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				Get swept away by the romance of the
						Highlands in three historical romance novellas from Harlequin!

				The Warrior and the Rose by
					Brenda Joyce

				Lady Juliana MacDougall prays for her loved ones to survive
					battle against Robert Bruce...but the battle comes to her when her lands are
					attacked by a band of Highlanders, including a man wearing the colors of her
					clan’s worst enemy. Taken hostage by Alasdair Og, Juliana quickly learns he’s as
					exceptional a lover as he is a ruthless warrior. But how can she ever love
					Alasdair when he’s her blood enemy?

				The Forbidden Highlander by Terri
					Brisbin

				Honor-bound by an arranged betrothal, James Murray never
					anticipated falling in love with his intended bride’s dearest friend instead.
					The passion between James and Elizabeth MacLerie is undeniable, but they are
					torn between love and loyalty to their clans....

				Rescued by the Highland Warrior
					by Michelle Willingham

				Celeste de Laurent is determined to never again live in
					poverty. After sacrificing love for a secure marriage, she now stands to lose
					everything as a widow. Her only hope is to bear an heir—and what better man to
					father her child, and save her from a terrible fate, than Dougal MacKinloch, the
					only man she ever loved?
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				CHAPTER ONE

				Coeffin Castle, Lismore, Scotland—February, 1287

				THERE WAS NO sound in the hall other than that of the two children galloping about on make-believe ponies, waving sticks at one another as if they were swords. Juliana MacDougall adored her little nephews, but just then, she could not smile. She trembled, but not because it was the dead of a cold winter. She could not shake the knot of fear within her.

				She glanced across the great stone hall at her sister. Mary was seated at the table, breastfeeding her youngest son, and it was such a beautiful sight that Juliana softened upon seeing it. Mary Comyn was nine years older than she was, yet they were more than sisters; they were the best of friends. Juliana was always thrilled to have her sister in residence with her. And she adored her children, as she had none of her own.

				Yet she wished Mary’s current visit was a strictly familial one. It was not.

				She was at Coeffin Castle because the land was at war.

				Scotland was at war because she did not have a king.

				God, would there ever be a time of peace? Juliana’s temples ached. How she hated war—and how she hated awaiting news of those she loved!

				Mary glanced up. She was a very beautiful woman with sky-blue eyes and red-blond hair. Her grace was natural, and it drew both men and women to her like bees to honey. She smiled, the expression warm, yet worry filled her eyes. As she did, she shifted the year-old boy aside and adjusted her surcote. “I will have to wean Thomas soon.”

				“Yes, you will.” Mary was expecting her fourth child in the early summer. She was delighted, and so was Juliana. She hoped for a little niece.

				Mary’s small smile vanished. “I cannot believe Buittle has fallen,” she said tersely. Buittle Castle had belonged to John Balliol, a great estate brought to him by his wife. News had just reached them of its fall.

				The boys were suddenly shrieking, and violently swiping their sticks at one another. The aching in Juliana’s temples increased and she marched over to them. “Roger! Donald! Enough!”

				Laughing wildly, both little boys, aged four and five, paused, giggling at her. Roger was redheaded and freckled, Donald blond. Then Donald raised his stick at her. “A Comyn!” He cried the battle call, shaking his pretend sword threateningly.

				“Donald,” Mary warned.

				“Clearly, you will be a great warrior like your father,” Juliana said, deftly removing his stick from his hands. “But you will soon learn you must not raise your sword—or your hand—to a lady, and especially to your aunt.”

				Donald was crestfallen. “I’m sorry, Auntie,” he whispered.

				“Good, you should be.” She then took Roger’s stick, as well. “If you must play like barbaric Norsemen, go outside.” Laying the sticks on the table, she sat down beside her sister. “Maybe it isn’t as dire as we think,” she said, speaking in a low tone. But it was dire and she knew it—and not just because of the close ties between their families and the Balliol family. The land was at war because the king had bequeathed his throne to his granddaughter, a mere child, and there were those who would not stand for it.

				“Bruce took the royal garrisons at Wigtown and Dumfries—and now he has taken Buittle?” Mary said, ashen. She was referring to the Earl of Annandale, the powerful magnate, Robert Bruce. Last April, he had declared that he was the legitimate heir to King Alexander. It was not the first time he had stated as much. He even claimed that, decades ago, King Alexander had declared him his presumptive heir—but no one believed that.

				And just a few months ago, he had taken up arms with his supporters, attacking Dumfries, Wigtown, and now Buittle. Clearly he meant to seize the throne of Scotland.

				But he was not the only possible successor to King Alexander. John Balliol had also asserted his legitimate right to succeed to the throne. In fact, a dozen claims had been made from nobles across the land and even without it—and why not? No one thought, for even a moment, that a three-year-old would ever take the crown.

				Scotland was, it seemed, ripe for the plucking.

				And without a regent, with only six guardians to rule the realm, Scotland had so quickly become divided into bitter and ancient rivalries. The Comyns and the MacDougalls were age-old enemies of the Bruce family, even without their loyalty to the Balliol claim. And Bruce’s most ardent supporter was Angus Mor, Lord of Islay and the Isles. Two of his sons, Alexander “Alasdair” Og and Angus Og, followed him. And Clan Donald was every living MacDougall’s worst enemy. The blood feud went back centuries—when one of Juliana’s ancestors, Dougall, had been murdered by his own nephew, Donald.

				Mary’s husband William Comyn had gone to war with their brother, Alexander MacDougall, along with a great many other Comyn and MacDougall kin, to keep Robert Bruce from the throne—in the hopes of one day crowning John Balliol, instead.

				“Maybe the news isn’t true,” Juliana said, aware that she was grasping at straws. “Or maybe, as we speak, our forces are taking Buittle Castle back for John Balliol.”

				Mary stared at her grimly. “I don’t really care who has Buittle, and I am not being disloyal! I only care to learn that William hasn’t been hurt—or worse.”

				“I know,” Juliana said softly.

				“I am only twenty-seven years old,” Mary whispered. “And I have already lost three husbands...I love William so, Juliana. I cannot bear it if I lose him, too.”

				Juliana squeezed her hand. Her sister had been briefly married to the king of the Isle of Mann, to the Earl of Strathearn, and to another Scottish baron. War and illness had taken each of her husbands in turn. But six years ago she had fallen in love with the Earl of Buchan’s third son, William Comyn. The Comyn family was the most powerful dynasty in the north of Scotland. Their brother had been pleased to allow the match.

				Juliana knew that Mary was as loyal as she was, that she cared deeply about the fortunes of their family, and that of course, she wished for Bruce to be defeated. Should Bruce ever triumph, the MacDougall and Comyn families would suffer—the loss of lands, titles and lives. But just then, her fear for her husband overrode her every other sensibility, and Juliana did not blame her.

				Secretly, she admired her sister so much, not for surviving her three previous husbands, not for making such a fine fourth marriage—but for finding love. Juliana did not know of another married couple that genuinely loved one another as Mary and William did. After all, marriages were about politics and power.

				“Let’s go to the cathedral and pray,” Mary said, standing. She gestured at a maid, who came forward to take the now sleeping Thomas from her. “Thank you, Elasaid. Praying will calm us both,” she added.

				An hour later, the boys were all settled in their chamber, and the two women were wrapped in furs. Ian, captain of Juliana’s guard, was outside, waiting for her, as she had instructed him earlier. Four other Highlanders were also attending them.

				Juliana was accustomed to having her own guard. Lismore was a portion of her dowry. It was a very fertile island, with abundant fisheries and grazing, but its true importance were Coeffin Castle, with its oversight of the Firth of Lorn, St Moluag’s Cathedral and Achanduin Castle, which was the seat of the bishop of Argyll.

				Lismore was a safe haven, and it had never been attacked seriously in her lifetime. Her brother had his greatest castles just to the east and to the southwest. As a result, it wasn’t easy for another clan to control the route into Argyll from the firth. However, the MacDonalds, the MacSweens and even the MacRuaris had been fighting them over that route for as long as she could recall.

				Last year, she had been about to marry one of Alan MacRuari’s sons, Lachlan. Clan Ruari could be convinced to ally itself with them, and her brother had hoped to solidify that inconstant bond. But Lachlan had died in a battle at sea last summer. No other union had yet to be put forth, and because Juliana was now eighteen, she was becoming anxious. Most women were married by the age of fifteen. She would soon be considered well past her prime, if her brother did not seriously seek a husband for her.

				As they exited the castle, Ian was standing by to help her mount, and Juliana smiled at him. When both women were astride their small mares, the cavalcade set off. In spite of the cold, it was a beautiful winter day, the sun bright, the sky blue and cloudless. Snow was melting on the hilltops and on the path they traversed. Squirrels had come out to forage. Juliana glanced at Mary, saw that she was deep in thought, and decided to remain quiet.

				The cathedral finally appeared ahead, surrounded by thick pine trees. It was a small square building, a century old, no larger than a village church, flanked by two gray stone towers. A large stone cross, the height of two men, rose up from a mound in front of the building. The St. Moluag monastery was below the cathedral, behind an orchard. It could not be seen from the courtyard.

				Juliana slid from her mount, as did Mary. Hand in hand, they left their small group of soldiers outside and pushed open the heavy wood door, entering the vestibule. From there, they could see down the nave—two village women were standing in prayer, not far from the podium, at its far end. Bishop Alan stood before the sacristy, his back to them.

				It was stunningly quiet within. Juliana glanced up at the high ceiling above. She had always found majesty and peace in St. Moluag’s Cathedral, from the first time she had ever entered its hall, as a little girl with her mother. God was there, to hear their prayers, to keep William and Alexander safe. She had no doubt.

				Alan Frasier, the Bishop of Argyll, had seen them. He was a man of medium height and girth, with brown hair and kind eyes. He smiled, leaving the apse, as they approached him. “Lady Juliana! Lady Mary! I am so pleased you are here.”

				“I cannot wait for Mass to pray,” Mary said, managing a smile.

				“One should never wait to pray,” he returned. He glanced at Juliana. “Has there been news? You seem distraught.”

				Juliana had known the good bishop for most of her life. He knew her well. “Have you not yet heard that Buittle is now lost, too?” Juliana asked.

				Bishop Alan turned white. “How is that possible?” he cried. “Bruce has actually defeated your brother and the great Comyn family?”

				Juliana started. “It is one battle, Your Grace, and I imagine the war has only just begun. My brother is usually triumphant—he will surely triumph in time.”

				“We must hope so,” Alan said.

				As Mary began lighting tapers and kneeling to pray, Juliana touched his arm. “I am distraught,” she said softly, “but so are you.”

				He hesitated. “I just never expected Bruce to take Dumfries or Wigtown, and defeat the English armies there. And now, Balliol has lost Buittle. This does not bode well, Lady Juliana, not at all. Well, at least we are far from the fighting.”

				Juliana wished he had been optimistic—she did not need to worry even more, now. And she thought his last remark odd, very much so, but before she could reflect upon it, war cries rent the day.

				She went still and Mary cried out.

				They had heard the war cries of Highland warriors too many times in their lives. The sound was shrill and barbaric—and terrifying.Shocked, Juliana turned, as outside the cathedral swords rang violently as soldiers fought one another. Horses neighed in panic and men screamed in murderous rage. In that instant, time seemed to stop as she realized the cathedral—or her men—were under attack.

				Juliana grabbed her sister, who had leapt up, thinking to propel her towards the back of the cathedral, where a side door would let them exit the south transept. But just then, the front door burst open and Juliana saw Ian and another of her soldiers rushing inside. “Lady Juliana! Lady Mary!” Ian shouted, his eyes fierce and wide, his sword in hand, dripping with blood.

				Before she could move, either towards him or away, she saw a dozen Highland warriors streaming into the cathedral—a jumbled image of tall, long-haired men, clad in furs, bare-legged, wielding swords and daggers.

				Juliana and Mary screamed. Ian whirled to confront the invaders, but too late. His sword was knocked from his hand, and then he was run through the chest.

				Choking on a sob of anguish, Juliana did not wait to see him collapse. She seized Mary, and they raced towards the right side of the cathedral, intent on fleeing out the transept’s side door.

				As they ran toward it, it burst open.

				Juliana stumbled, halting, as a Highlander erupted through the entranceway. All she saw was shaggy black hair, blue eyes, and dark blue tartan striped with red. The colors of their worst enemy.

				She and Mary were frozen as the Highlander faced them, sword in hand. A horde of his men were rushing inside now, past him. Juliana’s shock became horror as pale blue eyes set in a hard face met hers.

				MacDonalds were attacking the cathedral, her men, her land!

				Suddenly the towering Highlander was racing past her. Juliana turned and cried out as he seized Bishop Alan, pressing a dagger cruelly against his throat.

				Juliana wanted to scream at him to stop. But no words came out—the MacDonald was going to murder her bishop, she was certain, just as his men had massacred her soldiers. She saw the ruthless, murderous intent in his cold blue eyes.

				“Spare me, Alasdair! I beg you!” Bishop Alan sobbed.

				“Don’t,” Juliana heard herself gasp, but as she spoke, she was seized brutally from behind by her hair. She was jerked backwards, into a man’s arms, while beside her Mary was also grabbed. Her captor pressed a knife to her throat.

				Juliana went still. The Highlander—Alasdair—still holding Alan, shifted to look at her.

				“Don’t hurt my sister!” Juliana cried, her gaze locked with Alasdair’s. “She is with child!”

				“We’re not here for women,” he said coldly, and he pushed Alan hard, so he fell face first to the floor. He then laid one spurred and booted foot on his back. Revulsion briefly covered his face, and then he looked at Juliana again. “Release both women.”

				His men obeyed at once. Juliana rushed to Mary, and they instantly clasped hands. But she could not take her eyes off of Alasdair, who continued to press Alan into the floor with his boot.

				She began to shake. Her men had been murdered, and she knew that this Highlander meant to murder her bishop, too.

				Her fear intensified. Was he Alasdair Og, the eldest son of Angus Mor, Lord of the Isles?

				His father was a ruthless warrior who considered himself a king. And in effect, he was just that. Angus Mor commanded not just Islay and Kintyre, but other, smaller islands, lands in Argyll and Galloway, and a great deal of the high seas. No other regent dared to assert authority there. The kings of Scotland, England and Norway had tried and failed.

				Angus Mor was an older man now, but she had heard it said that his son was as ruthless, as fearless, as ambitious, and one day, perhaps soon, he would be Lord of the Isles.

				He was not just tall, a head taller than most, but he was hewn like a statue of stone. His broad shoulders, chest and arms were those of a Highlander who had spent his entire life hefting axes and swords. And his hair needed to be cut. It was well past his shoulders. Now, she saw a blue feather woven into a braid, the color almost as pale as his eyes.

				Juliana jerked, for she realized she was staring—and she saw that Alasdair was staring as intently back at her.

				She suddenly flushed. He did not appear as ruthless just then, for his gaze was narrowed, and he was staring at her red hair, which had come free of its braid and now spilled over her chest.

				“What do you want?” she managed to ask.

				His mouth curled and he removed his foot from Alan’s back. Alan scrambled across the floor, crawling frantically away from him but Alasdair took two steps towards Alan, reached down, seized his shoulder and dragged him to his feet. “Can ye not crawl away faster?” he mocked.

				“I have done nothing ill, my lord!” Alan gasped, his cheeks stained with tears.

				Juliana could not stand such abuse. “Stop!”

				Mary seized her hand and gave her an incredulous and warning look.

				Alasdair faced Juliana, and suddenly it was so still and silent in the cathedral that Juliana could hear her own breathing, which was labored, and her sister’s, which was as harsh. “I beg yer pardon?” One black brow slashed upwards.

				She now noticed just how even his features were, and that he had a crescent scar under his right eye. She wet her lips. She could hardly order Alasdair MacDonald around. “Please, reconsider what you intend to do.”

				He smiled, amused, and turned to his foremost soldier, a Highlander with long, curly red hair. “Take him outside. Shackle him. I’ll be out to dispose of him in a moment.”

				“I didn’t betray you!” Alan screamed.

				“Liar.” Alasdair struck him with the back of his hand, across the face. The slap was made effortlessly but was so powerful that bone and cartilage cracked, blood streamed, and Alan was propelled across the nave. Another soldier caught him before he fell and forced him outside.

				She could not allow this! Juliana rushed forward. “Stop! What quarrel do you have with the bishop? Why do you torment him so?”

				His eyes wide, he looked at her anew. This time, speculation was clear in his gaze. “The bishop has betrayed me, lady. If ye must ken.”

				“Could there be a mistake? I have known the good bishop for ten years, if not more. He is a good man.”

				“Ah, why am I not surprised that ye, lady, would think so?” He slowly smiled, and she shivered because she did not care for the way he was regarding her—he was looking very carefully at her every feature and at her figure. “Ye must be the lady of Lismore.”

				He had been bound to realize her identity, sooner or later. It was common knowledge that Lismore was her dowry. She was clearly a noblewoman, and her red hair was always the cause of interest and admiration—it often gave her away. “I am Lady Juliana MacDougall.”

				“The bards have not done ye justice, lady,” he said, very softly. “They have sung of yer beauty, but not well enough. Their songs cannot match it.”

				Juliana trembled. Ian lay dead not far from the vestibule, as did another of her knights. And he dared to flatter her now? “You have attacked my lands, you have killed my men!”

				“And I am sorry—but the bishop must pay for his treachery.”

				Juliana did not want to argue with him. “Bishop Alan does not have a treacherous nature.” She did not add what she wished to state—that he must be wrong.

				“I am not surprised ye’d be loyal—yer a MacDougall.”

				She tensed, breathing hard. “Are you Alasdair Og?” she finally asked.

				He smiled. “The very one.”

				So she was confronting her worst enemy. “I thought you were in the south—fighting with Robert Bruce.”

				“I returned—for revenge.”

				“What do you think he has done?” she cried.

				Mary now hurried up to her. “Juliana, leave it be. You cannot save him.”

				Her sister was so pale, and her hand was on the protrusion of her pregnant belly. She knew what Mary truly meant to say—leave war to the men. Their brother would hunt down Alasdair for what he had done today. Of that, there was no doubt.

				But she had to do something, to try to save Bishop Alan’s life. Juliana took Mary’s arm and guided her to the steps before the altar, pushing her to sit. “I do not want you to jeopardize the babe,” she said low.

				“You are placing yourself in jeopardy. You will never persuade him to leave the bishop in peace,” Mary whispered back, but her gaze was on Alasdair.

				He hadn’t moved, and from the end of the nave, he stared at them.

				Juliana turned back to her sister. “Too many have already died! And he has attacked my land!”

				Before Mary could rebut, Juliana straightened and walked back to Alasdair. He shook his head. “Ye should heed yer sister—she is wise.”

				“What did he do?”

				“I will not debate ye, Lady Juliana. But I am pleased to tell ye the truth. The good bishop came to me, claiming to support Bruce as king. But I am no fool. I tested him and discovered he was naught but a spy sent by your brother. He spied on me, he spied on my brother and he spied on my father. I cannot let such treachery go.”

				Juliana knew her brother—he was a man of great ambition as well. He had played kings against one another—and he had won. It was probable that he had pushed the good bishop to spy.

				“I see ye believe me.”

				She met his gaze, which wasn’t as ice-cold as before. “Please spare him,” Juliana heard herself whisper.

				His stare was piercing. “And what would I gain from such an act of mercy? Yer brother will have won. He will think to send another spy—and another one.”

				“I am not my brother.”

				He shook his head, as if perplexed—or amused. “When I leave here, ye will run to yer brother, and even if ye do not, others will.”

				“I can hardly ignore this attack.”

				“Ye have courage, Lady Juliana, but ye should not be in the midst of wars between men.”

				“You have put me in their midst. And you are in God’s house. Maybe God will forgive you for the blood spilled here, today, if you spare Alan. Maybe you will gain God’s grace.”

				“I have no use for grace, not even from God.” And he whirled and strode down the nave, vanishing into the vestibule.

				Juliana felt her knees buckle. As she fought to stand, her mind spun. She looked at her two dead soldiers, and another dead Highlander, one of Macdonald’s.

				Mary reached her, taking her arm. “We cannot save him.”

				“We must save him!”

				“How can we manage that? Juliana—you cannot stop Alasdair Og, a warrior well versed in revenge, by every account I have ever heard! And you heard him yourself. He doesn’t care whether he goes to hell or not!”

				Mary was right. Juliana had tried to reason with MacDonald, but she had failed. She could not think just then, not at all, and certainly not of another way to beg for the bishop’s life.

				“We should go—we should get back to Coeffin Castle,” Mary said, “where we will be safe.”

				Juliana looked at her, suddenly afraid. She had not considered that Alasdair might also mean to harm them.

				They hurried outside. Clouds were gathering, and the bishop was hanging from a makeshift gallows on the other side of the courtyard. Juliana felt sick, and she purposefully averted her eyes. Mary put her arm around her and held her close. “He will go to Heaven,” she whispered.

				Juliana blinked back tears. She could hear a crowd whispering nervously amongst themselves. She wiped her eyes and looked up.

				The monks from the monastery had rushed up the hill once they had heard what was happening. A great many villagers had also gathered, mostly fishermen and their wives. None of her soldiers had survived, she saw, and it was too soon for any other soldiers from Coeffin Castle to have arrived. They would not have heard of the attack yet.

				“Oh my God,” Mary cried, jerking on her arm.

				Juliana turned and saw MacDonald’s men throwing brush, wood and faggots around the cathedral. He meant to burn St. Moluag’s Cathedral down. She could not believe her eyes.

				“Surely, he does not mean to burn down a house of God,” Mary gasped.

				Juliana wondered if she looked as wildly frightened as her sister. And then she saw Alasdair striding to her. “Why would you burn the cathedral?”

				“A message fer yer brother,” he said flatly. “And he canna but receive it.”

				“Please don’t!” Juliana cried, seizing his arm.

				His eyes widened and he stared at her, as if shocked by her touch.

				She realized she was holding his muscular forearm—and she released it as if burned. “Bishop Alan is dead. My brother will surely understand that.”

				“Yer too brave fer yer own good.” He paused, his gaze frighteningly cold. “The next time yer brother thinks to play me for a fool, he’ll think twice.” He turned. “Burn it.”

				His men began lighting the wood with torches. The fire caught instantly, consuming the kindling, while licking at the century-old cathedral walls.

				In horror, Juliana watched the walls catching fire. Tears filled her eyes as she thought of Bishop Alan, who had died for naught.

				Mary took her hand. She was crying, too.

				“Alasdair!”

				Juliana jerked as a rider appeared at a gallop, halting his horse before Alasdair. “MacDougall is at sea—and almost upon the beaches.”

				Alasdair turned. “We go back now!” he shouted at his men.

				Juliana could barely assimilate what was happening as Alasdair leapt swiftly upon a gray warhorse. All of his men were mounting as quickly. She had not yet exhaled before his men were galloping away—but Alasdair paused his stallion before her.

				Stunned, she looked up.

				As his horse danced wildly about, he said, “I am sorry ye were here today.” And he spurred the steed, galloping after his men.

				Suddenly Juliana and Mary stood alone. Not far from them, the dead bishop twirled from his noose. Her dead Highlanders lay scattered about the courtyard and the end of the road. The crowd hadn’t moved, equally stunned as they all watched the cathedral burn.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				JULIANA STRODE BACK and forth across her great hall. Her mind would not stop racing. She kept seeing Bishop Alan swinging from that noose, just as she could not shake off the memory of her dead men as they lay scattered about the cathedral’s nave, the vestibule and the courtyard outside. Finally, she could not get Alasdair Og’s dark, frightening image out of her mind.

				Her desperate pleas had fallen upon deaf ears, she thought grimly.

				But had they saved the cathedral? She, the monks and the villagers had been frantically fighting the fire when her brother and his men had arrived. Alexander MacDougall had immediately ordered both of his sisters back to Coeffin Castle, taking over the effort to save the cathedral. Juliana had not wanted to go, but Mary had been feeling faint and she had accompanied her sister back to the castle.

				Mary was resting now, and comfortably. Juliana thanked God for that.

				Juliana heard Alexander and William’s voices and she whirled as they came marching through the door, shaking snow from their mantels, followed by two dozen of their best soldiers. As they came into the hall, Alexander smiled at her.

				He was a tall man in his late thirties, with strong features and brown hair. Like most Highlanders, he wore a simple short-sleeved linen leine, belted, his legs bare except for knee-high boots. Today he wore a shirt of mail over his leine. His wool brat was red striped with white—the MacDougall colors. “It is done. Yer cathedral is but a wee worse for wear. She stands.”

				Juliana was flooded with relief.

				“Mary?” William rushed forward. Three years younger than his wife, he was a tall, blond man with attractive features, clad in a long-sleeved red tunic, a brown surcote, hose and boots.

				“She is resting upstairs,” Juliana told him and William rushed from the hall.

				Juliana began to shake, thinking once again of Bishop Alan—thinking of Alasdair Og.

				Her brother no longer smiled. “Tell me everything, Juliana.”

				She inhaled. “No—you tell me!”

				He was taken aback. “I beg yer pardon?”

				“Did you urge Bishop Alan to spy? Did you send the poor bishop into that den of wolves?”

				“I dinna ken what ye speak of!” he snapped angrily.

				She felt like striking him, but he was chief of their clan, and she knew better. “You sent him to spy upon the MacDonalds—knowing how dangerous they are—knowing poor Alan is a man of peace, not war!”

				“Ye blame me?” he cried.

				She bit her lip, hard. Her brother was a ruthless man. She cared for and respected him, of course she did—but she also feared him. “He is dead because of it.”

				“Ye go too far, Juliana,” Alexander said, his blue eyes dark. He now strode past her and threw his gloves down on the table.

				He was right, she thought with trepidation. She would gain nothing now by accusing her brother of sending Alan to his death. “I need an army,” she said.

				He whirled. “Ye what?”

				“I want revenge.”

				Alexander finally smiled—and then he laughed. “Yer mad!”

				She had been thinking of revenge ever since leaving the burning cathedral. She did not think she had ever been so angry. “Vengeance is mine, said the Lord.”

				“Yer a woman.”

				“I’m your sister.”

				He eyed her. A long moment passed. He finally said, “Do ye really think I’d let ye take an army and attack him? Ye ken nothing of war!”

				Alasdair Og’s image flashed in her mind, hard, cold, proud—frightening. Her brother was right. She knew nothing of war, except that it so often took the lives of the innocent and the young. “He attacked Lismore,” she said, sinking to sit down on the bench. “He killed my knights, our bishop. He tried to burn down the cathedral.” She felt ill—as if violated. “Mary could have lost her child.”

				“But I did not,” Mary said softly, from the threshold of the room.

				Juliana turned to see her and William, arm in arm. Her sister’s color had returned, and she was smiling, her blue eyes alight. She looked very much like a woman in love.

				“Ye dinna need an army,” Alexander said to her, and he was final. “I’ll make him pay for the bishop’s murder, Juliana. I’ll attack Ardtornish castle.” He suddenly paced, thoughtfully. “It’s a new stronghold. Strong, well built, with thick walls. ’tis said they’re proud of it. He’ll be furious to lose it.”

				“Will you burn it?” she asked.

				“Aye.”

				As Mary and Will came to sit down beside her, Juliana stared at her brother. The one thing she knew was that Alexander usually attained his ambition. He had taken over leadership of the clan and its extensive lands at the age of seventeen—twenty-one years ago, before Juliana was even born. In the past two decades he had fought off every major threat to his power, from rival clans, from Clan Donald, and even from the kings of Scotland and England. Alexander MacDougall was a ruthless but excellent warrior—and he had proven it. His control of Argyll and Lorn had never been greater.

				“When will you attack?” Juliana whispered.

				“Soon—as soon as I can.” His smile was savage. “The bastard will pay, Juliana—ye’ll have yer revenge.”

				Mary took her hand. Juliana did not look at her. For suddenly there was dread—and she wondered if she had just set a new and terrible feud in motion.

				* * *

				“YOU HAVE BEEN behaving oddly—ever since the attack on the cathedral.”

				Juliana was helping Mary to dress. It was early morning, and a fire roared in the hearth of her sister’s chamber, but it did not chase the winter chill away. Nor could it calm her ever-racing thoughts. Almost a week had passed since Alasdair Macdonald had attacked the cathedral and murdered Bishop Alan.

				Almost a week had passed since her brother had sailed away toward Ardtornish Castle. And he had attacked two days ago—a messenger had been sent to tell them.

				Juliana finished braiding her sister’s long, thick hair. Her stomach churned. “I am wondering what has happened.”

				Mary turned, understanding her. “No news can be good news. And an attack on a castle like Ardtornish could take days or even weeks.”

				Juliana did not point out that her brother had said he would destroy the castle, not besiege it. And because Mary was staring far too curiously at her, Juliana walked away.

				“What is wrong with you?” Mary asked quietly. “You are so anxious. Are you worried about Alexander?”

				Juliana hesitated. Every time she considered a confrontation between her powerful brother and Alasdair Og, she was filled with an odd dread. Too late, she did not think any good could come of pitting two such men against one another. “I am worried,” she finally said. “But not about our brother—he is invincible.” She smiled, then hoped she had not misspoken. “I don’t know what is bothering me so much...I cannot get over Bishop Alan’s murder.” That much was true, for she felt guilt every time she thought of him. At night, she dreamed of the damned attack. She saw her dead soldiers. She saw Alan, begging for his life. And she saw Alasdair Og, his blue eyes as cold as ice.

				He had been impossible to forget.

				“I know we are already at war with the MacDonalds,” she finally said, “but I feel as if I have just started another war.”

				“You did not start anything,” Mary flashed. “He attacked us.”

				Juliana decided not to point out that their brother had sent the bishop to spy upon them, and in a way, he had triggered the attack. She still did not know which man she should be angrier with—her brother or MacDonald.

				“I am glad you are still here,” she said impulsively. Because William remained loyally at their brother’s side, Mary had decided to stay at Coeffin Castle with her. Once the battle was finished, she and her husband would adjourn to her lands at Loch Fyne, and then travel on to Castle Bain, William’s stronghold that he inherited from his father. Mary intended to give birth there.

				“We will have news soon,” Mary assured her. “Ardtornish is but hours away.”

				That evening a second messenger came. Juliana and Mary were having dinner when he arrived. Both women leapt up as the young, freckled Highland lad hurried breathlessly into the room. It was snowing outside, and he left clumps of melting snow on the floor as he stomped it off his boots and shook out his plaid.

				Juliana handed him a mug of wine. “What word?”

				He took a gulp. “Alasdair Og was at Ardtornish when we attacked. He held us off, lady, for two entire days.”

				The boy was shivering, and Mary took his cloak from him, handing it to a maid to lay it before the fire.

