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AUTHOR’S NOTES

EVA MACPHERSON AND ANGUS MACKINTOSH were indeed married in 1291, uniting Clan Chattan with the Mackintosh clan and causing a Mackintosh to become chief of this federation. Although Eva’s uncle is thought to have petitioned Robert the Bruce to prevent this, the fact is that for over six hundred years the federation was led by a Mackintosh. In 1936, the clans became separate entities, with never a drop of blood shed between them.

Robert the Bruce did, sadly, kill John Comyn in Greyfriars Church. And although Bruce was unusually forgiving toward most of his enemies, he was ruthless in his treatment of the Comyns. If you would like to read more about this incredible period of history, I can recommend Ronald McNair Scott’s book Robert the Bruce, King of Scots (Carroll & Graf Publishers, Inc. 1996) as being highly readable and informative.

Clan Chattan supported Bruce at Bannockburn, but to my knowledge, Angus wasn’t wounded, nor did he die until 1345 when his son William became laird. I have also taken liberties with the timing of certain events, in order to tell Adam’s fictitious story. I hope the reader will forgive any trespasses upon historical fact and will enjoy this story about what might have happened if a MacPherson had challenged his laird.

May Gwenyth and Adam’s story inspire you with the sure belief that God controls everything and that victory always belongs to those who do his will.



ONE

Dumfries, Scotland

February 10, 1306

ADAM MACKINTOSH tied his horse’s reins to a post and followed his liege lord, Robert the Bruce, into Greyfriars Church. They stopped just inside the door, cautiously allowing their eyes to adjust to the weak wintry light filtering through the stained glass behind the altar.

Blowing on his numbed fingers, Adam thrust his hands under his armpits; the church was little warmer than the frosty morning outside. Robert motioned Adam to stand guard at the rear of the sanctuary, but Adam hesitated, silently questioning the earl with his eyes.

He didn’t trust the man waiting by the altar, and Robert knew it. Not that Adam’s opinion mattered. A moment later, the earl walked toward Sir John Comyn, lord of Badenoch. The two most powerful noblemen in Scotland. If it wasn’t so dangerous, if treachery didn’t hang in the air, this meeting would be cause for celebration. Instead, the two greeted each other with cordial nods and stood face-to-face, hands at their sides. Both had high aspirations: Robert to the Scottish throne, Comyn to power and wealth, however it might be obtained. They had come to blows before, and Adam inched closer, the better to react quickly at the first sign of trouble. Comyn’s own sentry stood in the shadow of one of the towering columns.

In the quiet of the church, their voices clearly carried. “We had an agreement, Sir John. You agreed to renounce your family’s claim to the throne. You promised to support my claim in return for my lands in Carrick. Is that not so?”

Adam heard the controlled temper in the earl’s voice. After their misadventure last night, Adam wanted to throttle John Comyn himself. He admired his liege’s determination to seek a peaceful resolution, despite the man’s treacherous act.

Comyn said nothing.

Robert pulled a document from inside his tunic. Unfolding it in hurried, jerking motions, he then jabbed it with his finger. “Is this your seal or is it not?”

John Comyn glanced at the parchment. “You know it is.”

Robert’s voice rose. “Then why have you betrayed me to Edward of England?”

“What proof have you that I’ve done such a thing?” John protested. But he nodded ever so slightly to the shadowy figure standing opposite Adam. Robert noticed it too. Adam laid his right hand on his sword hilt, ready to act should the need arise.

Bruce took a menacing step closer to Comyn and practically shoved the paper in Comyn’s face. “Because this is your copy, Lord Badenoch, taken from the men who nearly captured me last night.”

Sir John’s expression hardened. “My cousin, Edward Balliol, is the rightful heir to the throne of Scotland. Not you. You tricked me into signing that scurrilous agreement, and I renounce it. My brother and I hold land and castles from one end of Scotland to another, enough to withhold the crown from you and put Balliol on the throne. And we shall do so.”

 He pushed Bruce, trying to shove the earl aside. But Bruce stepped back in front of Sir John, blocking his way. Sir John withdrew his dagger and, at Adam’s shout of warning, chaos broke out. Comyn’s sentry raced toward Bruce, but Adam intercepted him and intercepted the man’s sword just short of Bruce’s exposed back. They fought for several minutes, the sentry’s sword coming uncomfortably close to Adam’s neck. But he drove the man back and back until he slipped and fell, and by a stroke of fortune, hit his head, and was knocked unconscious.

The sounds of fighting had alerted the others waiting outside the church, and they all came running, immediately taking up arms against their foe. The sanctuary’s stone walls rang with the sounds of cursing, the clash of swords, but Adam had but one thought: Bruce.

Panting, he whirled and rushed back to defend the earl. But there was little he could do but stand aside and watch.

Sir John swiped his dagger at Bruce again and again, missing his target, becoming more and more careless with each thrust, his anger and frustration building. Bruce’s aim was better. After three quick jabs, John Comyn clutched his chest and sank to the floor.

Although a seasoned warrior, Bruce looked down at John Comyn in shock. Adam grabbed Bruce’s arm and nearly dragged him through the doorway toward safety. Adam urged the earl to mount his horse, which he did slowly, as if his body carried heavy armor. By now the brief skirmish was nearly over. Roger Kirkpatrick, who had remained outside with the horses, asked, “My laird, what happened in there?”

“I think I have killed John the Red Comyn,” Bruce said, numbly staring ahead.

“Do you doubt it?” Kirkpatrick shouted. “Then I’ll make sure the traitor is dead!” He dashed back inside, followed closely by Adam. Kirkpatrick reached Sir John first and stabbed him with his sword. Comyn’s body jerked and he breathed his last. Despite the heady rush of battle and John Comyn’s part in his own downfall, Adam regretted the man’s death. Nothing good would come of this day.

Comyn’s men had already lowered their weapons, looking at one another in mute disbelief. As Sir John’s men gathered around their fallen leader, Adam and his compatriots returned to the earl.

“He is dead, my lord,” Fitzpatrick announced quietly. With the encounter over and reason returning, they realized the gravity of killing a man in a church.

Adam looked to where the earl sat his horse. “What next, my lord?”

Glancing at his bloodstained hands, the earl of Carrick seemed at a loss. Adam knew Robert’s options were few. All was lost with King Edward of England, who no doubt viewed Robert’s agreement with Comyn as treason. Nothing could be done to restore that relationship now. Comyn’s treachery had destroyed any peaceful means to the restoration of Scotland’s throne.

