Although she stubbornly refused to call him by his given name, he considered her a true friend, and he knew Cait felt the same way. Rory admired all she’d overcome—and her perpetually sunny disposition, which always lifted the people around her.
She was very much off-limits for him.
It had been too long since he’d been with a woman, a fact Rory meant to rectify the moment he knew McKinnon was not a threat. He’d not visit the village now though, not after Kerr’s warning.
“Do not open your eyes,” a girl’s voice commanded from inside the room.
Her tone toward Cristane did not please him. She sounded sharp. Jealous.
“Show us!”
He was just outside the door now.
“Nay.”
It hardly sounded like her. Usually, a happier woman could not be found anywhere, but Cristane sounded anything but happy at the moment.
And then he realized what they were about when he noticed women inside who were not servants. There was only one day of the year they would be found in here.
He’d forgotten it was the St. Valentine’s feast day. They were doing the traditional lover’s pick.
Standing at the door, Rory crossed his arms and watched. One of the maids, presumably the one who’d asked Cristane to show them what she’d chosen, reached for her hand. But Cristane was too quick. She pulled it away and then turned—
And they all seemed to realize he stood there at once.
Rory did not want his presence to dampen the festive mood. Although it was a day he’d no wish to celebrate, he did not wish to take their enjoyment away from them. Of course, Cristane did not seem as if she were enjoying it much at all. She avoided looking at him, but the others all grinned.
“Very well,” the girl said, placing the wooden bucket in the center of the others and giving it a shake.
When the girl looked at him first, Rory nodded in encouragement, ready to see the games unfold.
“’Tis the squire’s scabbard,” she giggled, holding it up.
He took a step closer. “Ahh, Darron’s squire.”
She slipped the leather into her belt, obviously less hesitant than Cristane to display her pick.
“I wish you well in that particular courtship,” he said.
Darron’s squire, a fine enough young man, was nevertheless already keen on another lass. He’d overheard a conversation about it just the day before in the stables. Rory smiled, imagining his mother’s scolding for all his knowledge of the gossip amongst the servants.
Turning to leave, he stopped at the sight of Cristane’s face.
Cheeks flaming red, she stood with her hand clenched tightly at her side. She was, for lack of a better description, mortified. He had never seen her appear so uncomfortable before, as if she wished to be anywhere but this room. Perhaps the maids were treating her worse, even, than he had thought.
Well, if she wanted to leave, he would ensure it happened.
“A word, Cristane, if you please,” he said.
He’d thought she might seem relieved at his bidding. It would allow her to escape a situation that had clearly made her uncomfortable. Instead, her cheeks grew even redder, if such a thing were possible.
Turning away from the doorway, expecting her to follow, Rory was relieved to hear the soft footfalls behind him. When they reached an alcove, he stopped and turned.
“I only wished to save you from whatever was making you so uncomfortable back there.”
Only Cristane looked the opposite of grateful. He had never seen her this way before. What could have happened? She’d been fine earlier in the day. And then he noticed a movement—her hand clenching tighter.
That was it. Her pick. The bucket in the middle of the circle had been filled with items from single men, and each of the lasses was to pick something at random. The game had little significance normally. Except for her, it did. Whatever she clutched in her hand, it was from someone Cristane admired.
A flash of something tore through him at the thought. Protectiveness? In all the years he’d known Cristane, her name had not once been linked with another’s. He wanted to know whose property she held in her hand. What man at Bradon Moor did she fancy? He discarded one prospect after another.
“Who is it?” he asked. He’d intended to jest with her, but the words came out harsher than intended.
He’d been right. She did care for the man whose token she held. But that didn’t explain the raw panic in her eyes, as if . . .
Nay, it could not be.
“Cristane, open your hand.”
She shook her head.
Rory needed to know. As impossible as it seemed, the evidence seemed to indicate it was true. Irrationally, he wanted it to be true.
“Cristane?”
Again, she shook her head. “Please do not make me.”
He knew what a gentleman would do. Walk away. Comply with her request. He wouldn’t force a woman to do anything, even such a small thing as opening her hand against her will.
Hellfire, though, Rory wanted to know what was inside her clenched fist.
“I would never do so,” he said, and her slight nod said she knew it.
And then he remembered something. Guessing wildly, he said, “’Tis the buckle from my mantle.”
Her widened eyes was the only answer he needed.
“It went missing yesterday—”
“I did not take it!”
Rory had not put the missing buckle together with the lover’s pick, but it made sense now. Unwed men were apt to find something missing in the days leading up to the Feast of St. Valentine. Somehow, he had forgotten this year.
“I know you did not.”
Rarely did the recipient of the item take it for themselves.
Turn and walk away.
She knew he’d guessed. Poor Cristane would not make a very good card player.
And yet . . .
Ever so slowly, he reached down for her hand, giving her a chance to stop him. But she did not.
Taking her balled fist in his hand, the touch more intimate, more meaningful, than it would have been just that morn, Rory turned it over.
Gently, he pulled open her fingers to reveal his missing buckle.
But rather than let go of her hand, he stood there, frozen. Replaying all of the times they had spent together over the years. He’d teased her as he would his sister. Cared for her as a cherished member of their clan.
And she’d cared for him all this time? It could be a new development, but somehow, he knew it was not.
“Cristane . . .”
Pulling her hand away, she turned and ran.
He dearly wanted to stop her. But then what? She was a servant. His sister’s maid. And she could never be anything more.





CHAPTER 4
  
Rory never came to the Feast of Saint Valentine, and so she did not deny that pleasure to herself. Cristane marveled at the transformation of the hall. Despite the typical lack of colorful foliage in winter months, heather and pansies had been gathered and positioned in every corner. A large collections of candles gave it a welcoming glow.
Similar to when Rory’s father had been alive. Before their mother had decided to leave the main keep behind and stay in Dalrigg Manor. Thankfully, Cait had taken over her role as lady, and Bradon Moor Castle had eventually become as lively as she remembered from her visits as a young girl.
Her childhood had been difficult in many ways. Her father had been a farmer, but he had not stayed around to help raise her. Yet her mother had been a remarkable woman, never accepting less than when she believed they might attain more. Her fondest wish had been that Cristane would someday, somehow, rise in the ranks from scullery maid to lady’s maid, an unheard-of occurrence for a non-noblewoman.
She had died before it happened, but Cristane did not regret that fact. She felt sure that her mother knew. Somehow. And was so proud of her that she was likely telling everyone in heaven of her daughter’s new role.
Sitting with the other high-ranking castle officers and servants, as she did for each meal, Cristane thanked the cupbearer for filling her goblet with red wine. They were treated as equal to the chief’s family in many ways, their wardrobes made of just slightly less expensive materials. It had taken some getting used to for Cristane, especially after her lady had left.
Oh, please, let her send for me soon.
This feast had always been celebrated at Bradon Moor in a fashion that could rival the royal court, but she found she did not enjoy it as much as usual, mortified as she still was from her confrontation with Rory. At least she wouldn’t have to see him quite yet.
Some said he wanted no association with the courtly love it celebrated. Rory tended to have relationships with women that fell short of the depth of connection celebrated by the Saint Valentine’s Feast.
Relations she tried, and failed, to ignore.
But Cristane knew the true reason for his avoidance—and his reasons were complicated and deep enough to assure her that he would not, under any circumstances, make an appearance. It was the chief’s duty to attend such feasts, and Rory was reluctant to take ownership of their clan. So when cheers erupted from the entrance to the hall, she thought nothing of it at first, other than mild curiosity as to the cause. It was only when he was nearly atop her that Cristane realized what was happening.
Their feast would not lack an official representative from the Kennaugh family after all. The chief’s brother was, indeed, here. And he was staring directly at her as he walked past them to the head table not very far away.
She turned away, doing her best to ignore him, and spoke a few polite words to the men at her table. Although she knew it made her a fool, the excitement of his presence was a more heady wine than the one that flowed for all. She was not immune, it turned out, to this day devoted to the celebration of lovers, the possibility of better weather, and new beginnings.
And yet she couldn’t bring herself to look at him. Not after what had happened. She managed to eat her whole meal without a single glance at the head table. But when she inadvertently reached inside her pocket and felt the buckle lying inside, Cristane finally gave in to temptation and looked.
Rory stared back at her with the intent perusal she’d seen him give many different women, but never, ever her. And he held her gaze as she watched him, his scrutiny, if anything, growing more intense. It was as if he had never seen her before, even though they’d roamed the same halls and eaten at the same meals for years. They continued to look at each other like that, two people connected by a glance, until the music began to play. Sweetmeats accompanied the harpist’s music, shared by all, including the servants, who rarely indulged in such fare. The festive mood was impossible to ignore, even for someone who had made an utter fool of herself that day. Who wished to retreat to her bedchamber and emerge only when Lady Cait finally arrived to rescue her.
When the song finished, a clanging from the head table forced her gaze back up to Rory. He stood, his frame seeming to fill the back of the hall—a tall, muscular man rendered even larger by the knowledge of his own worth, even if he desperately tried to hide it from those around him.
“The lover’s pick,” he boomed to more cheers.
She groaned inwardly, or so she thought. The strange looks she received indicated Cristane hadn’t been as subtle as she’d hoped.
“Not wanting to participate this year, lass?” he asked.
“’Tis for unmarried maids,” she said, aware she was very much one of those.
Rory continued, “I thought to begin by making my own guess this year.”
No.
He could not. He would not.
The chief’s family never participated in the ritual, instead giving the honor of first guess—first pick—to a man they wished to recognize. Then, one by one, the rest of the unmarried men would attempt to determine who had chosen their items. Some guessed correctly, but it rarely happened on the first try. They would move from maid to maid in an attempt to find the one who held their token, joining in a dance that ended only when each had found their match.
She wasn’t the only one in the hall to stare openmouthed at the hardened warrior as he signaled for the musicians to begin playing anew. But Cristane was certainly the only one who knew exactly where Rory was headed when he stepped down from the dais.
Closer and closer he came, and with each step, Cristane could hear the murmurs of surprise growing louder and louder. It was not just highly unusual but unheard of for Rory Kennaugh to offer his open palm to a maid.
Cristane had only two choices.
To shake her head and force him to continue the search, looking for—but of course not finding—the woman who held his buckle. After the fruitless quest, he would sit down without a partner. Legend had it that the man who was not offered a lover’s pick would not find love until at least the following year’s feast.
Of course, she didn’t believe the stories.
Or did she give him the buckle, accept the dance, and give everyone even more reason to speak of her in darkened corners? The look he gave her made it clear which he would prefer.
He wished for her to give him the buckle.
And she found she could not deny him. Reaching into her pouch, Cristane retrieved it and placed it in his open palm. A hesitant cheer greeted them as he helped Cristane to her feet. None were sure what to make of this particular development. Slipping her hand into the crook of his arm, Cristane walked with him to the only section of the hall not covered with trestle tables, flowers, and candles.
Rory spun her toward him, and they launched into the long dance, the next pick already having begun behind them. It was a slow song, one with an uncomplicated dance that did not require more than just the two of them to complete. And when his hand settled on the small of her back, the second wrapping around her other hand—the touch both innocent and not—Cristane finally remembered to breathe.
“So then, Cristane,” Rory said, his voice low, deep, and for her ears only, “I pick you.”