				Juliana was in disbelief. “But surely, my brother will prevail?”

				The boy grimaced. “My lady, Alexander has taken his men and is returning to Dunstaffnage as ye speak. And he has ordered ye to join him there, as soon as ye can go.”

				Her astonishment increased. Alexander’s attack had failed—Alasdair Og had triumphed again! Was there no justice to be had?

				And why was her brother ordering her to his seat? Did he fear for her safety at Lismore?

				The young Highlander now turned to Mary, handing her a rolled-up parchment. “From yer husband, my lady,” he said.

				Juliana walked over to Mary. “What does William say?”

				Mary looked up, unsmiling. “The Earl of Buchan has summoned him directly to a war council in Lochaber. Alexander is going, as well. William wants me to go immediately to Dunstaffnage—there will be more fighting soon, to stop Bruce’s rebellion.”

				Juliana rubbed her forehead, which suddenly ached. “More fighting, where? Is Lismore in danger?”

				“William did not say.” She stared at Juliana with trepidation. Then she clasped her small belly.

				Juliana knew she dreaded the outcome of this war—that she still feared for her husband’s life. “William is a warrior, Mary. He cannot sit out this fight.”

				“I know that.” Mary glanced at the messenger, who was no more than fifteen or sixteen. “Come sit down and sup,” she said.

				When the boy was seated and feasting on venison, Juliana and Mary walked over to the hearth and stared at it. Mary spoke first. “We should prepare to leave.”

				“Yes, we should.” Juliana sighed. She did not want to leave Lismore, but she could not disobey her brother. And there was no hardship, truly, in residing at Dunstaffnage. It was a strong fortress and a magnificent estate. “Alexander must be worried, to order me from my home.”

				Mary gazed back at her. “Yes, he must be worried, but is he concerned about the war with Bruce, or about reprisals from Alasdair Og?”

				Both women fell silent then, lost in their own thoughts.

				Mary finally said, “I will need a day to ready all of our belongings.” Because of her three children, she traveled with a large entourage.

				“We can have our trunks sent to us and leave at first light,” Juliana said. She was beginning to feel some anxiety that their brother indeed feared reprisals from Alasdair Og. She had only met him once, but she felt certain he would be thirsting for revenge, after the attack on his new stronghold.

				Mary shook her head. “I don’t think lingering a single day will matter; neither Alexander nor William said we must rush. And you do not know when you will return. You must prepare the keep for your absence.”

				“You’re right,” Juliana said, deciding she was foolish to suddenly become nervous. “I am going to find a pallet for the boy, and retire early. Tomorrow will be a long day.”

				* * *

				THE FOLLOWING DAWN both women were up, each involved in the vast preparations necessary for their departure. Juliana took her steward, Walter, aside to go over her many lists. Winter was a quiet time, and she hoped to be back in the spring, when the usual repairs would have to be made to her castle and her galleys, when the cellars, depleted during the winter, would have to be filled, and when cattle and sheep began birthing, and when she would be needed for dozens of baptisms—there were so many children born in the spring.

				“Lady!” One of her Highland soldiers rushed into the great room. “Two dozen ships are approaching.”

				Juliana leapt to her feet with her steward. “Fergus—is it my brother?”

				“They are too far to remark, but they come from the west.”

				Juliana froze. Ardtornish Castle was to the west.

				As she stood there, her heart racing, Mary hurried into the hall. “What is it?” she cried. “I heard that a fleet approaches us!”

				Juliana did not answer. She rushed past Mary, going up to the tower, Fergus, the steward, and Mary behind her.

				The watch was outside the tower, on the ramparts, both men peering out to sea. A number of her archers had gathered, as had women and children. Juliana rushed through the tower and outside.

				It was a gray wintry day, with poor visibility, the sky and the sound very much the same dreary color. Shadows were slowly, inexorably approaching, their shapes distinct enough to know she was watching a fleet of galleys.

				And then the fog suddenly shifted, a part of it lifting, a ray of sun pouring through the clouds. The fleet was suddenly illuminated.

				More than two dozen ships approached. And then she saw the huge blue-and-red flags of Clan Donald blazing like fire into the gray skies.

				Alasdair Og was bent on reprisal—and he meant to attack her.

				“Ring the bells,” Mary ordered. One of the men rushed inside to obey, and instantly, the bells began to toll.

				“Can we defend ourselves?” Juliana heard herself ask. Her heart slammed as she watched the fleet, sailing ever closer.

				“We will defend ye, Lady Juliana, I vow it,” Fergus cried.

				Mary confronted the soldier. “That is not what she has asked. Can we thwart Alasdair Og and his army? Do we have enough men, enough arms, enough munitions?”

				Fergus flushed. “The truth, lady?”

				“Yes, of course we want the truth!” Mary cried.

				“We can defend Coeffin Castle, I think, but not Coeffin Castle and Achanduin at once!”

				Achanduin Castle had been the seat of Bishop Alan. Juliana must decide between defending her home, or that of the now deceased bishop. But if that were the case, there was no choice to make. She looked at her pale sister. “Maybe he does not want Achanduin Castle.”

				“If he is here to strike at us, we will soon know it, and we must prepare.”

				Juliana nodded. “Fergus, if he attacks Achanduin Castle, we will let it fall. But we cannot allow Coeffin Castle to fall.” She could barely breathe.

				“Summon every archer to the ramparts,” Mary said. “Make sure our catapults are ready, and we must start fires. We must also send word to Alexander.”

				“I am prepared to defend the castle, Lady Mary,” Fergus said. He signaled to several men and hurried away.

				Juliana inhaled. Her sister had endured several sieges in her life. Fergus was an experienced soldier—one of her best men. But, dear God, she had lost her five best soldiers already. What if they could not defend themselves?

				Alexander would come, even if he had already left for Lochaber, but what if he was too late?

				What did Alasdair Og intend? To seize her home—or to destroy it?

				Juliana was frightened. He had murdered Bishop Alan without remorse, as if he did not have a conscience. But surely, she and her sister were not in danger—they were noblewomen.

				“There is no point in standing here, freezing,” Mary said. She took Juliana’s arm and they hurried back inside.

				In the hall, Juliana grabbed her hand. “You should disguise the boys—dress them as village children—and warn them not to tell anyone who they are.”

				Mary turned white. “You think he will take my sons hostage?”

				“I don’t know what to think!” Juliana cried. “But we should prepare for even the worst possibility.”

				Mary nodded and ran off. Juliana blinked back tears. If there was one thing she must do, she thought, it was protect her sister and her children.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				AS NIGHT FELL, THE castle was prepared for an attack. Fire burned atop the ramparts so boiling oil could be thrown on any invaders, Piles of rock and stone sat beside the catapults, and archers and soldiers stood upon the walls. The sisters waited as the moon rose, but no attack came.

				In the great hall, Juliana stood up. “He isn’t coming.”

				“No,” Mary said, “not tonight.”

				Juliana wondered as her sister did—had he taken Achanduin Castle? She imagined Alasdair there, his men celebrating the easy victory in the great hall, mugs raised in laughter, in triumph.

				Would he come tomorrow? Or would Achanduin Castle be enough?

				Mary stood. “I am going to get some rest. You should, too.”

				Juliana somehow smiled. She would never sleep that night, not when she was afraid of what the dawn would bring.

				But Mary paused. “There is one thing I cannot comprehend. It was our brother who attacked Ardtornish Castle. Not you. So why is he here?”

				Juliana stiffened. “I don’t know.”

				Mary gave her an odd look and left.

				Juliana sank back down onto the bench, staring across the great room, where many of her soldiers slept upon pallets. A huge hearth was on the opposite wall, and a fire raged there.

				I am sorry ye were here.

				She suddenly recalled Alasdair’s parting words, and felt frozen. She did not even want to try to comprehend what he had meant, or if he had been truly remorseful.

				She laid her cheek on her arms on the table. He was at Lismore not because of Alexander, but because of her—she somehow sensed it.

				Tears burned her closed eyelids. She wished she had never asked her brother for an army, she wished she had never dreamed of revenge!

				But mostly, she wished that she and her sister had left for Dunstaffnage that morning—that she had insisted they depart immediately. For then Mary and her three children would be safe.

				And to make matters worse, Mary was five months pregnant. If something happened to the babe—or any of the children—Juliana would never forgive herself.

				Juliana started awake. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep. But she saw now that the fire in the hearth was burning, having been stoked by the maids. The light outside the windows was pale from the dawn.

				She leapt up from the bench and ran into the corridor and up the narrow stairwell. The two men in the tower turned as she ran past them.

				The dawn was gray, snow falling. The barest light stained the day, with no sign of the sun. And there were no ships on the horizon.

				She was in disbelief. Was he gone?

				“Lady Juliana, ye must come to the entry tower.”

				Juliana whirled around to face the watchtower, away from the east ramparts and the sound. She took one look at Fergus’s pale, grim expression, and knew Alasdair Og had come.

				She inhaled, praying for strength and courage. Then she nodded and followed him inside, downstairs, and across the castle. Mary appeared and fell into step beside her as they went outside.

				It was snowing more heavily now. A light dusting covered the courtyard. Ahead was the entry tower, the drawbridge below closed. All of her archers and soldiers were on the ramparts on each side of the castle gates.

				Juliana went up the exterior stairs with Fergus and Mary and pushed inside the tower. She went to the window and gripped its ledge.

				Perhaps a hundred mounted warriors, fur-clad Highlanders and mail-clad knights, formed a line between the western hills and the castle, like a barricade, facing her.

				Juliana felt sick. She could not see behind the front lines, but she knew hundreds of archers and foot soldiers armed with swords and spears were there. Three blue MacDonald banners sporting sinister red dragons waved above the army.

				“What are we going to do?” Mary whispered.

				Juliana could not speak. She watched one rider on a gray warhorse separate himself from the army, slowly coming forward. She felt so much tension, it was choking her.

				“It is Alasdair Og,” Mary said tersely.

				He halted his mount at some distance from the entry tower. He was too far away for his features to be visible, but he clearly stared at the tower—Juliana knew he stared at her.

				“If ye can lure him closer, our archers can murder him,” Fergus said thickly.

				“No. Do not shoot at him,” Juliana said, so vehemently, Mary and Fergus looked askance at her. “We are not murdering him in cold blood.”

				“Then he will murder us,” Fergus said flatly.

				Mary stared at her, and Juliana knew her thoughts—he had certainly murdered Bishop Alan in cold blood. But, oddly, she did not believe that Alasdair Og would murder her or her sister. But he was bent upon revenge. She knew that. And suddenly there was no choice. She knew what she must do to protect her sister and her nephews.

				As if he could fathom her silent thoughts, he suddenly rode closer. She could make out his long dark hair, tangled about his shoulders as he stared up at her. Their gazes met.

				It was time, she thought. Juliana asked Fergus for his dagger. In surprise, he handed it to her. She instantly reached down beneath her blue surcote and sliced off a strip from her linen cote. Mary gasped as Juliana handed the dagger back, realizing now what she intended.

				Juliana turned and walked out onto the ramparts, Mary and Fergus behind her, their expressions grim. As she started towards the crenellations, a group of archers surrounded her. “Stand back,” she ordered.

				“Lady Juliana, ye cannot put yer life in jeopardy,” Fergus protested.

				“He will not hurt me.” She pressed against the edge of the wall, knowing she believed this.

				Looking down at him, she raised her hand and dropped the linen flag of surrender over the wall. They both watched it float toward him, very much like the falling snow.

				* * *

				JULIANA STOOD BEFORE the hearth in the great hall, her hands firmly clasped before her, stiff with tension. It was unbearable.

				She knew that Alasdair would walk into her hall at any moment, claiming it as his own.

				She glanced at the stairwell. Mary had gone to check on her children, who were dressed as common Scottish children. Elasaid was going to claim that they were hers.

				Children were used as hostages all the time.

				She heard heavy booted steps, followed by deep, masculine tones. Her heart lurched. Someone laughed. The same voice said, “Mayhap this bodes well, eh, Alasdair? Mayhap our next fight will be as easy and as bloodless. Mayhap all our enemies will turn tail when we next approach!”

				Juliana trembled. She was frightened, but she was also furious. She was being accused of cowardice.

				Alasdair stepped through her door and his gaze founds hers. “I dinna think Lady Juliana has ever turned tail, Neil.”

				Juliana simply stared.

				He strode towards her, a towering Highlander. His blue-and-red plaid was thrown back, the skirts of his leine swirling about his bare thighs, his swords bumping there with his every stride. His blue gaze was piercing as he halted before her. “Was the choice to surrender yers?”

				It was hard to speak. “Yes.”

				He softened. “So quickly, ye become wise.”

				She felt like striking him. “What do you want with me? Why did you come back?”

				His smile vanished. “Yer brother attacked my castle, Lady Juliana, no doubt with yer blessing.”

				“He attacked, not I.” She felt her temper rising, was aware that she should fight it, but did not even try. “It would not be as easy to attack my brother. That would take courage. I am an easier opponent. Attacking a woman is a laughing matter.”

				He darkened and seemed incapable of speech. Behind him, his men seemed astonished and uncomfortable. “‘tis no laughing matter, I assure ye. Lady—do ye accuse me of cowardice?”

				She began to shake. “I was just accused of cowardice.”

				His mouth curled, but without mirth. “I dinna think ye cowardly, I think ye far too brave and bold fer yer own good.”

				“Do you flatter me now?” she cried. “Or do you insult me? It is cowardly to attack a woman!” And the moment she had cried out, she wished she had not done so.

				He stared in disbelief. A shocked silence fell. And Mary came into the hall, her face ashen.

				She looked back and forth between them, several times. Then she hurried over to Juliana. “My sister is distressed,” she said tersely. “She doesn’t mean to insult you.”

				“She means it,” he said flatly. “I attacked ye, Lady Juliana, because ye have a great value to me.”

				What did he mean? She glanced at her sister, certain her consternation was shared. Mary looked as distraught as she felt.

				Alasdair turned to Neil, the tall, blond Highlander at his side. “Search the keep. Account fer everyone. Make sure no weapons are hidden.” He faced the women. “Ye will feed my men. We will depart tomorrow on the first tide.” His expression cool, he walked past them both, taking a seat at the table. The castle maids rushed to serve him.

				Juliana cringed as his men rushed upstairs, others going down into the cellars. She and Mary exchanged more worried glances and Mary seized her wrist. Fear was reflected in her eyes.

				Juliana knew she was frightened because the children would soon be discovered. But she had one more pressing matter. She hurried over to the table, taking a deep breath for courage.

				Alasdair turned to face her, one leg on each side of the bench. His expression became wary.

				“What do you intend?” Juliana asked, trying to keep her tone calm. It was impossible. “Will you leave a garrison here, when you leave on the first tide? And what will you do with me and my sister?”

				“I beg yer pardon—we leave on the first tide. We go to my home on Islay.” His stare was unwavering.

				Juliana hugged herself. “Are you taking me captive?”

				“Ay, I am taking ye—and yer sister—hostage.”

				“Why?” she cried. “Why seek revenge upon me? You attacked us!”

				“Yer brother attacked Ardtonrish Castle.”

				“I am not my brother!”

				He suddenly stood up, towering over her. “Ye should not have gone to the cathedral last week.”

				She could not comprehend him. Instead of questioning what he said, she asked, “Do you wish to escalate this war between Clan Donald and Dougall? For that is all you will accomplish!”

				“You think to advise me? Yer brother should have thought twice about sending a sheep to spy upon me.” Then, “It hardly matters. We were already at war. We have been at war for a hundred years, even longer. I am taking ye hostage, Lady Juliana, and no begging, no tears, will change my mind.”

				“It matters!” Tears filled her eyes. “If you must take a hostage, take me—but please, leave my sister here. She is with child.”

				“So ye have told me. I canna leave Lady Comyn here. She is the Earl of Buchan’s daughter by marriage—in the end, she may be a bigger boon than ye.”

				With real dismay, Juliana glanced at Mary as she approached them. Before either one could speak, he held up his hand. “Enough. Make sure yer ready to journey at sunrise. And make sure the children are ready.”

				Mary paled.

				Juliana said, “The children?”

				“Lady Comyn has three sons.”

				Mary seemed ready to collapse. Juliana seized her arm to keep her standing. “They are not here, Alasdair. They remain at Castle Bain, her husband’s home.”

				He folded his muscular arms across his chest. “I heard that there were children here, Lady Juliana.”

				How had he heard that? Then she remembered that he had spent the night at Achanduin Castle—most of the island knew that her sister was in residence with her boys.

				Neil came downstairs with Elasaid, the dark-haired maid pale with fright.

				“Who is that?” Alasdair demanded.

				“That is my maid,” Mary whispered.

				“She was in a chamber above,” Neil said. “With three children, claiming they are hers.”

				“I have three boys,” Elasaid whispered, trembling.

				Neil said, “And the blond one saw me and cried, ‘a Comyn.’” He actually chuckled.

				Alasdair turned his piercing stare on Mary.

				Mary stepped forward before Juliana could stop her. She was breathing hard. “We cannot deceive you, then. The boys are my sons, but I beg you, do not take them hostage.”

				Before he could answer, Juliana rushed between them. “You want me—not my sister, not the boys. Please,” she said. She gripped his arm. “Take me, but leave Mary and the boys. Surely, somewhere inside you, there is kindness and compassion.”

				His eyes widened. He looked down at her hand. Juliana released him.

				His eyes dark, he said, “Ye, yer sister and yer nephews will be well cared for—on Islay. I may kill the enemy in battle, but I do not harm women or children, Lady Juliana.” And with that, he turned his back on her.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FOUR

				Dunyveg Castle, Islay, Scotland—the next day

				“IF THERE IS anything that you need, you must only ask,” Lady MacDonald said. “I know these are difficult times.”

				Juliana had walked to the single window in the tower chamber she would share with her sister and the children. Dunyveg sat upon a cliff that protruded into the ocean, and the seas below were black with the coming night, but frothing with whitecaps, the skies above heavy and turning purple. There would be no stars that night, and no moon. The night would soon be black.

				Torches had been lit, both within and outside the castle. There seemed to be lights below them, on the beach.

				They had just arrived at Islay an hour ago, at dusk, having left Lismore just after sunrise. She was frozen from the wind, the mist and the snow, and she remained disbelieving. As she stared at the Atlantic Ocean, she thought, this is a godforsaken place, one well deserved by a godforsaken man—one who takes a pregnant woman and her small children hostage.

				How could she attain her sister’s freedom?

				The sooner he demanded a ransom, the better.

				The three boys had all climbed onto one bed, and Mary now sat down with them, still wrapped in her fur. “Thank you,” she said softly to Lady MacDonald.

				Juliana turned to look at Alasdair’s mother. She was gray-haired, blue-eyed, of medium height and build, still pretty and very soft-spoken. She seemed kind—she even seemed concerned. How had she given birth to such a cold, ruthless man?

				And what had he truly meant that she should not have been at the cathedral when he attacked it?

				Did he regret her involvement in his war?

				Juliana shook herself free of such fanciful thoughts. Alasdair Og had no regrets, no doubts, just ruthless ambition.

				She took a breath. “What we need is to be freed, so we can return home,” Juliana said, a bit sharply.

				Lady MacDonald’s smile faltered. “I hope you are soon freed, Lady Juliana. “

				Juliana stared, realizing that she was kind, and that she meant it. Would she be an ally, then? “I do not understand why your son captured us. If only he would release my sister and her children—I would gladly stay as his hostage.” As she spoke, she heard a movement in the corridor, and she tensed as Alasdair leaned against the open door. He slowly smiled at her.

				Lady MacDonald said softly, “I gave up trying to understand the ways of men—and their need for war—long ago, Lady Juliana. But my son will make certain you are well cared for while here.” She turned to Alasdair. “Isn’t that right?”

				“Yer always right.” He came forward, kissed Lady MacDonald’s cheek as she left them, and turned to stare at Juliana. “If ye think to move my mother to plot against me, ye might think again.”

				Juliana hugged herself, her heart racing. She was acutely aware of being in this man’s complete control—she was his hostage, imprisoned in his stronghold, surrounded by the enemy. “Your mother seems kind.”

				“Unlike me?” He was amused, and somehow very different now that he was at his home. His eyes had changed, for they were no longer cold and hard. Then she realized his very posture had changed. It was as if he was no longer braced for war.

				“She is very kind, but she will not cross me,” Alasdair said. “So ye will gladly remain here, as my hostage?”

				“Yes, if Mary and her children are freed.”

				He laughed. “Ye might come to enjoy my hospitality, Lady Juliana—be forewarned.” He gave her a sidelong look and turned to Mary, his smile fading. “How do ye fare, Lady Comyn?”

				Mary started. “It has been a very long day, but other than being very tired, I feel fine.”

				He moved closer to the bed and both Roger and Donald gazed up at him wide-eyed. They had been staring at him with open fascination all day while upon his ship.

				“Ye boys must be hungry,” Alasdair said, shocking Juliana.

				Roger nodded, his eyes as huge as saucers, and Donald said, “Did ye really hang the bishop?”

				“Donald!” Mary said, seizing him and pulling him close.

				“I did. Treachery is not a good idea—neither is spying,” Alasdair said matter-of-factly.

				Juliana marched over to stand between him and the bed, where Mary and the boys sat. She gave him a dark look.

				Alasdair ignored her, smiling at Mary. “Shall I have my mother send ye some supper? I ken the day has been long and difficult.”

				“That is kind of you,” Mary said. “I think we will all retire early.” Roger was yawning as she spoke. Thomas was already cuddled up next to her and deeply asleep.

				Alasdair slowly faced Juliana, his expression wry. “Ye will stay with yer sister?”

				“If the choice is stay with Mary, or sup with you, there is no choice,” Juliana said. “And it is a little late for kindness.”

				He shook his head, amused, and left.

				“Juliana!” Mary struggled to get up. Juliana rushed to help her, as Thomas murmured in his sleep. “Do not fight him now! Do not provoke him! We are at his mercy. I am happy if he can be kind, even for a moment.”

				Juliana knew Mary was right. She wished she had held her temper. Berating him would not bend him to release her sister!

				“We are hostages,” Mary said, taking her hand. “If you accept that, maybe we can endure this ordeal with as little difficulty as possible.”

				“You are asking me to change my nature,” Juliana said. But even as she spoke she knew her sister was right. Even though she rarely acted upon the knowledge, she knew one always got more flies with honey than with vinegar. “I will be back.” Before Mary could protest, Juliana ran into the corridor.

				Alasdair was at the far end, by the landing, and he vanished into a chamber there without seeing her.

				Juliana faltered. Surely he did not have his chamber in the tower where she and Mary slept? Surely he was not directly down the corridor from them? And why did that bother her? Perhaps he merely wished to make certain that she and her sister did not escape—even when there was really no chance of ever doing so. Islay was an island, one could not merely walk off!

				She recovered her composure, walking over to his door, which was wide open. She paused on the threshold.

				Alasdair had his back to her, and he was removing his sword belt. His navy blue-and-red brat was already tossed across the bed. He was clad only in the linen leine he wore, and his leather boots. She could not help but notice how broad his shoulders were, how muscular his arms, how narrow his hips. The tunic left so little to the imagination.

				“So ye follow me to my chamber?”

				She tensed. “Do you have eyes in the back of your head?”

				He slowly turned. “Yer a noisy woman.” He was smiling. And his gaze was drifting down her lilac surcote, past the gold girdle she wore, and then back up again.

				She did not smile back. “I don’t like it when you look at me in such a manner.”

				His dark brows rose. “In what manner... Juliana?” He started slowly towards her.

				Her tension increased. He knew what she meant! “I am here to...” She stopped.

				“Yer here why?” He was laughing at her, but without a sound. She saw the amusement now in his eyes. And he had halted so close to her that she could see golden flecks in his blue eyes.

				She stepped slightly back. “I’m here to apologize.” The moment she had spoken, she wished she had not. He had attacked her, not once but twice, he had taken her and her sister and nephews hostage!

				“I can imagine how hard it is, for ye to say yer sorry. I accept.” He chuckled.

				She felt like striking him, as nothing was amusing now, but knew better. “I am also here to beg you another time to spare my sister and her children from this ordeal! You have me—you do not need them.”

				“My hospitality is only an ordeal if ye make it one, and Lady Comyn seems disinclined to do so. But ye, lady, love to fight.” There was no mistaking his look now—it was one of male admiration.

				Juliana took another quick step backwards. As she did, his hand shot out, and he seized her wrist, preventing her from moving any farther away from him. “What are you doing?” she gasped.

				“Why does my admiration distress ye so?” His tone had become so soft, and so seductive.

				“I do not want your admiration!” Her heart was slamming. “What are you doing?” she managed to say. “Release me!”

				“What do ye think?” he said, no longer smiling. His gaze was on her mouth. “Yer beautiful.... I’m a man.” He pulled her close. She was in disbelief—or was she? For she had known from that first day in the cathedral that he wanted her. A woman always knew when a man was smitten. And yet she had come to his room, all the same.

				He was compelling. She had to admit that now. He was powerful, proud, arrogant and ruthless... a prince of the isles....

				But that did not matter. They were enemies.

				And yet, when Juliana found herself in his embrace, and she pressed her hands on his hard chest, trying to think coherently was impossible. He held her body against his, and he was all hard, huge muscle, straining against her softness.

				But she had come to plead for her sister’s freedom another time...or had she? She couldn’t think with his scent enveloping her as it was.

				“I think ye came here for more than an apology,” he whispered roughly. He wasn’t amused now. His eyes were dark with heat.

				She did not bother to deny it. “Damn you,” she gasped. “If I kiss you, will you release Mary and the boys?”

				“Lady, I want more than a kiss.”

				Her hands curled into fists on his chest. She could barely breathe. Desire was unfurling within her at a shocking rate. “You will not get more than a kiss!”

				He suddenly caught her face with one hand. “Ye challenge me and I gladly accept,” he said roughly, and he kissed her.

				Juliana froze as his mouth covered hers—hard and fierce, forcing her lips apart, his tongue thrusting inside. Shock evaporated. Something huge—terrible and wonderful—fisted deep within her.

				She relaxed against him, her fists opening, sliding over his chest.

				He grunted in satisfaction, his hands moving down her back and over her buttocks. He pushed her against the wall.

				Crushed there, Juliana felt nothing but the onslaught of his mouth, the pressure of his body, and a stunning desire. She moved her hands into his tangled mane of hair and kissed him wildly back.

				Their tongues entwined, their lips locked, and he pushed one huge thigh between hers. Then he broke the kiss.

				Juliana looked into his blazing blue eyes, overcome by urgency and shocked by it. No man had ever kindled such disturbing desire in her before. She was clinging to him, hard.

				“Ye kiss the way ye fight. Do ye love the same way?” he asked thickly.

				She began to realize what they were doing—what she was doing. He was Alasdair Og and she was Juliana MacDougall. She braced against his chest as her mind raced. What if she could persuade him to release her sister and her nephews? Wouldn’t his lovemaking be worth it?

				“Ahh—dinna think now.” He kissed her deeply again.

				Their mouths mated and fused, wildly. The desire built to another crescendo. She was breathless and faint, and as he tugged on her braid, freeing her hair, persuading him became a distant memory, because her blood was on fire as never before.

				He suddenly caught her up in his arms and carried her to the bed. As he laid her down there, he paused before coming down on top of her. “Juliana? I’m about to go mad, so if ye wish to leave, ye had better run from me now.”

				He was breathing hard, poised on all fours above her. As he spoke, he settled one knee between her thighs.

				Of course she should leap up from the bed and run away. But Juliana reached up and clasped his jaw fiercely. She wanted to kiss him again.

				His eyes blazed. He moved on top of her, lifting her skirts to her waist. Juliana cried out as she felt his manhood against her sex, stunned by the powerful sensation.

				As his mouth covered hers, she threw her arms around him. She arched against him, the movement an invitation as old as time. He growled roughly, his mouth on her neck, her collarbone, her breast.

				All thought had vanished. There was only his hard, heated body and her raging need. Juliana reached down and ran her hand over the back of his hard thigh, beneath his leine, and then up over his hard buttock. He began moving his mouth over her rib cage, her belly. He went lower and Juliana went still, paralyzed.

				She felt his tongue. Desire exploded.

				She wept in pleasure and, when he rose back over her and moved hard within her, she wept in ecstasy.

				* * *

				JULIANA WAS AFRAID to move. She listened to Alasdair as he left the bed and moved about the dark chamber, carefully tugging her cote and surcote down. She heard him stoking the fire. Then she heard a whoosh, and the chamber blazed with light.

				She instantly saw him standing by the hearth, his back to it, as he stared at her.

				She felt her cheeks flame. Her heart slammed. Slowly, she sat up. Her sanity had returned.He was Alasdair Og and she was Juliana MacDougall. Worse, she was his hostage. What had she done?

				“Did I hurt ye?” he asked quietly.

				“No, you did not hurt me.”

				What had just happened? How had it happened? When she had never done more than kiss a man before? And she did not want to speak with him now. She stood up. With her fingers, she raked through her long hair, hoping he would not see that she trembled, and then hurriedly braided it.

				He walked away, opened a chest, returned. He handed her a ribbon.

				She tied the braid, not looking at him. The ribbon was blue, of course it was, him being a MacDonald.

				Damn it, she thought. Why had she just experienced such uncontrollable desire? Why now, with her worst enemy, of all possible men?

				And he was staring. She wanted him to stop. She wet her lips. “Will you free Mary and her sons?” At least some good might come of this horrible mistake.

				But he did not reply. He simply stared at her.

				Her heart sank in shock and disbelief. “I slept with you!” she cried. “You will not free them?”

				“Ye slept in my bed because ye wanted to be with me. Yer a passionate woman and we both ken.”

				She could not deny either claim. “You deceived me,” she began.

				He raised his hand, his face hard. “I did not plan this. I made no promises. Ye followed me into my chamber.”

				She froze. And too late, she knew she had erred by daring to approach him in this room.

				“But I will free yer sister when her ransom is paid, that is my promise.” With that, he strode to the door. Then he turned. “Will ye come to dine?”

				She was ravenous but she hesitated.

				“There is no point in starving,” he said, “or in crying over what we did. ’tis done. Why dinna ye check on yer sister and come downstairs. Ye can meet my father. My mother will be pleased to have yer company.” He gave her an intense look and left.

				Juliana trembled. It was done. She had thrown all caution to the wind by following him into his chamber, and then she had acted like a common harlot. She might have hoped to free her sister, but, if she dared be honest with herself, Mary had not been on her mind once they had begun to kiss. Even though it made no sense, she had been overwhelmed by her desire for Alasdair.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FIVE

				JULIANA WISHED SHE had a looking glass. She hesitated on the threshold of the chamber she now shared with her sister and her nephews. She felt disheveled and untidy, and she worried her appearance might give her transgressions away. Mary would disapprove if she ever found out what had just happened. Worse, she would be disappointed. Juliana dared not consider how her brother would react, if he ever learned of her disloyalty. But it had been a mistake. She would never be so foolish again.