They sat on their horses, not knowing whether, or where, to flee.

Kirkpatrick asked, “Is it Norway, then? Shall we seek shelter with your sister and her husband the king?”

Still the earl did not answer. But Adam knew. He knew with a certainty born in serving with Bruce during these past difficult months. They would rebel against the English tyrant and fight for freedom. And he, Adam Mackintosh, heir to the chieftain of Clan Chattan, would willingly follow Robert the Bruce to the ends of the earth.

His face grim, Bruce broke his silence. “It begins. We will stay and fight. Starting now. My friends, this day we commence to cleanse our land of the English. Gather our men together. We will begin by taking Dumfries Castle.”

 “And what banner shall fly over Dumfries when we have taken it?” asked Kirkpatrick with glee.

“Find the royal standard of Scotland, friend. The treasured Lion Rampant of red and gold. For this day, I, Robert the Bruce, earl of Carrick, claim my rightful inheritance, the throne of Scotland. I stand before you as your liege lord, Robert, king of Scots!”

The group hushed. Even Adam was stunned. He knew they would have to fight, but he never dreamed Robert would so boldly claim the crown. Especially knowing that Comyn and Balliol were firmly united against him.

Adam recovered his wits. ’Twas a daring move completely in character for the compelling nobleman! Raising his sword high, he shouted, “God save King Robert! God save the king!”

The entire company raised the cry in a delirium of excitement and emotion. All about them, from the church to the far reaches of the town, the word spread. The townspeople joined in the cry, then grabbed one another and began to dance in the streets. After ten years of English rule, Scotland once again had a king of Celtic blood. Adam glanced at his fellows, and all wore mighty grins, echoing his own joy.

Amid the exultant confusion, Bruce and his men dismounted. One by one the men knelt before their king to swear their allegiance. When Adam’s turn came, he took Robert’s hand between his own and made his pledge. Then the new king surprised Adam by asking him for his sword. Adam handed it to him.

As Adam continued to kneel, Robert tapped each shoulder with the flat of the blade, saying, “I dub thee knight. Be thou a true knight and courageous in the face of your enemies. Rise, Sir Adam.”

“Thank you for this honor, my lord. I shall fight by your side to the end.”

“And fight we shall, sir knight.”

 LADY JOAN AND HER YOUNGEST DAUGHTER sat in front of the massive fireplace in the main hall. A crackling fire took the chill off the cold February afternoon and gave sufficient light for handwork. The young woman deftly knotted her embroidery thread and surveyed her work, a scene of Daniel in the lion’s den she’d designed herself. She rose from her chair and presented the nearly finished tapestry for her mother’s inspection.

“Nicely done, daughter. Why did you choose this particular story to illuminate?”

Gwenyth smiled, pleased to share her knowledge of the Bible. “Because Daniel tells us that victory always belongs to those who do God’s will. No matter how difficult the situation, you must trust God.”

“Your life will be blessed if you keep that thought close to your heart. Now, tell me more of your visit to Ruthven. I detect a note of wistfulness when you mention certain of your cousins.”

Gwenyth felt her face grow warm. “I did enjoy their company, Mama.”

“I’m sure you did. With your sisters and brothers all married and gone, it is very quiet here at Dalswinton.” Lady Joan laid her hand on Gwenyth’s arm. “’Tis understandable if you miss them, lass.”

“Aye, Mama.” She was especially close to the Ruthven cousins for she’d spent her fosterage with them. In those six years her Aunt Isabella had taught her all she would need to know about caring for a castle and a husband. Her husband.

“And I suspect there is one cousin who is missed more than the others.”

Gwenyth smiled. Edward Balliol, a distant cousin and contender for Scotland’s throne, had been a frequent visitor at Ruthven during Gwenyth’s recent stay there. Just yesterday he’d come to Dalswinton and offered for her hand in marriage. If Papa gave permission, she might be queen of Scotland one day. To have handsome Edward for a mate and to be a queen surpassed her fondest dreams.

Having composed her expression, she asked, “When will Papa be home?”

“You are anxious for his answer, aren’t you? Then you must be pleased with Edward’s suit.”

“Oh yes. Yes I am. Do you think Papa will say yes?”

“I believe he will. You are sixteen—’tis time for you to leave the nest as well. Your father and I will miss you, but Edward is an excellent match.” Her mother’s smile quickly faded.

“You are worried about the politics surrounding such an alliance.”

 “Aye.”

Despite her affection for Edward and excitement at the prospect of becoming his betrothed, she, too, had misgivings. News of an alliance between the Balliol and Comyn families would further divide the loyalty of Scotland’s nobility. If Papa were to accept Edward’s offer, then he must also agree to withdraw his support of Robert the Bruce’s quest for Scotland’s throne. She could only imagine Bruce’s anger at being denied the crown. “Papa will do what is best.”

“And his women will suffer the consequences.”

She stared at her mother. She’d never heard her criticize Papa.

Lady Joan paced away, then turned to face her daughter from the other side of the hearth. “Don’t look so surprised. Your father often makes decisions to obtain land and power without thought to the cost to his children or me. I say this not in bitterness, but so that you will be prepared for your own marriage. Your father and Edward are much alike in this regard.”

Her face must have betrayed her doubts. Mama came to her and put an arm around her shoulders. “I didn’t mean to dampen your joy, lass. Edward is a fine man, albeit ambitious. All you can do is love him and pray for God’s blessing. You shall certainly have mine.”

She kissed her mother’s temple. “Thank you, Mama.”

“Enough serious talk. Finish your embroidery while I see that the servants prepare warm food and a hot bath for your father’s return.” She smiled. “I shall await him in my solar, and I promise to encourage him to give you his answer soon.”

After Mama left, Gwenyth stared into the fire, her needlework forgotten. Their conversation had given her much to think about. She was certain that Edward was more interested in her as a person than as a political tool. Wasn’t he?

Hours later, a commotion in the bailey signaled her father’s return. Still clutching the tapestry, she hurried to her mother’s solar. Papa might be persuaded to give his answer yet this evening if she requested it of him.

But instead of her father, she found Edward holding her sobbing mother. “Edward, where is Papa?” she demanded.

“Hush, lass. Come and comfort your mother.”

Fear paralyzed her. “Why is she crying?”

“I’m sorry to bear bad news, Gwenyth. The villain Bruce has killed your father.”

For a moment Edward’s words didn’t make sense. Papa couldn’t be dead—he hadn’t given them permission to marry. “You are wrong. It isn’t true.”