CHAPTER 5
  
Rory had anticipated this moment all day.
And whenever he’d caught a free moment amidst readying the men, fortifying the castle walls, and sending scouts in all directions to confirm Kerr’s claims that McKinnon was indeed on the move, he’d thought of one thing.
The girl who had become a woman before his eyes. Whose breasts he’d nearly spied once quite by accident a few years earlier, a day he’d not easily forget. She and his sister had apparently thought it prudent to cool themselves on a hot summer’s day by the river that ran from north to south just outside the castle’s outer walls. He’d come upon them inadvertently. When Cristane had turned his way, not seeing him approach, he’d seen the outline of her full breasts beneath her thin, wet shift. And before he’d turned away, he’d also caught a glimpse of the dark triangle between her legs.
He clearly remembered holding himself in his palm that night as he thought of her standing by that river. He’d realized the sweet, pretty girl he’d always valued for her pleasant disposition was a girl no longer. His sister’s maid had very much become a woman. And if their circumstances had been different, he would have gladly given his buckle to her years earlier.
But not once had he imagined she might feel that way about him. And Rory had always prided himself on his ability to ascertain others’ feelings and intentions. His father, his brother . . . they’d complimented him on little, but both had praised his ability to understand others.
He’d never known.
And now that he did? Nothing had changed. Their circumstances remained exactly the same. And yet he’d come to the feast anyway. Perversely, he had needed to see her, even knowing it might give the other maids another excuse to treat her poorly.
Nay, I will not allow it.
“Tell me the truth,” he whispered in her ear. Had it always been so delicately shaped? Her hair was pulled back on both sides in the loose braids she so often gave her sister, the two twining together at the back. But the rest flowed freely, beckoning him to breathe deeply of its sweet scent. “How long?”
As more couples joined them, Rory led her to the outer rim of the floor.
“My lord, please.”
He pulled back enough so they could see each other. The nose that always wrinkled when she laughed, her deep and lovely eyes . . . every feature he knew so well looked different to him now.
Less lovely, more sensual.
Less friendly, more womanly.
Rory, get ahold of yourself.
“I am not my lord, but Rory. I am not some man you’ve just met but one you’ve known for many years. So aye, you’ve the right of it. Please.” He did inhale then and wanted to bottle her scent and take it with him always. “Tell me.”
A new song. This one faster. If this had been any other dance, he’d have been forced to give her up by now. But this was the lover’s pick, and because of it, Rory was free to hold her hand, touch her waist, spin this beautiful woman around for as long as the pick continued.
He dearly hoped several men picked poorly.
He’d made her uncomfortable, even more so than earlier, and so he decided to make her laugh. He spun her about once, twice, a third time, and she crashed against his chest, laughing despite herself. Others seated about the hall were watching them, he knew, and a perverse part of him wanted them to see. To talk.
Have I ever been happier than in this moment?
It was the most reckless he’d ever felt, the most joyful, although he knew he shouldn’t be putting her in such a position. She likely knew it too, and yet they continued that way, dancing, laughing, for what seemed like hours. Yet it wasn’t long enough by half.
“The last pick,” someone yelled as a maid, Maria, came tumbling toward them with a stableboy. Though young, the couple beamed at each other in a way that told him they were one of the few pairs who would use this feast day as the beginning of something real. Turning the game into reality.
“They like each other,” he whispered, taking Cristane’s hand once more in the very position they’d begun in.
She peered over his shoulder, the music slowing for one final time.
“Aye, they do.”
Their eyes met.
They had been talking of the young couple, but something changed within that look—both of them were now thinking about their own connection.
God, he loved her blush.
“How long have they liked each other?” Rory asked with a smirk.
By then he had steered them to the edge of the dancing, and they were closer to the dais and the back of the hall than they were the others.
“I believe . . .”
She did not want to tell him. But Cristane knew him well enough. He would continue asking until he gained an answer.
“I believe they have liked each other, or she has liked him, at least,” Cristane qualified, “for a very long time.”
It was like a punch to his stomach. He had not expected the answer, and yet . . .
“Even when she kissed the blacksmith’s son behind the forge?”
He’d never forget the irrational anger that had consumed him the day he’d come upon them, the journeyman and his sister’s maid. At the time he’d told himself he was reacting as a protective older brother would, and yet it had not rung true. To this day, he couldn’t stand the sight of the man, even though their kiss had led to nothing more.
“Most especially then,” she said, her full lips parting just enough for him to imagine what it would be like to kiss them, to slip his tongue inside. “For it was the very same day Lady Isobel claimed she would become your wife.”
Rory winced at the name of the woman who had broken his brother’s heart and then set her sights on him. Of course, he would never have married such a woman.
As they spun, the sensation becoming headier by the moment, Rory promised himself he would only ask her one final question.
“Did you kiss him before or after you heard Lady Isobel’s foolish claim?”
When she stumbled, Rory caught her. Which was answer enough for him.
When the music ended, Cristane pulled away as quickly as she had earlier that day. Rory did not attempt to stop her, for there was naught to say. Although he was foolishly pleased to learn she’d only pursued the smith’s son out of jealousy, he knew it did not, and could not, matter. Soon she would be gone, to Licheford Castle, to serve his sister. And Rory would be left here with nothing but uncertainty. About his place in the clan with his brother in England. And about what could have been had Cristane been born a noblewoman. But she had not. And Rory, though he’d mastered the role of the cad, the foil for his great brother, was not the kind of man who’d pursue her for the kind of relationship sure to ruin her.
Their delightful dance had been just that, no more or less.
How unfortunate.





CHAPTER 6
  
Cristane tightened the reins around her leather gloves. Though the snow had melted and no more had taken its place, every ride was attended by the sound of her horse’s hooves crunching on the frozen ground. Not for the first time, she chastised herself for riding by herself in the cold—a danger, to be certain, especially in her riding gown and mantle, nearly as nice as a lady’s finery—but after yesterday’s feast, she needed to escape. Even if it was just for a few minutes.
She’d attempted to help in the kitchens again this morn, only to be tossed out by Amye. What was worse, the looks she’d received from the other scullery maids had told her they did not want her there.
And so she had hurried out to the stables. The lads had prepared her horse for her, a mare Cait had given her as a gift on her day of birth the year before, and she’d ridden past the gatehouse guards with nothing more than a shouted warning.
If Cait had been with her, they’d never have been allowed to leave so easily, but no one had attempted to stop her. The cold air slapping her face felt good at first—it helped her shake off the hours she’d lain sleepless in bed.
She didn’t hear them until it was too late.
One moment, she was contemplating returning to the castle. The next, the thunder of hoofbeats surrounded her. Her gaze caught on the red and black plaids, and she bit back her surprise. McKinnon’s men. On Kennaugh soil? Rarely did their enemy venture so close to the village, and never had they dared intrude upon the chief’s residence. They typically raided closer to the borders of their own land in a constant quest to extend them.
“A lone chick so far from her nest,” spat one particularly rough-looking rider, his face dirty and long matted hair more than a bit disheveled.
So the rumors were true. Another feud was brewing, and McKinnon did not appear to be waiting for the weather to break to make himself known. And now here she was, caught in the middle of it.
“I am the personal maid to Lady Cait, sister of the chief of Clan Kennaugh.” Cristane raised her chin, ignoring the shaking of her hands. “And you, sirs, are trespassing.”
A round of laughter greeted her bold statement.
“She will do.”
Cristane had no time to react before a tug on her leg made her aware that the others had been moving while she spoke to the man who appeared to be the leader of the group. Ripped from the saddle, she nearly fell headfirst to the ground. A man caught her around the waist at the last moment, and it was only then Cristane thought to scream.
And scream she did. Loudly, for a moment at least, until a gloved hand clasped over her mouth. No amount of kicking and wriggling out of the man’s grasp seemed to help. She was carried over to another member of the group, still mounted, and hauled up into the saddle.
The stark reality of her situation hammered into her. She was being taken captive by a member of an enemy clan. Her hands were no longer alone in their violent trembling.
“If you scream again,” a menacing voice said from behind her, “I will slit your throat.”
With that, they were already on the move, traveling over the rolling, barren hills to the north of the castle and the village. Traveling away from anyone who might save her.
How could she have been so stupid? Would her absence even be noticed?
As they rode, the men remained silent with the exception of an occasional rumble of cuss words from the man behind her. Apparently, he considered sharing his saddle an inconvenience—one she would dearly love to remedy by being let go. To taunt her with as much misery as possible, the elements also conspired against her as a mixture of freezing rain and sleet began to fall.
“Bloody hell,” her foul-smelling captor cursed.
Precisely.
Her only consolation? Rarely were such abductions anything other than a provocation. If she’d thought they would truly harm her, Cristane would not have been able to remain so calm.
“We’ll enjoy a bit of sport before giving you back,” her captor sneered, as if reading her thoughts. That’s when Cristane began shivering in earnest. The wet and cold were no match for the thought of being raped by these men. Would they dare such an insult to Clan Kennaugh?
The same men who’d dared to steal her off the chief’s own land?
Aye, they would indeed.
“Ride ahead with the girl!”
No sooner was that shouted by the horseman in front of her than her captor tightened his grip. She had no idea what was happening, but the speed at which they now traveled in this weather was Cristane’s new cause for concern. Heart pounding, she closed her eyes as the icy droplets drove into her face.
“Surround him!”
Who were they talking about?
They slowed to a stop, prompting Cristane to open her eyes again. She looked over her shoulder and gasped.
Nay, it could not be . . .
Except it was. Rory was already dismounting, running toward them. The others did indeed surround him, and from what Cristane could see, he was alone.
Her captor was yanked off the horse with such ferocity and speed Cristane feared she might topple over as well. Gripping the reins, she managed to stay seated for long enough to see her abductor lunge forward, toward Rory.
Biting her lip, knowing it would be best not to intervene, she watched as they engaged. Except it didn’t take very long. Enraged, Rory buried his sword under the man’s outstretched arm, dropping him to the ground screaming in pain.
He then addressed the other McKinnon men, who had not even dismounted yet.
“You know who I am, but if there be any question, you’ve the honor of insulting the chief of Clan Kennaugh’s second. So unless you plan to kill me, do not dismount or attempt to help your friend.”
None of the McKinnon men moved.
They may have been authorized to take a captive, but an attack on Rory Kennaugh would be akin to a declaration of war.
“Be on your way,” he said to them, lifting a hand to her as if he were not surrounded by enemy warriors. “And tell your chief his provocation has been received and will be dealt with.”
They did not even hesitate. Not only did they abandon their friend on the ground, bleeding and still screaming from pain, but they did so at a dangerous speed.
Rory helped her dismount.
Only then did he look back down at her captor. “If you do manage to live, let it be a warning to you,” he spat, his tone full of venom. “Non vocis.”
Those words, spoken so menacingly to the enemy, made her shiver even more.
Never falter.
But she did. And felt herself falling to the ground.