				Juliana peered carefully inside.

				All three boys were asleep in the bed, covered by one large fur. Mary stood before the fire, warming her hands. She turned when Juliana entered. “Where have you been?”

				She could not claim she had spent the past hour or so begging Alasdair for their freedom. “I went to speak with Alasdair, and then I spoke with his mother,” she lied uneasily. She averted her eyes and was afraid she flushed. How she hated deceiving her sister.

				Mary was quiet.

				Juliana looked up. Now she saw the trencher on the chest, the plates there mostly empty. If Alasdair’s mother had brought their supper up by herself, she was caught in her lie.

				“What did he say? Or should I even ask?”

				“He said you and the boys will be freed when your ransom is paid,” Juliana said quickly.

				“But what about you?”

				Juliana started, recalling his exact words—he had not mentioned her ransom or her release. “Of course he will free me, too,” she said slowly. But as she spoke, she thought about the wild and shocking passion they had just shared—and suddenly, she was uncertain. Hadn’t she sensed that he had returned to attack Coeffin Castle because of her?

				“What is wrong?”

				She quickly smiled. “Nothing. I am simply...distraught...and I am tired, too.” She decided she was jumping to conclusions. He had not attacked Coeffin Castle in order to capture her. He had done so as an act of revenge against her brother.

				“Maybe you should rest.”

				“I intend to. Would you be disappointed with me if I went down to the hall to eat?”

				“No.” For one moment, the sisters stared at one another. Mary added, “Be careful, Juliana.”

				Juliana smiled and turned away. Her smile vanished as she went down the hallway. Her sister knew what she had done—she was certain.

				* * *

				JULIANA DID NOT go into the great room. She paused just beyond it, staring inside, instead.

				Alasdair was seated beside his father, and as she looked at him, her heart thundered. No wonder she had leapt into his bed—he was a powerful and attractive man. She could not deny it now.

				He was eating with a ravenous appetite while his father spoke to him. Angus Mor looked like an older version of his son, a big, muscular man, his cheekbones high and hard, although his long hair was mostly gray. He wore the same blue-and-red plaid about his shoulders, pinned there with a gold brooch. Lady MacDonald was also at the table, as were several Highlanders, all of whom she now recognized.

				Angus Mor was speaking, but then he saw her and became quiet. All conversation stopped instantly, every pair of eyes turning upon her.

				Alasdair leapt up, so quickly, it was almost comical. “Lady Juliana.”

				She knew she blushed, and heatedly; worse, his gaze was very warm upon hers. “I am interrupting,” she said.

				“Nonsense.” Lady MacDonald stood and came around the table, walking over to her. Alasdair remained standing—staring. She took her arm, guiding her back to the table. “I brought Lady Comyn and her boys their supper. I wasn’t certain if you would stay with them or join us.” She smiled.

				Was she also wondering where Juliana had been during the past hour? Juliana now avoided looking in Alasdair’s direction, aware of him sitting back down. But unfortunately, she kept thinking about the passion they had just shared.

				“You have not met my husband,” Lady MacDonald continued.

				Angus Mor did not stand up, but he smiled at her. “Welcome to Dunyveg, Lady Juliana.”

				Juliana met his blue eyes, which were cool and assessing. This man was the Lord of the Isles and her brother’s worst enemy. Unlike his son, he felt no admiration or affection for her. She knew from the course of her lifetime how dangerous he was. He and her brother had been at war almost incessantly since she was born, although she did recall a brief truce a few years ago, in which they had rebelled together against King Alexander, over some grievance they had briefly shared. “My lord,” she said uneasily. Suddenly she wished she had remained upstairs.

				“Alasdair tells me ye are fearless,” he said.

				“To the contrary, I am very frightened.”

				Her comment did not appear to affect him. “Do sit, Lady Juliana.”

				Juliana sat down at the table, Lady MacDonald between her and Angus Mor. She faced Alasdair, and she stole a quick glance at him. He was staring and not bothering to hide his interest.

				“How is the Lord of Lorn, Lady Juliana?” Angus Mor asked.

				She tensed. “I would not know, I have not seen him in a week.”

				“Of course not. He planned his attack on my son from Dunstaffnage, and now, he is on his way to Lochaber.”

				She flinched. How did Angus Mor know that? “Do you have spies amongst us?”

				“Did ye not have spies amongst us?” Angus Mor returned.

				She trembled, for Angus Mor was frightening, in a different way than his son.

				“Juliana would not ken if her brother has spies amongst us,” Alasdair said.

				She jerked at Alasdair’s hard tone, and her gaze flew to his. He would defend her to his father?

				“It canna hurt to ask. Ye should demand their names as part of the ransom,” Angus Mor said flatly.

				“I’ll think on it,” Alasdair returned.

				Juliana looked at him and then at his father. She hadn’t realized that Alasdair managed his affairs independently from his father. And there was some tension between them, some rivalry. But his father was an old man—he had to be well over fifty—and Alasdair was in his late twenties, or so she assumed. He was mature enough to lead Clan Donald now. He probably wished to do so.

				“Why dinna ye eat?” Alasdair said, surprising her.

				A trencher had been placed in front of her, but now she had no appetite.

				Alasdair valued her as a hostage and he admired her as a woman. And they were lovers. She might be his captive, but he would not truly hurt her. She had no such confidence in regards to his father.

				Realizing Angus Mor was staring at her, Juliana ate.

				* * *

				DONALD AND ROGER were running up and down the corridor, chasing one another back and forth with loud shrieks. It was midday, and the boys had been cooped up in the chamber since they had awoken. But Juliana and Mary rushed in an attempt to quiet the boys before the entire castle complained.

				“Roger! Donald! You cannot behave as barbarians!” Mary cried, running after Roger.

				Juliana chased Donald down the corridor. “We are guests,” she cried, finally seizing him by the back of his leine. As they halted, they came face to face with a boy of seven or eight years old.

				He must have just come up the stairs, and he was staring coolly at them. “Yer not guests. Yer hostages. Alasdair said so.”

				Juliana was incredulous. She knew he was related to Alasdair instantly, and not just because of his demeanor. He looked like a childish version of him, with the same dark hair and blue eyes. “And whom might you be? I am Lady Juliana MacDougall,” she said, her tone deliberately imperious.

				“I am Alexander—the second Alexander.” As he spoke, she heard footsteps behind him.

				Alasdair appeared on the landing. “I see you have met my little brother, Alexander—we call him the little wolf.” He smiled and ruffled the boy’s hair. “Even ye must be kind to a captive—she is a lady.”

				The boy shrugged and slipped away, hurrying back down the stairs.

				And suddenly they were very much alone, and she was acutely aware of it, as she felt her heart racing.

				He said softly, “Ye vanished so quickly last night.”

				She had fled supper, with the intention of making certain she got safely to her own bed.

				“Did my father frighten ye?”

				She said carefully, “Yes, he did.”

				Their gazes were locked when suddenly Mary appeared with Roger and Donald in hand.

				She looked back and forth between them. “Good morning,” she said to Alasdair.

				He smiled at her. “I hope ye slept well. Ye need not confine the boys. Ye can take a walk in the courtyard, or upon the beach, with my guard. “

				“Thank you,” Mary said. She looked at her sons. “Please go into the chamber and tell Elasaid to get your cloaks.” When they were gone, she stepped closer to Juliana—as if to protect her. “When will you ask for ransoms?”

				“I am sending a messenger this afternoon,” Alasdair said. “I am about to write the missive.”

				“You are asking for ransoms for us both?” Juliana asked.

				He smiled at her. “Why would ye think otherwise?”

				She felt like kicking his shin. “Because I hardly trust you.”

				“I am writing both Comyn and MacDougall, have no fear, Lady Juliana. I could hardly keep ye here without asking for a ransom.”

				Of course he had to ask for a ransom. An even greater war would result if he simply held her captive, against her will. “And will you also do as your father asked—will you ask for the names of any spies?”

				He slowly smiled. “As a sign of good faith, I will.”

				Her heart sank. Ransoms took months to pay, or years, if they were excessive. But to demand the identity of any MacDougall spies would only anger her brother and complicate matters.

				“Do you want to walk with us?” Mary asked her.

				Juliana realized she was hesitating. If her sister were out for a few hours, she would be free to do as she wished.

				An image had flashed in her mind—of being in Alasdair’s arms. What was wrong with her? They had spent an hour together. That tryst was not to be repeated. Alasdair might admire her, and he might lust for her, but he was a ruthless man. She had seen that herself. She would be deluding herself if she came to believe that he might sincerely protect her. That he might forget she was Alexander MacDougall’s sister. That he was any less ruthless than Angus Mor.

				“Of course I will walk with you.” Not looking at Alasdair, Juliana turned and hurried away.

				* * *

				JULIANA APPROACHED THE great hall and saw her sister seated at the table with her boys, Elasaid, and Lady MacDonald. , Alasdair’s brother, the little wolf, was with them. While the women conversed, the boys were in a fierce discussion, and Juliana could not imagine about what. But she smiled, pleased that the second Alexander was being friendly to her nephews.

				None of the men were present.

				She suddenly heard a great commotion in the entry hall, which was flanked by two towers. She heard men’s voices, booted steps, the jangle of spurs, doors closing, bolts being jammed. Juliana hurried to the end of the corridor and peered around it into the stone entry chamber.

				A great many men stood there, all shedding snow from their furs and plaids. She had already known Alasdair was present, because she had recognized his voice immediately. Now she saw him embracing another man—a man as tall and muscular as he was, with similar dark hair, a blue-and-red plaid visible beneath the fur he wore. As she watched the two men, she knew that Alasdair was greeting his brother, Angus Og.

				He and his Highlanders had clearly just arrived at Dunyveg, never mind the late hour and the snow. Angus Mor shouldered through the men to clasp his son’s shoulder. “Yer late,” he said, but warmly.

				“Hello Father,” Angus Og said. “The snow is even worse in the east.”

				Juliana could now see his face. He was so obviously Alasdair’s brother—he had the same high cheekbones, the same blue eyes, the same strong jaw, and even a similar mane of dark hair. “Did ye succeed in convincing Lennox to support Bruce?” Angus Mor demanded.

				“The Earl of Lennox will think about it and he will decide in a week or two—before he meets Menteith,” Angus Og said.

				“We will never take the throne for Bruce without Lennox and Atholl,” Angus Mor said grimly.

				“Maybe I should seek out Atholl.” Alasdair was as dark. “I am impatient, awaiting his reply.”

				Angus Mor scowled. “Are we being played? Do they truly think to prosper under John Balliol?”

				“There is more,” Angus Og said, his blue eyes heating. “Richard de Burgh failed to attend the council. He sent word instead that he was delayed.”

				There was a surprised silence.

				Juliana’s mind was racing as she listened to them. She hadn’t meant to spy, but the information she had discovered might be valuable to her brother. She could not believe they meant to rally the earls of Lennox and Atholl, or that the Irish magnate, de Burgh, was also on their side. She knew she should retreat before she was seen. As she was about to flee back around the corner, Alasdair turned and looked at her.

				His eyes widened in disbelief.

				Instantly, Angus Mor looked in her direction, and Angus Og turned fully around, espying her as well.

				Juliana stiffened in fear; Alasdair strode over to her. “Lady Juliana?” he asked tightly.

				She met his gaze and saw the warning there. “I heard voices. Your mother wished for you to join her....” What kind of an excuse was that! She swallowed. “I told her I would find you.”

				Angus Mor strode to her, his face hard, his eyes ice-cold. “Do we have a bold spy in our midst—yet again?” He turned to Alasdair. “Did she deceive ye, Alasdair? Perhaps she is not yer captive after all—perhaps yer her captive. Perhaps she has gotten ye so besotted, ye cannot see her for the spy that she is?”

				Juliana cringed. She looked at Alasdair, who was dark with anger. “I am not her captive, nor will I ever be. She is no spy. She is my captive.”

				“Ye had better make certain,” Angus Mor warned. In anger, he left.

				She trembled, alone now with the two brothers. Angus Og was studying her, but not with hostility—he seemed curious. He nodded once, then followed his father into the great room.

				Juliana was awaiting Alasdair’s rage—his attack. His face was cold now, as cold as his father’s had been. “We will speak of this later,” he finally said. “Go into the hall.”

				Juliana nodded and rushed to obey.

				Angus Mor was already at the table, and fiercely eating. Angus Og was embracing Lady MacDonald before sitting down between her and his father. Mary was seated on the other side of the table with her children. Juliana avoided Mary’s questioning look as she squeezed onto the bench beside her nephews, as far away from Angus Mor as possible. She wished she were not at the table at all.

				She quickly began filling her own trencher with fish and game. Tears felt as if they were imminent.

				What had she inadvertently done? It was one thing to be Alasdair’s prisoner, another his father’s. Alasdair remained the enemy, but he was rational and just compared to his father. And he had an interest in her, one beyond that of a captor toward his captive.

				She worried that Angus Mor would interfere and assert his authority over her. She must not forget that there would never be mercy from the older man. In his eyes, she was his worst enemy’s sister and nothing more, a pawn to be ruthlessly used.

				Alasdair strode into the room. Juliana avoided looking at him. He did not sit down with his parents and his brother. He went to her side of the table, and sat down on the end of the bench next to her, not giving her a single glance, either. He began piling food upon his plate. He looked up at no one and he did not speak.

				No action could be clearer. She was his prisoner, and he meant to make certain that there was no doubt. But it also felt as if he had staked a claim, as if he meant to indicate that she was also under his protection.

				Oddly, she felt reassured by his gesture.

				But his father was angered, she could see that, as he ate in dark silence.

				She meant to force herself to eat, but it was impossible. It was Angus Og who broke the tension, as he began telling his father about a feud involving land in Jute. Angus Mor turned his full attention upon his second son, asking him questions about the dispute, and Juliana felt some small relief. She hoped to never attract the chief’s attention again.

				When the meal was finally over and they had politely bid everyone good-night, the sisters hurried upstairs, shooing the boys up ahead of them. As Donald and Roger ran inside the bedchamber, Mary took Juliana’s hand, halting her on its threshold. “What is going on?” she asked quietly, but with strain. “Did you argue with Angus Mor?”

				Juliana shook her head. But as she did so, she saw Alasdair approaching. Mary turned and saw him, too.

				“No, she did not argue with my father,” he said. “She spied on him, instead.”

				Mary gasped.

				“Juliana, I wish a word with ye.”

				Juliana stiffened. “I think we should speak on the morrow,” she began.

				He took her arm, his hold uncompromising. “No. We will speak now.” He looked coolly at Mary. “Good night.”

				Mary did not move, her eyes wide, and Juliana was certain she thought that she was in trouble, and more, that she might even be worried about Alasdair’s ultimate intentions.

				“Good night, Lady Comyn,” Alasdair said firmly.

				Mary suddenly hugged her. “Please, do not be reckless!” and then she hurried into their chamber.

				Alasdair did not hesitate. Still gripping Juliana by the arm, he closed the door after Mary. He gave Juliana a sidelong look and pulled her down the corridor with him. She had to run to keep up with him.

				The moment they were within his chamber, he shut the door. He released her, went to the fire and stoked it. It blazed.

				Juliana bit her lip hard. He was angry with her, and she expected his wrath, but she also knew exactly how he meant to end the night. And that knowledge made her blood hum hungrily within her veins, even though she knew she must resist him.

				He straightened and faced her, slowly removing his plaid. “Do not ever spy upon me or mine again.”

				She stiffened as he threw the plaid onto the room’s single chair. “Alasdair. I did not intend to spy.”

				“Ye realize,” he said, “that I cannot allow ye to communicate with yer brother now.” He unbuckled the belt and tossed that aside, as well.

				She was dry of mouth. “I did not understand what you were speaking of,” she said, though she had understood everything.

				He laughed, sitting on the bed. He pulled off one boot. “Ye ken. Ye ken we need our allies to take the throne fer Bruce.”

				She trembled. “I cannot stay here tonight.”

				He pulled off his other boot and stood up. “Ye can—and ye will.” And he walked to her and seized her shoulders, hard. “Ye ran away last night. Ye will not run away now.”

				Her hands found his hard chest. “Mary will know.”

				“Yer sister will never betray ye.” And then he kissed her, hard and open-mouthed.

				Juliana closed her eyes, her senses rioting, pressing every inch of her body against his, as closely as she could, her arms around him now. She kissed him wildly back. Alasdair made a hard sound, and he carried her to the bed.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SIX

				“I HOPE I pleased ye enough last night that ye will not think to spy on me today.”

				Juliana clutched the fur covers to her chest. It was not yet dawn, and she had spent the entire night in Alasdair’s bed—making love with him. She had thought the first few hours they had shared wildly passionate, but that had been a mere prelude to the frightening levels they had later reached.

				She gazed at him, reeling. How could she find such enjoyment in her enemy’s arms? And how was she to define their relationship now?

				They were lovers, but that did not change the fact that she was his hostage. Did he care for her at all? Wouldn’t he release her if he did?

				“Yer staring.”

				If she were not his prisoner, she would flirt with him now, as he was so gloriously naked. “What does last night have to do with today?”

				He shrugged his leine on, covering his magnificent body, and gave her a hard look. “Everything.”

				She wet her lips. “So last night had some significance?”

				He now became wary. “Are we in a negotiation, Juliana?”

				She inhaled. “If last night had anything to do with today, you would release me and Mary—or at least, you’d free my sister.”

				He finally smiled. “Most men find stubborn women annoying. I happen to like yer obstinate nature.”

				“Are you insulting me?”

				“I am flattering ye.”

				She was not to be deterred. “If my kisses mean anything to you, if last night affects us today, then you would release me, Mary and the boys.”

				He had thrown his plaid about his shoulders. Irritation covered his face. “Enough. Yer kisses mean a great deal to me, otherwise, I’d have spent a brief hour with ye and sent ye from this chamber. But I cannot release ye and yer sister, not yet, and I am not going to be weakened by a woman, Juliana—not even a woman like ye.”

				“So we remain enemies by day, and lovers by night?” She trembled with anger and disappointment. But had she truly expected more?

				“Are ye not well fed? Protected? Clothed? Are yer sister and her children lacking?”

				“They lack William—her husband—the boys’ father!”

				He was in disbelief. “We spent most of the night together—and ye fight with me now?”

				She flung the fur off and stood up, entirely naked—and aware that she had never before flaunted herself this way. “Last night meant nothing, and we remain enemies.” She walked past him to retrieve her clothes. She looked over her shoulder at him. “And that, of course, is your decision.”

				He seized her and pulled her into his embrace. “Witch,” he said, kissing her. “I have many enemies, Juliana, and yer not one of them.”

				She looked into his blue eyes and whispered, “Prove it.”

				He darkened and released her. “Ye had better leave or I will take ye again.”

				Juliana seized her clothes, shrugged on her leine, and girdle and boots in hand, she ran from the room. In the hall outside, she faltered, feeling as if she wished to cry. But had she truly expected him to free them, in return for sex?

				She was reminded of the huge ransom Mary would eventually bring, a far greater one than her own. She was the Earl of Buchan’s daughter by marriage, as well as MacDougall’s sister. Of course he wished to keep Mary as a hostage until her ransom was paid.

				And now, she wondered why his feelings for her seemed to matter so much.

				“I thought I heard you,” Mary said quietly.

				Juliana started and flushed. She had been caught outside Alasdair’s chamber, her hair down, her girdle, mantel and boots in hand.

				“Come inside, Juliana, before the fire, or you will catch cold,” Mary said softly.

				Juliana followed her sister into the chamber, taking a seat before the fire and putting on her boots. A pale gray light was finally easing into the chamber, a harbinger of the sunrise.

				Mary moved the room’s other chair close to hers and took it. The boys remained asleep in the bed. “Do you love him?”

				Juliana gasped.

				Mary took her hand. “You have always been my wild little sister, but you have never been a flirt. You have kept the men away. Yet you spent the night with him.”

				Juliana trembled. “He is a difficult man to resist,” she managed to answer. “Oh, Mary, are you terribly angry with me?”

				“I am frightened for you,” she said. “And you did not answer me.”

				Juliana began shaking her head. “How can I love him? He is the eldest son of our worst enemy. We have been at war for years and years. Hundreds of good MacDougall boys and men have died at their hands!” Falling in love with Alasdair was unthinkable.

				Mary sighed. “I never expected to fall in love with William—Buchan’s third son who was intended for the church!”

				“I am not in love,” Juliana said tersely.

				“Did he seduce you?” Mary was incredulous.

				Juliana knew how dangerous such an accusation was—especially if her brother ever heard it. “No! I wanted to be with him. Mary, I am eighteen years old. I should have been married last year, and most women would have been married years ago! I simply don’t know why I desire Alasdair, but I do.”

				Mary studied her. “And what happens when we are freed? When you go home? When our brother arranges the right marriage for you?”

				Juliana stiffened. She had not considered any of Mary’s questions. “I will be pleased when we are freed, and I cannot wait to have a husband,” she said, but as she spoke, she felt as if she were responding with rehearsed answers, ones her sister wished to hear. “You know I want children of my own!”

				“If Alexander ever learns of your affair, he will be furious. But he will forgive you, I am certain, and I am as certain that he will kill Alasdair Og.”

				Juliana shook her head as she imagined her brother and Alasdair in the worst blood feud imaginable—one fought over her innocence—or lack thereof. “I know you will never tell him.”

				“Of course not! But will you be able to deceive your husband when the time comes? How can you hope to have a good marriage, when it starts with a lie?”

				Juliana leapt to her feet. “I don’t know! I haven’t thought about any of this!”

				Mary also stood. “I know you haven’t. I love you so, Juliana, but you are impulsive and reckless, and I am afraid for you.”

				“He won’t hurt me.” She felt certain of that.

				“I think you are right. He is our enemy, but he is an honorable man. Still, I am worried. You must be careful with him.”

				Juliana did not understand. “What are you saying?”

				“Alasdair does not strike me as a casual man.”

				Mary smiled grimly, as Juliana realized that she was right. There was nothing casual about Alasdair. He was a man of careful ambition and keen intellect. He would not behave recklessly, or undertake any path lightly. His choices would be deliberate ones.

				Even the choice of having an affair with the sister of his enemy.

				* * *

				THE NEXT FEW days passed without any major incident, as both sisters awaited word from their brother and William, to learn their response to Alasdair’s ransom demands—to learn of their fates. Of course there was little doubt that the ransoms would be paid, sooner or later. However, Alasdair had not revealed his exact demands, and neither Juliana nor Mary had dared to directly ask him.

				The women were allowed to move freely about the castle, the children to play upon the beach. Lady MacDonald was an amiable hostess, sharing tales with the women and the boys about life in the isles, and including Mary and Juliana in many household tasks. Because it snowed heavily for several days, an unusual occurrence for March, everyone was kept indoors most of the time. And with such weather, it was unlikely any messenger would be able to arrive.

				Alasdair gave the boys small carved horses and men, toys that kept them occupied for hours. And at night, when everyone was abed, Juliana stole into Alasdair’s room, where he was waiting impatiently for her.

				It finally stopped snowing one late afternoon. Juliana stared outside her chamber window, pleased to see the gray clouds dispersing, revealing patches of blue sky. Tomorrow might be sunny.

				Mary came to stand beside her. “Maybe now we will receive word from Alexander and William.”

				Juliana put her arm around her. “Of course we will. I am going down to help Lady MacDonald and the maids in the kitchens. Will you come?”

				Mary hesitated. “I think I am going to lie down.”

				Juliana hugged her. “Rest.” In the ten days they had been held captive, Mary’s girth had obviously increased. No one could mistake that she was pregnant now.

				She went downstairs. Realizing her mood was as bright as the next day promised to be, she sobered. She was beginning to feel like a guest, not a hostage, and maybe she had better remind herself that was not the case.

				Then she heard Alasdair shouting.

				She stiffened, as he so rarely raised his voice. But now his brother, Angus Og, was shouting back at him. What could they be arguing about? Shocked, she hurried forward, intending to end the dispute.

				“Are ye a madman now?” Angus Og cried. “Or perhaps, ye think yerself immortal, like an old Celt god!” His blue eyes flashed and he stood as if braced for battle.

				“I think ye speak too freely, or, mayhap, yer filled with envy!” Alasdair snapped. “Achanduin Castle is a fine stronghold!”

				Juliana had been about to go inside and step between them, for she feared they might come to blows, but she paused, stunned. What did Achanduin Castle have to do with them?

				“I am not jealous, Alasdair,” Angus Og warned. “I think to protect ye, ye fool, from yer own grand and blind ambition!”

				“And ye have no ambition? We both ken ye’d be King of the Isles if I let ye take Islay!”

				She had seen nothing but camaraderie and affection between the brothers. Her resolve became unshakable. Juliana stepped into the great room.

				Both men whirled to face her. Each was flushed with anger and now, they were incredulous that she dared interrupt.

				“Ye wish to speak with me now?” Alasdair demanded.

				“Let her stay,” Angus Og smirked.

				Juliana trembled. “I heard you speaking—shouting. How can two brothers fight so?”

				“‘tis not yer affair, Juliana,” Alasdair warned.

				Juliana glanced at Angus Og, blushing. Alasdair was so angry that he had failed to address her as Lady Juliana—he had sounded as if they were intimate, which, of course, they were.

				“Perhaps Lady Juliana wishes to ken why we argue over Achanduin Castle,” Angus Og said, eyeing her.

				Juliana stared back at him. She had hardly spoken to him in the past few days since he had arrived at Dunyveg. But she had observed him from afar, and in many ways, he reminded her of Alasdair. He was shrewd, arrogant, powerful and aware of it. He was also good-looking, and he knew that, too. She had caught him flirting with her maid and she was fairly certain he had seduced her.

				He would inherit most of Kintyre from his father, making him a powerful Highland lord. He was a few years younger than Alasdair, whom she had learned was twenty-seven, and he had yet to marry.

				“Of course I wish to know why you argue over Achanduin—which is on my land.”

				Alasdair smiled tightly at her. “Ye never cease to amaze me with yer boldness.”

				Angus Og laughed without mirth. “My brother flirts with ex-communication.”

				Juliana went still. Had she misheard?

				Alasdair cursed, the very first time he had ever done so in front of her.

				“The Pope thinks to excommunicate Alasdair?” she cried.

				“Bishop Wishart has written us, demanding Alasdair return Achanduin Castle to the church, as the next Bishop of Argyll has been elected. Wishart was very direct—he will next write the Pope, describing Bishop Alan’s murder on holy ground, the attack upon the cathedral, and the theft of Achanduin Castle.”

				Juliana began to shake. “Men have been excommunicated for fewer crimes against God.”

				“I did not murder the bishop on holy ground, he was hanged outside the cathedral,” Alasdair said tightly.

				Juliana was incredulous. “No one will care about such a minor detail! You must return Achanduin Castle immediately!”

				He stared coldly at her. Then he turned to his brother. “She did not need to know any of this!”

				“Why not? Perhaps she has some affection for ye, enough to persuade ye to a sane course.” Angus Og nodded at her and strode from the room.

				Alasdair turned his back upon her and paced to the hearth, where he stared darkly at the fire. Juliana walked hesitantly over to him. She laid her hand on his back.

				He started.

				“You do not want to go to hell.”

				“I am not excommunicated yet.”

				“Alasdair! You cannot play such a dangerous game—return Achanduin Castle!”

				He eyed her. “And should I return it to save my soul, or to enrich yer lands?”

				She felt hurt. “I am not thinking about myself. Fool that I am.” She turned away.

				He seized her arm, whirling her back to face him. His blue gaze was searing. “So ye do hold me in some affection?”

				She hesitated. “I don’t know.” She was frightened for him, and did that mean she truly cared? Did she wish to save him, and his soul?

				He made a harsh sound, then released her.

				“But I do know this: keeping Achanduin Castle is not worth an eternity in hell.” Juliana turned abruptly, shaken. And she saw Angus Mor, standing on the threshold of the hall, watching them like a hawk. He still suspected her of treachery.

				She hurried past him as she left the room.

				* * *

				JULIANA HAPPENED TO be in Alasdair’s room, where she was replacing the wool blankets on his bed with fresh ones. He hadn’t asked her to do so, and as she folded up the fur at the foot of the bed, she was aware that it pleased her to take some small care for him.

				She turned and walked to each window in turn, opening the shutters wide. It was now mid-March, and it was a cold but brilliantly sunny day. There was no snow left about the castle or on the beaches below it; she could just see some snowy ridges in the north.

				She paused, inhaling the fresh air, as birds chirped from the treetops outside the stronghold. Why hadn’t a messenger come yet? Why wasn’t there some word from either Alexander or William?

				And was she truly dismayed?

				She glanced about the stone chamber, which had almost become her own. She never slept in the chamber with Mary and the boys. She was becoming accustomed to sharing Alasdair’s room.

				“Juliana? Have you seen Roger?” Mary asked worriedly from the doorway.

				“I thought all the boys were downstairs.”

				Mary shook her head, one hand on her now swollen belly. “He has vanished.”

				Juliana hurried to her. “He hasn’t disappeared, I assure you of that.”

				“No.” Mary plucked her sleeve. “He has begun to ask me where William is. He has started to complain that he wants his father—and he wants to go home.”

				Juliana was surprised. Roger, although the eldest, was far quieter and more steadfast than his mischievous brother, Donald. He was so clearly the thoughtful brother—which would serve him well when, one day, he became lord of Castle Bain. “Roger has been complaining?”

				Mary nodded. “Just this morning I tried to tell him that we will go home soon, but he refused to listen—he ran out of the chamber. Now, I cannot find him.”

				Juliana was mildly alarmed. “I will find him, Mary. Just rest. He cannot have gone far.” She left her sister and hurried downstairs. It took a half an hour for her to realize that if Roger was within the castle, he was deliberately hiding from them. No one had seen him since they had all broken the fast that morning.

				Juliana was alarmed, but she had no intention of worrying her sister. Having taken up a warmer mantle, she was about to go outside to look for him when Alasdair came striding inside.

				He was disheveled from the wind, his long hair tangled about his shoulders, the bright blue feather more visible than ever, patches of mud on his boots, the skirts of his leine, and even his bare thighs. He grinned at her. “We will have venison tonight.”

				She smiled back. Her heart turned over as it always did when she first saw him, after not seeing him for a few hours. Perhaps it was time to admit that she had truly become fond of him. “Then everyone will be pleased. Alasdair—have you seen Roger?”

				“Isn’t he with the other children?”