Edward held her mother with one arm and offered his other hand to her. “Come here, lass.”

She ignored his offer of comfort. “How? How did my father die?”

“Bruce stabbed him on the altar at Greyfriars Church.”

A fierce pain gripped her heart and she stared at the tapestry she still held in her hands, at Daniel calmly accepting his fate, trusting God. And she knew that she had nothing in common with Daniel, for she would not accept her father’s death as being God’s will. Nay, it had been Robert the Bruce’s will and ambition that had killed him.

While Edward continued to console her mother, she walked to the solar’s fireplace and threw the needlework into the flames. Then she hugged her mother and led her to a chair before asking Edward, “Does our betrothal still stand? Did Papa give you his permission?”

He stood before her but looked into the fire as he answered, “Aye, he did.” Then he rested his hands on her shoulders and looked her in the eye. “But this is not the time for a wedding. You must take time to grieve. I must leave for England and France to strengthen our alliances in case Bruce actually manages to be crowned king. I will come for you when all is ready, I promise.”

“And will you kill Robert the Bruce?”

“His death is assured.”

“Then I will wait for your summons.”

ADAM LOOKED ON as Robert the Bruce knelt at the tomb of St. Fillan of Glenlochart, the revered Scottish saint who’d founded a church on this spot in the sixth century. The sacrilege of killing a man on the altar of a church weighed heavily on Bruce. Adam had frequently seen the newly crowned king of Scotland on his knees, praying to his Savior, in the months since that day. Now he knelt on this sacred ground to pray for forgiveness and receive the blessing of the local bishop.

Just two months ago, before the battle of Methven, Bruce’s army had numbered forty-five hundred soldiers and nearly one hundred knights. But the battle was a disaster, Bruce was nearly captured, and all that remained were the five hundred men and a handful of knights that watched as the bishop blessed him this hot August afternoon.

Bruce had become a hunted man in his own country. They had spent the last few days in relative safety with a laird loyal to Bruce. The respite had refreshed Bruce’s wife, daughter, and two sisters, who were traveling with them. The presence of the women added to the vigilance of Bruce’s men.

But last night Adam had rebelled against the months of tension, against the constant need for vigilance, and against the constraints of his knightly vows to shun the sins of the flesh. In high spirits he’d celebrated his twentieth birthday with an excess of strong drink and a willing tavern wench.

Today the late summer sun seemed overly warm and his head ached. He hoped Robert would soon move into the shade and safety of the trees. And he hoped they’d move before Adam embarrassed himself by succumbing to the dizziness that plagued him.

As the king prayed, Adam struggled to stay alert. St. Fillan’s tomb lay on lands owned by the lord of Lorne, son-in-law of the murdered John Comyn and one of many who schemed to avenge the man’s death. Despite the danger, Robert had insisted on a pilgrimage to this shrine. The sooner Robert and his troops were gone from here the better.

Finally, to Adam’s relief, Bruce indicated they should mount up. Once they were through the narrow pass at the head of the valley they would be relatively safe. Adam fought fatigue and dizziness, berating himself for his foolishness. He would be wise to withstand such temptation in the future and vowed to do so if his head would just return to its normal size immediately.

The horse’s movement gainsaid any relief from the shade, and Adam rode in misery. Just as they reached the narrowest part of Dalry Pass, a screaming swarm of Lord Lorne’s highlander warriors descended on them. The surprise of the attack immediately split Bruce’s troop in half. The attackers slashed at the bellies and legs of the horses with their long Lochaber axes, succeeding in unhorsing several of Adam’s comrades before his befuddled brain could make sense of the noise and confusion.

Adam watched in horror as three highlanders pursued his friend and comrade, Gordon MacNab. Adam’s mind and body seemed to work in slow motion as he fought his way toward Gordon. Too late. Gordon’s horse went down, and Gordon with him. The highlanders swarmed upon him.

Adam fought off the man nearest him, turned around, and saw Robert in a desperate effort to divert the attackers from his women. He heard Bruce yell, “Retreat!” Others gathered around the king, but another of Lorne’s men was already upon Adam. With leaden arms and a sluggish brain, Adam slashed and hacked at his assailant.

A glimpse of Gordon’s body, alone in a motionless heap, gave him pause. Adam struggled to focus through the fog in his aching head. Sudden pain seared through his left arm, and he looked in shock at the gaping wound that ran from shoulder to elbow. Robert appeared beside him then, viciously attacking and slowly making way, pushing Adam’s mount toward the pass and safety. Cowed by Robert’s determined feat of arms and somewhat appeased by their retreat, their pursuers slowed their assault, and Robert and Adam rejoined the rest.

The women were safe, for now. A number of men were slain along with Gordon MacNab. Of the men who remained, James Douglas and Gilbert de la Haye were among the wounded along with several others, but none as seriously as Adam. Now he wished for the oblivion of his earlier headache instead of the pulsing, searing pain in his arm.

 When they gained some distance, the group paused in a hidden glen, forming a protective circle around the wounded so they could be tended before resuming their flight. Kirkpatrick pulled off Adam’s hauberk and ripped what was left of his shirt.

“The women . . .” Adam muttered.

“They are well,” Kirkpatrick replied. Neither man spoke of their fallen comrades as Roger wrapped Adam’s arm tightly in a bandage before shoving him back on his horse. The hours until they reached Loch Dochart and safety seemed like days, and Adam cried out in agony when they finally lowered him from the horse.

He must have passed out, because the next thing he remembered was lying on a pallet of heather as his somber comrades made camp. When all was in order, Robert knelt beside him and shook his head.

“I’m sorry, my laird,” Adam whispered through parched lips. “I was of little use to you today.”

“Aye, you made a bad decision last night and paid the price.”

“Gordon. I couldn’t help Gordon.” Tears threatened, hardly knightly behavior. But tears weren’t the worst of it. His behavior had led to the death of a friend—it could have been Bruce! What kind of knight am I? Forcing himself to look Bruce in the eye, he asked, “Do you believe God will forgive me?”

Robert didn’t flinch. “Aye, I do.”

Adam grimaced with pain. When it passed he said, “And you, my king. Can you forgive as well?”

“I can, Adam. Indeed, I already have.”

“Then I swear to you that I will avoid strong drink for the rest of the days given to me.”

Bruce laid a hand on Adam’s arm. “Watered wine will be fine when you are well again, son. But now is no time to be heroic. Whiskey is all we have for pain unless we can find a healer.”