CHAPTER 7
  
Rory could feel Cristane stirring as he hoisted her in front of him on his saddle, but he did not pause in spurring his mount forward. With one hand on the reins and the other firmly gripping her waist, he sped toward the lodge. It would not be prepared for them, of course, but staying there was still preferable to returning all the way to the castle in this weather.
Once she was settled, he wrapped his mantle around her to ensure she stayed warm. The freezing rain and wind stung his skin, but the only thing that mattered to him in the moment was the safety of the woman who practically sat in his lap.
“My lord . . .”
She sat more upright now, making it easier to ride.
“It will not be long,” he said, already spying the stone structure ahead. Small but functional, it offered everything they needed at the moment, primarily a shelter against the freezing rain.
“There.”
“Upper Bradon,” she said, echoing his thoughts.
“Aye.”
The hunting lodge, which had not been used much since the death of Rory’s father, sat not far from the northwest edge of their land.
“We’ll warm there before returning.”
Although he should have sent for help—he knew that—panic and blind rage had stolen over him at the sight of Cristane’s lost mare. He’d been looking for her, despite knowing it was beyond foolish, and the last thing he’d expected was to find her horse wandering loose. The tracks had led him directly to her, thank God.
McKinnon’s men had been lucky to survive. Well, most of them. He knew not the fate of the man who’d dared to take her. Nor did he care.
They could not know the woman they’d kidnapped was the same one he’d dreamt of the night before.
But it wouldn’t do to think of that now, as he lifted her off his horse and led her into the hunting lodge. Though rarely used, it was well-kept. A large room nearly the size of Bradon Moor’s great hall, with a massive corner fireplace and two large beds off to the side, the lodge held many fond memories.
Cristane’s whole body was shaking, yet another reminder that he had to get them warm. Now. He hurried over to the hearth and quickly stoked a fire, courtesy of the dry firewood and fire striker. Then he stripped off his wet tunic.
“What are you doing?”
“The same as you should be. Warding off a cold fit.”
Although he did not think either of them would suffer such a malady, Rory wasn’t taking any chances. Besides, he was damn freezing.
Continuing to remove his wet clothing, Rory attempted to ignore the fact that she was next to him, that she was watching. By the time he was down to his trewes, however, he finally had to acknowledge that he had to make accommodations for Cristane’s modesty. She would not simply strip off her gown.
She did not, however, hide her appreciation for his chest, a fact Rory’s body responded to with vigor. Cursing, he strode past the fire and lone trestle table to one of two beds, pulling the blanket from it. Shaking away the dust, he brought it to Cristane.
“You can wear this,” he said, pleased with the solution. But her cheeks got even redder, if possible.
“I cannot . . . undress. And you . . .”
“I will look away.”
He turned his back to her and moved closer to the fire. Rory heard nothing but the crackling source of the blessed warmth in front of him.
“Modesty will not keep you warm,” he said softly.
“My lord—”
“Rory,” he interrupted. “When you undress in the same chamber as another person, you’ve earned permission to use their given name,” Rory teased.
She would not use it. Rory had made the offer, nay, the entreaty, many times before, but his sister’s maid stubbornly refused the familiarity.
“Should we not return to warn the others?”
Peering over his shoulder to look at Cristane, who’d removed not a stitch of her wet clothing, he tried again.
“I will not look.”
Much as I would like to.
“And as for a warning, none is needed. The men are already aware McKinnon is making a move. Although it seems word of it had not yet spread this morn.”
She said nothing.
He’d not meant it as a rebuke, but Rory belatedly realized it might have sounded like one.
“I should not have gone.”
He seized the opportunity. “Nay, you should not have. As recompense, I ask you take off those wet clothes and join me by the fire.”
Without looking back, Rory moved his discarded tunic and shirt and laid them on the floor in front of the now-raging fire. If their absence was not already noted, it would be soon. The quicker they could get warm and dry, the quicker they could return to the keep.
He stood, waiting for her to speak, but the sound that came next made him freeze in place. Though she made hardly any noise, Cristane’s mantle hitting the floor might as well have been a battle cry. The clank of metal, a buckle perhaps, was akin to two swords coming together for the first time.
Each moment that passed, he imagined another piece of clothing being removed. Honor required him to continue to stare at the fire.
Honor be damned.
“You peeked!”
Aye, he had dared to do so. She’d been untying one side of her hunter green kirtle. He should have waited just a bit longer.
“Apologies,” he murmured.
“You are not at all sorry, my lord.”
Nay, he was not. If he was sorry for anything, it was that he’d not glimpsed more.
“Rory,” he corrected.
More rustling greeted his admonishment. Suddenly, she was next to him, the blanket he’d given her wrapped around her shoulders.
She sneezed, moving to place her discarded garments near his own.
“I should have done that for you,” she said.
“You are no maid here,” he said, standing upright and moving away from her. The sight of Cristane wrapped up in that blanket, along with the knowledge she’d passed along the night before, was proving too heady a combination.
“I am always a maid.” She moved closer to the fire, avoiding his gaze.
“One who has risen in the ranks more than any other,” he said truthfully. “And she will send for you,” he added, knowing his sister’s absence worried her.
“I know.”
He watched her as she observed the flames lick at the wood.
“I am sorry for what happened today,” he said softly. “Mayhap you’ll leave Scotland happily after this morn.”
Cristane turned to him, blinking. “Sorry? For having rescued me? It is I who am sorry for having ventured out, knowing ’twas not safe. For putting you in danger.”
“I was never in danger.”
It was not a boast, but the truth.
“How did you find me so quickly?”
Rory already knew from her clothing, which now lay on the floor, that Cristane still wore her shift. He also knew that he’d never desired anything so much as he did to toss back the blanket held precariously by her gentle fingers. To show her that despite never having guessed the truth of her feelings, he was quickly becoming accustomed to them. More than that, he was able to admit he felt the same way, despite knowing it could never be.
He’d not dishonor her.
But he would sorely like to.
And the truth would do nothing to ease the growing tension between them.
“I had been looking for you already,” Rory admitted.
Clearly surprised, Cristane opened her mouth and closed it. And then she asked the one question that would complicate their situation even further.
“Why?”