				“I have just searched the entire castle—if he is here, he is hiding. But perhaps he is outside.”

				He was bewildered. “Why would he hide?”

				“He has started to behave oddly, with distress—he has been asking to go home to his father.”

				An odd look that she could not decipher crossed his face. “I’ll help ye look fer him.”

				They went outside into the bailey, Alasdair telling her to search the area by the front gates. As they headed off in opposite directions, Juliana became dismayed when she saw the front gates were open. But even a small boy would be remarked if he walked out of Dunyveg—surely.

				Another hour passed, in which Juliana became extremely alarmed. No one had seen Roger, and she had searched every nook and cranny of the bailey. She asked a passing lad if he knew where Alasdair was, and she was told he was in the stables.

				Trying to reassure herself, Juliana hurried across the bailey and into the stone stables. It was dark within, smelling pleasantly of hay and horses. As she entered, a dog ran up to her, its tail wagging, and several mares nickered.

				Alasdair stepped out of the shadows and placed a finger upon his lips, then nodded to his right.

				Juliana rushed forward. Alasdair took her arm and guided her to where an old mare was stalled, a young foal suckling at her side. Roger was curled up in the chips and hay, in a far corner of the stall, asleep.

				She inhaled in relief. Alasdair put his arm around her and pulled her close. She looked up at him, feeling a rush of gratitude. “We have to wake him. I’m surprised that mare allowed him inside with her colt.”

				“Let me do it,” he said.

				Juliana assumed that he did not want her to go within, in case the mare decided to behave protectively towards her foal. She watched him step inside, pat the mare, then carefully sidestep her and kneel by Roger. He lifted him into his arms and carried him outside.

				As he did, Roger awoke.

				Alasdair smiled at him. “Did ye come to see the newborn colt?”

				Roger became widely awake. His eyes huge, he shook his head.

				Alasdair stepped outside the stall, closed it, and set Roger down. “Did ye think to find a horse, then, and ride away?”

				Juliana started. Why would he ask such a question!

				Roger was tearful and belligerent. “I don’t like being a hostage.”

				“I ken.” He stroked his hair. “No one likes being held hostage, but it’s the way of men.”

				Roger shook his head fiercely. “I hate it here!”

				Alasdair knelt. “I ken. But ye have a duty to yer mother. Ye frightened her, Roger, hiding as ye did, and thinking to run away. Ye frightened yer aunt. Yer duty is to be strong and brave like yer father. Do ye not wish to be like William?”

				“Yes,” he finally said, his gaze riveted upon Alasdair. “Will I ever go home?”

				“Of course ye’ll go home. But until ye do, ye must take care of yer mother. Ye canna worry or frighten her again. I ken, ’tis hard being brave. Even when yer grown like I am. But a man dinna have a choice, Roger. Every man has a duty to his kin to be strong and brave.”

				Juliana was moved. She had not known Alasdair could be so gentle and kind with children.

				Roger continued to gaze keenly at him. “But you’ve never been afraid. You’re Alasdair Og!”

				“Sit with me.” Alasdair sat down on a bale of hay, and Roger sat down beside him, enraptured. “A long time ago, when I was much younger than ye, I was sent away from my mother and my father. I was a hostage too.”

				Juliana started. She had never heard a word of this before!

				Roger’s eyes popped. “You were a hostage?”

				“Aye, the King of Scotland held me hostage, for he was very angry with my father. I was sent to him with only a maid.”

				Roger bit his lip. “You did not have your mother?”

				Alasdair laid his hand on his shoulder. “No. But ye have yer mother, yer aunt, and yer brothers with ye. Ye must remember that.”

				Roger nodded. “Were you scared?”

				“Yes. It was very hard being strong and brave.” His regard serious, he added, “I dinna ken I would ever go home, but I did. And as soon as yer ransom is paid, ye will go home, but ye must vow ye’ll not run away again.”

				“I promise.”

				“Good.” Alasdair stood up. He suddenly started, as if he’d forgotten that Juliana stood there.

				She could barely breathe. How was it that he had never mentioned this to her before?

				He smiled slightly at her, allowing Roger to precede them out of the stables. As they crossed the bailey, Juliana’s mind raced. She finally took his arm and halted; he faced her, his expression wry.

				“I did not know you were a hostage when you were a child!”

				“My father went to war for the King of Norway and Haakon and he lost.” He shrugged. Then, “I ken what the boy is feeling.”

				Her heart raced. “How old were you?”

				“Almost two.”

				He had been sent away as a hostage, without his mother, at the age of two? Of course he understood Roger.

				“Dinna look at me that way,” he warned, but mildly.

				“How long were you held hostage?”

				“Close to three years.”

				Juliana bit her lip, tears rising. She seized his hand. “Your poor mother! You must have been so frightened! And to be kept hostage for so long!”

				“Dinna feel sorry for me.” He shrugged her off, his look filled with warning. “Little boys grow up.”

				Of course she was stricken—and she felt sorry for what he must have endured. But Juliana found her composure. “Alasdair. Thank you for being so kind to Roger.”

				He softened. “Did ye think I’d be unkind?”

				“I didn’t know,” she whispered.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SEVEN

				A MESSENGER FINALLY arrived—with letters from the Earl of Buchan and Alexander MacDougall.

				Juliana was in the great room with her sister and Lady MacDonald, seated before the hearth, sewing. Roger and Donald were outside, playing on the beach, and little Thomas was asleep upstairs. The moment the men came inside, their loud voices and heavy booted steps could be heard. Alasdair walked in first.

				Juliana saw that he was holding several rolls of vellum, and that a man she did not recognize was behind him with Angus Mor. That Highlander wore Buchan’s green-and-red plaid.

				Word about their ransoms had finally come. She slowly got up, her heart thundering, as Alasdair walked directly to her. “Yer brother has written us both,” he said.

				She could barely look away as he handed her the roll that was hers.

				“And William? Did he send me a missive?” Mary cried.

				Alasdair handed her a parchment roll. “Aye, that is from William. But before ye read it, Buchan has agreed to pay yer ransom, Lady Mary, and ye will probably be free by June, as soon as the payment is made.”

				Mary nodded, her eyes wide, her cheeks flushed. “June,” she whispered. It was April the second now.

				Juliana tore her gaze from Alexander’s. June was not far away, and would she be free then, too? And if so, why did she feel an odd dismay?

				Juliana glanced at Mary, who remained seated, and was now eagerly reading William’s letter. Tears fell from her eyes. Juliana hurried to sit beside her, still clutching her own parchment roll. “Is everything well?”

				She looked up, nodding, as she wiped at her tears. “He is fine. He misses me. He misses the boys. He has been told I am in good health. And he does not say a word about the war that will surely come soon.”

				He did not want to worry her, Juliana thought. “June is not far away,” she said, patting her hand.

				“I will not see William in June. The baby is due in July. I will not be able to travel.”

				Juliana twisted to look at Alasdair, darkly. He was reading his letter, but he glanced across the room at her. She knew he understood her meaning—he should release Mary now, so she could have her child at home.

				“What does our brother say? When will you be released?” Mary asked softly.

				Juliana unrolled the parchment and smoothed it out upon the table. Mary set a taper closer, so it was easier to read.

				“‘My dear Juliana,’” he wrote, “‘It aggrieves me to no end that Alasdair Og attacked Lismore behind my back, taking you, Mary and the boys prisoner. Buchan has agreed to pay the sum demanded for Mary’s release and I am thankful for that. Your ransom is another matter. Alasdair Og has demanded more gold for your release than I have, and I must beg for help from our allies. I do not know how long it will take to raise the funds. I have been told you are in good health, so I beg you to be patient. God keep you well. Your brother, Alexander MacDougall.’”

				Juliana was in disbelief. She looked up. Alasdair had been watching her closely and their gazes met instantly.

				He had asked for a reasonable ransom for Mary, but an excessive one for her? So excessive that her brother needed to seek help with the payment from their allies? She realized she was standing—and that she was shaking.

				“Juliana?” Mary asked with alarm.

				She somehow smiled at her sister. “I do not know when I will be released. Alexander does not have enough gold to pay my ransom. Not now, anyway.”

				Mary gasped. She glanced sharply at Alasdair. “How much did you ask for her?”

				Juliana also stared, but coolly. “Yes, how much did you ask?”

				Alasdair’s face had become an impassive mask. “I have asked for a ransom commensurate with yer value to me.”

				Juliana became aware that everyone in the hall was staring at her, and their regards were oddly knowing. Angus Mor seemed pleased.

				What did everyone know that she did not? And was this truly possible? She had trusted Alasdair to ask for a simple ransom—she had, until then, believed she would be justly released when it was paid! Had she been a fool?

				Mary put her arm around her. Juliana shrugged her off. “My head hurts terribly. I am going to lie down.” Not looking at anyone now—and especially not at Alasdair—she strode from the room.

				She was angry as she climbed the stairs, enough so that she shook. Had he asked for an exorbitant ransom because he did not want to release her? Because he wished to keep his mistress? Was that even possible?

				She enjoyed being in his bed. She enjoyed his company, even when they were not in bed. She had become fond of him—she dared admit that, now. But she would never have willingly gone to him, if she had realized the price to be paid would be her freedom.

				She had trusted him—he had betrayed that trust.

				“Juliana!”

				She tensed, but continued to rush down the hall and into Mary’s bedchamber.

				Alasdair followed her inside.

				She faced him, but held up her hand, a warning he could not come closer. “You could have asked for a reasonable ransom, one my brother could immediately pay.”

				“Ye have a great value to me.”

				“Ah, yes—we get to the heart of the matter. I am sharing your bed, and you intend to keep me here—for how long? Six months? A year? Six years?”

				He was grave. “Would ye truly mind?”

				“I must go home, Alasdair!”

				“Why? Ye like being with me—yer well fed, well clothed, ye lack for nothing.”

				She was astonished. “I like being with you—but I lack my freedom.”

				“Ye come to me freely every night.”‘

				She laughed harshly. “Alasdair! I am eighteen years old! I was to marry Lachlan MacRuari last year! I must go home—because another marriage will be arranged for me soon, a good one!”

				He folded his arms across his broad chest and stared. When he did not speak, Juliana became uncomfortable. “I trusted you, but wrongly. I see that now.”

				“Ye could marry me,” he said.

				She was certain she had misheard. “What did you just say?”

				“Ye could marry me,” he repeated, his gaze piercing.

				She did not move, she did not breathe, not for a moment. “We are enemies,” she said. “My brother would never allow such a marriage.”

				He shrugged, the gesture indifferent—but his blue stare was anything but. “We could marry anyway.”

				Her shock increased. “If we married without his approval, he would not cease until he had killed you—or until you killed him!”

				Alasdair approached. “I think ye underestimate me—and even yer brother.”

				“What are you saying?”

				“If he agreed to the marriage, would ye agree?”

				“He will never agree!” Her mind was spinning. They were enemies—terrible blood enemies.

				Yet Alasdair was not a casual man.

				How her sister’s words now echoed!

				“You know I care about you, when I should not care,” she said. “And not just because you killed my bishop, seized my castle and took Achanduin Castle, too. And not just because I am your hostage—as is my pregnant sister! Alasdair. How many of my Dougall kin have you killed?”

				“I dinna keep count of those who fall to me in battle.”

				“It is impossible—a MacDougall marrying a MacDonald,” she said. But images now kept flashing in her mind—of Alasdair as she lay in his arms; of him smiling across the table at her; of him sitting with Roger in the stables, so kindly telling the child about being a hostage as a boy.

				“Nothing is impossible,” he said.

				“So this is why you asked for a ransom my brother cannot pay?”

				“Aye.”

				But he was mad—her brother would never agree. The two men would wind up killing one another over her.

				“If yer brother agrees to the union, will ye agree to it?”

				She stiffened. She tried to imagine what it would be like to keep his home, bear his children, and wait for him to return from battle, mostly against her brother and her MacDougall kin. She would be fearful for his life—and she would be fearful for the lives of every MacDougall in the field.

				If she and Alasdair married, would he still try to kill her brother when in battle? Would her brother still raise his sword against Alasdair?

				Weren’t they now on opposing sides of a war, her brother against Robert Bruce, Alasdair against John Balliol?

				How could such an ancient blood feud ever change?

				“So ye cannot answer.” Alasdair gave her a hard look before he turned and walked out.

				Juliana watched him go, reeling.

				* * *

				JULIANA WAS CURLED up on her sister’s bed when Mary came into the room with little Thomas in her arms, Roger and Donald racing ahead. They cried out when they saw Juliana and leapt onto the bed—onto her.

				“Aunt Juliana! It’s too early to sleep!” Donald cried.

				Juliana pulled them close, and smiled at her sister. “I am allowed to rest, am I not?” She kissed Donald’s red head. As she did, she thought of Alasdair’s proposal.

				Her heart hammered. He was mad, a war would come of this. Yet didn’t she want a pair of boys of her own—and a strong, handsome, brave husband? One she cared for?

				But her brother would never agree.

				Mary put Thomas down in his cradle, but he promptly sat up, sucking his thumb, watching his brothers with wide-eyed interest.

				“Are you sick?” Donald demanded. “You never rest!”

				“No, I am not sick.” Now, she kissed Roger’s head as well. And then both boys bolted from the bed, towards the carved figurines that had been left on the floor. The toys were from Alasdair. Her heart lurched as Mary came and sat down beside her.

				“What has happened?” she asked softly.

				Juliana seized her hand. “Alasdair suggested that we marry.”

				Mary paled. “Alexander would never agree!”

				“I said as much. Mary—what can he intend?”

				“I believe he is truly fond of you—but he must want Lismore.”

				“Lismore is not worth the bloodshed that would ensue if we married without Alexander’s consent. And it is the most valuable part of my dowry.”

				Mary was aghast. “Is that what you will do? Marry without consent?”

				Juliana began shaking her head. “No, of course not.” She loved them both—she did not want either man to die! Then a thought dawned, one that was at once so simple and yet so complicated. “Mary, I do love him.”

				Mary pulled her close. “I know you do. It has been so obvious, for some time. And he loves you. I have no doubt. But our fathers—our grandfathers—have been at war, Juliana. And we are at war right now.”

				Juliana barely heard. She had fallen in love with Alasdair. It was wonderful to be able to finally admit as much to herself. The comprehension made her heart soar. But then, on the heels of such joy, there was abject despair.

				There would never be peace between their clans. Alexander would never allow their union. If they married without his consent, the blood feud would worsen—and she would be at odds, at war, with her own family. Because if they married, she would have to take her husband’s side, and not just against Alexander, but against Mary and all of her Comyn relations.

				“I don’t know what to do,” Juliana whispered.

				“There is nothing you can do, not now. You’re his hostage and Alexander cannot afford your ransom. Maybe that is for the best.”

				Juliana stared. Mary was right. She was a captive, and Alasdair was going to war. For the moment, she could only wait for this round of fighting to end—and pray for the welfare of all of those whom she loved.

				* * *

				JULIANA WAS ALARMED. She had been soundly asleep in Alasdair’s arms, but now, she was suddenly awake—and his side of the bed was empty. Yet it was the middle of the night.

				She sat up. Moonlight streamed through an open window, illuminating one side of the dark room. Alasdair was dressed and leaving.

				“Alasdair?”

				He half turned. “Hush. Go back to sleep. There is nothing for you to worry about.” He left the room.

				Juliana sank back down in the bed, now fully awake. What had happened? Why had he gotten up in the middle of the night?

				She quickly slid from the bed, taking a fur with her, and went to the door and opened it.

				She could hear voices downstairs—several of which she did not recognize.

				They had company—in the middle of the night. No good could come of such a visit, she was certain. Only bad tidings would come at such a late hour.

				She did not fall back asleep and at dawn, she finally got up, washed and dressed. When she walked into the great room, she saw only her sister, the boys and Lady MacDonald at the table. Her heart lurched.

				“Where are the men? Who came last night?” Juliana asked, hurrying forward.

				Lady MacDonald was ashen. “Buittle has fallen, Juliana. Balliol and his supporters have taken it back.” She stared almost accusingly.

				Mary whispered, “Our brother fought with Balliol. So did Buchan—so did William.”

				“Bruce’s messenger arrived last night,” Lady MacDonald continued. “They are marching on Wigtown now, which Bruce intends to defend—which we must defend with him.”

				Juliana felt ill. She seized the edge of the table to keep herself standing upright. Hadn’t she known that just such a day would come? A day of war that pitted Alasdair against her family?

				John Balliol, the Earl of Buchan, William, her brother and various other warriors were attempting to restore the royal garrison at Wigtown. Bruce would be defending his conquest. He would need his allies to do so—he would need Angus Mor and his sons. “Where is Alasdair?” she heard herself ask hoarsely.

				“He is preparing to ride to war,” Lady MacDonald said. “And my husband is going with him! He is too old to go to war, I have said so repeatedly, but he has decided to go to this war, now, when he should let his sons do the fighting!” She was near tears. “The truth is, my husband loves war! He always has and he always will!”

				Mary put her arm around her, but she gave Juliana a frightened look. “William is with his father, Juliana. He fought at Buittle, and now, he will fight at Wigtown.”

				Julian felt sick. She knew her sister was thinking as she was—Alasdair would go to battle against William, her husband, the father of her children. It was horrific. “When are they leaving?” she managed to ask.

				“They intend to be gone by noon,” Lady MacDonald said grimly.

				Juliana leapt up and ran from the hall and outside. It was a beautiful late-April morning, but she did not notice. She only saw that the bailey was filled with armed Highlanders, their horses and wagons. There were siege engines and catapults. And the front gates were open. The army that was assembling would soon march.

				“Are ye looking for me?” Alasdair asked.

				She whirled. “Would you leave without even a goodbye?”

				He smiled, unclasping his brooch and removing his plaid, which he swiftly placed about her shoulders. “I would never leave without a goodbye,” he said softly.

				She felt like pummeling him. “What is happening?”

				He sobered, taking her hand and pulling her aside—into the stables. “Buittle fell. To yer brother, Buchan and their friends. Bruce needs us at Wigtown, Juliana.”

				She seized his wrist. “Will you be able to defend the castle there?” Bruce had seized it from the English in the winter. “Surely King Edward is on the march against you, as well! Surely King Edward wants his royal castle back!”

				He hesitated. “Yes, the English will march against us.”

				The English army was massive. “Alasdair! Is there any chance you will triumph?”

				“I hardly go to war to lose, Juliana,” he said, but he was solemn. “Ye should know—we have waited all month long for an army from Ireland, but de Burgh has failed us. They are not sending troops. To make matters worse, in the winter, we had the support of Scotland’s steward, but he has since gone over to King Edward.”

				“So you rebel against half of Scotland—and England—for naught?”

				“Bruce has a good claim to the throne.”

				“So does Balliol! So does that little girl—King Alexander’s granddaughter!”

				He reached for her. “The war is not yet lost. Scotland needs a king—not a child-princess.”

				But it sounded lost, and Juliana was afraid for him. She clasped his face. “Mary’s husband was at Buittle—he will be at Wigtown. And my brother, as well.”

				“I ken. But that is the way of war.” He wrapped her in his arms and kissed her. “I will miss ye, Juliana.”

				She could barely speak. “I want you to come home to me!” And how she meant it!

				His eyes widened. “Does that mean ye will be here when I return?”

				She started. “Do I have a choice?”

				He let her go. “Aye, ye have a choice. Yer sister is free to go home—and ye can go with her, if ye wish.”

				Juliana was stunned. It was a moment before she could speak. “Was Mary’s ransom paid?”

				He shook his head, watching her.

				She could not help but be thrilled, in spite of the cloying fear. Alasdair was releasing Mary, without a ransom, so she could go home to have her child. “You care about me.”

				“I care about ye—enough to free yer sister, as ye wish, enough to free ye, Juliana.”

				It struck her then, like a blow, that their affair was over. She was going home. There was no choice to make, as she could hardly remain at Dunyveg, a mistress awaiting her lover’s return from the war. “When will I see you again?”

				“I dinna ken how long the fighting will last. If Atholl and Lennox ally themselves with us, we could fight on until next winter.”

				“Next winter!” she gasped.

				He slowly smiled. “So ye will miss me?”

				She nodded, biting her lips. Tears arose. “I will miss you very much.”

				She realized she could not contemplate her life without Alasdair in it. “What will we do when you return?”

				“I thought ye meant to marry as yer brother wished?”

				She inhaled. “So it is over? Just like that? You are leaving in a moment—and I will never be in your arms again?”

				He pulled her into his embrace. “When this war is over, I am asking yer brother for yer hand. Will ye marry me if he agrees?”

				“He will not agree.”

				“If he does agree, will ye accept?”

				She somehow nodded, still crying. Scotland was always in the throes of one war or another, and they were enemies, on the opposing side of every battle. But she could so easily imagine herself and Alasdair as man and wife, united in their interests, in their love. She could so easily imagine fighting off every assault and attack that came their way, together. She could imagine them as true allies, until death.

				But Alexander would never agree to their union. She did not know why Alasdair was so confident about being able to persuade her brother to their cause. She was afraid that a marriage would be arranged for her once she returned home.

				“God keep you, Alasdair,” she whispered. “I love you.”

				His eyes widened, and then he kissed her, hard. “I go to war a happy man.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER EIGHT

				Dunstaffnage Castle, Argyll, Scotland—May, 1287

				JULIANA DUG HER bare toes into the thick grass, wiggling them. She was sitting on a wool blanket with her sister, outside the castle walls. It was a warm, sunny spring day, the skies blue, the sun high, the hills covered with purple thistle and yellow wildflowers. Juliana almost felt like a child as she basked in the sun, briefly feeling lazy and without cares. Mary was as content. She lay on several pillows, looking as if she were about to have her child at any moment, when the babe was not due for five or six more weeks.

				Juliana smiled as she closed her eyes, enjoying the warmth upon her face. But then Alasdair’s image came to mind and her heart lurched. After all, she was no child, no matter how unambitious her days, and the man she loved was at war. How she missed him, and how she worried about him now.

				They had arrived at Dunstaffnage almost a month ago. The journey by sea was a brief one, and had passed without incident. Juliana had fought not to cry—for as their ship sailed closer and closer to Argyll, she felt as if she were leaving Alasdair farther and farther behind. And it was more than the physical distance that separated them. She was afraid that the next time she saw Alasdair, if ever, she would be another man’s wife.

				When they had arrived, Alexander’s wife had greeted them, crying with joy. Juliana was fond of Jeanne, who was also a Comyn, and they had embraced for a long time. Jeanne confessed she had been so worried about them both. And she could not comprehend how they had been released when no ransom had been paid. She had then given both women chambers; Juliana could not return to Coeffin Castle, as it remained in Alasdair’s hands. They had then settled in to await the birth of Mary’s child, the end of this war, and the return of the men.

				How the future beckoned Juliana and frightened her, at once!

				She stared up at the blue sky, watching the passing white clouds. Her heart was racing. She had never loved a man before, and she loved Alasdair so strongly now. She could not contemplate a future married to someone else.

				“Are you thinking about Alasdair?” Mary asked, her small hands clasped atop her huge belly.

				The sisters had no secrets. Mary knew how she missed Alasdair, and how she worried about him. But Mary felt the same way about William. And the castle at Wigtown had fallen a few weeks ago; the fighting had moved to Dumfries.

				“Everyone says it is only a matter of time before Robert Bruce is defeated,” Juliana said, clasping her knees to her chest. Bruce and his allies had suffered a terrible defeat at Wigtown. Many men had died.

				But she had heard that Alasdair lived. One of her brother’s messengers had been certain of the fact. Her relief had known no bounds.

				“If Bruce is defeated, Alasdair can come home,” Mary said softly.

				“So can William,” Juliana returned. “And he will take you and the children home. But Alasdair will return to Islay—unless he comes here, first, to speak with our brother.”

				And if he came to Dunstaffnage, she would see him when he asked her brother for marriage. But Juliana almost dreaded that day, for when it came, it might truly end their hopes for the future.

				Unless she dared to defy her brother.

				That treacherous thought had occurred to her when she had left Dunyveg, and it had been recurring with more and more frequency—and with urgency.

				Mary tried to sit up, awkwardly, and Juliana rushed to help her. “We must both prepare for our brother’s fury, and then we must prepare to convince him to allow you and Alasdair to marry.”

				Juliana stared at her. “What would you think,” she finally whispered, “if I told you I might fight Alexander, in order to be with Alasdair?”

				Mary blanched. It was a moment before she spoke. “I would think that you love Alasdair very much, the way I love William.”

				Juliana was about to reply when loud, excited cries began from atop the ramparts. Juliana leapt up, turning. Men, women and children were gathering on the ramparts, shouting with happiness, some of the women waving plaids, others dropping flowers. And below the great stronghold, she heard the whinnies of horses and the sound of hundreds of approaching hoofbeats.

				She inhaled, whirling. Alexander had returned.

				He came into view, leading a hundred of his knights out of the forest, mounted on a great black warhorse. William rode beside him on a fiery red stallion, his hair bright gold in the sun. The red-and-green MacDougall banner waved above them as they galloped up the road.

				Mary cried out. Juliana helped her to stand up, and they stood back as the knights thundered up the road. Alexander saw them and waved. William veered away, cantering to them. He leapt from his mount; Mary rushed to him. They embraced, rocking back and forth.

				“God, I have missed ye!” William cried.

				Juliana turned away, teary-eyed. Alexander had trotted over the drawbridge and vanished into the barbican. Leaving her sister and her husband, she hurried back into the bailey. By the time she reached the hall, Alexander was surrounded by his three older children, aged ten to fourteen, and Jeanne, everyone wreathed in smiles.

				When he saw Juliana, his smile vanished.

				Her own faded, as well. “Brother.” She went forward and hugged him. “Thank God you are well.”

				“Robert the Noble is not so noble now,” Alexander said, his eyes dark. “He was on a fool’s quest and he and his friends have been routed! Bruce has fled to his estates in England, with his tail tucked between his legs.”

				Jeanne handed him a mug of wine. He smiled at her, accepting it.

				Juliana did not hesitate. “What about the rest of the rebels?”

				He was drinking from his mug. He drained it and handed it to his wife. “Ye mean MacDonald?” He was cool.

				She nodded, her heart racing. “Did Alasdair escape? Is he alive?”

				Alexander faced her, hands on his hips. “He fled with his brother and his father, Juliana, and they will remain far afield for a long time, licking their wounds, awaiting the return of King Edward’s favor.” He was pleased. “If it is ever returned.”

				Juliana averted her gaze. Alasdair was alive and he was safe, and for that, she was grateful.

				“Will Balliol become king?” Jeanne asked.

				He turned to her. “Margaret of Norway will inherit the kingdom, that much is likely, if King Edward and certain rivals have their way. I have heard that she will be sent for immediately, and a marriage arranged, perhaps to King Edward’s son.”

				So after all of this, the little girl—King Alexander’s granddaughter—would be regent after all, Juliana thought. And that meant that Scotland would be ruled by guardians until she came of age—encouraging men like Bruce and Balliol to continue to fight for the throne.

				“A child will really inherit the kingdom?” Jeanne gasped.

				“We will see,” Alexander said grimly. Juliana tensed, as he was staring at her now.

				He knows of the affair.

				“So he released ye and our sister—without any ransom being paid.” His hands fisted.

				Juliana nodded with dread. But she lifted her chin. “Yes, he did.”

				“And why, Juliana, would he do that?”

				She trembled. What should she say? And now, Mary and William had come into the room, Mary sending her a warning look. She rushed to them and kissed their brother on the cheek. “He is a reasonable man,” she told him, “and he did what was right.”

				“No MacDonald is just!” Alexander erupted, then faced Juliana. “I did not wish to tell ye until the negotiations were final, but I have begun to arrange a marriage for ye.”

				Juliana inhaled. “To whom?”

				“To whom do ye think? To Sir James, Sir Ingram Umfraville’s second son. The eldest is married, however, he does not have children and he is sick. There is every chance Sir James will inherit his estates.”

				Juliana felt ill. “I do not think I have met Sir Ingram’s son,” she began. Should she tell him now that she could not marry Sir James? God, was she going to have to ask her brother if she could marry Alasdair?

				“When will ye tell me the truth? What have ye been up to, Juliana?”

				“I...I don’t know what you mean.”

				“Are ye sure? Alasdair Og asked me for yer hand in marriage.”

				Juliana glanced at Mary, relieved despite her brother’s outrage.

				“He sought me out before I left the south,” Alexander cried, red of face. “Damn it! The man thinks to marry my sister? The damned son of my worst blood enemy?”

				“He is a good man,” she said. “He is brave, strong, and just.”

				“He is a murderer—with our blood all over his hands!”

				Juliana had expected just such a reaction. She dared not point out that her brother also had blood all over his hands—MacDonald blood. “Men die in war, as you know. And yes, our clans have been at war, for many generations. But that doesn’t mean that Alasdair Og isn’t noble.”

				Mary stepped between them. “He released us without a ransom because he cares for Juliana.”

				“He released ye because he has been in bed with yer sister.”

				Juliana flushed. “Will you listen to gossip?”

				“Will ye deny it?” Alexander shouted.

				Jeanne rushed between them. “It’s not true, Alexander,” she began. “It cannot be true. Juliana is a lady.”

				He did not look at her, but stared furiously at Juliana.

				He knew the truth and Juliana could not refute him. “I cannot deny it.”

				“I should throw ye away, Juliana, I should send ye to the nuns in France.”

				“I love him,” Juliana said tersely. “I did not mean to fall in love, but I did.”

				His eyes widened with disbelief. “Ye cannot love that man. Ye cannot love the enemy. Are ye with child?”

				She shook her head. “No.”

				“Alexander,” Mary cried, rushing to him. “Did you not hear her? She loves him. And I have seen them together. He cares for her.”

				“He cares for Lismore—he cares for Achanduin Castle—he cares for St. Moluag’s Cathedral!” He stalked away from her, his gaze cold and hard.

				Mary followed him. “And what if he brings peace to our families?”

				Alexander turned. “So ye ken he made me promises only a fool would believe—promises he will never keep?”

				Juliana whispered, “What did he promise?”

				Alexander whirled to face her. “He vowed that he will not raise arms against me—after he offered to trade ye for Coeffin Castle! He must truly think me a fool. If he supports his father and brother, of course he will raise arms against me! And Coeffin Castle is yer dowry—he cannot take ye without it!”

				Had Alasdair truly offered such a truce? Had he really meant to hand back Coeffin Castle, if Alexander agreed to their union? Juliana knew that her future hung in the balance. She slowly approached. “Brother, I have come to know him well. He does not dissemble and he does not make vows lightly. If he made vows, he means to keep them.”

				“If ye think he will keep a peace with me, then yer the fool, Juliana.”

