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Chapter 1

BORDER OF CAMPBELL AND SUTHERLAND LAND

JULY 1746

Cait Campbell stood outside her front door, hands folded calmly in front of her, but her heart was thundering as heavily and quickly as the hoofbeats pounding their way toward her.

Black Cat wound around Cait’s legs, peeking out from beneath the skirts to check the dark lane leading to the cottage.

Two horses were riding toward Cait as if the demons of hell were chasing them.

Luckily, Brice Sutherland had departed not a half hour ago, after leaving Scottish fugitives who were on the run from the English who were hunting them. They were now hiding under the floor of her cottage.

The horses rounded the turn, and her shoulders dipped in relief to see that the riders weren’t English redcoats. Highland warriors were bowed low over the necks of their straining mounts. One wore the kilt of the Campbell clan, his long dark hair flying behind him, the muted blue and green of his kilt flapping in the wind. The other…

Cait drew in a sharp breath and released an even sharper curse. The other wore a long leather coat that fluttered behind him, revealing buff breeches and a white shirt.

Iain Campbell, leader of her clan.

Cait squared her shoulders, clutched her fingers together, and tried to appear serene despite the fact that her heart was hammering.

The horses slid to a halt in front of her, tossing their heavy heads and snorting their displeasure.

Iain slid off his mount and tossed the reins over the saddle. Cait flicked a glance at his partner, who was pale as the moonlight, with a thin layer of sweat beading his brow as he labored to breathe.

Iain helped Adair Campbell, commander of the Campbell warriors and apparently injured, off the horse. “We need your help,” Iain said in the clipped tones that blended Lowland Scots and northern English.

Adair was leaning forward, his arm protecting his middle. She could see from the blood staining his shirt that he’d been either shot or stabbed.

She was reluctant to let these two into her home. It was well known that she was not a friend of the Campbell, and if he discovered the fugitives hiding under the floor, she would expose Sutherland’s secret underground movement to whisk the most wanted of Scotland’s fugitives out of the country, thereby putting her life in danger and ruining any chance of the fugitives escaping.

But what choice did she have? She was the local healer, and as such, her door was always open to those in need. It would seem churlish and raise suspicion to turn them away.

But dear Lord, why tonight? Why couldn’t Adair have gotten hurt tomorrow night, when her cottage would be empty?

“Follow me.” She turned on her heel, not bothering to wait and see if they obeyed. As she walked through her small sitting room, she quickly glanced to the corner. The shadows concealed the small padded chair that perched over the secret door leading to the steps beneath her cottage where seven Scotsmen, running from the blades of the English, were hiding. Eventually, if all went well, they would secretly board a ship to take them to Canada, a place safe from the brutality of the English, where they would have a second chance at life.

Campbell paused in the doorway, Adair’s arm draped over his shoulder. Dark, assessing eyes took in her small cottage. She turned her back to Iain and reached into a cabinet for supplies. Her house wasn’t as grand as the one she and John had lived in three years ago, when John was Campbell’s commander. Iain would be noting that for sure, and she steeled herself against the bitterness that swept through her. Not because she was living in a far humbler abode but because she was so much alone, her husband and daughter lying beside each other in cold graves.

She pushed away the wave of grief. It was always like this when she was forced to face Iain Campbell. The grief and anger returned, even though it had been four years since he had come to tell her that her husband was dead.

She flipped her hand toward one of two straight-backed chairs pushed up against her small kitchen table. “Put him there.”

There was much shuffling behind her and finally a grunt of pain as Adair dropped into the chair. He slumped forward, one arm still hugging his middle. Campbell stood behind him, bracing him with a hand on his shoulder.

“What happened?” she asked.

“We were attacked by rievers while patrolling the perimeter.”

Their gazes locked, memories bouncing between them. This scenario was all too familiar to the two of them, and Cait hated that. Different kitchen. Different house. Same basic scene.

Her husband, John, and Campbell had been out patrolling when they were attacked by enemies. Only John ended up dead.

She tore her gaze from Campbell’s. “Dagger, dirk, bayonet, or pistol ball?” she asked, ignoring the quaver in her voice.

“Pistol ball.”

Bloody hell. This would be no quick fix and might require that Adair stay the night.

She knelt in front of Adair. He was a big man. Muscular. A warrior. Just like her John and every Campbell commander before them. But Adair was dark to John’s light. He’d been promoted into the position after John’s death. She’d not had much contact with him because she had moved away from the big house occupied by Campbell.

Adair was looking at her with surprisingly bright blue eyes. His face had lost all color, and drops of sweat dotted his brow.

“Ye’ll have to pull yer arm away,” she said.

He gritted his teeth and moved his arm in slow, jerky movements.

Cait had seen a lot of wounds in her time as a healer. This was not one of the worst she’d seen, but neither was it minor. The midsection of his shirt was soaked in bright red blood, as was the arm that had been protecting the wound.

“I’ll need more light.” A lantern appeared at her side, and she lifted it to get a better look. “The shirt is stuck to the wound.”

She glanced up at Iain, who was watching her with dark, impenetrable eyes. His expression never revealed his thoughts, which was always disconcerting to her. John had said that he buried his emotions, but Cait wasn’t certain the man possessed any emotions.

“I’ll need water. Warm is best. There’s a ewer on the counter. Place it by the fire to warm it.”

To her surprise, the great clan leader immediately did as she instructed.

“We’ll need to move ye,” she said to Adair. “Ye’ll need to be lying down for this.”

Adair tried to rise but fell back on the chair with a groan. Cait shoved her shoulder under his arm, taking his hand and draping it across her back. “On the count of three, we’ll rise. One…two…” Adair tensed. “Three.”

She braced herself to take Adair’s full weight, rising slowly so as not to jar him. She got him standing, but he was swaying precariously, and she wasn’t certain she could keep him standing if he decided to fall.

“Ye’ll need a bed. Can ye manage the stairs?”

“Aye.”

“Let’s go, then.” She’d patched up enough warriors to know not to baby them. Besides, it wasn’t in her nature to baby her patients. Being honest about what she was doing and direct in her approach worked much better.

They made it two steps before Adair’s legs gave out. She tucked her shoulder more snugly under his arm and propelled him forward. After another two steps, Campbell was on Adair’s other side, and Cait was glad for the help.

“We’re going upstairs,” she said. Thoughts of getting them out of here quickly were long gone; now she needed to get the two warriors away from the fugitives beneath their feet as quickly as possible. Her plan was to fix Adair and send Campbell home. Any noise Adair might hear could be marked up to deliriousness from a fever or the effects of the concoction she was about to give him.

With Campbell’s help, they made it up the stairs and to her bedroom, where Adair very ungracefully fell back on the bed with a moan. Cait pulled up his shirt, mindful of the threads that had fused to the wound.

“I’ll fetch the water,” Campbell said, and disappeared back down the steps.

The wound wasn’t as bad as she had thought. The ball was not buried too deep, and she could dig it out.

Campbell reappeared with the water, and Cait began to cleanse the wound. “There are cups on the shelves in the kitchen. On the top shelf is a bottle of whiskey, next to that is the honey. I’ll need all three.”

When Campbell didn’t move, she looked up to find him watching her, one corner of his lips slightly crooked up.

“Well? What are ye waiting for?”

Campbell disappeared down the steps again, and Cait bit back a grin to think that she had the upper hand with this man. No doubt Campbell wasn’t used to being commanded—especially by her—but he was taking it admirably well. John would have shaken his head at her mettle, but he also would have grinned with her.

Campbell returned with the supplies she’d requested.

“Pour the whiskey and make him drink it.”

“Nay,” Adair said.

“Aye,” Cait said. “This will be painful, and ye’ll need it.”

“Nay.” Adair turned his pain-drenched glare to Campbell. “I won’t befuddle my mind.”

“Do as she says,” Campbell said to him, and managed to get Adair to drink enough that his head was lolling to the side and his eyes were drifting closed by the time Cait started fishing for the ball in his gut.

“His tolerance is normally much better than that,” Campbell said.

“The loss of blood decreases the tolerance. Bring the light this way.”

Immediately, Campbell raised the light, and Cait had hold of the ball after only two tries.

Campbell continued to hold the light while she smeared honey over the wound and stitched it closed.

“Why honey?” Campbell asked.

“It stops the wound from putrefying.”

“I’ve never heard of such a thing.” He didn’t sound like he disbelieved her, just was curious.

“I learned it from a woman in my village.” She sat back and ran the back of her hand across her brow. “Finished.”

“You did well,” Campbell said.

She stood and stretched her aching back. “He’ll rest comfortably for a few hours. I’ll sit with him through the night. Ye can go home now and get some rest.”

“I can’t have you nursing my commander all alone.” He grinned, but she shook her head.

“Ye need to leave, Iain. I do no’ want ye here.”


Chapter 2

Cait Campbell stared at Iain Campbell with snapping green eyes and a mutinous jaw thrust forward. She didn’t like him.

In fact, she despised him.

It wasn’t a surprise. He’d known for years. From the moment he had to tell her that John was dead, she’d despised him.

When he was around her, he despised himself, and although it made him a coward, it was one of the reasons he stayed away from her. He’d never admit out loud that the guilt of John Campbell’s death still hung heavily on his heart. He kept his guilt to himself.

But when Adair was wounded in a short skirmish with the damn raiders who had been stealing Campbell cattle, Iain hadn’t thought twice about where to bring him. Cait was known throughout the area for her healing ways. For certain she hadn’t been pleased to see him, but she’d reluctantly helped, as he’d known she would. But even he was a bit surprised that she was so unceremoniously tossing him out of her home.

“Nevertheless,” he said, “I’ll stay.” He was her chief, after all. He had the right.

“Nay.” She lifted her chin, those icy green eyes piercing him. “This is my home, and ye are no’ welcome.”

There were few places in Scotland where he was welcome, and normally, he didn’t mind. But tonight he minded.

“I’m not leaving my commander alone.”

Her back went rigid. “Ye don’t trust me with him?”

He waved his hand in the air. “Of course I do. You’re the best healer in these parts. Trust has nothing to do with it.”

“Ye can come back in the morning. Naught will happen tonight but that he’ll sleep and I’ll check his wound in a few hours.”

Iain looked around the small but tidy room for a chair to sit in and wasn’t surprised to find none. The room consisted of a bed big enough for one person—one short person—a bureau, and a washstand. A few small carpets were scattered about the dust-free plank floor.

“I’ll just bring a chair up from the kitchen—”

“No.”

He sighed and looked at her. “Cait—”

“Ye’re no’ staying.” Her eyes glistened, and he wasn’t a fool to think the unshed tears were of sadness. She was angry. Maybe he should have confronted this anger long ago, but he was a coward in a lot of ways when it came to Cait Campbell.

“I’ll sleep in the barn, where I’ll be close in case you need me.”

“There is no’ one scenario that I can think of that would make me need ye.”

He tilted his head and felt amusement ripple through him. “Nevertheless—”

She waved her hand in the air. “Nevertheless, ye’re staying.” She blew a piece of red hair out of her eyes and glared at him.

“I am.”

She considered him for a long time while he stood waiting and watching. It felt as if his heart had a small tear in it, a place that burned with regret and grief for things that had happened long ago that he could never change or make right.

John had been his best friend, the only man Iain trusted implicitly. John’s death had left a hole inside of Iain for a time, but eventually, that hole had healed. Or at least that was what he told himself. Seeing Cait made him think twice on that. It was strange seeing her without John. Strange and sad.

“Very well,” she said, her shoulders suddenly drooping as if large hands had pushed them down. “But ye’ll bunk in the barn.”

“If you’ll allow me to bring up a chair…”

She shot him a dark look. “The barn.”

—

Slightly amused and slightly confused, Iain settled into the barn’s hayloft, listening to the soft lowing of the milking cow and the rustling of his and Adair’s horses as they munched on well-deserved oats. He wasn’t surprised to discover that the barn was very clean and well kept. He remembered that about her, that she was fastidious and cleanly. He wondered who helped her with the chores. Did she bring in her own firewood? Chop it herself? Muck the stalls? Strangely enough, he could picture her doing all of that and didn’t like the image of her relying only on herself, all alone at the edge of Campbell land.

He folded his hands behind his head and stared at the moonbeams filtering through the slatted ceiling while his mind wandered back to that fateful night—a place he rarely let his thoughts go.

They’d been riding across Campbell land, he and John, having come from the far northern border to check on cattle and visit the few tenants who lived out that way. He remembered it being a fair day, the sun shining, clouds absent. The pistol shot came from nowhere, the sound reverberating through the trees, silencing the birds, making the small animals in the underbrush scurry away.

His mount had shied, and it had taken some effort to bring it under control. Cursing, Iain had looked around wildly for the shooter, thinking it was a hunter gone astray. It was a few moments before he realized that John was no longer seated on his mount but lying on the hard-packed dirt, gurgling with his last breaths.

Iain had dropped down beside him, realizing immediately that there was no hope for his friend. The pistol ball had pierced his throat.

John’s panicked gray eyes had looked up at him; his hand had clutched Iain’s coat sleeve. His mouth moved, but no words emerged. Iain knew, though. He knew what John was trying to say. Iain had promised his friend and comrade and the only man he’d ever trusted that he would look after his wife. 

John had taken two ragged breaths and died in Iain’s arms. Telling Cait had been the second hardest thing he’d ever had to do, the first being holding John while the life drained out of him.

She’d taken the news with dry eyes and a curt nod, but he’d seen the devastation lurking in those mossy depths, and in the way she held her body so tightly that he feared she would shatter. He could only assume that she broke down in private, but he didn’t know.

He’d had every intention of following through with his promise to watch out for her, but one thing led to another and…Hell, he’d not done it because seeing Cait brought back the grief of losing John. He didn’t want to see the accusations in her eyes or the deep-seated sadness or the way she stiffened and looked like she wanted to run from him every time he came close. He’d sent patrols this way and had them report back. The reports had always been the same—she lived alone, seemed content, and practiced her healing on those who sought her out. He’d been happy to leave it at that.

He’d forgotten how pretty she was, with all that red hair. Tonight she’d worn it in a braid down her back, but pieces had escaped and continuously fluttered over her eyes, prompting her to brush them away with the back of her hand.

Her hands were capable, quick, and sure. It wasn’t until she was finished fishing the ball out of Adair’s belly that he detected the slight tremor in her movements. Was it because of the stress of healing Adair or because Iain was in her home and she wanted him out?

His eyes drifted closed, and despite the itchy straw beneath him, his mind continued to swirl with unwanted memories. They’d never caught the shooter. Iain had sent men to scour the area, to ask questions, but nothing had come of it. No one had admitted to hunting in the area, and eventually, he’d had to end the search.

There was speculation, of course. Was it a MacGregor? MacGregors hated Campbells, so the possibility was there, but the chief of the MacGregors had denied any involvement. Truthfully, it could have been anyone. Iain was a hated man, the hatred going deep and burrowing into several generations. There had been attempts on his life in the past and attempts on his father’s life and his father’s before him. Had this been one of them?

Had John lost his life because of him? The not knowing was the worst. Maybe if he and Cait knew why John died, it would bring some sort of closure to their pain. But there was no closure. It could have been anyone. A hunter, an enemy, the hated English. Unfortunately, there were some questions that simply did not have an answer.

The horses stirred below, and Iain found the sound comforting. While he’d prefer a nice soft bed, he’d bunked down in plenty of haylofts in his time.

Something else stirred, and he realized that it wasn’t an animal in the barn with him but something outside. He rolled to his stomach and raised himself up on his elbows to peer out of the small window used to chuck hay to the animals outside.

The full moon shed blue beams across the hard-packed dirt and sparse grass between the cottage and barn, dousing the outer edges of the small yard with a darkness so severe that everything appeared to dissolve into the surrounding forest.

Cait suddenly stepped into a moonbeam. Her appearance was so jarring that Iain jerked. Another figure stepped out of the shadows of the forest, opposite where Cait was standing. She didn’t appear to be frightened, and that was the only thing that kept Iain in the loft. That and his intense curiosity.

Did she have a lover?

It was an idea that had never occurred to him.

Iain scooted up to get a better look and was stunned to find Cait speaking to none other than Brice Sutherland. If there was one clan leader whom Iain would consider a friendly acquaintance—who didn’t hate him—it would be Sutherland.

Since Sutherland had just wed the beautiful Eleanor and was madly in love, Iain knew that Brice and Cait wouldn’t be lovers. So what the hell was Sutherland doing here in the middle of the night?

Cait’s hands fluttered about in agitated, jerky motions.

Sutherland glanced at the barn, then nodded to Cait and drifted back into the shadows of the forest. With determined strides, Cait made her way into the cottage and closed the door behind her.

Iain rolled over and sat up, contemplating what he’d just witnessed, when he heard more noises. Quickly, he rolled back over to see what was happening.

Cait was outside again, standing halfway between the cottage and the forest, when, to Iain’s amazement, people began filing out of her house. He counted seven, walking in a line. Cait was hurrying them along, giving each a comforting touch on the shoulder. Occasionally, she would glance at the barn, but she never looked up at the window.

Iain couldn’t be sure, but he thought he counted four men and three women, although one of the women could have been a young boy. They crossed the clearing silently and were swallowed up by the trees so quickly that he almost doubted he had seen them. In a gesture that he was getting to know well, Cait swiped at the hair hanging in her face. Her shoulders slumped, and she walked with nearly dragging steps back into her house.

What the hell had he just witnessed?

He’d been in her house. It was a small cottage with a sitting room and kitchen on the ground level and one bedroom on the top level. There was nowhere to hide seven people. Hell, he doubted seven people would fit comfortably inside her home.

Which meant that they hadn’t been in the house.

Or…

They’d been hiding.


Chapter 3

Empty water pail in hand, Cait stepped out of her back door into the early-morning sunlight. She was brought up short when she saw Campbell coming out of the woods behind the barn. He was without the leather coat but wearing the same tight, worn breeches and white shirt, unbuttoned at the throat and spotted with Adair’s blood.

His short hair was mussed, sticking up in various places. A piece of hay was perched atop his shoulder. She looked past him, down the path he’d come from. The same path that the seven fugitives had sneaked down in the middle of the night. Her heart beat a little harder and her palms began to sweat. Was it a coincidence? What had Campbell been doing in the woods?

After Campbell had bunked down in her barn, she’d decided it was far too risky to keep the fugitives in the safe room beneath her floor, so she’d sent one of the men to find Sutherland’s party. She knew they weren’t far; she’d overheard one of them say they were going to make camp a mile or so away.

Sutherland warned her that more fugitives were coming tonight, so she needed to get rid of the Campbell men today. She wasn’t so sure that Adair would be leaving by tonight, but she would make certain that Campbell was gone. Somehow.

“Good morning, Cait.” Campbell ambled up to her, and she had to look up at him. He was tall and lean, not muscular, like Adair or John. “Wily” was the word that came to mind when she thought of Campbell. He was wily and unpredictable, and she never knew what he was thinking. 

Cait was oftentimes referred to as a witch for her healing ways but also because she had an uncanny ability to read people. It had more to do with observation than witchcraft, but some of her clansmen preferred to think she had superhuman abilities. Though some avoided her because of it, it was mostly what drew people to her.

Long ago she’d tried to read Campbell, but he’d been far too good at hiding his thoughts. His body language was always loose, yet she knew he could spring to action immediately.

Today, as always, she had no idea what thoughts were going on behind those dark, nearly black eyes, but a feeling of foreboding shivered up her spine.

“What were ye doing in the woods?” she asked, trying to mimic his casual pose.

“Checking on my land.” His narrowed gaze traveled around the very small clearing between her home and her barn, taking in the trees that hugged her property. She didn’t trust him, and she didn’t believe for one moment that he was merely checking on his land.

That inscrutable gaze landed on her. She looked intently into his eyes but came up against a wall of darkness.

She glanced at the barn, then back at the piece of hay still stuck to his shoulder, and she suddenly had her answer. He’d been sleeping in the hayloft, perfectly positioned to witness everything through the small window.

Campbell was one of the best warriors in Scotland and was attuned to his surroundings. He had heard something and then seen the fugitives leaving her home.

She clutched her pail tighter. Had he gone in search of them?

She doubted that Sutherland had stayed in the area for long. She’d put him in a bind by handing them over to him in the middle of the night, but he always had a backup plan and hideouts in place.

It was common knowledge that Campbell was an English sympathizer. One had only to look at his English style of hair and listen to his English way of speaking to know. The rumor mill was rife with stories of Campbell’s clandestine and sometimes not so clandestine meetings with the English soldiers and his acquaintace with the Duke of Cumberland. Or, as the Scottish called him, the Bloody Butcher. Named because of the way he cut down any Scotsmen who opposed English rule.

If Campbell investigated the goings-on that she assumed he’d witnessed last night, then she could have put Sutherland and the secret movement in serious jeopardy.

Campbell’s gaze fell to the pail she was clutching. “Were you about to collect water?”

“Aye.”

“I’ll do it.” He held out his hand for the pail, but Cait was slow to give it to him, for her mind was swirling with possibilities.

Their gazes clashed, and she couldn’t be sure that she’d adequately hidden her fear. In fact, she knew she hadn’t adequately hidden it when Campbell’s eyes narrowed a wee bit.

She handed over the pail and folded her shaking hands in front of her.

“Where is the well?” he asked.

“On the other side of the barn, before you get to the trees. You would have seen it when you left the woods.”

He considered her for a long moment. She bit the inside of her cheek and waited to see if he would tell her what he’d been doing in the woods. But he merely nodded and left to gather the water. Cait stood there for a moment, trying to collect her scattered thoughts and calm her hammering heart.

Keep calm. Get a message to Sutherland to warn him that Campbell might be aware of the happenings of last night. Check on Adair. Act like nothing is wrong.

As long as Campbell was here, there was nothing he could do about Sutherland. But that also meant she couldn’t get a message to Sutherland.

She returned to her kitchen and stood at the rough-cut wooden counter, bracing herself against it with her hands and breathing deeply to control her racing thoughts.

First things first.

Both men would want to break their fast, so she reached for the half-loaf of bread and the crock of butter. It would be a meager breakfast for them, but it was all she had at the moment. She needed to make more bread today. She also needed to purchase some meat, but she couldn’t do that with Adair in residence, and there was no way in hell she was leaving these two men alone in her cottage.

A loud crash from above had her racing up the narrow stairs.

The bed was empty, the bedclothes and blankets trailing off the side and onto the floor, where Adair was struggling to stand.

“Ye big numpty.” She struggled to help him up.

“I tried to get out of bed,” he said a bit sheepishly.

“And ye found ye couldn’t.”

“Why are my legs weak when it was my stomach that took the pistol ball?”

“Because ye lost a fair amount of blood, and it makes ye weak.”

He scoffed as if healing were beneath him.

“What the hell happened?”

Cait and Adair looked up to find Campbell standing in the doorway, a fierce scowl on his face.

“He thought he could walk right out of here,” Cait said.

Campbell helped Adair back in bed, muttering, “You damn hardheaded fool.” Cait was surprised to see the care Campbell showed toward Adair.

With Adair settled back in bed, clearly exhausted and hurting from his tumble, Cait took the opportunity to inspect his wound and re-dress it. She left Adair with Campbell, the bread and butter between them, to start a new batch of bread. Just because she had two unwanted visitors didn’t mean the chores completed themselves.

Cooking for the fugitives took many hours. She tried to be frugal by growing her own vegetables. But meat was a different matter. She couldn’t purchase a large amount of meat from the butcher. A lone woman consuming an entire cow would raise suspicion. She tended to make hearty soups with a lot of vegetables, little meat, and thick slabs of bread. She could make the bread herself, although she had to be mindful of the amount of flour she purchased from the mill.

Hers was one of the few hideouts where the fugitives received adequate food. Usually, they ate berries if they were in season and the dry oak cakes called bannocks if they were able to start a fire. Dried meat was their staple, and while that was suitable for a day or so, it was inadequate for the long journey they were taking, particularly for the women and children.

Today Cait made two loaves of bread and put a pot of water on for vegetable stew. She was cutting up vegetables when Campbell appeared from upstairs. Instantly, she felt the spiny fingers of anxiety tiptoe up her spine.

“You should move closer to the big house,” he said, referring to the white stone castle-turned-manor that he lived in.

“I’m perfectly happy here.”

“Are you?”

Her kitchen was a cheery place, and the cottage was plenty big enough for her needs. She didn’t have visitors often, but her privacy was a relief.

Campbell moved closer, and she decided that yes, being alone was definitely a relief. She heard him pull out a chair and settle into it. Why didn’t he just go away.

“Don’t ye have business up at yer big house? Englishmen to meet with?”

“I’m here for as long as Adair needs me.”

She noticed he ignored the jab about the English. He was such an even-keeled fellow that it was unnerving.

“And what is he doing now?” She scooped up the chopped carrots and dropped them into the pot of boiling water.

“Sleeping like a babe,” he admitted after a pause.

“So he needs ye at the moment?”

“Sit down, Cait.”

She reached for a fat white onion. “If the two of ye are going to stay, then ye’ll want to be eating. I need to get dinner in the pot if it’s to be ready in time.”

“You don’t have to feed us.”

She laughed. “And what will ye do? Send for food from the big house?”

A long silence fell over them as her knife easily cut through the onion. The sharp, pungent scent made her nose and eyes water.

“Do you need me to do anything?” he asked.

“Are ye partial to cutting onions?”

“Not particularly.”

She gathered up the onion and dropped it in the pot with the carrots, then reached for a potato as she glanced at the bread to make sure it was rising properly.

“I noticed your firewood is running low,” Iain said.

She turned to face him. His gaze went a little nervously to the knife she was wielding.

“What is this all about?” she asked.

“Adair and I barged into your home, and it seems we’re here until he heals enough to travel. I thought I’d help.”

“Ye live not an hour away. Ye can go home and ease yer guilt of leaving yer commander in my care. I’ll take good care of him.”

“I know you will.”

“Then why are ye staying?”

He looked around her home and his jaw worked back and forth. There had been a time long, long ago when Campbell would sit in her kitchen as she made dinner. She would listen as he and John talked strategy or about crops or a particularly difficult clansman. They would drink their whiskey, their voices low and comforting, while she bustled about the kitchen, Christina fast asleep in the cradle beside the stove.

Now John and Christina were gone, and Cait didn’t cook for anyone but herself and the fugitives. Campbell’s presence brought too many sad memories to her door.

“I want to help you,” he finally said.

She turned back to the potato and chopped it in half with a violent flick of her wrist. “I don’t need yer help.”


Chapter 4

It couldn’t have been any more obvious to Iain that Cait didn’t want him there than if she’d stabbed him with that damn knife she was brandishing. And yet he didn’t leave.

He was caught in his web of memories. It had been a different house, a bigger house, one that John had been proud of and one he had earned for his dedication and loyalty to Iain. Cait had been a different woman then, and Iain…Well, Iain would like to think he’d been a different man, but had he been?

There had been a child. A little girl whose name escaped him. The three, John, Cait, and the child, had been a happy family. Now there was only Cait, and something in Iain didn’t want to leave her out here at the edge of the woods.

He watched her cut the potato in short, angry bursts of movement. Her shoulders were tense and her face was pinched. Her hair was bundled into a knot, all willy-nilly, as if she’d had no time to think about herself. Rogue strands of fiery red hair had escaped to travel down a slim, pale neck. As she had yesterday, she continuously swiped at the piece that fell into her eyes.

She was older now. They were both older. Only four years had passed, but he felt a hundred years older in his bones.

He was walking a fine line, hated by his follow Scots who had no idea that he was playing a game with the English, discovering their secrets and passing them on as he could, ambushing them if possible. Was it enough? Was he fighting a losing battle? Should he give up and just live peacefully in the home his grandfather built and let things happen as they would?

And then he saw the devastation wrought by the English. He’d witnessed what they’d done to Colin MacLean when they took over his home, and to Sutherland’s English wife, Eleanor. He saw it in the faces of his fellow countrymen, displaced and hunted by the redcoats, and he knew that his weariness was nothing compared to theirs. So he continued to be the villain, hated by all of Scotland, so he could gather the information he needed to work for a better, more peaceful Scotland.

It was people like Cait who paid the ultimate price. People like him survived.

He thought of the seven people he’d seen leave in the wee hours of the morning. Was Cait fighting this battle with the English in her own way? He’d heard rumors of a secret tunnel system that was spiriting the worst of the displaced and hunted out of Scotland. He’d purposely not sought information on it, because the less he knew, the better. But now he wondered if what he’d seen last night had something to do with that. Yet he’d decided he wouldn’t confront Cait until he had more answers. He didn’t like thinking that Cait Campbell had secrets that could possibly harm him, but he wouldn’t draw conclusions until he knew the facts.

He stood, the scraping of the chair loud in the silence. “I’ll chop some wood.”

“As ye wish,” she said tightly.

What he wished was that she would forgive him for John’s death. What he wished was that he could forgive himself for John’s death.

What he wished would probably never happen.

—

What Cait wished was that Iain Campbell had picked a better place to chop wood. Did he purposely position himself right outside her window, halfway between the house and the barn? He’d found her ax, set up a wooden block, and carried a mound of sturdy logs to the block.

And then he’d taken off his shirt, and Cait had abandoned any pretext of baking.

He lifted the ax high above his head, rippling torso tensing, revealing a stomach laddered with well-defined muscles. Shoulders flexed as he swung the ax down, cleanly slicing the log in half. He bent over to toss the pieces to the growing pile of kindling and started all over. Cait’s gaze traveled over wide shoulders that tapered to a thin waist. His trousers hung loosely, clinging to his hip bones and revealing the dip of muscles that arrowed down to…

Cait’s fingers dug into the bread dough. If she were a fair person, she would admit that Iain Campbell was kind on the eyes. But she’d met many men in her life who were easy to look at. It was what was on the inside that mattered, she tried to remind herself as she watched those stomach muscles tense before the ax swung down to cleave the next log.

She missed having a man in her bed. She missed a man’s hard, warm body pressing her into the mattress.

She’d not been entirely celibate during her widowhood; she’d had a lover for well over a year. Cormac had been kind and gentle and the perfect man to ease her from being a grieving widow to being a woman who still desired a man in her bed. He’d not asked anything else of her, possibly knowing that she couldn’t give him anything else.

Cormac had died at the Battle of Culloden, and it was then that Cait vowed she was finished with men. They all left her to die.

The battle had been months ago, and she still missed Cormac. Not nearly as much as she missed John, though the dull ache occasionally took her by surprise. But she no longer desired a man’s presence in her life.

She was honest enough to admit that Iain was nice to look at as he chopped her wood. Surely there was no harm in looking when she wouldn’t be doing anything more than that.

He leaned on the ax, wiping his brow with his forearm and breathing deeply as beads of sweat slowly rolled down his heaving chest. Unconsciously, Cait pressed harder on the dough, standing on her toes to put all her weight into it.

A sharp stab of need raced through her, and she grabbed the rag to wipe her hands, breaking the hold that Iain’s nearly naked form had on her.

She put the loaves to baking, then tidied up her sitting room even though it needed no tidying. She rarely used it because she was busy either baking and cooking, hiding fugitives, fixing the sick and wounded, or sleeping. She was happy with her life, proud that she could contribute in some way, but that didn’t mean she didn’t miss the little family she had created. The loss of John was like a giant hole inside of her, never filled and always painful; the loss of Christina the year before John’s death was so much worse.

It was her biggest regret in life that she hadn’t been able to save her little girl from the awful cough that had racked her small body. Had Christina lived, she would be six years old now, running wild on her short little legs, chasing after horses, or learning to knead dough at her mother’s side.

Cait swiped at the hair that had fallen out of its bun and was tickling her eyelashes. Black Cat appeared and sat in front of her. Black Cat always knew when Cait was feeling low. Otherwise, the aloof cat was usually sunning himself or hunting.

The cat’s head swung toward the door and he meowed. Cait paused, listening. Black Cat was as good as any warning system Cait could have concocted on her own. Black Cat always knew when people were approaching, and there seemed to be someone approaching now.

Cait went to her front door and waited.

Three redcoats rounded the bend. Her stomach fluttered, and she put a calming hand on it. Even though she didn’t like doing so, she’d treated redcoats before. Her reasons were for self-preservation. If she treated the redcoats well, they wouldn’t bother her, and that meant that she and the people in her care were a bit safer. There had been plenty of times when she’d been fixing some redcoat’s ailment in her kitchen while her hiding place was full of fugitives.

These particular redcoats stopped at her door and dismounted. She immediately recognized Sergeant Halloway—a nice enough young man, but his presence always gave Cait pause. This would be his third visit to her in the last few months, and that set off her senses.

He bowed to her, and Cait bit back a smile because she was no lady. Not anymore, at least, though Halloway always treated her as such.

“Sergeant,” she said.

“Lady Cait.”

“I’m no’ a lady, Sergeant. I’ve told ye that before.”

He shrugged, a gleam in his pale blue eyes. “Allow me my quirks, ma’am.”

She tilted her head in acknowledgment. “What can I do for ye today, Sergeant?”

“I have an ache in me back.” He reached behind him and presumably pressed on the ache, because he winced.

“Stop sleeping on the ground and riding all day.”

“I have no choice, because the military says I have to.”

“Then there’s no’ much I can do for ye.”

His smile was easy. He liked to flirt, and she figured he considered his visits a welcome break from the drudgery of army life.

His gaze flicked behind her, and the smile slowly faded. Cait glanced over her shoulder to find Campbell standing behind her, pulling his shirt on and watching the three redcoats warily.

Halloway’s friends stayed with their horses, but when they spied Campbell, they tensed.

Campbell put a hand on her shoulder, and Cait had to grit her teeth at this unnecessary show of possession.

“Sergeant Halloway, I’d like ye to meet Iain Campbell, chief of Clan Campbell.”

Halloway nodded tersely.

“Sergeant,” Campbell said. “Are you in need of medical care?”

“The sergeant’s back bothers him, and he periodically requires my poultices,” Cait said.

Campbell’s fingers tightened on her shoulder, and she bit back a grimace as she slithered out of his grasp.

“Let me get that poultice for ye, Sergeant.”

She skirted around Campbell, who seemed not inclined to move from the doorway, and left the four men. What a mess all of this was. She couldn’t afford for Campbell to anger Halloway, because Halloway patrolled this part of the land.

Why in the world would Campbell be offended that Halloway was here? It wasn’t as if Iain were the enemy of the English. He practically slept with them, and he definitely broke bread with them.

Cait returned with the poultice, and Halloway and his men left. When Cait turned to go inside, she was faced with an angry Campbell.

“My goodness, that’s the most emotion I’ve ever seen on yer face.”

“This isn’t a laughing matter, Cait.”

“Do ye see me laughing?”

“Why were they here?”

“I told ye. Halloway has a bad back. Sleeping on the ground does no’ help matters, but he can’t do anything about that. The poultice helps.”

“So ye aid the enemy?”

She paused and considered him. “That’s a strange thing for ye to say, being as ye’re very tight with the English yerself.”

“We’re not talking about me. It’s not safe for you.”

“Ah. But it’s safe for ye?”

“They’re unpredictable, the English.”

“I’m safer knowing the sergeant who patrols this area.”

“So you’re playing both sides?”

“I’m playing my side.”

He seemed to want to say something but held back, and she wondered if he was finally going to mention the people he’d seen leaving her home. If he even saw them, but she was nearly convinced he had.

“You need to move closer to the big house, where you’ll be safer.”

“Nay.”

“Cait—”

“I’ll no’ discuss this with ye any further. Ye may be my chief, but I won’t obey ye on this.”

“This is my land. I can take this home away from you and force you back.”

Alarm skittered up her spine. “Ye wouldn’t,” she said softly.


Chapter 5

Iain watched Cait spoon stew into bowls and prepare a tray of warm, crusty bread.

“It smells delicious.”

“Thank ye.” She didn’t turn to look at him, and for a strange moment he wanted to see her smile. Did she smile anymore? Did any Scotsman have much to smile about these days?

He picked up the tray she’d been reaching for. “Join us,” he said on a whim. He wasn’t usually prone to whims, but it was ridiculous that she eat down here all alone while he and Adair ate upstairs.

He bit back a smile of victory when he heard the light tap of her feet on the steps behind him. Dare he hope that he’d put a chink in the ice she’d formed between them?

Adair was sitting up in bed, dressed in a clean saffron shirt. Iain wondered if the shirt had been John’s but then pushed the thought away.

“You’re looking a far sight better than last night,” Iain said as he placed the tray on the table beside the bed. He handed out the bowls of stew and motioned for Cait to sit in the lone chair while he stood to eat.

Adair ate only a few bites before setting the bowl down. “What have ye heard about the droving?” he asked as he leaned back, his face pale, though looking better than yesterday.

“Droving?” Cait asked.

“Just a bit of cattle thieving,” Iain said offhandedly. It was quite a bit more than cattle thieving, but he didn’t want anyone to know more than necessary. “Nothing serious.”

Adair snorted, and Cait looked between them. “Something tells me that this droving is more serious than ye’re letting on.”

“An old enemy,” Iain said with a shrug, not wanting to get into it.

Cait tilted her head and studied him. “Yer list of enemies is quite long.”

He grunted as he finished his stew and placed it on the table next to Adair’s. He didn’t need her telling him that his list of enemies was long. His cattle were disappearing at an alarming rate, and no matter how many men he put on patrol, he couldn’t catch the bastards.

It didn’t help that his men were stretched thin—having either perished at Culloden or using their particular talents for Graham’s special mission. A few weeks ago Graham, the oldest and most respected clan chief, had gathered twelve clan chiefs in a secret meeting. Just the fact that they were together could have had them all arrested by the English. But they had come because every last one of them believed in Scotland and wanted to help their people. Graham’s idea was simple. He wanted men patrolling the roads of Scotland to protect their people from the bands of English soldiers roaming the countryside and wreaking havoc.

Rumor had it that after the Battle of Culloden, where the Scottish were summarily and embarrassingly defeated by the English, the Duke of Cumberland had ordered his English soldiers to kill any Scotsman they thought might be a threat, by means of dirks, daggers, or bayonets only. A brutal way to die, to be sure, and not the way for the English to endear themselves to the Scots.

Iain had been surprised that he’d been invited to the meeting, and the eleven other chiefs were just as surprised. But something had to be done. The English were running rampant through the countryside, killing men, raping women and children. Someone needed to protect the weak and defenseless.

“So ye think the cattle thief is MacGregor?” Cait asked.

“Probably,” he said matter-of-factly. “This is exactly something the MacGregor would do. He’s been a pain in my backside for years.”

The MacGregors and Campbells had been at odds for two generations, ever since Iain’s grandfather had offered the MacGregor chief sanctuary and then killed him in his sleep. It didn’t matter to the current MacGregor chief that Iain and his father had nothing to do with the murder. MacGregor continued to carry on the tradition of holding a grudge, forcing Iain to defend himself and his people at every turn. Scotsmen could be damn stubborn, and feuds lasted for generations. MacGregor was the perfect example. The country was falling apart, but to MacGregor, it was more important to be a thorn in Iain’s side than put the feud aside to fight a common enemy.

She rolled her eyes. “It’s ridiculous that Wallace MacGregor is still fixated on that old feud. The man is daft. Now more than ever, we need to band together and fight the English, no’ each other. I wish he wasn’t so hardheaded. Stealing cattle,” she muttered more to herself.

“I didn’t realize you were so emotional about this old feud,” Iain said, amused at her vehemence.

She shrugged. “I just think there are far more important things that we all should be working on together instead of fretting over a feud that happened over forty years ago.”

“I’m sure the fact that most Highlanders believe me a traitor has something to do with it.” Did she believe the talk of the other chiefs? Did she think him a traitor? Did it matter?

“So ye think other chiefs might be involved in the droving?” she asked.

“I don’t know.” But he wished like hell that he did know, because he was weary of losing cattle and worried about feeding his people during the coming winter.

Adair had drifted off during their conversation, and Cait leaned forward to touch the back of her hand to his flushed forehead. “Just as I thought. He’s running a fever.”

“Nay.” Adair, not as fast asleep as Iain had thought, cracked his eyes open and glared at Cait.

“Aye,” she said firmly.

“I want to go home,” Adair mumbled.

“No’ with a fever. Besides, that wound needs more healing.”

He struggled to sit up and Cait scowled at him.

“We’ve taken advantage of yer hospitality for too long,” Adair said.

“What? Ye don’t like the accommodations? Am I treating ye poorly?”

“Nay, but I’m taking yer bed and forcing ye to sleep on the settee—”

“Ye’ll stay, and that’s the final word. Now, the Campbell on the other hand—” She turned to Iain and he straightened, feeling he was about to be chastised. “There’s no reason for ye to stay. As ye can see, Adair is no’ going anywhere until I say so.”

Ever since he’d darkened her doorstep she’d been trying to get him to leave, and he’d stubbornly dug in his heels, insisting on staying when he was well aware that Adair would be fine without him. She didn’t like him, but her insistence that he leave was frustrating. And his own determination to stay was bewildering.

“We’ll revisit this in the morning,” Iain said. “If Adair doesn’t worsen, then I will leave and send someone to fetch him when you tell me he’s well enough to travel.”

Cait pursed her lips and looked like she was going to argue but then nodded and picked up their dishes.

“Rest,” she commanded Adair. “I’ll be back in a bit to change yer bandages.”

—

An hour later, Cait sat down in the comfortable chair in her sitting room and grabbed her bag of sewing. She’d checked on Adair and found that he still had a fever, but it hadn’t worsened, and he was both exhausted and angry that he was exhausted. She wasn’t willing to let him go home yet. She’d seen too many warriors claim they were well only to succumb to their injuries a few days later because they hadn’t given themselves enough time to heal.

Campbell had disappeared after dinner, and she didn’t know what he was up to.

She was fixing a tear in one of her old but still serviceable gowns when he came in through the back door, bringing with him the smell of the loamy woods and fresh air.

Like a caged lion, he paced the small sitting room, never touching anything but looking at everything. She continued to sew, watching her needle pierce the worn fabric. In and out. In and out.

He dropped down on the settee, his long, lean frame nearly dwarfing the small piece of furniture. John had always hated the settee, saying it was far too small and uncomfortable for a large man, but it fit her sitting room, so she’d brought it to her new home.

Campbell placed his elbows on his knees and cleared his throat, a sure sign that he wanted to discuss something.

“When John died…” His voice trailed off and he looked away.

Cait froze, her gaze riveted to her sewing needle. “We’re no’ talking about this.”

“You have no idea what I’m about to say.”

“I don’t care what ye have to say. Whatever it is, ye can keep it to yerself.”

“It needs to be said, Cait.”

She stood abruptly, her sewing falling to the ground. Black Cat peeked his head out from beneath her chair and quickly ducked back. “Nay.”

Iain wiped his hands on his breeches and stood as well. “Please sit down.”

“Nay.”

“Cait—”

She sliced her hand through the air as anger surged through her. She didn’t want to hear. She didn’t want to know. She didn’t want to discuss anything about John with this man.

“I’ve asked ye several times to leave, and ye’ve ignored me every time,” she said through a tight throat. “Ye’re my chief and ye were John’s friend, but ye’ve sorely overstayed yer welcome here. I have nothing to say to ye about John or anything else, and I wish ye would just leave.”

“I promised him on his dying breath that I would watch over you.”

She laughed, noting the tone of hysteria that crept in. “I don’t want yer protection. I don’t need yer protection. I’m doing fine on my own.”

“You live in a small cottage as far from the main house as you can get.”

“On purpose,” she spat. “I moved this far out on purpose. Ye don’t think its coincidence that I’ve perched myself on the border of Campbell land?”

The skin around his eyes tightened in anger, but she didn’t care if he was angry. She was furious. How dare he come here after four years and tell her what to do and where to live? How dare he tell her that he promised John he’d protect her? She’d not seen him do anything of the sort since John’s death. She didn’t want or need Iain Campbell. Her life was just fine without him.

“Please let me help you,” he said softly.

“Help with what?” she said in exasperation.

“You can have your old home back, the one you lived in with—”

“Good God, no.” She couldn’t bear it, all the happy memories of that place. She’d given birth to Christina in that house and watched her baby girl die in that house. It was where she’d been when Campbell came to tell her John was dead.

“If ye can’t honor my wish to leave me be,” she said, “then I will ask Sutherland to take me in.”

His lips thinned and those dark eyes narrowed.

“I have no ties to the Campbells anymore.” She could just as easily help Sutherland from his land, and he would be happy to have a healer closer to his home.

“You truly despise me, don’t you?”

She looked away. At one time she had disliked the way John worshipped his chief and maybe resented the amount of time John spent with him. Afterward she’d been so insulated by her grief over first Christina’s death and then John’s that she had no room for hatred toward Iain Campbell. The hatred had grown as her grief waned.

“I don’t despise ye,” she said, but she couldn’t look him in the eyes when she said it.

“You don’t like me overmuch,” he said.

“I have a hard time being friendly to someone who has ties to the English like ye do.”

“You can’t believe every rumor you hear.”

“There are far too many rumors about ye to ignore. I can’t believe all of them are false. Ye break bread with the redcoats at the expense of yer men.”

“Are you referring to John’s death? Do you think my…connection to the English killed him?”

She cocked her head to the side and studied him. “Did it?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never been able to prove who killed John.”

“I…I heard ye searched for the killer.”

“I did. For a long while I looked. I wish I could give you a name of the person who shot that pistol. I’d give anything to know.”