CHAPTER 8
  
Cristane was not a bold person. At least, she’d never considered herself to be one. But at Cait’s urging, she’d started asking more questions. Looking others straight in the eye. Any maid who’d risen in the ranks to serve the chief’s family, Cait had argued, had within her the ability to stop apologizing for herself.
Could that simple question, as embarrassed as she was having uttered it, be any worse than what had happened to her earlier? Worse than the horrors she’d been threatened with mere hours ago?
“To speak to you about the feast,” Rory answered just as boldly.
None had ever accused the chief’s brother of being circumspect. She’d known that, of course—she knew Rory well. And yet to hear him speak in such a manner while naked from his waist up . . . well, that was an entirely different matter. Pretending his broad shoulders and thick forearms, the sight of each and every ridge of his stomach, did not affect her . . . it was becoming a more and more difficult task with each passing moment.
Cristane had lain in bed considering what she would say to him about that dance, for they could hardly avoid each other forever, but not once had she imagined their conversation would happen like this.
“Am I distracting you?”
She’d been staring. Again.
“Perhaps.” Denying the fact would be as silly as thinking there could be anything between them, which she knew to be impossible despite the way Rory was looking at her. There was nothing to be done for it. He was the chief’s brother. She was only a maid who would be leaving soon. “I will attempt not to notice”—she nodded her chin toward his naked torso—“that.”
“What precisely did you wish to speak to me about?” she said, surprised at her own bravado.
“The blacksmith. Lady Isobel.” His eyes narrowed. “Did you truly seek him out because you were jealous?”
She gasped. “Rory!”
The name escaped her before she could think on it. This was the first time she’d ever used his given name aloud, and it felt wrong. Intimate. But he did not seem to mind. In fact, it seemed to embolden him, for he took a step toward her.
“We’ve known each other a long time, Cristane.”
She swallowed.
“Never have I known you to be shy, to not speak your mind.”
Her shoulders rose and lowered with each deep breath she took. For a moment, she thought to lie, to say whatever it would take to end this impossible temptation, but both of them knew nothing could come of their connection. Why not speak her mind?
“Aye, I was jealous,” she admitted.
He took one final step toward her, and the space between them disappeared.
“Did you think the blacksmith’s kiss would banish all thoughts of me?” He covered her hand, the one clutching the blanket, with his large palm. “Was it as you’d imagined it would be?” he asked, his intention clear.
He meant to kiss her, and God help her, Cristane would let him.
“Nay.” She lifted her chin so their eyes met. “Nay, it was nothing like I’d imagined.”
Prying her fingers loose, Rory took the edge of the plaid blanket from her hand. Grasping it with his own, he opened it to reveal her shift. Damp from the rain, it left very little to the imagination.
“What, if I may be so bold to ask, did you imagine?”
He glanced down between them briefly and then swept the blanket from her. Sweeping it around his own shoulders, he closed what little distance remained between them.
Cristane’s breath caught as his arms encircled her shoulders, the blanket now covering them both. Their bodies, once separate, pressed together. His lips hovered inches from her own.
“I imagined,” she managed, “his kiss would stir something within me. Stir the same feelings that came over me whenever I spied you in training or simply sitting at the head table sipping a mug of ale. That it would eradicate the burning in my chest at the thought of you and Lady Isobel together.”
“Instead?”
“You taunt me,” she tossed back.
“Nay, Cristane, I do not.”
She did not look away or even gasp as his hips pressed into hers, the evidence of his words clear.
“Will you allow me to do what the blacksmith was unable to?”
There was only one answer to his question. The one that would leave her soul even more shattered than it had been before. And yet she didn’t hesitate to say the word.
“Aye.”
Rory lowered his head.
At first his lips felt soft against hers, gentle almost. And then his tongue followed, wetting the crease of her mouth. Instinctively, she opened and he took full advantage. In the few brief moments between not knowing and knowing, Cristane learned.
How to touch her tongue to his. How to move her head to the side to give him greater access. How to kiss, and be kissed by, the man she had loved and desired for years.
She’d lain awake in bed so many nights dreaming of this moment, and not one of those many fantasies had come close to the reality of being kissed by Rory Kennaugh. Wrapped in a blanket with him, his hips circling hers and their mouths blending together as one.
“Mmmm.”
The sound was her own.
Her hands now free, she crept them up over his chest, groaning as she did so.
“Cristane,” Rory murmured against her lips. He deepened the kiss. More frantic now, she found herself lost in a whirlwind of feelings. Of sensations. Disbelief that this was really happening. Pleasure like she’d never known. And a throbbing that became more and more insistent. One that forced her body against him. One she knew, even in this state, could be her undoing.
“Ah God, lass.”
He’d broken the kiss, and she felt its loss immediately.
“Was that more akin to the distraction you desired?”
Not yet capable of saying anything coherent, Cristane nodded. She watched as his lips parted, as his eyelids drooped. He would kiss her again.
“The problem, of course,” she managed finally, “is that you are precisely what I need a distraction from.”
Her words seemed to penetrate.
“And you,” he said seriously, “are precisely what I need.”





CHAPTER 9
  
Given the difference in their stations, he should not have thought such a thing, let alone said it out loud. He was once again doing what his brother had accused him of for years—acting without thinking.
It was the reason Terric refused to see him as an equal. The reason he refused to relinquish one of his two titles, chief of Clan Kennaugh and Earl of Dromsley, to him, even as he admitted he did not want both.
So be it.
Embracing what he was, rather than what everyone seemed to want him to be, Rory continued, “Stay here, at Bradon Moor.”
“Pardon?”
Rory tightened the blanket around them.
“We are good together,” he said. “Will you deny it?”
Cristane frowned. “Nay, but—”
“Yesterday, during that dance, I cannot explain it,” he said, struggling to put words to how he felt. “And now, it is even stronger. This connection between us.”
He had respected and valued her for years as a friend, both to his sister and to him, but now he wanted more.
“I’ve never wanted another woman,” he said sincerely, “as much as you.”
And it was true. He admired her, loved her like kin, and now that the blinders had been ripped off his eyes, Rory desired her in a way he had never experienced. The thought of being with her, slipping inside her and making her his, banishing all thoughts of the blacksmith’s son or any other man . . . aye, this was what he wanted.
And he could tell she felt the same way.
“But we cannot. I . . . I am a lady’s maid,” she said, as if he were not aware of the fact.
“Cristane.” Rory lowered his head, capturing her lips, softly at first and then more insistently. “I’d never dishonor you. Never again would you need to serve another. You could stay in the keep, or choose another home close by.”
He stood back, waiting for her reaction.
“I care for you deeply,” he said, “and once McKinnon is taken care of . . .”
“Your mistress,” she said. “You are asking that I become your mistress?”
How could he have never noticed the way her face was shaped almost like a heart? He wanted to cup it, treasure it . . .
“Your mistress?” she repeated, her voice rising. Something flashed in her eyes.
Was she upset?
“Would you not care for that?”
Aye, she was upset. Very much so. Cristane’s shoulders rose and fell with each heavy breath. He didn’t understand.
“You desire me,” he said, knowing it to be true. “As I desire you. And more, I care for you, deeply. When I realized McKinnon’s men had taken you . . .”
Rory stopped. His words were only making her angrier.
Stepping back, he groaned at the sight of the cream shift clinging to her every curve.
In response, Cristane reached out and snatched the blanket from him. Wrapping it around herself, she pursed her lips together, eyes blazing.
If he’d wanted to take her before, Rory wanted it even more now. But first he needed to address her anger. “Surely I did not misunderstand your desires?”
Cristane shook her head. “I defended you. Always. ’Twas your intent to make Terric believe you did not want it, I told your sister. That way, you could not fail.”
She took another step away from him.
“But you fooled me, Rory.”
His mouth dropped at her anger. Never, in all the years that he’d known her, had he seen her like this.
“You fooled me into thinking there was more to you than everyone else saw, but your brother had it right all along.”
His spine stiffened.
“What,” he ground out, “are you angry about?”
Cristane rolled her eyes. “Your mistress. Do you think I worked so hard to become a kept woman?”
Understanding dawned on him. His mouth getting ahead of him, he asked, “You thought to become my wife?”
Surely she knew such a thing was not possible. If he had any hope of one day becoming chief, something he doubted would ever happen even though his brother now wished to remain in England for his wife, he would need a wife who brought status to the marriage. Connections. Surely Cristane did not think . . .
“If I am ever to take a wife, which I’m not inclined to do at present,” he admitted, “’twill be for the sake of the clan. Not”—he made a sound—“for myself. Or for some foolish notion of love,” he finished, realizing the harshness of his words as he said them. “Surely you understand?”
Cristane pursed her lips together.
“Aye, my lord. I understand it well. And nay, I did not think to become your wife. I am naive, admittedly, but not enough to believe such a thing possible.”
Rory was back to being confused.
“Then what did you believe would happen here? That I would take you like some commoner? I’d never treat you in such a way, Cristane.”
If he had thought she was angry earlier, Rory had misjudged her. This woman was the very epitome of rage, and it was directed solely at him.
“I did not allow myself to think beyond how safe I felt in your arms. Or how good it felt to be held by a man I’d adored for so many years.”
He reached for her, but she spun out of his grasp.
“I did not think,” she continued, “and for that, I am sorry.” Cristane turned from him then and gathered her belongings, the blanket falling to the ground. “But know this, my lord. I am no man’s mistress. Nor will I ever be. I am a lady’s maid, Cait’s maid, and when she comes for me, I will be ready to leave this place.”
With that, she turned from him, dressing with such vigor Rory was sure she would rip the fine kirtle she so abused.
With no words to offer, he followed her lead, preparing to ride back out into the wretched weather to continue what had been, with a brief respite, a horribly wretched day.





CHAPTER 10
  
Everything had gone to hell.
Rory could not stop thinking about Cristane and what she’d said to him. That he pretended not to want the title he coveted for fear he would not be deemed worthy of it. Truth was, Terric had admitted that he was inclined to stay in England for his wife Roysa’s sake. He’d said he would gladly relinquish the position of clan chief, if the council approved it, to focus on the earldom.
And yet, he’d still tabled any further discussion of the transfer of power, saying it could wait until spring, so Rory had done what he’d always done in the past. He’d told his brother he didn’t want it, fearing the delayed discussion meant Terric still didn’t believe him capable of fulfilling the role.
Cristane had deemed him worthy, but no longer.
Well, if Rory had wanted to prove himself, it seemed his opportunity was before him.
His brother had challenged him to bring an elder in the clan to heel—Angus McFarland, who had officially declared Clan Kennaugh to be at war with Clan McKinnon. Without the council’s approval, of course. The wily old man may have been one of his father’s favorites, but he certainly didn’t feel the need to consult with Rory. He fought Rory and Terric at every turn, making clan business a tricky dance.
Rory heaved a loud sigh. Turning to his friend who walked up behind him in the hall, he said, “This week could not possibly get any worse.”
By the way Darron looked at him, Rory was sure his words would soon be proven wrong. It had been four days since Cristane’s brief abduction. Four endless days of back-to-back meetings with clan elders and preparations for retaliation against the McKinnons.
Four days of unbearable silence from Cristane.
He’d seen her only twice, both times in passing. Knowing her usual routine, Rory had looked for her in the kitchens and the stables, but short of seeking her out in her bedchamber, he’d run out of ideas about where to find her.
“You’ll not want to hear this, then.” Darron turned to leave, but Rory stopped him.
“Darron,” he warned.
“We’ve just received word from Kerr that McKinnon stole some twenty cattle from them, shuffling them to reivers.”
“So Kerr has no proof?”
Darron’s frown confirmed it.
“Nay, but two of his men spied the bastards with their own eyes.”
Proof enough for him.
“Send word to Kerr that we will support any effort they deem necessary.”
McFarland may be an old loon, but it appeared he was right this time. They were officially at war, again, with Clan McKinnon. But this time Terric wasn’t on hand to take command of the situation.
“And if they ask for men?” his friend pressed.
Rory sighed. “We provide them. But we’ll do nothing before. If we attack, we do it together.” Perhaps the weather would work in their favor. If McKinnon had a mind to bring in his French allies, they’d have a devil of a time crossing the River Seine to get to them. Either way, it would be safer to ignore the chief’s provocations until they could form a united front with the Kerrs. It was a burr in his throat to ignore such insults, but he’d do what he must to keep his clan safe. No matter what the council thought.
“Darron,” he said, calling him back. “Send a messenger to Dromsley too. Tell my brother Clan Kennaugh is prepared to attack McKinnon with Clan Kerr.”
Darron’s sour expression told him what he thought of waiting, but he’d sooner see his people safe than sated.
Rory stood.
“I need no hand-holding,” Darron said as he cocked an eyebrow.
“That’s not my purpose.”
“So where do you go, then?”
“Mayhap there’s someone else whose hand I’d like to hold,” he said, grabbing his mantle before walking through the door and into the corridor.
   