				“But what if he does keep those vows?” Mary asked. “Angus Mor is old. Alasdair will be chief of Clan Donald. And he will rule as he pleases.”

				Juliana looked at her sister gratefully.

				For a long moment, Alexander stared at Mary and Juliana. “I am to believe his promises? While you bring him Lismore and your lands in Argyll? Even if I took back Coeffin Castle, he still holds Achanduin Castle. And he is out of favor with King Edward!”

				Juliana wet her lips. “I want to marry him. I am asking you to bless us.”

				Alexander darkened impossibly. “He is a damned MacDonald—my worst enemy—and a Bruce supporter! I refuse! How could you think I would even consider his offer? How could you think to marry my enemy—and become my enemy?”

				“We would never be enemies,” she whispered.

				“Maybe such a marriage would bring peace to our families,” Mary said. “How will we know, if we do not try?”

				Alexander was incredulous. “He brings nothing to such a union! Nothing except promises only Juliana believes!”

				“I believe them,” Mary said.

				Jeanne stepped forward. “I think you should meet with him again.”

				Alexander gave his wife an incredulous look. Cursing, he strode out of the hall.

				* * *

				“I AM FRIGHTENED FOR you,” Mary said.

				It was a moonlit summer night. Crickets sounded from the woods behind them as they stood upon a strip of sand in the cove below Dunstaffnage Castle. William was with them, and two Highlanders were below, freeing a small galley from its moorings. Occasionally, an owl hooted.

				Will reached out to clasp her shoulder, his smile reassuring. “You must love him very much to go against Alexander as you do.”

				Juliana nodded, shivering. Could she truly do this? She was defying her brother, the laird of Clan Dougall, who was as much a father to her as anything else, the man who had cared for her, nurtured her, succored her, during her entire life. “God, I pray he will forgive me.”

				Mary hugged her, hard. She was crying. “Oh, Juliana! I know you love Alasdair, but he doesn’t even know what you intend, and what if Alexander never forgives you?”

				Juliana swallowed her own tears. Alexander had dropped the subject of her affair with Alasdair, but she knew he remained angry with her. She also knew he planned to marry her off to Sir James Umfraville against her objections. She simply could not passively await and accept such a union. “Then I will have my husband to love—and you.” She somehow smiled.

				Mary hugged her again. “You will always be welcome at Castle Fyne and Castle Bain,” she said.

				“She needs to go, before we are discovered,” William said, moving between them.

				Mary nodded. “Once Alexander calms, I will send you your belongings.”

				“Thank you, thank you for being the best sister I could have,” Juliana cried, hugging her again. And then, , she turned away and stumbled to the small galley that now rocked in the shallow waters of the cove. The two Highlanders helped her climb in. Wiping her eyes, Juliana sat down, as both men took up their oars. There was no wind, so they would row the vessel to Lismore.

				Juliana stared at Will and Mary, trying to smile, as she was rowed away from the shore. Her sister and her husband waved, becoming smaller and smaller, until she could see them no more.

				Coeffin Castle—July, 1287

				JULIANA STOOD AT a tower window, her heart pounding. Below the castle walls she saw dozens of mounted Highlanders approaching, the blue-and-red MacDonald banner waving high in the sky above them.

				She could barely believe it. Alasdair had come.

				She saw him, galloping well ahead of his men upon a gray warhorse, his dark hair streaming in the wind. Tears of happiness and joy filled her eyes, blinding her.

				She turned and ran from the tower, down the stairs, and outside. As she reached the bailey, he was galloping across the drawbridge. He thundered up to her and vaulted from his mount before it had even halted. Juliana was swept into his hard arms.

				For one moment, she stood still within his embrace, taking in the feel of him, the scent of him, and the sound of his pounding heartbeat. In that moment, the comprehension washed over her—he was home.

				And then he set her back, and their gazes met, his blue eyes blazing.

				Juliana cried out as he kissed her—and she kissed him back.

				And so much urgency erupted, accompanied by such great love. They kissed for a few more moments, and then Alasdair released her. He was breathing hard. “Ye defied yer brother fer me.”

				She somehow nodded. “Yes, I did...I have missed you!”

				He clasped her face. “I have missed ye, too!” He kissed her again. “Ye inflamed him.”

				She nodded, biting her lip. “He meant to force me into marriage, Alasdair. I had no choice.”

				“Most women would have meekly obeyed. I am proud of ye, Juliana. Ye still amaze me!” He hugged her, hard.

				She now pulled back. “Did I make matters worse? Will he hate us both now?”

				He began to smile. “Oh, ye made matters worse.... I have just come from yer brother. He is as stubborn as ye!”

				She could not understand his smug smile. “You have spoken with Alexander again?” She was stunned.

				He grinned. “We did not really speak—we argued.”

				“I can imagine.” Why did he seem pleased?

				“Can ye?” He grinned again. “We even came to blows.”

				“Alasdair!”

				His smile faded. “And we debated, Juliana, fer many hours, and in the end, I won.”

				She felt time stand still. Could he mean what she thought he meant? “Surely, you did not convince him to bless our union?”

				“I did.” He laughed, lifting her into his arms. And briefly, he twirled her about, as if in a dance.

				She began to laugh, too. “But how is this possible? He hates you, and he is furious with me!”

				He set her down, slowly. “But he is a shrewd man, Juliana, and there is advantage to be had, when Dougall and Donald join. I have convinced him of those advantages.”

				He was right. Still, she was stunned. She thought of Alexander and his wife and their children—and Mary, William and their family. How she loved them all. “Did you promise to refuse to raise arms against my brother—against my family?”

				“I cannot turn my back on my father or my brother, but I will not raise arms against Alexander—or William.”

				Hope began. “Will that even be possible? When there will surely be some new war, pitting the clans against one another?”

				His smile faded. Very seriously, he said, “It will be a difficult task—but if that is the price I must pay to take ye to wife, then I will gladly pay it.”

				He reached for her and Juliana moved back into his embrace, this time pressing her cheek to his hard chest. She loved her sister and brother so much, but she loved Alasdair more than she had imagined it possible to love anyone. And she knew there would be another war rending the land, sooner or later—she knew how difficult it would be to keep such a promise. But Alasdair was a man of honor, a man who kept his word.

				And he was the strongest, bravest proudest man she had ever met. If anyone could navigate such a treacherous path, it was Alasdair. She knew it would not be easy, but she had faith—as never before.

				She looked up at him. “Then you must make an honest woman of me, soon.”

				“Oh, I think there is a church close by—a cathedral.” He grinned at her again, this time lifting her into his arms and carrying her towards the front doors. And he whispered, “And Juliana? I did not give up Coeffin Castle.”

				She gasped, thrilled that she would bring her dowry with her in her marriage. And then she realized that she was not surprised—of course Alasdair had won. “I love you,” she whispered.

				His eyes darkened. “Then we are truly one.” And he carried her swiftly into their home.

				* * * * *
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				Dear Readers,



				Alexander Og MacDonald, whom I have called Alasdair, married Juliana MacDougall sometime before 1292. Nothing is recorded of how this marriage came to be.

				This novel is a work of fiction. However, I have tried to portray historical events and historical figures as accurately as possible. But this period in Scotland’s history is filled with conflicting accounts and huge gaps in information, leaving me to pick and choose what I want to write, and where I wish to fill in the blanks. It is also a period of myriad and ever-changing politics and alliances. I have done my best to sort through what must seem to be terribly confusing characters and events. Any errors in fact are mine.

				Clan Donald and Clan Dougall were blood enemies at this time. The enmity between the clans might have begun during the reign of “Alasdair” Og’s grandfather, Donald, when he killed his uncle, Dougall. In the late thirteenth century, Clan Dougall was closely allied with the Comyn and Balliol families, through many marriages. In this time period, the Highlands were largely independent fiefdoms, with the Scottish crown repeatedly attempting to assert its control and authority over the various Highland chiefs, who fought against one another to maintain their own kingdoms. These two clans were usually on the opposing sides of every conflict.

				Robert Bruce did attempt a brief rebellion in 1287, but it was poorly supported and it failed. His grandson of the same name, who would become king in 1306, was thirteen at the time. Bruce again claimed the throne after the death of little Margaret, the Maid of Norway, as did John Balliol and a great many other noblemen. In the end King Edward adjudicated the issue in favor of Balliol, who became King John in 1292.

				Clan Dougall supported Balliol; Clan Donald supported Bruce.

				Little is known about Alasdair and Juliana. In 1291 Alasdair gave his oath of allegiance to the King of England, which may or may not have had meaning to him. (As mentioned, allegiances were tricky then. For instance, Robert Bruce the grandson swore homage to King Edward in 1305 upon the death of his father, and a year later was in rebellion, and then seized Scotland’s throne.)

				Some historians believe that Alasdair Og died in the Massacre of Clan Donald in 1299, which was led by Alexander MacDougall. Other historians believe he was captured by Robert Bruce in 1308, after bitterly fighting against him, and that he died in captivity shortly thereafter. According to these historians, Alasdair had allied with Clan Dougall and the great Comyn family against Bruce, because of his wife.

				I would like to note that while Bruce was seizing the throne in 1306, Angus Og supported him, while there is no mention of Alasdair Og doing so.

				But Bruce punished his enemies, and Alasdair’s lands were given to his brother, Angus Og, who became Lord of the Isles and chief of the entire clan.

				I have based this novella upon two historical figures from warring clans about whom so little is known. It seemed likely to me that Alasdair and Juliana fell in love, against all odds, and that attaining such a marriage would be incredibly difficult, with each side gaining so little, except for the lovers. I could imagine Alasdair wanting both Juliana and her lands, just as I could easily imagine that, after their marriage, her lands would be in dispute. For surely, old hatreds die hard—and Alexander MacDougall might not want to give away his sister’s lands! But it also seemed to me that Alasdair would try his best to avoid conflict with his old enemy, for his beloved wife’s sake....

				I hope you have enjoyed the story of Juliana and Alasdair! Please look for my next Highland romance, A Rose in the Storm, coming soon.

				

				

Happy Reading,

				Brenda Joyce
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				“Joyce’s tale of the dangers and delights of passion fulfilled will enchant those who like their reads long and rich.”

				—Publishers Weekly on The Masquerade
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				CHAPTER ONE

				Scottish Highlands
1370 A.D.

				IT WAS ONLY a touch of his hand, the slightest and briefest of touches, and forbidden, but she desired it. Glancing up, she met his gaze and saw something there she dared not to hope she would see. Her throat tightened and her mouth dried, no words able to come out.

				“Elizabeth,” he whispered as he rubbed his thumb along the inside of her palm.

				The sound of her name on his lips sent shivers and chills through her body and brightened her heart. Elizabeth MacLerie enjoyed the sensations for the moment, knowing that none of it could continue.

				Their game of chess complete, he stood from the stool and stepped away from the table, waiting for her to follow. And, damn her heart, she did. Trying to let nothing of her nervousness show to those whom she—they—passed, Elizabeth understood that something had changed between her and James in that momentary caress.

				A line had been crossed, one they both knew should not be breached. But, with only a touch of his hand and a whisper of her name, they had.

				She had been in love before, just once, and it had come upon her like a storm—with wildness and breathlessness and foolishness and danger. This time, love had crept up on her, surprising her with its quiet, silent approach. Though, this time as that, the danger remained a constant.

				Elizabeth followed James, hoping to speak to him, but his father called to him and she watched as he joined his parents and Ciara Robertson in some discussion.

				Elizabeth now knew what heaven and hell were like—she was living them both. Glancing across the clearing and meeting his gaze, she saw the possibilities of both in his blue eyes as they each paused for a moment before looking away.

				Her heart pounded and her body ached every time they spoke. His calm manner and deliberate actions appealed to that part of her that wished to avoid any of the melodrama that had threatened her happiness and her place in her family just a year before. His polite and careful approach to her, never overstepping, never demanding, promised that life with him would find her content and happy. Now on the road, journeying back to her home in Lairig Dubh and spending so much time in his company, she could convince herself of everything working out in her favor.

				She could hope.

				All it took, though, was one glance across the clearing to show her that she’d really entered the realms of hell. James Murray was betrothed and contracted to marry her closest friend, Ciara Robertson, and not her. Elizabeth was the first to look away, as Ciara claimed his attention once more.

				His betrothed.

				Her closest friend.

				If she had looked away at that moment, she would have missed the glance Ciara threw in another direction. Elizabeth did not have to turn to know who stood in the shadows at the edge of the camp. The expression that flitted across Ciara’s face just then, a mix of longing and love and loss, meant that Tavis MacLerie watched them even as she did.

				It would not surprise Elizabeth to hear the stern voice of Father Micheil echoing through the clearing and warning all of them about the cost of the sins they so eagerly committed and would so eagerly commit if given the chance. But the one thing that held them back and kept all their wayward, sinful longings—each for someone not meant to be theirs—under control was honor.

				Ciara had broken off a number of betrothals and she was, Elizabeth understood, determined to follow through with this one. Not because she loved James, for she did not, but to uphold her promise to her parents and the others depending on this marriage and the benefits it brought to two families and other allies.

				James was the heir of his father and William Murray needed this advantageous marriage to rebuild his family’s holdings and to make alliances with the powerful MacLerie and Robertson clans. James understood the realities that required this marriage, no matter where his heart wished to go.

				Tavis MacLerie had buried one wife and had counted Ciara as a friend, never realizing that her true feelings had little to do with remaining his friend. Elizabeth had lived through every stage of their relationship, from the tumultuous heartbreak when Ciara asked him to marry her and he refused her, to the day she accepted James’s offer of marriage and giving up any hope of marrying Tavis. Though now, from one look at his face, Elizabeth knew he regretted that he had not accepted her offer and her love, for he loved Ciara even if he did not admit it.

				So, instead of following their hearts, each of them would honor their loyalties and commitments. Each of them would end up married to someone they did not love, all for the sake of honor.

				Elizabeth recognized that even if James were free to marry, she would not be the woman his parents sought for a marriage. Her parents would offer a small dowry and she had not the elevated connections and relatives that Ciara offered.

				And, if word of her disgrace from a year ago got out, her shame would keep her from being his. Though Connor had promised to protect her reputation, she worried every day that her behavior and the results would come to light. If James’s parents learned of her fall from grace, they would never allow her to become their son’s wife.

				With so much of the outcome inevitable, Elizabeth decided to enjoy the few moments that they could snatch away and to remember them...and him always. The following days’ travel provided her with several special moments, ones she would hold in her breaking heart.

				But, when they all reached Lairig Dubh, Elizabeth understood the way things would be, even if her heart refused to accept it.

				Lairig Dubh
Lands of the MacLerie clan

				WHEN HIS AMBER eyes flashed with anger, James Murray could well understand why Connor MacLerie was still called the Beast of the Highlands. And unfortunately, the Beast’s ire was aimed directly at James.

				“These questions are coming very late into things, would you not say, James?” The calm tone of the laird’s voice did nothing to assuage James’s sense of impending doom.

				Connor rose then, walked to the large window that faced the yard and stood silent for a few moments. James felt the urge to confess all manner of sins during that silence, but he held his words behind his teeth and waited on the laird. The less said, the fewer transgressions revealed.

				“If you have concerns about your upcoming nuptials, just know that many marriages face less than auspicious beginnings,” he said without facing James. “My own, for example, to Lady Jocelyn.”

				A subtle description for an event known across the Highlands and most of the Lowlands as well. Having had, as the story went, killed his first wife for not giving him a son, Connor MacLerie forced marriage on Jocelyn MacCallum in exchange for her brother’s life. Inauspicious would not have been the word James would choose to describe that situation, but he did not challenge Connor’s choice.

				“Ciara Robertson would not seem too hard a burden for a man to bear. She is lovely, well-spoken, educated, amiable...and wealthy. Most men would fight for her hand in marriage,” Connor said as he turned to face James now. “Before you take any actions, you must be certain about the path you are taking. Have you considered the cost to your family? To your reputation? To the lass’s?”

				Was he certain? Could he break the betrothal and face all the ramifications of that action? Would he place Elizabeth in danger of sharing whatever sanctions would face him in this? He was about to nod when the laird asked the pivotal and most revealing question of him.

				“There is a woman involved?”

				Could Connor read his thoughts? James had shared more details of his quandary with Lady Jocelyn but not with Connor. She’d suggested he speak with the laird to see what could be done. Dare he confess it all to the man who could destroy everything with but a word?

				“Elizabeth,” James said quietly before meeting that intimidating gaze once more. Then, he said her name once more making it a declaration for the first time. “Elizabeth MacLerie.”

				“Ciara’s closest friend?” Connor asked. James winced at the tone in the laird’s voice as he nodded.

				He took no pleasure in knowing that he would hurt Ciara. Truth be told, she was a fetching lass. Intelligent. Skilled in numbers and languages. Trained by the best—her stepfather—to understand financial matters. A gift to the man who would marry her. But during their journey back here to her home, back here to their wedding, his heart had been stolen by another.

				Elizabeth was the perfect foil to Ciara—dark hair to her fair, talkative to her quietude, practical to her well-schooled, and in love with him when Ciara loved another. It had taken him longer than it had taken her to realize the feelings that grew between them and the strength of those feelings. Now though, after watching the growing misery in his betrothed’s eyes as their marriage approached and knowing his own, he knew he must take action. No matter the cost.

				“Aye, Ciara’s friend. Laird, it was not something we planned—”

				“I did not think that,” Connor said sharply. “Elizabeth knows you are here? Speaking to me about this matter?”

				Ah, therein lay the problem—he had not consulted Elizabeth yet. They’d spoken of their feelings in hushed tones during the dark of night when they could manage some time together. Or other times during the journey here. He had not pulled his courage together until this morn, with the wedding swiftly approaching.

				“I...” He could not think of how to answer. Connor held up his hand to stop him.

				“I cannot make this decision for you and will not make it easy for you to do so, either. There will be problems, serious and possibly deadly effects of choosing to ignore your duty to your family and to your honor, James. If my softhearted wife led you to believe I would support you in this, you should know that she was mistaken.”

				James’s stomach clenched at the strong words in spite of having considered all those things before stepping foot in this chamber. The lady’s words had sounded promising, or mayhap he had simply heard what he wanted to hear?

				“Other men have faced this same conundrum and made their own choices—as you must.”

				Connor stood. The discussion was done. Connor MacLerie, the MacLerie and the Earl of Douran, had heard him out and would do no more. James wondered, though...

				“Will you speak of this to my parents?” he asked.

				“What would I tell them? You came seeking my counsel. No more, no less.”

				With nothing more to say, James left the chamber. He had duties to see to and things to accomplish, but more than that, he had a decision to make. As he left the keep and considered his next step, he knew his mind and his decision had been made already.

				Now, if only Elizabeth would agree.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				ELIZABETH MACLERIE PACED the small clearing, trying to sort out her feelings and thoughts over the matter of her and James. The guilt in her heart grew each time she looked at him and thought of her closest friend. So much so that she considered going to speak to Father Micheil and confess sins of pride and, worse, coveting and lust, to the holy man. Pushing her hair over her shoulder, she glanced once again down the path for James.

				The scene she’d interrupted yesterday had given her, and her desire for him, pause—it was difficult to watch him embrace and kiss the woman he would marry, especially when that woman was not her, but was her best friend, Ciara. If not for the sadness and guilt in his eyes when their gazes met, she would have refused this meeting. She would have accepted that she would have to force the soft feelings from her heart. He’d begged her to hear him out and so she would. Even if it was the end of her dreams.

				They were, the three of them, in a terrible situation where none would end up happy, but where all must carry out their part for the sake of their families and their honor. Ciara, she knew, loved Tavis, but would marry James because of the benefits it would bring to both of their families. James, if his words were true, loved her, but must marry Ciara for the same reasons—family and honor. She loved both her friend and James, and must stand by and watch them wed and face a life of misery watching them make a life together.

				It was a hopeless situation that would lead them all to an unhappy life.

				She turned at the sound of leaves crunching underfoot and found James there, standing in the shade of a tall tree and staring at her. The serious expression on his face lightened for a brief moment as their gazes met, but was back in place when he reached her side. Elizabeth’s knees trembled and breathing became difficult as she faced the end of things between them.

				James took her hand and lifted it to his mouth, kissing the inside of her wrist and sending shivers through her whole body. She, the one who had counseled Ciara against the need for feeling such things, now fell victim to every sensation that raced through her skin and her blood. He placed another kiss in her palm before entwining their fingers and tugging her along to follow him deeper into the cover of the forest.

				Words, the ones she wanted to say and the ones she must, tumbled through her mind as they walked off the path and into the thicker, darker copse that would hide them from sight. Then he stopped and faced her, not releasing her hand. Indeed, he pulled her closer and lowered his mouth to hers. And—damn her!—she lifted hers to accept the kiss. She opened to his tongue and he tasted her deeply. Elizabeth leaned against him, clutching the leather of his jacket with her free hand. When her needy whimper echoed through the trees surrounding them and floated along the glen, she pulled away from him.

				Memories of the sight of him kissing and caressing Ciara, much as he did now to her, reminded her of their path. She rubbed the back of her hand across her mouth, trying to stop the urges his kiss caused within her. She looked at him and saw his chest heaving as he breathed deeply and unevenly, his gaze never leaving her face.

				“Elizabeth, I can explain,” he said, stepping toward her again.

				“The kissing? The way you touched her?” She could not help the hurt or jealousy that tinged her voice. She was both and would not hide either from him.

				“Aye, all that and more,” he said, softly, reaching for her hands. “I have found a husband for you after all.”

				The tears burned her eyes and her throat. Ciara had suggested that James find Elizabeth a husband from among his clan so she would stay with them in Perthshire after their marriage. Now, such an offer, coming from him, sounded like blasphemy.

				“James, I...” she began. Shaking her head, she tried to form the words.

				“Listen to me, Elizabeth,” he said, shaking her hands to gain her attention. “Yesterday was a test. I suspected that there were no feelings between Ciara and I and that kiss proved it to me. Her lips, her body, do not cause what yours do.”

				He pulled her into his arms and kissed her until they both lost their breath. Sliding his hand around until it rested on her buttocks, he pressed her against his body...and the very evident proof of the growing passion between them. She should push him away, but she gave in to the scandalous way he made her feel, rubbing her hips against his strong body. Then, he leaned away, cupping her face in his hands.

				“My heart is yours, my sweet Elizabeth,” he whispered. His words, his pledge of love, only served to tear her own heart in pieces.

				“But, you cannot...we cannot...” He shook his head and kissed her to stop her words. Then he gazed at her once more.

				“Marry me.”

				She froze, blinking several times at the unbelievable words he’d uttered. They were a denial of all they lived by, and she could not get her mind to accept such a thing. As though he understood she could not conceive of such a thing, he repeated them.

				“Marry me, Elizabeth. Be my wife.”

				The moment spun out between them as her heart warred with her mind, even as her heart tried to hope. It could not.

				“James, it is worse than folly to think on such things that can never, never be. It is cruel and not something I would expect from you,” she accused. Pulling free, she turned so that he could not see the torment that must be visible in her eyes. “You are betrothed to another and not free to make such an offer.” No matter how much she wanted him to do so.

				“And if I were free? Would you marry me then?”

				“Do not ask something like this, James.” He strode to her and gathered her in his arms.

				“I want to know. Would you?”

				It took only a moment to give her answer—the word had been on her tongue since she’d fallen in love with him and only awaited the right time to say it. In spite of the sheer folly and incredible danger of it, the time was now.

				“Aye. I would.” Saying the words did not lighten the burden on her heart. Instead guilt assailed her for her betrayal of her friend and her duty to her family. “But, it cannot be. It would be best if we ended this now.” She took the first step away from him, from the love he offered, and back toward the life she would lead without him.

				A clean break, one that began at this moment and extended for the rest of her life would be the only way to salvage her honor and her heart. She would decline Ciara’s offer to move with her to Perthshire and be her companion. Since Elizabeth suspected that Ciara had recognized the attraction between her and James, most likely she would not even have to make up some excuse. Her friend would not force her to create a lie to cover the uncomfortable and unforgivable truth between them.

				Elizabeth forced one foot to move in front of the other, intent on leaving him now, but his grasp from behind her prevented her from doing so.

				“I cannot marry her, not for family nor for honor, when I love you,” he said softly. His breath tickled her ear as he spoke. And the words warmed her heart, no matter that he spoke of something that could not be. “I plan to break the betrothal and want you to come with me...away from here.”

				She faced him and stared into his eyes, trying to determine if his intent was true. All she could see was love shining there.

				But Ciara was the bold one. Ciara was the taker of risks, the one to challenge the way things were done and did things that only men did. Not her. Not Elizabeth. With but one exception, one she had learned a dear lesson from, she followed the rules, she did as she was told. How could she agree to something that would break all the rules and would tear apart her family and loyalties?

				“Come with you? Your parents will never allow you to do that.”

				“I am not asking them. Though if you agree to my proposal, you take to husband a man who can claim little more than what he carries and who can promise nothing but the love in his heart.”

				“Jamie...” she whispered, so tempted to accept his offer. “I canna...we canna...do this.” She could remember no one who had betrayed the laird and not lived to regret it. Worse, they would not be the only targets of the earl’s fury—his clan and her family would bear it, too. “The laird would...” She could not even think of what Connor MacLerie was capable of doing in retribution of such a public act against his honor. Against his plans.

				“Elizabeth, ’tis a simple matter now for me. With your consent, we will leave this night, once the keep and village have settled in.”

				“This very night, Jamie?” Elizabeth worried her teeth over her lip and shook her head. “‘tis so soon.”

				“If you have any hesitation, any reason you do not wish to come away with me and be my wife, say it now. I have spent my whole life living for my family’s plans and will not continue it now if you will be mine.” He smiled then, a slight lift of the corners of his mouth that made it a sad one. “Aye, it must be this night.”

				She was torn. Torn between accepting his love and forswearing it. Torn between being bold and courageous and being unable to claim the love, and life, he offered. Torn between always being the one to follow the rules and mores and the one to challenge them. Ciara would know what to do. Ciara would...

				Instead of answering him with words, she took hold of his shoulders, drew him nearer and kissed him. She knew the moment he understood for that kiss changed to become one of claiming and accepting and a promise. Jamie’s strong arms surrounded her and she melded against his body, opening herself to his mouth and his hands. When his palm covered her breast, she moaned against his mouth and shivered in anticipation. He turned his mouth, slanting his lips and taking hers.

				Her body remembered the excitement and thrill of passion and blossomed under his touch. Elizabeth arched against him. Sliding her arms around him, she clutched at the back of his jacket and pressed herself tighter to him. His body roared to life at their embrace and she felt the proof of his arousal against her belly. Heat pooled between her legs and her breathing labored as desire for him burned in her blood. When his thumb flicked over the tightened tip of her breast, she wanted to sink to the ground and pull him on top of her.

				“Elizabeth,” he whispered against her mouth. He kissed her lips and cheeks and then her forehead. Tangling his hands in her hair, he smiled at her as he leaned in to taste her one last time before stepping back and releasing her. “I will make all the arrangements. Go about your day as you planned.”

				“When will we leave?” she asked, gathering the loosened hair back into a braid. Her body ached for more of him, but this was not the time.

				“After the meal in the keep. It will be short and simple fare since there are preparations for the morrow underway.” A shadow of guilt flitted across his gaze and was gone in a moment. “Pack only what you will need for a few days and meet me here.”

				“Ciara has asked me to stay with her this night,” she whispered, trying to keep the guilt that assuaged her own heart from showing. Or from stopping their plans.

				Jamie smiled at her. “I am certain you can come up with some explanation.” He lifted her hand to his mouth. “Now, we must go about our duties for the rest of the day.”

				Then he said the words that sealed their plan in her heart.

				“You have made me the happiest of men, Elizabeth. Your love gives me the courage to claim you as my own.”

				His lips touched hers in a gentle kiss, one over much too soon and too tame for her taste in this invigorating moment. Jamie stepped away and waited for her to leave first. Her first paces were the hardest, but then the thrill of their plans and the hope for a future together lightened her feet and she found herself racing through the woods. Arms outstretched, she touched the branches and leaves as she passed them, laughing aloud with each step.

				Soon, she reached her parents’ cottage and Elizabeth paused for a moment. She needed to gather some clothing and supplies and hide them outside. She needed to get back to the keep and attend to Ciara.

				Ciara.

				And she must deceive her best friend in order to steal Ciara’s betrothed....

				It was going to be the longest day of her life.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				THE MOONLIGHT LIT the unfamiliar path as James led the horse along it. He had walked this way several times since arriving here in Lairig Dubh, never dreaming that it would be his escape route. Though he understood all the dangers and the repercussions of the actions they took now, each step grew lighter and more decisive.

				Glancing ahead and behind to make certain no one followed or knew of his plan, he made his way to the place they’d met before and held his breath. Staring into the shadows of the copse of trees, he watched as a slim figure moved and became visible to him.

				“Elizabeth,” he whispered, as she drew closer. Her smaller hand slipped into his and he squeezed it. “I hoped... I hoped.”

				At first glance, it appeared that she wore sensible garments, but as his gaze moved down to her legs now encased in a man’s trews, his body tightened in response. Had she any idea of the man he became around her? Or the effect she had on his ability to think logically? He was throwing aside his heritage, his name and possibly his life to have her and none of it worried him now that she was in his grasp.

				“What now?” she whispered back.

				“We must be on our way. With the full moon above and clear weather for once, we can be miles away before morning.”

				He secured the bag she held to the saddle and then mounted. Holding his hand down to her, he helped her mount behind him. Once she had settled, and as he tried to ignore her legs against his, he urged the horse on with his knees.

				James had studied maps of the area owned by Connor and drawn his own, planning a journey that would follow part of the same path they’d taken from the south. Once nearer to the coast, they would go east along the borders to reach the lands of a distant cousin, where they could stay while making plans. He had coin to buy what they needed along the way.

				The silence of the night surrounded them as they rode farther and farther away from Lairig Dubh. Only the sound of the horse’s hooves along the beaten dirt path or the occasional night bird or owl broke the quiet. Each minute moved them further from their old life and toward their new one.

				When the road changed pitch or angle, Elizabeth’s hands tightened around his waist, sometimes her fingers would grab hold of the fabric of his cloak. She shifted once or twice, bringing her more in contact with him, so close that he could feel her heart pounding against his back. Or mayhap that was his own? After riding for some time, James knew he needed to give Elizabeth a break.

				He eased them to a slower pace and then let the horse walk a distance to cool down. Once he drew to a halt, he slid off and reached up to help Elizabeth down. His hands spanned her waist with ease, but the contact of her legs sliding down his made his grasp a tenuous one. When her face was level to his, he leaned in and kissed her. Her reaction surprised him, for she wrapped her arms and legs around him and opened to him. All manner of images filled his brain even as blood raced through his body, readying it to claim her.