“Would it assuage your guilt?”

He drew back. “If anything, it would probably increase it. I think we both believe that pistol ball was meant for me. And Cait?” He waited until she met his gaze. “You don’t know how sorry I am for it.”

She swallowed her tears through a thick throat. She’d not stopped to think overmuch about Iain’s grief or guilt, and while it didn’t ease her own, it shed new light on the man’s suffering.

“I’m no’ leaving here,” she said softly.

Suddenly, the sound of a galloping horse broke the quiet of their thoughts. They looked at each other in surprise. It was late for visitors, but Cait was accustomed to late-night interruptions.

Campbell moved to the window and peered out. His tense shoulders relaxed. “It’s Gavin,” he said as he opened the door.

The horse had barely come to a stop before Gavin, a Campbell lad on the cusp of manhood, was inside the house, covered in dust and grime and breathing heavily.

“Fire,” he said, then gulped in another breath.


Chapter 6

The orange glow lit up the night sky as far as Cait’s cottage. From her vantage point out front, it looked like the entire north field was aflame. After saddling up his horse, Campbell had rushed out with Gavin, a grim look on his face. Before they left, Cait had shoved half a loaf of bread and a small mug of ale at Gavin.

“What happened?”

She spun around to find Adair leaning in the doorway, his arm protectively shielding his belly. “What are ye doing down here?” she asked sharply.

But Adair was looking at the orange sky with a bleak expression. “What happened?” he asked again.

“Fire,” she said. “That’s all I know.”

“Campbell?”

“Gavin came to fetch him and they left.” She studied the horizon with a worried frown. Of course she was at odds with Iain Campbell, but she didn’t want to see him hurt, and she knew him well enough to understand that he would run into that field and fight the flames on his own if it meant saving just a small portion of the fields.

She’d been standing out here a long time, watching the orange sky and thinking of their conversation. Reliving the day of John’s death had been painful, but there had been a sort of cleansing in discussing their mutual grief. She’d not spoken to anyone about it since moving out this way, and in a way it felt freeing to discuss it. Strange that it felt good to discuss it with Campbell, of all people.

“I should go to him,” Adair said.

“And do what? Ye’re not fit for fighting fires. Or even walking.”

“I could command the men.”

She huffed out a laugh. “From yer sickbed? I know men like ye, Adair Campbell. Ye’re no’ satisfied with just giving orders. Besides, ye wouldn’t make it ten feet on that mighty beast of yers.”

“He needs me,” he said.

“What is it with ye commanders that ye’re so loyal to that man?”

“He’s a good man.”

If she hadn’t known any better, she would have thought it was John standing in that doorway, speaking those words. He used to tell her the same thing when she asked him that very question.

What did John and Adair see in Iain Campbell that she didn’t? Both commanders were Highlanders at heart, loyal to their country, ready to lay down their lives to keep Scotland free of English tyranny, and yet they allied themselves with a man known to be an English sympathizer.

As with his father and his grandfather and many other Campbells in history, Iain’s loyalty was fluid, easily bought and easily changed. It was the Campbell way. Always had been. When it came to fighting, the Campbells had a long history of taking whatever side would benefit them the most. It was why they were the richest clan in Scotland. Yet most of their coffers were filled with traitorous gold, jewels, and land grants.

“This is bad,” Adair muttered, staring at the orange glow.

Cait waved Adair back into the house. “There’s naught ye can do now but rest and heal. I have a feeling Campbell will need yer services later.”

She tucked a grumbling but exhausted Adair into bed and noted that his fever was getting worse but by no means as bad as it could be. His strong body was fighting it. She left him already half asleep and went back to her kitchen, where she gathered supplies. Adair was unable to help, but she could, and she knew she would be needed soon.

She didn’t have to wait long. Gavin arrived again with a plump young woman who had kind, dancing eyes.

“He’s askin’ for yer help,” Gavin said. “He sent Margie to sit with the commander.”

Cait grabbed the bag of healing herbs and salves she’d put together in anticipation of this moment. She pulled Margie to the side while Gavin devoured another half a loaf of bread and drank some ale.

“The commander is sleeping but occasionally gets it in his head to get up, and he may want to leave. Don’t let him. Also…” Cait glanced over at Gavin, who was happily chewing the bread. He was covered in black grime and smelled of smoke, his black hair gray with ash.

Cait pulled Margie a little farther away. “Don’t put a candle in the window.” She knew this was a strange request and wished she didn’t have to say it, but Margie merely nodded, her expression serious. “Keep all candles from the window,” Cait reiterated, feeling a little foolish. Of course Margie wouldn’t put a candle in the window. But it was Cait’s signal to Sutherland that all was clear, and the last thing she needed was Sutherland’s men arriving with fugitives. If her window was dark, they knew to move on. She hated disappointing them, but she couldn’t accept them if she wasn’t here, and she couldn’t risk Adair seeing them if he got it into his head to wander around again.

“I understand,” Margie said.

“Check on the commander periodically. He’s fighting a fever.”

“If he’s restless, I’ll bathe his head with cool water,” Margie said. “Me ma taught me some healing.”

Cait patted the woman’s shoulder, nervous to leave her patient but also anxious to help Iain. “Come, Gavin,” she said.

Gavin brushed the crumbs off his hands and led the way out. Cait didn’t miss the wink he threw at Margie or the blush that crept up the girl’s cheeks. Ah, to be young again. Sometimes Cait felt like she was a hundred years old when she was not yet twenty-eight. By the time she was twenty-four, she’d buried a child and a husband and been ready to give up on life.

Her mount was waiting for her, apparently brought by Gavin. He helped her up and they were on their way. Gavin set a brutal pace, but Cait didn’t mind. The longer they rode, the more anxious she became, and surprisingly, the more she thought of Iain Campbell. He would take it hard, the loss of such important crops. They’d had a good storm a few weeks ago and a few smaller showers since then, so it wasn’t that the crops were unusually dry. This must have been deliberate.

She heard the roar of the fire long before they reached it. The heat was intense and the smoke smothering. Gavin led her to the big house. It had gone through enough renovations that it more resembled an English country estate than a Scottish holding. It was the way of things, she supposed. Many Scottish chiefs were renovating their homes and moving away from the strong defenses of the past to elegant English-style mansions.

Large windows looked out over a sweeping lawn and curved driveway. The old gatehouse had been converted into guest housing. Cait turned her head away from the south-facing buildings and blinked wet eyes. A whitewashed two-story building sat off to the side, away from the main house but within walking distance. It was bigger than the others, with a flower garden just to the right of the doorway. She knew that a vegetable garden would be in the back. This was where she and John had lived and where Christina had been born. Seeing it now twisted her heart until it physically hurt.

How many more children would have come after Christina? It had taken a long time for Cait to get pregnant, but the pregnancy had been so easy that it had been a joy. Though she’d been unable to conceive again after Christina, she’d always held out hope.

But then John and Christina had died, and all of Cait’s hope had vanished.

Gavin stopped the horses outside the main doors and tossed his reins to a waiting boy, then helped Cait off her mount before handing over her pack. “The injured are inside,” he said, leading the way.

Six were badly burned, and twice that had inhaled too much smoke. She put Gavin to work, instructing him on how to treat the least injured as she went from one person to the next. Luckily, there were no major burns—although a few would be scarred, they would heal well.

Hours later, she arched her aching back and found that the woman wrapping the wound of the person next to her was Ina. Cait paused and for a small moment fought the ridiculous urge to flee.

Ina straightened and their gazes met. Ina smiled shyly. “It’s good to see ye, Cait.”

To her great surprise, Cait’s throat closed up, making it difficult to breathe. At one time she and Ina had been the best of friends. Ina’s husband was a Campbell warrior, and the two women often spent their evenings together while their husbands were away.

Ina looked around the formal sitting room, as if she were uncomfortable looking Cait in the eyes. Furniture had been shoved to the side to make room for makeshift cots. A few women were helping the wounded, but other than that, everyone had been taken care of for the moment.

“It’s devastating,” Ina said, turning back to Cait. “The entire north field is gone. Whoever did this did a thorough job of it.”

“Ye’re convinced it was deliberate?”

“That’s what Kyle was saying when he came in a few minutes ago.”

Kyle was Ina’s husband; Kyle and John had been good friends as well. Foolishly, Cait hadn’t expected so many memories to batter her. “How is Kyle?”

“He’s well, thank ye.”

An awkward silence passed. Cait had nothing else to say to the woman she’d talked with long into the night years ago. They were different now. Cait didn’t have a husband who fought battles or chased drovers or patrolled the land. She no longer had a wee one to run after and hug and kiss and tuck into bed at night.

“I miss ye,” Ina said, her warm eyes soft with compassion. She was a bit plumper now, but she appeared happy. Content.

“Ina—” 

“I’m sorry for yer loss,” Ina said quickly. “I…” Her cheeks turned red and she looked away. “I never said that before and I’m sorry about it. Kyle was devastated.”

“Ye don’t need to say it now.”

“I felt bad that I never went to visit after, and then ye moved out of yer home.”

“Ina, please…”

Ina lightly touched Cait’s arm. “I just wanted ye to know. I miss our talks.”

“I have nothing to talk about anymore. I live alone with a cat for company.”

“How sad.”

“It’s how I like it.” Cait awkwardly patted Ina on the shoulder. At one time they had hugged and laughed freely. Once again Cait felt like she was a hundred years old. “Ye take care, Ina. I’m going to find something to wet this parched throat, then get back to caring for the wounded.”

Ina looked like there was something she wanted to say, but Cait quickly walked away. There was no use in resurrecting old friendships when what had bound them together was no longer there.

The great door opened and Iain strode in, looking angry. Cait paused to watch him, unable to understand why her heart thumped in relief to see him upright and uninjured.


Chapter 7

The moment Iain saw Cait, he headed toward her, as if his feet were far ahead of his brain. She watched him warily, but at least she didn’t run from him. That was something, wasn’t it?

“I hear it’s bad,” she said, looking up at him.

He ran a tired hand through his hair, thinking of the relentless hunger of the flames that had reached at least seven feet as they devoured his crop. “We managed to contain the damage to the north field, but it’s gone. All of it.” All of the food meant to feed the livestock over the winter.

“Oh, Iain.”

His gaze raked the room, taking in the wounded. There were more than he liked to see but fewer than he’d expected.

“It’s no’ as bad as it looks,” she said, apparently reading his mind. “Most of the burns aren’t serious.”

“They shouldn’t be here at all.” He shook his head at his negativity. He was extremely grateful that Cait had agreed to help. “I apologize. Thank you for coming. As soon as…Well, as soon as I realized how bad it was, I knew I would need your talents as a healer. I appreciate that you were willing to come.”

“Of course I would come. Ye needed me.” She cleared her throat. “I mean yer people needed me.”

“We all needed you.”

She looked away, a pink flush creeping up her cheeks. “They’re saying it was deliberate.”

He turned his thoughts away from her pink cheeks. “I don’t want to believe it, but I think so.”

“Ye’ve made many enemies over the years. Do any of them despise ye so much they’d burn yer crops?”

The activity of the makeshift hospital swirled around them, but for Iain it was as if they were all alone. Such a strange sensation, this unexpected pull toward her.

“Do ye have everything ye need?” he asked.

“I brought my own salves, and the women have been providing bandages and extra sets of hands. Gavin has helped as well.”

“Gretchen is the housekeeper. Just let her know if you need anything. I need to get back to the field.”

She pulled at his sleeve and frowned down at his arm. “Ye’re hurt.”

He was surprised to see that his shirt had a burn hole in it, with a long strip of angry pink skin showing through the hole. “It’s nothing.”

“That’s not nothing.” She tugged on his sleeve to have him follow her, but he dug his heels in. “I need to dress the burn.”

“There’s no time. I have to get back to the field.”

She took a firmer hold on his sleeve and dragged him across the room. To his chagrin, he followed her.

“Ye leave that to fester and ye’ll have worse problems.” She pushed him onto a small bench that he felt sure he’d never seen before. “Roll yer sleeve up,” she commanded.

He complied, smiling inwardly as he did so. He enjoyed it when she became dictatorial. It amused him when so few things these days were amusing.

On her knees, she bent her head over his arm. Her red hair caught the light of the dozens of candles, streaking the fiery orange with gold. He half wondered if it would singe his fingers if he touched it. He leaned forward slightly and sniffed, wondering what she smelled like, but all he could smell was the pungent aroma of the salve she was smearing on his burn and the stink of the smoke that he felt sure would never leave his nostrils.

She wrapped his arm in a clean white bandage, then rolled his singed sleeve down. “Ye’re now free to return to the field, but please be careful.”

“Why, Cait, I’d almost think you were worried about my welfare.”

—

Cait stood at her small kitchen counter and kneaded her bread dough while she looked out her window at the peaceful view of the woods. Her horse, rarely ridden, was in the paddock, happily munching on grass after the frantic ride last night. A few chickens pecked about in the dirt. The sun was shining. Birds were chirping in the trees.

She was making four loaves of bread because Iain, Adair, and Gavin had eaten all of her bread over the past few days, and she suspected that she would get a group of hungry fugitives tonight.

The house was quiet. Black Cat was asleep on the floor in a patch of sunlight. Adair had left earlier in the day after Cait finally gave up and told him he could return to the big house but commanded him to rest.

She was alone, trying not to think of the last time she’d made bread while watching Iain chop wood. Occasionally, she found herself listening for Adair upstairs. But both men were gone, and that was all a good thing. She didn’t have to worry about Iain being present when Halloway appeared at her door, or feel guilty for turning Sutherland’s fugitives away.

Things were as they should be.

Well, almost.

She was going up to the big house later to check on the wounded, which meant she had to see Campbell, and she really didn’t want to face him again.

He troubled her on a deeper level. She didn’t like that he’d shaken up her safe world. She was doing her bit to help Scotland, and she definitely didn’t want Campbell sticking his nose into her activities.

She had no idea what side he was on. He spent a large amount of time with the English. He knew the Duke of Cumberland, the man who’d led the battle that had killed so many of her brethren. While other chiefs were fighting to keep their clans together and trying to stay out of the path of the English, Campbell didn’t seem worried about any of that.

And yet he had the unwavering loyalty of Adair, who had fought at Culloden on the side of the Scots and who didn’t like the English. And Cait couldn’t ignore that her John had been just as unwavering in his dedication to Campbell and just as supportive of the Scottish cause against the English. She’d always thought of Campbell as cold, but she’d seen the grief in his eyes when they’d spoken of John’s death.

She was beginning to doubt her long-held beliefs, and the anger she’d held so tightly was slowly melting. Suddenly, she remembered what John had always told her when she’d questioned his loyalty to Campbell: “Caitie, lass, things aren’t always what they seem to be.”

—

Silently, Cait stood by the door as Sutherland led a ragged group of people inside.

As always, Sutherland had men posted around her house looking for English soldiers. But she also scanned the area. Only when the fugitives were hidden could she breathe a sigh of relief.

Sutherland moved the chair to the side and opened the hatch to the underground hiding place. There were six of them this time, four men and two women. The men’s expressions were a mixture of dour anger and weary acceptance. The two women wouldn’t meet her eyes and kept their gazes on the ground. Their gowns were torn, the hems caked in mud. Their skin was drawn tight across their cheekbones. They were scratched and bruised, and she couldn’t imagine how long they’d been in hiding.

As soon as they were all inside the cottage, Cait closed the door and blew out the candle in the window. She wished she could make it better for them. She wished they weren’t on the run. She was doing what she could for their cause, but it never seemed enough. Sutherland had told her that eventually they would make it onto one of two ships continually sailing between Scotland and Canada. In Canada they would meet up with Sutherland’s sister and brother-in-law, who would find housing and employment for them. Because of Sutherland and the hundreds of other Scots who had fled on their own, Canada was becoming quite the refuge for the displaced.

“I apologize that the accommodations aren’t better,” she said as soon they were settled in the cellar. “But ye’ll be safe here.” It was at this point that she crossed her fingers and prayed she wasn’t lying to them. So far not one fugitive had been discovered on her property, and she meant to keep it that way. “Ye’ll have blankets and ye can sleep,” she said. “If ye need anything, please let me know.”

“Cait is our local healer,” Sutherland said. “Occasionally, she’ll get an unexpected visitor needing her healing.” His voice dropped to stress the seriousness of what he was about to say. “The redcoats sometimes visit.”

One of the women gasped and put a hand over her mouth, her eyes filling with tears.

“If she can, Cait will warn ye if someone is approaching,” Sutherland said. “We implore ye to keep silent. Try not to even move. She’ll get them out as soon as she can.”

Tears were rolling down one woman’s face, and she looked as if she wanted to run.

“It will be all right,” Cait said. “I will make certain ye aren’t discovered.”

A few minutes later they were in the kitchen and Sutherland was leaning against the counter. “It’s never-ending,” he said wearily.

Cait handed him a mug of ale. “How’s Eleanor?” she asked. She had met Eleanor Sutherland twice, once when Sutherland brought her along on a run and Eleanor had been forced to help deliver a baby. She was nothing like Cait had thought a fine English lady would be. She had grit and determination and was completely on the side of the Scots. Cait had liked her instantly.

“She’s doing well,” Sutherland said with a small smile. “Busy tearing up my old garden and putting in a new English-style one.”

“Send her my regards,” Cait said.

“I will. Thank ye. How long were Campbell and his man here?”

“A few days. I think Campbell saw us taking the refugees out. That was my fault. He probably saw us through the window in the hayloft.”

Sutherland shrugged. “I would no’ worry overmuch about it. I don’t think Campbell will say anything.”

“Ye trust him that much?” she asked in curiosity.

“I don’t believe he’s a traitor.”

Cait looked at him thoughtfully. She trusted Sutherland. She trusted his judgment, and she trusted that he could keep secrets. After all, he was sneaking wanted Scotsmen out of the country on a weekly basis.

“I have something I want to ask ye,” she said.

His gaze sharpened with interest. “Aye?”

“Ye heard about the fire that devastated Campbell’s north field?”

“I did.”

“I heard Campbell say that he’s having problems with drovers.”

“I was no’ aware of that.”

“Who do ye think set fire to his crops?” she asked.

“Why do ye think I would know?”

“Because ye know the happenings in these parts and because the other chiefs trust and like ye.”

“The other chiefs don’t tell me everything.”

“But maybe ye’ve heard things. Like who would be stealing his cattle and possibly setting fire to his land.”

Sutherland tilted his head to contemplate her. “Why are ye asking?”

She shrugged. She had no idea why she was asking, other than maybe needing to know if it was MacGregor. “I’m a Campbell. It directly affects me. The droving is thinning his herds, and it will make it difficult for him to provide food over the winter. The loss of the fields means he can’t feed what animals he has left. To me it seems like a deliberate sabotage.”

“I don’t know who set the fire, but my guess is that it’s MacGregor stealing the cattle. It seems like something he would do,” he said.

“It’s so pointless when ye think about what we’re facing with the English. We should work together.”

Sutherland nodded. “I agree. Most of us are working together, but MacGregor has always been a lone wolf, doing what’s best for himself. He thinks like a Highlander of old, when droving was a way to get back at an enemy.”

Cait looked toward the corner where the trapdoor was open and the chair askew, where six people were huddled beneath the floor, scared and running for their lives.

“The Highland of old is gone,” she whispered.


Chapter 8

The next day Cait had just finished serving her visitors lunch and was bringing the bowls and mugs into the kitchen when she spied Black Cat sitting by the front door, looking at it intently. Her heart began to hammer and the dishes rattled in her hand. She quickly put them down. “Someone’s coming,” she called down the stairs as quietly as possible.

The man at the bottom of the steps nodded even as his face paled. He shushed the others, and Cait quickly closed the trapdoor and pushed the chair over it.

Taking a quick glance around to make sure everything looked in place, she opened the door to find Halloway and his two men dismounting.

Halloway grinned and waved at her. Cait smiled and waved back, but her heart was thundering and she had to breathe deeply to control it.

“How’s yer back?” she asked as they approached. She remained in the doorway, hoping they wouldn’t ask to enter.

Halloway grimaced. “It still pains me, but yer poultice helps.”

“Did ye come for more?”

“No. We were patrolling and stopped to check on you.”

“I appreciate that, but I’m fine. Truly I am.”

“Ye’re all alone out here,” Halloway said hesitantly.

What was it with these men who thought they should protect her? “I like it that way.”

Halloway looked down at the toe of his boot, then back up at her. “There were men here the other time we came by. You didn’t seem comfortable with them.”

“That was Iain Campbell, chief of clan Campbell, and his commander, who was hurt.”

“You don’t like him, the chief.”

“I like him well enough.” She was surprised to discover that she was telling the truth. Her anger was not nearly as intense as it had been at one time.

Halloway shot a pointed glance at the two men behind him. Immediately, they moved to the edge of the woods. Cait kept her eye on them and wished them all away.

Halloway had first arrived at her cottage much like Campbell had, with an injured man. 

She’d patched up the soldier, and while she was doing so, Halloway had complained of his bad back, and she’d given him a poultice. During his periodic visits, she’d learned that he was the fifth child of minor gentry with no prospects but the priesthood or the military. He liked the military well enough but missed England. He wasn’t comfortable with the fighting but didn’t mind the patrolling. He preferred keeping the peace rather than destroying it.

Against her will, she’d grown to like him. He was open and honest and kind, and his initial shyness had endeared him to her. She wouldn’t necessarily call him a friend, but neither was he an enemy.

Their conversations had never gone past the superficial. She’d never told him about John or Christina. He’d never asked about a husband or family, and he’d never stayed longer than half an hour.

He took a step closer, and it took everything inside Cait not to step back. Black Cat wound around her ankles, his soft fur tickling her.

“I know we don’t know each other well, and I’m English and you’re Scottish.” He laughed nervously and glanced back at the other soldiers. “I like you, Cait, and I worry about you all alone out here.”

For a moment her mind went blank before thoughts collided with each other. Oh, no. Please, no.

She was nice to Halloway because it gained her a small bit of freedom from the English eyes, but in no way had she intended for feelings to become involved.

“Sergeant Halloway—”

He held up his hand. His face was red and he shifted from one foot to another. “I wanted to tell you this the last time I was here, but Campbell was here as well, and you appeared so nervous…” He licked his lips and shifted again, looking so much like a lad fresh out of the nursery rather than a soldier who had fought in a bloody battle just weeks ago. “I think about you all the time,” he whispered, not looking at her.

Cait closed her eyes. “Oh, Sergeant.”

“You don’t have to say anything,” he said quickly. “I understand that this is unexpected. Just think about what I’ve said and…I want you to know that my prospects are good, and if you want to get out of Scotland to a better place, I can take you to England with me. I have some money set aside, and we’d live in a nicer cottage than this on my parents’ land. Not that this isn’t a nice cottage,” he hurriedly added.

Cait wanted to be offended, but she just couldn’t. He meant well, and he clearly believed that he would be delivering her to a better place if she followed him to England. He had no idea what their lives would be like—she a dreaded Scot in England. He’d be shunned, his career ruined.

“Sergeant.” While she didn’t want to offend him, she knew that if she turned down his advances, she could make a powerful enemy.

“Don’t say anything yet. Just think about it.” His smile was wobbly and embarrassed, and she wondered if she was the first woman he’d ever approached. Oh, Lord. This was so bad in so many different ways.

Mute, Cait watched as Halloway and the others rode away. Her hands were shaking so hard when she closed the door that she fumbled with the latch. She had only enough strength to stumble to the settee and slump into it. Black Cat jumped into her lap and rubbed his face against Cait’s cheek.

“Oh, Lord,” she whispered.

Turning Halloway down would be disastrous for her, but agreeing to go to England was out of the question. The thought of lying and telling him she would go, getting his hopes up, seemed so wrong.

She grabbed Black Cat and held him to her, finding little comfort in the soft fur and warm body.

—

Sutherland arrived the next day to move the refugees. It was rare that she saw him two days in a row, because he liked to spend as much time as possible with his wife and preferred to let his men move the fugitives.

“I asked around,” he said as soon as he entered the cottage.

She was still shaken by her encounter with Halloway and had no clear answer for how to proceed. Asking for Sutherland’s advice would be the most commonsense thing to do, but she knew what his reaction would be. For the most part, Highlander men were alike. They hated the English and they protected their own and they fiercely protected the women. Sutherland would vehemently disagree with her reasoning, and he might even stop bringing the refugees to her. She didn’t want that. She wanted to keep helping.

“Asked around about what?” she asked as she shut the door behind him.

He frowned at her. “About the burning of Campbell’s crop and the droving.”

“Oh. That.”

“Are you ill?” Sutherland asked in worry.

“No.” She laughed weakly. “Of course no’.”

He considered her for a bit longer. “Ye’re acting strange.”

“I’m fine. I promise. What did ye learn?”

He watched her for a few more moments before finally saying, “No one is taking credit for the burning of the field. MacGregor has always been vocal about his hatred toward Campbell, but he’s been surprisingly quiet lately.”

“Which tells us nothing,” she said.

“I’ll keep my eyes and ears open and let ye know if I hear anything.”

“I appreciate that.”

“Now I have a question for ye,” he said. “Why isn’t Campbell asking these questions?”

She shrugged. “He probably is, but I thought I’d ask ye.”

Luckily, he let the topic drop and she was relieved. She was sick enough as it was, with Halloway’s proposal hanging over her head.


Chapter 9

“It’s coming, Campbell. Mark my words.”

Iain swirled the wine in his glass and contemplated the burgundy depths, feeling sick to his stomach over Captain Palmer’s predictions. They were sitting in the formal dining room after having finished a sumptuous dinner, the remains of which had been whisked away and replaced with a platter of cheese and grapes. They were enjoying their after-dinner wine, both leaning back in their chairs, their legs stretched before them. Palmer belched and popped open the buttons of his red coat to scratch at his stomach.

Iain first met Palmer through the Duke of Cumberland, a man Iain had been loosely acquainted with for some time. Cumberland introduced the two because Palmer was in charge of this area of Scotland. Iain had been flattered because it meant Cumberland trusted him and that he had a reliable source of information from the English military. Long nights such as this had yielded valuable information.

“There must be a way to compromise,” Iain said as he set his wineglass down on the dining room table and pushed it away. He’d invited Palmer for dinner because he’d wanted to discuss the recent fire, but Palmer was unaware who had started it and didn’t seem overly concerned, though he did insist it wasn’t the English. So Iain had learned nothing new but had to entertain the man anyway when all he wanted to do was crawl into bed and sleep for three days.

His mind drifted to the fire. Whether it was one man—MacGregor—or a more concerted effort by a handful of Scotsmen, Iain didn’t know. Hell, it could even be the English, but he doubted that, as he’d given them no reason to burn his crops. MacGregor had been a pain in his arse for years. Cait was right. MacGregor needed to end this anger over offenses that happened generations ago and work against the scourge that was eating Scotland alive.

“I think we’re beyond compromise,” Palmer was saying, bringing Iain back to the present discussion, which was far more frightening than anything MacGregor could think up. “It’s time for the Scots to recognize that England is not going away. Scotland is now under English rule, as it should be.”

“It’s a small portion of the Scots who are protesting,” Iain said, trying to make it appear that the Scots weren’t really a threat when, inside, he was seething at Palmer’s condescending attitude. The English considered the Scots barbarians. Especially the Highland Scots. But the real barbarians were the English.

“You’re delusional, my friend.” Palmer motioned for the servant to refill his glass. “I believe a much larger contingent of Scots are protesting. Damn, but I wish all of the stubborn Scots had as much common sense as you. You understand the English. You understand that we’re the greatest country on earth. Hell and damnation, Campbell, some countries would kill to be under our protection. We can only bring better times to the Scots, but they stubbornly cling to their old beliefs. It’s a new age now. Time to drag them all screaming and kicking into the modern era.” Palmer smiled and waved his now full glass toward Iain. “Not you, my friend. You are firmly on board with us, and let me tell you, we appreciate it. Maybe you can talk some sense into these savages.”

Iain smiled and chuckled with Palmer, all while trying to control his fury. The man was a bloody English sheep shagger, and Iain wanted to take his dinner knife and drive it through the man’s neck. But he pretended to agree while his thoughts went in a hundred different directions.

If Palmer was right, then the Scots were in terrible trouble. Far more trouble than they were in now. Palmer predicted that in a year the Scots would be stripped of their weapons and their way of dress. Worst of all, the clan system would be abolished. It had taken everything inside of Iain not to protest that prediction. How in the hell did the English think it was right to march into a country, take it over, and change its entire heritage?

If Palmer was correct, then Iain’s problems with MacGregor were nothing compared to the devastation that the Scots were facing.

As a young lad, Iain had been sent to live in Edinburgh with his uncle and aunt, who had educated him in the finer things of life. Edinburgh was so different from the Highlands, more English, for sure. He’d had a dance instructor and tutors who taught him French and mathematics. He’d been introduced to the best, most powerful families of the Lowlands. It was the way of the Campbell chief to learn like this, and it was why the Campbell leaders were more accepting of the English. When it was time, he’d been sent to Oxford to complete his education. It was there that he befriended many English nobles, sons of dukes and earls, who would later become dukes and earls themselves. He liked England. He liked the friends he made there, and he understood the English ways. But his heart and soul belonged to Scotland.

While in Edinburgh and then in England, he had missed the open skies of the Highlands and the clear air, unpolluted with smoke from thousands of homes. He missed the straightforward talk of a Highlander and the simple way of life. In the Highlands, if you were offended, you took it out on the person who offended you. In England, it was much more complex and…sneaky.

It was true that in the past, a Campbell’s loyalty shifted with the wind, but not Iain’s. He was steadfastly on the side of Scotland and had decided long ago that he would do whatever it took to save his people’s way of life. However, he’d learned from his predecessors and understood the need to remain in alliance with the English—or at least pretend to be in alliance with the English.

So he entertained the English soldiers. He made friends with the officers who occupied his country because it benefited him and it benefited Scotland.

Many times he’d taken information that had come his way through nights such as this and passed it to the chiefs, who still didn’t trust him. Oh, he had a few who wondered if he was playing a deep game and occasionally gave him the benefit of the doubt. Brice Sutherland was one, Colin MacLean another. Iain had helped both out of tight situations with the English and had earned their loyalty.

It was a dangerous path he walked, and he lived in fear of being discovered by either side. He had few friends. Adair was one; John Campbell had been the other. But Iain was accustomed to loneliness, and in the end it was the price he paid to help Scotland.

But damn, taking away the weapons and the kilts? Disbanding the clans? Surely Palmer was wrong in this. It had to be a cruel rumor by some frustrated officer who’d said something in the heat of the moment. His people were a hardheaded bunch who didn’t take kindly to their way of life being threatened. Though “compromise” was a word rarely used in these parts, Iain was convinced it was needed. He just didn’t know how to achieve it.

“Do you think you can do it?” Palmer asked, pulling Iain from his thoughts.

“Do what?”

Palmer chuckled. “You’re woolgathering, my friend. Will you talk some sense into your fellow Scottish leaders? Convince them to cooperate with the English, and all will go well.”

“I can try, but they’re not usually open to my suggestions.”

Palmer leaned forward, suddenly serious. “You need to convince them. I’m telling you, Campbell, don’t take this lightly. The Scots will be wiped out if things don’t change. I’m talking big changes. As a soldier, I would hate to have my weapons taken away, and I can’t imagine the Scots will take it well, but it will happen if they don’t stop fighting us.”

The thought truly frightened Iain, and there were very few things that frightened him. “Tell me something, Palmer, why do you so desperately want me to get word to the chiefs about this? I thought you didn’t like the Scots.”

Palmer sat back and contemplated Iain for a long moment. “It’s true that I despised the Scots when I first arrived in the Highlands. But a man can change. Don’t get me wrong, I’m still completely loyal to England. But Scots like you have convinced me that there are some who can listen to reason. I’m damn tired of the war and of fighting. I just want there to be a more peaceful resolution.”

—

The next evening Iain’s mind was heavy with the thought of his burned fields, his stolen cattle, and Palmer’s predictions. He was thinking that he should bring the cattle in closer, but he needed to keep them out as long as possible; if he brought them in sooner, then he would go through what little feed he had faster. If he kept them out, then the drovers could—and probably would—steal them. There was no good answer to this predicament.

He entered his study and stopped short when he saw his secretary’s grim look. “I don’t want to know.” He fell into his chair and waited because Patrick would tell him anyway.

“The Mary Katherine was lost in a squall three days ago.”

Iain pressed his thumbs into his gritty eyes and tried not to be sick. Though the Mary Katherine was only one ship of his fleet, its loss would be keenly felt in his mercantile business. Still, that was not his immediate thought. “The crew?”

Silence, and then, “They all perished.”

For a long moment Iain sat in the silence and breathed deeply. He was fairly certain he couldn’t take another blow, and yet they kept coming. “Get me a list of everyone on that ship. I want every family compensated. I’ll also need a list of the cargo she was carrying.”

Patrick silently slid a piece of paper onto the desk. “The cargo,” he said. “I’m working on getting a list of the crew.”

Iain’s shipping ventures were based in England. An enterprise that had started as a hobby when he was at Oxford had grown quite profitable over time. He’d lost ships and he’d lost entire crews before; it was the nature of the business. But it always hit him hard, and this time was the hardest yet. That the crew would have been mostly English didn’t make it easier to bear. They were still his people, employed by him, their families relying on his pay to keep them alive.

Iain leaned his head back, wishing everything away. But that wasn’t possible and there were things that needed to be done. Graham was expected for dinner tonight, and Iain had to play the part, put on the impassive face that he was known for, and convince one of the most beloved, respected, and powerful clan chiefs to cooperate with the English.

First he needed a drink.

—

Cait was pleased with the recovery of the people who’d been burned during the fire. Luckily, none of the injuries had been too terrible, and she was fairly certain that she didn’t need to check on them anymore. They knew where she lived and knew they could call on her if needed.

While she’d been at the big house, the housekeeper had asked her to look at one of the young serving girls who was complaining of stomach pains. Though the girl was terrified, Cait thought she did a good job of putting her at ease. She was suffering from nothing worse than sneaking too many tarts from the kitchen. Cait told the housekeeper it was a minor stomach ailment that would be gone by the next day. Both the serving girl and the housekeeper had been pleased.

Her worn heels clicked along on the highly shined foyer floor and echoed through the cavernous, cold space as she headed toward the tall front doors. A sweeping double staircase flanked the marbled entryway. She passed closed doors that she knew from past visits with John led to a formal sitting room, a music room, a vast library, and an informal dining room. While it was a beautiful home, Cait preferred her small cottage, which was cozy and warm and felt lived in. This was a large house for one person, and she wasn’t the first one to speculate about Iain Campbell’s plans to fill it with heirs. He was wealthy, powerful, pleasing to the eye, and held both an English title from his mother’s side and a Scottish title from his father’s side. For years it had been rumored that he would marry an English lass, thus allying himself with England. So far there had been no English lass in Campbell’s life, which provoked the rumors even more.

“Cait.”

She spun around, jerked out of her thoughts, to find Campbell descending the stairs. She was shocked at the weary lines around his eyes and the bowed shoulders. His hair stood on end, as if he’d run his hands through it a dozen times. His breeches were worn and his coat was absent, leaving only a comfortable-looking saffron shirt. He must have been working in the fields or with the cattle.

He stopped before her and looked a bit lost, as if all of his words had deserted him. She’d never seen him this way, without his usual mask of indifference. Right now she saw it all, and it was heartbreaking and frightening.

“I was checking on the last of the injured,” she said, feeling a need to explain her presence.

“And how are they?”

“All healing nicely. I see no reason for me to return unless you would need me.”

He looked down at the toes of his boots. They were old, caked with mud, and she had a fleeting thought that his housekeeper would be furious if she saw him wearing them in the house.

“Is everything all right?” she finally asked into the thick silence.

“No.”

She waited, but no more information was forthcoming. “Is there anything I can do?”

He looked at her with bleak eyes that worried her. “Stay for dinner.”

She glanced at the massive front doors she’d come so close to walking out of. She wanted nothing more than to go home to Black Cat, eat a small dinner, and read. She didn’t want to get caught up in the activities of the big house and the intrigues that Iain was involved in. Yet she wasn’t certain she could turn away from the pleading in those eyes. She knew what it meant to not want to be left alone with your own thoughts. “I don’t think—”

“Please, Cait.”

She plucked at the old gown she was wearing. It had been mended too many times to count and was definitely not suitable for dinner at the big house. “I’m not dressed appropriately.”

“We don’t stand on ceremony here.”

“I really shouldn’t…” But she knew she would. Because she understood his reasons for the invitation even if she didn’t know the specifics of what had brought him to this point tonight. “Very well.” It’s only a meal.

To her surprise, he took her hand and led her to the formal sitting room. She’d been in here a few days before, when it had been a makeshift sickroom. The furniture had since been put to rights, the carpets unrolled, and the various and sundry decorations back to their rightful places.

Iain poured a tumbler of whiskey and held up the bottle to silently offer her a glass. She declined. Even when she’d been deep into her grief, she’d never turned to drink for solace.

She settled into a comfortable chair, richly upholstered in a deep forest green that matched the green of the draperies. The thick carpet beneath her feet was a dark gold flecked with more deep green. Iain sank into the matching chair and sipped his drink silently. Cait looked down at her hands, clasped in her lap. Why had he asked her to dinner if he wasn’t going to talk? And what had happened that he was so morose?

“I’m no’ much company,” he finally said.

His Scottish brogue had crept into his speech, surprising Cait. For as long as she’d known him, he’d spoken like a Lowlander. She knew it was because he’d been educated in Edinburgh and then later in England. It was no secret that all of the Campbell chiefs were to be educated in the English way, thus forming the bond between the Campbells and the English.

“Do ye want me to leave?” she asked.

“Nay. Please stay.”

Cait nodded and they settled into silence again.

“I lost a ship today,” he said after a bit. “The crew perished.”

Her gaze flew to his, and suddenly, his mood made sense. “Oh, Iain. I’m so sorry.”

“I don’t care so much about the cargo, although it was quite a financial loss. But the crew and their families…” He took another drink and stared into the depths of the cut glass.

She was thinking of the families as well, of the women now without husbands, the babes without fathers. Without a head of family, they would be forced to leave their homes. If they were lucky, other family members would take them in. If they weren’t lucky, they would end up on the streets. Life was so cruel sometimes.

“I will compensate them, of course,” he said. “But that doesn’t bring their loved ones back.”

“No, it doesn’t. But they won’t have to worry about where their next meal will come from. That’s very honorable of ye.” She was beyond relieved to see that these people whom she didn’t even know wouldn’t be homeless. Deep down, Iain was a good man. Was that what John had been trying to tell her all along?

He blew out a breath. “It’s the least I can do.” He glanced up at her, then away. “I offered you the same.”

“I…” What was she supposed to say to that? He had offered to let her live in her home after John had died, he’d even offered her money, but she had refused it all. “I know ye did and I’m grateful, but I’m fine without all of that. I didn’t need the money.” 

He drained his glass.

“Was it deliberate?” she asked quietly, referring to the ship, afraid to voice the thought that he was losing cattle and his north field, devastated by the fire.

“Nothing would surprise me at the moment, but Patrick said it was a squall.”

The door to the sitting room opened and the housekeeper stepped in. She seemed surprised to see Cait but quickly recovered. “Alasdair Graham, my lord.” She flicked a gaze at Cait. “Should I set another place for dinner?”

“Yes, Gretchen. I forgot to tell you that Mrs. Campbell will be joining us as well.”

“Us?” Cait asked breathlessly. Alasdair Graham? Alasdair Graham was joining them for dinner?

Iain stood and became the Iain she knew so well. The weariness was smoothed from his face. His shoulders were back and he was smiling.

But Cait’s heart was thundering. She hadn’t faced her grandfather in over seven years, and she really didn’t want to do so now.


Chapter 10

Alasdair Graham paused when his gaze landed on Cait. She’d thought she would feel anger, seeing her grandfather for the first time in eight years, but surprisingly, she just wanted to cry with a mixture of emotions. He looked the same, from the long white flowing hair to the piercing blue eyes set in a face weathered by many Highland winters. The same but different. Older. Wearier.

Their last encounter had ended in harsh language, accusations, recriminations, and tears on Cait’s part. She’d not seen him since then.

“Alasdair,” Iain said. “Welcome. May I introduce Cait Campbell?”

“We’ve met,” Alasdair said, his blue gaze locked on hers.

“You have?” Iain asked in surprise.

“Alasdair is my mother’s father,” Cait said.

A moment of uncomfortable silence stretched between them. Cait didn’t look at Iain but suspected he was having trouble coming up with something to say.

“I didn’t realize you were a Graham before you were a Campbell,” he finally said to Cait.

Cait decided there was no reason now to keep anything secret. Not that she’d kept it secret before. It had just never been something she’d wanted to talk about.

“When John and I decided to wed, we went to Grandfather to ask for his blessing,” she said.

Graham’s eyes narrowed in warning. Cait lifted her chin. His opinion hadn’t mattered to her in a long while.

“I see,” Iain said, clearly uncomfortable. He was probably regretting asking her to dinner. She definitely regretted accepting the invitation. If she had known Graham was going to be here, she would have stayed very far away.

“We’d known Graham wouldn’t be pleased but had hoped he would see how much we were in love and give us his blessing. He refused in a most spectacular display of anger.”

“Catherine,” Graham warned.

She turned to Iain. “All because John was a Campbell.”

At the time Cait had argued that love didn’t care about ridiculous feuds, and Graham had said love was blind and stupid and his granddaughter was not marrying a Campbell. She and John had left and married anyway, and she’d been very happy with her choice, although she regretted the rift it had caused with her family.

Cait’s throat closed up and she looked away, blinking. Her grandmother had died five years ago, months after Cait had given birth to Christina. It had been her greatest regret that she had not been able to mend the breach with her grandmother.

“I’ll understand if ye don’t want me to dine with ye,” Cait said to Iain.

“Nonsense. We’re all adults here,” Iain said.

Cait raised her brow at her grandfather, who had the good grace to look away.

“Of course,” he said. “What’s past is past.”

She wanted to argue that he was the worst offender of not leaving the past in the past, but she kept her mouth shut. She’d learned long ago that arguing with Alasdair Graham was pointless. Besides, what did it matter anymore? John was gone. Christina was gone. Her grandmother was gone.

They made their way into the informal dining room, laid out with three place settings, one on either side of Iain, who was sitting at the head of the table. They waited while the footmen served them. Nothing but the clink of silverware on the china broke the thick, tense silence.

“It’s sorry I am about yer field, Campbell,” Graham said. “It’s a nasty business, that. Have ye figured out who was responsible?”

“Unfortunately, no. Have you heard anything?”

“Nay. Ye think it’s MacGregor?” Graham asked.

Cait and her grandfather’s gazes clashed and she held her breath, waiting for the inevitable, but it didn’t come. At least not this time.

“That would be my guess,” Iain said, unaware of the silent conversation that passed quickly between Cait and her grandfather.

Graham grunted. “The man is a sheep-shagging bugger.”

Cait smiled. She’d almost forgotten how humorous her grandfather could be. Graham held no love for MacGregor, even though his daughter had married MacGregor’s son and produced Cait. The marriage had been an alliance between two of the oldest clans as well as a love match. Her parents had been so deeply in love that when Cait’s mother died giving birth to her, Cait’s father had taken his own life.

The MacGregors and the Grahams had fought over who was to raise Cait. MacGregor had claimed that since she was the only child of his only child, she would one day rise to become chief and therefore should be raised as a MacGregor. Graham had hotly disagreed, saying she was half Graham and should be raised as such.

So Cait had lived a strange life, half as a MacGregor and half as a Graham, traveling between the two houses, loved by two gruff men who couldn’t seem to like each other and two wonderful women who’d been devastated over the loss of their children. And then she had met John and fallen in love, and if Alasdair Graham had been vocally against the marriage, that was nothing to Wallace MacGregor’s reaction. He’d instantly and ruthlessly cut her out of his life. She’d heard that he banished anyone who even mentioned her.

“What have you learned about the droving?” Graham asked.

“Nothing so far,” Iain said. “I’ve posted more men and increased my patrols. It’s slowed the thieving down but not stopped it.”

Graham pointed his fork at Iain. “That has the mark of MacGregor all over it. It’s him, I’ve no doubt. It’s the type of thing he’d do.”

“He needs to stop this ridiculous feud,” Cait said.

Graham shrugged; being an old Highlander himself, he understood the MacGregors’ way of thinking. “Campbell’s grandfather murdered his father after the man asked for sanctuary. That’s wrong, and it deserves retribution.”

“Forty years of retribution?” she asked.

“He seems to think so.”

“So when will enough be enough?” she asked.

“I don’t know, lass. Why don’t ye ask MacGregor?” Graham’s piercing blue eyes pinned her and she looked away.

—

When dinner was finished, Cait’s grandfather insisted on accompanying her.

“I can ride home alone,” she said.

“Nay,” Iain said. “Not with the drovers out there, and we still haven’t caught the person responsible for burning my fields.”

“I’ve been riding between our homes for days to check on the wounded. I’ll be fine.”

“Campbell is right,” Graham said. “A woman should no’ be roamin’ around these parts alone. It’s no’ safe.”

She plunked her hands on her hips and scowled at Graham. “Ye no longer have the right to tell me what to do.”

He scowled right back. “I’m goin’ with ye.”