“What a darling . . .”
Cristane’s hand froze midway to the foal’s muzzle as the sound of footsteps met her ears. She knew who it was at once. Could see it in the subtle shift of the stableboy’s posture. He’d tossed back his shoulders, straightened his spine. Scrambling to her feet, she slid into the empty stall next to the foal’s.
None knew the purpose for the second entrance to the stable, but it had come in handy these past few days, enabling her to avoid Rory quite easily. The man really did have an affinity for this place and came quite often.
The door opened without a creak.
Just as she stepped into the snowfall—lovely, fat snowflakes—a voice stopped her.
“Cristane?”
She’d not been fast enough.
A chicken squawked at her feet, the smell of hay behind her and cold in front. She could ignore Rory and keep walking, maybe even run to safety.
Nay.
She’d already run from him half a dozen times. They lived in the same castle, for now, and she would need to speak with him eventually. Besides, now that her anger had cooled, she’d accepted some responsibility for the fiasco in the hunting lodge. She had very much offered herself to him, and of course they could not marry. The very thought was ludicrous. How could she blame him for the solution he’d offered to their situation? He’d insulted her, aye, but as everyone had told her, she had already risen as high as she possibly could. Dreaming of more was foolish. She should not aspire to be anything other than Cait’s maid. Certainly she could never be Rory’s wife. Some dreams were too big to entertain.
She turned, and wished she hadn’t.
With the dark fur on the collar of his mantle brushing against the sides of his face, framing his features, Rory Kennaugh looked every bit a man. He watched from hooded eyes as she melted at his feet. At least, she imagined that’s what it must look like to him. Being around him was so much harder now that she knew what it felt like to kiss such a man. To be held in his arms.
A glorious feeling, but her dignity was more important. It had to be.
“Good day, my lord.”
“You’ve been avoiding me,” he said bluntly.
Halfway through the door, there was no use denying it.
“Aye.”
“Why?”
Surely he knew. She saw no benefit in discussing it with him. Or referring in any way to the stolen hours they’d shared in the hunting lodge.
“You have much to deal with of late,” she said, averting her gaze.
And I have precisely nothing of value to do.
Cristane kept that thought to herself.
“You are well?”
Well? Nay, Cristane was not well. Her heart had been torn in two, though she could hardly say so.
“Aye, my lord.”
Surely he knew she lied.
“I did not wish to offend you, Cristane.” He took a step forward as he said it, and she took a step back. She could not do this. It was too soon. She could still remember the feeling of his hands on her. His lips against hers.
She turned to leave, but he caught her hand and held it, making her breath lodge in her throat.
“Ride with me?”
Cristane laughed, thinking he jested, but his face lacked any humor.
She forced herself to pull her hand away. “Because our last ride went so very well?”
“My mother stubbornly refuses to come to the keep, and I fear for her safety. We’ll not talk of the other day. How many times have we ridden companionably before? Come with me.”
Many, many times. But those other rides had been innocent. They’d happened before she had so foolishly told him what had been hidden in her heart for years. She had been right to keep her secret hidden for so long.
“I cannot. I . . .”
She had no excuse, and they both knew it.
“Please?”
God help her, she wasn’t strong enough to withstand him. Not when he stood so close. Not when his scent—the one that was so uniquely Rory—flooded her. But his eyes pleaded with her for something she could not give.
Best he knew as much right now.
“I will never become your mistress, Rory.”
She said his proper name intentionally, and it took him back just enough, she hoped, for him to understand her words were sincere.
“And I would never ask it of you again, having given an unintended insult the first time.”
The way he looked at her, his gaze beseeching, assured her that he meant what he said. She supposed for now that was enough. Surely it was for the best that both of them accepted there was no way they could be together.
“I would still ask that you ride with me, however.”
She smiled, perhaps for the first time in days. “If you can protect me from abduction,” she said, “then I will indeed ride with you.”
“I can guarantee you safe passage devoid of abductions.” He nodded for her to come back into the stables. “At least by the McKinnons.”
He said those words so softly, Cristane nearly missed them. So he still felt it too, this connection between them, but they’d agreed to stay away from each other. She shouldn’t accompany him, should she? Every part of her screamed to turn back, that no good would come from spending time with him.
Every part, it seemed, except her feet, which persisted in moving toward him.





CHAPTER 11
  
“You are welcome to sit and eat with me,” Rory’s mother said. “But I have absolutely no intention of leaving this hall.”
Which was what he’d feared she would say. He stood beside Cristane in the hall of his mother’s chosen home. Much smaller than the main keep, it only had room for four trestle tables. No head table here meant all sat together, an unusual arrangement that served his mother. Rory’s father had often jested that, for an Englishwoman, his wife was curiously unpretentious. It was one of the many things Rory loved about his mother.
Her stubbornness, however, he could do without. Especially when it put her at risk. Although the hall was intimate and warm, courtesy of the large fireplace in the corner of the hall, it lacked the protection offered by the castle walls.
“Mother . . .”
“’Tis lovely to see you, my dear,” she said, shifting her attention to his companion. “Come, sit with me.” When Cristane looked to him to answer, his mother added,
“Do stop brooding, love. Escort Cristane over here with you and eat.”
With no choice but to do his mother’s bidding, he handed their mantles over to a servant and offered his arm to Cristane. For a moment, Rory feared Cristane might not let him escort her, but she took his arm. The thin fabric of his shirt did nothing to protect him from the jolt he’d not been expecting.
Though he should have.
First, the dance. Then, the kiss.
Everything had changed the day of the feast. Her face was everywhere now, before him when he woke, when he slept. Rory found himself thinking of her sweet lips, the feeling of her body pressed against him, at the most curious of times.
Like this one.
Rory pushed the thoughts beneath the surface as they reached the table. Once she was seated, he took the empty spot next to her.
Their legs touched.
“Kind of you to bring more pleasant company than yourself,” his mother said, regarding them with a slight grin.
If his thoughts had been riotous before, they were ten times more so now, the heat of her skin burning through him despite the layers of cloth that separated them. Why had he invited her to join him?
Invited? Nay, he’d begged her, as if his very life depended on it.
“Good day, my lady,” Cristane said softly, pulling away from him. “’Tis kind of you to welcome me so.”
For a few moments, Rory was allowed to sit in silence, stewing about the feelings he didn’t quite understand, and Cristane spoke to his mother and her ladies as if she’d known them her whole life. Which, of course, she had. A serving maid placed a trencher between them, and they both reached for a morsel of chicken at the same time. Their fingers touched, sending a bolt of energy through him, but he pulled away and pretended it hadn’t affected him. They all made polite conversation until the topic Rory had come to discuss was laid in his very lap.
“I do not mean to be indelicate,” his mother said to Cristane, “but is it true you were snatched by McKinnon and retrieved by my son?”
If he was blunt, his mother was even more so.
“Indeed, my lady. ’Twas my fault for having ridden out alone.”
“Hmm,” his mother seemed to agree. “But my son should have properly alerted all of the danger, no?”
He refrained from bringing Terric into the conversation, as he knew his mother despised comparing her sons, but Rory sorely wanted to remind her that their clan would soon be saved. Come spring, the true chief would return and Rory could step back from the duties none seemed to think he could fulfill.
“Aye, Mother,” he said instead.
The look she gave him conveyed her displeasure clearly. For putting Cristane at risk or for something else?
“Which brings us back to the reason for our visit,” he said.
His mother snatched up her wine goblet and raised it.
“A toast for those of us who have reached the age where we know our minds and stick to them. And to young love, may it endure even in the midst of clan wars and abhorrent violence.”
All present knew his mother as well as he did, which meant everyone knew her toast to be her answer to his remark. In other words, she would not leave.
But what about her other remark, the one about young love? That one he wasn’t sure about.
Nonetheless, all raised their goblets and drank.
The remainder of the meal passed without incident, other than the way his thigh inched closer to Cristane’s until they were once again pressed together. Despite knowing he played a game with no winner, Rory could not seem to help himself. Nor could she. Although she did not pull away, she kept glancing at him, eyes flashing with anger and passion, and it was all he could do not to kiss her right there in his mother’s hall.
Of course he couldn’t. Not ever again. The thought of never tasting her again revolted him, but there was nothing for it.
“A word, son?”
The steward jumped at her question, helping his mother to her feet. With no choice but to follow, Rory excused himself from the others as they finished their meal. He followed his mother from the hall and into the solar chamber. To his surprise, she took him in her arms, hugging him as if he were a young boy rather than a man fully grown.
“I miss you, Mother,” he said, stepping back. “Please come with us. A war is brewing, and I’d not have you here when it happens.”
Frowning, she crossed her arms in a manner that reminded him very much of his sister, Cait. They really were cut from the very same cloth. Both stubborn as mules.
“And how will love bloom with a mother’s shadow hovering over it? I stay here.”
Love? Bloom? How did she know? And why did it sound as if she approved? Surely she knew it was impossible.
“Mother—”
“’Tis about time too. That poor girl has been in love with you for years.”