 The pain pulsed through him with each beat of his anguished heart. “You may be right. You’ve been right about many things. Forgive me for failing—”

“I do. Now waste no more of your breath. You’ve a grievous wound. Best repent of your sins and pray for God’s forgiveness. And his mercy.” Robert gazed at the ground before continuing. “Morogh will take you home.”

To die. Adam had not thought his wound mortal until now. But the man was right. Few survived such a wound as this. Robert was too good a friend to say the words. But the thought of home, of rest from the constant flight and battle, was enough to allow unconsciousness to overtake him.

THEY LEFT AT DAWN, and by the time he and Morogh reached Moy, Adam didn’t much care what was poured down his throat so long as it took away the pain. As he slowly, miraculously, recovered at home, he heard of the capture and hanging of Robert’s brother Nigel, of the imprisonment of Bruce’s wife and young daughter, and of Robert’s escape to Rathlin.

On a chilly December evening, Adam sat before the fireplace in his room at Castle Moy, cradling his useless arm and staring into the flames. He wanted to be at his king’s side, sharing his exile and planning Bruce’s campaign to retake Scotland from the English tyrant. How he regretted that night of sin and temptation, a night that nearly cost him his life and the life of his king!

If he hadn’t been wounded, could he have made a difference? Might he have been able to protect Bruce’s family from capture? Moreover, had he not imbibed that fateful night, had he slept in camp instead of in a stranger’s bed, would he have detected the attack and saved Gordon and the others?

God may well have forgiven him, as Bruce had said. But Adam would live the rest of his life with the guilt and shame of his failure at Dalry Pass.



TWO

Scottish Highlands, 1308

THE SINS OF THE FATHER,” Adam Mackintosh muttered as he sat down in one of two massive chairs on the dais. But his father hadn’t sinned; he merely made a brilliant marriage all those years ago.

Of course, the brilliance of the match depended a great deal upon one’s perspective.

The great Clan Chattan, for hundreds of years proudly and rightfully led by the Macphersons, now unwillingly followed a man with the surname of Mackintosh. Macpherson resentment had simmered for twenty years, ever since Adam’s mother—the Macpherson heiress—had married the Mackintosh chief.

Adam Mackintosh, newly named to succeed his ill father as chieftain of this unstable federation, feared that resentment neared the boiling point even as he listened to the toasts raised in his honor this evening. The main hall of the Macpherson keep resonated with the sounds of revelry. Trestles laden with food and pitchers of ale abounded as men in varying degrees of intoxication toasted the new laird. If anyone detected a note of falseness in their praise, none remarked on it.

Leod Macpherson, seated next to Adam, raised his tankard. “Come, my laird. One sip of ale to toast your continued good health.”

For a brief moment Adam considered ignoring his vow to avoid strong drink. But then he thought of all he’d lost, and might yet lose, because of that night near Dalry Pass, and the temptation faded as quickly as it arose. “I’ll gladly toast to my health and to yours. With water.” Adam saluted his host, all the while wondering how long Leod would wait to challenge him for leadership of the clan. Truth be told, Adam was surprised the man hadn’t done so already.

Adam leaned back in his chair, the one his host’s wife would have occupied if Leod were married. The lack of a woman’s touch was evident throughout the hall—there were no cloths on the tables, and traces of dried food clung to the surfaces of tables and benches alike. The rushes on the floor gave off the odor of rotting food and undisciplined dogs. Tattered tapestries hung on the walls, in need of a mistress’s needle and thread.

The contrast to his own home gave Adam reason to be thankful for his mother’s conscientious stewardship of Castle Moy. Grateful his rank afforded him the luxury of a seat with a back to lean on, Adam absently massaged his damaged shoulder. This visit to his clansman’s keep was one of the few times Adam had left his own castle in the nineteen months since he’d been wounded. His ailing father had insisted that a show of strength was needed.

And that Adam could do, he considered ruefully, so long as no one challenged him to pick up a sword. He picked up his tankard of water instead and sipped from it. He knew Leod would be serving excellent ale, and again came the temptation for just a sip. Keep me strong in my resolve, Lord. There is too much at stake to repeat the mistakes of the past.

Once more the man urged, “Come, Adam. Share a drink with me. ’Tis an occasion for celebration.” Leod signaled for one of the serving girls to replenish his ale and to bring Adam a cup. Did Leod sense his weakness?

When she set the cup before him, Adam tried to remember if he’d seen this particular girl before. She must be new, for he was certain he’d have remembered such a winsome face. A wee bit of a lass, she hardly seemed suited to the heavy work of carrying food and drink.

“Thank you,” he said, though he had no intention of giving in to Leod’s taunt. He pushed the cup to the side and met her gaze for a moment. Her golden brown eyes betrayed a sense of wariness, but he had no time to discern why, for Leod yanked her into his lap. She was no match for his great size, but instead of squealing and flirting like the other wenches, Adam saw fear and panic cross her features. She struggled against him.

“Be still, you little queen,” Leod demanded.

She fought all the more, and Leod slapped her, hard enough to loosen the cap on her head and send a cascade of deep russet hair falling about her.

Adam bit his tongue to keep from chastising Leod. This was, after all, Leod’s hall, and Adam didn’t wish to create any more animosity between them. The disturbance caught the attention of several nearby revelers, and they moved closer to watch the display. Two of Leod’s men-at-arms took seats beside Leod, pounding his back and making lewd comments about the lass.

To Adam’s relief the confrontation ended as the girl quieted and Leod let her go. “You live and breathe at my pleasure, wench,” he warned, “and you’d do well to remember it.”

Her downcast gaze and posture seemed to appease Leod’s temper, and he dismissed her. But as she turned from Leod, hastily pinning her hair as she walked away, Adam was astounded at the flash of anger her eyes revealed.

 Something was amiss here. He turned to Leod. “I don’t remember that lass, Leod. Who is she?”

“My men came upon her yesterday, near Nairn.”

“She was traveling?”

“Aye, and her companions deserted her in the melee. Those who didn’t escape have made excellent servants.”

“Unwillingly, no doubt.” She did not strike Adam as a woman used to the rigors of servitude.

“The unwilling ones are the very best kind.” Leod and his companions roared.

Adam laughed, pretending to enjoy the jest. Then he asked, as casually as possible, “What is her name?”

“Well, if you’re that interested, my laird, you may enjoy her at your leisure.”