“I don’t want ye to go with me.”

Iain looked between the two of them, clearly a bit amused and a bit alarmed.

Graham shrugged again.

“Stop doing that,” she said in exasperation. “Stop acting like what I say is no’ important.”

Graham harrumphed and turned to the door. Cait stared at Iain, who held his hands out at his sides. “What can I do?” he asked innocently.

She shook her head and followed her grandfather out, frustrated and irritated.

Despite her exasperation, riding beside her grandfather brought back warm memories of sitting atop a gentle mare, clutching the silky mane until her fingers ached and thinking it was a long way to the ground. But her grandfather had been beside her, his big strong arms always there in case she fell.

He’d called her a natural on a horse, and she’d been so pleased at his pride. Later, when she was accomplished enough, they would ride together and he would talk to her about the land and the different plants. He would discuss the crops, and when she was older he would ask her opinion. She’d always felt a wee bit honored when he seriously considered her opinion.

Tonight the breeze was warm and the sky clear. The moon shone down upon them, lighting the path. She could almost convince herself that nothing had changed since the last time they rode together, long before she wed John. But things had changed. They were both older. She had wed, borne a child, and lost her husband and daughter.

Her grandfather was older, a little more stooped, a little thinner, not nearly as large and muscular. But his mind was still as sharp as a dagger and his wit just as cutting. Those blue eyes still missed nothing and said everything he wouldn’t let his mouth say.

They’d left the clearing of the big house a while ago. The woods were quiet but not eerie.

He cleared his throat and shifted in his saddle. “It’s sorry I was to hear about the passing of yer husband,” he said a bit awkwardly.

Cait’s fingers tightened around the reins and her stomach churned. “Thank ye.”

He peered down the path. “I heard about the wee one, too.”

“Her name was Christina.”

“It’s…” He paused, frowning and blinking rapidly. “It’s one of my biggest regrets, not knowing my great-granddaughter.”

“If ye hadn’t been so hardheaded, ye would not have missed out on anything.” Truth be told, she’d been just as hardheaded. So many times she’d wanted to take Christina to visit both her great-grandfathers, but she hadn’t because she’d been fearful of rejection and still angry that they’d cut her and her child out of their lives.

“Aye,” he said. “I was hardheaded, and I paid the price for it.”

She looked at him in surprise, but they had rounded the bend and he was looking at her cottage critically. She could practically read his thoughts. The Grahams were a powerful clan, as were the MacGregors. Neither chief had thought that their granddaughter would live in a wee cottage buried deep in the woods.

He grunted and, being sensitive, she took it as criticism of her home. “It’s lovely, and I like being out here,” she said defensively.

“ ’Tis no’ safe,” he said.

“Ye’re the third man to tell me that in a week.”

He slid off his mount, not as nimbly as he had in years past but still good for a man his age. “What three men would that be, lass?”

“Campbell and Hal—” She stopped herself from mentioning the English sergeant. Graham held no love for the English and would be furious to know that the soldiers came to her for healing. “And Sutherland,” she said, hoping that her grandfather didn’t speak to Sutherland often.

He walked around the outside of her cottage, eyeing the woods perched close to her home, surveying the house with a critical eye. Cait dismounted and led her horse to the barn, where she gave it oats and made sure it was comfortable for the night.

Her grandfather was walking the perimeter of her land when she returned.

“Would ye like to come in?” She opened the front door and Black Cat was sitting there, waiting for her. She bent down to pet him, feeling his purr all the way through her arm.

Her grandfather gave the cat a cursory glance as he walked in. Cait lit some candles and stood uncertainly in the middle of her sitting room.

“Good Lord, lass. This is what the Campbell has forced ye to?”

“Of course not. I choose to live out here. I like it.”

He glared at her, clearly disbelieving her. “This is where ye and yer husband lived?”

“His name was John, Grandfather. And no, we lived by the big house. When he died…” She swallowed as the grief washed over her. “When he died, all I wanted was to be left alone.”

He shook his head as he continued to look around. Finally, he turned that bright blue gaze to her. “It goes without saying that I was no’ happy about yer marriage to John Campbell.”

“Oh, I think there was plenty said on the matter.”

He grunted, but his lips twitched in a smile. “I regret my actions and words.”

She’d waited so long to hear him say that. One of John’s biggest regrets was that she had no relationship with her family. He blamed himself, though she’d always told him it didn’t matter, that he was her family now.

“But as much as I hated ye marrying John Campbell, I will no’ tolerate ye with Iain Campbell.”

She blinked, taken aback. “Ye think I’m in a relationship with Iain Campbell?” She laughed because the thought was so ridiculous she could do nothing else.

Her grandfather glowered at her. “This is no’ funny.”

“This is very funny. Grandfather, I have no interest in Iain Campbell.” As she said it, her heart did a funny turn that bemused her. “I was at the big house tonight because I was checking on the men who had been burned during the fire. Iain asked me to stay for dinner.”

He was silent for such a long time that Cait wondered if he’d even heard her. Then he grunted again and turned toward the door.

“Wait,” she said. “What does that mean? Ye don’t believe me?”

“Nay.”

“I don’t like Iain Campbell. I could never do that to John.”

He turned to face her. “John’s dead. He’s been gone for four years.”

She drew back at the frank words that stabbed her as easily as any dagger would. “So I should just forget him? Grief has a time limit and I’ve exceeded mine?”

His gaze softened. “Nay, lass. Ye should never forget him. But ye do have to move on. If ye don’t, ye become a crotchety, lonely old person whom no one much wants to be around.” He opened the door. “But no’ with Iain Campbell. I will no’ tolerate that. I’m serious, lass. He’s dangerous, that one. I don’t trust him.”

—

Iain wasn’t surprised when Graham showed up at his door after escorting Cait home. He’d expected the older chief to come back. The revelations of the night had rocked Iain, and he suspected that they had rocked Graham as well. He wondered what the discussion had been about as Graham and Cait rode back to her cottage. No doubt Graham had warned Cait against Iain. And Iain was about to give Graham more reason to convince his granddaughter to steer clear of him.

“I suspect ye did no’ ask me to dinner to reintroduce me to my granddaughter,” Graham said when the housekeeper showed him to Iain’s study.

A fire burned merrily in the grate, enough to stave off the slight chill of a Highland night. Iain had already poured two fingers of whiskey in tumblers and handed one to Graham as both men settled into matching leather chairs facing each other.

“You suspected right,” Iain said.

Graham chuckled after taking a sip. “The look on yer face when you found out Cait was a Graham.” He shook his head and chuckled some more, although Iain saw the sadness in the old man’s eyes. Graham cleared his throat and sat straighter. “So what did ye feed me for? What were ye fattening me up for, lad?”

Iain took a deep breath. He hated this. More and more he just wanted to be a Highland chief, not embroiled in English or Scottish politics. He wanted to work his land, meet with his people, and live his life. But it must be done. He set his glass down on the small table beside him and contemplated Graham. “Since Culloden, things have not gone well for the Scots.”

Graham snorted. “I should say no’. The bloody bastard Sassenach.”

“I don’t believe fighting is the answer.”

Graham looked at him sharply. “So ye say we roll over and let the English bugger us up the arse?”

Iain bit back his smile and shook his head. “I’m saying it’s time to try a different approach. You’re respected in these parts. I’d like your help.”

Graham’s expression turned wary and concerned. “How?”

Iain sat forward. “I’ve recently come across some information that if the Scottish people don’t start cooperating, bigger sanctions will be held against us.”

Graham tensed. “What could be worse than rounding up the Jacobites? Killing our men and raping our women? Damnation, Campbell, they’ve already weakened our forces. People are leaving Scotland in droves. Just ask—” Graham bit off his sentence, but Iain could finish it for him. Just ask Sutherland. Sutherland, who was sneaking the wanted out of Scotland under the noses of the British.

“It can be a lot worse.”

The two men stared at each other for long moments. “Ye fecking Scottish spy,” Graham said quietly.

Iain suppressed his wince and held his gaze with Graham. He didn’t deny the accusation.“They will take away your guns, your weapons. They will disband the clan system—”

Graham surged out of his chair and pointed a shaking finger at Iain. “The hell they will! You’re a fecking turncoat, Campbell. An English lover. I’ll no’ listen to another word of this from ye.”

“Please sit down, Graham, and hear me out.”

Graham stood before him, chest heaving, eyes flashing, then he ran a weary hand down his face and fell back into the chair. “I’m getting too old for this shite, Campbell. I never thought I’d see the day when Scotland would cower to England. I never thought I’d break bread with a traitor.”

“I want what’s best for Scotland, and I think we need to compromise before things get out of hand.”

Graham snorted. “As if they’re no’ out of hand now. They’re killing us.”

“And we’re killing them, and killing isn’t accomplishing anything. We need to compromise—”

“Hell no!”

“It’s the only way for Scotland to survive.”

“Ye don’t get it, lad.” Graham sounded weary, and for the first time Iain regretted bringing the older man into this. However, Graham was so highly respected that Iain would need him in order to convince the other chiefs.

“You don’t get it,” Iain said. “This is a different world from the one you were brought up in. The English won’t go away this time. They’re here to stay, and we have to find a way to live with them.”

“So a Campbell can fill his coffers even more? Ye should be ashamed of yerself. But then ye’re only doing what every Campbell before ye has done.”

Iain pressed his lips together. He should be used to these accusations, because he’d heard them his entire life. But Graham was wrong. Iain was fighting for Scotland. He wanted what was best for Scotland. Unfortunately, no one would believe him.

“This isn’t about me,” Iain said. “It’s about preserving Scotland.”

“By giving it to England so we can become just like them? Ye’re daft if ye think England will give us anything. Ye say they’ll take away our weapons? They’ll do it anyway, lad. Doesn’t matter if we work with them or no’.”

Was he right? Iain wasn’t certain, but he would help in any way he could.

“I think this is all about ye.” Graham stood. “I’m finished with this conversation. Ye’ll no’ have my support in destroying this proud country.”

He turned to walk out, then turned back and looked pointedly at Iain, reminding him that despite his age, Graham was a formidable clan chief. “Ye keep clear of Cait, Campbell. I don’t want her involved in yer schemes.”

“I think you gave up the right to dictate her life long ago.”

Graham glared at him and walked out.


Chapter 11

The next morning Cait was dusting and gathering her clothes for wash day when a knock on her door startled her.

Black Cat was sitting in front of the door, looking at her in accusation as if saying that Cait should have been down long before the knock.

Cait opened the door and squealed like a young lass as she catapulted herself into her cousin. “Rory Graham,” she said.

He caught her and laughed as she pulled back to look at him. “Cait Graham. Excuse me. Cait Campbell.” He shook his head and put her down. “I’ll never get used to that.”

“It’s been eight years.”

“I’ll never get used to thinking of ye as a Campbell.” Though his lips twisted when he said the name, his obvious hatred of her clan couldn’t dim her happiness at seeing the cousin she’d grown up with who was more a brother to her.

“Why are ye here? No’ that I don’t want to see ye.”

“Grandfather seems to think that ye’re starving out here in the backwoods and that Campbell is no’ taking care of ye. He sent me with provisions.”

She put her hands on her hips and glared at him. “Campbell is no’ taking care of me because I don’t need him to. I can take care of myself.”

Rory looked skeptical, but Cait was tired of defending herself and her life choices to these overbearing men. She looked behind him to the cart loaded with provisions. “There’s enough to feed an army here,” she said as she walked around it. “I have nowhere to put all of this.”

“Well, I’m no’ taking it back or Grandfather will have my head.”

“There must be an entire cow here,” she said as they began unloading the cart.

“Most likely.”

“And so much flour and cloth! When am I going to find time to sew, and where would I wear gowns made of this fine cloth?”

Rory grunted as he hefted a large sack of flour over his shoulder. It had been four years since she’d seen her cousin, when he’d come to pay his respects after John’s death. She didn’t fault Rory. No doubt he was following Grandfather’s orders. She was happy to see him now.

“Stay and I’ll fix ye a meal,” she said. “Obviously, I have plenty of food.”

“I have to get back, but I’ll return and we can have a proper visit.” His look turned serious. “Grandfather is worried about ye.”

She sighed. “I’ll be fine. I’ve lived out here for years, and nothing has happened.”

He looked around as if assessing the security of her home. “There are more redcoats in the area than usual. I keep hearing about the things they’re doing to our people, especially the women. It’s no’ as safe as it used to be.”

“I’ll be fine, Rory. I’ve treated a few English soldiers, and they know I mean no harm.”

His gaze narrowed. “Ye’ve had redcoats in yer home?”

“If they know they can come to me for salves and poultices and healing, they’re more likely to protect me.”

“I don’t like it.”

She patted his arm and smiled reassuringly. “Trust me. The soldiers patrolling this area know me well, and they’ll watch out for me.”

“That may be true, but if it comes to ye or their fellow soldiers, they’ll pick the fellow soldiers every time. Ye can’t trust them. I’ve seen what they can do.”

“Were ye at Culloden?” she asked softly. She’d heard the horror stories. She’d patched up some of the wounded and knew of a few widows.

“Aye,” he said, his gaze taking on a faraway blank look.

“I’m sorry, Rory. I’ve heard it was horrible.”

“It was worse than horrible. It was hell. They butchered us and they did no’ care. Stay away from them, Cait. Stop treating their ailments. Avoid them.”

“Rory—”

His gaze sharpened and she was frightened by what she saw in its depths. She understood her people’s dislike of the English and agreed with it, but Rory’s ran to something deeper and more disturbing.

“I’ll tell Grandfather that ye’re entertaining English soldiers.”

If his look hadn’t been so serious, she would have laughed. It was something he would have said to her when they were children. “I’m no’ entertaining them. I’m healing them.”

“I don’t care. I’ll tell Grandfather anyway.”

“Rory!” she said in surprise. “We’re not children anymore. Grandfather has no control over me.”

He rubbed his forehead before taking a deep breath. “Ye’re right, of course. My emotions got the best of me. But please be careful. I mean it when I say ye can’t trust them.”

“I’m always careful.” She wondered what he would say if she told him that she was aiding Sutherland.

—

The next day Cait was feeding the chickens when Iain came striding around the side of the cottage, his long coat nearly brushing the ground. She drew in a breath at the sight of him and cursed herself for the strange reaction. It wasn’t wrong to admit that he was a virile man. He had such a commanding presence that it made people want to stop and watch him. That was all. It wasn’t like she was going to act on her reaction to him.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” she asked.

“I came to see how you are.”

She held her hands out to the sides and indicated the chickens. “I’m feeding chickens. I wish everyone would stop worrying about me.”

“Who else is worried about you?” he asked as he stopped in front of her. A chicken wandered over and pecked at his boot before moving away.

“My grandfather and my cousin Rory.” And Halloway, but she wasn’t about to say that.

“They care about ye.”

She made a noncommittal sound and tossed more feed. She didn’t want to get into a discussion about her grandfather. She’d thought a lot about his sudden reappearance in her life and couldn’t sort through it. She was glad to see him again, but she still harbored hurt. He’d cut her and her little family out of his life as if they were nothing, and that was something she could not easily forgive.

“Have ye heard?” Iain asked.

She put down the empty feed pail and swiped at a piece of hair tickling her cheek. “Heard what?”

“Two English soldiers were found dead on the road to the Douglases’.”

She instantly thought of Halloway. Was he dead? As mixed as her feelings were toward him, she didn’t want him to be dead. “That’s too bad,” she said.

“There’s a murderer out there, Cait. It’s not safe.”

“The redcoats hassle our people constantly. It was probably someone defending themselves.”

“Do you think that matters to the English? They will be searching for the killer, and they don’t always follow the rules when doing so.”

He was right. The English wouldn’t care if their soldiers were killed because they were doing something wrong. Damn the English and damn this stupid war between England and Scotland. It was about so much more than religion and politics. It was about the people and their way of life, but the ones waging the war seemed to forget that. The road the soldiers had been found on was close, uncomfortably close, to her cottage. The Douglases were Campbell’s eastern neighbors whose land abutted Campbell and Sutherland land.

“I’m worried about you, Cait.”

“You needn’t be concerned for me.”

“But I am.”

She shot him an exasperated look. “Why? Why now? I’ve lived here for four years, and ye’ve never paid me any mind.”

His jaw worked as a slight breeze brushed through his hair. Dark eyes assessed her, as if he were thinking of the words to say. He looked away, turning his head to the side to contemplate the woods. “I’ll admit I stayed away. I didn’t like seeing you because it reminded me that I’d failed John after promising him I’d take care of you.”

“Is that why ye’re here now? Because of guilt? Because of a promise made to a dying man? Pardon me if I don’t feel gratitude at yer sudden interest.”

“That’s not why I’m here.”

“Now ye speak in riddles. I have animals to take care of and chores to do, Iain Campbell. Ye’re wasting good daylight.”

“I’m not speaking in riddles. I’m just as confused as you are. Maybe more so.”

“Well, ye need to figure yerself out. In the meantime, figure it out somewhere besides my barn.”

“You amuse me, Cait.”

She laughed. “I’m glad to be of service. Now either feed my cows or find someone else to bother.”

“I’ve never fed a cow before.”

“Welcome to my life.”

He followed her into the barn, and she wondered just what was happening. She was hard-pressed to find a word to describe his strange mood. Worse, she was hard-pressed to find a word for what she was feeling. Her words told him to go away, but other parts of her, namely the yearning in her heart, were telling him to stay.

Why in the world would she want Iain Campbell to stay? She had too much to do and no time to trade insults with him.

He watched her spread fresh hay and feed the two milking cows. She worked in silence and he watched in silence.

When she was finished, she grabbed the empty pail by the door, but he took it from her.“I’ll get the water.”

She washed up in the bucket outside her back door and went inside to contemplate the afternoon meal.

Iain walked in with her pail of water and set it on the counter.

“I suppose ye’ll want to be fed,” she said.

“Thank you, but no.”

She waved toward the small table and chairs. “Sit down.”

He sat while she sliced fresh bread, cut cheese, and laid it all on a plate with what was left of the roasted turkey, or what the Scots called bubbly-jock, from the night before.

“I’m no’ moving to the big house,” she said as they dug in to their simple lunch.

“Dead English soldiers on my land is bad, and I’m concerned for all the Campbells. You live the farthest away, and you’re the most vulnerable.”

She wiped her hands on her apron and sat back. “I’m strategically placed.”

“You’re as far from me as you can be and still be on Campbell land.”

“Aye. Like I said, strategically placed.” She studied the worry lines around his pursed lips. “Ye truly are worried,” she said in surprise.

“I am.”

Black Cat appeared, padded around the kitchen, sniffed Iain’s boots, turned up his nose, and walked away with his tail high.

“This is more than the English soldiers,” she said.

“It is.” He seemed reluctant to say more, and she was reluctant to push him for fear of stepping into the strange territory of thoughts and feelings that were best left alone. “A lot has happened lately,” he finally said.

“Culloden has turned our country upside down.”

“It’s not just Culloden. It’s the hunting of the Scottish people. It’s the fact that England feels they can do what they want without thought to how it affects our way of life. It’s…” He shook his head and appeared at a loss for words.

“Our way of life? Ye act more English than Scottish, and ye keep company with more Englishmen than Scotsmen. Are ye sure ye want to include yourself in ‘our way of life’?”

She’d thought for sure that she’d stepped too far, but to her surprise, he didn’t seem to be offended by what she said.

“What I meant was that it’s not right what England is doing to Scotland. I would feel that way if it were England and France or England and Spain.”

“I would think ye would like it. The English can make ye mighty wealthy.”

“This isn’t about wealth.”

She tilted her head to study him. “Isn’t it? All of the Campbells before ye thought it was.”

He pressed his lips together as if he wanted to argue, but his history was clear and well documented. His grandfather had killed her great-grandfather MacGregor at the command of the English and with the promise of more land and gold. She held no ill will toward the Campbells for that, even though her grandfather MacGregor tried endlessly to make her hate the Campbells. The story had been told to her so many times that it was just that—a story. It held no meaning other than she’d grown up knowing not to mention the Campbells in front of her grandfather MacGregor.

“I’m not like the other Campbells,” Iain said. “Wealth and privilege don’t mean as much to me.”

“Yet ye want people to think it does. What games are ye playing?”

It was as if a mask came down over his face and the Iain Campbell she knew—whom everyone knew—emerged. This was the man who let no one inside.

“I should let you get back to your chores,” he said.

“Now? Ye want to leave now, when things are just starting to get interesting?”

“There’s nothing interesting happening here.”

“I think there is.”

“Ye’re imagining things that aren’t there.”

“I disagree.”


Chapter 12

He never should have come, but something had overruled his gut feeling, and he’d come anyway.

When he’d learned of the dead soldiers, his first thought had been of Cait. The murders had happened far too close to her cottage for his comfort, and his instinct had been to demand that she move closer to the big house. Now she was prying and thinking things she shouldn’t be thinking. She was getting too close to the truth, and it was time for him to leave before more was revealed. He’d send Adair to check on her next time.

“Ye’re no’ going to argue?” she asked with a twinkle in those dark green eyes that put him on edge.

“There’s nothing to argue.”

She was seeing too much. He wanted to kick himself for letting her see a part of him that he let no one see. He was tired, weary of the games that she rightfully accused him of playing. Things were escalating from all directions. One enemy he could face. He wasn’t certain he could take on two at the same time.

“Ye’re no’ a traitor,” she said softly.

“I never said I was.”

“But others do, and ye never disagree with them. Ye let them believe it. Why?”

Graham certainly believed it. “It’s best we don’t go there, Cait.”

“Because it’s dangerous what ye’re doing. Ye pretend to side with the English. Ye dine with them. Ye befriend the officers and learn what ye can so ye can report against them. It’s brilliant but deadly at the same time. And ye think I’m the one in danger?”

Damn, but he needed to get out of there and stay away from her. She was far too astute. “You best not be repeating that.”

“I would never reveal yer secrets.”

“There are no secrets to reveal.” He was beginning to sound desperate, he knew. The knowledge she’d gleaned from him could get them both killed. Palmer and the rest of his so-called friends wouldn’t take it lightly that they were being played as fools.

“How many Scotsmen have ye saved by doing this?”

“Not enough.”

“The dead soldiers? Was that yer doing?”

“No. I don’t know who killed them, and it worries me.”

“Is someone trying to blame ye for it?”

“Not yet.”

“Ye think they might?”

“I don’t know. I think they would have already if that was their plan, but I just don’t know.”

“The fire?”

“Another thing I don’t know.”

“The ship ye lost?”

He shook his head because he didn’t know that, either.

“I asked Sutherland if he had information on the fire.”

God almighty, but she would be his undoing in more ways than one. “When did you see Sutherland?”

“He stops by periodically.”

“Why?” He didn’t like the thought of Sutherland coming by the cottage. Sutherland was newlywed and in love with his wife, so Iain dismissed the thought almost immediately, but Sutherland was up to his eyes in things that Cait had no business being involved in. But you know she is. You knew that the first night you spent here, up in the hayloft. You’ve refused to admit it to yourself. “Please don’t tell me ye’re aiding Sutherland.”

She stood and took the empty plate to the counter, where she fiddled with the knife and the loaf of bread. Iain got up and held her wrist to still her. She looked up at him, her lips parted, her green eyes wide.

“Damn it, Cait. Tell me you’re not involved in Sutherland’s Staran.”

“I have no idea what ye’re talking about.” Her gaze slid away.

“I saw you. The night I slept in your barn, I saw you meet someone, and then half a dozen people left your home. Where were you hiding them?”

She yanked her wrist from his hold and stepped back. “Ye don’t have the right to demand answers from me.”

“If you’re involved in something that could get you in trouble with the English, I have every right. I’m your clan leader, and this is my land.”

Her face paled and her lips thinned in anger. “Don’t push me,” she said. “I will move off this land if I have to.”

It shouldn’t matter to him if she left, but it did matter, and he told himself it was because John had been his best friend, his commander, and his only confidant. But he knew all of that to be a lie. He didn’t want her leaving for personal reasons, reasons he was not quite able to admit to himself.

“I don’t want you to leave,” he said softly.

“Then stop telling me what to do.”

He grinned, and after a moment she grinned back.

“We’re bickering,” he said.

“We are.”

“I don’t recall the last time I bickered with anyone.”

“Because everyone is afraid to bicker with ye.”

“They are? Why?”

“Because ye’re intimidating and not very approachable.”

He was offended. “I’m approachable.”

She rolled her eyes. “Nay, ye aren’t.”

“People are afraid of me?”

“Nay, but they’re wary of ye.”

He’d carefully cultivated that reputation so people wouldn’t get close, but he still wanted them to come to him if they needed to. “You’re not wary of me.”

She shrugged. “I’ve nothing to lose and have neither the time nor the energy for such things.”

“Is that why you help Sutherland? Because you have nothing to lose?”

She pushed her finger into his chest and smiled. “Nice try.”

He sighed. “Cait…”

“Nay.” She shook her head and stepped back. “We’ll not discuss this any longer.”

He glared at her, not liking that she was telling him what to do but most of all not liking his inability to make her understand how dangerous her actions were. He leaned back and crossed his arms. “I care about you.” He was almost as surprised as she was when he said it, but he wasn’t about to take the words back. He wasn’t above using every weapon in his arsenal to convince her to stop her foolish actions.

“What did ye say?”

“I said I have feelings for you.” His heart was thundering harder than in any battle. His hands were sweating suddenly. He was fairly certain he’d never been this nervous.

She took a step back and held her hands up as if she could push his words back at him. “No, ye don’t. Ye’re just angry that I won’t do what ye want.”

“No.”

“Stop it, Iain Campbell. Just stop it.” She was looking distressed, and he was a bit hurt that his proclamation had been met with so much angst. “Ye don’t know what ye’re saying.”

“I always know what I’m saying.” Now that he’d admitted it out loud, he was convinced it was the right thing to say. That didn’t mean his feelings didn’t frighten him as much as they apparently frightened Cait.

“This…It’s not…” She blew out a breath.

“I like ye flustered.”

“Stop this! Ye don’t like me. Ye don’t have feelings for me. Ye can’t.”

“And why can’t I?”

“I…” She looked away and bit her lower lip.

“I’m sorry it distresses you so much.”

She glanced back at him. “This is unexpected.”

“As it is for me.”

“Of course nothing can come of it.”

“Why?”

“Ye can’t be serious. Because I don’t want this, and ye’re…” She flapped her hand at him. “You.”

“I’m me and you’re you and we’re two separate people. I understand all of that. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. Maybe I should have waited, or maybe I should have kept my feelings to myself forever, but I want you to know why I’m so concerned that you’re out here all alone.”

“I’m fine.”

“For now. But things are getting worse. My God, Cait, English soldiers were killed on my land. Until I find out who did this, no Campbell is safe.” A guilty looked crossed her face and he stilled. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Nothing. It’s nothing. I understand what ye’re saying, and I’m touched by yer…concern for me.”

“You’re hiding something.”

“I’m no’ hiding anything. I have a life. It’s private, and ye don’t need to know everything.”

She was right, and he was angry that she was right. If he’d thought that telling her about his feelings would make her pliant, then he was sorely mistaken. Cait would never be pliant, and that was frustrating as hell.

What was she hiding? Something other than her aid to Sutherland and the refugees he was harboring. Something worse?

“You’re right, of course. I have no business prying into your life. But please promise me that you’ll be careful.”

She seemed hesitant to do even that but finally nodded. “Very well.”

“And promise that if things get too difficult, you’ll come to me for help.”

She narrowed her eyes, apparently thinking that option through. “Very well.”

“I mean it, Cait. Don’t just say it so I’ll go away.”

She sighed. “I’m no’. I’ll be careful, and I’ll send for ye if I need anything.”

“I don’t like you helping Sutherland. What he’s doing is dangerous.”

She looked at him shrewdly. “And what ye’re doing isn’t?”

He paused. “That’s different.”

“The difference is that what Sutherland does is behind the English’s back. Ye play yer games to their face. I don’t know which is the most dangerous, but I think it might be you.”

“I know what I’m doing.”

“And I know what I’m doing. Ye have to trust me.”

“It’s not you I don’t trust.”

“Sutherland will never cause me harm.”

“I know that.” He trusted Sutherland, more so now that they’d worked together on a few things. Sutherland was a Highland warrior through and through, and he was loyal, tough, and dependable. He reminded Iain a lot of John.

They seemed to have come to an impasse. She wasn’t leaving her home or ceasing her activities, and he couldn’t force her.

“Let me know what ye find out about the soldiers.”

“I will.” He stood there awkwardly. When did she become important to him? When did her welfare matter more than an obligation to an old friend?

Cait was looking at him, so fresh and pretty. As always, her hair was falling out of its pins and curling down her neck. Her lips were rosy and slightly parted, and Iain found himself leaning toward them.

And then he was kissing her. She made a surprised sound but didn’t pull away. It was a light touch, barely a whisper, but it fueled his desire for her. A desire he’d not known he possessed until this day, and all it once it was consuming him like flames leaping onto dry tinder and taking flight.

He put his hands on her upper arms, lightly, so as not to startle her. She was much like a bird, ready to take flight at the least expected movement. He didn’t want her to fly because he had no hope of catching her again. So he went slowly, touching lightly, moving hardly at all. She trembled. With the need to run? Or did she want him as much as he wanted her? That was his hope but probably not the reality.

Tentatively, she kissed him back, her mouth closed, but that was fine. The anticipation was killing him, but he would go at her speed. He would let her take the lead if that meant she didn’t bolt.

She stayed, much to his surprise and delight. Her hands were clasped tightly in front of her and he took them in his, gently unwrapping her fingers from her palm until their fingers were intertwined.

She parted her lips, and it took everything inside of him not to shout out in joy. He touched his tongue to her bottom lip, sliding it slowly inside. She tasted of cheese and ale, and if sunshine had a flavor, it would certainly be this.

The tip of her tongue touched his, and it was his undoing. He groaned despite the fear of making a sound. And just as he had predicted, she jumped back, yanking her hands from his and staring at him in shock.

He dropped his head and rubbed the back of his neck, his body so inflamed that she had to see it.

“Ye should go,” she said hoarsely.

He nodded and walked out without saying anything. He had no idea what to say, and he was afraid of the words that might spill out if he let them.


Chapter 13

That night Cait lay in her cold, lonely bed, staring at the shadow-dappled ceiling.

She was exhausted, but sleep eluded her among her tumultuous thoughts. She’d relived her conversation with Iain so many times that she was weary of it, and yet she couldn’t stop herself.

If he had feelings for her, they were of guilt.

Of course the dead soldiers were a concern, and their discovery on Campbell land was troublesome. It focused the English’s attention on the Campbells, and no one wanted to be the center of the English’s attention. This was the one time she hoped Iain’s friendships would protect the clan.

And then there was that kiss.

She rolled over and buried her face in the pillow like a small lass hoping that hiding would make the memory go away. That damn kiss had fundamentally changed everything and made her doubt her belief that Iain’s feelings for her were not sincere. Oh, how sweet it had been. Sweet and tentative, as if he was afraid to startle her.

She’d been pleasantly surprised that the kiss had been so…enjoyable, and an all too familiar ache had settled low in her stomach. She’d not wanted it to end. Instead, she’d wanted to wrap her arms around him, pull him tightly to her, and rub against him.

Smothered by the pillow, she turned her head to the side. Her body was hot and aching. Restlessly, she threw the blankets off and let the cool air wash over her heated skin. Her breasts throbbed, and the heat low in her belly spread outward.

She turned her head to the other side and closed her eyes. Beneath her lids she saw Iain coming toward her, his dark, unfathomable gaze on her mouth. He’d licked his lips right before he kissed her. She wasn’t sure why that was such a vivid memory, but it was.

Almost against her will, her hand inched up and touched her aching breast. Her other hand found her moist center, and she pressed her palm to it. Instantly, her hips rose and she whimpered. It had been so long since she’d been with a man. She missed it so much. The closeness, the feel of another body pressed against hers. The release after the buildup of suspense. It was the release she craved now.

She slid her finger inside her folds and touched the hidden nub there. She was wet. Had been since Iain kissed her hours ago. She’d been walking around in suspended need.

She pressed down on the nub with the pad of her finger. Her hips rotated and she gasped. The release, when it came, had her pumping her hips and crying out.

Afterward she lay spent and hollow. She’d relieved the need, but the rest of her felt cheated. She didn’t want her finger or her hand.

She wanted Iain.

—

The next morning Iain was waiting on his front steps as Captain Palmer rode through the gates. Iain didn’t have guards posted at the gates like some of the Highland chiefs. He preferred to be a bit more civilized and treat his home as a home and not a defense. But that didn’t mean he was without protection or a warning system to let him know when visitors arrived. He’d been waiting for this particular visitor and was surprised it had taken Palmer this long to come to him.

The captain looked grim as he dismounted. “I’m here on official business,” he said by way of greeting.

Iain glanced at the four soldiers who had ridden in behind Palmer. In the past the captain had either come alone or with a foot soldier who would retire to the kitchen. He’d never come as a small army.

They left the other soldiers with the horses and walked through the house and into the formal sitting room, where Iain went straight to the whiskey. When he held up the bottle to silently offer Palmer a glass, the captain shook his head. “I shouldn’t drink on official business.”

“That’s twice you’ve said that. This is concerning.”

“I’m charged with opening an investigation into the murders of Beckett and Catley, the soldiers found on your land.”

“I know nothing about it.”

“I still have to consider you a suspect.”

Iain had hoped it wouldn’t come to this, that Palmer had enough influence with his superiors to discount Iain as a suspect. He’d had nothing to do with the murders and trusted that Palmer’s investigation would prove that. It all was such an inconvenience that he did not need at the moment. He would have to pull back his patrols for Graham’s Tèarmannair, for one. Iain thought of Sutherland and wondered if he should warn him that the English army would be in the area. He probably should.

“I heard about the deaths—”

“Murders,” Palmer interrupted.

“I heard about the murders yesterday afternoon. I know nothing other than they were English soldiers. Of course I will begin my own investigation and question any Campbell who lives in that area.”

“I appreciate that. I want you to know that this isn’t personal. Cumberland knows you are loyal to England and that you have helped us quite a bit in the aftermath of Culloden. But when an English soldier—two English soldiers—are killed in this manner, something must be done.”

When a Scotsman is killed, it’s ignored? Iain kept his thoughts and his surge of anger to himself. “I understand.”

“I thought I would give you the courtesy of forewarning you that we will be talking to your clansmen.”

“I would like to be present for that.”

Palmer hesitated.

“I’m their chief.”

Their gazes clashed. Iain was not allowing Palmer and his men free rein of his land and easy access to his people.

“I think we both know that many Scots are not fond of the English here in Scotland,” Iain said. “You’ll get much better results if I’m with you because they trust me.”

Palmer seemed to think about that for a moment. “Very well, but if you’re not available for some reason, we won’t wait for you. My superiors want answers, and they want to make certain this isn’t the beginning of more attacks on English soldiers.”

Iain doubted this was the beginning of more attacks on English soldiers. He was certain it was an isolated occurrence. More than likely, the soldiers had stumbled across something they shouldn’t have or had been doing something they shouldn’t have been doing. There were dozens of stories of English soldiers harassing innocent Scots. It was the reason Graham had started the special patrols—in response to the violence perpetrated against the Scots.

Again Iain kept those thoughts to himself. He was finding it more and more difficult to keep his anger in check and to continue pretending he was a friend to the English, but he would do it because he was helping to defeat the English in small ways.

“Were you heading out today?” Iain asked, thinking of all the things he needed to get done but would have to wait on while he followed Palmer and his men and made sure they didn’t harass his people.

“I thought I would start with the healer, since the murders happened closer to her home.”

Iain was glad that he’d lived his entire life hiding his emotions. He wasn’t afraid that Cait had anything to do with the murders; he feared having the English around Cait. It seemed he was very protective of her.

“Let’s at least get a good meal in us before we travel that far. Not many inns from here to there,” Iain said with a forced smile.

Palmer grinned and patted his stomach. “You have the best cook in all of Scotland. Why do you think I’m at your door all the time?”

Both men laughed and Iain was relieved that he’d put off, at least for a few hours, the trip to Cait’s house.

—

Cait was surprised to find Sutherland at her door this late in the afternoon. He almost never made an appearance until after dark.

“What’s happened?” she asked in lieu of a greeting.

“I need yer help.”

“Is someone injured?”

“I have eight refugees we were transporting, but the roads are full of English soldiers and ye’re the closest safe house. I can’t have them out and about in the middle of the day.”

“Certainly.” She mentally calculated her food supply. Eight was the most she was able to take; usually, Sutherland kept the number below that. Fortunately, she had the food Graham had sent over.

“I hate to do this to ye, lass, and I wouldn’t if things weren’t so dire.”

“Please, Brice, don’t apologize. I’m happy to help. Ye know that.”

“Thank ye, Cait. I can always count on ye. I’ll try to get them out by morning—”

“Nay. Leave them until tomorrow night. Those soldiers aren’t going away in a day.”

“Ye’re too good to me, Cait Campbell.” He pecked her cheek and rushed out the back door to get his refugees. They were all men, dirty and weary, with clothes that hadn’t been changed in days and bleak looks, as if they’d been hunted to the very corners of the earth.

Cait tried to be encouraging, but these men were beyond that. They needed a good hot meal and to sleep for days. No doubt they’d left their mothers and fathers and wives and children with no idea if they would ever see them again. Her heart went out to them as they silently filed down the narrow stairs to their temporary home.

She wished Iain could see these people who had lost all hope. Maybe then he would understand why she was so committed to helping in any way she could. Maybe he would stop harassing her about ending her activities with Sutherland’s Staran.

The last of the men disappeared down the steps, and Cait followed to give her speech about possible visitors and keeping quiet. They looked at her with blank eyes, and she had to wonder if her words even penetrated their numbness. How long had these poor men been on the run, and how much hope did they have left?

“They seem different from the others,” she said to Sutherland when they were upstairs again.

“They came to me yesterday after being on the run for weeks. They’d heard about my operation but were too scared to approach. They’ve been in hiding for so long, they’re more like wild animals.”

“Will this ever end?” she asked in a rare moment of defeat.

“Lately, it seems the ones who come to me are without spirit. They’re beaten men.”

“This has to stop,” she said quietly. “The English can’t keep hunting our men.”

“It won’t stop until all the Jacobites are either dead, gone, or converted to the English way of thinking.”

“This is so wrong. How can they come into our country and demand we change our ways?”

“They can and they did,” Sutherland said bitterly. “Are ye sure ye’ll be all right here tonight?”

She waved her hand in the air. “I’ll be fine. I’ll feed them, and hopefully, they will feel safe enough to sleep.”

Sutherland looked toward the corner where the trapdoor was now hidden. He seemed about to say something, then shook his head. “I best be going. Too much to do and not enough time to do it in.”

“Promise ye’ll no’ come back until tomorrow night. I’ll take good care of them in the meantime.”

“Tomorrow night, then.” 

Sutherland disappeared into the trees, as stealthy and quick as any man she’d seen, and she went about preparing a big pot of stew and more bread. It seemed she was always making bread, and she mentally thanked Graham for providing her with the ingredients to make it. He had no idea what his contribution was going toward, and she would never tell him, but it was sorely appreciated.


Chapter 14

She’d just taken six loaves of bread out of the oven when Black Cat took up his position in front of the door and looked back at her.

Cait wiped her hands on her apron and shot a quick look toward the corner of her sitting room. Ever since Iain and Adair had arrived at her doorstep, she’d had a never-ending parade of visitors. For being so isolated, she was certainly busy entertaining people. She found she didn’t mind it so much.

She peeked out of the window and drew in a startled breath. It was Iain with five British soldiers. She had no time to warn her visitors, so she sent up a small prayer that they were all asleep.

Iain was the first to approach. “I apologize for the unexpected visit, Cait, but these gentlemen are investigating the murders of their fellow soldiers and thought you might know something, since the murders happened so close to your home.”

One of the men had stepped up next to Iain, and from the blue facings on his uniform she figured he was a high-ranking English officer. The other four hung back but were on alert.

“Captain Palmer, ma’am,” the leader said.

“Captain,” Cait said coolly.

“I apologize for intruding, but it’s imperative that we speak to everyone in the area.”

“I don’t know anything about the deaths,” she said.

Palmer paused, obviously taken aback by her abruptness. Iain may have been his friend and supposed ally, but Cait wasn’t and never would be. She was friendly with Halloway, but he wasn’t like these soldiers. He was a mere lad in a set of circumstances he wasn’t comfortable in.

“Can we talk inside?” Palmer asked. “I just have a few questions.” When her gaze went to the four soldiers, he added, “They will stay outside.”

“Of course.” She led the way inside, and the three of them stood awkwardly in her small sitting room while the silence stretched.

“Let’s sit down,” Iain said, shooting her a confused look.

She licked her dry lips. She’d had Halloway in her home while harboring refugees, but that wasn’t nearly as frightening as having Palmer here. He was much more observant and a much bigger threat. She made certain to sit in the chair that covered the hidden door while Iain took the other chair and Palmer the settee. She knew she should offer them refreshments, but she didn’t want them to stay longer than necessary, so she chose to be rude and inhospitable while her heart thundered and her palms began to sweat.

Iain was frowning at her and she looked at the floor, hoping he understood the silent message. His eyes widened a fraction and his gaze followed hers to the floor.

Palmer cleared his throat. “As I’m sure you’ve heard, there were two soldiers murdered on Campbell’s land yesterday.” He paused and seemed to be waiting for her response.

“I heard.” She couldn’t force herself to utter words of condolence.

“I’ve been instructed by the Duke of Cumberland to conduct a thorough investigation into the murders and find the perpetrators.”

She’d heard so many horrific stories about the atrocities the English soldiers perpetrated against her countrymen. She’d seen the ones on the run, hunted like animals until they acted like animals. If the English thought she was hiding something, they would arrest her. If they thought she had information, they would arrest her. If they suspected anything, they would arrest her.

If Palmer knew that eight fugitives were hiding under his feet…

She swallowed and jerked her gaze to his.

“How did you hear about the murders?” Palmer asked.

“I, uh…” Her mind went blank. She could barely remember her name, let alone who’d told her about the murders.

“I told her,” Iain said, pulling Palmer’s intense gaze from her.

“You?”

“Yes. I’m worried about her living so far out here, and when I learned of the deaths, I came out here to check on her.”

Palmer seemed to consider that before turning his shrewd gaze back to her. “So even though you know there’s a killer out there, you choose not to heed your clan leader’s advice and move closer?”

“I don’t lead my clan through bullying and intimidation,” Iain said.

“Yet you are the leader.”

“That’s not how our system works,” Iain said, indicating that Palmer had a lot to learn about the Scottish clan system.

Cait interrupted, feeling that the two were about to come to blows, and that would be just as bad as Palmer finding her refugees. “Where would I go, Captain? This is my home.”

Palmer seemed to gather himself. Iain leaned back in his chair. He’d shown a bit of anger, but his face still revealed none of his thoughts; he appeared as calm as if they were discussing the next social event. How did he do that? She was a nervous, anxious mess, while Iain was calm and collected.

“I hear you are the local healer?” Palmer asked.

She inclined her head toward him, comfortable with this line of questioning. “I am.”

“Whom do you heal?”

“Anyone who comes to me.”

Palmer tilted his head and studied her. “Who would that be, Miss Campbell?”

“Mrs. Campbell,” she said before she could stop herself.

“You’re wed?” Palmer perked up, suddenly very interested.

“Was. My husband died four years ago.”

“Fighting the English?”

“That’s enough, Palmer,” Iain said in warning.

“I’m merely questioning where her loyalties lie, Campbell. You are obviously a supporter of the English cause. Maybe she isn’t.”

“This is about the murders, not Mrs. Campbell’s loyalties.”

“And who would murder English soldiers but someone who does not believe in the English cause?”

Iain tilted his head and studied Palmer. Cait saw something shift in his eyes and his lips tighten, but she knew that was the only emotion he would allow to show. “Are you calling her a Jacobite?”

Unperturbed, Palmer shrugged. “That’s what I’m trying to ascertain.”

“I didn’t kill those soldiers, Captain.”

Both men considered her, almost as if they’d forgotten she was there.

“I’m a healer,” she said. “I was put on this earth to keep people alive, not kill them.”

“You never answered my question. Was your husband a Jacobite?”

“If he was, it doesn’t matter now. He’s been dead four years. I hardly think that affects your investigation.”

“He could have instilled his beliefs in you.”

Cait laughed, more angry than amused or frightened. “I’m my own woman, Captain. Whatever my husband believed, those were his beliefs, and whatever I believe, they are my own beliefs. I help anyone who comes to me for help. I don’t turn anyone away, and I don’t ask questions.”

“So you do help Jacobites? Possibly even Jacobites who are wanted for questioning by the English?”

She’d heard of the English way of “questioning,” and it wasn’t as innocent as Palmer was trying to lead her to believe. “I treat everyone who needs me.”

He sneered. “So you’re telling me you treat Jacobites? What about English soldiers?”

“Yes.”

He snorted in disbelief.

“Do you know Sergeant Halloway?” she asked.

“I’ve heard of him,” he said warily.

“Ask him. He’s been here a few times for various ailments.”

“I will, and if I find out you’re playing me false, I will return.”

“That’s enough,” Iain said so calmly that it startled both Cait and Palmer.