CHAPTER 12
  
Much to Rory’s consternation, his mother had remained steadfast in her refusal to join them. Cristane could have told him as much from the start. And yet, they were riding together companionably, more so than she would have thought possible given the events of the past week. So she surprised herself when she said something certain to disturb their relative peace. “It cannot be undone.”
“What cannot be undone?”
Wind whistled past them as the barren landscape gave way to Bradon Moor in the distance.
“What was revealed at the feast. The”—she nearly said kiss but bit it back—“lodge.”
He gave her a look she had difficulty reading, something he’d done once or twice since they’d left the manor. Cristane could not quite place Rory’s mood. Nor her own. She’d spent so long yearning for Cait to return, but now she wasn’t so sure she wished to leave. Even if she and Rory couldn’t be together, she’d miss him. And she’d miss Scotland too. It was her home.
Nay, your home is with Cait now. Licheford Castle is not so far south that you’ll never see Scotland again.
Cait would want to visit home, wouldn’t she? She’d want to see Rory. Which meant Cristane would be able to see him too.
But it would not be the same. It would never be the same.
“I would not will it so,” he said, his slow perusal of her sending shivers down her back.
Cristane very much disagreed.
“We can be friends still,” he said, riding closer to her. “Can we not?”
“You are my lord”—she looked over at him, eager for him to listen and heed her—“and a good one. I should not have let you think otherwise for even a moment.”
“Your lord?” Sitting up in his saddle like that, he looked every bit a chief. Why couldn’t he see himself that way?
“Aye, my lord. You are capable of being every bit the chief.”
He shook his head slowly. “I will be the one to oversee our first clan war in years. A reluctant leader at a time when our clan needs Terric.”
She had nothing to lose now. Cristane had bared her soul to this man. She might as well tell all. “You act differently when he is gone. Your brother has never seen this Rory”—his given name came easier now on her tongue—“and you will not show it to him.”
Quiet hung between them as they approached the castle gates and the portcullis was raised for them, but Rory continued to look at her with that strange, intense regard. She knew him well enough to understand he wasn’t ignoring her. He was considering her words. It was one of the things she liked most about him, the thoughtfulness hidden deep beneath a showmanship that fooled only himself. And perhaps Terric.
He didn’t speak again until they’d ridden through the empty outer and inner wards and were approaching the stables.
“What of you?” he finally asked.
“My lord?”
She ignored his stern look. Cristane would not use his given name in front of the stablehands. They already thought her a traitor to her class—no longer quite a servant like them but still very much serving the Kennaugh family.
At his continued scowl, Cristane dismounted and nodded toward Anthony, one of two stableboys. When he took their mounts and led them inside, Rory finally spoke again.
“You’ve earned the right to hand him those reins. To call me by whatever name I give you leave to use. If I act differently with Terric, then certainly you recognize you do the same?”
As they walked toward the keep, the wind tossed Cristane’s hair every which way, the tempest an apt comparison for how she felt inside.
“I do not deny it.”
Stepping into the blessed warmth of the hall, Cristane placed her gloved hands over her ears. They felt like two miniature icicles.
“And will you not deny me?”
With preparations for supper underway, they were anything but alone. And yet, it felt as if only she and Rory stood in the entrance to the hall. His look had changed, his eyes filling with a fire that threatened to burn her.
“Pardon, my lord?”
“The pleasure of your company at supper. Take the meal with me, in the solar.”
She started shaking her head before words could even escape her.
“Nay, I could not.”
“Cristane.” Rory moved toward her. “I would continue this discussion, privately. You have my word I’ll not repeat the mistake I made back in the lodge. But we must talk. My mother . . .”
He stopped when the steward approached.
“What of your mother?” she pressed.
But Rory would say no more. She could sense this was not a subject for the steward’s ears. A private supper was a horribly bad idea given their recent history, but Cristane already knew she would accept his invitation. She wanted to finish their conversation too, and besides, she had never possessed enough willpower to resist this man.
“Very well.”
If he seemed surprised by her acquiescence, she was even more so by how quickly her resolve dissipated whenever Rory was near.





CHAPTER 13
  
Darron had entered his bedchamber unannounced and stood at its entrance, staring.
“Kind of you to bathe and dress so finely for me,” he said, his mouth twitching. “But I assure you, I’ve already set my sights on someone.”
Admittedly, Rory did not usually put so much effort into his appearance, but he did not wish to be called on it. Not when he couldn’t offer an explanation. Although Rory could not remember when he’d last kept anything from Darron, he was reluctant to speak of Cristane just yet. There was much to consider, and her place here was already precarious enough.
“Very funny,” he said, pushing his way past his friend into the corridor.
“Who is the woman you seek to impress?”
Light from the wall torches flickered against the stone walls as they walked past. He felt his friend’s gaze on him but shrugged off the question. “I seek to impress no one. What word from Kerr?”
“None yet.”
“You’ve sent a messenger to Dromsley too?”
“Aye.”
“If McKinnon thinks to expand his holdings on the back of an unstable English monarch and a French prince, then he has underestimated the borderers once again.”
“Is he not, in fact, a borderer himself?”
Rory’s answer was immediate. “Nay. He will never be one of us.”
Although his holding lay just northeast of Bradon Moor, which made him a borderer by definition, McKinnon broke the rules the others held sacred. He’d covered his attack on Clan Kerr’s cattle by making it look like it had been done by reivers. An act disrespectful to the Kerrs and the reivers. Which gave him an idea. “Tomorrow send another message. To Aaron Dunn. Tell him McKinnon is planning an attack.”
Darron whistled. “Will they involve themselves, do you think?”
The reiving family would hardly intervene without the right provocation. But Rory might have it.
“Tell them about the cattle and how they disposed of them.”
“That they used reivers to cover for their misdeeds?”
Rory nodded. “Aye. ’Twill be enough of an insult, I believe, to bring him here. If Dunn so wishes it, give them safe passage.”
He stopped then, having reached the doorway to the ground floor solar.
“Thank you, Darron.”
“Are you going to work through the meal, then?” his friend asked, raising his brow.
“I’m taking supper privately this eve.”
Darron looked him up and down, as one would when assessing a mare.
“Not alone, by the looks of it.”
“Go,” he commanded. “We will speak again in the morn.”
Darron didn’t move. Instead, his eyes narrowed.
Rory did not budge, despite the scrutiny. He could guess the direction of his friend’s thoughts and did not desire to speak on the matter. But Darron did not seem to care.
“You’re in love.”
He’d been expecting suspicion, but never that.
“Nay,” he immediately protested, but Darron wasn’t listening. With a smile and a shake of his head, he left Rory standing there attempting to shake off his friend’s words. What did Darron know of love? Less than he, to be sure.
His attention turned to the door. Would she be in there already? There was just one way to find out.
Rory pulled on the iron handle, opened the wooden door to the solar, and stepped inside.