Adam quickly regretted his query, for Leod jumped to his feet and went after the girl before Adam’s protest left his lips. Leod dragged the lass to stand before him and shoved her at Adam. Caught off-balance, she toppled into Adam’s lap, and her head connected with his shoulder. Judging from the smirk on Leod’s face, Adam’s sharp hiss of pain did not escape notice, and his mood darkened.

Hoping to forestall a repeated blow, Adam pulled her against his chest with his good arm. Her tiny frame supported surprisingly generous female curves. He gentled his hold, and yet still she moved. It wasn’t fight he sensed in her, but fear. She trembled.

What was this?

Her actions were not those of a coarse wench used to this give-and-take with men, but rather those of an innocent. She would not remain so for very long, not in this keep. Her vulnerability and petite frame appealed to his protective nature, and on an impulse, Adam said, “I accept your offer of the wench, Leod. I shall take her to Moy as a token of your esteem.”

 The maid tensed again in his arms, and Adam released her. She leaped from his lap and stood rooted next to his chair, her posture a jumble of defiance and dismay.

“She is yours, my laird,” Leod grinned.

Adam didn’t trust Leod, and the unease he’d felt all evening intensified. He looked back at the girl, but she had masked her emotions. Oddly, her stoic reaction compounded Adam’s desire to see her safely from this place.

Adam said to the girl, “What is your name?”

“Gwenyth, my laird.”

Her voice sounded much more cultured than a servant’s ought to be, but now was not the time to question her. Best to get her, and himself, safely to Moy first. “Then Gwenyth, come the morrow, you shall leave with me to serve at Castle Moy.”

She looked at him and asked, voice trembling, “And tonight?”

Bending close to her ear, he assured her. “Nay, lass. You shall sleep alone.”

“As you say, my laird.”

Leod cleared his throat. “Show Adam to his room, girl.”

Adam shook his head. “That isn’t necessary.”

Stepping closer, Leod gestured to the inebriated men who remained in the hall, including the two leering drunks sitting at their table.

“She appears to be an innocent maiden, Adam. I can’t guarantee she’ll still be one in the morning.”

Adam shot Leod a heated look. “Then perhaps it is I who must provide protection, if you won’t.”

“It matters little to me what you do with her, Adam.” His gaze left Adam’s to roam in a leer over the girl, then came back to Adam as if to say Adam wasn’t man enough. Adam’s hands clenched, and he itched to drive his fist into Leod’s sneering face. But if his ability to wield a sword was questionable, his chances in hand-to-hand combat were even less encouraging.

Seeing no other choice but to escort his new servant from the hall, Adam took her arm and led her to the bottom of the stairs. He turned to her and said, “You may spend the night in my chamber, lass, if you’ll feel safer there.”

She shook her head.

“Then show me the way to your quarters.”

She hesitated, clearly unsure if she could trust him. “I can find my own way.”

“I’m certain you can. But I will rest easier knowing you are safely abed.”

With a sigh she capitulated and led him to the cramped space she shared with several other servants. She turned to face him. The torchlight reflected reddish highlights in her hair and golden flecks in her eyes. By heaven, she was lovely.

She was the first to speak. “Thank you, my laird. You have no doubt saved my virtue, at least for this night.”

“Your virtue is safe with me, lass. We’ll leave early on the morrow, so gather your things tonight.”

“Aye, my laird.”



GWENYTH STARED AT THE HANDSOME MAN who’d so gallantly rescued her from Leod. High cheekbones, deep-set blue eyes, and curly blond hair almost made him pretty, but a strong jaw and masculine nose saved him from such description. Deep smile lines at either side of his mouth were clearly visible on his clean-shaven face.

He appeared to be a man of honor, and she was grateful that tomorrow he would take her from this keep. His twinkling blue eyes assessed her as well and she wondered what he saw—the noblewoman she was or the servant she pretended to be?

“Good night, my laird.”

“Good night, Gwenyth.”

She watched him walk away, admiring his long-legged stride and the width of his shoulders. His shoulder. She’d bumped his left shoulder and heard his sharp intake of breath. As she straightened her pallet and prepared for bed, she wondered if the injury was old or new. Perhaps she could use her healing skills to help him.

Such foolishness. Crawling under the covers, she admonished herself. She wouldn’t remain in Scotland long enough to help him. Best to remember who she was and that Edward awaited her once she regained her freedom.

A SINGLE TAPER lit the narrow passageway where Leod leaned against the wall. The damp, ripe odor of decaying refuse assailed his nose. Not the most appropriate location for a tryst, but then the tryst had not been . . . appropriate.

He grinned despite the smell and moved toward cleaner air and away from the woman’s sobs. By the time he reached the top of the dungeon’s stairs, his own breathing and the scurrying of rats were the only sounds.

His men-at-arms had easily overcome the man Adam had sent to guard the woman and had dragged her from her pallet and down the steep stairs, into the dark room where he waited.

The Mackintosh fool’s honorable behavior had cost this woman dearly. No matter that she was only a servant; highland folk did not take kindly to the despoiling of any woman, and the laws were very explicit. Leod would take advantage of the legal means now open to him to have Adam killed.

 He sneered as he conjured up a vision of the outrage he would feign. He, the powerful and just, would vow to find the man who dared to commit such a crime under his very roof. And he knew just whom to blame.

As long as the woman cooperated. And she would, for in the morning he would tell her he had arrested the rapist. She couldn’t know for sure who had attacked her, and he would promise to free her after she accused Adam. He would make perfectly clear the price she’d pay if she failed to name Adam as the rapist or dared to accuse Leod, the rightful laird of Clan Chattan. Aye, fate had indeed been kind, and his resolve hardened. By this time tomorrow, with Leod’s rival dead, justice would be restored.

Leadership of Clan Chattan would be his.



THREE

Thou shall not bear false witness.

But only a lie will save me!

g WENYTH PRAYED FOR DELIVERANCE, but God seemed very far away. She raised a trembling hand to her mouth and winced when her salty finger touched the split in her lip. Aye, God had finally deserted her for good. Last night, amidst darkness and terror, someone had assaulted her. The windowless cell she’d been dragged to was pitch dark, but the man hadn’t needed any light to find and take what he came for.

Even now, in the light of day, she shivered at the memory of his beard brushing across her bared skin. A bearded face was the only thing she knew for certain about her assailant, aside from his brutality. She wrapped her arms across her chest, in an effort to still her quaking, for it disturbed her bruised ribs.

False witness.

She lifted her gaze to the tall, clean-shaven man who stood on the other side of a table placed between them. Adam Mackintosh. How could it have been him? Even in her current state of confusion, she was certain her assailant wore a full beard, not the day-old stubble on Adam’s face. See how the sun had kissed his cheeks and chin with color. That was proof, wasn’t it?