She held up her hand to stop Iain and looked Palmer in the eye. “Ask him. Ye’ll find I’m telling the truth. And I’ll tell ye another truth. I don’t know what happened to the soldiers or who killed them.”

Palmer seemed to think about that. Finally, he nodded and stood, Iain and Cait following his lead. Palmer turned toward the door and paused, his gaze fixed on something in the kitchen.“Those are a lot of loaves of bread for a woman who lives alone in the woods,” he said.

Cait’s stomach lurched, but she rallied. “I do what I can to help the women and children who lost husbands and fathers in the battle. They’re finding it difficult to put food on the table. A single loaf of bread goes a long way.”

Palmer looked at her with cold eyes. This was the man Iain spent time with? “That’s very admirable of you, Mrs. Campbell.”

“Like I said, I do what I can. For both the English and the Scottish.”

He made a humming sound that was clearly a sign of disbelief. “I’ll talk to Halloway straight away,” he said.

“Give him my regards, please.”

He looked at her sharply, but she merely smiled, and he walked out, Iain trailing after him.

She slumped into her chair. She’d made a powerful enemy today, and all while she was hiding people hunted by the English. She wasn’t certain why Palmer had taken a sudden dislike to her. He’d become suspicious when she’d mentioned John, and while she wasn’t certain why, it didn’t really matter because she’d made an enemy of someone who should have been a friend.

She leaned forward and put her head in her shaking hands and breathed deeply.

This was not good. Not good at all.


Chapter 15

As they rode away from Cait’s cottage, Palmer was contemplative and Iain was silently fuming. He was furious at Palmer for questioning Cait so harshly and with Cait for harboring those damn fugitives. It was getting far too dangerous for her, what with the murders and the extra English patrols.

“Where would you like to go next?” Iain asked, not relishing spending more time with Palmer. But after that escapade, with Palmer clearly aggressive toward his people, Iain was not letting the man roam freely on Campbell land. Iain had never seen Palmer that way. With Iain, he was affable and a bit of a jester. The way he’d treated Cait was unacceptable, and Iain had tried to defend her as much as possible. It didn’t help that she had been visibly terrified and that Palmer had latched on to that.

“I think I’ve had enough for the day,” Palmer said quietly.

Iain looked behind him to make sure the four soldiers were far enough back. “Surely you don’t suspect Cait Campbell of the murders,” Iain said.

“I’ve made no determination either way.”

“Cait’s husband was my commander and loyal to me. I will personally vouch for her.”

“You sound like you’re trying to convince yourself,” Palmer said.

“It’s only that I firmly believe she had nothing to do with any of this.”

“It’s not that I don’t trust you, Campbell. I know you are loyal to England, but I can’t blindly trust everyone named Campbell. Why do you think she had so many loaves of bread?”

Damn you, Cait Campbell. “Because she feeds those in need.”

Palmer glanced at him. “Isn’t that your responsibility?”

“She helps wherever she can.” That was not a lie.

They came into sight of the big house. “I’ll leave you here,” Palmer said. “I’m off to speak to Halloway.”

—

Cait was waiting at her open door when he rode up.

He marched toward her, so angry that he had no idea what he was going to say or do. As if sensing this, she lifted her chin and squared her shoulders.

He stopped so close to her that her skirts brushed the top of his boots.

And then he did something surprising. He hugged her, nearly crushing her to him as he breathed in the scent of bread and muted roses.

“Damn you,” he whispered. “I came here to give you a dressing-down and command you to stop helping Sutherland. Damn you.” He drew in a shuddering breath and pulled back to brush the stray locks of hair from her face so he could cup her cheeks in his palms. “This can’t go on.”

She stepped away and put her fingers to her lips. “Around back.”

Iain followed her around the side of the cottage. They sat on a rickety bench pushed up against the side of the barn, where they had a view of the back of the house, the side paddock, and the trees. It was a good vantage point and a good place to talk privately.

He leaned his head back and blew out a weary breath. His time with Palmer this afternoon had been more stressful than he’d realized, and only now did he begin to relax. Funny that he could allow himself to relax around Cait.

“It has to stop,” he said again.

“Nay.”

“Cait…” No one had ever shaken him the way Cait Campbell did. He’d always prided himself on the fact that no matter what was thrown his way, he would accept it calmly and handle it efficiently. But Cait challenged his calm, and that frustrated him.

“You were almost caught today,” he said, bravely attempting to control his rising ire.

“But I wasn’t.”

“Not yet. But what about tomorrow? Or the next day or the day after that? Eventually, your luck will run out, and then what?”

“And then I will figure it out.”

He breathed deep to control his anger and his fear. It was his fear for her safety that was the most overwhelming. He didn’t think he’d ever been this scared for anyone, and it was a confusing emotion. “So you will repeatedly risk your life?”

“I will do what I have to for these people who are hunted like animals. If ye could see the hopelessness inside of them, Iain, ye would understand.”

“I do understand—”

“Ye don’t or ye wouldn’t ask me to stop.”

“Cait…please…can we speak without arguing?”

“Who’s arguing? I’m not arguing.”

If he hadn’t been so damn weary and scared, he would have laughed at her belligerence. “You’re disagreeing with everything I say.”

“That’s not arguing. That’s disagreeing.”

He sucked in air through his front teeth. “Cait…” he said in warning.

She held up her hand. “Say what ye came here to say. I’ll no’ interrupt, but that means when ye’re finished, it’s my turn and ye’ll no’ interrupt.”

“Fair enough.” Although he wasn’t certain he could hold up his end of that bargain.

She nodded regally. “Proceed.”

“Palmer could have easily found the people you were hiding.” There. That sounded much better and less antagonistic. “And I would not have been able to save you.” He waited for her to agree with him, but true to her word, she did not interrupt. “English soldiers were killed not far from here, and you’re hiding their enemies in your home. You have to realize that this is not only dangerous but irresponsible and inadvisable. I’m asking you to please stop.”

She waited to make sure he was finished, and then she took a deep breath. “While I don’t believe Palmer would have discovered the fugitives, I respect your concern.”

He opened his mouth to say that Palmer had discovered her many loaves of bread and would make a connection, but she put her finger against his lips to silence him. “It’s my turn.” She pulled away, and he had a need to grab her finger and bring it back to his lips for a kiss. “I’ve had English soldiers in my home before while harboring the refugees. The Scotsmen know the rules, and they know when to be quiet, but that’s beside the point.” She shifted toward him and folded her hands in her lap. “I canno’ and I will no’ stop. I won’t even argue that these people need me, because ye know they do. Frankly, I’m disappointed in ye for asking me to stop when so many people need our help.” She looked off in the distance, and Iain watched the play of sunshine across her skin. “After John died, I…I died, too. I’d lost my daughter the year before, and suddenly, the man I loved with all my heart was gone as well. There seemed no reason to go on. I was empty. I moved out here because I could face no one. But being a healer doesn’t give me the luxury of pity or solitude. People still needed my help, and I couldn’t turn them away.”

Iain didn’t want to hear about John but knew they both needed to face it if he had any hope of a relationship with Cait.

“One day Sutherland came to me with a wounded man. I fixed him—his injury wasn’t that great—and Sutherland and I started talking. He’d recently lost his healer and asked if I’d want to move closer to his home and become the Sutherland healer. I considered it. But I couldn’t do it. As much as I hated you and blamed you for John’s death…” She glanced at Iain to gauge his reaction to that statement. “I couldn’t leave Campbell land, so I said I would no’ leave but would help him when I could. Culloden came and went. I helped a few wounded Scotsmen who found their way to me, and I even helped a few English soldiers. It didn’t bother me, helping the English soldiers. They were wounded and needed my care just as much as my countrymen. I was a healer. I healed. That was my calling. And through my calling, I found purpose.

“A few weeks after Culloden, Sutherland told me about his…clandestine activities. He was in desperate straits because he had so many people fleeing Scotland that he didn’t know what to do with them. He and I prepared the old cellar in the cottage. We enlarged it, made it more comfortable, reinforced the stairs, and built a new trapdoor. And soon I had a steady stream of people who were more desperate than I had ever been. Like me, they’d lost everything, and they were still willing to carry on. The least—the very least—I could do was give them a place to stay and food in their bellies.

“My purpose grew, and with that growth, my grief diminished. I’d lost a husband and a daughter. They’d lost their entire family, their clan, and they were about to lose their country. How could I not help?” She looked him in the eye. “How can I not continue to help them? For one night, I’m all that stands between them and death, all because they fought for the country they love. And maybe in a way I saw John in the men who came through here. Because he was so passionate about Scotland’s freedom, he easily could have been one of them. Don’t ye see? I can’t stop no matter how much ye rail and yell and demand.”

“I don’t rail and yell,” he said, slightly offended.

She laughed, and he was glad to see that he could make her laugh even though his thoughts were heavy and there was grief in her eyes.

“So you won’t cease your activities,” he said.

“I will no’.”

“I worry about you.”

“No need. What will happen will happen.”

“I would never forgive myself if something happened to you.”

“We are responsible for our own actions in this life.”

He felt drained, hollowed out. He couldn’t imagine how Cait must feel.

She wiped at her eyes and stood to shake out her skirts. “I’m sure ye have plenty to do besides yammering away with me.”

“There’s nowhere I want to be more,” he said, not thinking about his words, just saying what he felt, because what had Cait said? That they were responsible for their own actions in this life? He’d always been responsible, always weighing his words, his actions, his expressions. He never did anything without thinking through the consequences. But right now, right here, he didn’t want to think about anything except the warm sun on his face and the peacefulness of Cait’s barn.

There was something to be said for living so far from everyone else.

Cait sat back down beside him. “I can’t remember the last time I sat outside and just enjoyed the weather.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever sat outside for the pure enjoyment.”

“That’s sad.”

“It is.”

They fell into a comfortable silence. Iain’s eyes grew heavy, and he let them close while he listened to the birds and the slight breeze that rustled through the leaves of the trees.

“I want to make love to you,” he said.


Chapter 16

Cait wasn’t as shocked as she should have been by Iain’s declaration that he wanted to make love to her. Probably because she wanted to make love to him. Their conversation that had started in anger had ended in deep confidences. That didn’t mean they would make love, but…

“I have eight men hiding in my cellar,” she said, clinging to her last thread of sanity.

He groaned. “I forgot about that.”

“How could ye forget? It’s the reason ye’re here.”

“Not the only reason.” He grinned and she laughed.

“No fibbing, Iain Campbell. Ye came here to demand and command.”

“It might have started out that way.”

Her smile faded. “I want to make love to ye, too,” she whispered, finding the admission difficult. She had a fleeting thought of John. Funny, but she’d never thought overmuch of John when she’d been sleeping with Cormac.

“Please don’t tell me you’re jesting.” Iain’s voice sounded strangled.

“No jest. But I do have a houseful of men, and I’ll no’ make love while they’re in my home.”

“When do they leave?”

“Late tonight.”

He lightly knocked his head against the barn wall. “I canno’ wait until tonight.”

She stood and grabbed his hand, pulling him up with her. “Come,” she said, and he followed her into the barn.

She hadn’t been this reckless since before John died. Iain would say that she was behaving recklessly every time she let refugees into her home, but this felt right, and hadn’t she just been missing a man’s warm body?

Breathless with anticipation, she climbed the ladder to the hayloft, Iain following closely behind, his fingers caressing her ankles. She tumbled into the soft pile of hay, rolling onto her back as Iain landed next to her. They lay looking up at the rafters, breathing heavily as if they’d already made love.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve done this in a hayloft,” Iain said.

“I’ve never done this in a hayloft.”

He rolled toward her and smiled. He really was very good-looking when he smiled. It lit up his eyes and softened his usually severe expression. “Ye should do that more often,” she said, brushing his cheek with her fingertips.

“Make love in haylofts?”

“Smile.”

His smile faded and she regretted saying anything.

“There’s not much to smile about these days,” he said.

“Sometimes ye have to search for the good, but it’s usually there.”

“How can you say that when life has dealt you nothing but blows?”

She shrugged and watched her fingers run up the sleeve of his coat. “It took me a long time to come to that conclusion.”

He touched the hollow of her throat, a light caress that made her shiver. “I admire you.”

“Me?” She looked at him in surprise.

His finger traced her neck, around her jaw, and outlined the edge of her ear. Goosebumps rose on her arms, and her breath caught in her throat.

“You.” His gaze caught on his roaming finger, now smoothing down her brow. She lay there looking up at him, watching the dip between his brows and the dark eyes that for once held a wealth of emotion. His gaze met hers. “Are you certain about this?”

“Oh, yes.” Her body was heavy with need.

His lids came down over his eyes. “It’s just…”

“Just what?”

“I didn’t know, with John and everything…”

She touched his chin, causing him to look at her. “I’ve had other lovers.”

His eyes widened in surprise. “You have?”

“Does that make a difference?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

“I said I liked living out here, but that doesn’t mean I don’t get lonely from time to time.”

“Who?” He looked away, his cheeks stained slightly red. It was strange to see Iain Campbell embarrassed. “I know, it’s none of my business.”

“No, it’s not yer business. He’s dead now. Killed at Culloden.”

His gaze flew to hers. “My God, Cait.”

“I miss him,” she said, thinking of Cormac and his robust laugh and the ever present twinkle in his blue eyes.

“We don’t have to—”

She put her finger to his lips to silence him. “Aye. We do. I want to.” She pulled her finger away. “That is, unless ye don’t want…”

He rolled until he was on top of her, a hand on either side of her head, his nose almost touching hers. “Oh, I want. I very much want.”

She smiled up at him, his words making her insides quiver. “Then what are ye waiting for?”

He growled before lowering his head and taking her mouth in a kiss that devoured her and melted her at the same time. This was not like their kiss the other day. It wasn’t sweet or delicate or tentative. It was all about passion and she loved it.

She pulled him down to feel the length of his hard body pressing her into the hay. She rubbed herself against his manhood, relieving a bit of the pressure between her legs. He moaned and opened her legs wider, but it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t nearly enough.

At her prompting, he rolled off her and she sat up to straddle him, hiking up her skirts so there was less clothing between them. The cool air on her overheated, exposed thighs only increased her need.

Iain’s dark eyes were filled with desire as he cupped her breasts, rubbing her nipples through the fabric of her worn but serviceable gown. She arched and threw her head back, pressing her breasts into his hands. She was wet between her legs, wet and aching. Iain was breathing deeply, his hands kneading her as his hips thrust upward while she ground down on him.

“Oh, yes,” she whispered. A tight coil was forming inside of her, and she knew the bliss when it uncoiled. She knew it and she wanted it desperately.

She raised herself off his hips and unbuttoned his breeches as he lifted his hips and helped her slide the breeches down his legs. His manhood lay heavy against his smooth belly, red and engorged with need.

Cait gathered her skirts in her hand and pushed them aside. She wished she could get completely undressed and feel the hard muscles of his chest against her bare breasts, but that was too risky. Maybe another time.

She sighed as he slid into her and grabbed her hips, thrusting upward to impale her. She moved above him while he moved with her, finding a rhythm that worked for both of them.

“Beautiful,” he whispered.

She’d always loved the act of making love. There was something about two people who cared about each other coming together and expressing it in such a physical way. But today her need was too great, and the time she liked to take needed to be cut short due to the fact that they were nearly outside.

That coil inside her was tightening. She reached between her legs and flicked the nub there. It made her gasp and Iain groan as he watched her touch herself.

He brushed her hand away and pressed the pad of his thumb to the nub, causing her to cry out in pleasure. He kept his thumb there as she rode him, and each time she moved, she rubbed against him. The faster she moved, the better it felt, until she was pumping up and down so quickly she was nearly breathless.

Iain was biting his bottom lip, his hips keeping time with hers. “God, Cait,” he groaned. “Hurry. I’ve not much time…” He yelled out, surging up until he was almost sitting, his face twisted in what looked like pain, though she knew it wasn’t. She watched his expression as he spurted his seed inside of her, and it was then that the coil exploded. She grabbed his shoulders and bit her own lip to keep from screaming as she ground down on his cock until he couldn’t possibly be farther inside her.

Breathless and weak, she tumbled to the side to roll onto her back. The insides of her thighs were sticky and that secret part of her was still vibrating, little quivers that felt so damn good.

“That was magnificent,” he said.

“It was, wasn’t it?”

“In a hayloft, no less.”

“Pretty damn good for my first time in a hayloft.”

He chuckled and reached for her hand, twining his fingers through hers. The afternoon was edging toward early evening, she could tell by the slant of the sun through the small window. She had a hundred things to do but didn’t want to move.

“Cait?” The male voice drifted up to the hayloft and she froze. “Miss Campbell?”

She bolted to a sitting position and looked at Iain, who was frowning up at her. “Who’s that?” he asked.

“Sergeant Halloway.” She scrambled to stand and smooth down her skirts, plucking bits of straw from here and there. She had to look a sight after rolling around in the hayloft with Iain. She felt her hair and groaned.“Where are my pins?” Her hair was completely undone, falling down her back in tangles and curls.

Iain sat up. “What is Sergeant Halloway doing here?”

“It’s a long story that will have to wait. We need to get down there before he starts looking for me in earnest.”

Iain pulled up his breeches and buttoned them.

“Miss Campbell?” The voice was directly below the hayloft window. Cait and Iain froze and looked at each other.

“I’ll be right there, Sergeant,” she called down.

“Stay here,” she whispered to Iain and scurried down the ladder, having given up on finding her hairpins. She hurried through the barn, shaking out her skirts and throwing her unruly hair over her shoulders.

Halloway was standing just outside the barn, and the shocked look on his face when he saw her barreling out of there, with her hair down and more than likely hay sticking to her in various places, would have been laughable if her heart hadn’t been pounding through her ribs and Iain’s seed running down the inside of her thighs.

“Sergeant Halloway,” she said with a smile and a surprised note in her voice.

“Miss Campbell. Cait.” He looked her up and down and raised his brows in question.

“I was just, uh…” She flapped her hands toward the barn. “In the hayloft.”

“I see.”

An awkward pause followed. Cait cleared her throat. “Is there something I can do for ye?”

“Oh.” He seemed to shake himself from his thoughts. “Yes. I came to check on you. Captain Palmer said he had been by earlier today.”

“He was here,” she said flatly, remembering Palmer’s inquisition.

Halloway seemed taken aback by the coolness of her tone. “I apologize if he offended you. He’s passionate about finding the killers.”

“Did he know them? Is that why he’s so…passionate?” She wasn’t certain that was the correct word. Palmer had been zealous.

“I knew them. They were good men who didn’t deserve what happened to them.”

She bit her tongue from saying, And the Scottish people being hunted by your fellow soldiers deserve their fate?

“Palmer told me some of your conversation, and I wanted to assure you that I told him there is no possible way you could be involved in the murders.”

“I appreciate that.”

The expression in his eyes was making her uncomfortable, and she realized they hadn’t spoken since he’d declared his feelings for her. At first she’d given that conversation a lot of thought and had been worried about what she should do. But since her kiss with Iain, and then the murders and the encounter with her grandfather, Halloway’s declaration had fallen by the wayside.

He took a step closer and reached for her hands, but she quickly folded them in front of her. He hesitated, his face turning red. “I’ve thought a lot about you in the past few days. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to come to you sooner.”

“You’re busy,” she said. “It’s understandable.”

His chest puffed up at the implication that he was an important person in the English army. “Have you thought about my marriage proposal?”

She hesitated, struggling with her answer. She didn’t want to offend him and create an enemy, but she also knew that she couldn’t pretend to have feelings for him, even if it helped Sutherland and kept her a bit safer.

“Sergeant Halloway—”

“Francis.”

Francis?

His gaze drifted to a spot behind her and the color drained from his face. Cait closed her eyes, knowing what she would find when she turned around. The heavy fall of Iain’s boots on the hard-packed dirt was enough to tell her.

Iain stepped up beside her, and Cait opened her eyes to see that Halloway’s gaze was jumping between her and Iain, taking in the straw on both of them, her unbound hair, and how close Iain stood next to her.

“Sergeant Halloway, I’d like ye to meet Iain Campbell, chief of clan Campbell.”

“I hope I’m not interrupting,” Iain said.


Chapter 17

“I just came by to…” Halloway seemed to search for something to say, and Cait felt the young man’s painful embarrassment.

“To get more poultices for his back,” she said a bit frantically.

Iain looked Halloway up and down with that inscrutable expression. “You’re a wee bit young to be in such bad shape,” he said.

Cait threw him a narrow-eyed glare and turned her back on Iain to speak to Halloway. “Come with me and I’ll get you another poultice.”

Halloway followed her to the front of the cottage. “I apologize for Campbell’s behavior,” she said. “That was uncalled for.”

Halloway shrugged, but his face was still red. “I’m accustomed to the derision of the Scots.”

“I’m a Scot, Francis.”

His brows dipped in confusion. “But you’re not like them. You accept us into your home and you heal us,” he said.

Oh, dear. “I heal people because that’s my calling. For a healer it does no’ matter if ye’re English or Scots, but that doesn’t discount that I was born a Scot and am proud to be a Scot.”

“But…” He seemed at a loss for words, confused. “I thought…”

“Ye thought that I was Scottish but no’ really Scottish?”

“I…I don’t know. You’re so different…”

“I’m no’ different, Sergeant. I’m the same as the other Scottish women. Ye just choose to see it differently.” She touched the sleeve of his red coat. “Sergeant, I can’t wed ye. I can’t move to England with ye, because my home is here.”

His expression hardened. “With him?” he spat out, lifting his chin toward the back of the house where they’d left Iain.

“I don’t know what will happen between Iain and me, but I’m needed here in Scotland.”

His jaw worked as his gaze moved over her face. “I’ve heard what the officers are saying. Scotland will be destroyed. Rumors have it that the clans will be abolished.”

She recoiled at the thought. Clans abolished? She couldn’t imagine such a thing. The clan system was everything to the Scots. It was their way of life, their judicial system. Their family.

“Then Scotland needs me even more than I thought,” she said.

“I can provide for you in England.”

She squeezed his arm in sympathy. “I wouldn’t be happy in England. And I don’t think yer family would be happy with ye bringing home a Scottish lass.”

“They would love you.”

She smiled sadly. Oh, to be young and full of ideals and so passionate that you thought everyone would believe what you believed just because you said so. “There is a lass in England waiting for ye to find her, and when ye do, ye’ll forget all about me.”

“No.” Though he shook his head, she saw the doubt in his eyes.

“Aye. Ye’re a good lad, Francis Halloway.” She patted his arm. “Now let me get that poultice.”

It took her no time to grab the poultice. He was standing in the same spot she’d left him, and Iain was nowhere in sight.

“I did come to warn you about Palmer,” Halloway said. “When he questioned me about you, I told him you were sympathetic to England.”

“I appreciate that ye defended me. I’m a healer. I save lives. I don’t take them. I think Palmer will see that.” She sounded more hopeful than she felt; Palmer frightened her.

“I’ll uh…I’ll be off now.” He hesitated. “Can I come around again?”

“Of course. Ye’re no’ banned from the cottage. Let me know when ye need another poultice.”

He nodded, seeming to want to say more, but turned to his horse, mounted, and rode away.

Cait watched him go, her heart heavy. She truly believed that he would find the right English lass to spend the rest of his life with, but that didn’t mean she liked hurting him. Silently, she wished him well and asked God to keep him safe.

Iain stepped in front of her, his face a mask of fury. “What game are you playing?”

“The same game ye’re playing,” she said wearily.

“It’s a dangerous game.”

“I’m in no more danger than ye are. Less, probably.”

“How do you figure less? Halloway asked you to marry him.”

“Aye.”

“And you encouraged it?”

She sighed and turned to go back in the house, then remembered she had a house full of wanted Scotsmen and she didn’t want them to hear this conversation, so she once again headed toward the bench. “Of course I didn’t encourage him. Do ye think I’m a big numpty? That I have no feelings for the poor lad? But I did entertain the thought. Being connected to an English soldier would buy me protection.”

Iain ran a hand through his hair, dislodging a bit of straw that fluttered to the ground. “I can’t believe you just said that. I can’t believe you’d even think such a thing.”

“I have to survive.”

“You have me.” His hands curled into fists at his sides. “But for some reason you don’t trust me to take care of you.” He huffed out a laugh and looked past her shoulders.

“Take care of me?” she exploded, having had enough of all of this. Anger and a host of other emotions rushed through her, stealing her good sense. The words came tumbling out, faster than she could say them. “How can ye take care of me when ye couldn’t even take care of the man riding next to ye who…” She breathed out a sob that physically hurt. “Who would have…”

He looked at her with dark eyes filled with pain. His silence was more brutal than any words he could have spoken in his own defense. “Go ahead,” he finally said. “Say it all. Everything you’ve always wanted to say to me.”

To her shock, she balled up her fist and hit him square in the chest. She’d never hit anyone, but it felt good and Iain didn’t even flinch. “He would have done anything for ye. He loved ye like a brother, and he…he…lost his life because of ye.” Tears were running unchecked down her face, but she didn’t brush them away. Iain stood there, his jaw clenched as her words rained down on him like blows.

Eventually, the anger drained out of her and she was left with the throbbing grief that she had lived with daily for the past four years.

“He died…” She drew in a shuddering breath. “He died doing what he did best. Protecting ye. He wouldn’t have had it any other way.” She looked at him through a haze of tears. “I think…I think I’m more angry at him for dying exactly the way he wanted to die, protecting ye. And leaving me behind.”

“Ah, Cait.” Iain just stared at her as if he didn’t know what to do or say.

She wiped at her tears and breathed deep. Something had loosened inside of her and floated away. She’d been hanging on to that anger for a long time, and she just now realized that she was mad at John, not Iain.

“So.” She laughed a bit shakily. “I apologize for breaking down on ye. I had no’ expected to do that.”

He lightly touched her arm, his look so serious. “I know I’ve told you before, but his last words and his last thoughts were of you.”

She nodded. It helped, in a way, but it didn’t fill the hole that his death had left behind. “Thank ye for being there for him. At the end.”

“I would have changed places with him in an instant.”

She tilted her head to look at him. “I believe ye would have. But then what would have happened to us Campbells without a leader?”

A corner of his lips lifted in a slight smile. “I have a feeling you all would have survived.”

“I have a feeling that Scotland would have been severely hurt if ye had died instead of John. I have a feeling that ye work a lot harder behind people’s backs than anyone realizes.”

“I don’t do any more than you or Sutherland or MacLean or anyone else who loves Scotland.”

“Ye’re a liar, Iain Campbell. I think redeeming the Campbell name is what drives ye. I just wish more people knew what ye are doing.”

He looked away, clearly embarrassed, and cleared his throat. “We will never know who killed John. It’s one of my greatest regrets.”

“Knowing won’t bring him back. Revenge never helped anyone.”

“I would avenge his death.”

“He wouldn’t want that, and ye know it. It’s time to let it be.”

“I’m scared for you, Cait. I promised John I would protect you, and while I’ve done a damn horrible job of it, this is more than a promise to a good friend. I’m truly frightened for you.”

She smiled despite the seriousness of the discussion. “I like that ye’re worried about me, but truly, there’s nothing to worry about. I know what I’m doing. Halloway is just a lad, barely a man, and I think he’s homesick and a little lost out here in the wilds. Someday he’ll thank me for turning him away.”

“You think of him as a boy, but he has the power of the English army behind him, and that is dangerous.” He took her hand between his. “I’m asking you to please stop all of this. Please, Cait.” His voice broke and her heart went out to him. 

“Iain,” she said on a sigh. “I canno’ discuss this anymore.”

“I don’t want to discuss this anymore, either. Just do what I say, and there will be no more discussion.”

She pulled her hands away, disappointed that he refused to understand how much she needed to be needed and to help her people. “What I am doing is no different than what ye are doing, and I’m sorry ye can’t understand that.”

He ran a hand down his face. “I’m botching this terribly.”

“Iain, ye can’t command me like ye command everyone else.” She took a deep breath. “I think we need some distance from each other. What happened in the barn…We both wanted it, and it was very obviously wonderful, but that doesn’t give ye leave to tell me what to do. Ye’re no’ my husband.”

“Cait—”

She held up her hand to stop him because she had a fairly good idea what he would say, and she didn’t want him to try to convince her lest she capitulate. The truth was, she had feelings for him, powerful feelings that, if she let loose, would control her life, and she’d vowed to never let a love like that back into her life. Love hurt too badly, and she didn’t ever want to go there again.

“Please, Iain.”

—

Cait watched Iain walk away while a whirlwind of emotions battered her. She wanted to run after him and tell him to come back. At the same time, she knew that letting him walk away was the best thing. He was angry at her, and it had been her experience that arguing with angry men—especially Highland men—was counterproductive.

She’d lived alone and been making her own decisions too long for someone to walk into her life and command her about.

But…

She had feelings for the frustrating man. Feelings she wasn’t prepared for and needed time to think about, and she didn’t have time to think when he was demanding this and commanding that. She turned her back to his retreating form and headed into the cottage, her heart heavy with indecision and regret.

On the other hand, she’d been living alone too long and was hungry for companionship. To sit at night with someone, to talk about mundane things or not talk at all, sounded wonderful. Black Cat was a nice companion but not much of a conversationalist.

But…

Iain Campbell was not your average man and definitely not an average mate. He commanded one of the biggest clans in the Highlands. He was friends with the English. He entertained English soldiers and played a game far deeper and more dangerous than any game she was playing. To be in a relationship with him would be complicated.

And what if it moved beyond that? What if this thing they had together became more serious?

She would have to leave her cottage and move to the big house, where she would have to help him entertain English soldiers. She wasn’t sure she could do that.

Of course, that was only if whatever this was turned serious, and it would have to be very serious indeed, for her to leave her way of life.

It was a good thing she’d sent him away, for she was so confused that she wasn’t sure which way was up and which down. So she did what she was good at doing. She made enough food to feed an army and fed her special guests, who were very grateful. And when night fell, she waited for Sutherland’s men and fed them, and they were also very grateful.

“Ye never used to come on every run,” she said as she watched Sutherland eat standing up. Always on guard, he was.

“My men are stretched thin. MacLean used to help, but he’s busy rebuilding his clan and his home. I’m short on men and time.” He looked weary and worried. What had started as a way to get a few hunted Jacobites out of Scotland had turned into a never-ending wave of desperate men and women fleeing their country.

“I wish I could do more,” she said.

Sutherland wiped his fingers on his kilt. “Ye’re doing far more than ye need to, and I appreciate it.”

“When will ye be back?” she asked.

“Not for a few days. The ship comes in soon, and I’m going to get as many on it as I can.” Sutherland had two ships that continuously sailed from Scotland to Canada, weighing anchor every two weeks. In the meantime, he moved the people around so they weren’t in one place for too long. It was constant and it was exhausting.

“Have there been any soldiers visiting?” Sutherland asked as the men began shuffling up the steps.

“Captain Palmer came by this morning asking questions about the deaths of the soldiers. Halloway later in the afternoon.”

Sutherland looked at her sharply. “Palmer’s been asking questions?”

“The soldiers were killed nearby. He’s talking to everyone in the area.”

“Ye’re the only one in the area.”

“I know.”

“Be careful, Cait. I don’t like him.”

Neither did she. “I’ll be fine. Halloway supported me.”

Sutherland seemed to think about that before nodding. “I don’t condone killing soldiers without provocation, but I have to admit that two fewer soldiers is a good thing.”

“Do ye know anything about the killings?” she asked.

“Nay.”

She doubted he would tell her if he did, and truthfully, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. She was suddenly so very tired of it all but wondered what she would do with her life once it was over. She wasn’t certain she knew how to go back to living a calm existence with no excitement or danger.


Chapter 18

“The consensus is that MacGregor is behind the burning of yer fields,” Adair said.

Iain had suspected as much the night of the fire but had yet to prove it. “Without proof, there’s nothing I can do.”

“These attacks need to stop.”

“I agree, but MacGregor is an old Highlander who holds a grudge better than anyone I know. He refuses to listen to reason. He won’t even allow me on his land to speak to him.”

“We can’t fight two wars on our land,” Adair said. The English were a worse enemy. MacGregor was just a pesky fly that wouldn’t go away. Although the consequences of this last stunt would be felt until the end of next summer. “What about the sunken ship?” Adair asked.

Iain paced to the window, too wound up to sit for long. “It’s what it was reported to be. An unexpected squall that slammed the ship into the rocks.”

“No’ MacGregor, then.”

“Not unless the man can control the weather.”

“I’m sure he’d take responsibility for it if he could.”

Iain looked out the window at the green lawn that sloped gently downward into the Highland woods. In a lot of ways, he was a lucky man. He had this vast house and more wealth than he could count. He held titles in England, thanks to his grandmother’s side of the family, and Scotland, thanks to his father’s family. He was respected among the English, if barely tolerated among his fellow Scots.

For a long while, that had been enough. He knew he was fighting a silent war with England, and that energized him and gave him purpose. Everything he did, every move he made, was carefully thought out to provide the best outcome for Scotland. It was a chess game played in real life, and he thrived on it. While it bothered him that his fellow chiefs and even his fellow clansmen held him in disdain, he knew in his heart that he was doing what was right for Scotland.

But now it wasn’t enough. He felt hollow and lonely inside, and he couldn’t pinpoint why or when this feeling had started. It wasn’t a pleasant feeling, and while he wished it would go away, he knew that something fundamental had changed inside of him and the loneliness would be with him forever now.

He hadn’t seen Cait in three days. For him that was a lifetime. Every day he struggled with himself, wanting to go to her. Wanting to check on her. Wanting to speak to her and wanting to make love to her. He’d had women—mistresses, mostly. There’d been two who had come close to being his marchioness, for political reasons only, and both relationships had fallen through when the women were no longer needed for his ambitions. It was heartless, but Iain was known for being cold. Especially when it came to relationships.

However, after his afternoon with Cait, everything changed. He was like a lovelorn lad, and it irritated him that she was all he thought about, to the point that his work against the English was suffering.

He’d thought a lot about his conversation with Cait, playing it over and over in his mind. She’d pushed him out, forced him to leave with no satisfaction to the roiling emotions. In the end, he couldn’t dispute anything that she’d said. She was right. He’d thought that making love to her would give him leave to tell her what to do, to command her in some way. Unfortunately, that was not how Cait thought, and it confused him. He could easily commiserate with Halloway. In short, he was hurt that his feelings weren’t reciprocated, and it made him feel like a fool. He’d walked away because he’d been embarrassed, and he didn’t know what else to do because arguing with her didn’t work.

“Campbell?”

He turned from the window to find Adair watching him. “Ye were lost in yer thoughts there.”

Iain grunted and Adair laughed. “I find nothing funny,” Iain said stiffly, but the reprimand only made Adair laugh harder.

“I find it very funny. So the mighty Iain Campbell has fallen.”

Iain raised a brow, but Adair couldn’t stop chuckling.

“I wondered if you would find a woman who would crack that stone heart of yers.”

“I don’t have a stone heart,” Iain said, offended.

“Sure ye do. Everyone knows it. All the women speculate about who will steal it. Rumor has it that the most powerful wives of the English nobility have their eyes on ye as a perspective husband to their daughters.”

Iain’s other brow went up. “And how do you know all of this?” Adair stopped laughing and struggled to keep a straight face. Iain wasn’t amused, but he was curious. “People talk about me?” He found it appalling that he’d been discussed at balls and in sitting rooms.

“All the time.”

“Why?”

“Well…” Adair seemed nonplussed. “There are some lasses who find ye pleasing to the eye, I guess. And ye’re wealthy. And ye have those titles.”

All of that was reasonable. Men wanted to ally themselves with other powerful men, and one way to do that was through their daughters’ marriages. Eventually, Iain would have to wed for an heir, but sometimes he thought that the Campbell wealth, titles, and reputation were more of a curse than an inheritance. Mainly, it was the reputation that he wanted to obliterate. But how could he do that when he perpetrated the rumors and groomed the reputation so he could gain the trust of the English and therefore use that trust against them?

“That’s ridiculous,” he said. “Don’t they have more important things to discuss?”

“Ye’re their chief. It’s a matter of great importance.”

Iain made a noise that sounded like “psshh” before turning back to the window.

Cait.

He would bet his fortune that none of these clucking hens had even considered Cait as his marchioness.

Hell, he’d never considered Cait.

Cait.

The woman who had stolen all of his thoughts for the past three days. She was the only woman who made him feel alive and whole and not as empty as he’d been feeling the past few weeks.

“So, Cait Campbell,” Adair said, still sounding amused.

Iain’s back teeth came together. “Does everyone have to speculate about my life? Even you, Adair?”

“Even me.”

This was no laughing matter. Iain was in some serious turmoil and his friend thought it humorous. “There is nothing between Cait Campbell and me.”

“Is that the story ye’re staying with?”

“Shut your gob, Adair.”

Adair laughed. “Ye’re in bad shape, mate.”

Iain rubbed his forehead and wished Adair far away. “Can we please end this conversation? I have work to do.”

“I believe I owe Cait Campbell a visit,” Adair said.

Iain spun around and glared at Adair before he thought better of it. “What for?”

“For fixing me up the way she did. I owe her a bit of gratitude. What should I bring to her as a thank-ye offering?” There was a twinkle in Adair’s eyes, but Iain didn’t know if he was jesting or serious, and he didn’t like the thought of Adair visiting Cait.

“I’m certain she doesn’t expect a gift for healing you.”

Adair shrugged. “Maybe I want to give her something. Maybe I’ll ask if I can court her.”

Iain growled and Adair laughed.

“Are ye certain ye can deny yer feelings for her?” his friend asked.

Iain turned back to the window; he didn’t want Adair to see the truth. He was normally very good at hiding his emotions, but Cait had him all out of sorts. Could he deny his feelings for her? Did he want to?

“She’s not what I need,” he said.

“I disagree.” This time Adair was serious.

“She likes her simple life. My life is complicated even for me.”

“She might surprise ye.”

Iain shook his head and changed the subject. “What are we to do about MacGregor?” 

Adair hesitated, and Iain prayed the man had taken the hint. “I think ye need to call Graham into this.”

Iain looked at Adair over his shoulder. “Graham?”

“He’s the most powerful Highland chief, and if ye meet MacGregor on neutral land, he might be more amendable to speaking to ye. Graham can help.”

Unfortunately, Graham was not speaking to Iain at the moment. He believed Iain a traitor who wanted to bring Scotland closer to the English ways. However…“It’s a good plan,” he admitted. Graham was the only one whom MacGregor would accept as a mediator, and Graham was the only way Iain would have a chance of talking to MacGregor.

“I know.” Adair grinned, and Iain couldn’t help but grin as well.

“Graham is not one of my best allies,” Iain said. “I’m afraid he’ll not be amenable to helping us.”

“What if I speak to him and tell him you are willing to end this feud with MacGregor?”

“Me end it? I’ve had nothing to do with it. It’s all been on MacGregor’s end.”

“Let me try,” Adair said. “I can at least find out if he’s agreeable to leading the discussion.”

“Go then. I want this ridiculous feud to end so I can concentrate on more important things.” The worst Graham could say was no.

—

Cait was mucking out the stable when Rory came for a visit. She was happy to see her cousin, although he seemed a little off as he followed her around while she did her chores. They talked of mundane things. He updated her on some of her Graham clansmen. As pleased as she was to hear the stories, they made her sad that she’d missed out on so much.

“Ye should move back home,” Rory said into a silence that had stretched for over fifteen minutes.

Startled, she straightened and stretched her back. “I am home.”

“Ye know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t. This is my home. If ye’re speaking of Graham’s, that hasn’t been home for a long time. Grandfather made it perfectly clear when I left that I was no longer welcome there.”

Rory waved his hand in the air. “That was years ago. He’s changed. I think he regrets his rash words.”

“Maybe his regret comes too late.” She was irritated at Rory for bringing up the subject and at her grandfather, who felt remorse only now, eight years later.

“So ye will act like him and stand firm to yer misled convictions?”

“My convictions are no’ misled,” she said stubbornly, realizing she sounded more like her grandfather than she wanted to.

Rory smirked.

“Dún do bhéal, Rory Graham.”

“I will no’ shut my mouth, because ye know I’m right.”

“No, ye’re no’.”

“Aye, I am.”

The both grinned, then laughed. This was exactly how they’d behaved when they were ten years old, and it felt good to fall back into that pattern. Good and comforting.

“Why do ye want me to move back?” She leaned on her rake and studied her cousin. He had grown into a handsome man, and she wondered if he had girls trailing him; it was surprising that he wasn’t wed yet. She could see that he would like to stay single for as long as possible. Rory enjoyed having fun and being with his mates.

“Don’t ye want to be with yer clansmen?”

“The Campbells are my clansmen now.”

“Only because ye married into the clan. Ye’re no’ married to a Campbell any longer. Ye can be a Graham again.”

She winced at Rory’s reckless words. He’d never been known for his silver tongue, but what he’d said hurt.

“It’s no’ as easy as announcing I’m now a Graham, or a Campbell, or whoever I want to be. There’s more to it than that.”

“Like what? Ye owe Campbell nothing.”

She wasn’t certain of that, but she wasn’t about to explain her complicated relationship with Campbell to Rory. He wouldn’t understand because she barely understood herself. She’d made Campbell leave the other day because she hadn’t liked his proprietary inclinations, but she’d also needed time to think. However, the time had passed and no amount of thinking had brought her any closer to a conclusion.

The truth was, Campbell, and her feelings for Campbell, confused her. She missed him. Not his overbearing ways but him. Talking to him, eating her afternoon lunch with him, arguing with him. She missed it all.

“Campbell is meeting with Graham and MacGregor tomorrow,” Rory said.

Cait straightened so quickly she almost dropped the rake. “What did ye say?”

“Ye didn’t know?”

“Nay. Why are Campbell, Graham, and MacGregor meeting?” Good Lord, what the hell was this all about? Had her grandfathers been in the same room since her parents’ deaths? She highly doubted it. Why now, and why with Campbell?

Rory shrugged as if her world hadn’t just tilted. “Campbell called the meeting. I think he wants to discuss the recent burning of his land.”

“With Graham, too?” She could understand why he would want to speak to MacGregor, but why Graham?

“MacGregor refused to meet with him. He’s hoping Graham will mediate.”

Ah, that made much more sense, but the uneasy feeling inside of her continued to grow. She’d never kept it a secret that she was the product of the Grahams and MacGregors, but she’d also never talked about it. She wondered how many people remembered. Maybe a few of John’s friends, like Ina and her husband, Kevin, but not many. The story was an old one, quickly forgotten in the face of the more disturbing English presence.

Iain would have been very young when her parents had wed, just a few years old. Chances were he had no idea that Graham’s daughter and MacGregor’s son had wed, and even if he had known, it would make no difference to him.

Would her grandfathers bring it up during their meeting? She didn’t see why, but then stranger things had happened.


Chapter 19

“I didn’t tell MacGregor ye were coming.”

Iain paused to stare stunned at Alasdair Graham. “You didn’t tell him that I asked for this meeting?”

“He never would have agreed to come. He despises ye, lad.”

“Many people do,” Iain said wearily. “What about you, Graham? What do you think of me?”

Graham shrugged. “Just because I agree that this feud needs to end does no’ mean I agree with everything that comes out of that gob of yers.”

Iain grinned. He liked and admired Graham, a once-in-a-lifetime chief whom others looked up to and tried to emulate. Graham was fair and honest, and if he was your ally, then you were lucky. “All I want is to speak to some chiefs and see if they are amenable to maybe talking to the English about negotiating peace. Just like this meeting.”

Graham eyed him with a skeptical eye. “And ye think they’ll be open to this? Ye’re mad, Campbell.”

“I didn’t say they had to agree with me. Just listen to me. Your support would go a long way.”

Graham seemed to consider, and Iain’s heart beat a little faster. Could he convince Graham that working with the English would help Scotland in the long run?

“Who told ye that the English want to take our weapons and disband our clans?”

Iain hesitated, not wanting to reveal all of his sources for fear it would get back to him, but this was a pivotal moment, and he couldn’t hold back or Graham would not trust him. “Captain Palmer.”

Graham screwed his lips to the side and seemed to think about it. “I’ll no’ say aye or nay right now, but I will say Sutherland speaks highly of ye, and that gives me pause to think on it.”

Iain let go the breath he’d been holding. It was more than he’d hoped for and less than he needed, but he’d take it for now. Knowing not to push too far, he said, “What reason did ye give MacGregor for this gathering?”

“That I needed to meet with him to discuss something important.”

“That’s a wee bit vague. And what do you think he’s going to do when he sees me here?”

“Getting him here is half the battle. Getting him to listen will be the other half.”

Iain rubbed his forehead when, really, he wanted to pound it in frustration. “I’ll have to trust you in this, Graham.”

Graham just shrugged. “We shall see how it goes.”

The housekeeper knocked and opened the door to announce Wallace MacGregor. Iain steeled himself for the battle that was about to come.

MacGregor stepped inside and came to a stop when he spotted Iain. “What the hell is this?” he exploded.

“Welcome,” Graham said as he came forward to meet MacGregor. Apparently too surprised to protest, MacGregor allowed himself to be pulled farther into the room.

Adair, Rory Graham, and MacGregor’s second in command, Tavis, stepped into the room and shut the door. Rory planted himself in front of the door and crossed his arms. Adair positioned himself on one side of the room and Tavis on the other side.

MacGregor glared at Iain, then at Graham. “What nonsense is this?”