CHAPTER 14
  
The door creaked open.
Cristane had shut it behind her, for someone had already left a tray of food, a pitcher of wine, and two goblets. The fewer people who knew she was here, the better. There would be talk, if there wasn’t already. The slender footing she held here in Cait’s absence would slip further.
The moment Rory stepped inside, Cristane realized she was weaker than she’d thought. Her mother had taught her strength. Cait, confidence. But none had taught her how to tame the onslaught of emotion that came from loving a man who did not feel the same.
Aye, he desired her—the way Rory looked at her now left no doubt. She’d dressed well and taken care with every aspect of her appearance, and the reward was as she’d so foolishly hoped.
But to what end?
Precisely none.
“I should not have come.”
Rory stepped past her, the smell of sandalwood forcing the hairs on her arms up straight. He’d clearly taken pains with his preparations too, for his surcoat was impeccable, the linen shirt beneath it a brilliant white. His hair was freshly trimmed, as if there were not a war brewing beyond the castle walls.
“Aye, lass, you should have.” He pulled out one of the simple wooden chairs from the too-intimate table. “Will you sit?”
Say no. Leave now, before your heart is shredded beyond recognition.
Of their own accord, her feet moved, bringing her closer to the chair. She allowed herself to sink into the velvet-cushioned seat.
“You look lovely,” he said, sitting across from her, pouring them both red wine.
“Rory, I . . .”
“With your permission”—he cut her off—“can we keep the more serious discussion for after our meal?”
She swallowed. “The one, you mean, where I ask what we are doing here? I thought I had made my position clear.” She rushed to add, “And I chastise myself as much, or more, than you, Rory.”
His smile did nothing to allay her fears. In fact, it made them worse. She was powerless against the pull of Rory Kennaugh.
“Aye, I’m sorry to ask it of you, but I would pause that discussion for the time being. We must talk of it, I agree, but I would do so later.”
If he wished to delay the inevitable, then she would play along.
“To a pause, then,” she said, lifting her goblet.
He met her eyes, lifting his goblet to hers. “A pause and the company of a beautiful woman.”
They both drank.
“What are you about?” she asked while attempting to pretend she’d not heard the compliment. “You’ve been acting strangely since we left your mother’s hall.”
“Mayhap I’ve been contemplating what you said about Terric.”
Picking up the pewter spoon, Rory leaned over the bowl of stew and took a bite. She watched, much too closely.
“Go on.”
Although not hungry, she forced herself to take a bite of stew, waiting for him to speak.
“Did you and Cait discuss us often, Terric and me?”
Her cheeks pinkened. They had, many times.
“Perhaps.”
“Hmmm. And she agrees with you, I’ve no doubt.”
“That you act differently when he is near? Aye, she does.”
“Differently,” he murmured.
Her inclination was to change the subject, to avoid trouble, but she reminded herself it was Rory who’d brought this up. Perhaps she could help him. “You do not want him to know how capable you are.”
His reaction was immediate. “’Tis absurd.”
Rather than respond, Cristane continued to eat her stew, knowing it was the nature of man to rebel against criticism. To shut down at the merest hint of it.
After a moment had passed, she looked up at him again. “I’ve noticed the way Angus McFarland treats you. He doesn’t offer you the same respect he shows Terric. You don’t think he believes in your leadership, but I suspect he has a different reason for resenting you.”
That got his attention.
“Oh?”
Taking a small bite of the stew, Cristane wiped the corner of her mouth with the crisp white handkerchief that had been provided. “Do you remember a redheaded woman by the name of Shanna—”
“The old alewife’s daughter. Married a man from the west border.”
That he recalled her so quickly stung, but Cristane put the feeling aside. If she started feeling jealous of Rory’s former flings, she’d never stop. Much to her dismay, there’d been more than a few, and she knew about many of them.
“McFarland’s grandson fancied her, thought the two might marry. Shanna’s father was an old friend of McFarland. Apparently they fought together once, long ago.”
“Hmmm.”
“After you were linked to her . . .” She trailed off, unsure how to put it delicately into words.
“They could not be married.”
“Nay. And ’tis the reason McFarland treats you differently than Terric. He associates you with the woman who caused his family turmoil.”
Rory lifted his goblet and sat back.
“Our relations were fleeting.”
“I am aware.”
Cristane did not like that slow smile, but she was grateful he’d listened to her. Perhaps he could yet repair his relationship with McFarland. If he did so, it would go a long way toward convincing the council to support him as the new chief.
Rory pushed his bowl forward, apparently finished despite the fact that he’d had little more than a few bites. She really wished he would stop looking at her that way.
“What else do you know of . . . my relations?” he asked in a husky voice.
“More than I wish to.”
Oh, she wanted him to kiss her again. Fool that she was, she leaned forward a little in her seat. That small movement, though, was enough to make her realize what she had to do. Pushing her seat back suddenly, she stood.
But Rory was already on his feet as well.
“I cannot . . .”
He grabbed her hand so quickly she had no time to react. The firm grip sent ripples of pleasure through her. This was precisely why she needed to leave. That a mere touch should have so much power over her . . .
“We need to talk.”
She should have pulled away but did not.
“I spoke to my mother this afternoon,” he continued. “We spoke of you.”
When their eyes met, all of her good intentions fled as quickly as Rory had ridden off to England to aid his brother last spring. She hated herself for such a weakness. But she needed one more kiss, just one more. Was it so wrong to ask?
“I wish for you to kiss me again.”
With that, she was hauled up against him, her wish granted. Rory’s mouth slammed onto hers, his tongue swirling in a desperate tangle with her own. She couldn’t breathe, didn’t want to. Cristane just wanted to feel, her arms wrapping around his shoulders as Rory’s hand covered her breasts. He squeezed, moaning.
Or was that sound her own?
The door opened so suddenly that it took Cristane a moment to realize they’d been interrupted. And not by just anyone.
“Pardon, brother. Had I known you were not alone . . .”
Cristane jumped back, staring in mortification at Rory’s twin.
“He knew you were not alone,” the steward said from behind Terric.
“You said he was with Cristane. I thought . . .” Terric stopped, his gaze darting between her and Rory. “Apologies. I did not realize.”
“What are you doing here?” Rory asked. Before Terric answered, he moved forward and the brothers embraced. “Is Roysa with you?”
“She stayed at Dromsley, but word of McKinnon reached us. I’ve been away too long.”
“I sent a messenger,” Rory started.
“He is with me. We met on the road.”
Terric looked at her once again, his eyes full of speculation. She wished to sink into the ground.
“I wonder at your intentions here, brother.” And then to her, “Roysa has been in contact with Cait, who very much misses you. Will you come back when I leave for Dromsley once again? ’Twill be closer to Licheford, and when the weather does improve a bit—”
“Aye,” she said, without hesitation. This night proved what she had already known in her heart. Remaining here, now that Rory knew . . .
She’d been strong enough to survive her mother’s death, but she doubted she could live here, at Bradon Moor, without becoming Rory’s mistress. And that was one thing she could not allow herself to do. No matter how much she loved him.
She looked at Rory, who had been beaming with happiness at seeing his brother. That happiness had sloughed off like a snake’s discarded skin, and he was peering at her through narrowed eyes. Almost as if they really were master and servant.
“I will be pleased if you will escort me south,” she continued. “I very much miss serving your sister as well.”
Bowing, she turned away from Rory, unable to withstand his scrutiny any longer.
“We’re pleased to have you home, Chief,” she said to Terric, “if only for a short while.”
Terric smiled. “I am pleased to be home. But my stay will be short.” He turned to Rory. “Roysa is with child.”
She chanced a quick glance at Rory. Did he know what this could mean for him? She wanted to encourage him, to bolster him, for this talk with his brother, but it wouldn’t be proper to stay any longer. And tears were already pressing for release.
“Then congratulations are in order, brother.” Rory slapped Terric on the back, a cue for her to leave.
“My congratulations as well,” she murmured, scurrying through the door and picking up her skirts. Once she reached the passageway, she started running, heart hammering the whole way. Cristane did not stop until she reached her bedchamber, bursting into sobs the moment she entered it.
Soon she would be leaving Bradon Moor forever. Lady Cait awaited her, and Cristane was more than ready to leave. It was everything she’d ever wanted.
Save the one thing she hadn’t dared to dream about.





CHAPTER 15
  
Rory pressed his fingers to both temples, attempting to block out the shouting of the council.
“We are already at war,” McFarland argued. Again. “Why wait for Kerr, or anyone else for that matter? Attack while McKinnon isn’t expecting it.”
For two days now, they’d gone round and round the issue. In some clans, the chief had the final word on all decisions. But their grandfather had set a different precedent. In Clan Kennaugh, the council had a say in three important decisions: attacks, counterattacks, and matters of succession. In theory, Rory agreed with that policy—important decisions deserved great thought and consideration—but they appeared to be at an impasse. Both sides felt passionately that they, and they alone, knew the best way forward.
Terric had glanced Rory’s way more than once this morn, but Rory had decided to let him take the lead. The chief had returned, had he not? Now, he was once again naught but the second. And yet, he couldn’t shake the thought that perhaps Cristane was right about his approach with Terric. His mother had told him the same, but it had made more of an impression coming from Cristane.
But what did it matter?
Terric was still chief.
And Cristane was leaving. When his brother had pressed him about her the night he arrived, Rory had said little, knowing his reluctance to discuss it disappointed Terric.
“Are we boring you, brother?”
Sighing, he opened his eyes and looked at the others. They were all watching him closely, and he knew he wasn’t imagining the disappointment in Darron’s eyes.
The glib response that was prepared to roll off his tongue paused at the tip of it instead.
He’d so often acted the part of the fool, with his brother, with the council, and—most egregiously—with her. Things might have been different if he hadn’t asked her to be his mistress. Perhaps they could have finished the conversation they’d begun that night. Perhaps he could have told her what he really wanted . . .
Terric had given her the message she’d been waiting for all these months, but he had another alternative. One he would present to her later, but first he must reclaim his dignity within the clan.
“Not bored, brother, but frustrated,” he said. Shifting his gaze to McFarland, who’d led the movement of those who wished to attack now, he said, “You refuse to see how much has changed. The reivers grow bolder. The English, more intolerable.” He turned to Terric. “With exceptions, of course.”
Terric’s brows rose.
“Whether we acknowledge it or not, influences from far across the channel have crawled into our politics,” he said, looking to McFarland again. “McKinnon is not just one man, or one clan. He is representative of a new type of threat that cannot be beaten by sword and scabbard alone. Would I arm the men and march against him this very afternoon if I thought such an act would bring anything more than a temporary peace? Aye, and you would follow, for a more loyal man I’ve never met,” he said honestly. “We should wait for our allies in this.”
McFarland was not convinced.
“Kerr, aye, and Dunn too. We need the reivers as much as our enemies do. We’d be foolish to paint them all with the same brush.”
Although Terric didn’t appear surprised by his pronouncement, the others who had not known about Dunn’s possible involvement all started talking at once, some, it seemed, agreeing with him.
“They’ve not yet said they will fight with us,” he spoke over them, “but they will. Then, and only then, do we move against our enemy. And when we do, McKinnon’s greed will be his downfall. Whether he has reinforcements or not, he’ll not stand against our combined might.”
Silence met his statement. Then one by one, the men pounded their mugs on the table, ale spilling everywhere. He and Terric waited for McFarland, and then, after an insufferable silence, the stubborn old man reached for the handle of his mug and pounded it.
Rory exchanged a glance with his brother, who’d already raised his arms to make the pronouncement.
“It is settled. We meet again once we’ve received word from Kerr. But now, you must vote.”
The cheering stopped.
Vote? Hadn’t they already done so?
“As you know,” Terric continued, “I’m married now to an Englishwoman who very much enjoys her wretched country.”
The men all laughed. Well, all except for Rory, whose heart had started beating faster in his chest.
“As she does Dromsley Castle. I will admit, I’ve developed a certain fondness for my mother’s inheritance.” He looked to Rory. “’Tis no small matter for a chief to run an earldom. My father did it and cursed the matter for as many years as I was alive.”
Murmurs of agreement met Terric’s words.
“I would put before you the matter of making my second the new chief of Clan Kennaugh. You deserve a man whose attentions are not split. Who loves his clan as much as I do. Who was trained by our father, the greatest man to ever live.”
Every man present crossed himself, a beautiful gesture of acknowledgement that would have moved Rory more had he not been completely incapacitated by shock.
“I’ve spoken to each of you privately, so this comes as a surprise to none but”—Terric turned to him—“my brother, Rory. You’ve made me proud, brother. I would see you do the same with our clan.”
Rory barely felt the clap on his back, his whole being still paralyzed.
“A vote, then. Aye or nay.”
A chorus of “ayes” and it was done. Although their father had long talked of such a thing, having one of his sons in Scotland while the other stayed in England to protect their mother’s legacy, Rory had doubted it would ever happen. And to think . . . Terric had made the decision before the council meeting.
“Congratulations, brother,” Terric said, smiling. It struck Rory that Cristane had been wrong about one thing. His brother had known the truth about him all along. His act had fooled no one. Not his mother or sister. Not Cristane. Not even Terric.
No one, he corrected, but himself. For far too long.