				This was not his intention when he stopped their journey, but, hell, she was his and she was in his arms. He slid his arms around her, holding her tightly against him while he savored the feel of her lovely curves. She was his and his alone. He tasted her deeply and took in the soft moan of pleasure that echoed in the silence around them. With each touch of their mouths, her hold on him and his on her tightened and their bodies melded in an imitation of how they would join their flesh. When a cold wind rustled the trees around them and reminded James of both the lateness and the miles yet ahead of them, he lifted his head and smiled at her.

				“You tempt me to folly, lass,” he whispered as he eased her down to stand. “Clouds gather.” He nodded above to where the thickening clouds began to shroud the full moon...and its light. “If you can still ride, we should cover whatever distance we can before the weather breaks.”

				“I can,” Elizabeth said. At first she glanced away but then she met his gaze once more. “You tempt me as well, James.”

				For a man who’d planned to live his life by making practical choices and decisions, he’d given himself over to passion and desire’s control very quickly. Filled with anticipation of their future together, James reluctantly released her.

				“See to your needs, Elizabeth. And then we’ll be on our way.”

				“Where are we going?” she asked. “This looks like the road we took back from Perth.”

				“It is. We’ll follow this until we reach the road that heads south to Glasgow. There is a small village near there...and a priest who will marry us.”

				“How did you find it?” she asked, smiling at him in a way that warmed his heart.

				“I noticed the village as we passed through it. When I decided I...we must elope, I asked about it.”

				“Wasn’t that dangerous?”

				“Lady MacLerie seemed very forthcoming in her suggestions.”

				“The lady knows about us?” Elizabeth gasped. “About this?”

				“Although I did not tell her specifically, but aye, I believe she knows what I planned to do. She spoke about a cousin of the earl’s who was married by a priest of the Old Church.” He smiled, now realizing how detailed the lady’s directions were to him. “No one knows anything about our plans—yet. I left a note behind to explain, but it will not be found until morning. So, we are safe for now.”

				She nodded and turned from him then and he watched as her long legs, encased in and outlined by the trews she wore, carried her away from him. He might have even taken a step after her before he realized she needed some privacy. Laughing, he turned back and checked the saddle and bags tied in place, looking for some of the food he’d packed.

				Elizabeth finished her task and found Jamie waiting for her where she’d left him. He held out a chunk of bread to her and she nodded her thanks as she took it. Her stomach had churned through most of the day, including the midday meal at the keep and the dinner that her mother had made, so it did not surprise her when it now grumbled with hunger.

				“I did not eat much today,” she admitted to him. “I was too nervous after speaking to you.”

				“Here, have this, too, then,” he said, holding out a small piece of yellow cheese and another chunk of bread. “You will need your strength.” Their gazes met as she thought about what was ahead of them. The guilty expression that filled his blue eyes told her they thought on different matters.

				She accepted the proffered food without comment and ate it all. By the time she’d swallowed the last bite, he held out a skin of ale to her and she drank some. Then, he stored everything in their bags and mounted first. She grasped his hand and pulled herself up behind him, easing her body into position so as to not startle the horse. Elizabeth gathered her cloak around her and slid her arms around his waist to steady herself as they rode.

				In truth, she liked riding like this.

				She could embrace him, feeling the strength of his muscles beneath her hands and arms as they rode. With her legs pressed against his came a new awareness of heat between them. She’d shamelessly pilfered a pair of her brother’s trews, believing that it would be easier to travel unnoticed in them. She never considered the pleasure of holding Jamie between them.

				As they crossed the miles through the night, she fell asleep against his back, clutching his cloak to hold on and enjoying the heat of his body against her. He even held onto her hands to keep her secure as they rode. They interrupted their journey for a few, brief stops—always seeing to their comfort and traveling on. Then, not long after the first light of dawn began to brighten the skies above, thunder echoed above them, warning of approaching storms.

				The first drops of rain did not bother them, but as it turned into torrents, Jamie guided the horse to a slower and safer pace and finally brought them to a halt under a thick copse of trees. Even the meager shelter offered there was better than nothing and they waited a short time, hoping the rains would cease or at least ease up. Jamie helped her down and she shook the rain from her cloak as he did.

				Gazing into the rain, she realized they were still on MacLerie lands, out in the western grazing lands used for their cattle. That meant...

				“There,” she said, pointing up on the side of the mountain to the west of them. “A shieling.”

				It was a crud hut, turf-roofed with a low foundation of stones, but it would keep them out of the worst of it. Because of the way it was built into the side of the mountain, it was not easily seen from where they stood. Jamie turned and sought out what she saw. He smiled and nodded.

				“Just what we need for shelter from this storm.”

				They decided it would be quicker to walk and guide the horse along the narrow path on the mountainside than to ride, so Elizabeth pulled her cloak over her head and around her to keep as much rain off as possible. By the time they reached the hut, she was drenched. Jamie led the horse to the side where the trees formed a shelter while she opened the door to the shieling. Elizabeth had to lean into it, for it was stuck from the elements and the age of it. She’d just pushed it open when Jamie joined her, bringing their bags and supplies with him.

				Elizabeth ducked her head to enter through the low opening. The hut was small but clean. Though the drovers had long since taken the cattle to the markets in the south, the shieling was left stocked with some meager supplies—a jar of oats, another of flour and one of honey, a griddle pan, some battered metal cups, and some woolen blankets folded on a shelf. The MacLerie steward kept these shelters stocked and clean, and many times these places had saved lives when surprise winter storms moved through the mountains and caught his people outside.

				A good thing for them right at this moment.

				A quick glance showed the inside was dry, too, with only a small leak in one, easily avoidable corner of the shieling. Other than two low stools, it was empty of furnishings. She moved out of the way so Jamie could enter.

				“Not our usual accommodations, but it will keep us dry for now,” he said, putting the bags down. “Here, let me have your cloak.”

				She unfastened it and he lifted the sodden garment from her shoulders. Looking down at the rest of her, she wondered if he was shocked by the trews she wore. Her brother was much taller and larger than she, so she’d been forced to roll them up at the waist to pull the extra fabric into place. It had been years since she and Ciara had worn the scandalous trews, while running through the forests at play. Sliding her hands down onto her thighs, she realized they were soaked through as well. She shivered as the cold, wet fabric plastered itself to her skin.

				Jamie had busied himself starting a fire in the small metal brazier after hanging her cloak and his on pegs next to the door. Proving himself quite self-sufficient for a nobleman, he then brought in some chopped blocks of peat to add to it. It would be smoky but would warm them and help dry their cloaks. Soon, the heat of the fire began to fill the hut.

				“That should help,” he said, facing her. He frowned and shook his head. “You should change out of those wet clothes. I brought your bag in.”

				He reached for her bag and discovered exactly what she knew would be true—the heavy fabric bag had absorbed as much water as the rest of her had and the gowns inside were wet. When he discovered their condition, he shrugged.

				“Well, that is not a choice now, is it?” He pulled one of the blankets from the shelf and shook it out. “At least this will keep you warm while your garments dry.”

				Now, shivers of another kind shot through her, as she considered undressing with him so close and watching. She knew it would come to that, once they married, or even before while yet on this journey, but was that to be now? Being as bold as she could, she reached out to take the blanket from him.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FOUR

				JAMES WATCHED AS the uncertainty in her gaze changed and she reached out for the blanket he offered. He understood she’d only just comprehended that they were truly alone and truly well into this brave or foolhardy adventure. And accepted the way that it would end—with their marriage and her being bedded, well-bedded, before returning to their families. A lovely blush crept up into her fair-skinned cheeks and her mouth opened slightly as he smiled at her.

				Only by taking vows and consummating them would she be protected by the claim of marriage. And whether the vows or the consummation would happen first was not something he’d thought much on...until now!

				“Are you worried, Elizabeth? About what will happen between us?” he asked quietly.

				Only the sound of the rain outside echoed around them. He had not considered that she would be afraid, not after her bold acceptance of his proposal and their elopement last night. But, her reputation would be ruined if his offer was not honorable. Did she know worry on that?

				She let out of breath and sighed. Shaking her head, she turned her back to him and began untying the belt that held the trews up. He snatched up the blanket and held it around her, so she would not be chilled...or embarrassed. Though, truth be told, he wanted to see her naked. Naked and beneath him. Naked, covered only by the length of her brown hair.

				James shook himself free of such thoughts, since there would be time enough for all of that, and turned his head away, staring instead at the door. He was not some untried youth who needed to pounce on the woman he wanted, especially since she would be his wife soon enough. And as his wife, they would have a long life ahead of them. So, how they started was an important step and one he would not stumble upon taking.

				“Are you hungry?” he asked, as he avoided peeking over the curtain he formed with the blanket.

				“A bit,” she said, taking the edges of the woolen covering and wrapping it around her shoulders. “I have some food in my bag as well. My mother made meat pies and there were several left. If you look in the bottom of the bag, they are wrapped.”

				Searching for the meat pies kept him from staring at the lovely, enticing bare shoulders. Or the way she gathered up her wet garments and hung them from various places around the hut. Or the scent of her now-loosened hair as she eased past him and crouched closer to the heat of the peat fire. His hands fisted and relaxed as he reminded himself that he could control the growing desire for her. When the edge of the blanket slipped from her grasp and exposed the slope of her breasts, he sucked in a harsh breath through his clenched teeth.

				Turning back his attention to finding the food, he found the pies and removed them, along with some other foodstuffs, and placed them on the shelf. He retrieved the supplies he’d pilfered from the MacLerie kitchen and added them, so they could see what they had and plan how and what they would need.

				It would take them no more than one full day of riding to reach the split in the road and the village just beyond it. The priest Lady MacLerie spoke of lived just outside that village, serving the people in the area as a priest in the Old Church. But, until the rains eased and the dirt paths dried out, travel would be nigh to impossible. If they waited out the storms here, at least they would be dry.

				“Are you not wet, too?” Her soft voice broke into his moment of inattention.

				He stopped himself from tearing loose his own trews and taking his shirt off. But only just, before facing her. A mischievous smile curled the edges of her mouth and her eyes twinkled. He tried to understand her expression—was this an invitation?

				“A bit. But hungrier than wet,” he said, lifting one of the meat pies from the shelf and, having a care for any sauce that might drip from it, breaking it into two pieces. He offered her one and she approached him to get it. “As you must be?”

				Her reply came in the form of action—she took the smaller half and bit into it, lapping the sauce from her lower lip before chewing. James watched her, fascinated by everything she did. If being tired, wet and hungry had not vanquished her good spirits, he wondered what would.

				“Here, sit closer to the heat. You will never dry if you do not.” He pulled one of the stools nearer to the fire and stepped aside.

				And he found himself praying both that the blanket around her would slip again and that it would stay in place. Elizabeth grasped the edges firmly as she sat down, arranging the heavy woven fabric around her. She finished the pie as he did, in only a few bites.

				“Your mother is a good cook. I hope you have her skills.”

				“I’ve learned at her side for years, though I would not suggest you try any bread that I bake,” she said, laughing softly. “That has long been my failure.” He eased himself down on the other stool, interested in learning more about this side of her.

				“What is your favorite thing to make then? Pies like these? Or something sweet?” He had a weakness for the cakes and treats his family’s cook made. She blushed then and glanced away before trying to answer him. Now, he was even more curious!

				“My father says that I make the best...heather ale of all the brewers in the Lairig Dubh.”

				He leaned his head back and laughed. Not once had she mentioned such a thing during the times they’d talked. And he’d heard no inkling of her talent, but then he was betrothed to Ciara and most of the talk centered on her and her extensive—and rather formidable—skills and talents. Not on her shadow, Elizabeth, who’d grown up in the village and whose parents served the laird.

				“And did your mother teach you that as well?” Though these Highlanders were known more for their uisge beatha, ale was the favored drink of the Lowlands and the lands that had belonged, and some that did still, to the Norse in the north.

				“Nay,” she said. “My mother is known for her cooking, but her sister is known for her ale.” She laughed then, the sound of it warming his heart. “Now that she is widowed, the earl has offered to buy a place for her in the burgh of Glasgow or in Aberdeen to set up her own business. They would be partners.”

				“‘tis a good thing to know, Elizabeth. At least my wife might have employment.” She watched him with widened eyes then, as though divining his meaning.

				“Is that what you think will happen after—” she waved her hand between them “—this?” When he hesitated, she slid down to her knees, bringing her with reach before him. “Please, I pray you, tell me.”

				He placed his hands on her shoulders and rubbed her arms, gently easing up and down in an effort to offer comfort after he’d upset her. Insulting a man like Connor and breaking faith with him was more dangerous than he wanted to dwell upon. With the earl’s allies and connections across the kingdom and beyond, the Murray name would be deemed dishonored by his actions now—if the MacLerie wished it so.

				“I do not know what to expect. Although I spoke with the MacLerie, I do not expect him to be happy with the choice I made. But you are his kin and I don’t think he will take action against you.” That was why James’s note spoke of his abduction of Elizabeth rather than making it seem that she was a willing partner in this. It might protect her from Connor’s wrath.

				“What would he do to you?” she whispered, her gaze filled with worry. Though he would rather not think on these matters now, they must discuss it.

				“I understood when I asked you to marry me that it would violate the contracts negotiated by my father. Not just the marriage contract, but trade arrangements as well. And the MacLerie does not like to be defied,” he said. She nodded, knowing the earl better than he did and knowing the truth of the rumors and tales of his harsh actions and past sins. “I think it just depends on how angry my father is and how much damage the earl wants to inflict.”

				She paled then, losing the color in her cheeks until he thought she might faint. Drawing her closer, he held her against him. “Once our marriage is a fact he cannot argue with, we will return and face him. Face my father also. But, first I think we should let the anger cool.”

				“Better to face them with the deed done then?” she asked, lifting her face until it was but a scant inch from his own. Deed done? Aye, he wanted a certain deed to be done at this moment!

				“Aye. Better to beg forgiveness than to ask permission, I think,” he said, surprised at how rough his voice sounded as he spoke. Thick. It was thick with the rising desire he felt for her.

				He could resist no more. Her rosy lips, parted slightly in invitation, called to him. James gave in, taking her mouth with his even as he grabbed the blanket she wore around her to hold her where he wanted her. If they would be together, he wanted it to begin now. Now, before anything or anyone came between them.

				“Elizabeth, be mine? Now?” he whispered against her lips.

				She answered without words. He felt her hands release the blanket and creep up around his neck to embrace him. As her bare skin touched his wet clothing, she shivered even as the heat of her mouth burned his.

				“Here, let me,” he said, drawing back a few inches.

				He tugged the wet shirt off—as he’d wanted to do before—and then loosened his belt and pushed his trews down, kicking them aside. James took hold of the blanket’s edges once more and brought Elizabeth back to him. He watched her face for any sign of fear or dismay or hesitation and saw none. But for a quick glance down as he faced her, she met his gaze and then accepted his embrace.

				His cock rose against his groin and the softness of her bare skin against it simply made him want her more. The tightened nipples pressed against his chest, and his blood caught fire and raced through his veins.

				Elizabeth did not want to breathe. She did not want to see. She simply wanted to feel, to feel all the sensations as Jamie claimed her body as he had her heart. Only nervous about his reaction to her impure condition, she did not hesitate when he tugged her to him. Leaning against the hard ridge of flesh that showed he desired her, she rubbed her belly against him.

				And felt his reaction.

				Her breasts lay heavy against his muscular chest, the sprinkling of curly hair there teasing the now-sensitive tips and making her gasp with each movement. An aching heat began to throb in the center of her.

				Was it sinful, as her mother had said, to want to lay with him? To be his even before their vows were spoken? He had taken such risks to marry her—alienating his family, angering one of the most powerful and most dangerous men in the kingdom, risking everything to be with her. Her indecision lasted a brief moment as she understood that he was worth risking what she could give him—her heart, her body, her love and her support as his wife.

				She slid her fingers into his hair, entangling them as he moved his hands over her skin, caressing her until she reached up and offered her mouth to him. He teased her skin and her mouth with light, feathery touches until she wanted to scream out in pleasure and frustration. He laughed then and met her gaze for a moment before tilting his head and taking her mouth...and her very breath!

				Now, his fingers kneaded the muscles of her back as his tongue tasted her deeply. Then, his strong hands grasped her buttocks and pulled her up and against his erection. When her legs spread open to encircle his hips, she moaned as the hard flesh rubbed against that heated, aching place. Without clothing between them, this was almost too pleasurable to bear. Elizabeth clenched her knees tightly to hold him close and then arched against him.

				His reaction was swift. Jamie lifted his mouth from hers and trailed kisses—hungry, ravenous kisses—down her neck. Lifting her higher, he used his teeth against her breasts until he took one of her nipples fully into his mouth. She arched without thought, as though there was a string being pulled through her with each touch. His teeth teased the tip until she did scream out. His caress turned into a gentle suckling, but her body was like a wild thing of its own against him. His hands moved but did not release her and she could do nothing but enjoy his attentions.

				With her hands tangled in his hair, she did not know if she held him in place or urged him on. She did not care. When his mouth took the other breast and his tongue relentlessly laved its tip, her head dropped back and she panted as everything within her tightened to an almost-unbearable tension. She sought the release she knew waited for her by rubbing harder and faster against him, but it remained just out of her reach.

				Finally, Jamie held her as he knelt down on the blanket she now realized he’d tossed aside some time before. With his body pressing hers to the floor of the croft, she waited for him to seek his release within her. Only by clenching her teeth together did she prevent the begging words from being keened out to him. It would take little action on his part to lift himself and plunge within her, and she urged him to do so with her hips and that hot, wet place between her legs.

				He laughed then, a deep-throated sound that came out hoarse with passion and lust. It was time. It was time. It had to be...

				She almost yelled at him when he eased to his side, but the touch of his hand between her legs made it impossible to speak. He stared at her, watching her as he pressed down with the heel of his hand and slipped a finger into her. It both eased the tension and spurred it on and made it worse. The second finger moved along with the first and she dropped her knees open so he could touch her more fully.

				“Elizabeth,” he whispered, as those two fingers became implements of a sensuous torture. “Open for me, lass,” he urged. When he kissed her breasts and began to suckle one and then the other, in a pace matching his fingers, she knew she would fall apart soon.

				Jamie moved his hand and used his thumb, finding at last that small nub that ached the most. One flick was all it took to send her screaming into release. But he did not stop, he stroked her over and over as her muscles tightened throughout her body and then everything broke free within her. Pleasure and heat flowed deep inside of her as she spasmed in time with his caresses. Her mind wandered as her body shivered and shook.

				Elizabeth had barely come back to herself when Jamie lifted himself between her legs. Even as pleasure yet pulsed through her, she knew it would happen again when he filled her. Reaching down to touch his flesh, she held her breath as he began to lower his body to hers.

				A flash of lightning filled the shieling, followed by a loud ominous crash of thunder and what sounded like an explosion outside. Jamie turned toward the terrible sound as he quickly climbed to his feet. Grabbing the blanket around her, Elizabeth tried to follow, but her legs shook and would not support her. She sank back to the floor, her body still in the throes of passion, to wait for Jamie to return.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FIVE

				BY THE TIME he reached and opened the door, he could only watch as the spooked horse charged off down the hill toward the thicker woods to the south. Walking around to the back of the shieling, James discovered a huge branch of a tree on the ground near where the horse had been, smoke curling up from where the lighting had struck. Only the heavy, soaking rains and the wet turf that served as a roof prevented the entire hut from burning to the ground. Running his hands through his hair, he stared at the damage and then looked to where the horse had last been seen.

				Only the cold rain pelting his naked skin brought him to his senses. He was standing out in the rain with not a stitch of clothing on. The torrents of rain had not lessened and the bite of their sharp pellets stung him in places he did not wish to have damaged. Especially not with the lovely and equally naked Elizabeth waiting inside for him. First he found a bucket and filled it from the trough. Pouring it on the tree where it yet burned, he watched until the last embers died out. Dumping another bucketful to be sure, he turned and searched down the hillside for any sign of the terrified creature.

				Sweet Christ, he needed to find that horse!

				It would take days for them to walk to the village during which time the earl’s men would surely catch up with them. He did not have enough coin to purchase another one and still buy the supplies they would need in order to stay safely away from his family and hers until the worst was past. Looking up at the relentless rain pouring from the black and dangerous sky and then down at his condition, he shook his head.

				He needed to find that horse.

				Walking back to the door, he could not stop himself from cringing as another crash of lightning reminded him of the present danger of the storm. He knocked first, for a reason he could not fathom, before opening the door and entering. He’d left her naked as tremors of passion flowed through her and did not know what to expect now.

				Elizabeth sat cross-legged on the floor, almost where he’d left her. She’d drawn the blanket up around her and only the tip of her soft boots peeked through under the edge of the covering. He made no attempts to cover himself and he felt his cock harden once more as she watched him walk from the door to where she sat.

				Her hair was tousled and her mouth well-kissed. She’d melted beneath his touch and his mouth and made the most incredible sounds as he caressed her most private places. An exciting blend of passion and innocence, she had given herself over to him in a way he’d never expected. In a way he prayed would be the normal way of things between them. Once they were married and she was his without question and without challenge.

				If only...

				The sound of another crash of thunder brought him back on task.

				“The horse was spooked by the lightning and bolted. I have to go find it,” he said, grabbing his damp garments from where he’d tossed them. Fighting the fabric’s resistance, he managed to get dressed and pull his boots back on. “I cannot let it wander too far in this storm.”

				“Should I come with you?” she asked, glancing over his shoulder to the open door and the storm outside.

				“Nay,” he said. “Why should you get wet again? I will search for it and bring it back.” He leaned over and touched her cheek with the back of his hand. She rested against it, closing her eyes as she did. He noticed the dark smudges under her eyes then and realized she was exhausted. “Rest while I’m gone. We have a long journey ahead of us when the rains stop. I must find that damned, cowardly horse.”

				James turned and left before he could finish ravishing her as his body was urging him to do now. He followed the path down the hillside, sliding in the mud more times than he would like to admit. The rain did not ease at all as he spent the rest of the morning and part of the afternoon searching. It took hours but he did track it down, catch it and lead it back to the shieling on the hill. By that time, the rains had changed from torrential to heavy downpours and the lightning had eased and no longer crashed all about them.

				As he walked back, trying not to wear any more of the road and mud than he already was, it struck him that he had been more adventurous and daring in the last day and night than in all his life before. And other than the horse’s escape, which could be squarely blamed on the storm, he’d gotten along well in his plan. Facing the consequences would be the difficult part but he would do so gladly with Elizabeth at his side.

				He had lived his life by following the rules and being the son his parents expected and needed him to be. Only meeting Elizabeth and realizing what his life would like without her spurred him to leave practicality and pragmatism behind and seek the life he wanted. Now, even after the ludicrous morning escapade of chasing a horse through the forest, James believed everything would work out after all.

				There were no burning trees and the shieling looked the same as when he’d left it. Leading the horse up the steep hillside, he tied it, more securely this time, behind the dwelling and eased the door open.

				She lay on her side, with a hand tucked under her cheek, sleeping. The fire had warmed the hut nicely and he closed the door so the heat did not escape. Stripping out of his dripping clothes, he took another blanket and wrapped it around himself. Slowly so as to not wake her, James lay down next to her and gathered her closer in his arms. As she always seemed to do, Elizabeth accepted his embrace and moved closer to him.

				The rain came down in a steady pace outside and James hoped that meant an end was close. These Highlands were much wetter than his home in Perthshire. He would not miss the constant dampness and dreariness when they returned south. He would take her to the coast, to see the sea and walk on the sandy beaches there.

				His thoughts drifted and soon, the warmth of her body and the hypnotic sound of the rain eased his way into sleep.

				* * *

				ELIZABETH KNEW THE moment he returned but she feigned sleep. Unsure of how to face him after the way she’d behaved, she preferred to let some time pass before facing him. Watching him undress through half-closed eyes, she admired his body once more.

				All of it.

				Though not as brawny as some of her MacLerie kin, his body was muscular and lean. She’d watched him ride and fight, even taking on Tavis MacLerie and holding his own against the consummate MacLerie warrior. She’d felt every inch of him when he held her close, both during their...activities of a pleasurable nature and then in the comfortable grasp of sleep. Unlike Ciara, who yearned for more and for different than him, Jamie Murray was perfect for her.

				She’d found one of her gowns was dry and dressed in it. After seeing to her needs and while waiting for water to boil in the pot for tea she would make, she watched him sleep.

				If only she’d been perfect for him.

				She sighed, leaning her cheek against her hand, worried now over what was to come between them. Elizabeth had no idea two years ago of how one error in judgment, one lapse in control, could affect her future happiness. But now, as she would face the true repercussions of her shameful behavior, she wondered how Jamie would react when he discovered that another man had been her first lover.

				Would he cast her aside? Would he expose her to public shame when he discovered she had lain with another man? Would he overlook such a failing in the woman who would bear his children and his name?

				Marriage to take care of the mistake had not been an option—so the earl had taken care of the matter between her and a visitor, there to negotiate a treaty, quietly. The man, a nobleman high in standing and wealth and with powerful friends and family at court, had claimed he thought her available for bed-sport. She’d been a stupid, naive and inexperienced young woman who thought he spoke the truth about his feelings for her, never realizing it was all part of his game to bed whatever woman he could.

				Once she confirmed that she was not with child, Connor had handled the situation as efficiently as he handled most things in his life. The man involved was never welcomed in Lairig Dubh again, indeed, never welcomed by any of the MacLerie allies or friends or branches of the clan.

				Though certain very few knew the true reason, Elizabeth knew exactly how Connor MacLerie worked—a touch of genuine concern for his kin mixed with ruthless determination to make things the way he wanted them to be. She’d witnessed it many times as she grew up and knew of even more times through Ciara, as her friend worked at Duncan MacLerie’s side as peacemaker and negotiator for the earl’s business interests. Connor got what he wanted and made whatever he wanted happen, and rarely was he thwarted.

				Elizabeth swallowed deeply as she realized she and Jamie had done exactly that. And the price that they would pay for their defiance was yet to be known. She reached down and dropped some of the crushed betony into the pot, enjoying the aroma of the herb. A cup of hot tea would feel good right now.

				She wrapped the edge of her skirt around her skirt and lifted the steaming pot from the fire. Carrying it over to the table near the shelves, she poured two cups. A drop or two of honey would make it the way she liked it. When she finished, she turned to find Jamie watching her.

				“I think I like this,” he said, as he lifted his arms out from under the blanket and stretched. Leaning up on his elbows, he accepted the cup she offered him. “It will be no hardship having you as my wife.”

				“You haven’t tasted my cooking yet, so do not rush to judgment,” she teased. He sat up, sipping the steaming tea with a care, and nodded to her.

				“Well, I have yet to experience that, but this is wonderful. What is in it?”

				“Betony from the lady’s garden. A drop of honey.”

				“‘tis good. I like it. My thanks for making it.”

				He stood then, holding the blanket around his hips and holding his cup out to her. She took it, her mouth dry in spite of a mouthful of tea. That tea sat on her tongue and refused to be swallowed. Jamie reached for his trews with his free hand, testing their dryness.

				“How long have I slept?” he asked as he dropped the blanket and pulled the trousers on.

				She would have answered if she was able to, but the sight of him, even from the back, took her breath away. Worse, her hand lifted to touch him before she realized it. To glide her hands over the strong muscles of his back, to let them drop down over his sculpted buttocks and to touch the hard muscles in his thighs... Lost for a moment in desire, she forgot he’d asked her a question. When he turned and met her gaze, the corner of his mouth lifted in a smile that told her he knew exactly what she was thinking. Elizabeth let her hand drop and tried to think about what he’d asked.

				“How long...?” he prompted.

				“‘tis past sunset now,” she replied. “You were exhausted so I did not wake you.”

				She watched as he found his shirt and pulled it over his head. Now, she wanted to run her fingers through his hair, smoothing the tangles and feeling its texture. Pulling her thoughts away from his body, she cleared her throat.

				“Since it was still raining, I did not think you planned to leave yet.” Elizabeth gave him his cup when he reached for it. He shook his head.

				“Traveling the muddy path would be dangerous in the dark. By morning, hopefully the rains will cease and the roads will dry out.” He stepped past her and looked at their store of food on the shelf. “Are you hungry?”

				Her stomach chose that moment to let him know exactly how hungry she was, grumbling loudly enough to be heard by both of them. She covered it with her hands, but it was too late. Her mother always said she a healthy appetite and she would admit to loving a good meal. “I suppose I am.”

				Jamie laughed then, taking the two remaining pies from their cloth wrappers and placing them on the table. He moved the stools next to the table and waited for her to sit. She filled their cups with the remaining tea and sat. They ate their plain meal in companionable silence.

				“The unavoidable will happen,” Jamie said as she cleaned up the crumbs from their food. She stopped in motion and stared at him, thinking he meant to bed her now. “You will have to cook for me in the morn.” He laughed then and nodded. “With your mother’s pies done and needing some of the leftover food for our journey on the morrow, you must make us some of those oatcakes I keep hearing about.”

				She forgot that he was a Lowlander by birth and that, other than this and two other journeys north, he spent little time elsewhere. The language that they now spoke should have reminded her, but she could slip in and out of Scots easily. He spoke little of her Gàidhlig and struggled with it.

				“Every Highland boy and girl is taught to make oatcakes,” she said, smiling at him. “I can teach you how to, if you would like?”

				“Is that so I cannot blame you if they burn or are too dry?” he teased.

				“Aye,” she admitted. “I mean, nay! I have mastered the simple oatcake, sir. ’tis the more involved baked foods that escape my abilities.”

				“Very well,” he said, gazing at her with a new intensity in his blue eyes. “If you promise to teach me how to make an oatcake in the morn, I will teach you something this night.”

				Her body reacted before she even realized the sensual promise in his words, heat spilling through her belly and into her breasts. The deep tones of his voice made her want to peel off her gown and melt at his feet.

				She should be ashamed at the way she reacted, without thinking first of her unmarried state, but she knew he was an honorable man and he would stand by his promises to her. She prayed he would when he discovered her secret.

				But, really, all her examination of conscience seemed to matter little, or not at all, when he lifted his hand and traced the outline of her mouth with his finger. And it mattered less when that same finger slid down and touched her breast, drawing a circle around the sensitive tip before rubbing it with his thumb. Her body ached and arched toward him. Before he could touch her any other place, she covered his hand with hers and asked the question she wanted to.

				“What will you teach me, Jamie?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SIX

				WHAT WOULD HE teach her?

				She already loved him. She already wanted him. She’d pledged herself and her life to him. And she made him burn hotter than any fire.

				What could he teach her?