Iain tensed. Once weapons were drawn, nothing would be accomplished, and any chance of peace between the Campbells and MacGregors would be gone.

“Campbell wanted to meet with ye, and I knew ye would never agree if ye knew ahead of time,” Graham said.

“Of course I wouldn’t have agreed! The man is an ijit, and I will no’ give him any of my time.” MacLean spun around to walk out the door, saw Rory glowering at him, and paused.

“Be reasonable, Wallace,” Graham said as he took a seat. “The two of ye need to come to terms. This ridiculous feud needs to end.”

“The hell it does.” But MacGregor’s voice had lost some of its heat. It had been a long time since Campbell had faced MacGregor, and he appeared older, more tired, weary. However, Iain refused to be fooled by the man’s appearance. His hatred was just as sharp and dangerous as ever.

“All Campbells are murderers!” the man suddenly bellowed.

“Don’t be a fool, MacGregor. Sit down.” Graham indicated a chair opposite him.

“Nay. I’ll be leaving.”

“Ye’ll no’ be leaving.”

MacGregor glared at Graham. “So ye’ll add kidnapping to yer list of sins?”

Graham sighed. “I knew this was a bad idea,” he muttered, mostly to himself.

Iain wanted to step in but feared making matters worse, so he sat quietly while MacGregor stood in the middle of the room, bristling and growling like a cornered boar.

“Ye deny yer sins against my family?” MacGregor asked Graham.

Iain’s attention sharpened. This was getting interesting. MacGregor must hold a grudge against other clan chiefs as well. And what were Graham’s sins against MacGregor?

“Sit down, Wallace,” Graham said firmly. “Quit blustering like an idiot. There are no sins against yer family.”

Iain bit back a smile. These two acted like old friends who had a lifetime of bickering between them, and Iain really wanted to know what MacGregor was referring to.

MacGregor puffed out his chest. “No sins? No sins, ye say? Yer daughter killed my son.”

Iain sat forward, more intrigued than ever. He looked at Adair, who shrugged, indicating that he had no idea what this conversation was about.

Graham looked pained, and a fleeting moment of grief crossed his face. “Our children did no’ kill each other. My daughter died in childbirth. Yer son killed himself.”

What in the hell was this? To Iain’s surprise, MacGregor’s chin trembled, and he suddenly looked like a vulnerable, weary old man.

“Both deaths were a tragedy,” Graham said quietly. “And both were mourned by the Grahams and the MacGregors.”

“Ye allowed Catherine to wed that numpty bastard.”

Graham’s narrow-eyed gaze moved to Iain then back to MacGregor. “We’re here to discuss the feud between ye and Campbell, no’ the one between us.”

Catherine?

The only Catherine related to Graham would be Cait. Why would MacGregor care that Graham had allowed Cait to wed John? And what was this about Graham’s daughter killing MacGregor’s son? This was getting very interesting indeed, but Graham was right, it wasn’t why they were here.

MacGregor crossed his arms. “There’s nothing to discuss. My father’s death must be avenged.”

“Sit down, MacGregor,” Iain said calmly but with authority.

MacGregor turned to him. “Mìle marbhphaisg ort, Campbell. I’ll no’ be taking orders from ye.”

Iain rubbed his eyes. A thousand curses on you, MacGregor had said. The man was daft.

“The only feud is with yourself,” Iain said.

MacGregor pointed at him, his face alarmingly red. “Ye deny that yer kin killed my father?”

“I don’t deny it.”

MacGregor’s finger wavered. His arm dropped to his side and he seemed to be at a loss for words. In some ways Iain was sympathetic to MacGregor. He was an old man clinging to the old ways. His entire life had been about revenge and retribution, and while the world had moved on, he had remained firmly entrenched in his outdated beliefs.

“Even though I wasn’t alive when it happened, I apologize for the deeds of my grandfather. I find his actions unacceptable and reprehensible.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means that I don’t condone his actions, and I would never allow that to happen under my leadership. What my grandfather did was wrong.”

The air seemed to go out of MacGregor, and he looked from Graham, who was watching the scene calmly, to Iain. He then looked around the room at Rory, Adair, and Tavis and seemed to realize he was standing alone. He sat heavily in the chair behind him and rubbed his eyes.

“He broke a long-standing unspoken rule. My father asked for sanctuary and yer grandfather offered it, then killed him in his sleep when he was defenseless and thought he was safe.”

“I know.” Iain had heard the story over and over in his youth. His own father didn’t understand the actions of his father. Neither Iain nor his father was certain why it had happened, other than Iain’s grandfather was a supporter of the English and MacGregor’s father was not. But even then they’d not been adversaries.

MacGregor dropped his head back and stared at the ceiling. “The Campbells ruin everything,” he said to no one in particular.

Iain remained quiet on that topic because he didn’t want to get into another argument. That wasn’t why they were here.

“Ye killed my father and ye stole my granddaughter,” MacGregor said.

Iain stilled, his gaze going to Graham, who was watching him passively. “Your granddaughter?” he asked.

MacGregor raised his head and looked at him with red, watery eyes. “My own granddaughter broke my heart the day she was born, the day her mother died and my son took his own life. But I loved the lass just the same. And then she did the unthinkable. She up and married a Campbell.” He snorted and shook his head.

“Cait?” Iain asked on a choked voice.

“Aye. Cait.”

Cait was the granddaughter of both Graham and MacGregor? What the hell? The granddaughter of a Graham and a MacGregor, two of the biggest clans in Scotland, was living in a small cottage on the edge of his land when she could have anything she wanted.

“So are we agreed that this feud has ended?” Graham asked.

MacGregor seemed to think for a bit. “I suppose since Campbell agreed that his family was in the wrong, the feud has ended. Although we MacGregors should receive some sort of compensation for the death of my father.”

Iain nearly choked. “Compensation? Are you mad?”

MacGregor glared at him. “Yer grandfather—”

“Killed your father while he was asleep in my home. I know. I’ve heard the story over and over, but you’ll not be getting any compensation from the Campbells.”

MacGregor sat forward. “Now see here—”

“No. You see here. You’ve been stealing my cattle for years, and you set fire to my land and destroyed an entire field of winter feed for my livestock. That’s all you’ll receive from me.”

MacGregor opened his mouth and then closed it.

“Do ye deny stealing his cattle?” Graham asked.

“Nay,” MacGregor said reluctantly.

“And did ye set fire to his land?”

MacGregor looked ill. “It was just supposed to be a small corner of the field. The whole field was not supposed to go up in flames.”

Iain slumped back in his seat. What a bloody waste over a bloody feud that had happened decades ago.

“I don’t think Campbell owes ye anything,” Graham said sternly.

MacGregor looked like he wanted to argue, but Graham held up his hand. “But ye owe him.”

“Me?” MacGregor sputtered. “I’ll no’ pay the man a bloody bawbee.”

“Ye’ll no’ have to. Ye’ll give him some of yer winter feed.”

“Nay!”

“Aye,” Graham said calmly. “It’s only fair, since ye took all of his.”

MacGregor glowered at Graham, but even MacGregor was not powerful enough to argue with the great leader.

“Very well,” MacGregor said reluctantly.

“I thank you,” Iain said just as reluctantly.


Chapter 20

Cait didn’t need Black Cat to tell her that Iain was coming. She could feel it in the way her blood rushed through her. That and she’d been expecting him ever since Rory had told her that Iain was meeting with her grandfathers.

She was standing outside her cottage when he came galloping around the bend, his face its usual mask. He slid off his mount as soon as it came to a stop and marched toward her.

“Did you neglect to tell me something?” he asked so calmly that it was almost frightening.

“Nay.”

He raised his brows. “Nay?”

“Nay.”

“You don’t think it was important that I know you are the granddaughter of Graham and MacGregor?”

“Nay.”

He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, obviously struggling for composure. In any other circumstance, it might have been humorous, but she knew he was truly angry.

“The Grahams and the MacGregors are nothing to me.”

“Nothing?” he sputtered. “You are the only heir to both clans. You could be leader to two very important clans.”

“Nay. Let Rory rule the Grahams, and I could care less who rules the MacGregors. They weren’t there for me when I needed them, and I see no reason to lead them.”

“And you still think I didn’t need to know?”

She lifted her chin. “There was only one person who needed to know, and that was John. When he discovered that both my grandfathers disowned me, he wanted to back out of the marriage for my sake, but I wouldn’t let him. I chose being a Campbell over being a Graham or a MacGregor.”

Iain’s lips twitched. “I’m certain both grandfathers were furious.”

She grinned back. “Furious does no’ come close to what they felt.”

“John was a brave man to suffer the wrath of those two.” Iain shook his head. “I just came from a meeting with them and I’m not certain I left in one piece.”

“Rory told me. Was the outcome what ye hoped for?”

“MacGregor admitted to stealing my cattle and burning my land, and he agreed to stop. Graham made him repay me in winter feed. MacGregor wasn’t happy, but I feel it’s fair compensation for the field I lost.”

“I’m not at all surprised that he was the one stealing the cattle, but I’m surprised and disappointed that he burned yer land.”

“He said he didn’t mean for it to burn out of control. I believe him.”

“Ye’re more forgiving than I would have been.”

“When was the last time you saw him, Cait?”

“The night he told me I was no longer welcome in his home.”

“He’s still angry, but I think he has regrets.”

She raised a disbelieving brow. “Did he tell you that?”

“Not in so many words.”

She shrugged. “It’s too late.”

“Don’t be like them, Cait. Don’t wake up one day with regrets.”

She was aware that she was being as stubborn as her grandfathers, but they’d hurt her too much.

“I’ve not eaten all day,” he said. “I rode straight here from my meeting.”

She tilted her head and grinned. “Do ye think this is a pub, Iain Campbell?”

He grinned back. “I’m hoping for the good graces of the owner of this lovely cottage.”

“Well, I canno’ disappoint ye then, can I? Come in and I will feed that growling belly of yers.”

Black Cat glowered at Iain before bolting under the settee.

“Do you have…visitors?” Iain whispered.

“Nay. Not since the last batch.” She fixed him a plate of smoked haddock, fresh bread, and cheese and poured him a mug of ale, then sat across from him to watch him eat.

“How is that going?” he asked, waving his hand toward the far corner as he chewed.

“Sutherland seems overwhelmed and tired. He’d hoped that the flow would have lessened to a trickle by now, but there seems to be more than ever.”

“Damn English,” Iain said between bites.

“It’s strange to hear ye say that,” she said. “As someone everyone believes is an English sympathizer.”

He chewed and swallowed, and she was surprised to see that his plate was almost empty. “My beliefs are complicated and not as clear as most.”

She ate a piece of cheese from his plate, waiting for him to continue. He tilted his chair back and cradled his mug of ale between his hands.

“I think English rule would benefit Scotland, but I think England is going about it all wrong.”

“That thought alone could earn ye powerful enemies,” she said, thinking of her MacGregor grandfather.

“It already has.”

“How can ye even think English rule will benefit Scotland?”

“The English empire is far-reaching and very powerful. Imagine what that could do for Scotland. We’d have access to education that was previously closed to us. Finance, job opportunities, maybe even a better way of life. It could all be ours because we would have the backing of England.”

“But what about Scotland? Do we disappear and become another England?”

“That’s where compromise must come into play. I’d like to see Scotland take advantage of all that England has to offer without losing its identity. Right now England wants to dominate us because we dared to fight back. I’m hoping that in time things will settle down and tempers will cool on both sides, but the Scottish are a fierce, stubborn people.”

Cait laughed. “Ye only have to look at my two grandfathers to know that.”

Iain grinned. “Now imagine a whole country made of people like them. Or half a country. The Highlands are against the English far more than the Lowlands. The people of the Lowlands understand the advantages of allying with England. The Highlanders need to bend a bit.”

Cait could not imagine the Scottish Highlanders bending—especially to the English. “I think ye’re fighting a losing battle.”

“I know it would take an act of God for some of the chiefs to see my side, but I truly believe it’s the best way. English rule is inevitable. If we behave in a civil way, maybe England will agree to some concessions. Unfortunately, some of the chiefs refuse to act civilly.”

“Maybe because they don’t know how. All they know is fighting. Feuds are common, and as ye know, they can last for generations.”

“That wasn’t my feud,” he said. “That was MacGregor being stubborn and refusing to let the past stay in the past.”

“So this is really just a feud that’s taking place between two countries instead of two clans.”

“Yes!” He plopped back down on the front two legs of the chair and appeared pleased that she understood. “That’s exactly right. But the consequences are far more dire.”

She nabbed another piece of cheese and ate it. “How so?”

“I’ve heard some disturbing things.”

His grave expression put her on edge. “Such as?”

He shook his head. “I’m just afraid that if Scotland doesn’t come to her senses, then our whole way of life will change.”

Cait looked down at the empty plate and suppressed a shiver of foreboding. She thought of her conversation with Halloway about the clan system dissolving. Surely both men were being overly pessimistic. England and Scotland had been at odds for years. Battles broke out, things settled down until the next battle. It had been that way forever.

Iain leaned forward and kissed her. Startled, Cait drew away, and he settled back in his seat. “I’ve been wanting to do that since we sat down.”

“Have ye?” Her lips tingled.

“I’ve missed you, Cait. I don’t think I had the opportunity to tell you how much I enjoyed our afternoon together.”

She looked down at the cracks in the wooden table. She’d made love to three men in her life. It wasn’t like she was a young virgin who had no idea what to do. There was no reason to be embarrassed, yet she was.

“Cait?”

Iain was watching her with an intensity that made her squirm from a need that came upon her so suddenly that she was almost dizzy with it. She could practically read the memories in those dark eyes of his, and it was making her body heat up.

“Did you enjoy yourself the other day?”

“Oh, yes,” she breathed, causing him to laugh.

“You undo me, Cait Campbell.”

For once he wasn’t hiding his emotions. Naked desire was written all over his face.

“I’ve missed you,” he said. “And not just for that.”

“Iain…” Though she didn’t know what she was about to say, she wanted to stop his words. She’d had the same thoughts, but they frightened her. She didn’t want a relationship like that with him.

He leaned forward to put his hand over hers. Her fingers twitched but she didn’t pull away.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

“That ye frighten me.”

“My intention was never to frighten you.”

“I’m not frightened that ye’ll do me bodily harm. Just that ye’ll do my heart harm.”

He contemplated her for a long moment. “Are you saying that your feelings for me are so strong that they frighten you? Are you afraid I’ll turn your life upside down and change everything that makes you comfortable?”

“Please, Iain. We can’t go there.”

“Why?”

“Because this is my home. This is where I’m comfortable.”

He contemplated her. He was always thinking, always planning, always one step ahead of everyone, and that put her on edge.

“What are ye thinking?” she asked warily.

“That I’m glad I make you uneasy.”

“That’s no’ a very nice thing to want to do to someone.”

“You’re hiding out here in your little cottage on the edge of nowhere.”

“We’ve been through this before. I am no’ hiding.”

“You’ve been hurt by everyone who ever loved you. Your mother died while giving birth to you. Your father couldn’t live without her, so he killed himself. Your grandfathers turned you away. Your husband and child died.”

She stood quickly, her heart hammering so hard that it was making her sick. “Enough!”

“No.”

“I want ye to leave now.”

“No.”

“What do ye mean, no?”

“You’re not forcing me out again, and you’re not hiding anymore.”

“Ye keep saying that. Just because I like it here does no’ mean I’m hiding. I have a steady stream of people needing my healing and shelter. Some weeks not a day goes by that I’m alone. So ye don’t know what ye speak of, Iain Campbell, and I’ll thank ye to keep yer gob shut.” She drew in a deep breath to calm her racing heart. She so badly wanted to run away, but she knew that was the panic beating at her insides.

“I will admit that you do a lot of good out here with your healing and your…nocturnal activities. You’re strategically placed for many clans. I’ve never had a problem sharing my healer with anyone.”

“Your healer?” Her mouth opened and closed like a damn fish. “Ye don’t own me. Ye don’t share me.”

“You’re a Campbell, are you not?”

“Nay. Aye.” Oh, he was infuriating. “But ye don’t own me.”

“Are you or are you not a Campbell?”

“I am. But that doesn’t mean anything.”

He leaned forward. “It means everything. Everything. You are a Campbell. You belong with the Campbells, and everyone accepts you as a Campbell.”

“I see what ye’re doing, and it’s no’ going to work.” He was telling her that she was accepted and there were people who would love her just because she was a member of the clan.

“What am I doing?”

“Ye don’t understand that some people just want to live their life alone. Ye stick yer nose in everything. Ye even stick yer nose in Scotland and England’s affairs. Like ye’re some…some…great king who has the answers for everyone. Well, ye’re not a great king. Ye’re just a busybody.”

She crossed her arms to punctuate her point, but his words had cut deep and she wondered if he was right. Did she hide out here? Of course not. She sometimes ventured closer to the big house. She spoke to the people she purchased meat and cheese from. She enjoyed talking to the merchants she dealt with, and she conversed at length with her patients. And what about Sutherland? She talked to Sutherland all the time.

Then she remembered Ina on the night of the fire and how difficult and awkward it had been to hold a conversation with the woman who once was her best friend. Was she such a recluse that she’d forgotten how to converse?

Certainly not.

She simply had nothing in common with Ina, who still had a husband and several children, while Cait had—

“I had an affair with Cormac,” she spat out.


Chapter 21

Horrified, Cait covered her mouth and stared at Iain with wide, shocked eyes. He tried to tamp down the burst of jealousy that whipped through him, but it was damned difficult to think of Cait with another man.

Iain had known Cormac well. He’d been a gentle giant, and if Iain had wanted Cait to sleep with anyone, Cormac would have been his choice. And then the implications of her announcement hit him. Hell, even Cormac had left her through death.

She lowered her hand and straightened her shoulders, her expression adorably defiant, as if she were a little girl found with a pocketful of scones. “This is a ridiculous conversation. I don’t have to prove anything to ye. If ye don’t want me living on yer land, I’ll live on Sutherland land. He’ll have me.”

Tears were shimmering in her deep green eyes, and he despised himself for forcing her to face the truth, but he knew better than anyone that she couldn’t move forward if she didn’t face her past.

And by moving forward, he meant accepting him as her lover and maybe more.

Yes, he was being selfish.

And no, he didn’t care.

He felt like everything was on the line. His entire future rested on this conversation, trite as it may be. “You keep telling me that Sutherland will take you in, but you never say why you haven’t accepted his offer.”

She blinked. “There’s been no reason to. Until now.”

“So do it.” He didn’t want her to leave, but he wanted to know why she didn’t want to leave.

“Ye’re a bastard. Ye said ye have feelings for me, but ye’re surely no’ acting like it.”

“Do you think so? Do you think I’m saying these things because I like to be a bloody bastard? No, Cait. I’m saying them because I do have feelings for you. Because it’s time you faced your fears.”

“I have no fears.”

“I disagree.”

She visibly bristled and her face turned red. “Do ye want me to say it? Aye, I lost my grandparents when I married John, but it was worth it. John was everything to me, and while the Grahams and the MacGregors made my life as happy as they could, John made me feel joy for the first time in my life. Every day was joyful with him. We had…” She swallowed. “We had Christina and…she was perfect. And…”

Her voice trembled and her hands were shaking and Iain wanted nothing more than to take her in his arms and tell her that she didn’t need to continue, but he stayed where he was and endured her pain as if it were his own, though he wasn’t foolish enough to think he could feel the depth of grief that she was feeling.

“And then she died.” Her voice broke again and she cleared her throat. A lone tear traveled down her cheek. “But I still had John, and we grieved together, and her death…it brought us closer together.” She blinked, and the tears that had been tenaciously clinging to her lashes broke loose and raced down her cheeks.

“And then John died,” Iain said.

She looked up at the ceiling and blinked rapidly, but the tears refused to stop. Her cheeks and chin were wet. “And then John died,” she whispered brokenly.

“And you moved out here and convinced yourself that your life was fine.”

“It was,” she said softly. “It was good. It was what I needed. I liked taking care of myself and not relying on anyone else.”

“You liked that people couldn’t come into your life and leave again.”

She lowered her gaze to look at him, and he almost winced at the raw pain there. There was also something else, a determination and strength that he’d always admired about her.

“After a time I had Cormac. He filled the loneliness, and it was nice because he left me to live my life the way I wanted to live it.”

“Unlike me.”

“I don’t want a relationship, Iain. I know ye think I’m living my life all wrong, but it’s my life and I like it. I’m no’ opposed to ye coming now and again and having an afternoon like the one we had the other day, but I don’t want more than that.”

“I do.” He tamped down on his irritation at her stubbornness. Didn’t she see how much she had to offer?

She looked at him sadly. “Then I’m no’ what ye’re looking for.”

“Yes, you are. You can’t or won’t see it, but you are.”

“Stop pushing me!” she cried out. “What are ye trying to prove? That I’ve run to the edge of nowhere to be alone? Aye, I did. That everyone I’ve ever loved has either left me or died? Aye, they did. That I’m condemning myself and apparently ye by not opening myself up to loss? Of course!” She paced away from him. “What would you do, Iain Campbell?”

“I don’t know.”

She spun back to him and pointed at him. “Exactly. Ye have no idea what ye would do, and ye have no right to cast judgment on me.”

“Oh, Cait,” he said softly. “I’m not casting judgment. I’m just saying that it’s time to stop hiding and live again. You’re too young to have given up on life.”

“I’m living. I’m fighting England in my own way. I’m healing those who come to me for help.”

“I’m not talking about fighting England or saving people, whether it be through your medicine or Sutherland. I’m talking about opening your heart. I’m talking about letting someone past the barriers you’ve erected.”

Her bosom heaved as if she were running for her life. Her mind certainly seemed to be running from everything he was throwing at her. Maybe she was correct. Maybe it wasn’t any of his business and he had no right to intrude on the life she’d created after the tragedy of losing everything.

He couldn’t accept that. He couldn’t accept that she was truly happy cutting herself off from everyone.

“That’s something coming from ye,” she said coldly.

“Oh?”

“Aye, oh! Ye say that I’m the one who has erected barriers? What about ye? Ye’ve perfected the art of hiding yer feelings. No one can slide past that cold look.”

“I’ll admit that I wall myself off as well.” His reasons were different. He did it to survive. “And I’m lonely because of it. There are few people I trust and even fewer people I can be myself with. I trust you, Cait.”

“Ye’re no’ putting that on me. I didn’t ask for yer trust.”

“Nevertheless, you have it.”

She held her hand out to stop him. “I don’t want that.”

He was losing this battle. Possibly he was losing the war. That caused him to panic. He didn’t want to lose her, and more than that, he didn’t want her giving up on life any longer.

“That’s life, Cait. You don’t think I’ve suffered loss? I’ve lost my parents, too. And I lost John. Life is horrible and wonderful, and in between the horrible and the wonderful is the mundane, which is wonderful in its own right. It’s called life, and it’s endless, and it batters you, and when the storm is over, the sun comes up and everything is bathed in light and goodness and laughter again.”

Tears trickled down her cheeks and her hands were clenched in the folds of her gown.

“But what if the wonderful never happens again?” she whispered. “What if, for some people, life is just one big storm after another and the light never shines again? What then?”

He stepped toward her, his heart breaking at the fear and the grief and despair and loneliness in her eyes. “I believe there is always light. Sometimes it takes longer to shine, and sometimes you have to drag yourself to it, but it’s there.”

She looked up at him, those heartbreaking tears running down her cheeks. “I wish I believed what ye believe.”

“Maybe you don’t believe it now, but if you give me a chance I’ll show you.”

She huffed out a laugh and wiped her cheeks with the back of her hands. “Ye’re incorrigible.”

“It’s my worst trait.”

“No’ yer worst.”

“And what would my worst be?” He wanted to hug her tightly but held back.

“Ye always think ye’re right.”

“That’s not a bad trait to have. If I think I’m right, then people do as I say.”

“Is that yer secret, then? Just plow yer way through?”

“I never thought of it that way, but I guess it is.”

“That’s very brave and very stupid of ye.”

“I never said I was smart, just stubborn.”

“And incorrigible.”

“And incorrigible.”

She drew in a shaking breath. Her face was pale, and she seemed about to fall over.

“Come here,” he said softly, holding his hand out to her.

She remained still for the longest time while he held his breath, waiting. Finally, she took it. Her fingers were cold and trembling, and he closed his hand around hers, pulling her toward the settee, where he sat down and tugged her onto his lap.

To his surprise and relief, she snuggled into him and laid her head on his shoulder. Tiny tremors ran through her body, and he rubbed her back. Slowly, she relaxed against him, her breathing evening out, although she continued to sniff.

“Part of me hates ye,” she said.

“That’s definitely not encouraging.”

“Ye couldn’t leave me be, could ye?”

“No.”

“And will ye leave me alone now that ye made me admit that ye were right about everything?”

“No.”

She sighed. “I thought not.”

If anything, he was more determined and believed in her more than ever. He thought he might be falling in love with her, and that was a strange feeling.

“I don’t want to move back to the big house,” she said.

“I’m not asking you to move back to the big house.” Not yet, at least. Even he understood that this would take time. Though he wanted her with him, he wouldn’t push it.

She tilted her head back to look up at him. “Did I misread yer intentions?”

“No. But I won’t push you. If you’re comfortable here, then this is where I will be.”

She raised her brows. “Ye’re moving in with me? Won’t people talk? Won’t ye be needed at the big house?”

He smiled. At least she wasn’t pushing him away and telling him he had to leave or she was moving to Sutherland land. That was a step in the right direction.

“I’m no’ moving in. But make no mistake, I will come here as often as I can get away.”

“Ye mean ye don’t already do that? I feel like ye’re constantly underfoot.”

He chuckled. “That’s nothing compared to what I’ll be like now.”

She looked at him solemnly. “I’m not ceasing my activities with Sutherland. I like what I do, and I like that I’m helping people move toward the wonderful after the horrible.”

He plucked the pins out of her fiery hair and untangled the strands as they fell about her shoulders. “You’re using my words against me.”

“If I’m to believe ye, then everyone has a wonderful after the horrible, and I hope that’s true for the people who come through my home.”

He concentrated on running his fingers through her hair. It was so many different colors, all related to fire. One would think it would be hot to the touch, but it wasn’t. It was cool and smooth and silky. “While I don’t like it because I fear for your safety, I know I can’t stop you from doing something you truly believe in.”


Chapter 22

Cait sighed and rested her head on Iain’s shoulder. She felt like she’d fought a fierce battle and still wasn’t certain whether she was the victor.

She was uncomfortable with the things Iain had forced her to face. She’d believed she’d rebuilt her life. She’d been happy with helping Sutherland and those who came to her for healing. Maybe she was not so much happy as she was content. 

Were there times when she was lonely? Yes. But she’d never considered that she could change her circumstances or that she even wanted to. Change was frightening, and she would admit that she was frightened by Iain coming around more often because he wasn’t going to let it go. He was going to force her out of her comfortable life bit by bit until she was vulnerable again.

She started at that thought, never realizing until now that what she’d felt was vulnerability. Could she be blamed for protecting herself from yet more grief? A person could take only so much before breaking. She had broken the day Iain came to tell her that John had died.

Iain shifted, and she realized that she was probably too heavy for him. She made to move, but his arms tightened around her. “No,” he said drowsily. “Stay.” His eyes were half closed, peering at her from beneath his lids.

“I have things to do.”

“They can wait.”

She glanced out the window and was surprised to see that the last of the sun was fading. She felt like she’d lived three days in the last few hours.

Black Cat appeared from somewhere and was sitting in the middle of the room, the tip of his tail swishing as he stared at her in disdain.

“I don’t think Black Cat likes ye here,” she said.

“He’ll have to grow accustomed to it.”

“How often will we have to accustom ourselves to yer presence?”

“However often I can get away.”

She wasn’t sure she liked that. She wanted a routine so she could plan her day. “I’ll no’ be stopping my chores and such whenever ye decide to pop in and out.”

“I’ll not ask that of you.”

Damn him. Every time she thought she could throw a roadblock into his plans, he just rode right around it or plowed his way through it.

“You’re panicking,” he said drowsily.

“I’m no’ panicking.” She was panicking. The more she thought about it, the more she didn’t want her nice, calm life disrupted.

Iain kissed the top of her head. “Relax, mo gradh.”

“Ye’re asking me to change everything I’ve known for the past four years.”

“We’ll take it slow,” he told her. She sighed in agitation and Iain chuckled. “You think too much.” He tightened his arms around her. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and she raised her head to listen as rain softly pattered against the roof.

“It’s raining,” he said as he laid his head back against the settee.

“It is,” she said.

“I prefer not to ride home in the rain.”

“It would be terribly cold and uncomfortable,” she admitted.

“Aye. That it would.”

“I suppose ye’ll have to stay the night.”

She could feel him draw in a silent breath, and she grinned, turning her face to bury it in his warm, solid chest. He smelled of leather and horse and the outdoors. The anticipation of him spending the night made her warm on the inside.

“I should probably bring some firewood in,” he said, his voice resonating through her. “Before the rain gets too bad.”

“There’s some stacked just outside the back door.”

“I need to bring Ord into the stable and make sure he is fed and bedded down for the night.”

“Aye.”

Neither of them moved until the thunder rumbled closer.

Cait reluctantly rolled off of him, and Iain left to get the firewood and tend his horse. She felt like she’d been dragged by a horse. She’d had no idea that facing her emotions and her past could hurt physically as well as spiritually.

She had a lot to contemplate, but Iain was right. Every time she thought about it, she panicked. She didn’t want to think about it tonight. She wanted to enjoy being with Iain and explore the possibility of more time with him. One day, one moment, at a time.

Those would be her new words to live by. One moment at a time.

And maybe she would walk into that light.

She watched sleepily as Iain brought more firewood in and stoked the dying embers. She was surprised to find that she was shivering. The storm was bringing in cooler air, and she trembled with a sense of foreboding.

None of that tonight. Tonight was about the present, not the future.

Black Cat ventured out the back door but raced back in after being pelted with rain that was beginning to fall more heavily. Iain disappeared outside again. She should get up and make them some sort of meal, but she couldn’t move.

Iain came back in, shaking the rain from his hair. Black Cat hissed and streaked under the settee as a burst of cool air blew in behind Iain. It was a true Highland storm raging outside.

Iain lifted his head, saw her watching him, and paused. “You keep looking at me like that and I’ll combust.”

“Like what?”

“Like you want to eat me.”

“Maybe I do.”

“Bloody hell, Cait. You can’t say things like that.”

“What if it’s the truth?”

Her need was so great that she was nearly shaking. It came from nowhere. One moment she was thinking of fixing a meal, and the next she could barely stand because she wanted him so much.

“And you say I’m incorrigible?” he asked as he came toward her.

She almost wanted to shrink from him because he reminded her of Black Cat with a mouse in his sights. Iain was very, very focused, his gaze fixed on her, his movements slow but determined.

He stopped in front of her, and she placed her palms on his chest. His shirt was wet from the rain and his skin cool, but beneath that his heart hammered against her palms.

“Should we do this the right way?” he asked.

“And what’s the right way?”

“In a bed.”

“I don’t believe the hayloft was the wrong way.”

He grinned and took her hands in one of his. She was manacled and she didn’t care. “Come,” he whispered, and he led her up the stairs to her small room and even smaller bed. They looked down on the bed. “If I keep coming around, I’ll need to get you a larger bed.”

“I think we can manage.”

He sat on the edge and pulled her between his knees. “I’m wet,” he said.

“Aye. Ye are.”

He cocked his head. “Are you wet?”

“Aye,” she breathed. “I am.”

His eyes darkened in desire, and he ran his hands up the outside of her thighs, over her hips and waist, until she was shivering with need. Up and down his hands roamed as his dark eyes studied her intently.

She was unable to make her own hands work, her body so hot that she feared she was burning with fever. She ached between her legs and he’d barely touched her.

His manhood was outlined against his breeches and she had a thought that it had to be painful, pushing against the fabric like that. But the thought was fleeting, gone with the movement of his hands.

Slowly, he pulled up her skirts, inch by excruciating inch. She felt the cool air on her ankles, her calves, her knees. And then his hands were on her bare skin and she sucked in a breath. Her knees were trembling so badly that she had to put her hands on his shoulders to prevent falling over.

“Hold your skirts up,” he said.

She grabbed the fabric of her skirts with one hand, keeping the other on his shoulder as he bent forward to place his mouth on her center. She was so shocked that she cried out, and then his tongue was licking, parting her folds, and she groaned as her hips surged toward him.

Pulses coursed through her, and she released his shoulder to put her hand on the back of his head, digging her fingers into his scalp. His hands slid to her backside and he kneaded her bum, pulling her closer to his mouth.

“Iain,” she said in warning, her voice strangled. “I’m going to…Oh, God. Iain, please.” She didn’t want to end this just yet, they’d barely started, but she was racing toward her climax and there was no way she could stop it.

“Iain,” she warned one last time. And then she cried out, pressing his head against her as she ground her hips into his face. She gasped for breath, and in the back of her mind she wondered if she was suffocating him.

He pulled back and her knees buckled.

“Whoa,” he said on a laugh and caught her, pulling her down on top of him as he fell back on the bed.

She sprawled on top of him, breathless and boneless, her insides still quivering. His engorged manhood pressed against her thigh, reminding her that he’d not yet had his completion.

He rolled her to her back and was suddenly above her. He pushed the hair out of her eyes and smiled at her.

“Will we ever do this unclothed?” she asked.

“Someday. But not today.”

He yanked her skirts out of the way and unbuttoned his breeches one-handed while supporting his weight with the other hand. She helped him pull his breeches down and his manhood sprang forward, red and angry. She took it in her hands and he moaned, his head falling as he gasped.

She was always amazed by the male body. It was so hard in so many places, even here. She stroked him, feeling the ridges and the smooth tip of his head, concentrating on the moist slit. Iain grunted, his hips moving to the rhythm of her hands, until he grabbed her hand and pulled it away. “Enough,” he ground out.

He guided himself into her as she lifted her hips to fully accept him. She’d thought that she was finished, but as soon as he was moving inside, her need began to build again. She’d never done this twice and was a bit stunned to find that the release was coming on her quickly.

She gasped and pumped her hips with his. Iain started out slowly, but even he was racing toward his completion far more quickly than either of them wanted.

The faster he moved, the more her need built, until it exploded and she arched her back, gritting her teeth and biting back her groan.

“Oh, God,” he moaned, and she felt his seed shooting inside her.

—

At some point in the middle of the night, they finally took off their clothes and made love while the rain pattered softly against the roof and thunder rumbled far away. A lone candle cast a warm glow over the room. It was cozy and intimate, and they laughed and giggled and slept.

Sometime toward midnight, they stumbled down the stairs and rummaged through the kitchen. They ate sitting side by side at her tiny kitchen table.

“How do ye do it?” she asked as the few candles flickered and the rain fell heavier. She pulled the blanket tighter around her, though she wasn’t really cold. She was warm and tingling from their lovemaking.

“How do I do what?” he asked, taking a bite of bread.

“How do ye pretend all the time? How do ye keep up the energy to do what ye do? Don’t ye ever get weary?”

“I don’t think about it,” he said. “It’s just something I do.”

“I get weary,” she said. “I just want peace.”

Iain sat back and contemplated her. “England and Scotland have been at odds for centuries. It almost seems a way of life, doesn’t it? However, I want peace, too. Just like everyone else. Well.” He grinned. “Everyone except MacGregor.”

She smiled, but her heart and her thoughts were tormented. She was suddenly frightened, and she didn’t know what she was frightened of.

Iain leaned forward and put his hand over hers, squeezing her fingers. “No heavy thoughts tonight.”

She shook off her melancholy. “Ye’re right.” Despite everything, she yawned, and he laughed.

“Sleep,” he said.

She stood, wrapping her blanket around her. Iain watched, his eyes darkening at the sight of her bare legs peeking out of the blanket.

“Sleep,” she reminded him as she grabbed his hand and dragged him up the stairs. She ached in places she’d never ached before, and she swore Iain had touched every inch of her skin. She should be exhausted, but she found her body waking up yet again.

They slept. Much later, but they slept.

And then they were awakened by someone pounding on her front door.


Chapter 23

Iain hopped from one leg to the other out of her bedchamber as he quickly pulled on his breeches.

“Iain, wait. It could be someone who needs help.” Cait had rolled quickly out of bed and was searching frantically for her discarded gown. Her heart was pounding, even though she’d had plenty of late-night visitors at her door. She felt irrationally angry that someone had interrupted her night. She wanted to prolong her time with Iain, and she didn’t want word to get out just yet that they were together.

Also, whoever was pounding on that door wasn’t bringing good news, and her feeling of foreboding returned.

“Another English soldier was killed,” Iain said grimly as he came back into her bedchamber before she had even thrown her wrinkled gown over her head.

“Oh, no.” Her heart sank. “On Campbell land?”

He shook his head. “But close. On the border of Campbell and Graham land.”

Alasdair Graham would not be pleased. Then she thought of Halloway, and a tremor of fear raced up her spine. “Do ye know who was killed?”

Iain shot her a frustrated look as she grabbed his shirt and shrugged it on; it seemed disrespectful to talk of the dead while she was naked. “Are ye worried about yer English soldier? Hallobert?”

“Halloway. And yes, I am. We’re friends.”

“I don’t know who was killed.” He bent to put on his boots.

“Where are ye going?”

“Adair said Palmer is looking for me.”

She would not cling. She’d said she wanted a relationship in which neither felt obligated. He was chief of one of the biggest clans in the Highlands and, as such, had obligations that would frequently take him away from her. She knew all of this, and yet she wanted to grab on to him and insist that he stay. Let her grandfather Graham deal with Palmer and the damn English, who always ruined everything.

“I don’t know when I’ll be back,” he said as he searched for his other boot and found it halfway under the bed. She took off the shirt she’d just put on and handed it to him, then pulled the blanket off the bed and wrapped herself in it.

He hugged her tightly. “I don’t want to leave. You know that, don’t you?”

“I understand. Ye have things to do.”

He kissed her and she melted against him, wishing they had just one more hour together. Was that too much to ask? Must the world intrude so soon?

“I’ll not stand for this much longer. I want to be with you all the time, Cait. Snatching bits and pieces of time is not going to work like I thought it would. But we’ll talk about that later.” He turned to go.

“Wait,” she said, grabbing for his arm. “I…” She had no idea what she should say or even wanted to say. She didn’t want him to leave, but she also didn’t want the feelings that were racing through her. She wanted this to be like Cormac, a fun thing from which both could walk away and resume their lives until the next time they came together.

“Be careful,” she finally said.

He hesitated, then kissed her again, softly this time, cupping her cheek. She leaned in to him, loving the soft feel of his lips on hers.

“I have to leave.”

“Go.” She stepped back and watched him walk out of the bedchamber. A moment later, her front door slammed shut and she heard two horses gallop away.

—

Wallace MacGregor paid her a visit later that afternoon.

She hadn’t seen her grandfather MacGregor since the night he’d told her and John to leave his home and never return.

The past eight years had not been kind to him. His face was lined. His hair, once dark red, was completely white and flowing to his shoulders. He used to be wide and tall and imposing. Now his shoulders were stooped, his eyes cloudy, and his fingers curled. From the stiff way he dismounted, she guessed he was suffering from joint pain but was probably too proud to admit it.

He looked her over, taking her measure. Wallace MacGregor was stubborn, but so was Cait Campbell.

“It’s good t’see ye, lass,” he finally said.

Unfortunately, she couldn’t say the same. MacGregor had been the gruffest of her two grandfathers, pushing her to do better at everything: her learning, her riding, her hunting. Whatever she was interested in, he became interested in, but only because he wanted her to become the best at it. To her recollection, he’d never hugged her, never spoken a soft word to her. And yet, as a young lass, she’d known he loved her.

“Why are ye here?” If he thought she would go running into his arms, then he was mistaken. He’d been the cruelest when she’d told him she was marrying John, and she would never forget it.

“I was riding by—”

She snorted. “Ye would never willingly ride on Campbell land.”

His expression tightened and his lips thinned. Did he think he could stroll back into her life with lies on his lips and no apology and no reference to their fight so many years ago?

Like Graham had done, he eyed her cottage critically, and she braced herself for the inevitable.

“So this is where ye live?”

“This is where I live.”

“Ye’re the granddaughter of two great families, and ye live here.”

“I like it here.” She was getting mighty weary of defending her home. She truly did like her small cottage. She’d made it into a comfortable, safe place. “And I’m no’ the granddaughter of two great families, because I’ve been tossed out of both the Graham and MacGregor clans.”

His gaze continued to take in her small patch of land, her home, her barn, and the trees beyond. He didn’t react to her last comment; she’d not expected him to.

“Why are ye here, MacGregor?”

His gaze snapped back to her. She’d always called him Grandfather, but she figured he’d lost that title a long time ago.

“I wanted to see ye,” he said. “It’s been a long time.”

“That’s no’ my fault.”

He grinned. “So ye’re sayin’ ye’d have come for a visit if I’d asked?”

“We’ll never know, because ye never asked.”

A spasm of grief and regret crossed his features. At least that was what she thought she saw. “I’m sorry about yer husband and wee one.”

She sucked in a breath, surprised at how much those words could still hurt. “Ye missed a great opportunity to know yer great-granddaughter.”

“She was a Campbell.”

Cait sighed, angry at herself for thinking he’d changed. He was an old man, set in his ways, with the hatred of the Campbells born in his blood. “She was a MacGregor and a Graham as well.”

He looked away. His jaw worked as if he was thinking hard. “If ye ever find yer way on MacGregor land, ye’re welcome to stop by. Ye’ll always have a place there.”

She wondered at this change in him and wished she could believe it, but she was no longer the naive lass she’d been eight years ago, thinking that he would see her love for John and overcome his hatred for the Campbells. She wondered what he would do if he knew that just hours ago, she’d made love to Iain in this very cottage.

“Even though I’m a Campbell now?” she asked instead.

He looked at her with milky blue eyes, and she wondered how much time he had left with his vision. She imagined it was already fading fast, but he would never tell anyone. Proud, stubborn man.

“I know ye’re a Campbell now, lass. I haven’t forgotten.”

She almost smiled at his acerbic tone. Oh, she remembered that well enough. “Did ye come by because ye missed me?” She couldn’t help poking the beast a little.

“Aye. I’ve missed ye, Cait. And Graham said ye were living all alone out here. It’s no’ safe for ye. Another soldier was found killed. Thankfully, on Graham land, but too close to Campbell’s boundary for my satisfaction.”

Good Lord, would this ever stop? The men in her life were driving her mad with their worry, and where did all of them come from? For years the only men in her life had been Black Cat and the patients she treated.

“Do ye know anything about the killings?” she asked. He was a wily old man, always had been, and she was certain he hadn’t changed. She also wouldn’t put it past him to either know something about the killings or have been a part of them. When MacGregor hated, he hated with everything inside of him, and he very much hated the English.

“I don’t hold with killing innocent soldiers, even if I hate the English.”

“But ye’ll burn a Campbell off his land even if he’s innocent.”

“Ain’t never seen an innocent Campbell. Except ye, of course. And my intention was never to burn Campbell off his land. Just irritate him some.” 

Oh, he’d irritated Iain, all right. “Would ye even tell me if ye knew who was doing the killing?” she asked.

“More than likely no’. But I’m tellin’ the truth in this.”

“Forgive me if I don’t believe ye.”

“I like the cynicism. Ye’re a true MacGregor.”

“Years ago ye told me I was no longer a MacGregor.”

“A man can have regrets. I find the older I get, the more regrets I have.”

“Am I one of yer regrets?” she asked quietly, disturbed that his answer meant so much to her even years later.

“Ye are, lass. I’ll admit only to ye that I regretted my words the minute ye walked out that door with the bastard John Campbell.”

“So why didn’t ye call me back?”

“Pure stubbornness and hatred. Yer grandmother was angry at me till the day she died.”

A spasm of grief passed through her at the mention of her grandmother, who was as opposite to Wallace MacGregor as a body could get. Cait had wondered, especially over the past eight years, how the woman had put up with the difficult man.

“She never forgave me.” He blinked, turned his face away, and took a deep breath. “I have to go. Just wanted to see where ye were living these days.” He turned back to her. “I’ve heard rumors ye’ve taken up with the Campbell.”

“Ye can’t always believe everything ye hear,” she said, neither confirming nor denying the accusation, for it was an accusation.

He grabbed his horse’s reins but hesitated. “Don’t take up with him. He’s a strange one. A lover of the English if there ever was one. Heard tell that King George hisself wanted to marry one of his whelps off on Campbell.”

The man would believe any bad rumor about a Campbell but couldn’t see the truth before his eyes. “I heard ye agreed to lay off yer feud with him,” she said, ignoring the last statement because it was so outlandish.

“For now.” His tone turned hard, and she suppressed a shiver. She knew as well as anyone not to trust him, especially when it came to the Campbells. “Stay away from him, Cait. He’s the worst sort of traitor.”

“Ye lost the privilege of telling me what to do a long time ago, MacGregor.”

He pointed his finger at her, and she steeled herself for his wrath but it didn’t come. “Ye’re insolent,” he said with a waver to his voice. “But then ye always were. Ye got that from the Grahams.”

She pressed her lips together, for this was an old argument. The Grahams blamed her worst traits on the MacGregors, and the MacGregors blamed her worst traits on the Grahams.

“Did ye come all the way out here to tell me to stay away from Campbell?”