CHAPTER 16
  
Cristane sank onto her bed. She looked across her chamber to the raging fire and stared at it for so long dots appeared before her eyes. Little orange and yellow ones, blessedly simple and distracting.
But they vanished all too soon, bringing her back to the present. The message had come from Clan Kerr, and tomorrow Terric and Rory would be leading their men, and others—the friendly reivers—in a fight against an old enemy. All day, everywhere she went, people had been talking about it. Asking her about her role in the provocations. How did she feel about being avenged? Would the men who had taken her be taken prisoner or killed?
All assumed, of course, the Kerrs and Kennaughs would be victorious in battle, but a small part of Cristane worried for Rory.
And there it was. Rory.
No matter how hard she tried, his face kept floating before her. Haunting her. The feel of his lips on hers invaded every thought. No distraction would block him out. Fortunately, she’d become adept at avoiding him. Cristane knew his routine, so she’d gone late to break her fast, early at the midday and evening meals. She avoided the stables and spent all of her time preparing to leave for England. For what would come afterward.
But yesterday . . .
He’d entered the hall just as she left it, and their eyes had met and held. One look at him had been enough to smother all her efforts to find joy at the prospect of her reunion with Cait. For months that was all she’d wanted, but now . . .
Fool that she was, Cristane had dared to hope for more. In those brief stolen moments in between sleep and wakefulness, she’d allowed herself to imagine what it would be like to be married to such a man.
And now he was chief.
She’d not congratulated him yet. Cristane simply could not bring herself to speak to him, knowing her own weakness when it came to Rory.
Coward.
Aye, she was that. And tomorrow he would ride into danger. He might even be killed . . .
Cristane stood.
He was the man she loved, aye, but Rory had been a friend long before that. Would she let herself be such a coward?
Nay. She could at least congratulate him. Wish him well on the morrow.
Pulling on a robe, Cristane walked to the door, paused for the briefest of moments, and opened it—only to find the very object of her thoughts just beyond it, his mouth agape.
“Where did you think to go dressed as such?”
He thought to tease her at such a time? Her throat felt strangled, but she managed a quip of her own.
“What manner of man comes to an unmarried maid’s bedchamber at this time of night?”
His step toward her forced Cristane back into the room.
“One who wishes to finish a conversation.”
Her eyes lingered on Rory as he closed the door behind him. He was dressed simply, in a loose linen shirt that gaped open, giving her a view of his rather remarkable chest. Although she could not identify why, exactly, Rory seemed . . . different.
“A conversation,” she murmured, moving back into the room.
“Aye.”
Rory did not follow her.
Cristane spun around, giving him a partial answer as well. “I was coming to see you.”
His expression unreadable, Rory crossed his arms.
“Is that so?”
He was in her bedchamber. The reality of it slammed into her with the force of a war hammer. Rory Kennaugh, chief of their clan and the man she had loved for as long as she remembered, stood in her bedchamber looking at her as if he would ravish her.
And Lord help her, she would let him.
“Aye, ’tis so.” She cleared her throat. “I never did congratulate you. Chief.”
“And that is all you wished to say?”
Nay, of course not. But most of her words would need to remain unsaid.
“And to wish you well tomorrow.”
“There will be no tomorrow. I’ve just been informed by Darron that Clan McKinnon stood down. Once they realized our allies, along with the reivers, gathered forces again them. . .”
She was elated, of course. But there was still the matter of Rory. In her chamber.
Cristane hated silence more than anything, especially silence that felt so heavy. So charged with repressed feelings and desire.
“And you came here because . . .”
“Because I have a question for you, Cristane. And I would have your honest answer.”
She did not hesitate. “I’ve never once lied to you, Rory. I do not plan to start doing so now.”
The statement seemed to please him, but it was nothing but the truth.
“What do you wish for, more than anything in the world?”
Still, he did not move. He stared at her intently, waiting for her answer. Closed off until she gave it.
“What do I wish for?” she repeated, her mind whirring. Why had he come? What did he want?
“Aye. You are a woman, have always been a woman, who tosses expectations aside. ’Tis something I’ve always admired. And so I ask, if you could have one thing in this world, what would it be? What do you wish for above all things?”
What do I wish for?
Food. Warm clothing. A family. Cait.
That was it, though of course, it wasn’t. The one thing she wished for most was something she could never have. She’d be a fool to admit it, especially now.
“You promised me honesty, Cristane.”
Honesty? It would not be easy to give it to him. But she had promised, and after she left this place, she would hardly ever see him again. Part of her needed to tell him.
“To be your wife.”
He did not react to her outrageous statement at first.
“And my sister?” he asked finally.
“I adore Cait. And would miss her most dearly. But you asked for the truth, and so I gave it to you.”
She hardly had time to react. Rory reached her in a few long strides, pulling her to him, and proceeded to kiss her so thoroughly she almost forgot the obstacles between them. Swept away in a tangle of sensation, Cristane stopped thinking. Planning. Admonishing herself.
She let her love for him take over instead.
When she felt the cool air on her shoulders, Cristane realized her robe was gone.
Rory cupped her face. “Marry me,” he said. “I am so sorry for asking you to become anything other than my wife. I was a coward, unwilling to be exactly as I am. To take exactly what I want. And I want you, so much I can already feel myself inside you. You claim to know me well, and you do. Then know that I love you, so very much. Please forgive me.”
She heard the words, looked into his eyes.
“I cannot become your wife. You are the chief. And I am . . .”
“A magnificent woman. A friend to my family. I adore you. My mother adores you. The clan will love you, not for the alliances you bring but for the loyalty and love you give all of us. Marry me, Cristane.”
“Your mother?”
“Knew all, though I did not break your confidence. She also knew what was inside my heart and took me, fool that I am, properly to task for not being enough of a man to take what I want. And I want you.”
He reached down then, underneath her shift, and ran his hand up her bare thigh. She stared boldly at him as his fingers moved closer and closer to her core. Nearly jumped when he reached it.
Could it be true? Could this wonderful man truly be hers?
She wanted him more than she’d ever wanted anything.
“Do not be alarmed.”
Before she had time to ask what he meant, Rory’s fingers were inside her. Her jaw dropped, the sensation too foreign, and yet . . .
“I would bring you pleasure each and every day.” He moved those clever fingers now, and Cristane had no words.
When she looked down at his hands between them, Cristane clenched. And then closed her eyes.
“Nay, not like this.”
She felt the loss immediately. Whipping her eyes open, she saw he was undressing.
“Rory . . .”
She’d seen him without a shirt, of course. But never in her bedchamber. And just like that, the clan chief stood before her utterly and completely nude.
“You will become my wife, Cristane. But first, I plan to remove that shift.”
Before she thought to remind him she’d not yet answered his proposal—as if she would say anything other than aye—he made good on his promise. When he lifted her shift upward, her arms shot into the air of their own accord.
Groaning, Rory grabbed her around the waist and did just as he had promised. One moment, she stood staring at the body of a god. The next, she lay atop the coverlet, pillow under her head, with Rory on top of her.
His kiss seemed to last forever, and she never wanted it to stop. But it did, his lips moving lower and lower until they covered one breast. Prompted by an ever-so-slight tug of his teeth, she grabbed the back of his head and pulled him closer.
Rory’s hands seemed to be everywhere at once.
“I need . . .”
But she didn’t know what she needed. Rory, on the other hand, seemed to understand. When his fingers entered her this time, she was more prepared. Allowing herself this pleasure, she pushed into them, slowly at first and then faster.
“Please.”
They disappeared again, just as they had before, leaving her achy and wanting.
Positioning himself above her, Rory licked his lips. And she was done for.
“When I enter you, it will hurt a bit at first.”
She tried to say, I know, but nothing came out.
“But by the time we’re done, I promise you’ll find nothing but pleasure in this bed. Tonight and every day. As my wife.”
He dared her to disagree.
When she didn’t, instead pressing her hips into his hand, which lay on her mound as if already claiming it, and her, Rory waited.
For her?
She smiled, realizing she had never answered him. “Aye, Rory. I will be your wife.”
Smiling back, though not innocently at all, he did move into her then. But stopped.
“You will no longer be a maid.”
When she thrust upward, Cristane barely had time to relish the look of surprise on his face as Rory met her, entering her fully. And aye, there was a bit of pain, but not as much as she had feared.
Covering her with his body, Rory’s face just inches from hers, he kissed her again. Tongue swirling and tasting her every bit as much as she did him. When he moved again, finally, it was entirely as pleasurable as before, but fuller, as if he’d given her all of him.
Moving to the rhythm he set, Cristane became impatient. Grabbing the back of his head once more, she pressed closer with every part of her body. In response, Rory circled his hips to a pressure she could no longer withstand. It was the sweetest of treats, but it unleashed something fierce and hungry in her. A scream escaped her lips as her body clenched everywhere. She could hear his laughter, not mocking but joyful, as the world burst and her toes and buttocks clenched tightly. His roar of pleasure only intensified the feeling until Cristane finally remembered where she was, who she was with.
When had they stopped kissing? What precisely had just happened?
“I had no idea,” she murmured.
Rory looked immeasurably pleased with himself. And with her.
“’Tis not always such.” He moved an errant strand of hair back off her face. “But when a woman takes your buckle, declares herself in love with you, and when you have the courage to love her back”—he leaned down and kissed her nose—“it seems the word lovemaking was created for such a scenario.”
A memory flitted into her mind then.
“What is it?”
“I saw you first,” she said. “On Saint Valentine’s feast day, I saw you first.”
“Mmmm.” His eyes did not leave hers. “You’ve been talking to Amye, have you?”
Cristane laughed. “Perhaps. It seems, sometimes, good things do happen to good people.” And then her smile fled. “This means Amye will never allow me to help in the kitchen.”
Rory moved within her again, hard and apparently ready to begin anew.
“You may help Amye, take charge of Bradon Moor . . . you may do anything that pleases you if you make me one promise.”
She would give this man anything. Cristane had already given her heart to him. What more was there?
“Anything.”
“Promise to love me, always, and all that I have is yours.”
She’d never been asked to make an easier promise.
“You have it, this night and every one that follows.”
The chief smiled, a victorious and loving smile.
“As you have mine.”
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The end of The Chief seemed like such a natural stop for the story, and the series, that I chose not to write an epilogue this time. Thank you Elaine for the tips in the final chapter of the story.
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