				James stepped closer and touched only his mouth to hers, leaving a few inches between them. Lifting his mouth while staying so close he could feel her breath against his lips, he revealed some of what he wanted to show her this night...and every night of their lives together.

				“I want to teach you how good it can be between us.” He kissed the edge of her chin and trailed a path of kisses along the line of her jaw until he reached her ear.

				“I will teach you the way you like to be touched,” he whispered into her ear. He traced the curves of her ear with his tongue, finally gaining the sigh he wanted to hear. James felt her body tremble and move an infinitesimal amount toward him. He wanted her panting and hot and ready for him and he knew from this morning how to make her so. Her breasts were very sensitive to his attentions.

				“I will teach you how to seek and gain pleasure.” Now he moved to stand behind her, easing the length of her hair to one side and biting the cord between her neck and shoulder gently. The gown she wore was no barrier to what he did, for she did shudder then. His own body reacted now, his flesh ready to join with her. Now.

				James unlaced the back of her gown, kissing his way down her spine as he slid the garment off her shoulders, allowing it to fall to her hips. After pulling his shirt off, he touched her from behind, moving his hands along the bottom of her ribs, around until they rested just below her breasts. She leaned against him then, sending shocks into his body. Her hot, smooth skin against his inflamed his desire for her even more.

				But, he would control the need that simmered within him and make their first time memorable...and immensely pleasurable for her. James kissed her exposed neck as he cupped her breasts in his hands, pulling her back so that she could feel how much he desired her. She gasped over and over as he rubbed his thumbs across her nipples until they tightened.

				“Jamie,” she whispered on a sigh. “You undo me.”

				He smiled then, knowing what more was still to happen between them. He had only just begun his seduction of her. When he covered her breasts and massaged them, then teased the tips again, she rolled her head against his shoulder and moaned aloud.

				Now, he traced the lovely mounds before moving lower, onto her stomach then lower still, pushing the gown until it slid the rest of the way to the floor. Naked but for her stockings and low boots, she arched against his hands, pressing her beautiful arse against him. He closed his eyes and imagined her bent over as he plumbed her feminine depths from behind. He thrust then, losing control for only a moment, but she felt his hardness and rubbed that arse against it harder.

				He placed his hands on her hips and moved against her. She gifted him with another delicious moan, but the sound he wanted to hear came when he crept his fingers down across her belly and touched her mons. Her mouth dropped open and she began to pant. James smiled and moved his fingers lower until he felt the wetness there between her legs. Using both hands, he caressed her there until he felt her allow her body to relax on his. Then he rubbed harder and faster and deeper until he found that tiny bud buried within that would make her scream.

				“And I will teach you to scream,” he said as he increased the pressure and pace against that part of her that would give her both pleasure and then release. “Scream for me, my love.”

				She did then and his body thrust at her from behind, his erection aching and so ready to take that final step. The lovely, lustful sound of her voice, raised and rough, as her release did happen, nearly unmanned him. He nearly lost his grip on her, but he held on and continued to push her body on and on until he’d wrought a full measure of release from her.

				He thought she would melt limply against him, so her next action surprised him. She reached up and drew his head down, taking his mouth in a kiss so deep and so hot that it left him breathless. She turned in his embrace and now held onto him. James scooped her up in his arms, their mouths yet touching, their tongues still tasting and stroking deeply, and laid her on the blankets spread there.

				Elizabeth reached up and unbuckled his belt, loosening his trews and pushing them down. His cock was freed, and she leaned back and watched him. James moved to kneel between her legs and she shifted to allow him there. He bent over and kissed her, using his hands to make her ready for him. When her hips lifted to meet his caresses, he knew she was.

				“Elizabeth. My love,” he whispered as he held onto her hips and brought them up off the blanket. “I will have a care for you in this, lass,” he promised.

				The touch of her hand on his and the expression in her gaze surprised him. Not exactly dread, but clearly she was not as fearless as she’d been only moments before. Then, it was gone and she laid her head back and closed her eyes.

				It was time to claim her and make her truly his.

				Finally.

				He leaned down and began to enter her, slowly but without hesitation. He’d not bedded many virgins, only one before her, and the tightness did not surprise him. Her flesh fit around his as he moved deeper within her. James did not pause until he was completely buried inside her. Only as he began to move, sliding out a little then thrusting back in, did he realize that there had been nothing to resist his entry.

				But, when she lifted her legs around his hips, bringing him deeper still, he lost the ability to think about anything but making her scream once more. Plunging deeper and harder as she urged him on, he felt her body tighten. His release was close. Too close. Reaching between their bodies, he found that sensitive bud and caressed it until her release began. James filled her and eased out, filled her and eased out, over and over until she shuddered and tightened around his cock.

				He did not stop until she collapsed, panting and sweating beneath him. His seed exploded from him, dowsing her womb and making him grunt with satisfaction. Only when the last spasm emptied him did he stop, holding himself on his elbows so she could breathe. Then, still within her, James rolled them to their sides and he waited for the exquisite pleasure to ebb before pulling his flesh from hers.

				Lying together, neither one spoke. He pushed her hair from her face and kissed her forehead. Instead of meeting his gaze, she tucked her head under his chin in silence. He caressed her, rubbing her back and holding her close as he tried to come up with the words to say.

				For what did a man say to his beloved, the woman who would be his wife, when he now knew he had not been the first inside her.

				Elizabeth had not been a virgin when he’d claimed her.

				* * *

				YOUNG DOUGAL PACED the yard outside Broch Dubh keep, waiting for some order from the earl. Surely Connor MacLerie would not allow this insult, this kidnapping, to go unanswered. No matter that it had ended well for his friend Tavis and for Ciara—they were married now, only hours ago, as everyone in the clan had always thought they would.

				But, the Murrays’ heir had stolen another MacLerie, forcing her, according to the note he’d left, to leave with him. Elizabeth MacLerie would be ruined if James Murray did not take her as wife. Surely Connor would take action against him for this flagrant disrespect?

				As Tavis’s second-in-command, young Dougal knew it would fall to him to carry out whatever orders the earl gave and he was ready, armed and packed to leave as soon as Connor gave word. Now, hours after James’s actions were uncovered and hours after Ciara and Tavis had married, no word had come. He had not been called by the earl.

				The summons came well after dark and he strode through the keep to the earl’s chambers in the tower. Climbing the stairs, he was not surprised to find the lady also present. If it were unseemly for a woman to know a man’s business, the earl cared not. For as long as Dougal could remember, the lady was always at his side, giving counsel and sharing her opinions as was her wont to do.

				Duncan, the man the earl relied on to negotiate the clan’s treaties, stood in the corner and Rurik, the commander of all MacLerie warriors, was there at his side. Both nodded as he entered but said nothing. Dougal walked to the earl and the lady and bowed, awaiting his orders.

				“Dougal, you know that James Murray took Elizabeth?” Connor said. Dougal grimaced, but nodded. “I want you to select two other men and track them down. My best guess...” The earl glanced at his wife before continuing. He looked over and noticed the embarrassed blush spread across her face before turning back to the earl. “My best guess is that he heads to the village near the Glasgow road south. There is a priest of the old faith there.”

				Dougal clenched his jaw and ground his teeth at this news. He must act on the earl’s orders and do nothing more or less than he said. No matter that Elizabeth was his younger sister and he wanted to rip this man apart, limb by limb, piece by piece, and make him suffer for kidnapping her. He took a deep breath and released it, holding onto his fury and planning to deal with it when he could.

				“I know the place. We passed it on our journey here from Perthshire.” Already calculating the distance and time it would take to reach the village, Dougal realized they could reach it in a matter of hours if they pushed. Sooner if they used the mountain pass south.

				“I want them returned here,” Connor said, his face giving away nothing of how he felt about the actions of this man. “I want him alive.”

				“If he has harmed her or forced her, I will...” Dougal began, clenching his hands into fists.

				“I want him returned alive, Dougal. Tavis assured me that you were ready to lead in his stead. If he was wrong and you cannot manage this task, I will get someone else.”

				He need only return James Murray alive, the earl did not say he could not mete out some punishment—which was his right as Elizabeth’s brother. Piece by piece could wait until after the earl had levied his judgment on the man.

				“I understand, my lord,” he said, nodding in acceptance of the limitations placed on him. “Do you wish me to leave now or at first light?”

				Connor began to speak, but stopped when the lady touched his arm. They exchanged only a glance, no words, but some understanding was reached in that silent conversation.

				“Now,” he said.

				“Connor!” the lady said sharply. Dougal grimaced, waiting for the earl’s reprimand but all he heard was the soft laughter of the two men watching the exchange.

				“Jocelyn, if he was true to his words, the deed is done and there will be no turning back from it. If he dawdled or delayed, I would have him returned here and deal with his lack of honor sooner rather than later. When things cannot be undone.”

				The earl never raised his voice, yet Dougal cringed at the tone. The lady? She did not seem to understand her peril and continued to argue. Dougal forced his body still and fought the urge to take several steps back.

				“Connor, I pray thee, do not...”

				The earl stood so quickly that Dougal never even saw him move. Connor stood so that he blocked Jocelyn from everyone else in the room and no one could hear their harshly whispered words. A few very awkward minutes passed as they conversed, argued really, and then the earl sat back down. The lady wore a dark scowl on her face that matched his—clearly neither were pleased with how things were going.

				“You can choose the men and leave this night.”

				The words echoed in the chamber and Dougal waited for the lady to speak in protest. Silence filled the room, though from the mutinous expression on her face, the lady would not be silent for long after he left.

				“Very well, my lord,” Dougal answered with a bow, offering a nod to the lady and to Duncan and Rurik, who followed him out.

				He reached the bottom of the stairway, thinking about which men he should choose. This was his first command situation and his choice would reflect on him. Since it involved his sister and her reputation, he wanted men who could be discreet. And since he planned to bring James Murray back alive but not untouched, he wanted men who could be trusted.

				Niall and Shaw.

				“Dougal, wait a moment,” Duncan called out to him before he left the tower. “I would have a word with you.”

				Dougal stopped until the two reached him. They were both among the most experienced and most loyal of all the earl’s men and their advice would be valuable.

				“Do not let your personal feelings get in the way of your duty,” Rurik advised. “No matter that your sister is involved.”

				Dougal nodded at the commander’s words, though in truth he would find it difficult not to remember his sister’s part in this.

				“Do not let your temper loose,” Duncan advised. “Though Connor said only ‘alive,’ he would be furious if James Murray comes back too badly damaged.” So, the counselor had heard exactly what Dougal had. “Mistakes are made when a man’s blood is running hot, whether caused by lust or insult. Do not make a mistake in how you treat the Murrays’ heir.”

				Good advice, even though Dougal had already planned how the man would suffer for having shamed his sister. He would be alive on his return—beaten, battered and abused, but alive. He nodded at the two and took his leave. Why the earl had waited this long before sending him, he knew not. Dougal only knew that he would find them and prevent his sister from making the biggest mistake of her life.

				Within a few hours, the three of them were on their way south and west to track down his sister and the man who would dishonor her.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SEVEN

				ELIZABETH LAY WRAPPED in his arms, fighting back the tears that had threatened for hours. Ever since...

				Ever since the most wonderful experience of her life.

				Now she waited for the rebuke and repudiation to come. If she was a coward for lying here in silence, savoring these last few moments in his embrace before the inevitable ending, so be it.

				The first bit of sunlight found her still awake and wondering what Jamie would do and what he would say. She’d promised to teach him to make oatcakes, but would he even care about that this morn? No longer content to wait about, she slipped free of him and gathered her clothes and dressed. She smiled as she realized she’d slept, and been tupped, in her stockings and low boots.

				She found his muddied clothes from his pursuit of the wayward horse and took them outside, brushing the worst of the dried, caked dirt from them. Turning them inside out and rolling them up, Elizabeth planned to wash them when they found a good place to do so. Then, she went back inside to do the thing she’d promised him she would do before everything between them had changed.

				Within a few minutes, she was mixing together some of the oats, a bit of salt she’d found, a small amount of honey and some water. She had no butter to add, but these plain oatcakes would fill their bellies. After adding some peat to the low fire, she put the heavy griddle pan on to heat it. Stepping quietly so as not to wake him, she only realized Jamie was awake when he reached out and grabbed her gown as she passed by him.

				“I have the oatcakes ready to cook,” she said, trying for a brighter tone than what she felt. And purposely avoiding any talk about what had happened between them.

				He sat up then, pushing the blankets aside as he stood and stretched. And damn her eyes! Elizabeth watched every move he made in case this was the last time she would see him so. If he noticed he said nothing as he walked outside to see to his needs and to check on the horse...and the weather. By the time he returned, the first batch of cakes were cooking on the griddle, filling the small dwelling with the delicious aroma of oats baking. He dressed before saying anything to her.

				“So what ingredients did you use?” he asked, walking up behind her as she took the first batch off and dropped spoonfuls of new batter on the hot surface. She felt the heat of his body from where he stood looking over her shoulder.

				“Oats, salt, honey and water,” she said, trying to ignore the longing within her heart to reach out to him and beg him to forgive her for the deception she played on him. Instead, she concentrated on the words she could say. “I would have added some butter if I was at home, but they will turn out without it in a pinch.”

				“I think this qualifies as a pinch, does it not?” he asked as he stepped away and began to gather up all the clothing they’d removed from their bags.

				She noticed he would glance over at her every so often and she waited for him to say something. But he did not. By the time she’d finished cooking the last of the cakes, he’d packed all their belongings and supplies and put them by the door of the shieling. Soon, they would leave and all evidence of what wondrous things had happened between them would be gone.

				But not forgotten. Not by her. Not for a very long time.

				Not ever.

				She set the plate on the table and poured some water into the cups now. He took his place on the other stool and lifted one of the oatcakes to his mouth. She waited, his opinion being important to her after their teasing about her cooking abilities. He bit into it and chewed. Then he took more. She chose one but waited for him to finish his before beginning.

				“For a bit of oats, salt, honey and water, these are delicious, Elizabeth,” he said. He smiled but did not meet her gaze. “Clearly you can cook oatcakes.”

				Another deception on her part and one that had been going on for some time. Not even her mother knew of her true cooking abilities for, though skilled in it, she hated it. So, she purposely ruined meals until she was allowed to do the thing she enjoyed more—working with her aunt.

				She thought on her aunt’s plan and realized it might be a godsend, for when she returned this time in shame, Connor would never let her stay. At least, he might consider sending her along with her aunt, far from Lairig Dubh in one of the cities.

				“Jamie,” she began before losing any words she planned to say to him. How could she explain?

				“You were not a virgin,” he said, softly. Neither his tone nor his expression gave away his feelings on the matter. He stated it as the fact it was.

				“Nay.”

				“When?” he asked without meeting her eyes. She understood the significance of his question even if it was asked in a calm voice. Did she carry another man’s bairn?

				“More than a year ago,” she whispered. “Jamie, I...” Again, unable to defend herself, she let the words drift off into the silence.

				She reached out to touch his hand, but he moved it before she could. Did he think she would deny it? She waited for him to speak, but he said nothing while reaching for another of the oatcakes. They continued to eat their fill without speaking, with the only sounds being the water jug or the plate being passed between them.

				Elizabeth rose and wrapped the ones left to take with them and used the water to put out the fire. Jamie checked it and once content that it was out, he began to carry the bags outside. By the time she’d cleaned and put away the griddle and water jug and gathered her own bag, he had the horse saddled and the rest of their bags secured.

				He pulled the door of the shieling closed and tied the rope to keep wild animals and the like from getting inside. Then he mounted and held out his hand to her to help her up. ’Twas at that time she noticed the thick blanket he’d placed behind his saddle, where she would sit. At first, it confused her, but then the reason became clear—he thought she would be uncomfortable riding this morning.

				Truth be told, she was sore, though not as much as she’d been that first time. Not a virgin, however she was not accustomed to tupping and not as vigorously as they had. Now, she felt heat enter her cheeks as she thought of just how vigorous it had been. Coughing to clear her throat, she accepted his hand-up and adjusted the skirts of her gown and shift and the length of her cloak around her legs. Trews were absolutely more convenient for riding, but her family and most of the village would be scandalized if they witnessed it.

				Jamie guided the horse down the now-drying path at a slow pace. Though the rains had stopped several hours before, the mud would take longer to dry out completely—if it did before the next storms passed through the area. They made it back to the bottom of the hill and Jamie surprised her by heading south.

				“Where are you heading?” she asked over his shoulder. Surely after last night’s discovery, he would call things off between them.

				“To the village. Where else would we be going?” he said, drawing the horse to a halt. “Nothing has changed, Elizabeth.” And yet it had, in so many ways she could not even begin to identify or describe.

				“And you still wish to marry me?” she asked. For was that not the primary question to voice?

				“I gave you my word when we made our plans to leave Lairig Dubh. I will not go back on that even now.”

				Was her heart bleeding? The piercing pain caused by his lack of enthusiasm and tone of entrapment took her breath away. Unable to speak, almost unable to remain upright, his truth tore her apart. He would marry her because he’d given his word. In spite of her lack of virginity and deception, he would continue in their bargain because he’d given his word. After breaking it with Ciara, she knew him well enough to know he would not do that again. But, where were the soft words of yesterday? The pledges of love and hope and a life together?

				She really had no right to disagree, so she sat behind him holding on to the edge of the saddle to balance and barely touching him, as he guided the horse to the main pathway and they continued on their journey. He was once more trapped in a marriage bargain because he needed to do the right thing by her. But this time, she’d been the cause of it and would not be his escape but his captor.

				* * *

				JAMES HEARD THE pain in her voice and felt it in her body as she sat behind him, stiff as a fence post. Had she thought he would disavow her? Had she thought they would have an ugly, angry confrontation over her lack of virginity? Part of him did want that, that primitive part he buried deep inside and controlled and had planned it when he’d asked the question of her. The part more like these Highland warriors than the Scottish nobleman he was raised to be.

				She had given herself to a man before him.

				Had she loved that man before him? If so, why was she not married to him? How had he not heard of her disgrace? Or had she managed to keep her fall a secret?

				This, he realized, was what came from living for passion and making decisions based on lust and love rather than calm, rational discussions and reasons. He’d broken the code he’d lived by and now he would pay the price for such arrogance and bad judgment.

				He shifted and glanced back at her to see how she fared this morn. James had not noticed her moving with any obvious pain or discomfort and she’d given no sign that he’d hurt her when he’d bedded her. Remembering for a moment the sheer pleasure of their joining, he tried to understand why she’d lied to him.

				Was her past experience the reason for her enjoyment of the physical pleasure between them?

				Now her acceptance of his touches and caresses took on a new meaning. Did she compare him to whomever she had in her bed before him? Did she regret what they had done? She’d never paused or shown any reticence in the act or anything he’d done. Would she be so at ease in bed if she’d been forced in the past? Was that how she lost her virtue?

				That would explain some of his confusion, for why would Ciara remain friends with a woman who had no honor? Why would Connor allow her to remain in Lairig Dubh if she brought shame on her family? She would have been sent away if this had happened in his family. So, why did Connor allow her to stay?

				If she had told him the truth, told him of her lack of virtue, would he have pledged his love or promised to marry her? Would he have risked everything—family, fortune and future—to be with her? Would he have fallen in love with her? At this moment, he just did not know. At this moment, she could be carrying his child so that let him fewer choices.

				She sighed then, a soft sound he doubted she even was aware of, but he heard it. His body heard it and he fought to keep the desire he had for her, even now knowing what he did, under control. Until they cleared things up between them—though he was not certain he wanted to learn the details of her past—he would not lie with her. It might be too late to turn back, but it was not too late to try to gain some honesty between them.

				The sun broke through the clouds then, promising an easier path this day. Pushing off the doubts and the questions, he took the road’s measure and decided they could safely ride faster.

				“Hold onto to me, Elizabeth,” he said over his shoulder. “We must ride faster to make up some of the distance.”

				Elizabeth said nothing but he felt her arms encircle his waist and her hands take hold of his cloak. And the way her breasts, those wonderful, sensitive, responsive breasts that had risen to tight peaks in his hands, pressed into his back. His cock rose until it nearly reached where she rested her hands. If she moved them a slight bit, she would touch him there. He shuddered at the thought, causing her to shift against him.

				It was heaven and hell all in the same moment.

				They traveled as long as they could, stopping only twice to refresh themselves. If they ran into more storms, they would be forced to delay locating Father Ceallach another night. James had no doubt that they would be pursued at some point—one did not break with the Earl of Douran on his own lands and not answer for it. So, each delay could be the one that allowed their plans to be thwarted.

				Due to his unfamiliarity with the lands here, he’d overestimated the distance and the time needed to reach the village and the priest. It was midafternoon when they reached the first of the village buildings—a smithy from the sound and smell of it.

				There would be time enough to stop at the inn for a true meal and to buy some necessities before seeking out the good father and finishing this escapade. Then they could begin the marriage based on deception and dishonor.

				* * *

				DOUGAL AND THE men reached the peak of what should be the last hill before reaching the road that James must have taken with his sister. It was the only road into the village to the south and then through to Glasgow. And just beyond the village lay the old priest’s dwelling and small chapel.

				Their luck had held for the storms that had plagued the land all of the day before, had broken apart in the skies above and eventually the nearly full moon’s light showed the way. Stopping only to relieve themselves, they ate or drank as they needed while they rode, intent on stopping the Murrays’ heir from taking advantage of his sister and to return him to face the earl’s justice in the matter. They could rest once he was their prisoner.

				Niall spied the shieling just before they reached it, for it was hidden from above by the turf roof and the way it was built into the side of the hill. That protected it from the worst of the winds and created a small, sheltered place where animals could be covered. As they pulled to a halt, Shaw pointed out the tree that had burned, struck by lightning most likely.

				The shieling looked undisturbed and his hope that they would catch the two inside faded as he untied the rope and pulled the door open. It was empty. Dougal walked inside, waving off the others, and he took in all the signs of a recent use. What struck him as he had pulled open the door was the unmistakable, musky odor of sex.

				Christ! The man had already taken Elizabeth. He was too late to save her from shame. He kicked the stool near his feet, sending it crashing into the wall. It was not as satisfying as he’d hoped. But, he would get satisfaction when they caught up with the pair. Young James Murray would pay.

				He strode out and mounted his horse. They were on the right path and would catch up with them. He only hoped it was before they reached the priest and made this man’s crime into something too difficult to correct. Dougal motioned to Niall and Shaw and they rode down to the packed dirt path...and on toward the village and his sister.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER EIGHT

				ELIZABETH PULLED ANOTHER piece off the roasted quail and put it on her wooden trencher. She did not realize how hungry she was until the innkeeper’s wife began putting plates on their table. The bird, a thick stew of mutton and vegetables, another with cheese and bread. All smelled delicious and could not be resisted after the plain oatcakes of this morn.

				A younger woman, mayhap the innkeeper’s daughter, hovered around Jamie, filling his cup with ale as soon as he drank some and offering him whatever he needed. It did not take too much thinking to understand what she offered and only after several dark glares did the girl go away and tend to others.

				Jamie did not seem to notice her untoward attentions. His gaze moved between his cup, the plates of food and his own trencher. He hardly spared her a glance, so lost in thought he was. So, deciding that she would rather face his anger than this polite attitude, she spoke to him of the one topic neither had mentioned.

				“I wonder what happened to Ciara.”

				“Ciara?” He drank deeply from his cup.

				“Just because you—we—left, it does not mean that she married or will marry Tavis.” She sipped from her own cup and then added, “Or that the earl would permit such a marriage.”

				James studied her then, before answering. “I had not thought of that. Tavis would not be a suitable choice for a woman of such wealth and connections.”

				“Nor am I one for a man such as you.”

				He let out a breath then and met her gaze directly for the first time they’d lain together and he discovered her secret. “Nay, you would not be someone considered when my parents were looking for a suitable bride.” He took her hand then and entwined their fingers, sending tiny bursts of pleasure and sadness through her. “But you are the woman I chose. We will make the best of this bad beginning.”

				There was the problem—she did not want to make the best of this. That was what she would have done had James married Ciara. Elizabeth would have remained at home, mourned the loss of the man she loved and the forced loss of her closest friend. For in marrying, James and Ciara would ensure Elizabeth’s alienation from them. She would not have been able to bear watching them.

				She thought that that situation would have been the worst thing to come from this three-sided relationship, but listening to James now, Elizabeth knew there was worse.

				This would be worse—to marry the man she loved and wanted because he felt trapped. It would eventually change whatever love he felt for her into complacency and forbearance, one for the other. But what choice did she have now? What choice did he have? To act honorably and return her to Lairig Dubh, not married? To return to marry Ciara? Her head ached from the uncertainty of it all.

				Her appetite fled her then, so she wiped her hands on the cloth given her and waited for James to finish eating. He asked the innkeeper’s wife to wrap the food that they did not eat so they could take it with them and she carried it off to do that. Elizabeth stood and watched as James got directions to where the priest lived. Once that was accomplished and a few of James’s coins paid for their meal, they walked out onto the road.

				“It did not sound far,” she said.

				“Not far at all. About a mile farther on that road,” he said, pointing out a smaller path that would lead out of the village, but in a different direction than the main one.

				“Could we walk part of the way? I do not think I could on the back of a horse right now.”

				He glanced overhead to gauge the position of the sun and how much daylight they had left before dusk would fall. There should be plenty of time, so he nodded and held out his hand. Though certain she wanted to rage at him, she accepted his hand in hers and they fell into step with the horse behind them.

				They’d left the village, which was fading from sight behind them, but there was still no sign of the priest’s abode or the small church Lady MacLerie had mentioned was his. It could not be much farther.

				Before they caught sight of anything in the thick forest that surrounded them, the sound of galloping horses grew louder. Someone or several people approached at a fast speed, though only the sound of it echoed yet. James released Elizabeth’s hand and drew the sword he’d placed next to the saddle. He wore a lethal dagger in his boot, if needed, but he hoped this was someone anxious to find the priest. Kin or kith near death and in need of the Last Rites?

				Or not, for now he could see two horsemen riding toward them. Hoping she had not been seen, he pushed her toward the trees.

				“Hide, Elizabeth,” he said, moving away from her to take any attention. “Now, lass. Hide.”

				She hesitated for only a moment before fleeing into a thick stand of bushes just a few paces off the road. Once she hid from sight, James mounted and turned to face the men. From the color of their garments, they were dressed in the Highland manner and wore the MacLerie hunting plaids.

				Fate...and the earl, it would seem, had caught up with them. James held the sword low and ready as the two men slowed and stopped near him.

				“Where is she?” the red-haired one called out. “What have you done with Elizabeth?” Although his understanding and speaking of Gaelic was not the best, he comprehended the questions. Only when the man glared at him did he recognize him from a similar expression that Elizabeth often wore when angry.

				“Dougal?”

				“Aye, Murray. I am Dougal MacLerie. And I ask you again, what have you done to my sister?”

				Before he could answer, another man approached from the other direction and positioned himself to block any attempt at escape. Even if he wanted to try, the man held a bow with an arrow nocked and ready and aimed at him. Hemmed in, he had no place to go. He heard her moving through the bushes just before she appeared at the edge of the road.

				“Dougal! What are you doing?” she called out to her brother first. “Niall! Put down that bow!”

				Elizabeth stood with her hands on her hips and that mutinous expression that mirrored the one her brother yet wore. James noticed that neither answered her or took their eyes off of him. He lowered his sword slightly and waited.

				It was not long in coming. A nod from Dougal sent the man closest to him riding at James. But he was not the target—Elizabeth was, and he was too far from her to stop it. The warrior leaned over and scooped her up, tossing her over his legs in spite of the fight she gave. With one arm across her back to hold her there, the man turned his horse and rode away. She was still screaming—curses now—as they disappeared from sight over the rise in the road.

				She was not in danger, but James was certain he was.

				Dougal and Niall stayed in position, on either side of him, so he could not defend himself or fight one of them without the other being free to attack him. So, he waited to see what they had planned.

				Niall remained some distance away when Dougal launched his attack. Charging him directly, James was forced to turn and ride toward Niall. As he did, Niall aimed the bow and James knew he would be struck in the leg by it. He stopped his horse and jumped from it, using it as cover while Dougal approached, driving his horse away.

				Breathing heavily, James stood in the middle of the road awaiting his fate. Would they kill him now? The murderous look in Dougal’s eyes said aye. Niall seemed to be waiting for Dougal to act, for he never moved from his place or took his aim off his target. James took a deep breath as Dougal charged him now, for there was no hope of outrunning a man on a horse. At the last moment, he ducked low and turned away, but Dougal freed his foot from the stirrup and kicked him to the ground.

				James’s landed facedown in the dirt and before he regained his feet, Dougal was there, sword in hand and murder in his eyes, ready to strike him down with the lethal Highland claymore he carried.

				“Dougal,” Niall said. James had not seen the other man’s approach, but he sat on his horse just a few yards away. “Your orders.”

				“Aye, Niall. I know the earl’s orders.” Dougal spit on the ground then. “He’s to be brought back alive to Lairig Dubh.” Dougal turned toward Niall and tossed the huge sword to him. Niall caught it with ease and nodded to Dougal. “I do not need my sword to show this cur that he should not have involved my sister in his plans.” Dougal climbed down from his horse and handed the reins to Niall, too. “Now, outlander swine, let me show you how a Highlander answers insult.”

				No more words were spoken. Once Dougal launched at him, James could barely think. It felt like the man had eight arms and legs. The blows came from every direction and James recognized the pure fury in the attack. He’d held his own while fighting Tavis, but Tavis did not have righteous anger in his soul as Dougal did.

				* * *

				AFTER THE FIRST punches and kicks, Dougal slowed the attack. No need to rush the punishment this dog would get at his hands. Once Murray’s vision was blocked by the blood pouring from a gash on his head and from the swelling from several of Dougal’s punches to his face, Dougal taunted him. Pushing him down from behind, he ground his face into the dirt of the road and punched him in the back.

				There would be bruises aplenty on the morrow.

				Oh, he was not unscathed but at least he would be standing when this was over. Only when Niall called out his name, did he stop. He trusted his friend to call a halt before the man died. After one more very satisfying punch to his face, Dougal walked away.

				He took the skin of water from his horse and after taking a mouthful of it to rinse out the blood, he dowsed his head and face with some. Then he washed Murray’s blood from his knuckles and hands. Niall brought Murray’s, or rather the earl’s, horse over and together they threw the unconscious man over the saddle, tying his hands and legs to each other under the horse’s belly to keep him in place.

				As they rode to catch up with Shaw and Elizabeth, who would be waiting north of the village, Dougal wondered what the earl would do with the man...and with his sister. It was near full-dark by the time they reached the agreed-to place, but Shaw had a fire built and was waiting for them. They dismounted and walked closer, seeing the cuts and scrapes all over Shaw’s face and neck and hands.