“Aye. Nay.” He mounted his horse with a little more difficulty than he used to. He looked down on her. “Don’t be like me, lass,” he said softly.

“Stubborn?”

“Aye. A stubborn, old, lonely man.”


Chapter 24

Cait’s visit with her grandfather weighed heavily on her mind all night. She tossed and turned with thoughts of MacGregor, which ran from irritation to regret—and thoughts of Iain, which ran from heated images of making love to irritation that she was thinking of him at all. She was angry at herself for listening for Iain’s return, for waking up with a start, hoping the noise she’d heard, which turned out to be nothing more than the night creatures, was him.

She was wrapped up in all of those confusing thoughts as she rode the few miles to Alice Campbell’s cottage. Alice was close to delivering her fourth child, and Cait wanted to check on her. Also, Murtagh Campbell had a knee that was paining him, and she wanted to make a quick stop at his cottage. She’d been trying to get him to stay off it for a bit, but like any Highlander, he was stubborn, and he refused to sit with his leg up. 

It was a cool day for July. White fluffy clouds drifted lazily along a bright blue sky. It was the kind of day that had her forgetting they were just months out of a major battle with England and there were English soldiers roaming the countryside causing mayhem. She felt fairly safe, since the road she was on was well traveled. So it was with some surprise that she came across a contingent of four English soldiers who jolted her out of her thoughts.

She had a weapon, a small sgian dubh that was useless against well-equipped soldiers. She immediately thought the worst, then forced herself to remember that not all of the English soldiers were bad. Halloway was an excellent example. But the reminder didn’t stop her heart from hammering.

The soldiers reined in their horses across the road, barring her from moving forward and forcing her to rein in also. They sat in silence with only the birds chirping in the background, a strangely incongruous sound.

Her shoulders were tense, her stomach was churning, and her palms started to sweat on the reins. Nervously, her horse sidestepped.

“What is your name?” the man in the middle asked. His uniform was impeccable, his coat blue, the facings red. Cait knew that meant something about his regiment, but in her panic she forgot what.

“Cait Campbell,” she said through a dry throat.

“Campbell?”

“Y-yes.” She hated that her voice wavered, showing her fear.

The other three glanced at one another. She suppressed a shiver of fear.

“Where do you live, Cait Campbell?” His voice was genial enough, but there was an undercurrent of steel that warned her not to play him false. She had heard the stories and knew that refusing to answer him meant immediate consequences—especially for a woman alone. She waved her hand down the road she’d just ridden.

“Over that way. I’m the healer in this area, and I’m riding out to attend to a few patients.”

One of them shifted stiffly and winced. “A healer, you say?”

He was hurt. She looked him over carefully and saw a growing spot of blood at his side and a rip in his coat. “Aye. Are ye in need of a healer?”

“Not a Scottish healer,” he said with disdain.

She shrugged, more angry now than scared. “As ye wish.”

His horse shifted and he blanched. The one who had done all the talking kicked his horse forward. Cait shifted her focus to him and watched him warily.

He looked her over, circling her, his gaze moving up and down her body. She sat stiffly and kept her gaze straight ahead while her heart pounded and her mind told her to run as fast as her mount could carry her. But they would give chase and inevitably catch her. If she stayed passive, maybe they would grow bored and leave her be. She realized she was thinking like a frightened rabbit and wished she had the power to fight back. But no Scottish woman had that power. Scottish women were seen as second class to these men, no better than the servants who served in their fine English homes.

The man came so close that his leg brushed hers. It took everything in her not to draw away. Her breath was coming quickly as fear wrapped itself around her.

He stopped and faced her. Their mounts were almost nose to nose, and she had no choice but to look at him. The corners of his lips were turned up in a sneer. His nose was thin, the tip of it red. His eyes were close-set and dark brown. He sat straight and tall, his shoulders squared. His boots held a bright sheen, his white breeches were impeccably clean, his coat was tailored to his frame. Only the very wealthy and noble could afford to have their uniforms tailored. He had the look of the nobility, his expression haughty. “I am Lieutenant Donaldson of the English Royal Horse Guards. Do you live alone, Miss Cait?”

“Mrs. Cait.”

One brow rose and the smirk deepened. “Is it, now? I’m surprised your spouse allows you to ride alone. In England our wives always ride with chaperones. You never know whom you will meet along the way.” She could see the derision in his eyes that the Scottish men didn’t have control over their women.

“My husband is no’ available to ride with me, and I have people relying on me to treat them.”

“ ‘No’ available,’ ” he said, mimicking her Highland accent. “I take that to mean that your husband is dead. I assume he died at Culloden, fighting against the English, eh?”

“Nay.”

He grinned. “Come, Mrs. Cait. We know that you are alone in life as well as on this road.”

Oh, wasn’t he so clever?

He moved his mount so that they were side by side, his back to his fellow soldiers. She’d made the mistake of thinking that the first soldier was the leader. This man was obviously the leader, because the other three watched with bored expressions. The one who was hurt looked pained and not at all interested in what was happening. She’d get no help from that quarter.

“I travel through this area quite often.” He pitched his voice low, and she got a sick feeling in her stomach. He leaned forward, and despite her warning to herself not to move, she leaned back. Just slightly, but enough that he saw, and his eyes narrowed. “Do I frighten you, Mrs. Cait?”

“Nay.”

He looked her up and down. “You’re shaking like a leaf, and you’re breathing as if you’ve run a long distance.” He leaned forward. “I’m not a monster, Mrs. Cait. I’m simply a man who is far, far from home.”

He let that dangle between them, waiting expectantly for her response. She continued with her silence, because anything she said would damn her.

He looked around but not at the soldiers behind him. She didn’t know what he expected to see. A band of Highland warriors coming at him? She could only hope.

He leaned sideways, looking back down the road from which she’d come. “Soldiers far from home have needs, as I’m sure you’re aware, being a widow and all.”

She stared at the three soldiers in front of her. The injured one was looking off into the distance. The other two, confronted with her glare, turned their gazes away. Coming to her aid would surely land them in trouble with this numpty bastard.

He was going to rape her, and there was nothing she could do about it. Her sgian dubh was no match against four English soldiers—three if she discounted the injured one. The helplessness that washed over her made her angry. She should be allowed to ride the roads unmolested in her own country. But these bastards had been taking and taking for months and years and saw no difference in taking a plot of land or a woman’s pride.

That didn’t mean she wouldn’t fight. She would give it her all, no matter how futile it was to fight back. She wouldn’t let them leave her without a few injuries of their own.

She wanted to reach for the sgian dubh but knew that would be a fatal mistake. She eyed the sword at his side and wondered if she would be able to grab for that.

Sweat dripped down her back, and she thought of all those times when Iain and Rory and Sutherland and her grandfathers had told her she wasn’t safe out here and how often she’d discounted their warnings as ridiculous. Even after all the death she’d witnessed at the hands of the English, she’d naively believed that she was immune to it.

“Mrs. Cait?”

Reluctantly, she met his gaze. He grinned a thin-lipped grin. “Your thoughts were far off.” He leaned forward, so close that she had to lean back; he continued to close the distance, and to lean back farther would mean falling off her mount.

And he kissed her. Not the brutal kiss that she would have expected, but a soft kiss on the lips that was far worse than brutality.

He drew back, winked at her, and adjusted his blue coat. “It’s probably best you go to your patients. I will come to you this evening.” He leaned forward and took her chin in his hands, his fingers biting into her skin. “I can make things very, very good for you, Mrs. Cait. You’ll never have to worry about the English soldiers bothering you. I am generous with my gifts. None of my past mistresses has ever had a complaint.”

He let go of her chin and moved away. She resisted the urge to rub her aching jaw. However, she was unable to stop the tears of pain and fear that blurred her vision.

“And Mrs. Cait?”

She knew the fear was stark in her expression and that he liked that fear, because his eyes lit up in excitement.

“Don’t think of not being there,” he said. “And telling someone will not save you but will merely prolong the inevitable.”

He motioned to his men, and they rode past her, deliberately not looking at her. The injured one was pale and sweating and breathing hard. His face was flushed, and he held his arm tight against his bleeding side. For a blinding moment she hoped his wound putrefied and he suffered horribly for it.

She sat on her horse in the middle of the road, shivering so hard that her bones were nearly rattling. Her teeth chattered and tears ran down her cheeks. She was paralyzed with anger and fear, not able to move forward, and certainly not able to move backward. So she just sat there and shook and cried and felt so damn helpless.

—

The housekeeper let Cait in, but it was Adair who met her in the formal sitting room. He took one look at her and said, “What’s happened?”

Adair knew of their affair, enough to fetch Iain from her cottage the other night, and she wasn’t in the mood for word games or pretending. She was raw with fear, and after the English soldiers had disappeared, her only thought had been to get to Iain. She had unconsciously turned her mount in the direction of the big house. They’d been here enough times that her mount knew the way, and Cait had let her mind go blessedly blank. Now she asked, “Is Iain here?”

“He’s with Palmer,” Adair said. “Talking to Graham about the killing of the latest English soldier.”

“I see.” Her shoulders drooped.

“What happened, Cait?”

Her hands fluttered, and for a moment she thought she might be making too much of what had happened on that road. Was she overreacting? Had Donaldson really said those things to her? She felt silly riding all this way, but then she remembered Donaldson’s kiss and his last words. She crossed her arms over her stomach and rubbed them. “Do you…” She swallowed. “Do ye think I can stay here tonight?”

“Of course ye can.” Adair looked her over critically. “Are ye unwell?”

“I’m well.”

“Something happened.”

She looked away, still rubbing her arms. “Can ye do me a favor, Adair?”

“Of course.”

“Can ye somehow get in touch with Sutherland and tell him…” She didn’t know how to word her request without giving it away that she was a safe house for Sutherland.

“I’ll tell him ye’re unavailable until he hears otherwise.”

She nodded. Somehow Adair knew, and while that might be alarming at any other time, it wasn’t right now. She felt safe here, and she began shaking again, this time with relief.

Adair stepped closer with a look of concern. “Can ye tell me what happened?”

“Stay away from my cottage tonight.”

He frowned, his brows creasing. “What does that mean?”

“Just promise ye’ll stay away.”

“Very well,” he said slowly. “I’ll instruct the housekeeper to prepare a room for ye.” He paused. “Unless ye’ll be using Iain’s?”

She shook her head quickly. She definitely didn’t need that rumor circulating, although she was certain it eventually would. “I’ll be needing my own bedchamber. Just for tonight.” She couldn’t really think past tonight.

“Very well.” He still appeared concerned as he left her to instruct the housekeeper.

Cait’s knees gave out and she collapsed into a chair. She’d always felt so safe in her little cottage. No one bothered her. Occasionally, she’d patch up an English soldier, but they were always grateful. Halloway was the only one she’d struck up a friendship with, and even then she didn’t consider it a real friendship, just a friendly acquaintance with a lonely young soldier.

This was the first time she’d felt frightened to be alone and the only time she’d ever felt unsafe. She hated it, and she hated Donaldson for making her feel that way.

Maybe Iain, Sutherland, and both of her grandfathers were right. Maybe it was no longer safe for her out there.


Chapter 25

Iain left Palmer with his housekeeper and took the stairs two at a time. Adair had found them riding back to the big house and pulled Iain aside to tell him that Cait had asked to spend the night at the house and that something was wrong but he didn’t know what.

Iain headed toward the room the housekeeper had said she’d put Cait in but stopped before entering to gather his composure. He wasn’t certain what he was feeling, but it was a volatile mixture of emotions that would do Cait no good if she was indeed shaken. A thousand thoughts had gone through his head, a hundred scenarios of what could have happened, none of them good. He’d been shaking by the time he could extricate himself from Palmer, but racing into her room wasn’t the way to address whatever problem she had come to him with. That she’d come to him at all was a small victory, but that was not what was important now.

He opened the door without knocking and with as much control as he could manage. She was standing in the middle of the room in nothing but a white dressing gown—where the hell his housekeeper had found that, he didn’t know. She was combing her long red hair, which hung down her back in thick wet coils.

“Cait?”

She gasped and spun around, grabbing the front of her dressing gown and pulling it tighter around her. Good Lord, but she looked horrible. She was extremely pale, and her body was trembling. Dressed in just a thin shift, she appeared too thin and extremely vulnerable. Not like the strong Cait he knew.

“Iain,” she breathed, pressing a hand to her chest. “Ye should knock.”

“My apologies.” They both knew he wasn’t repentant. “Adair said something happened.”

“I never said that.”

“Not now, Cait. We’re not arguing now. Adair said you were frightened and asked to stay here. And you sent him to warn Sutherland off tonight. What happened?”

She stood there staring at him, and he began to get angry that she wouldn’t trust him with her fears. What the hell did he have to do to prove himself to her? Then he realized that she was silent not out of stubbornness but because she was desperately trying not to cry.

He closed the distance between them and took her in his arms. She put her head on his shoulder; she didn’t cry, just shook and leaned in to him. Though his mind was whirling with so many questions, part of him just wanted to stand there and enjoy the feel of her in his arms and the sense of rightness and the fact that she was willing to let him hold her without arguing. But something had driven her into his arms. Something that had frightened her so badly she was still shaking, even hours later.

Eventually, she pulled away. The sleeves of his coat were wet where her hair had lain, but he didn’t care.

She half turned away from him and fingered the hairbrush that she had put down when he walked in. “I was on the road to visit Alice this morning,” she said, her voice tight. “She’s close to delivering, and I figured I would stop in to see Murtagh as well because he’s no’ following my orders to sit with his leg elevated. His knee has been paining him awfully lately—”

“Cait.” He took both of her hands in his. “While I love to hear about my clansmen’s ailments and births, I don’t think that’s why you’re here.”

She tried to smile, but it wobbled and turned down at the corners as her chin trembled.

“Just tell me,” he said a bit desperately.

“I came across four English soldiers on the road.” She looked up at the ceiling and blinked rapidly, her fingers tightening around his. “They wouldn’t let me pass. One was injured but didn’t want the help of a Scottish healer. The other…” She swallowed. “The other rode closer to me and…” She shuddered. “He told me that we will…He would…”

He was glad that he was holding on to her, because his anger spiked immediately, and at the moment her touch was the only thing anchoring him. “Cait,” he said on a strangled breath.

She was in her own world now and wasn’t listening to him. “He told me that he would be at my cottage tonight. If I cooperate, I will be well protected from the other English soldiers. And…he said if I told someone then I was just postponing the inevitable.”

Iain squeezed her hands, wanting her to stop. His anger was choking him, strangling the breath in his lungs. There was a strange noise, and Iain realized he’d growled like a damn dog. “Did this soldier give you a name?” he asked quietly.

“Donaldson. Lieutenant Donaldson.”

“He said he would return to your cottage tonight?”

She nodded. Her eyes were dry, but she was clearly shaken. Hell, he was shaken. And he was furious. Murderously furious.

He touched her chin with the pad of his thumb, moving her head one way and then the other. There were two bruises, one on either side of her jaw.

“He touched you.” It wasn’t a question, and he really didn’t need confirmation.

“He…” She swallowed. “He kissed me,” she whispered.

Iain was going to meet this Donaldson tonight at Cait’s cottage, and God help the man.

“Ye can’t go to the cottage,” Cait said. “Please, promise me ye won’t go.”

“Oh, I’m going.”

She grabbed his arm, her fingers digging in. “Don’t. It will only make things worse. A Scotsman can’t confront an English soldier like that.”

“This Scotsman can.”

She pulled away and struck him in the upper arm. It was so unexpected that he could only stare. “Damn ye,” she said between clenched teeth, her face twisted into an ugly grimace. “Damn ye.”

“Cait—”

She hit him again. And again. He didn’t even think about turning away or defending himself. The raw anger inside her paralyzed him. Her blows didn’t hurt, so he stood there and became the outlet of her anger as tears ran down her cheeks and sobs shook her body.

“Ye don’t listen,” she said. “None of ye listen. Ye just go and do what ye want without thinking of anyone else.” She balled up her hand into a fist and punched him; he’d tensed for it, and it didn’t hurt. “And then ye…die.” The hits came faster, and then she stopped and spun around, grabbing the hairbrush and hurling it across the room. “Ye all die. And ye don’t care about who ye leave behind all alone.”

Good Lord. She was coming undone. All of those years of staying strong had come to this.

She sank to the floor and buried her head in her hands, her shoulders shaking with sobs. Iain knelt next to her and gathered her trembling body to him, rocking her as he stroked her wet hair. “Cait,” he whispered, his heart breaking. Had she ever had a chance to grieve the loss of her daughter and husband? She’d been pushed out of her home by her grandparents, but had she ever given herself time to feel sorrow over that loss? He’d argued with her about confronting Donaldson, and she’d equated it with him marching toward his death.

He kissed the top of her head, wishing he could take away all of her pain and make it his. He settled more fully on the floor and pulled her onto his lap. He didn’t think she even noticed, she was so far into her grief.

“I hate him,” she said, her voice hoarse.

He wasn’t certain whether she was referring to Donaldson or John.

“I felt safe in my cottage, and now…” She sniffed. “And now I don’t. He took my safety away.”

Iain tucked her head beneath his chin and closed his eyes. “You’ll feel safe again. I promise you that, Cait. I’ll make it so you feel safe again.”

She rubbed her wet cheek against his coat. “I hate him for leaving me,” she whispered, and Iain figured she was talking about John now. “If he were here…”

“He would kill Donaldson.”

She sighed and turned her head so her cheek was resting against his chest. “I never would have been alone if he hadn’t died. I wouldn’t have been alone on that road or in my cottage.”

Iain’s heart twisted, and he wanted to say that she wasn’t alone now, but he thought better of it. Now wasn’t the time. She was too vulnerable and too angry to accept him as a substitute for John.

“Ye didn’t see him. He thinks he’s invincible. He thinks he can do anything and nothing will happen to him.”

He was finding it a bit difficult to follow her train of thought, but he figured she was speaking of Donaldson again. “He’s not invincible. Not on my land.” And not with my woman.

“I’m afraid,” she whispered. “And I hate being afraid. I don’t want to be afraid. I want my life back. It was simple and uncomplicated.”

Was her life more complicated now because he was in it? Was she accusing him of turning her life upside down? He’d forced her from her comfort and made her face things she’d turned away from for years.

“I’m sorry you’re so afraid,” he said. “I want you to feel safe again.”

“I don’t know if that’s possible anymore.”

“It is, and I will see that it happens. For now, know that you’re safe here.”

“I don’t think any of us are safe anymore.”

—

He found the English captain in the study, drinking a Scottish whiskey and thumbing through a book on animal husbandry. Iain went straight to the whiskey, poured a shot and downed it, then poured another while Palmer watched.

He was shaken. More shaken than he wanted to admit. To watch Cait break down had been heartbreaking and frightening, and his hand was trembling as he raised the glass to take a drink.

“What do you know about a Lieutenant Donaldson?” he asked after a third shot that didn’t even come close to calming his nerves or blunting his rage.

Palmer hesitated, and in that hesitation Iain had all the information he needed.

“He threatened one of my people,” Iain said.

“Threatened how?”

“He told Cait Campbell that he would come by her cottage tonight and that she had better be there. He even kissed her, and I have no doubt that he has intentions of raping her. What the hell is that all about?” He wasn’t couching it in nice words. He was too raw for that right now.

Palmer looked at him sharply. “He told her he was going to rape her?”

“He told her if she cooperated, then he would protect her. If she didn’t, then things would go badly for her. I don’t know what else you would call that.”  

“He’s a good soldier.”

“He’s a bloody bastard. No one threatens one of my people and gets away with it.”

Palmer held out his hand. “I think you need to calm down.”

“He wants to bed her, Palmer. He was very explicit about it.” Iain’s anger was rising again. “He kissed her. He demanded that she become his mistress. He didn’t ask. He demanded. I don’t care if he’s a bloody lieutenant in the bloody English army. He doesn’t treat my wom—my people like that.”

Palmer eyed him with interest. “Think before you act, Campbell. Donaldson is a bastard, I’ll give you that. But he has connections.”

“They give him no right to threaten to rape women.”

“I doubt he said he would rape—”

“No?” Iain asked quietly. “Then why is Cait Campbell upstairs, afraid to go home? Why did she fall apart upstairs, so frightened she can barely talk?”

Palmer appeared decidedly uncomfortable, and Iain wondered what it was about this Donaldson that had Palmer warning him away.

“You and I are going to Cait’s cottage this evening, and we are confronting Donaldson. The English army may let him run wild, but I won’t tolerate his behavior on my land or with my people.” Iain had worked himself into a rage again. He’d never seen Cait so frightened. Not when she had a house filled with runaways and the English at her doorstep, and not when she was healing the sick and injured. 

“Campbell,” Palmer said. “I understand that you are angry at Donaldson, and you have every right to be, but confronting him is not advisable.”

Iain nearly choked on his drink. “Not advisable? And pray tell me what you advise, Palmer? How do I rectify the fact that one of your soldiers has demanded that one of my clansmen become his mistress? Shall I just let him do it?”

“No, no. Of course not. But what do you hope to accomplish by facing him tonight?”

“Kill him?” Iain bared his teeth in a parody of a smile.

Palmer’s own smile looked a little sick. “That would surely bring the wrath of the English army down on your head.” He sighed and rubbed his forehead. “I will go with you, because if I don’t, you will go anyway, and at least this way I can keep you from murdering someone.”

It took everything in Iain not to leave right then, but Palmer demanded they eat dinner first. Iain ate little and took a tray up to Cait. She was sleeping, and he wasn’t about to wake her, so he left it for her and hoped she wouldn’t wake up while he was gone.

When they arrived, the cottage had a strange, deserted feel that put Iain on edge. It appeared lonely without Cait’s vibrant presence, and while he liked that she was at his home, he had to admit that her true place was here.

He went inside, leaving Palmer outside with the horses. Immediately, Black Cat streaked out of the cottage and straight into the woods. There were no horses or men. Iain checked on the animals in the barn to make sure they had food and water. The chickens scattered at his presence, squawking angrily.

The sun was setting as he walked back through the house. Donaldson rode up alone. He hesitated when he saw Palmer outside and stiffened when Iain walked out of the cottage. Donaldson slid off his mount and saluted Palmer. “Sir.”

“Lieutenant,” Palmer said.

Iain took Donaldson’s measure. He was a supercilious bastard, and while he was standing at attention, Iain got the feeling that he resented having to do so. Iain guessed that the man did what he wanted when he wanted. He had the look of nobility; then again, so did Iain. And he used it to his advantage now.

Donaldson’s eyes flashed irritation, but he maintained his stance while seeming to look down on Iain.

“I hear you spoke to Cait Campbell,” Iain said.

Donaldson’s jaw worked. “I did.”

“I’m here to tell you that she is not to be disturbed or bothered by you again.”

Donaldson’s eyes narrowed. “How can I be bothering her when she invited me here?”

Fury propelled Iain forward. Palmer’s arm flew out to stop him. “She is a Campbell, under my protection. You are not welcome in her home or on my land.”

Donaldson smirked. “You have no authority over the English army, and you cannot tell me where or where not to go.”

“Enough, Donaldson,” Palmer said quietly. “Lord Kerr is a supporter of the English. An important supporter. You will do as he says, and if that’s not good enough for you, then I will make it a command. Cait Campbell is not to be disturbed by you or your men again. If you see her, you don’t speak to her.”

Palmer had used Iain’s English title, and Iain could tell that Donaldson recognized it. The tip of his nose and cheekbones were red with anger. Still, Iain worried that Palmer’s authority would not be enough to keep the man in line.

“The lady asked me to pay her a call,” Donaldson said. “But if you don’t want me here, I won’t come calling again.”

This time Palmer’s arm was not enough to keep Iain in line. He stepped close to Donaldson. They were of the same height, eye to eye, nose to nose, toe to toe. “We all know the truth, Donaldson. But hear me now. If I hear you have bothered her again, I will come after you.”

Cait was right. The man’s eyes were soulless, and Iain wanted to wipe the smug smirk off his face. But he restrained himself, heeding Palmer’s earlier warnings. There was something about the man that made Iain pause. He had come across a lot of English soldiers and a lot of English aristocrats. Donaldson was a dangerous combination of both. A man who bought his way through life and thought nothing of those he considered beneath him. No doubt Iain’s title was above Donaldson’s, but because Iain was Scottish, the lieutenant thought Iain beneath him.

Donaldson’s gaze slid to Palmer. “You will let a Scottish heathen speak to an English officer in this way?”

Instead of being angry, Iain was glad to see his speculation proved correct. The man was dangerously supercilious.

“Iain Campbell is the Marquess of Kerr and the Earl of Corrington. He possesses both an English title and a Scottish title that are older than your father’s. So if I were you, Donaldson, I’d walk away and forget this day ever happened.”

For a long moment Donaldson stood stiff and unyielding, his cold gaze locked on Iain. Iain’s muscles tensed in preparation for a fight, but Donaldson turned on his heel, mounted his horse, and rode off.


Chapter 26

Iain didn’t go to Cait’s bedchamber when he returned home. He couldn’t go to her in the mood he was in at the moment. He needed to calm down and think. So he paused in front of her door for a moment, then moved on.

As angry as he was at Donaldson, he was grateful that Palmer had been with him. He didn’t know what he would have done to the bloody ijit if they’d been alone. It was men like Donaldson who gave English soldiers and men in general a bad name. Even the usually loquacious Palmer had been subdued after the encounter. “I apologize for Donaldson’s behavior,” he had said once they reached the entryway to Iain’s home.

“You’re not the one who should be apologizing. The fact that the bastard lied and said that Cait had invited him…” Iain couldn’t even finish the sentence, he was so furious.

“We all know he was lying,” Palmer said.

“It doesn’t matter what we know. What matters is what he says, and I better not hear him spreading his lies about the countryside.” Iain’s back teeth came together. He should have incapacitated the man right away, and then he wouldn’t have to worry about any of this.

“Give me a few days,” Palmer said. “Let me see what I can do.”

“If you don’t do something, I will.”

They parted ways, Palmer to the study for a drink before going to bed, Iain to see Cait. Except he couldn’t go in just yet, not until this paralyzing anger dissipated a bit. He entered his bedchamber, shrugging out of his coat and throwing it on the bed before heading toward the decanter of Scottish whiskey to pour himself a generous portion. A fire—presumably lit by his housekeeper in anticipation of his return—blazed in the hearth. 

He was arrested by the sight of Cait rising from the overstuffed chair in front of the fire.

She was still in the dressing gown she’d worn earlier. Her hair was dry but unbound and flowing down her back in soft, fiery waves.

“Cait,” he said on a strangled breath.

“My apologies if I’m intruding,” she said softly. “I wanted to hear what happened and didn’t want to stay in my own room.”

“You’re not intruding.” He was glad she was here. He’d been wrong, he realized. He hadn’t needed to avoid her because of his foul mood. He’d needed her presence to lessen it.

She was watching him with big green eyes, her face pale, the bruises on her jaw stark against the creaminess of her skin. “What happened?” she asked, clutching her hands in front of her until her knuckles were white.

He poured his drink and took a swallow, enjoying the burn all the way to his gut, where it spread its warmth through him. “He won’t be bothering you again.” He wasn’t about to tell her the details, that Donaldson had blamed her for his presence there. That he’d lied and said Cait had invited him and that he was a bloody bastard who needed a good thrashing.

Her eyes widened. “Is he…”

“He’s not dead.” Iain wished to God he were.

Her shoulders slumped and she passed a hand across her eyes. “I feel silly.”

“Why do you feel silly?”

“Ye probably think I made too much of this. And I did. Ye even brought Palmer into it, and it was probably all for nothing. The man…Donaldson…was probably—”

“I don’t believe that for a moment. You were truly frightened, and you have bruises. Don’t ever feel silly asking for my help.”

“I could have—should have—handled it myself.”

“You don’t really believe that.” She was having second thoughts about coming here; she was a strong woman who took care of herself, and she hated having to rely on him. He understood that, but he also knew that she was no match for a man like Donaldson. “He was there tonight, Cait. Just like he promised he would be. I have no doubt his intentions were not honorable.”

She shuddered and rubbed her arms as she stared into the fire.

Iain grabbed a blanket from the foot of his bed and draped it around her shoulders. It was a cool night, and the fire chased away some of the chill, but he feared she wasn’t so much cold as she was frightened.

“Thank ye,” she said softly.

“I’d do anything for you, Cait. I hope you know that.”

She glanced up at him, but he could see she wasn’t ready to hear that just yet, and it frustrated him. He wanted to tell her of his feelings. Feelings that grew as the days wore on. They weren’t going away. They weren’t abating. They were here for good, and it was so damn frustrating that every time he tried to tell her, she backed away. He was weary of tiptoeing around her. Still, he had no other choice, and tonight was not the night to address it.

“Did you eat the dinner I brought up?” he asked, feeling silly that they were standing while having this conversation. But he couldn’t sit until she did, and she was staring blindly into the fire. “Cait?” He touched her elbow and she jumped, startled.

“I’m sorry. I was woolgathering.”

“You were very far away. Sit down.” He guided her to the chair and settled the blanket around her shoulders, thinking of the night he’d spent in her cottage, sitting at her kitchen table, eating bits and pieces of the food she’d scrounged up for them while wearing a blanket. That had been the best night of his life. He’d been happier, more comfortable, than he’d ever felt. He could happily spend more nights that way. Hell, he could happily spend the rest of his life that way. With Cait, he didn’t need a large house or titles or wealth. She made the simple seem extravagant and the most mundane moments the best memories.

He sat in the opposite chair and sipped on his whiskey while the silence wrapped around them. She didn’t seem inclined to talk, and he was content just sitting there with her. He finished his whiskey but was loath to get up and refill his glass for fear of breaking the spell.

He thought of nights in the future, that there could be so many more of them like this. Cait was the only woman he felt truly comfortable around. She didn’t pretend. She didn’t put on airs. She didn’t agree with him because that was what she was told to do. Hell, half the time she didn’t agree with him at all and had no problem telling him. She cared about everyone. Jacobite refugees. English soldiers like Halloway. Even her grandfathers who had hurt her so terribly. Although she probably wouldn’t admit to caring for those last two.

The clock struck midnight, startling him. He’d had no idea they’d been sitting here that long.

“I don’t want to go back to my room,” she said softly.

“Then stay here.” Good Lord, but his body was suddenly awake with longing. He’d not even been thinking of making love to her, and now he was on fire with the need. But that probably wasn’t what she meant, and he was the worst sort of cad to be thinking of making love while she was obviously very low.

She stood, and the blanket slipped from her shoulders to fall in a puddle on the floor. The firelight shone through the thin fabric of her dressing gown, outlining her lithe body. Iain swallowed. She held her hand out to him. “Come to bed with me.”

He blinked and could have sworn that this was some ethereal being come to haunt his dreams and not Cait standing before him. Her hair was like the flames of the fire, alight with golds and oranges and deeper reds.

He stood, finding his legs almost unable to hold him. His cock was fully engorged and painful. He’d never had this reaction to a woman, this intense desire that nearly brought him to his knees. He could barely breathe through it and had to clench his teeth against it.

He took her hand and she led him to the bed. They stood facing each other, linked only by their fingers as the fire crackled and popped and lit the room with dancing shadows.

Gently, he took her face between his hands and kissed her softly. She kissed him back, her hands at her sides but her mouth and tongue willing. They kissed for a long time, just their mouths touching and his hands cupping her face. Her skin was warm and soft from the fire, and his thumbs traced lazy circles across her jaw and cheek.

She pulled away and looked him in the eye. “Make love to me.”

He grinned. “Yes, my lady.”

Her eyes lit with a smile that didn’t touch her lips. Slowly, he lowered her to the bed and untied the sash at her waist, pulling the sides away and unwrapping her like the gift she was. He’d seen her naked before, but now he took his time, his gaze roaming her body before he allowed his hands to do the same.

She looked up at him, giving him the time he needed to look at her. Her stomach was flat, her hips narrow. There were shiny white marks on her stomach where the skin had stretched during pregnancy. They only added to her charm and were a reminder that she had lived a life before him, a life completely different from his. Her breasts were neither small nor large, and he thought of the daughter who had suckled them, another reminder that she came to him with memories that he would not be able to touch.

The patch of hair between her legs was a fiery red, much darker and coarser than the hair on her head, the curls springy. She bent her knees, opening herself to him, and he looked at her quickly. Her expression was so serious. They’d made playful love before. They’d made passionate love before. But he felt that tonight was different. This would be a deeper lovemaking, something that was going to touch his soul.

She had freckles almost everywhere. At least everywhere the sun touched. Her neck, her arms. Only the hidden parts of her were devoid of freckles. An interesting phenomenon, as if the sun had kissed her.

“Ye are fully clothed,” she said with a touch of censure.

“Let me rectify that.” He stood and pulled off his waistcoat, then his shirt. It was strangely erotic to have her lie there and watch him, her eyes following his every move.

He stood naked before her and let her gaze wash over him as his had done to her. It was so exciting that his breathing felt labored.

She held out her arms to him. “Come to me.”

Released from the strange paralysis of her gaze, he climbed on top of her and groaned at the feel of her skin against his. He pressed his aching cock into her thigh in the hopes of alleviating some of the pain, but that only intensified it, and he groaned again.

She reached between them and took his cock in her hand, gently squeezing, causing him to gasp and the room to dim.

“Oh, God, yes,” he moaned, his eyes drifting shut as her fingers squeezed and then released. He pumped into her hand, unable to stop himself, but after a moment she stopped and he dropped his head to her shoulder, breathing deeply. If he wasn’t careful, this was going to end before it even began.

He rolled to her side and propped himself up on his elbow to keep temptation at bay. She turned her head to look at him, her expression still serious, but there was an answering need in her eyes.

He fingered the curls at the juncture of her thighs, lightly brushing his hand across them. She opened her legs. He was far past teasing or playing. He took the invitation for what it was and parted her folds to press his finger against the nub inside. She gasped and raised her hips, pushing against his finger. He slid another finger into her passage while moving his thumb across her nub.

Her eyes drifted shut and her hips moved with his finger, slowly at first. He was hard and aching, but he watched her expressions, fascinated. She pressed her palm against the back of his hand, forcing his finger to rub harder as she emitted an approving hum. Her hips thrust upward, forcing his finger deeper inside of her. She moved faster, and a small line formed between her drawn brows.

She began to pant, her hips coming off the bed, causing the bed ropes to squeak in protest. He could only watch in rapt enthrallment as, pressing hard on his hand, she cried out. Instantly, his fingers were wet with her juices and her passageway pulsed around his finger. She lowered her hips and thrust up again, harder this time. Her toes curled, her legs went rigid, and her hips bucked.

When the pulsing slowed, she lazily opened her eyes and smiled at him. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes shone. The back of her hand skimmed the head of his penis and he nearly came undone.

Gently, she tugged on his arm and he rolled on top of her, sheathing himself. For a long moment he lay still, luxuriating in the tight, warm feel of her. But then she moved, squeezing her inner muscles.

“Ahhh,” he groaned, his body clenching to stave off his release.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered. “Don’t hold back.”

His brows cocked, he looked down on her in question. “Are you certain, lass?”

“Please,” she said.

He moved inside her. She clenched his buttocks with both hands, forcing him deeper, setting a swift rhythm that was hard to deny. “Don’t stop,” she repeated.

He continued to pump into her, not slowing. His completion was coming too quickly, but he knew she didn’t want him to stop, so he didn’t. It rushed up on him, overcoming him before he knew it, and all at once he was spurting inside her, his release so powerful that goosebumps rose on the backs of his legs. He’d been afraid that it was over so quickly she wouldn’t find her release, but he’d been wrong. She’d come just as quickly, crying out as she went stiff underneath him.

—

“Don’t go,” he mumbled, pulling her tighter against him.

“I don’t want to, but the entire house doesn’t need to know I’ve been in yer bed.” She resisted the urge to snuggle against him. She must be strong in this. She didn’t want to be known as Iain’s lover or mistress. She’d worked hard to lead a quiet life free of drama and rumors, and she wanted to keep it that way.

With great reluctance, she slid out of bed and reached for her shift while Iain sighed and scooted up in bed to pull the sheet over his lap. “What does it matter if people know? Are you ashamed of us?”

She paused as she pulled on her robe. “I’m no’ ashamed.”

“But neither are you proud.” He was watching her with his dark eyes, and she found it disconcerting. “Your silence tells me all I need to know.”

“It has nothing to do with pride. I like my independence, and I like being left alone.”

“I want more, Cait.”

She sighed, wishing this weren’t the conversation he chose to have. She was drained from her breakdown earlier in the evening, and even though she’d slept while Iain was gone, this was a bone-deep weariness. She’d cried until she’d had no more tears left, and it had been cathartic, releasing all of her anger, but now her mind was fuzzy and she felt as if she could sleep for another three days. She also needed time alone. There was much she had to think about; much had come to the surface that she’d pushed away for far too long.

Against her better judgment, she sat on the side of the bed and folded her hands in her lap. “I don’t know what I want, Iain. I like this.” She waved her hand between the two of them. “But I’m no’…I don’t know if I’m right in the head at the moment.”

He took her hand. “Don’t say that. Of course you’re right in the head. You’ve had a lot happen to you over the past few years, and you’ve never dealt with it.”

“Maybe ye’re right. But I need to deal with it. I need to think about all of this, and I can’t do that when I’m with ye. Ye make me want to believe that everything will be okay.”

“Maybe not okay, but certainly better.” His grin was lopsided and a bit uncertain.

She smiled back. “I’ve been by myself so long that sometimes, if I’m around people for too long, I get anxious. I need space, and I need my time alone.”

His jaw flexed, and she knew she’d hurt his feelings, but she wanted to be completely honest with him.

“Don’t be angry,” she said.

“I’m not angry. I’m frustrated.”

“I’m sorry I frustrate ye, but I think ye’re frustrated because I won’t follow yer commands like everyone else does.”

“I’m not commanding you.”

“Aren’t ye?”

He pressed his lips together and she sighed. Though she didn’t want their night to end like this, Iain was pressuring her, demanding more than she was willing to give at the moment.

“I care about you, Cait.”

She leaned over to kiss him on the cheek. “I know ye do, and I care about ye as well. But Iain, ye can’t be angry at me for being who I am.”

“I’m not angry at you, I’m—”

“Frustrated. I know.”

She stood and looked down on him, wanting nothing more than to crawl back into bed with him, but she resisted. Her reasons were convoluted, and even she didn’t understand the half of them. All she knew was that something was holding her back.

He snatched her hand. “How are you?”

She raised a brow.

“About Donaldson. How are you feeling about that?”

“I’m fine.” When she smiled, even she knew it was a brittle smile.

“You’re not.”

“I will be.”

He looked skeptical and she leaned over to kiss his cheek. “I will be thanks to ye. Thank ye, Iain, for everything ye’ve done for me.”

“I’d do anything for you, Cait.”

She smiled and touched his cheek before straightening. “Sleep well.”

It had been an exhausting, emotional day. Coupled with making love to Iain, everything was jumbled inside her. She was angry at herself for letting a man like Donaldson control her.

But wasn’t she also letting her fear of a relationship with Iain control her?

Did she really have any control over any of it?


Chapter 27

Alice had her baby later that morning. A strapping bundle of boy. Iain insisted on escorting Cait to the cottage, and by the time they got there, Alice was ready to push that baby into the world. He came out squalling, with an excellent set of lungs and alert eyes. Really, all Cait was needed for was to catch the wee lad as he slithered into her hands.

Birthing babies was one of her favorite things to do; she loved being the first one to touch a baby and hold it and see it take its first breath. But she was emotionally wrung out afterward, as she always thought of Christina. Her beautiful, sweet Christina, whom she had struggled to bring into the world. It had not been an easy birth, but oh, how worth it she had been, healthy and strong, if tiny. She had flourished and always been such a well-behaved lass.

Cait left Alice, the babe, and the three other children to go in search of Iain. He was sitting under a tree with the new father, Sean, drinking ale and telling tall tales, no doubt. Sean stood immediately and anxiously searched Cait’s face.

“She’s fine, and so is the babe. Go on and see her. Find out what ye’ve got there.” She watched, smiling, as Sean loped off, half pissed with drink. “Ye two were having a fine time drinking out here while Alice did all the laboring.”

“It’s hard work being a man and having to sit outside feeling helpless. The drink helped calm him.”

“Well, then ye did a fine job, because he’s very calm.”

He shrugged and grinned. “I try.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her down next to him. The tree was big enough for both of them to lean against, and Cait rested her head against the rough bark with a deep sigh. They held hands and sat in silence while the birds sang in the tree above them and the warm breeze nearly lulled her to sleep. Neither of them had slept much the night before, and she could easily fall asleep right here.

“You did good in there,” Iain said.

She turned her head to look at him. “Ye weren’t even in there.”

He shrugged. “I didn’t need to be to know you did good. I’ve seen you with your patients. You’re a good healer.”

“Thank ye.” She was inordinately pleased by his praise.

He held up their linked hands. “Sometimes I tend to forget what these hands can do. I’ve seen you dig a pistol ball out of Adair and tend to those who were burned in the fire.” He kissed her fingers. “And just a wee bit ago, you delivered a babe.”

“Really, I just caught him. Alice did all the work.”

He turned his head so they were almost nose to nose. “Don’t discredit what you do. It’s vital, and I want you to know that I would never ask you to stop being a healer. I understand that it’s a large part of who you are.”

She smiled at him. “I’m glad ye understand that about me.”

He lowered their hands to rest on his hard thigh. “I understand more than you think. I understand that birthing babies takes something out of you. I can see it in your eyes right now. You’re thinking about your own wee one.”

She pulled in a surprised breath and turned her head away, discomfited that he’d reached so far down into her soul and seen the dark part of her that was jealous of Alice and her four beautiful, healthy babes when Cait couldn’t even keep the one she’d been given.

“It’s not wrong, what you’re feeling,” Iain said. “I imagine it’s quite natural.”

“Ye can stop any time now,” she said, her voice hoarse with emotion.

“I guess what I’m saying,” he continued, ignoring her, “is that I don’t want you to ever be afraid of talking about your Christina. Or John. They’re both a large part of you and who you are. Don’t turn your back on those memories because of me. I know…” He cleared his throat. “I know you blame me for John’s death.” He squeezed her fingers. “I blame myself as well. I hope that we can get past that someday.”

The warm, bright day turned a bit chillier and dim. She hoped that someday thoughts of John and Christina wouldn’t cause her world to darken. “I used to blame ye for John’s death, but in truth I was directing my anger at ye when I should have directed it at John. John died doing what he wanted to do. Ye say that being a healer is what I am. John was a warrior, and he laid down his life for his fellow warrior and chief. I miss him terribly some days, and I’m dreadfully angry at him some days, but mostly, I’m proud of him for taking that pistol ball that was meant for ye.”

They fell into a companionable silence, and the sun became brighter and the breeze warmer. Maybe that was how it happened. Maybe the coldness and darkness faded over time until there was only warmth and light and good memories.

“How do ye do it?” she asked. “How do ye see so deeply inside of me like that?”

“I don’t know. I just do. I’ve never been able to do it with anyone else. What do you think about that?”

“I don’t know.” She shied away from those thoughts, not willing to delve into them just yet.

“I think you do.” He stood and pulled her up with him. “We should go before Sean comes out here wondering what we’re doing.”

Cait checked on the mother and baby one more time before she and Iain left the newly expanded family with the promise that Cait would return tomorrow. They rode back to the big house in a comfortable silence that ended when they were confronted by Palmer. “I have news,” he said.

Cait tensed, waiting for the worst, although she didn’t know what that would be anymore. Iain moved closer until their shoulders were touching, and she was grateful for the silent support.

“Lieutenant Donaldson has been reassigned starting immediately. He’s been transferred to the northern Highland region.”

“Truly?” Cait had convinced herself that the incident was not as serious as she’d first believed. She’d felt that she made it more than it really was, and being with Iain had given her a sense of safety. Or at least she’d thought it had. But hearing Palmer say that Donaldson was going very far away made her weak with relief.

“You have my thanks, Captain,” Iain said.

“When does he leave?” she asked.

“Today. He was given no choice. I want to extend my apologies, Mrs. Campbell, on behalf of the English army. That is not how an English officer is supposed to act.”

—

“You can’t go back.” Iain stepped in front of her to block her from walking out the front door.

She pulled up short. “I can’t stay here.”

“Of course you can.”

“I won’t stay here. I’ll no’ have people talking about me like that, and I’ll no’ have it go around that I’m yer mistress.”

He didn’t move.

“Iain, please. Ye’re acting foolish.”

“I’m acting foolish? Because I care about you?”

“If ye care, then ye’ll let me go. Ye know where I am, and ye know ye’re always welcome. But I have a home to go back to and…” She looked around. There was no one lurking about, but that didn’t mean that ears weren’t pressed to doors or eyes weren’t looking through locks. “And I have obligations to meet.”

His expression wavered and he stepped away. She smiled at him, knowing how difficult it was to let her go. He worried about her, she understood that, but she refused to let her life be ruled by fear when it was already ruled by fear of commitment. This was something she’d only just realized about herself, thanks to Iain. She was afraid of having any sort of relationship, whether it be friendships with other women or a romantic relationship with Iain or any other man. She couldn’t even give her cat a proper name because she feared he wouldn’t stay around long.

But knowing about her problem and fixing it were two different things, and she wondered if she was beyond fixing. Maybe she was too scarred to ever be a person who could trust again. Maybe she would always be broken.