 And why would the gentle man who’d seen her safely to her pallet return later and accost her? She shoved the painful memories aside. Somehow she must see this through, find Daron, and leave her accursed homeland for Edward and safety.

Her gaze locked with Adam’s, and she marveled at his arrogant stance. Gone was the kindhearted man of yesternight. He seemed to dare her to go forward with this deceit. He could not know that the lie that would condemn him would deliver Gwenyth and her kinsman from further danger.

The priest, her judge, stared hard at her. “Gwenyth of Buchan, you must identify the man who wronged you.”

Another lie, this name she’d given. If she revealed her proper name, or even that she belonged to the Badenoch side of the family, she might very well leave here in chains. This Leod who’d captured her thought her to be a servant, for that was the story she and Daron had concocted to aid their escape. Now their web of deceit threatened to ensnare yet another soul. Was Adam an enemy or a possible ally?

Foolish question. Daron was her only true friend. And yet Adam’s kindness had held promise of shelter, of gentleness. His smile could not have hidden a brutal nature, could it? Gwenyth no longer trusted her own judgment. She would be safer to believe she had no allies here in this keep.

And only a distant, unresponsive God to call upon. He’d deserted her the night her father had been killed. This feeling of separation from God tormented her nearly as much as her physical pains, but she didn’t know how or if she could ever bridge the chasm. And last night had only pushed him farther away.

In increasing despair, she forced herself to look at Leod Macpherson. He’d been so solicitous and kind this morning, but more than a hint of evil clung to him. Despite his promise to free her, she would not entrust her life to him just yet. She asked him, “Why do you accuse this man?”

With barely concealed impatience, Leod responded, “I’ve told you. This is the man who raped you, woman.”

She winced at the sound of that ugly word spoken before this gathering of men. If only she could hide her battered body somewhere safe until she healed. Not just her body, but also that inner fragment that even now screamed in outrage and anguish. It took every bit of courage she could muster to harness her emotions. Swallowing her humiliation, she asked, “Aye, so you have said. But what evidence have you?”

“Everyone saw you leave the hall with him, lass. ’Tis obvious that when you didn’t give to him freely, he took what he wanted.” His dark gaze bored into her, reminding her of their agreement. “Now all we need is your accusation.”

Despite Leod’s black glare, she refused to comply until she was sure. She asked Adam Mackintosh, “Are you truly laird?”

The blond warrior leaned across the crude wooden table that stood between them. “Aye, that I am. Lord of Clan Mackintosh and soon to be captain of the Chattan federation of clans.”

Gwenyth backed away from the man’s overbearing presence. Laird. Her assailant had said the word like a litany all through . . . Laird.

Adam was laird.

Leod shoved the man back from the table, then moved around it to stand next to her. She flinched when he gripped her arm in a gesture meant to intimidate, not console. She was beyond consolation, but her temperament did not easily bow to intimidation. And she would not give way to her emotions or the cry of her body to retreat, collapse, until she was safe. Nor would she accuse Adam or anyone else unless she was sure of his guilt. She fought to focus on all that was transpiring about her.

Leod’s silky voice sickened her. “Mackintosh and Macpherson are united under one chieftain, Angus Mackintosh.”

“Aye, that’s true, as far as it goes.” Adam turned to her, his earlier arrogance displaced by obvious distress. “My father is gravely ill, and I am his successor.”

Confused, unsure who to believe, she sought answers to the questions crowding her mind. “So you are acting in your father’s place?”

“Aye.”

She turned to Leod. “And you are not laird.”

A feral gleam came into Leod’s eyes. “Nay, I am not. Come, Gwenyth, just name the man and be done with it. All these questions change nothing.”

She was being used as a pawn in some deadly game between these two men. Why else would Leod Macpherson dare to accuse his laird’s son and heir? Suddenly Gwenyth’s faith in Macpherson’s promise of freedom plummeted.

She was being asked to condemn a man she believed to be innocent, most likely to further Leod’s ambition to lead his clan. How could she trust Leod if he showed so little loyalty to his laird? What if she kept her part of the bargain and accused the Mackintosh man, and Leod broke his word to her?

In vain she tried to remember something, anything, about her assailant. But the beard remained her only clue. Many men in the hall wore beards, including Leod. Which of them had it been last night? Who among them was capable of such cruelty? She couldn’t even be certain which of them had dragged her to the dungeon.

Gwenyth panicked as dawning awareness of her future gripped her. Leod would not release her, would not help Daron as he’d offered. She would be forced into an unholy relationship that would send her to purgatory. And her stay in hell would begin while she yet lived.

She cried out in pain and fear as Leod grabbed her arm and pulled her to his side.

His voice was harsh and low enough for her ears only; his hand crushed her flesh. “We have an agreement, Gwenyth. I will help you and your cousin find passage to England, and you will name this man as a rapist and choose the punishment we agreed on. Is that not so?”

His rough treatment brought pain to her ribs and tears to her eyes. Enough. She could not take any more of this impossible situation.

“Aye,” she whispered at last, feeling faint.

He hauled her back to stand before Adam. Desperately she prayed that God might still be near, might guide her decision. Lives were at stake—hers, Daron’s, and that of the Mackintosh man. A man who had shown her nothing but kindness. Now that he knew of her ordeal, would Adam still treat her tenderly? Would any man? Had she lost not only her innocence, but the hope of a husband’s love? Edward. Edward would still love her, wouldn’t he?

False witness.

Her gaze riveted on Adam Mackintosh, and she saw that he held his left arm stiffly, protectively close to his body. A man with only one good arm was at a definite disadvantage in a fight, yet Adam showed no fear or even anger. Indeed, the lines in his face bespoke a man who laughed often and well. But not today. Today she found his visage hard, his gaze frosty, which did nothing to encourage her in choosing a course of action.

“My lady.” The cleric’s voice took on a note of impatience, no doubt inspired by Leod’s deepening scowl.

 The fair-haired laird dropped his gaze to the table before them, and Gwenyth did likewise. There the judge had laid a small piece of rope fashioned into a hangman’s loop, and a ceremonial sword. And next to them lay her own dead mother’s wedding ring, taken from Gwenyth’s finger before the trial began. No doubt Leod would have preferred not to give her that third choice, but he could not openly circumvent the law without drawing suspicion.

These are my choices.