She walked out of the big house. The front was now a manicured lawn rather than the upper bailey of old. Things were changing rapidly, and Iain was at the forefront of those changes. She didn’t like many of them, but she was beginning to understand them thanks to Iain.

Her mount was waiting for her, the reins held by a young lad who smiled as he handed them over. She quickly mounted.

Iain was standing in the open doorway watching her. She’d insisted on leaving alone, needing to do this. She refused to let Donaldson take her freedom or her independence. She was nervous but knew this was something she had to do, just as she knew that it was driving Iain mad that she would not allow him to accompany her.

“I’ll check on you tonight,” he said.

“Ye don’t have to.”

“Yes, I do.”

She grinned, allowing him this, because if she didn’t, he would do what he wanted in the end. She could push him only so far. “Tonight, then.” With a confident wave, she rode off. It felt good to be alone with her thoughts without Iain hovering about.

As she had predicted, the ride home was uneventful. She encountered no miscreants or murderers, as Iain had feared she would. The road was deserted, and she enjoyed her freedom and her thoughts. She was at peace at the far edges of Campbell land. But was it a false sense of peace? Would she be at peace elsewhere if she only allowed herself to be?

These thoughts were exhausting, but she also knew they were needed. It was time to question her life. Although the way she lived had served her well in the years after John’s death, she was beginning to realize that what worked for her then would not necessarily serve her in the future. Change was frightening, but sometimes staying in the same place was more frightening.

She was and was not surprised to see Graham sitting outside her cottage. So much for being alone and at peace. She dismounted as he stood.

“I heard ye had trouble with the damn redcoats,” he said gruffly.

“Word travels quickly,” she said as she led her horse around back.

Graham followed, grumbling about the damn redcoats.

“The trouble is gone,” she said. “Iain and Captain Palmer took care of it.”

Graham snorted. “Ye put too much trust in those two. They’re thick as thieves, and I don’t trust them as far as I can throw ’em. Bloody Sassenachs is what they are, one no better than the other.”

“Careful,” she said. “Ye’re starting to sound like MacGregor.”

That shut him up for a moment. He wasn’t overly fond of MacGregor and had never liked being compared to the other chief. “He might be right in this,” he grudgingly admitted.

She stopped and stared at him. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard ye say that.”

He shrugged. “Ye can never trust a Campbell, always thinkin’ of themselves, they are. Goes where the wind blows. And where the money is. If the Scots gave him more gold and land, he’d side with them just as easily as he’d side with the bloody English.”

Cait rubbed her horse down even though the ride hadn’t been arduous. She just wanted something to do.

“Got nothin’ to say to that, lass?”

“Iain Campbell was there when I needed him. After my encounter with Donaldson, it was Iain I turned to for help, and he was right there. He took care of me. He let me rail and cry, and he just listened. He’s a good man, Grandfather. I know ye can’t see beyond the history of the Campbell name, but trust me, he’s different. John loved him like a brother and died for him. That says much.”

Graham harrumphed and said after a bit of silence, “I’ve had several discussions with him about the future of Scotland.”

“I have, too, and what he says makes sense. He thinks with his head and not his heart. He considers all angles and every scenario. Ye might no’ like what he has to say, but it’s worth hearing him out.”

Graham eyed her critically. “Ye’ve grown to a beautiful woman, Cait Campbell. Yer mother and father would have been proud of ye.”

Her throat closed up with tears, and she swallowed them. “Thank ye. That means a lot.”

“Maybe I’ll let him tell me these thoughts he has. No harm to listen, eh?”

“No harm to listen,” she admitted.

He cleared his throat. “I came to see if ye were all right.”

“I’m fine.”

Another small bit of silence. “Ye need anything?”

“Nay.” She straightened and brushed a bit of hair out of her face. “Truly, I’m fine. Between you and Campbell, I haven’t had a moment’s peace. Iain has been very…protective.” She wondered how much Graham knew about the encounter but decided it prudent not to ask. She wasn’t keen on repeating the story, and if he didn’t know, she wasn’t going to be the one to tell him.

“If ye don’t feel safe, ye’re always welcome back home.”

“This is home.”

“Will ye ever forgive me, lass?”

He appeared so vulnerable and old and weary and frail. She wondered how much time she had left with him. Not much. A few years, maybe. Was she willing to waste it on old grudges and even older feuds? That would make her too much like MacGregor.

“I don’t want this rift between us anymore,” he said.

“I don’t, either.” She put her arms around his waist in a hug.

For a moment he didn’t seem to know what to do, but then he hugged her back. As she had thought, he wasn’t nearly as meaty and muscular as he’d been even eight years ago. She squeezed her eyes shut, regretting the time they’d wasted on ridiculous anger.

She pulled away to see that his eyes were wet. He quickly wiped them and sniffed, looking at everything but her.

She said, “I appreciate yer offer of a place to live. This is my home, and I like it here, but I will come visit.”

He brightened at that. “Truly?”

She smiled. “Truly, Grandfather.”

“Grandfather? Cait?”

They both looked at the house to find Rory coming around the corner.

“There ye are,” he said with his lopsided smile as he loped toward them.

“Come inside,” Cait said, giving up on some quiet time alone.

—

They had a nice afternoon. She and Rory did most of the talking, reminiscing, and catching up on old acquaintances and even older gossip. Their grandfather tended to sit back and watch, but he appeared pleased, and she was happy with that. It felt good to mend that rift, to not carry around the anger and guilt that had been plaguing her for so long.

As nighttime descended, Rory and Graham prepared to leave.

“Are ye sure about stayin’ here, lass? Ye can come with Rory and me, ye know.”

“I know.” She looked around her cottage. “But I need to do this.”

Graham shook his head and muttered, “Foolish,” to no one in particular.

“I can stay with ye,” Rory said. “I can sleep on the floor or in the barn.”

Cait smiled at her cousin, delighted that he was back in her life. He was the closest person she had to a sibling. She patted his arm. “Thank ye, Rory, but I’ll be fine.” Rory appeared skeptical but kept silent and rode off with Grandfather Graham.

As soon as she was alone, exhaustion claimed her. She locked everything because Iain had made her promise that she would, and tried not to think about how silent her house was and how cold her bed would be. Her thoughts strayed to how warm Iain would be lying next to her, and how she really wanted to curl up next to him.

She happened to glance at the front door to find Black Cat sitting in front of it. She knew what that meant. Someone was coming. She wasn’t even nervous or frightened; she knew it would be Iain, coming to check on her.

She opened the door and watched him dismount. “No harm has come to me.”

He looked her up and down critically. “I can see that.”

She stepped outside to take the reins of his mount and lead it around the side of the house while Iain followed.

“No sign of Donaldson,” she said, then hesitated before saying the next. “Graham came by.”

“Did he? And what did that daft bugger have to say?”

“He heard about Donaldson and…um…us.”

Iain laughed. “The bastard must have spies in my house. How the hell did he hear about us so quickly?”

“He didn’t say.”

“Is that all he wanted?”

She hesitated again, and Iain’s attention sharpened.

“He has regrets. We’ve reconciled.”

“Ach, Cait. That’s a good thing,” he said softly.

She rubbed the horse’s nose. “It is. I don’t want to get too hopeful, though.”

“Not everyone leaves for good. Some people come back.”

The horse nuzzled her hand, probably looking for a treat. “I know.”

“No, you don’t. But you will. I’m glad you’ve reconciled with your grandfather.”

“I told him that ye helped me these last days and that ye aren’t a bad man. I told him ye had some good ideas about Scotland and he needed to listen to ye.”

Iain’s hopes soared. Who would have guessed that his greatest ally would be Cait Campbell? “And what did he say to that?”

“That he would consider it.”

It was the same thing Graham had said to Iain, and while it was frustrating that Cait hadn’t been able to convince Graham, it was encouraging that he was still thinking on the matter.

They put the horse in an empty stall and made their way back to the cottage, entering through the back kitchen door.

“He’s getting older,” she said, taking up the thread of the conversation again.

“He’s realizing that he’s run damn near everyone off,” Iain said.

“Rory is loyal to him.”

Iain grunted as they walked through the kitchen. “And did you forgive him?”

“I don’t know if I can forgive him, but I can move forward, and he indicated that he was willing to as well. We had a nice chat, and he invited me to visit him.”

“How do you feel about that?”

“I’d like to give it a try. I never thought I would be welcome back in my childhood home. He’s…different. Softer.” She laughed. “Don’t ye dare tell him I told ye that.”

Iain grinned. “I’m glad he made an effort toward amends. Now all you need is for MacGregor to do the same.”

“I’ll no’ hold out hopes for that. Graham doesn’t like ye, but MacGregor despises ye.”

Iain shook his head. “All thanks to a ridiculous feud that happened over forty years ago.”

“He’s a stubborn man.”

“Sounds like someone else I know. Come here, Cait.” He sat in the chair in the sitting room and held his hand out to her. She came to him. There was really no question about it. She was drawn to him like Black Cat was to a warm patch of sunlight.

He gently tugged her onto his lap and she happily settled there, her arms draped around his shoulders.

“I missed you today,” he whispered. “I hate being apart from you.”

“Oh, Iain.”

He put a finger to her lips. “I’m just telling you how I feel. Now that you spent the night in my bed, it will never be the same again. I will always think of you as I lie there cold and alone.”

“Ye’re impossible.” But she said it with affection, amazed at how much they thought alike. Just before he arrived, she’d been thinking the same thing.

“And you’re stubborn.”

“Well, ye’re here now, and that’s all that matters.”

“I’ll take what you’re willing to give me.”

It wasn’t right that she was making him live off bits and pieces when he wanted the whole thing. But she was still so frightened.

Frightened of change. Frightened of caring. Frightened of losing yet another person she loved.

He kissed her, drawing her to his lips with a gentle nudge of his hand on the back of her head, and she let her heavy thoughts drift away for the moment.

A sharp knock on the door had her jumping off his lap as if she’d been caught doing something wrong.

With a curse, Iain stood and reached for the pistol in his boot.


Chapter 28

“Mary and Joseph, Campbell! Ye’ll kill someone waving that pistol around,” Sutherland shouted as Iain yanked the door open and shoved his pistol in the man’s face.

Cait covered her mouth to hide her smile but was instantly relieved that it was only Sutherland and not Donaldson banging on her door.

Iain growled a curse and shoved his pistol back in his boot. “What are you doing here, Sutherland? Or need I ask?”

Sutherland looked between Iain and Cait and wisely kept his thoughts to himself. “I wouldn’t ask unless it was dire.”

“Of course,” she said.

“No,” Iain said at the same time.

Cait placed her hand on Iain’s arm. “Iain.”

“Cait,” he said in warning.

“What do ye need?” Cait asked Sutherland.

Iain made a disgusted noise and walked away.

“Ye need help,” she said, drawing Sutherland’s attention back to her.

“Aye.”

“When?”

“They’re hidden down the road.”

“Then bring them in.”

“A warm house and safety are all they ask for.”

“Of course I’ll feed them, too.”

“For the love of God,” Iain exploded from the kitchen. “You can’t keep putting her in danger, Sutherland.”

“If I thought she was in danger, I would no’ be doing this.”

“Iain, it’s fine. I want to help.”

Iain glared at her from across the kitchen. Cait shot Sutherland an apologetic look. “It’s like that, is it?” he asked Iain with a grin as he rocked back on his heels.

Iain glowered at him.

“Bring them in,” Cait said. This was exactly why she wanted to avoid a relationship with Iain Campbell. People were beginning to speculate, and soon everyone would know that she and Iain were together. And Iain was once again trying to tell her what to do. She knew his reaction was because he cared for her, but his oppression was stifling, and she was angry.

“Ye need to stop,” she said to Iain when Sutherland left. “These people need me.”

“This isn’t safe,” he said.

“They’re being hunted. They’re cold, hungry, and scared. They’re being run from their country. I’d like to think they’ll remember Scotland with at least some warmth when they reach Canada.”

Iain seemed ready to argue, then stopped. “I know you’re doing good, but I can’t help not liking it.”

“Ye promised that ye wouldn’t try to change me,” she said. “And the first thing ye don’t like, ye’re telling me what to do. I can’t have a relationship like that, Iain.”

He ran a hand down his face. “I don’t like it, but you’re right.” He dropped his hands and sighed. “Well, my plans for the night are ruined. But I’m staying here.”

“Iain—”

“No arguments. I don’t like that you’re the only woman in a houseful of men.”

“Very well.” She wasn’t going to argue anymore. If it made him feel better to stay the night, then so be it. Besides, she missed him when they were apart.

—

“I don’t want to leave you.” Iain rolled to his side and kissed her.

Cait snuggled into his side. “Then don’t.”

“I have to. We’re clearing the north field of the debris from the fire today.”

“Then ye must do that.”

“I don’t like leaving you alone.”

“I’m hardly alone. I have four people sleeping in my cellar.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better. Marry me, Cait.”

She drew back in surprise. “Pardon?”

“Marry me. We hate being apart, and I love you.”

She sat up. “What did ye say?” she whispered.

“I said I love you and I want to marry you and I want to stop spending time apart.”

“Iain…” She was breathless with shock. Not expecting this, not ready for this. She needed time to get used to the two of them together, and this was a giant leap forward. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Say nothing right now. But please think about it.”

“We’re no’ suited.” She was saying things as she was thinking them, but her thoughts were coming too fast.

“I disagree.”

“How can ye say that? Ye have so many prospects. Ye can make a good match and create a dynasty between England and Scotland.”

“If I’d wanted to, I would have done that years ago. A dynasty doesn’t interest me.” He cupped her face between his hands. “You interest me. I love your independence. I love that you have no fear of speaking your mind, and I have no wish to suppress that. You are your own woman, and I admire that.”

“More than bloodlines and connections?” She was thinking of all the English lasses who would love to have his titles and his wealth. Both England and Scotland would benefit from such a union.

Iain laughed. “You are a combination of MacGregor and Graham. There are no better connections than that, but that’s not why I’m asking you to marry me. I love you, and I want to wake up next to you in the morning and make love to you every night and not worry about what people are saying.”

Tears blurred her vision. His words were beautiful and she believed everything he said. If he’d wanted an alliance with England, he would have made one long ago, but he hadn’t. And an alliance with the MacGregors and Grahams was a coup, although she wasn’t certain that either grandfather would approve. She might cause another rift in both families with this marriage. If she chose to marry him.

“I want to say yes,” she said.

“But what?”

“But…I don’t know. I’m afraid. What if—”

He pressed his finger to her lips. “Life is not guaranteed. We will always lose the ones we love. Whether it be sooner than later is not up to us. All we can do is live our lives to the fullest and enjoy each day as it’s given to us.”

“Ye make it sound so easy.”

“It’s not easy. It’s difficult. Damn difficult. But it’s worth it.”

She’d thought her life was complete. She enjoyed her vocation as a healer. She felt good that she was helping Sutherland and the poor souls who came to her for sanctuary. She had a home that she’d made her own. What Iain was offering was something she had closed her mind and heart to long ago. He was forcing her to rethink everything. To open her life to heartache and possibly grief.

But was life worth living if you allowed yourself to live only half of it?

“I would…” She licked her lips. Her heart was pounding so hard that she was surprised he couldn’t feel it. “I would be open to the possibility.”

“That’s all I can ask at the moment. I know commitments make you nervous, but I promise to dedicate every day to your happiness. If that means leaving you alone because you’re feeling stifled, then I will do so.”

“Ye’re too good to me.”

“And I plan on continuing to be. I love you, Cait Campbell.”

She grinned at him, hardly able to believe that things had changed so quickly. A month ago she would have laughed if someone had told her she was thinking of marrying Iain Campbell. She’d not even liked the man a month ago; she’d thought him a traitor to the Scottish people and distrusted him. But that was before she’d allowed herself to get to know him. She trusted him now. He knew all her secrets and he still wanted her. That meant a lot.

“You’re thinking far too hard for my liking.”

“My thoughts are jumbled.”

He chuckled and began dressing. “Think with your heart, not your mind.”

“I’ll try.”

He kissed her on the forehead. “It’s early yet. Get some sleep. Be careful today. Even though Donaldson is gone, there are other soldiers about. I will return as soon as I can. Probably around nightfall.” He straightened and looked down on her. “I love you.”

He left her with a full heart and a spring to her step. When was the last time she’d looked forward to her day like this?

—

She had just fed her four guests and closed and covered the hidden door when Black Cat took his position at the front door, alerting her that someone was coming.

She hurried to clean up the dishes, feeling like a young lass with her first love. Had Iain decided to come back early? Surely he wasn’t finished with the north field, but she supposed it was possible. Or maybe something had happened and he needed her to supply aid to someone injured. It could also be Sutherland coming to fetch his people, though she doubted that he would arrive in the middle of the day.

She opened the door and stepped out to find that it wasn’t Iain or Sutherland.

It was Donaldson.

She spun around, tripped over Black Cat, and went sprawling, twisting her ankle and crying out as she caught herself with her hands, scraping her palms on the rough stones.

She scrambled up and looked behind her. Donaldson had reined in his horse and was jumping off, his face a mask of fury, his dark close-set eyes glittering.

She stumbled toward the door and was slamming it closed when Donaldson slapped his hand on it and pushed back. Cait threw her weight into the door, but Donaldson was much stronger.

She abandoned the door to race through the kitchen and out the back, her one thought to draw Donaldson away from the refugees hiding in her cellar. There was no doubt that he would catch her. She was much too slow and he was much too fast for her to get away. Her only hope was to draw him into the forest and hide—at least the refugees wouldn’t be discovered.

She raced outside, casting a quick glance at the barn, cursing because her horse was not in the paddock, where she might have been able to mount him and ride off.

The sound of a pistol shot reverberated behind her. Bark exploded from a tree ten feet from her. She ducked and ran to the left, heading for the forest. She knew this land better than anyone and prayed that she could lose Donaldson in the thick foliage. She entered the cool, shadowed forest and veered to the right, then to the left, zigzagging in case Donaldson had another pistol.

She could hear him crashing through the underbrush behind her, cursing and floundering. She ducked beneath a low-hanging branch, her foot catching on a raised tree root that sent her stumbling. She managed to catch herself by grabbing the nearest tree and pushed off it, propelling herself forward.

“Running is useless,” he yelled. “I’ll find you, Mrs. Campbell.”

She swallowed a sob and kept running. Her skirts snagged on branches, slowing her down.

She’d made a terrible mistake. She was heading northeast, and there was nothing for miles in this direction. She should have raced around the front of the house and taken his horse, but all she’d been able to think about was getting him away from the refugees.

Her feet were aching, her shoes not made to run through the forest. She stumbled but forced herself forward, lifting her skirts higher. Her breath was sawing in and out of her lungs, and her side ached but she pressed on.

Until she was grabbed from behind and spun around.


Chapter 29

Cait blindly struck out, but before she could make contact, Donaldson backhanded her. She stumbled backward. With his hand on her shoulder, he held her steady to deliver another blow to her face. She cried out, her cheek going numb, her vision blurring.

“Bitch,” he ground out. “Because of you, I’ve been banished to the savage regions of the northern Highlands.” He drew his arm back and slapped her open-palmed across the face, jerking her head sideways. She held her arms up to block his blows. “Because of you, I’ve lost the respect of my superiors.” Another slap to the side of the head. She cried out, stars dancing before her eyes, and she felt blood dripping down her cheek. “Because of you, my career is ruined.” This time he curled his fingers into a fist and punched her in the stomach. She folded nearly in half, retching and sobbing.

He wrapped his hand in her hair, which had fallen from its pins, yanking so that her neck was bent backward. He dragged her toward him, causing her to fall against him.

He shoved his face into hers. Spittle clung to the corners of his mouth. His teeth were yellowed, his breath sweet. She would have thought such a monster’s breath would be putrid, but surprisingly, it wasn’t.

“All you had to do was accept my attentions, and everything would have been well and good. But you ran to Palmer. Bloody, righteous Palmer, who spends far too much time with that Scottish bastard Campbell. They’re probably buggering each other.”

She laughed. She couldn’t help it. The blood was rushing through her veins so fast it was making her weak, and all she could do was laugh that Donaldson thought Palmer and Campbell were buggering each other.

He tightened his grip on her hair and she cried out, reaching up to uselessly pull at his hands. Good Lord, but he was going to kill her.

She didn’t want to die. She wanted to live. She wanted what Iain promised her.

He began dragging her and she had no choice but to stumble, half hunched over, behind him, barely able to keep up. She had to stop him. If she didn’t, he would have his way with her and then kill her.

She thought of Iain returning to the cottage to find her missing, the front door open, the back door open. It was a hollow feeling, knowing that she had been right: Eventually, she lost everyone she cared about. Except this time she was the one leaving.

Donaldson slowed down and looked around. “Where the hell are we?” he demanded. When she didn’t answer, he shook her and her head wobbled. She cried out. By now everything on her hurt. Her scalp, her face, her head. She was bruised and battered everywhere. “Tell me where we are, damn it!”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I can’t see to look around.”

He pulled her up until she was somewhat standing on her feet, her head still bent forward because of the hold he had on her hair.

“Look,” he demanded, shaking her head again.

“I…don’t know where we are. This doesn’t look familiar.” They were closer to her cottage; if he kept in this direction, he would miss it entirely and delve deeper into the forest. She wanted him far from the cottage. She wanted him lost, but she needed to know where she was.

“You’re lying,” he said with a deadly calm that made her heart race even more.

“I’m no’. I swear.”

“Dirty Scots. Can’t trust any of them.” He looked around again, and she wondered what his plan had been. Had he come to her cottage to kill her? Take advantage of her?

“Go that way.”

“Which way?” He looked back at her.

“That way.” She pointed a little to his right.

“And where will that take me? To a warrior’s home? Do you think I’m a fool?”

“Where do ye want to go, and I’ll tell ye how to get there.”

He pressed his lips together, and she was certain he had no idea where he wanted to go. She’d ruined his plans by running from her home, and now he was floundering.

“I don’t trust you.” He headed to the left, opposite of where she’d pointed. She suppressed a triumphant grin. He’d played right into her hands, leading them away from her cottage but in a direction she was familiar with.

He dragged her for what seemed like eternity, and she continued to stumble behind him, waiting for her opportunity.

It came when he stopped again and looked around. He unwound his hand from her hair, and the pain in her scalp instantly lessened. Tears sprang to her eyes, and she resisted the urge to rub her head.

Free of her hair, Donaldson pointed at her. “Run and I will shoot you.”

She nodded.

He looked around again and she realized they were in a clearing where no foliage grew. She knew what was going to happen next. As if to prove her right, he began unbuttoning his fly. Already there was a bulge there. But it was the large branch just behind him that she was eyeing.

“Scream,” he said.

Her gaze flew to his dark eyes, alight with excitement. His face was flushed and he was breathing rapidly. “Scream,” he demanded again.

Her breath was stuck in her throat. He wanted her to scream. He wanted her to fight him off because it excited him.

He punched her in the stomach. She gasped and a strangled sound emerged, it was so unexpected and brutal. Her arm automatically came forward to cover her stomach.

“Scream,” he said again as he fumbled with his breeches.

“I…can’t.” The breath was slowly coming back to her.

He grabbed her shoulders and she cried out, more from surprise than anything. His fingers dug in to her, harder and harder. She opened her mouth to scream. At this point she would do anything he asked if only he would stop the pain. Only a gurgled moan came out of her.

He shook her and her head wobbled. “I will make you scream,” he said with deadly calm. “You will scream for me.”

She fell forward, her eyes on the thick branch just a few feet away. Holding her by the shoulders with one hand, he reached for his fly again. “I wish I’d thought to bring a shovel,” he said mostly to himself.

A tremor raced through her. He was going to beat her, rape her, and kill her. She wasn’t ready to die. She wanted to spend the rest of her life with Iain. She’d been so foolish, pushing him away.

With a cry, she rushed forward and grabbed the branch. Not expecting her sudden lunge, Donaldson cursed and tried to grab for the makeshift club, but she was already swinging.

It landed with a hollow thud against his head. The vibration of the blow traveled up her arm and numbed her fingers.

His knees gave out, and she was surprised by how slowly he sank to the ground. She’d thought he would just collapse, but it was a slow sinking that seemed to take forever.

He looked at her in shock as blood trailed down his temple. His eyes rolled to the back of his head and he slumped to the side.

Using her anger as the impetus, Cait lifted the branch high above her head and swung down, smashing it into the front of his skull. His body twitched and then stilled.

She stood there, breathing hard, whimpering, her fingers almost numb because she was holding the branch so tightly. She watched, waiting for him to move, ready to club him again. But he didn’t stir.

The club fell from her fingers with a soft thud. A fly landed on the corner of his partially opened lips and crawled along his cheek. Something in the underbrush to her right moved. A small rabbit emerged, its nose twitching, then hopped away.

The fly was now crawling on his forehead.

Cait picked up her skirts and ran.

She didn’t remember how she got home or how long it took. She stumbled into the clearing behind her cottage and dropped to her knees, leaning over until her forehead touched the ground. She sobbed, her arms clenched over her stomach.

Eventually, the sobs lessened and she stood on legs that were shaking so hard that if anyone saw her, they would think she had been drinking. Her cottage was just as she had left it, the back door wide open. The front door wide open. It was eerily silent, and she thought of the refugees hiding beneath the floor. Had they heard anything? Were they too frightened to move? She should check on them but couldn’t face them at the moment. She slowly made her way up the steps to her bedroom, where the sheets were still rumpled from her and Iain’s lovemaking the night before.

Everything was the same, and yet everything had changed in just a short time.

Hours ago she and Iain had been talking about marriage, and now she had killed a man. An English soldier.

She may have escaped death this afternoon, but she had surely put the noose around her neck now. The English would not take Donaldson’s death lightly, and she had no doubt that Palmer would not be able to help her.

She took a cloth and dipped it in the ewer of water to bathe her face. The cloth came away streaked with blood. Her face burned from the scratches and cuts, and she could feel several bruises forming. Her gown was torn in so many different places that it appeared a shredded rag. She peeled it off and washed herself completely as tears streamed down her face. She didn’t think past washing away the dirt and the feel of Donaldson’s hands.

“Cait?”

She stilled, her heart leaping. Why was Rory here? She pulled an old gown out of the bureau. “I’ll be down in a moment,” she called, her voice slurred from a swollen lip.

She looked in the basin of water, the only looking glass she had. Her reflection wavered, but she could easily see the swollen lip, the cut on her cheek, and the large bruise on her jaw.There was no hiding the damage that Donaldson had done. She took a deep breath and went downstairs.

Rory was rummaging through her cupboard and came away with half a loaf of bread. He turned to her, smiling, but the smile instantly disappeared. “What in the hell happened to ye?”

She put a hand to her cut cheek, and to her surprise, tears leaked from her eyes. “Donaldson returned,” she said.

“Good God.” Rory took a step toward her and then stopped as if afraid to come closer. His expression turned dark. “Where is he?”

“I think I killed him, Rory.” She looked up at him, her terror nearly overwhelming.

“What?” he whispered, his face going slack with shock.

“I killed an English officer.”


Chapter 30

“Where is he?” Rory asked with deadly calm.

“I ran,” she whispered, not wanting the men in her cellar to hear her. “Out the back door. I took him out to the woods.”

“Why the hell would ye do that?” he nearly yelled.

“Shhh.” She looked toward the corner. Rory didn’t know about the refugees, and she couldn’t tell him now. 

He lowered his voice anyway. “Why did ye lead him into the woods?”

“I wasn’t thinking. I just ran.” Her heart was racing as she thought about what had just happened. A different sort of fear settled into her. She was going to die. She hadn’t cheated death today; she’d merely postponed it.

“So he’s in the woods? Where in the woods?”

She waved her hand vaguely in the direction where she’d left his body. “Over that way. About a ten-minute walk. They’re going to come for me, Rory. The English will arrest me.”

Rory had a sick expression and she knew he was thinking the same thing. The English would put the entire might of their country behind them for the death of a soldier who was a man of nobility as well. No one could help her now.

“Maybe not,” Rory said.

She looked at him through blurry eyes. Her head pounded and her bruises ached. Her lip was swelling more, and she was suddenly so exhausted that she didn’t even know if she could keep standing.

“The others think he was sent to the north, right? I doubt he told anyone that he’d doubled back. I’m sure his plan was to…” Rory flushed and looked away, and Cait shuddered, well aware of what his plan had been. “Most likely no one knows he was here. I’ll go looking for him. Do ye have a shovel?”

A tremor ran through her body as she remembered Donaldson rambling about wishing he’d brought a shovel. “In the barn.”

Rory nodded and headed toward the back door before pausing. “The horse is still out front. Bring him into the barn and I’ll figure out what to do with him later.”

She nodded, relieved to have something to do. She guided Donaldson’s horse into her paddock, finding it strange that she was taking care of his beast after she’d just killed him. Soon she found herself back in the cottage, looking around, feeling lost, and hurting all over.

Her mind was curiously blank, and the panic she should be feeling wasn’t there. She vaguely wondered what Rory was doing, but her mind couldn’t hold that thought for long before it floated away.

She didn’t want to hope, but she couldn’t help herself. What if Rory was right? Could she get away with killing an English soldier? Could she live with herself, knowing what she had done?

It was evening when Black Cat alerted her that someone was approaching. It had to be Rory. He hadn’t returned and she was becoming nervous. She peered out of the front window, and her heart did a little flip to see Iain riding up. She’d been anticipating and dreading this moment and stood in the middle of her sitting room, waiting for him. She’d come up with and discarded so many stories of what she could tell him. In the end she knew she couldn’t lie to him; she also knew that telling him would seal her fate.

He strode in. “Cait!” he called. He stopped short and stared at her, the light in his eyes fading to fury. “My God.”

Tears ran down her face, burning her cuts, her body shaking as she tried to hold in her sobs. She hadn’t realized just how much she needed him until she saw him.

“Who did this to you?”

Her lip trembled and she bit it, forgetting that it was cut. Pain shot through her face and she winced.

He approached her slowly, his gaze landing on every bruise, every cut. Gently, he lifted her hands and turned the palms up to look at the shredded skin. Tenderly, he kissed each palm. The look in his eyes was anything but gentle.

“Who did this?” he asked again.

“Donaldson.”

He stood there for a moment as if digesting that information. “I will kill him.”

“I already did.”

His eyes widened. “What?”

Her tears came faster. A sob escaped and she held out her arms. He quickly gathered her in and she collapsed against him, sobbing silently, well aware that there were four men in her cellar who could hear.

He rubbed her back, holding her firmly but not tightly enough to hurt. It felt so good to lean in to his strength and cry. She wasn’t sure what she was crying the most about—killing a man or the loss of the life she could have had with Iain.

“I’m so sorry,” she sobbed.

He pulled away enough to look down on her and wiped at her tears with the pads of his thumbs. “What are you apologizing for?”

“I killed a man,” she whispered. “An English soldier. They’re going to take me away.”

“No, they won’t. I won’t allow it.”

“Ye can’t stop it.” Iain might think he was above reproach with the English, but this was beyond his sphere of influence. The feeling of doom that had been building inside her blossomed. “I’m so sorry. I truly wanted us to have a life together.”

“Hush,” he said. “Stop talking like that. We’ll have our life together.”

She grabbed his hand and squeezed even though it pained her raw palm. “I killed an English soldier.”

“He attacked you. You were defending yourself.”

“Ye think that matters to them? Ye have no idea what the English are really like.”

He searched her face but didn’t argue. “Tell me what happened.”

She told him as best she could, in disjointed sentences, between hiccups and tears. The more she talked, the more the mask fell across his features. His eyes darkened, and even though his touch was tender, his body was wound tight.

A soft knock on the door had both of them jumping. Cait put a hand to her mouth to keep from crying out. Their gazes locked. She was shaking so hard that she was sure her knees were knocking.

“I won’t let them take you,” he said fiercely.

There was another knock, followed by three quick raps.

“It’s Sutherland,” she said, her relief so enormous that she had to clutch Iain’s arm to keep from falling over. “That’s his knock. I don’t want him to see me like this. I don’t want him to know about…what happened.”

“Go upstairs,” Iain said. “I’ll help him get the people out.”

She fled up the stairs, pulling herself up as fast as she could, and collapsed on her bed, feeling sick.

Downstairs there were quiet voices and shuffling, then silence. Cait closed her eyes and wished she could go to sleep and wake up to start the day all over again. She would take Iain up on his offer of marriage right away, instead of wasting precious time arguing, and she would help him clear the north field. She wouldn’t feel ashamed that she was in a relationship with Iain. She would be proud.

However, she couldn’t relive any of that, and she couldn’t change what had happened and what was going to happen. Her only hope was that Rory would find the body and hide it, but then she would live her entire life afraid that someone would discover her secret.

Strong arms came around her and she leaned in to Iain’s shoulder, too weary and numb to cry.

“They’re gone,” he said. “I told Sutherland you weren’t feeling well and to leave you be for a bit.”

She nodded.

“When was the last time you ate?”

“I can’t,” she said.

“You should eat something or you’ll be sick.”

“I’ll be sick either way.”

He helped her lie down and quickly rounded the bed to lie behind her and take her in his arms. Her eyes drifted closed and exhaustion took over. But her sleep wasn’t peaceful. She dreamed of being chased through the forest. She dreamed of Donaldson’s confused eyes right after she clubbed him on the head.

Whenever the dreams got too bad, Iain woke her and held her and rubbed her back until she fell asleep again.

They were startled by a pounding on the front door, and Cait came awake with a jolt, sitting up straight and hissing at the pain and stiffness. She felt like she’d been dragged by a horse.

“Open up, Iain Campbell!”

Iain cursed and swung his legs off the bed. “It’s Palmer.”

“Oh, God,” she whimpered.

“You don’t know why he’s here. He could just be looking for me.”

“Ye know that’s not true.” They’d found Donaldson’s body and somehow figured out that she’d caused his death.

“Stay here,” Iain commanded.

She crept to the top of the stairs so she could listen. They were talking quietly, but she could clearly hear them. “Donaldson has been killed,” Palmer was saying in a grave voice.

“Good,” Iain said. “He threatened Cait, and I’m not sorry that he met his end.”

There was a short silence during which Cait held her breath. Was this what her life was to be like? Hiding whenever Palmer came around, terrified that he would discover her secret?

“This is the third soldier killed, two of them near your land and now Donaldson on your land,” Palmer said.

“What are you saying?” Iain asked.

“I find it suspicious.”

“You think I killed them?”

“Of course not.”

“Then why confront me with this? What do you want?”

“Captain?”

A new voice entered the conversation, younger and unsure. There was silence. Cait thought she heard whispering but wasn’t certain.

“Where is Mrs. Campbell?” Palmer asked sharply.

“Unavailable,” Iain snapped back.

“We need to speak to her.”

“No.”

Cait walked down the steps. “I’m here,” she said.

“Cait—” Iain warned, but she kept her gaze on Palmer. He looked severe, but his look turned to shock when he saw her face.

“Good Lord,” he said, but then seemed to shake himself from his shock. “Donaldson was found dead, Mrs. Campbell. And I’ve just been informed that his horse is in your paddock.”

She blanched, having completely forgotten about his horse.

“Do you care to explain to me why my dead lieutenant’s horse is in your paddock?”

“Don’t say a thing, Cait,” Iain said.

She held her hand out to him and he took it. She squeezed but kept her gaze on Palmer. “I can’t explain that, Captain.”

After a moment, Palmer nodded. “I’m afraid I have to take you with me for questioning regarding Lieutenant Donaldson’s death.”

“No!” Iain exploded, but Cait kept a firm grip on his hand, holding him in place. “I won’t let him take you,” he told her.

She looked at Iain steadily. “There is no choice.”

Iain turned to Palmer. “Look at her. She’s been beaten. Who do you think did that?”

Palmer’s gaze went to her face and then slid away. “I have to do my duty and investigate my officer’s death.”

“I killed him,” Iain said. “I came upon him attacking Cait and I killed him.”

“No!” Cait stepped between them and faced Palmer. “It was me. I did it. He chased me into the forest and attacked me. I hit him with a tree branch.”

Palmer looked between Cait and Iain, uncertain.

“Do you really believe her, Palmer? Do you think she has the strength to kill a man with a tree branch? She’s just trying to protect me.”

She spun around to face Iain. “Why are ye doing this?” she hissed.

He looked at her steadily. “Because I love you.”

“Very well,” Palmer said. “Iain Campbell, you are to come with me for questioning in the matter of Lieutenant Donaldson’s death.”

“Stop this!” Cait yelled. “Ye can’t do this.” She didn’t know whom she was addressing, Palmer for taking Iain away or Iain for lying on her behalf.

Neither man paid her any mind. Palmer led Iain out and Cait hurried after them. The young soldier with Palmer was leading Donaldson’s horse around the side of the house. Iain approached his own horse and was about to mount when Cait gripped his arm.

“I love ye,” she said. “I love ye, Iain Campbell, but right now I am so angry at ye. How can ye do this?”

He grinned. “You love me?”

She huffed out a frustrated breath. How could he be so nonchalant at a time like this? “Aye. I love ye, and our life together is no’ going to end like this. I’ll find help.”

His grin faded. “Find Sutherland. Have him fetch MacLean. Tell them I’m calling in the favors they owe me.”

“Come, Campbell. We have a long day of riding ahead of us.”

Cait kissed Iain, refusing to cry. She stepped back and looked at Palmer. “Where are ye taking him?”

Palmer hesitated as if he didn’t want to tell her, but then said, “Fort Augustus.”

She looked at him in shock. “Fort Augustus? That’s a long ride from here.” And it was where Cumberland was headquartered. She shivered in real fear, more fear than when she thought she was going to be arrested. She turned back to Iain. “Tell him the truth. Tell him it was me. He’ll believe ye. Ye can’t go to Fort Augustus.” She’d heard numerous horror stories of that place. A prison from which no one escaped unless they were dead.

“Never,” Iain said. “I’d never willingly send you there. Find Sutherland and MacLean. They will help you.”

Palmer rode up. “Enough whispering,” he said harshly. “It’s time to go.”

With one last long look, Iain turned his mount and the three of them rode away.


Chapter 31

Cait wasted no time in getting to Sutherland’s home.

She rode harder than she’d ever ridden before, fighting the panic and the tears, furious at both Iain and Palmer for being dim-witted fools. Palmer had to know that Iain would not kill an English soldier.

Since standing above Donaldson’s dead body, she felt like she’d swallowed a pound of pistol balls, and they were ready to explode inside of her. None of this was going to end well, but she was damned if she was going to let Iain take the blame for something she had done.

She arrived at Sutherland’s barely able to stand up, with tears clearing a path through the dirt on her face, the hem of her gown filthy. Sutherland met her at the door, no doubt warned that a crazed woman was riding through his land.

“What happened?” He grabbed her upper arm when she swayed. He motioned for a lad to take the reins, and she gladly handed her horse off to him. The poor beast had never been ridden in such a way.

“Iain,” she gasped between breaths.

Sutherland drew back. “Campbell did this to ye?”

In her panic and fright, she’d nearly forgotten about her bruised face. “Nay,” she said.

“Oh my goodness.” Eleanor came out and hurried down the steps, taking Cait’s other arm. “You’ll be in need of a bracing cup of tea and a soft chair, no doubt.”

Cait could only nod as she gulped in mouthfuls of air. Among some curious stares, the Sutherlands led her into the house and straight to Brice’s solar, where she was grateful for the peace and quiet. In her crisp no-nonsense English accent, Eleanor ordered a servant to bring some tea. Chattering away about nothing consequential, she led Cait to the most comfortable chair and gently pushed her into it. Cait was grateful for Eleanor clucking over her like a mother hen.

Finally, Eleanor stood back, leaving Cait holding a cup of tea laced with whiskey. She took a sip because her throat was parched, but her hands were shaking so hard that she nearly spilled it. Eleanor rushed forward and took it from her.

Sutherland crossed his arms and glared down at her. “Now tell me what happened.”

“Iain was taken by the English.” Just saying the words made her want to be sick.

“Why?”

So suddenly that it made her dizzy, Cait’s anger surged through her. “Because he’s a hardheaded ijit who thinks he knows better than anyone else and won’t even stand still long enough to listen to anything.”

Sutherland’s lips twitched and Eleanor covered her mouth with a dainty hand. “I mean why did the English take him?” Sutherland clarified.

“Because they think he killed an English soldier.”

Sutherland stilled. This was a very serious offense, and they all understood the ramifications. “They think he killed an English soldier?”

“They think so because he told them he did it.”

Sutherland sighed and took a seat behind his desk. “Mayhap ye should start from the beginning.”

“He told them he killed Donaldson, but really I killed Donaldson.”

Sutherland rubbed his head and Eleanor gasped.

“Start from the beginning, Cait.”

She told them about meeting Donaldson on her way to Alice’s house, about Donaldson arriving at her door, about running through the house to lure him into the woods so he wouldn’t find the refugees, and about the attack. She described how she’d bludgeoned Donaldson on the head twice and killed him.

Here she faltered as the panic that she’d held at bay came back. “I’ve never killed anyone before,” she whispered. “I’m meant to heal.”

“Sometimes it can’t be helped,” Sutherland said. “And sometimes it’s either you or the other person. You knew that ye weren’t getting out of that alive, and so ye killed him. No one can fault ye for that.”

“The English army can.” Sutherland pressed his lips together, and she knew that he agreed with her. She went on, “They took him to Fort Augustus. We need to get him out of there, and I need to tell them that I killed Donaldson.”

Eleanor pressed the teacup back into her hand and Cait wrapped her fingers around the warmth to take a big sip. The whiskey burned on the way down but warmed her all the way to her toes.

“Ye said ye were far into the woods. How did the English find the body so quickly?”

“I…” She hadn’t thought about that. “I don’t know. Ror—” She paused, thinking of her cousin showing up and then disappearing. For some reason she hadn’t told Iain that part, and she wasn’t certain she should tell Sutherland. Damn Rory. Where was he? What had happened to him after he left her cottage to bury Donaldson’s body? Something must have gone terribly wrong.

“Ye must tell me everything if we’re to help Campbell.”

Cait looked into her teacup, not knowing what to do. If only Rory had returned to tell her what happened.

“Rory came by after I returned from…Donaldson. We decided ’twas best if he buried the body. We thought that no one would discover Donaldson was missing for some time, as he was supposed to be up north.” She glanced quickly at Sutherland, but he was watching her impassively. “We all know what will happen to me when they discover I was the one who killed him.” Her voice wavered and she swallowed.

“Where is Rory?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen him since he left my cottage. I think something terrible has happened to him. He wouldn’t just walk off and not come back.”

“Obviously, he didn’t bury the body, and somehow it got moved.”

She nodded miserably.

“Tell me the rest.”

“This morning Palmer arrived to tell Iain that Donaldson was killed, this time on Campbell land. The soldier who was with Palmer found Donaldson’s horse in my paddock.”

Sutherland straightened. “What was Donaldson’s horse doing in yer paddock?”

“I put him there. I didn’t know what else to do with him.”

“And Palmer thought this suspicious.”

She nodded. “I was going to confess, but then Iain said he killed Donaldson. I tried to tell Palmer the truth, but Iain wouldn’t allow it. The muddleheaded fool.” She looked up at Sutherland. “Why would he do such a thing?”

“Because he loves ye.”

She jerked and looked at him sharply. “How do ye know that?” Iain had just told her that morning.

“Because I’m a muddleheaded fool as well.” He grinned at Eleanor.

Cait’s heart felt like it was breaking in two. “We talked about marriage just that morning,” she said mostly to herself. “But I was too scared to make a commitment.”

Eleanor put a comforting hand on Cait’s shoulder.

“We need to find Rory,” Sutherland said.

“We can’t sit around here while Iain is at Fort Augustus. I’ve heard terrible things of that place. We need to get him out.”

“And how do ye propose to do that?” Sutherland asked.

“Iain had a message for ye. He said to gather you and MacLean, that he’s calling in the favor ye both owe him.”

Sutherland grinned. “The limey bastard,” he said in affection. “I knew he’d call that favor in soon. MacLean is no’ far from here. He’s been helping me some.”

“What do you need from us?” Eleanor asked her. “Have you tended to your wounds?”

“I just need Sutherland and MacLean to ride with me to Fort Augustus, but I fear we won’t be able to free Iain. What can the three of us possibly do?” Despair washed over Cait, but she refused to give up. Iain wouldn’t give up on her, and she wouldn’t do that to him.

“Let me have someone fetch MacLean and we’ll talk then,” Sutherland said.

“I’ll no’ be left out of this,” Cait warned Sutherland’s retreating back. “I want to be a part of it.”

“Did I say I was leaving ye out of it, lass?”

—

“It’s near impossible to escape that place,” Colin MacLean said once he’d heard Cait’s story. She’d never met MacLean but had heard plenty about him. For a long while he was ridiculed as the reluctant chief who’d abandoned his people to the English soldiers who had taken over his home. He’d also been imprisoned where Iain was being taken, which gave her a wee bit of hope that he would know what to do to free Iain. His declaration chipped away at the hope.

“But ye escaped,” she said.

“Aye. With Campbell’s help.”

“So ye’re saying that we should just leave him there?”

Colin MacLean was a dark-haired, compact man with wide shoulders and glittering dark eyes that held a touch of humor. He was wed to the Sinclair lass who walked, talked, and dressed like a man, although Cait had heard that Maggie Sinclair was a changed woman since wedding MacLean.