The significance of the items displayed there couldn’t have escaped Adam. Which would he prefer—death, or marriage to a ruined liar and enemy of his king?

Aye, both Leod and Adam were her enemies and could not be trusted. She’d already taken Leod’s measure and found him lacking. What of Adam Mackintosh? Once again she looked into his eyes. What kind of man was he? Would she be safer with him? Had his kindness last night been genuine? There were no answers in those icy depths.

Only two things she knew for certain—she would die herself before she would condemn an innocent man. And she would never be safe in Leod Macpherson’s keep.

She looked once again at Leod and caught her breath. Pinned to his left shoulder was the brooch that held his plaid. Her assailant had collapsed heavily upon her, leaving a peculiar bruise. A bruise that matched the shape of Leod’s pin.

Her gaze shot to the brooch on Mackintosh’s shoulder to find an encircled rampant cat. Until she knew if Leod’s pin was unique, she couldn’t be positive that he was guilty. But she could be absolutely certain that Adam Mackintosh was not.

Should she accuse Leod? No. If she were foolish enough to do that, Adam might be allowed to leave, but she would not. Leod had made that point very clear.

 She released her breath, saying a silent thanks for what must surely be a sign. Perhaps God was watching over her after all. For the first time, she felt as if she had some control over her situation. Putting her trust in heaven and Adam Mackintosh, she pressed forward.

God forgive me for this lie.

With a prayer for the strength to see this through, she answered the judge’s question. Her voice quavered as she said, “ ’Twas Adam Mackintosh who raped me.”

“The woman is lying!” Adam’s shout sounded harsh, cold.

The judge cleared his throat. “The woman has been examined by our physician, and I assure you, she tells the truth.”

Gwenyth cringed, remembering the humiliation of the examination. She nearly strangled on the sob caught in her throat at the reminder she was ruined—no man would want her for a wife now.

Perhaps the Mackintosh man saw her discomfort, for although he continued to stare, his voice was less strident. “She may have been ill used, but ’twas not by me, and she knows it.”

Despite Adam’s protest, the judge pronounced him guilty, and Gwenyth wondered if Leod had included the man in his wicked plot.

Indeed, the judge looked nervous as he said, “Lady Gwenyth, you have the right to choose his punishment.”

Glancing at Leod, she was momentarily terrified by his menacing glare. No doubt he expected a servant to be easily intimidated. Well, she was not a servant; she would not lose heart or all would be lost.

The Mackintosh man’s stare bored through her as well. Silently she beseeched him to trust her. She must leave this keep and find a way to ensure Daron’s safety. And Adam would live. He might hate her, but he would not die because of her.

 “Get on with it, Gwenyth,” Leod exploded. “What will it be— a hanging or a beheading?” Belatedly he added, “Or a wedding?”

The priest hurriedly left the hall, as if afraid to be further tainted by such proceedings.

For a moment, fear and comprehension registered on Adam’s face, but he quickly regained control. Gwenyth considered the ramifications of thwarting Leod’s plan. She doubted that her choice would change anyone’s opinion of the Mackintosh laird— others would believe what they wished in regard to his guilt or innocence. Indeed, even if they thought him guilty and she chose to marry him, they would consider it just punishment.

Leod, on the other hand, would profit no matter what, for she realized that, should anyone discover her identity, her marriage to Adam might well weaken his rule as captain of the Chattan federation. Marriage or death. There was really only one choice.

“I choose the ring,” she declared, watching Adam for a reaction. She saw his shoulders slump momentarily in relief, but his expression remained glacial. Still, Gwenyth knew she’d made the only possible decision, although she doubted he would thank her for it.

In her preoccupation with Adam, Gwenyth failed to notice Leod closing in upon her. “Nay, you impertinent wench.” His face contorted in rage and he tried to hit her.

Adam stepped between them, deflecting the blow and pushing Leod away. “Leave the woman be. Judging from that bruise on her face, it would appear she’s already sampled your hospitality, Leod. And it appears she didn’t care for it.”

“So she runs to a cripple for protection.”

Adam’s jaw tightened, but he said only, “Well, I’ll not fault her loyalties just now, Leod. She at least is wise enough to see she can’t expect much in the way of loyalty from you.”

 “The council still must approve you as captain, Adam.”

“Which they will do, and well you know it. Tell me, why did you not simply knife me in my sleep? Or put poison in my food? ’Twould have been much less chancy than depending on the whims of a woman.”

“Obviously I thought her suitably subdued.” Leod’s evil sneer repulsed Gwenyth. “I’ll consider your methods next time.”

Clearly, a challenge had been issued and accepted. How would she ever find the safety she craved in such a place as this?

Leod glared at her, but his words were for Adam. “Your wife-to-be is damaged goods, Adam.”

“You sound overly familiar with the proceedings, Leod. Perhaps you were a witness.” Adam’s voice had an edge as sharp as a Damascene sword.

“Nay, my laird. One only has to look at her to see she’s been well initiated.”

Gwenyth had had enough of Leod and his odious behavior. She must leave this place. She tugged at Adam’s arm to get his attention, realizing too late it was the injured arm. She heard Adam’s intake of breath, and she quickly let go. Despite his pain, pain she had caused him, he nudged her to stand in front of him. Now she faced Leod, with Adam’s strength to bolster her.

Adam said, “Release my men, Leod. They have been noticeably absent during this mockery of a trial.”

Leod turned to a man-at-arms. “Release the Mackintosh men. Then send that miserable excuse for a priest back in here.”

“We don’t need a priest.”

Gwenyth’s knees threatened to buckle.

Leod smirked. “Judgment has been pronounced. You can’t escape punishment, Adam. Would you prefer to have the priest administer last rites instead of the sacrament of marriage?”

 Gwenyth swallowed. Had she obeyed Leod, the priest would have shriven Adam and possibly her, as well.

“I’ve no doubt you were planning on my death, Leod. It was a brilliant plan, all very legal, but luckily the lady has discerning tastes. Still, there’s no need for a priest.”

No need? Gwenyth’s head spun. He must be daft—surely he didn’t prefer death to marrying her? Gwenyth turned to him and laid her hand on his sleeve. “We must have a priest to—”

“Enough.” He brushed her hand away. The blue of his eyes turned more frigid than a highland blizzard. “I’ll not make the honest vows of the church with a deceitful woman.” He glared at her, again daring her to react.

“But the lie saved your life,” she whispered.

His gaze gentled, but his voice remained cold. “Aye, so it did. And I’m mindful of it, lass. But I’ll not enter into a binding marriage founded in dishonesty.”

Lord help me when he learns the full measure of my deceit. She cast a fearful glance at Leod, who watched her closely. She reminded herself that Leod stood to gain, no matter how this turned out. She returned her gaze to the Mackintosh warrior, silently pleading with him to cooperate.

Whether he read her entreaty or merely played a role himself, she didn’t know, for his next words startled her.

“We will handfast. Marriage for a year and a day is all you will have of me, Gwenyth of Buchan.”

Gwenyth’s heart hammered. The custom of handfasting, while not officially sanctioned by the church, did provide for an acceptable union until a priest might be found for more formal vows. Most handfasts became permanent marriages, but if the parties agreed, they could part in a year and a day.

She could insist on a proper, binding marriage, but Adam was right. Handfasting fulfilled the spirit of the law and gave them both their freedom, eventually. Could she hide her identity long enough to get word to Edward? To assure Daron’s safety as well as her own? Her brave cousin deserved that much from her. And Adam would not be bound to his king’s enemy.

Bowing to the inevitable, she said, “As you will, my lord.”

Adam’s men strode into the hall, looking and smelling as if they’d spent the night in Leod’s dungeon. Adam turned to speak with one of them, and from the corner of her eye, she saw Leod move toward her. Gwenyth watched him warily, steeling herself for another confrontation with this man she hated.

Leod lowered his mouth to her ear even as she moved away. “You may very well regret your treachery one day.”

“Not as much as I would regret dying, or worse, becoming your mistress,” she retorted, only loud enough for him to hear.

Leod eyed her closely, and she glared back, unwilling to cower before him. Adam’s protection sustained her, gave her the strength she needed to finish this. But only just barely.

“ ’Tis your word against mine, lady.” He grasped her chin and forced her to meet his gaze. “I’ll enjoy watching Adam raise my son to be the next laird.”

Leod’s threat struck like a dagger. The thought of bearing Leod’s child nearly undid her. Rage welled in her at this man who’d stolen what she should have willingly given to her husband. She slapped him—a good measure of how close she was to losing control altogether, for she’d never before raised her hand in anger to another.

Stunned, Leod lunged for her, and then yelped in pain as Adam gripped his wrist.

“Keep your hands off her.” Once again Adam thrust his big body between Leod and Gwenyth. “The woman’s been badly used. The Macpherson keep harbors a rapist, Leod. You had best protect your women. But I suspect you know that best of all.”

“Little hope she’ll have of protection from a one-armed—”

Leod’s words were choked off as the Mackintosh laird grabbed the neck of his tunic with his good right arm and pulled Leod to him, nose to nose.

“One is all I seem to need for the likes of you,” he snarled. Adam shoved Leod away, and then scowled at Gwenyth. “Come, let’s say the words and be gone from here.” His face was an icy mask.

This was not the time for talk. He obviously wasn’t happy at being forced to marry, but neither was she. Best just to have it done. In a numb stupor, she slid her mother’s ring from the table and moved to the side of her soon-to-be husband.

One of the Mackintosh men acted as witness while first Adam, then Gwenyth, recited the handfasting vows. None of it felt real, and it was far removed from the dreams of her childhood. Bruised and battered and wearing a torn work dress, she stood beside a man she didn’t know, reciting vows that bound her to him, gave him dominion over her for the next year and a day.

She shivered, then clamped down on her apprehension. She would think of his kindness, holding it in her heart like a talisman.

Adam turned to her, and Gwenyth hesitated. She was grateful to be rescued from Leod’s clutches, for this gift—unbeknownst to Adam—of safety and freedom for her and for Daron. And Adam’s insistence on handfasting opened a previously closed door—when they separated, there would be no stigma upon either of them. She could be welcomed as a wife by any man.

Unless there was a babe. In such a case, the parents must stay together. Then she and Adam would never be free of each other. She shoved the unwanted worry aside, to be dealt with when the time came. Too many other problems were more pressing at the moment.

 She owed this man as great a debt as he owed her, and now a way came to her to show her gratitude. Although rings were not normally exchanged in a handfast ceremony, she wished to remind herself, and the man, what she owed him.

She placed her mother’s band in his large, callused hand.

He inclined his head. “You wish to wear a ring?”

“Aye, my laird, if it pleases you. I ask to wear this ring as a reminder of my loyalty to you, and only you. For a year and a day.”

Not surprisingly, mistrust and disbelief clouded his eyes. Will it always be so between us? Gwenyth shook her head. Such thoughts were not appropriate—all she needed from him was his promise of safety.

Despite Adam’s unwilling participation in the ceremony, he looked down at the ring with its intricately carved pattern of intertwining circles, picked it up, and reached for her hand.

“With this ring, I pledge the protection of my name,” he said, slipping the band on her finger. “’Tis all you may expect from me, for a year and a day.”

At his words her heart eased. Protection and safety were what she needed—she had a year to ensure her future. A year in which she would rest in refuge, heal, and prepare herself to move on. “Thank you, my laird.”

She had little else to offer. Judging from the look on his face, he didn’t believe her sincerity. But he had promised to protect her, with his body and blood if need be, and she took comfort from his vow.

“Will you seal your vows with a kiss?” Leod prompted with a snarl.

Adam didn’t hesitate. “I think not.”

 With a heated glance at Leod, Adam motioned to her. “Gather your things. I would be gone from here before more mischief arises.”

“I have nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“All was lost when I was taken into custody.”

Adam rounded on Leod. “Return her possessions at once.”

Leod scowled before giving the order, and Gwenyth dimly wondered that he obeyed. The Mackintosh man was unarmed and his men were outnumbered. If she had condemned Adam to die— well within the limits of the law—Leod needn’t have feared retaliation. But to kill one’s laird or his appointed successor outright would bring immediate deadly justice. For now, Adam was safe.

Her musings were interrupted when a servant arrived with her belongings, which upon inspection proved to have been rummaged thoroughly. Gwenyth didn’t care what might be missing—she only wanted to be gone.

Now that her immediate safety was assured, Gwenyth became increasingly aware of her body’s aches and pains. Her bruised ribs protested with every movement. But the desire to be gone from Leod’s presence overruled any thought of seeking a healer to tend her wounds. Gwenyth supported her ribs as she slowly made her way to the bailey where her husband waited.

A feeling of dread overcame her. No matter that the vows only bound them for a short while—they would be man and wife, legally bound, with all the rights and privileges of marriage. She knew what to expect of him, but what did he expect of her?
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