“Did I say that?” MacLean said irritably. “Stop putting words into my mouth. I said it was near impossible to escape, not completely impossible. When Iain helped me they allowed him into the prison because he was friends with Cumberland.” MacLean’s lips twisted when mentioning the Bloody Butcher, and Cait didn’t blame him. She had no love for the man who had marched into Scotland and killed every Scotsman in his path. “We don’t have that powerful a calling card,” MacLean went on. “But I’m certain we can think of something.”

“If Maggie were here, she’d get them all drunk,” Sutherland said, and the two men chuckled. Cait was sure she was missing out on some private joke, but she didn’t care at the moment.

“So what do ye suggest?” she asked.

“I suggest we go in and ask Cumberland what we can do to help our friend,” MacLean said.

They all looked at him as if he were daft.

“Just walk in?” Cait asked.

“And demand to speak to Cumberland,” Sutherland added in more of a statement.

“We can’t break him out of prison,” MacLean said. “He’d be hunted, and he’d have to leave Scotland if he ever wanted to live in peace, and let’s face it, Scotland needs Campbell and the connections he has if we want to survive as a nation.”

Sutherland lifted a brow.

“I know that sounds odd coming from me,” MacLean said. “But it’s the truth. Anyway, Campbell has no heirs, so the English will more than likely take his land. The last thing we want is England owning more land in Scotland, and Campbell has quite a bit of it.”

He had a very good point. Cait had been so focused on what it would mean for her to lose Iain that she’d not thought about what it would mean for Scotland to lose Iain. She thought of the times when she and Iain had spoken of the English and Scottish disagreements. Iain was certain that Scotland would lose the battle of being an independent nation and felt that what they needed was a good balance that would benefit both sides. Who would fight for Scotland now? No one straddled the English-Scottish line like Iain did.

“Then we should walk in and ask for a meeting with Cumberland,” she said. “Is he even in Scotland?”

They all looked at one another and shrugged. No one knew, but they were about to find out.

—

Sutherland refused to leave for Fort Augustus until the next morning, and Cait was beyond frustrated. Eleanor gave her a beautiful bedchamber, but Cait didn’t sleep. She was sitting at the window and looking out at the night sky, thinking of Iain, wondering if he was well, if he was alive, and why she’d wasted so much time with her trivial fears and worries, when someone knocked softly on her door. Before she could bid the person to enter, the door opened and a shadow scooted in and quickly shut it.

Cait remained in her seat and watched the shadow flit toward her, wondering if she’d finally lost all good sense and was either dreaming or seeing things. Strangely, she wasn’t frightened. It was as if she’d lost that ability by this point.

The shadow stopped before her, forming into the visage of a young girl, or an effeminate lad, or a woman, Cait couldn’t tell which.

The person looked her up and down, hands on hips. She was small, almost fairy-like. Had the fairies sent someone to watch over her?

The girl—woman—tilted her chin up at Cait, who wondered if it was some sort of greeting or acknowledgment.

“Can I help ye?” Cait asked.

“I’m Maggie MacLean.”

Colin MacLean’s wife. Cait had heard of Maggie. The rumors that the lass liked to dress like a lad must be true, because Maggie was wearing a white shirt tucked into breeches. She was a slight thing but moved like a dancer, swift and graceful. Her hair was shorn, but it was becoming on her, curling around her face, accentuating her high cheekbones and large eyes.

“It’s nice t’meet ye, Maggie MacLean.” Cait didn’t comment that it was odd to be meeting in the deep of the night in her own bedchamber. Nothing seemed odd anymore.

“Colin told me about yer problems,” Maggie said, still eyeing Cait. “It’s sorry I am about the Campbell.”

“Thank ye.”

Maggie’s eyes narrowed. “I thought…well, I thought maybe ye might want to talk, seeing as I’ve been a guest at Fort Augustus myself. I’m no’ sure I can ease yer mind about the Campbell, but I know what it was like, being there and all.”

Cait’s heart softened, and tears sprang to her eyes at the thoughtfulness of Maggie MacLean. She was rough around the edges but clearly had a large heart.

“I’m worried about him,” Cait said through a tight throat.

“May I?” Maggie indicated the other half of the window seat where Cait was sitting.

“Of course.” Cait scooted over and Maggie sat down, leaning against the wall so she was facing Cait. She pulled a booted foot up on the seat and rested her arm on her bent knee. Cait had never seen a woman sit in such a way—plenty of men, but not a woman.

“Do ye think he’s still alive?” Cait whispered her worst fear, the one that she’d barely allowed herself to think.

“Oh, aye,” Maggie said with conviction. “If there’s one thing the damned English like to do, it’s prolong the agony. They’ll no’ be through with him just yet.”

Cait wasn’t sure whether that was good news or bad. He was alive, and she would cling to that hope.

“Colin thought I might ease yer fears, but I think I’m doing the opposite,” Maggie said.

“No. I want to hear this. I need to know. My imagination is probably far worse than what ye can tell me.”

“It’s rough,” Maggie said softly. “They’re no’ nice to the Scots, that’s for certain.”

“Even though they think he’s an ally?”

Maggie shot her a veiled look. “That might help. But he’s also suspected of killing English soldiers.”

“Soldier. Just one.”

Maggie’s look turned to pity. “There have been a few more English soldiers killed. They’ll try to blame him.”

Cait’s hand went to her throat and she swallowed. She’d not even thought about that. “How can we save him?” she asked.

Maggie paused for so long that Cait began to lose hope.

“I don’t know,” she finally said. “But ye’ve got Sutherland and MacLean on yer side, and I do know that’s a powerful force. They’ll do whatever they can to help the Campbell. He saved their lives, and they’ll do no less. They owe him that.” She sat forward, and by the light of the moon, Cait could see the glimmer in Maggie’s eyes. “Don’t tell anyone this, but I think Sutherland and MacLean sort of like the man.”

—

They mounted up and left very early the next morning. Maggie and Eleanor stayed behind with a contingent of MacLean and Sutherland warriors. Eleanor hugged Cait tightly. “God be with you,” she whispered.

“Thank ye,” Cait said.

Maggie stepped up to her. Instinctively, Cait knew that Maggie wasn’t the hugging type.

“Thank ye for the visit last night,” Cait said. “It eased my mind a bit, and I enjoyed the company.”

Maggie’s smile was mischievous, and Cait wondered how MacLean kept his wife in line. “Ye be safe out there, and don’t let those men command ye about. They tend to do that from time to time.” She touched Cait’s arm, then immediately drew away. “Take care of yer man.”

Cait swallowed and wondered if she would have the chance to take care of Iain. “I will,” she said.

Maggie nodded and stepped back, and they rode away—Cait, Sutherland, MacLean, and a very small contingent of their warriors. They’d decided that fewer was better and that it wouldn’t be prudent to ride into an English stronghold with an entire army of Scottish warriors.

They had ridden only a few miles when their path was blocked by MacGregor and Graham with Rory and Tavis.

“If ye’re here to tell me to abandon my quest to free Iain, then ye best turn around and go home,” Cait said, unwilling to listen to her grandfather’s stories of how bad the Campbells were. She glared at Rory, whose gaze slid away from hers. Where the hell had he been the last several days? And what, if anything, had he found in those woods?

“We want t’help,” Graham said. “MacGregor and I are too old to go traipsing off to Fort Augustus, but we want to lend our support. We’re sending Rory and Tavis with ye.” He paused and looked sheepish. “If ye don’t mind, that is.”

Cait paused, overwhelmed by the humbleness of Graham’s offer and the sincerity he showed. He truly did want to make amends. And while MacGregor had not spoken, neither did he say anything to the contrary.

“I thank ye,” she said with a voice that wavered from too much emotion.

“Campbell and I have had our differences, and I don’t much like the man, but I know he didn’t kill that soldier or the others. What the redcoats are doing ain’t right,” Graham said.

MacGregor nodded his agreement when his gaze locked with Graham’s. “Aye,” he said. “I don’t much like Campbell, I think everyone knows that. And I still hold the Campbells accountable for my father’s death, but I don’t want t’see him die at the hands of the redcoats.”

“We’re riding to Fort Augustus to try to free him,” she said. “We’ll accept any help ye can give us.” She nodded to Rory and Tavis, trying to hold Rory’s gaze, but he wouldn’t look at her.

“We’ll let ye be on yer way,” Graham said. “Send word if ye need more men, and MacGregor and I will provide them.”

“We’re no’ declaring war on the English,” Cait said, somewhat amused. “We’re coming in peace to talk to them.”

MacGregor harrumphed and Graham rolled his eyes. “Ain’t no talkin’ peace with those bunch of numpties. If ye need men, send word.”

Cait bit back her smile, touched by their generosity toward a man they both held no love for. “Thank ye,” she said.


Chapter 32

The closer they got to Fort Augustus, the bigger the ball of dread and anxiety in Cait’s stomach grew. She’d noticed a while ago that MacLean couldn’t seem to get comfortable in his saddle, that he kept looking around, alert but worried, which caused Cait to worry more. What condition would they find Iain in when they arrived?

She dropped back to fall in with MacLean. “I met Maggie last night,” she said.

He glanced at her quickly. “Did ye, now?”

“She paid me a visit.”

“No doubt in the dead of the night.” He grinned, and Cait was able to see the love he had for his Maggie.

“She’s a great woman.”

“Aye. She is that. And a bit more,” he added cheekily. “I hope she did no’ bother ye overmuch.”

“I think she knew I needed someone to talk to. Someone who’s been where Iain is now.”

MacLean didn’t seem to have a response to that.

“Is it bad?” she asked quietly.

He looked straight ahead and narrowed his eyes as if trying to remember. Cait figured it didn’t take too much to recall the horrors of Fort Augustus. She’d heard the rumors. “No’ too bad,” he finally said.

“Ye’re lying, Colin MacLean.”

He looked at her sharply. Calling someone out for lying was not a light offense. Then his shoulders relaxed a bit.

“I need to know what to expect when we get there,” she said.

His body swayed with his mount’s movements. “Expect to see a lot of redcoats, more than ye’ve seen before. They’ll no’ be pleased to see us riding in, that’s for certain. I wouldn’t pin yer hopes on anything happening quickly, if at all.”

Her stomach dropped, and her fingers tightened around the reins. “Ye don’t think we can get him out.” It wasn’t a question, and the words burned her throat. What if she had to ride away from Fort Augustus without Iain? The thought had not occurred to her. She’d thought about his condition, but she’d not thought about leaving him behind. He was Iain Campbell. He got things done.

“I’m no’ saying it’s impossible, but the English, they tend to no’ listen to the Scots.”

“Palmer listens to Iain.”

MacLean harrumphed. “And look where that got Campbell. Ah, lass.” He sighed. “I’m no’ wanting to pour cold water over ye, but ye have to face the facts. The English arrested Campbell because he admitted to killing their soldier. That does no’ bode well for Campbell.”

She straightened in her saddle, more determined than ever. “They will release him when they find out he didn’t kill Donaldson.”

“And what are ye going to do? Miraculously provide them with the killer?”

Yes. That was exactly what she was going to do, but she kept quiet and let MacLean pull ahead of her.

Rory was bringing up the rear and Tavis was riding alongside Rory, not allowing Cait any privacy to speak to her cousin.

Their little party was quiet, each lost in thought, nerves stretched taut. No one would willingly walk into the enemy’s lair except the five of them. Funny that the lair they were entering was once a place where Iain could easily walk in and out.

She kept to the middle of the pack. When they were close to Fort Augustus, Sutherland dropped back from his position in the front, letting MacLean lead. He motioned for Cait to follow him to the back. Tavis, taking one look at the two of them, increased his pace and took Cait’s place in the middle. Rory looked at them uneasily.

“Cait says that ye went to bury Donaldson’s body,” Sutherland said to Rory.

“Aye.” Rory’s gaze flickered to Cait and then away.

“How did the English find him if ye were supposed to bury him?” Cait asked.

“I didn’t find him. There was nothing there, Cait.”

“That’s impossible.”

“I was going to bury the body and turn his horse loose, but he wasn’t where ye said he would be.”

“I saw him,” she said softly so no one else could hear. “He was dead.” But was he? Had she thought to check? She’d raced out of there, so scared, and thought he was dead. He hadn’t been moving, but she hadn’t checked the pulse at his neck to see if he really was dead. Could he have walked away?

“What happened to him, then?” she whispered.

“Are ye certain that Iain didn’t kill him?” Sutherland asked quietly.

“Nay. He didn’t kill him. I did.” But had she? Had she left him alive? If so, then someone else had killed him, though she was certain it wasn’t Iain. He hadn’t even known about the attack, and once he’d learned of it, he hadn’t left her.

“Donaldson wasn’t where ye said he was,” Rory said. “I’ll swear to it if I have to. Ye didn’t kill him, Cait.”

She looked at the two men but was seeing Donaldson’s prone body, the chest not moving.

What if Rory was right? What if she hadn’t killed him?

Then who had?

—

It had been a brutal day and a half.

Palmer had been as nice to Iain as was possible on the way to Fort Augustus, but once they arrived and it was discovered that Iain had admitted to killing an officer, all the pleasantries had ended.

Iain had been given a cell of his own, which he supposed was better than being with the general population of Scottish prisoners. The name Campbell was received with mixed emotions in these parts, and he knew he wouldn’t have lasted the night.

Even though he had the privilege of his own cell, he’d known enough to not let his guard down. He couldn’t have slept if he’d wanted to. The noise of the Scottish prisoners never ceased. They were sick and retching, moaning, even in some cases crying. They called for guards, pleaded for their wives and mothers. They were hungry, thirsty, sick, they stank, and they were dying.

He tried to close his mind to it by thinking of Cait, but all he could see were her bruises, and that put him in a rage. Rage was good. Rage would get him through the night. Rage would remind him why he was here—protecting his Cait. He couldn’t imagine Cait in this cell. Well, he could imagine it. She’d be demanding to treat the prisoners.

They came for him in the dead of the night, when he’d just began to doze. They dragged him out, three disheveled redcoats minus their coats, drunk and angry and looking for someone to take it out on.

He was no match for them, though he tried his best to fight back. It might have been three against one, but they were under the effects of alcohol, clumsy and slow. He managed a few good blows. One was rolling on the ground clutching his ballocks; another was bleeding from a broken nose. The third was teetering, eyeing him with one eye closed, when Palmer came storming down the corridor and took the third soldier by the back of his collar.

Palmer and a few other officers dragged the three off while someone threw Iain back in his cell. Iain sank to the ground and leaned against the rough, wet wall. Something was dripping down the side of his face, and he was fairly certain it was blood. His right pinky finger throbbed—probably broken—and his jaw ached from a vicious blow.

He leaned his head back and let despair wash over him. It was rare that he let himself wonder if it was worth it. He normally tried never to think such things for fear of sucking himself into a depression that might immobilize him. But tonight his positive thoughts had deserted him.

There had been so many times in his life when he’d thought of giving up, of being the man everyone thought him to be—the traitor, the mercenary who sold his name and his soul for coin and land. But his love for Scotland and the fierce, prideful people who lived here wouldn’t let him give up. And so he continued to play his games, to spy for both sides and hope that he was doing the right thing. All those years of putting himself in danger had come to this. Would his English acquaintances give him the benefit of the doubt, or would they turn on him?

If the English saved him, then he would forever be branded a traitor, shunned by all of the Scottish chiefs and not just the majority who shunned him now. He would be trusted by no one, and his entire operation would fall apart if no one would listen to him. If he died, his fellow Scots would still think of him as a traitor. Either way, he would die a dishonorable death, and he would leave Cait alone again. Another death in her life. Another person who abandoned her.

In the morning Palmer appeared at the barred door to his cell. Iain was in no mood to stand and greet his jailor.

“Colonel Rutherford wants to question you,” Palmer said gravely.

“Not Cumberland?”

“He’s not here at the moment. Rutherford is acting in his stead.”

That wasn’t good. Iain didn’t know Rutherford. He’d not even heard of the man, which meant he was probably fairly new to Scotland and therefore not aware of Campbell’s work with the English.

Stiff and sore, Iain grimaced as he stood and then walked to the door. His pride took a direct hit when he had to wait for Palmer to unlock it.

“You didn’t do it, did you?” The English soldier searched Iain’s face, but the mask that Cait hated so much was in place, and Iain wasn’t giving anything away. Palmer was the closest English friend he had, but Iain no longer trusted him. He was a prisoner, brought here by Palmer, accused of killing an English soldier. He could not allow himself the luxury of trusting anyone.

“Colonel Rutherford is waiting,” Iain said.

They emerged into weak sunshine that had Iain blinking, and walked across a wide area of packed dirt where the soldiers probably congregated for revelry. On the right were the soldiers’ barracks. On the left were what appeared to be officers’ quarters and offices, and sitting innocently about fifty yards ahead of him was the platform where prisoners were whipped and occasionally hanged. Iain shuddered and looked away.

They entered the building that he assumed housed the officers, and walked up a set of steps. The last time he’d come here had been to assist Sutherland when his wife faced her jailor and tormenter. Later, he’d helped break MacLean free.

Yes, he’d done his duty to Scotland. Sutherland was married to the English lass and still running his underground system. And MacLean…Well, MacLean had shocked them all and become an honest man, taking over his duties as clan leader but still managing one of the biggest smuggling operations in Scotland, bringing banned tea, wine, and fabrics into the country and basically tormenting the English soldiers with his activities.

Now it was Iain’s turn to reside in Fort Augustus, but he wasn’t certain that he was going to get out of this mess. Admitting to killing an English soldier was a hanging offense. He’d asked Cait to call on Sutherland and MacLean for help, but he wasn’t certain that they could help him.

A tall blond soldier stood behind a large desk. With thin lips and cold gray eyes, he looked Iain up and down. So this was the way it was going to be. He’d be tried and judged by a man he didn’t know. All of the English contacts he’d made were for naught.

“Campbell, is it?” Rutherford asked.

“Lord Iain Campbell,” he said, refusing to allow the young pup the upper hand. “Marquess of Kerr and Earl of Corrington.” Let that sink in for a bit, he thought. He might be Scottish, but he also possessed an English title, and that would make it harder to condemn him.

“I’ve heard of you,” Rutherford said. That statement could go both ways, and Iain wasn’t about to ask which way Rutherford meant. “I understand that you have confessed to the killing of Lieutenant Donaldson of the English Royal Horse Guards.”

“I have.”

“Care to tell me why you killed Lieutenant Donaldson?”

“He attacked my betrothed and dragged her out into the woods to have his way with her.”

Rutherford raised his brows. “And he told you this? He revealed his plans to you?”

Iain’s back teeth came together at the man’s arrogance. Good Lord, he hoped he’d never sounded this arrogant.

“He approached Cait Campbell on the road a few days before and told her that she was to make herself available for his attentions later that night. Mrs. Campbell came to me very frightened; she didn’t feel safe going back to her own home. Captain Palmer and I were at Mrs. Campbell’s cottage when Donaldson arrived at the time he told Mrs. Campbell he would be there. Palmer told him to leave Cait alone. The next day Donaldson was reassigned to a division in the northern Highlands, but instead of following orders and reporting to his new division, he returned to Cait’s cottage and attacked her with the intention of having his way with her and then killing her.”

“I see.” Rutherford looked down at his desk and pushed some papers around as if looking for one specific piece. He looked up at Palmer. “Do you always bow to the whims of the locals, Captain?”

Palmer jerked, appearing shocked that Rutherford’s attention had centered on him. “Pardon me, sir?”

“Do you always follow the commands of a Scot, or do you follow the orders of your commanding officer?”

Palmer looked at Iain, then back at Rutherford in confusion. “I don’t understand, sir.”

“Did the orders to send Donaldson to the northern division come from your commanding officer or Lord Campbell?”

Palmer opened his mouth and then closed it. His face turned red. “My commanding officer.”

“Why?”

“Because Lieutenant Donaldson harassed a local woman and threatened her.”

“Did he?”

“I never told Captain Palmer how to discipline Lieutenant Donaldson,” Iain said. “But that’s beside the point. The man attacked and nearly killed Cait Campbell. Have you nothing to say to that?”

Rutherford turned his cold gaze to Iain. “What I say and don’t say is none of your concern, Lord Kerr. And I’ll decide what the point is and what isn’t.”

“It is most certainly my concern. She is my clanswoman, and anything to do with my clan is my concern.”

Rutherford rocked back on his heels, anger pinching his expression.

“Sir, if I may,” Palmer said. “Lord Campbell is a great asset to the English. He’s worked with us in quelling the Scottish uprisings and helped with the problems of the local population.”

Once again Rutherford focused on Palmer, making the man nearly squirm. “Captain Palmer, did you ever hear Lord Kerr threaten to harm Lieutenant Donaldson?”

“I…” Palmer appeared sick.

Rutherford raised a brow. “Yes?”

“You don’t understand. He was distraught. He obviously cares for Cait Campbell, and she had been threatened. He was angry.”

“Angry and distraught?” Donaldson asked. “And what did he say when he was angry and distraught?”

Palmer swallowed, his gaze caught on Donaldson. Iain’s heart sank. He knew then that all had been lost to him.

“He…he said if I didn’t do something about Lieutenant Donaldson, then he would.”

Iain closed his eyes and felt the noose tighten around his neck. He didn’t blame Palmer. The man was an officer for the English army. His livelihood and his entire career depended on this interrogation. And he was only speaking the truth. Iain had said that.

Rutherford turned his attention to Iain. “Tell me, Lord Kerr, how did you kill Lieutenant Donaldson?”

“With a large tree branch,” Iain said. “I bludgeoned him on the head. Twice.”

“And then you stabbed him and cut his throat?”

Iain frowned. Stabbed? Throat cut? “I hit him with a tree branch over the head. I didn’t stab him or cut his throat.”

“I find it hard to believe that you just happened to find Donaldson in the forest and you hit him on the head twice. You’re a Highland warrior. In my experience, Highland warriors are a bit more sophisticated in their killing.”

“I don’t know where you got the idea that I’m a Highland warrior. I am from the Highlands, yes, but I was educated in Glasgow and spent much of my earlier years in England, going to school and building a shipping business.”

“So you’re not Scottish?” Rutherford asked, being deliberately obtuse.

“I didn’t say that,” Iain bit out between clenched teeth. His jaw was hurting, his finger was throbbing, and his head felt like someone was hammering it from the inside.

“So you admit to killing Lieutenant Donaldson?”

“I’ve already said as much.”

“And the others?”

It occurred to Iain what was happening here. Rutherford was going to pin the other deaths on him. It made sense now. If Rutherford could find the killer, he would gain favor with his superiors and put at ease a contingent of soldiers who were increasingly fearful of patrolling the countryside. Most likely, Rutherford would receive a promotion. And Iain would conveniently die.

The plan was brilliant, and Iain was only angry that he hadn’t thought of it sooner. “I did not kill the other English soldiers,” he said.

“I’m curious why you admit to killing one but not the others.”

“There is nothing to admit to because I did not kill the others. I killed Donaldson because he attacked and beat Cait Campbell.” Iain was fighting a dizzying desperation the likes of which he’d never experienced. He was fighting for his life, well aware that it was futile. Rutherford had him hanging before Iain even walked into the room.

“If I may, sir.” Palmer stepped forward, and Rutherford turned an icy stare to him. “I saw Cait Campbell’s injuries myself, and Lord Campbell’s story matches the evidence I saw.”

“And you’re an expert on matching evidence?”

“Well, no, but—” 

“Then I suggest you be quiet before you further implicate yourself. I’m already concerned that you were taking orders from a Scotsman.”

Palmer flushed but pressed forward, impressing Iain with his willingness to hang himself alongside the Scotsman. “Colonel Rutherford, I brought Iain Campbell here because he admitted to killing Lieutenant Donaldson. I find it outrageous that you are trying to implicate me in these other far-fetched schemes you feel me capable of, and I am certain that Iain Campbell did not kill those other soldiers.”

Rutherford tilted his head and stared Palmer down. “I find you insubordinate, Captain Palmer. We will discuss your punishment later.”

“This is absurd,” Iain said. “You are intent on finding me guilty of something I had nothing to do with.” He leaned forward. “I killed Donaldson but not the others.”

Iain and Rutherford stared at each other for long moments. Iain’s fear had deserted him, and he was left with anger at this man who was deciding his fate on nonexistent evidence and a need to convict Iain in order to grab for more power.

“I find you guilty of the murder of Lieutenant Donaldson,” Rutherford said. “The punishment is death by hanging.”

Iain reared back and Palmer yelled, “What the bloody hell?”

Rutherford turned his attention to Palmer. “Do you disagree with me, Captain?”

Palmer must have detected the warning note in Rutherford’s tone and he backed down. “No, sir.”

“You will be hanged in the morning, Campbell.” He dismissed them by sitting down and picking up some papers.

“Is there an appeal process?” Iain asked, his voice strangled. He couldn’t believe that this was it, that he’d been convicted on the word of one English lieutenant.

“No,” Rutherford said. “I am in charge here while Cumberland is gone. What I say goes.”

“That hardly seems like proper procedure,” Iain said, trying to calm his racing heart.

Rutherford looked up at him. “And you are well versed in the proper procedure of a military hearing?”

“I am versed enough in English law—”

“But not in military law.”

“I’m a Scottish citizen, not an English soldier.”

Rutherford tilted his head. “Tell me, Lord Kerr, are you a Scottish citizen or an English citizen? Just a moment ago you tried to convince me you were more English than Scottish.” He leaned back and steepled his fingers. “It seems to me that your loyalties lay whichever way the wind blows for you. I’ve heard that about you Campbells. Always swaying to whatever side will benefit you the most.”

Iain’s jaw tightened, and only good sense kept him from lunging across the desk at Rutherford. “I am a Scottish citizen, but my grandmother was English, and I hold an English title as well as a Scottish title. Hanging a person of English nobility will not win you any allies, Colonel Rutherford.”

Rutherford raised his brows. “Are you threatening me, Lord Campbell?” He turned to Palmer. “Did you hear him threaten me, Captain Palmer?”

Palmer hesitated. If he agreed with Rutherford, that would put Iain in even more jeopardy. To agree with Iain would put Palmer in even more jeopardy.

“No threat,” Iain said. “I’m just stating the obvious.”

Rutherford lowered his hands and contemplated Iain for a long while. “There have been plenty of English aristocrats who have been found guilty of heinous crimes such as yours. You’re not even a full-blooded Englishman but a mixed breed of English and Scots. You’re a mongrel, Campbell, and I don’t think your death will be the talk of the town that you suspect it will be. Believe me, hardly anyone will notice.”

Inwardly, Iain winced at the blow meant for his pride. He’d roundly lost that battle and, apparently, his life.

Rutherford stood and straightened his cuffs. “I will accompany you, Palmer, to be certain that Campbell makes it back to his cell. It wouldn’t do to lose him, now, would it?”

Palmer and Iain exchanged a look of disbelief. “If you think I would allow him to escape—” Palmer started.

“Of course not,” Rutherford interrupted. He motioned for Iain to proceed out the door first. Palmer followed and Rutherford came from behind. They walked silently down the steps and out into the sunshine. It seemed odd to Iain that the sun should be shining. He was going to die on the morrow. Rutherford was making sure it would happen before Cumberland returned. The man was heartless and cruel.

Iain’s feet were heavy as he walked toward the building housing the prison cells. More than likely, this would be the last time he saw the sun shine or the bright blue of a Scottish summer day.

And what of Cait?

Good Lord, what of Cait?

He’d promised her a lifetime, had convinced her to take a chance on him. He’d told her that life was worth living only if she gave it a chance. She’d given him her heart and trusted that he would be by her side for a long, long time. Now it seemed they’d had only those moments and nothing more.

He wanted to see her one more time. He’d asked her to call in Sutherland and MacLean, but even if they arrived before tomorrow morning—which he doubted—there was nothing they could do to save him.

Help him escape?

And then what?

He’d have to go to Canada, like all the others Sutherland whisked out of the country. Either that or be hunted the rest of his life. Hell, he couldn’t even go to England.

Good God, but he wanted to see Cait one more time to tell her that he loved her and not to give up on life.

And then, suddenly, she was there, walking toward him. He had to shake his head because he was certain that his mind had conjured up her image, but no, there she was, picking up her skirts and running toward him. Sutherland was behind her, and then came MacLean, Rory Graham, and Tavis MacGregor.

“Iain!” she shouted.

He stopped, disbelief and grief and joy making it impossible to move another step. Palmer stepped up beside him, and Rutherford muttered, “What the hell is this?”

Cait threw her arms around Iain, making him stumble back a few steps.

“Here, now!” Rutherford exclaimed, but no one seemed to pay him any mind.

Iain looked over Cait’s shoulder to Sutherland and MacLean. They both nodded at him.

“Ye’re hurt,” she said as she ran her hands over his face.

“I’m fine,” he said. She touched his various cuts while he studied her bruises; they had darkened to purple, blue, and red. “How are you?” he asked.

“Worried sick about ye. I brought Sutherland and MacLean. Graham and MacGregor sent men to help, but we didn’t bring them into the fort.”

Iain raised a brow. “I’m impressed that Graham and MacGregor wanted to help.”

She grinned. “They put aside their differences for a few days. Oh, Iain, I’ve been so worried. I thought for sure I’d find ye…” She shook her head. “Never mind. We’ll get ye out of here soon. Surely they’ll see the mistake they made.”

Iain glanced at Rutherford, who was watching the exchange with barely veiled fury. Iain drew Cait away, not out of earshot, because that would have been impossible. He cupped her face between his hands and winced at his broken finger.

“Ye’re hurt worse than I thought. Where?” she asked.

“Just a broken finger, that’s all. Cait, there’s something I need to tell you.”

She looked up at him, her green eyes so damn beautiful. He soaked her in, trying to remember it all—the way the sun glinted off her fiery hair, the pale creaminess of her skin, the warmth of her breath.

“Remember the discussion we had about not hiding from life? I want you to remember that. I don’t want you to hide any longer. For me, Cait. Do it for me.”


Chapter 33

Cait wrenched away from his grasp. “No,” she whispered. Then, louder, “No!”

She understood with sickening clarity what he was trying to tell her. They’d already tried him and found him guilty, and she and Iain were never going to have the life he’d promised her. She glanced at the unknown soldier beside him and instinctively knew that he’d been the one to condemn Iain to death. He was watching her with a cold gaze.

“We haven’t much time,” Iain implored. “We need to speak quickly. They’ve found me guilty of killing Donaldson but—”

“This is wrong,” she muttered.

He grabbed her hands to keep her from backing away farther. “Listen to me,” he said with urgency. “They want to blame me for the other murders. I’m afraid they will after I’m…after my…”

She shook her head. “Don’t even say it. That’s no’ what’s going to happen. I’ve brought Sutherland and MacLean. Graham and MacGregor said they would help. They’ll send more men if we need them.”

“It’s too late for that. I’m to be hanged tomorrow.”

She wrenched her hands from his and spun around. Iain lunged for her, but she grabbed the lapels of the unknown officer’s red coat and shook him.

“Now see here!” the man exclaimed in shock, attempting to step back.

“No, you see here. Iain Campbell did no’ kill Donaldson. I did.”

“Cait, no.” Iain pulled on her from behind, but she shook him off. “Stop it, Cait.”

“I killed Donaldson. He came for me in my cottage, and I ran. He chased me into the woods and beat me.” She pointed to her face, keeping a tight hold on the officer’s coat with her other hand. “Look at my face. Your soldier did that to me. He beat me and told me he was going to kill me. He dragged me around by my hair, and it was terrifying. But I found a large stick, and I hit him on the head, and when he fell I hit him again. He died by my hands, no’ by Iain Campbell’s hands.”

She took a shuddering breath but didn’t release him. He stared down at her in shock. “I’m afraid you are mistaken, madam,” he said. “Donaldson was found on the side of the road with his throat slit and stab wounds about his body.”

Cait released him and stepped back, her breath leaving her. “Nay. I killed him. I know I did. He was dead when I left him there.”

“Did you stab him and cut his throat?”

“I hit him over the head with a tree branch.” It was as if the anger had consumed everything left inside of her. She was a battered husk with barely enough strength to keep standing. She turned to Iain. “He’s lying. He’s trying to blame ye for something ye didn’t do. I killed Donaldson by hitting him over the head. I had no knife to slit his throat nor the constitution to do such a thing.”

“Because Campbell did it,” the man said. “Campbell found him and killed him. He already admitted as much. He’s also suspected of killing the other English soldiers.”

“Nay,” she whispered. “He’d never do such a thing. It was me. I killed Donaldson.”

“Stop it,” Iain hissed behind her.

She looked at Iain in sadness. They were never meant to be, the two of them together. It had been a far-fetched dream. “It’s far better they know the truth. I will die for it if I have to, but it’s better that ye live and I die. Scotland needs ye.”

Iain groaned and his shoulders slumped forward. “Don’t do this. Please.”

“I would do anything for ye.”

“Even admit to something you did not do?” the soldier asked.

She eyed the man in disdain. “I would never allow him to take the blame for something I did. I don’t know who told ye that Donaldson was found on the road, but he wasn’t. He died in the middle of the forest by my hand.”

“But he was found on the side of the road,” Palmer said. “My men found him there with his throat cut and stab wounds about him.”

Cait looked at Palmer in surprise. “That’s impossible.”

“Maybe he wasn’t dead after you hit him,” Palmer said.

“I’ve seen enough dead people to know if one is dead or not. He was dead,” she said with a conviction she didn’t feel, because to portray otherwise would seal Iain’s fate. “I know it.”

“No,” Palmer said with regret. “He wasn’t.”

“I killed him.”

Cait swung around to see who had said that. Rory stepped forward, looking scared and pale but standing his ground. “I found Cait after Donaldson beat her, and when she told me where she had left Donaldson, I searched for him to bury his body, but he wasn’t where she’d said she’d left him. I found him wandering down the road. His head was bleeding, and he was talking nonsense and could barely stand up. I slit his throat and stabbed him.”

“Ah, lad,” Iain said on a breath.

Rory squared up against the officer. “I killed the others, too.”

“Rory, no!” Cait cried out.

“Is that true, lad?” Iain asked.

“Aye.”

No. This couldn’t be happening. Rory hadn’t killed those men. He wasn’t capable of such a thing. Not Rory, who always had a smile for her and a ready laugh. Cait moved closer and put her palm against his rough cheek. He looked at her with tears in his eyes.

“I had to,” he said, sounding more like the little boy she knew than the man he had become. “They wouldn’t go away. They needed to go away. Scotland is ours, not theirs. And the things they were doing to our people. It’s not right, Cait.”

“Killing them isn’t the answer,” Cait said. “Just like the English soldiers killing our people isn’t the answer. We all need to work together to find a solution.”

One of Rory’s tears rolled onto the back of her hand. “Forgive me,” he whispered.

The officer stepped up next to him. “Rory Graham, you are under arrest for the death of five English soldiers, including Lieutenant Donaldson.”

Rory nodded but didn’t take his gaze off Cait. “Tell Grandfather that I’m sorry.”

“No,” she choked out.

“Please, Cait. Tell him.”

She nodded, unable to speak through such a tight throat. There were no words, anyway.

Rory was stripped of his weapons, then Palmer and the officer walked him away, each holding one of his arms. Iain put his arm around Cait and hugged her to his side.

—

They spent the night at a local inn because none of them wanted to leave Rory, even though there was no hope for him. He was too well guarded, according to Palmer, who wouldn’t agree to help break him out of prison but was supplying necessary information. Rory was all alone and heavily guarded.

Cait tended to Iain’s wounds, setting his broken finger and cleaning his various scrapes and cuts. “We’re a matching pair,” she said.

He huffed out a laugh, then grimaced when it pulled on his split lip. “Come here, mo gradh.” He pulled her toward him and wrapped his arms around her. They remained that way, he sitting, his arms around her waist, while she ran her hands through his hair.

“I missed ye,” she said. “Don’t ever go and do such a thing again.”

“When I was sentenced, all I could think about was you and how I’d let you down after I convinced you to start living again and how horrible it was that we were going to be separated forever.”

She drew in a deep breath, overcome by the despair in his voice.

“I didn’t think I was going to get out of that,” he whispered. “And I didn’t want to die without seeing you one more time. And then there you were, running toward me, and I thought I was seeing things.”

“Oh, Iain. I was so afraid of what I was going to find when I saw ye. I’ll admit that I thought yer injuries would be much worse. But one thing I didn’t think about was leaving that place without ye. I was damned if ye were going to tell me about the light after the dark and then ye not be there in the light.”

He chuckled, his breath warm on her stomach. “I want to make love to you, Cait, but I’m afraid I don’t have it in me tonight.”

“Just hold me,” she said softly. “Just hold me.”

Iain held Cait through the night while she alternately cried and slept. It felt good to be in his arms again. They spoke little of what had happened to Iain and none of what had happened to Rory. It was too fresh, too raw, and still too unbelievable. There was a tiny spark of hope inside Cait that this was unreal and they would fetch Rory in the morning.

That wasn’t what happened, although they did receive a bit of good news. Palmer told them that instead of being hanged, Rory was to travel to England, where he would be put on trial for the killing of five English soldiers.

Iain seemed to be heartened by that news. “As soon as we get home, I will send a message to my solicitor in England to find the best possible person to represent Rory,” he said.

“Ye would do that?” she asked.

He hugged her tight. “Of course I will do that.”

Not able to help Rory now, they rode home, the five of them, in grim silence. Cait didn’t want to believe that her cousin had been the one to kill those soldiers. She knew him. Yes, they’d been estranged for the past eight years, but he’d not changed that dramatically.

“You just don’t know about people,” Iain said. “Circumstances drive them to do horrible things.”

“I won’t believe it,” she said defiantly. “I’ll never believe it.”

“Cait, he admitted it. He confessed. I don’t know what other proof you need.”

“Then something drove him to it.”

“The English drove him to it. He said as much.”

She shook her head as tears fell from her eyes.

“Ah, Cait. I’m so sorry.”

“He didn’t do it. I know he didn’t.”

“Then the person I hire to represent him will make certain he isn’t convicted of it.”

She drew in a shuddering breath. “What am I to tell my grandfather?” she whispered.

“We’ll tell him together, and we’ll make certain he understands that Rory will be well represented.”

If not for Iain’s arrest, they never would have known Rory’s secret, and he would have continued killing.

They rode under the gatehouse of the big house, road-weary and exhausted in their souls. All Cait wanted to do was fall into a soft bed and sleep for the next several days, but that wasn’t possible, because both grandfathers were waiting for them.

Their faces were expectant when they saw Iain. It turned Cait’s heart that she had worse news to impart.

She slid off her horse into Iain’s arms. “Be strong,” he whispered in her ear as he hugged her tightly.

“I don’t think I have any strength left in me.”

He kissed her nose. “Of course you do.”

“Well, lass, ye did it,” Graham said. “How ye did it, I don’t know, but he’s free from the clutches of the bloody English.” He eyed Iain. “Although ye look a little worse for wear, lad. Had a time with ye, did they?”

“Aye,” Iain said.

She hugged Graham, then MacGregor.

“How’d ye do it?” MacGregor asked.

She hesitated and looked at Iain.

“We’ll tell you all about it,” Iain said. “But first we need to speak to Graham alone.”

MacGregor glanced at Graham, who had gone pale. He looked around at the travel-weary warriors. “Where’s Rory?”

Cait took Graham’s arm and steered him toward the house. Iain was right. She found the strength she needed. She always found the strength she needed. She heard Iain give orders to the grooms, who were taking the horses away, and to the housekeeper about food.

Maggie came out of the house and went to MacLean, who hugged her tightly. Eleanor emerged as well and met up with Sutherland. How the women came to be at the big house, Cait didn’t know, but she was inordinately glad to see them.

Iain caught up to Cait and her grandfather and directed them to his study, where Graham sat down heavily and looked at Cait with sad eyes. “Just tell me.”

She knelt before him and took his gnarled hands in hers while Iain poured three glasses of whiskey. “Rory has been arrested, Grandfather.”

His fingers jerked in hers. “Those damn bloody English. What charges have they thought up now?”

She squeezed his fingers lightly. “It’s not like that. Rory admitted to killing Donaldson and the other soldiers.”

He yanked his hands from hers and put them on the arms of the chair as if to rise. But the strength went out of him and he slumped back into the chair, hanging his head and rubbing his eyes. Iain squeezed his shoulder. “Why?” Graham asked in a scratchy voice.

“He said he was tired of the English forcing their authority on us. He wanted them gone from Scotland.”

Graham raised his head with fire in his eyes. “So the big numpty thought he could kill them one by one? Is the lad daft?”

“I don’t know what was going on in his head.”

Graham looked over at Iain. “So ye didn’t kill the bastard Donaldson?”

“No, sir.”

“But yet ye said ye did it. Why?”

“To save Cait.”

Graham’s jaw worked for a bit. “Ye love her that much?”

“I do.”

Graham looked at her. “And ye love him, too?”

“More than anything.”

He nodded. The lines in his face appeared more stark than when they’d first walked in. His once proud shoulders were bowed.

“I’m sorry, Grandfather.”

He jerked his head up. “For what?”

“For Rory.”

Iain cleared his throat. “There is some good news. They’re taking him to England, and I will hire the best man to represent him. Hopefully, we can get the charges dropped and Rory released.”

Graham shifted his attention to Iain. “And what if he really did do this? Then what?”

“Then he will be convicted.”

“And hanged,” Graham said, his face paling. “My God. I had no idea. I don’t like the English any more than the next Scot, but I would never condone this type of killing.”

“You are free to stay here for as long as you want,” Iain said.

Graham straightened his shoulders. “Nay. I need to get back to my own clan before word spreads. Rory was well liked, and it will be a blow to our people.” He pushed up from the chair and looked at Cait with watery eyes.

“I’ll come to ye when I can,” she said softly.

“I know ye will, lass.” He glared at Iain. “Ye take care of her. She’s all I have left in this world, ye know.”

Iain stepped up next to her and put his hand on her shoulder. “She’s all I have in this world, too.”

Graham looked at the two of them, his gaze flitting back and forth and finally landing on Iain. “Give me a few days and then come to me. We’ll discuss yer thoughts on working with the English for the betterment of Scotland. I’m no’ convinced it can happen, but I’ll listen.”

Iain nodded. “I’ll come by in a few days and bring Cait with me, too.”

Graham nodded and walked out, a little more stooped, his steps a little slower.

—

After Cait and Iain watched Graham ride away, Cait broke down and cried. To her surprise, MacGregor followed Graham and said he would stay with him for a bit. Could it be that her grandfathers were finally coming to like each other? How sad that it had taken a tragedy for such a thing to happen.

She and Iain walked back into the house, where Brice and Eleanor and Maggie and Colin were waiting for them. Brice had pulled out the whiskey and they all had a drink, even the women.

“Whatever you need,” Eleanor said to Cait in her soft voice, “you just ask.” Maggie nodded and raised her glass in salute.

“Thank ye,” Cait said, overly warmed by these new friendships. It seemed like so long ago that she was alone in her cottage and liking it that way. Now she couldn’t imagine such a thing. She had friends. Something she’d never thought she’d have again. Two women who liked her and wanted to be in her company. She wanted that as well, which was more shocking.

She looked over at Iain, and her heart filled with a love that she’d long denied herself. John wouldn’t be upset. He would be surprised but not upset. Iain was right. John wouldn’t have wanted her to wither away on the edge of nowhere alone, hurt and grieving the rest of her life.

Iain caught her eye and grinned at her. He made his way to her, took her hand, and raised it to his swollen and bruised lips. “We’ll wed when the bruises go away,” he said softly.

She grinned. “Why then?”

“So no one thinks we beat each other on the way to the wedding.” He frowned. “How long do bruises take to heal?”

“Ten days or so.”

He groaned. “That long?”

Behind him, Sutherland laughed and clapped him on the back, making Iain wince. “Ye waited this long, mate, ye can wait a bit longer.”

“I’m no’ so sure of that.” MacLean rocked back on his heels and wiggled his eyebrows at Iain. Maggie slapped him on the shoulder and rolled her eyes. They all laughed.

It was a bright point, a memory that Cait would cherish when the dark times came. Because they were coming. Cait had no idea what the future held for Scotland or the proud Scottish people who had inhabited this land for centuries. Certainly there would be some changes ahead for them; she only hoped they would realize that compromise was the only way to survive. She of all people knew that compromise was difficult, but if she could do it, then her fellow Scots could as well.

Only then would they be able to live in peace.

But Iain was right. There would be darkness and there would be light, and she was comfortable with that as long as she weathered it with Iain by her side and the Sutherlands and MacLeans as her friends.

Iain put his arm around her and she leaned in to his strength. “Thank ye,” she said.

“For what?”

She shrugged, having a hard time putting her feelings into words. “For everything. For forcing me out of my cottage and into the real world. For being with me when I told my grandfather about Rory. For admitting to the murder of Donaldson when ye hadn’t done it. For…loving me even when I’m at my most unlovable.”

He squeezed her shoulder. “I’d do anything for you, Cait. Even love you when you’re at your most unlovable. I promised you a lifetime, and that’s exactly what I’m going to give you.”
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If you’d like to find out more about Sharon and her books, you can visit her at her blog or her website. She’s addicted to social networking, so you can find her on Facebook and Twitter. Friend her! Like her! Follow her! She’d love to hang out with you and talk about her passion—books.
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