				“What happened?” Dougal asked, glancing around the clearing.

				“Your sister did not wish to leave,” Shaw said, touching one ugly gash on his neck.

				“Where is she?” Dougal could hear noises but could not see Elizabeth.

				“Over there,” Shaw said. “It seemed the best way to keep her and myself safe.” Dougal followed him across the clearing where Shaw led.

				Elizabeth sat at the base of a tree, her hands and feet tied together and rope binding her to the tree. A length of cloth was tied around her face, gagging her mouth, though not stopping her from trying to scream at him. Dougal knelt in front of her and removed the cloth.

				“Are you hurt, Elizabeth? Did he harm you?” He searched her face for any sign of injury from whatever Murray did to her.

				“Shaw did not hurt me, Dougal. I am calmed down now, you can untie me.” She lifted her arms as much as the other ropes allowed, clearly expecting him to cut her free. He did nothing.

				“I meant Murray. His note said he kidnapped you from Lairig Dubh. Did he...?” Dougal paused, thinking of the smell of the shieling. “Did he force himself on you?”

				“You are a fool if you think he forced himself on me, Dougal. I did not think you a fool before.” Her eyes narrowed. “Untie me. Let us go.”

				“I have my orders, from the earl. We are to bring you back to Lairig Dubh.”

				She stared at him then and said nothing.

				“Tell me, Elizabeth,” he insisted. “The earl will want to know what happened.”

				When her chin lifted just a bit and her lower lip edged out, he knew he’d lost this battle. Stubborn to the core, she did as she pleased and answered to no one when she wore this expression. His anger drained from him and, pushing her tangled hair from her eyes, he asked his sister what he needed to know.

				“Are you well, lass? Just tell me that much,” he said quietly so that none of the others heard.

				The tears welling in her eyes worried him, but she blinked them away quickly and nodded. Turning away, she would not say anything else. Until she noticed Murray’s body strung over the horse.

				“Dougal, what have you done now?” she said in a tone that nearly shouted at him. “Untie me.” She began to fight the ropes and, with the way Shaw tied his knots, it would only make them tighten more. “I beg you, Dougal. Niall. Shaw.” She looked at each of them. “Let me see to him. Please.”

				Dougal just shook his head and walked away from her. Her reactions to seeing Murray as they’d left him explained much to him—more than he wished to know. Elizabeth had not been kidnapped. She had not been forced. She had been a willing participant in this folly and she would need to pay a steep price for contributing to her loss of honor yet again. The earl would determine that once they got back home.

				And she was mistaken if she thought she gave the orders. With a nod of his head, he directed the others to follow him. In a few minutes, they’d untied Murray, laid him on the ground on the other side of the clearing and bound his hands and feet so he could not move when he did wake. When he glanced in her direction, he found her straining against the ropes to see what they were doing.

				They would stay here for the night. Now that they had Murray, they did not have to rush back to Lairig Dubh.

				Only after he tossed a blanket over Elizabeth and took one for himself, assigning each of his men a guard shift through the night, did he allow himself to feel the exhaustion and the pain that coursed through his body. A few hours of rest and he’d be fine. With a clearer head, he would deal with Elizabeth and her lover in the morn.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER NINE

				ALTHOUGH SHE WAS tied to a tree and worried to death about Jamie, Elizabeth did fall asleep several times during that long night. She noticed when Niall changed places with Shaw and then when Dougal took over. She saw the sky begin to lighten as the sun threatened to rise and she watched as the clouds thickened overhead and rolled ominously above them.

				All night long she tried to remember the secret to Shaw’s knots. She’d been successful in loosening them when she was younger and her brother and his friends liked to play tricks on her and the other girls. Fighting them tightened them, so she tried to slide her fingers loose by easing her hands to and fro within the intricate loops. A dagger. What she wouldn’t give for a good, sharp dagger that could cut through the rope and cut off a few dangly bits from her brother’s body, too!

				She should feel embarrassed and humiliated, but instead she felt murderous. Dougal had purposely ordered Shaw to take her away so she could not interfere with his plans to beat Jamie to within an inch of life. The earl would never have made such an order and Elizabeth was certain that that part had been Dougal’s decision.

				Peering across the clearing, she tried to see if Jamie yet slept. His face was bloodied and swollen. He had not moved since they dropped him there. She needed to see to his injuries before Dougal tried to travel back to Lairig Dubh. Elizabeth was concentrating so hard on freeing herself and on seeing how Jamie fared that she never heard Dougal’s approach from behind her.

				“Here,” he said, holding out a skin to her. “Drink.”

				Nothing else. No apologies for tying her to a tree and leaving her all night. She was thirsty enough that she would have taken it from him—until she saw the bloody splashes on his hands and arms.

				Jamie’s blood.

				With the increasing light from the sun, she could see that Jamie must have fought back, for Dougal was a bit bruised about the face. And he grimaced as he leaned over to her.

				Good. She hoped he was suffering for what he’d done.

				“Connor ordered you to beat him?” she asked.

				“Connor ordered me to bring him back alive. I but treated him to the anger of a brother for the mistreatment of his sister.” He held out the skin again.

				“‘Twas not your place to do so, Dougal. I did not need you to avenge my honor.”

				If he had lived in the village during that previous incident, he would have done the same thing. She tried not to be too angry at him for he did not realize he was returning her to face shame once more before the earl and that it would end with her complete disgrace and exile from their family.

				Worse, her parents would bear this shame, too. The earl might be a worldly man and intelligent and willing to forgive a young, stupid and naive girl’s misstep once. But this time would push him into harsher actions against her. The only problem was that she could not explain it to Dougal without first exposing her misjudgment.

				She could not bear to have her brother look at her with disappointment in his gaze. That she would not do.

				“Drink and I’ll take you so you can see to you needs. You must have to...” He motioned off to the ground, where he and the other men could so easily see to theirs.

				“I would see to Jamie, Dougal. Please.”

				They had reached a point familiar to both of them. Their innately stubborn natures brought them to it many, many times and it became a joke of a sort between them. Who would give in this time? If she did, would it soften his refusal to let her help Jamie? She must take the chance, for his sake.

				She held out her hands and he placed the skin in them, pulling the stopper free. Elizabeth lifted it up and drank slowly. After a few mouthfuls, she handed it back to him. He sealed it and slung it over his shoulder. When she held out her hands to him, he loosened the knots and the ropes dropped off.

				It only took a moment to free her feet, but she wobbled as she tried to stand. Dougal grabbed her by the arm and waited until she got her feet beneath her. He tugged her in the other direction from where she wanted to go and walked with her into the trees, looking for a place to use. When they were behind enough trees so she would not be seen, he released her.

				“I will wait here. Go, see to your needs.”

				She did not take long, once her legs stopped burning from lack of movement, she finished her task and returned to her brother. He walked next to her on the way back to the clearing, allowing her to walk without holding her. So, when they reached the others, she paused and waited, hoping he would let her go to Jamie. He took her by the arm and she thought he meant to tie her up again, but they walked on past the tree and across the clearing to where he lay.

				Elizabeth tried not to cry before them, but the tears streamed down her cheeks when she saw the damage her brother had wrought on Jamie.

				There was a deep gash that began on his forehead and ran into his hair, which still bled. His left eye was swollen shut and his jaw was mottled with bruises. His lip was split in the center and dried blood covered his face and neck. From the strange way his fingers fell, she thought he might have broken two or three of them on his left hand. It was all she could do not to fall to her knees and wail like a bean-shithe singing her song of death. Elizabeth took a deep breath and told Dougal what she needed.

				Though he stood there silently watching her, he nodded and left, returning a few minutes later with water, her other shift to use for bandages and some whiskey for cleaning the wounds and helping with his pain. She proceeded to clean the wounds she could find, even tearing open the bloodied shirt to find more bruises and cuts on his chest. His head and face were the worst and she thought the gash was deep enough to need stitches—stitches she did not have.

				It took her some time and all the while the three men stood off a bit watching and saying nothing. Did they hear her prayers as she whispered them to the Almighty? Elizabeth had helped her mother tend the sick but this was beyond that. What worried her the most was that through it all, through the poking and prodding and cleaning, Jamie never moved or made a sound.

				She called Niall over when she needed help wrapping the long strips of linen, torn from her shift, around his chest to support what she thought might be broken or badly bruised ribs. Finally finished, she gathered up the cloths she’d used and handed the water skin back to Dougal.

				“The rains are coming again and he will need shelter, Dougal. At least until he wakes.” She tried to soften her voice so it did not sound like an order, but she knew it did. And she did not care. “If he wakes.”

				All three men paled at her words. Dougal took them aside to talk amongst themselves and she knelt at Jamie’s side, holding his battered hand in hers. Niall walked away first and then Dougal returned to her.

				“Niall is going to the village. There was an unused cottage there and he will make arrangements. Since these people pay their rents to the MacLerie, it should be easy to arrange.”

				“My thanks, Dougal,” she said. Then she watched as he frowned and stared at her as though trying to decipher a puzzle.

				He did not try to move her from her place next to Jamie, so she remained there, watching him closely for any sign of waking. Each hour that passed with him asleep brought the danger closer. He could not die because of her. Because of her brother’s need to settle a score. Because of her past indiscretions.

				Some time passed and Elizabeth’s stomach grumbled, reminding her of how much time had passed since her last meal. Though she did not want to leave his side, she climbed to her feet and walked to where they’d piled all the bags from the horses. Finding the right sack, she found the leftover oatcakes, quail, cheese and bread. She kept one oatcake and gave the rest to Dougal and Shaw.

				She leapt up at the sound of Niall’s return. When she stood and saw that his horse now pulled a wooden cart behind it, she thought there was some hope for Jamie. Niall drove the horse into the clearing and held onto the reins while Dougal and Shaw lifted Jamie and placed him in the back. When they tossed the bags in, she arranged a couple of them under Jamie’s head to absorb most of the bumpiness of the rough road on the way back to the village.

				The small cottage sat just before the village, farther into the forest so it was not seen from the road. Niall turned the horse down a small, almost-hidden path and it appeared after a few minutes. Trying to keep her bearings, Elizabeth thought it might have been about a quarter mile. Niall helped her down from the bench of the cart and she went to see what the cottage looked like inside. The winds whipped her hair loose and she had to gather it in her hands to keep it out of her face. She leaned down to enter through the lower door.

				Not as tiny as the shieling, but not very big, the cottage had three rooms—one main living area with a hearth built into one wall, another smaller, windowless room suitable as a storage room and one bedroom, this with one small window high in the back wall. Escape would be impossible from this cottage, which from his smile, Dougal must have realized at the same moment she had.

				The good thing was that it was clean, with no rodents or other creatures hiding in it as usually happened with unused crofts. And, as the skies opened and the rains poured down, it did not leak. She’d managed to make a pallet out of some blankets on the floor of the storage chamber for Jamie, and Niall and Shaw carried him inside just as the storm began.

				The men also brought in supplies and foodstuffs, a small keg of whiskey and another of ale. From the looks of it, Dougal took Jamie’s injuries seriously and understood it could be days before he could travel.

				“I borrowed what I could and bought some. The innkeeper provided me with a griddle pan and some pots and plates. They recognized me as the earl’s man and said he would get whatever we needed,” Niall explained as he set out the goods he’d returned with. “We can return everything when we leave and pay for what we use.”

				She walked into the smallest room and checked on Jamie before beginning to organize the food and supplies in the cooking area. He lay unmoving as before and seemed no worse for the short, though bumpy journey here. Her brother and the others would expect her to cook while they stayed here. Elizabeth wondered if Dougal yet remembered how badly she cooked.

				The rains continued through the rest of the day. The innkeeper had sent along another quail, so she boiled it to make broth for him and the others would eat the rest of it. Tempted to cook the way she had at home to hide her skills, she decided against it. So, she made simple foods to feed them.

				The day passed slowly for her. She spent most of her time sitting with Jamie, hoping that he would wake so she could explain things to him. The earl knew the truth about her past and would certainly not force Jamie into a marriage knowing that. If nothing else, she had decided to plead that to the earl when they returned and hopefully Connor would be content banishing her from Lairig Dubh and returning Jamie to face his parents’ wrath.

				That night she and Dougal shared the bedchamber, with Dougal sleeping across the place in front of the door. Niall and Shaw slept in the main room. Elizabeth prayed for many things that night, but mostly she prayed that Jamie would wake up.

				* * *

				DARKNESS AND AGONY swirled around him, making it impossible for him to see anything. He struggled against it, fighting his way through the waves of pain only to face more. His body hurt, his head hurt, but worse was the anguish that pierced his heart when he remembered how he’d treated Elizabeth.

				Her eyes, carrying that secret shame deep within them, pleading with him for understanding. And he failed her. He professed his love and ignored his pride. He needed to tell her.

				Elizabeth! He tried to call to her but she faded away.

				He would never let her go. He would never let her face her family, the laird, and be subjected to censure of any kind. She was his.

				Her voice echoed in his head then and he pushed his way to reach her. But no matter what he did, he could not seem to make her hear him. Over and over, hour after hour, he called for her. Her touch on his hand or his arm or his head soothed him. When he tried to reach for her, his body would not do what he wanted. His eyes would not even open so he could see her.

				Had Dougal hurt her? Had he punished her for his sins?

				With all his might, against the terrible wall of pain, he pushed, trying to get a sound through to her. Then exhausted, he fell back into the black depths of unconsciousness.

				His last thought was for her, a prayer that she would forgive him for failing her so badly.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TEN

				AT FIRST, SHE thought she was dreaming or imagining it.

				Elizabeth moved the tallow candle closer and watched carefully, but now there was no sign of movement. Two days and nights had passed and he remained deeply unconscious. Dougal even sent for one of the old women of the village, one who had some skills in healing and treating the sick, but she said she could do nothing more for him.

				Head injuries, she whispered to Dougal believing Elizabeth could not hear her, were the least predictable of all. But, she warned him that this deep sleep was lasting too long and not a good sign. With a promise to visit again in a few days and after leaving a few potions and concoctions behind in case she had need of them, the old woman waddled her way along the road back to the village, refusing any attempt to take her by cart.

				As had become her practice these last few days, Elizabeth sat at his side and spoke quietly to him. Most times she simply repeated prayers so that he could hear them. Other times, she told him of her childhood and good stories about Dougal so he would know her brother was not just an evil person. And sometimes, when the men were outside the cottage, she spoke of her love for him and her failures.

				But mostly, she prayed she would have a chance to make things right between them.

				Old Muireall approved of feeding him some of the broth Elizabeth had made, so a couple times a day, she sat behind him, with his head resting on her chest, and dribbled spoonfuls of liquid into his mouth. She could coax it down his throat, much more successfully than the first few times she’d tried. Now, he swallowed more of it than they both wore.

				The outside door opened and she waited for word of what the men had discussed. When no one approached, she walked to the chamber door and eased it open. All three stood there, silent now that she’d opened the door. Dougal motioned to her to come out, so she stepped out and pulled the door behind her.

				“If he does not wake in another two days, I am sending Niall back to Lairig Dubh with word of his condition,” he said.

				Elizabeth nodded at his grim announcement. For Dougal to send word to the earl that exposed that he had lost his temper and caused Jamie’s condition was a serious admission to make. He would be in trouble for disobeying the laird’s commands, losing whatever status he might have and being humiliated among his clan.

				How had things gone so wrong?

				She went back into the chamber to watch over Jamie, but dissolved into tears when she knelt next to him. Everything had gone wrong and a simple desire to be together had now ruined more lives than she could count—and might even cost Jamie his.

				All for love? She thought love would be the answer to their problems, but instead pursuit of it seemed to cause all their problems. Standing by while Ciara married him could not be worse than the mayhem and damage following their own desires had wrought. Mayhap being content in marriage was enough and seeking a grand adventure of the heart just brought pain?

				She leaned her head down and let her grief and worry out for the first time. Praying that his life would be spared, she bargained with the Almighty, offering up all manner of possible sacrifices if only...if only...

				“Dinna greet, lass.”

				Low and raspy, she nearly did not recognize his voice, but as he touched her head, tangling his fingers in her unbound hair, she knew he was truly awake. Elizabeth lifted her head and looked into his eyes for the first time in days.

				“Nothing can be as bad as that,” he whispered to her. He had no idea of how bad things were at that moment. Happy that he was waking up, she smiled through her tears.

				“Not now that you are awake,” she said. Without thinking about anything else, she leaned over and kissed him. Careful not to press too hard against his torn lip, she only touched her mouth to his for a moment. Realizing he must be parched, she sat up and reached for the cup she kept there, always ready for him. “Here now, sip this,” she said, lifting his head so he could take some.

				She did it in small steps, until he’d emptied the cup. When she let his head rest back, he reached out and took hold of her hand, squeezing it for a moment.

				“Elizabeth, we must talk,” he said. His eyes began to droop and she knew he was falling asleep again, this time into a normal sleep so she did not fear for him. “I have to tell you...”

				He never finished his words. She did not care for there would be time now to sort it all out. After watching him for several more minutes, she left the chamber to tell Dougal the news.

				With the news that he’d wakened, everyone’s mood lightened and their meal included a bit of conversation that no one had felt like having at previous meals. After eating and cleaning up, Elizabeth reached for the latch to his door. Dougal stepped between her and the chamber, stopping her from entering.

				“Go now, Elizabeth, and get some rest.”

				“I want to sit with him, Dougal. If he wakes...”

				“When he wakes, I will call you. But, if you do not get some sleep, you will make yourself sick and be of no good to him or anyone.”

				When he crossed his arms over his chest, she knew she’d lost this argument. Nodding, she went into the bedchamber and laid down on the pile of blankets there. Only planning to sleep for a short time, Elizabeth was surprised when morning’s light greeted her as she woke.

				* * *

				DOUGAL WATCHED THE steely determination in his sister and understood what, or who, caused it. Murray had not forced her in any way—Elizabeth was deeply in love with him. As he observed her care of him over the last several days, it was a fact he could not miss. Not even while his temper still held sway over him. Not even when the man’s death seemed imminent. And not even now when the news he’d awakened lifted her spirits.

				He sat with his back against the wall inside the small chamber, drinking some whiskey and thinking on how this would all go and not liking any of it. His first time in command and it was a debacle. He’d lost his temper within seconds of encountering the two of them and nearly beaten Murray to death. He was not one to shy away from a good fight or even from killing when it needed be done, but the results of this lack of control sickened him.

				Connor expected obedience from everyone who served him. Duncan and Rurik had tried to warn him, but he was too bent on avenging what he thought was Murray’s dishonoring of his sister to keep his temper under control.

				Taking another swallow of the uisge beatha he considered his choices in how to carry out his orders and how they would affect his sister and the man before him. Her earlier indiscretion aside, she was his younger sibling, the only one to live through childhood, and though he and his friends tormented her endlessly, their bond was unbreakable. She probably wished him in hell right now, he knew that from the glare she gave him from time to time.

				The last time Elizabeth had fallen from honor, it was because she was too sweet and too young to know a man’s game...and because he was not there to watch over her. It would have taken him no more than a breath to see the craven bastard’s plan and put an end to it—if he’d been there. But he was training and living elsewhere and Elizabeth had been drawn in with the man’s pretty words and promises. She did not think he knew about it but he did.

				He could not fail her this time.

				So, when word spread that she’d been taken by Murray, that he’d forced her to leave with him, he knew his chance had come. The smell of recent sex in the shieling just proved Murray’s guilt to him and he’d attacked the man—for his own failure once more.

				From Connor’s comments to his wife, he fully expected Murray to marry his sister. Actually, it sounded as though he expected they would already be married by the time they were found. He’d allowed his friend Tavis to marry Ciara, though in many ways, it was not an acceptable match. Ciara Robertson was higher in status, connected to powerful families in Scotland and wealthier than any woman Dougal could think on. And it was her wealth, not her husband’s.

				Now that he’d time to think on it, mayhap Connor waited to give Murray time to marry Elizabeth? The earl knew where they were heading because Lady MacLerie told them about the priest. By giving them an entire day before sending someone after them, Connor knew they would have done the deed before being found. Which would give Connor less control over separating them once they were returned. A valid marriage, even in the Old Church style, was legitimate and hard to break.

				But the storms arrived and delayed them in getting to the priest. And that gave him a chance to catch up with them before that marriage could happen.

				He drank down the last of the whiskey in his cup and thought on all of this. It was moot until Murray was able to travel, so there was time aplenty to make decisions about his orders. Dougal was about to close his eyes and get some sleep when Murray moved, shifting and moaning out his sister’s name as he did.

				The man, though a Lowland nobleman and not trained as he’d been by the best warriors in the Highlands, could inflict pain with his punches, too. Dougal had been impressed, as had Niall, in his ability to last as long as he had and to land some bruising blows. His own ribs ached even now. Pouring more whiskey in his cup from the keg at his side, he went over and crouched next to him.

				“Here, Murray,” he said, lifting the man’s head. “This will help with the pain.” Although he did not resist, Murray eyed him with suspicion as he drank it down. “I am not trying to poison you. If you think to marry my sister, her cooking may very well do that for you.” Dougal let Murray’s head rest back down.

				“She told me as much,” Murray said, as he slid his hand down over his tightly bound ribs.

				Though now that he thought on the matter of Elizabeth’s cooking, Dougal realized that none of the meals she’d made for them had sickened any of them. Hmmm.

				“What are you going to do, Dougal?”

				How many times could he fail his sister before doing what was best for her? That was the true question in all this, was it not? And all he knew is that he did not know the answer yet. Pouring himself another wee dram and drinking it down, Dougal shrugged.

				“Get some rest, Murray. We will talk in the morn.”

				Knowing the man was well-enough, Dougal rose and walked out into the main room. And laying himself down in front the chamber’s door, he went to sleep, wondering just what the bloody hell he would do.

				* * *

				JAMES LISTENED AS Dougal left the chamber.

				Every part and bit of him hurt, but he was alive. Until he woke to the sound of Elizabeth crying, he did not know if he would ever wake again. He’d actually thought at first that she was sobbing because he’d died. The pain seeped into his mind and he knew that only being alive could hurt this much.

				What a fool he’d been! Not speaking on things that mattered with the woman he loved was likely the stupidest thing he’d done in his life. For a time, while drifting in that blackness, he thought would lead him to death, he prayed for a second chance with her. To make things right.

				He did not know how, he only knew to the core of his soul that he must keep her with him and keep her from further humiliation.

				As he drifted back to sleep, he thought on how he could do it and realized the only way was to kidnap her from her brother and get to the priest before they could be stopped. He laughed then and it made his ribs spasm with pain at the movement. The pain reminded him of all the reasons that would be impossible.

				But, he would find a way to do it, to prove his love to her and to keep her at his side for the rest of their lives. If he died trying, so be it, however he would try.

				For Elizabeth.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ELEVEN

				“DOUGAL!” SHE CRIED out.

				She’d opened the door to the chamber and found Jamie on his hands and knees, heaving.

				“Dizzy,” he whispered. “So dizzy.”

				“Move away, Elizabeth,” her brother ordered.

				She jumped out of his way and watched as he and Shaw lifted Jamie by gripping his arms and moved him back to sit against the wall.

				“Open your eyes and look at something,” Dougal ordered. “And do not breathe too deeply. The dizziness should lessen that way.”

				Elizabeth met Jamie’s gaze and held it as he took in some slow, shallow breaths as her brother had told him to do. When he smiled, a crooked one because of the injuries to his mouth and jaw, she knew he felt better.

				“How did you know?” she asked Dougal.

				“I’ve had my wits knocked about a few times,” he replied as Shaw laughed. She suspected they’d done it together and that too much whiskey was involved. “Rurik told me and it worked.”

				Rurik, the leader of all the MacLerie warriors, would know—he’d probably been the one giving these and other brash, young men thrashings that put them in their places...and addled their wits.

				Some unspoken message went between the men and Dougal took a step back and turned to her.

				“Elizabeth, would you fill the bucket at the stream?”

				“There is water in it already.” She frowned as she looked from Dougal to Shaw and Jamie, all of whom looked at her with some expectation in the expression.

				“Then, put more in it, lass,” Shaw said.

				They wanted her gone for some reason. Blaming it on general daft male behavior that had no rational explanation, she walked from the room, grabbed the bucket and left the croft. The steam cut closest to the village behind this dwelling, convenient for them, and it took her no time to reach it.

				As she dipped the bucket in the cold water, fear struck her. Why did Dougal want her gone? What were they doing with or to Jamie? She dropped the bucket and ran back to the cottage.

				Empty. All of them gone. She stepped to the door and listened, hoping to hear something, anything, that would tell her where they’d taken him. Low, grumbling tones echoed from off the side, where the trees thickened and blocked her view. Elizabeth followed the sounds, making her way there as quietly as possible. She crept from tree to tree, searching ahead for a sign they were near. Niall’s laughter led her to them.

				They stood side by side in a line with their backs to her. At first, it was not clear what they were doing and, quite happy to see Jamie standing on his own, she knew all was well. Until the unmistakable sound of liquid splashing on the ground in front of them told her what they were doing.

				“‘tis red,” Jamie said.

				“It will clear in a few days,” Dougal counseled. Niall and Shaw added a grunt in what seemed to be agreement.

				“Is that what Rurik says?” she asked, unable to keep silent any longer.

				To their credit, none of them turned. None moved from their places at all or looked any place except up at the trees, but she noticed that the splashing stopped.

				“She does not follow directions well, does she, Dougal?” Jamie drawled out.

				“She is leaving now,” Elizabeth said, content now that they were seeing to mundane things and not going to kill him.

				As she reached the stream and searched for the bucket, she also realized that the men, especially Dougal and Jamie, seemed to have some truce between them. Dougal had not threatened Jamie since that first day and had asked her some thoughtful questions about what had happened to them—all the while avoiding anything to do with the mountainside shieling, which she knew he’d visited.

				Walking back slowly so the men had time to finish their task, she was surprised to find Jamie outside alone. Though he wobbled a bit from side to side, he stood on his own. Elizabeth noticed that he could open both eyes now that some of the swelling had resolved. Taking a thorough look at him, she knew she loved him.

				And she knew she would be letting him go. It was the only way that the earl could save face over their insult—she would be exiled and Jamie would leave. She tried to smile but tears flowed instead.

				Jamie held out one hand to her and held his breath as she walked right into his embrace. His chest and back screamed out and he waited for the pain to subside enough to take a breath. No matter how painful it was, he would not release her. Not now, not ever.

				“Dougal said I might speak to you alone.”

				She raised her head and looked at him. He rubbed the tears from her cheeks and ran his fingers through her hair. It was not bound up or braided as she usually wore it, but flowed over her shoulders like a curtain. When the image of her riding him, naked with her hair like a curtain around her, their bodies sweating from a lively bout of lovemaking, caused him to shudder and his whole body to react, he realized two things. First, he was not dead. The second was that not even the pain was enough to stop him from craving her as he did.

				And he loved her more than that.

				Dougal appeared at that moment, carrying one of the stools from inside, then placing it in front of him. “Sit.”

				It was a good thought but one his battered body did not obey. Dougal then grabbed him under the arm and lowered him to it. Without another word, Elizabeth’s brother walked away. Gathering his thoughts, he set out to explain his stupidity and to beg her forgiveness.

				“Elizabeth,” he began. She moved away from him and began to pace the area around them.

				“Jamie,” she said. “You must let me speak first.”

				She was so upset she was shaking and trembling and it tore his heart open to see her so overwrought. He nodded.

				“When we return to Lairig Dubh, I will speak to Connor about releasing you. I know you are a man of honor, but I do not expect you to marry me now simply because you asked me to. That offer was based on deception and lies. My deception and my lies. Connor knows the truth and will not force you in this, I know.”

				Her words poured out much like the rains had, in torrents, never slowing, without pause. And under them, he could hear the pain and shame she carried with her. That Connor knew about whatever had happened did not surprise him. Connor kept a close watch on anything and anyone that affected the MacLerie clan or interests. He had informants and spies all over Scotland and he gathered information like squirrels gathered nuts—storing it all away for when it was needed.

				But Jamie did not understand how it had happened. Oh, he understood that some man would lust after her and want her, but why had she allowed it?

				“Did you love him?” The words blurted out of him before he even finished thinking them. That was what he wanted to know, for it would explain much.

				She stopped then and stared at him, not misunderstanding what he wanted to know. Her hands, now held together and twisting with tension, revealed how painful this was for her.

				“I would like to say aye, but it was something else entirely,” she admitted. “He was worldly and handsome and he was interested in me. Not Ciara, as most men are. In me.”

				He could see her next to Ciara—the blond beauty, the great heiress, the woman fluent in languages and at ease among the king’s court. Elizabeth was always at her side, to him the perfect foil for her accomplished friend—loyal, unassuming, quietly supporting her friend. He’d been blinded the same way, seeing only Ciara at first. Until he’d looked past her to Elizabeth and then he never looked back at Ciara the same way.

				“Who was he?” If he ever met him, the beating he’d had at Dougal’s hands would be only the beginning. She shook her head, not ready or willing to share that with him.

				“It matters not,” she whispered. “The results were terrible. He boasted to one of Connor’s men and we were brought to Connor to answer for our actions.” She closed her eyes that second and he knew she was reliving her shame.

				“What did Connor do?” Jamie was fascinated by how the powerful earl approached problems and solved them. Ruthless, but not mean-spirited. Intelligent, but practical. A good laird and man.

				“When it was clear that a marriage was not possible, Connor erased what had happened. The man was banished from any MacLerie lands as well as Connor’s allies, even some of his enemies for fear of antagonizing him, too. The only people who knew about it—my parents, the man who’d heard the boast and me—were warned never to speak of it again.”

				She met his gaze then and he knew the worst was yet to come. Shifting on the stool, he held out his hand to her and she sat next to him on the ground, not looking at him. He tangled his fingers, the ones not broken, in her hair, smoothing it from her face as she spoke.

				“The waiting was the worst. To see if there would be a bairn. I could not keep it, so Connor said plans would be made if there was one. I have never prayed as much as I did those weeks until my courses finally came.” She smiled softly at him then. “Well, not until these last days for you.”

				“So, a youthful mistake.”

				“That is what Connor called it. After some time had passed and he was certain there was no gossip about, he began allowing me to travel with Ciara. Since she was closely watched, so was I.”

				“He can be a wise man.”

				“Aye, he is. But when crossed, he is terrifying. And now, I have done that. I ruined his plans for Ciara’s marriage to you.”

				“Elizabeth, we fell in love.”

				“And tried to run away.”

				“To marry, lass. An honorable estate that.”

				“It only shows my weakness and my bad judgment. If I beg him, I think he will let you go.” He pushed to his feet then, straining every muscle to stand and not fall on his face once again.

				“I am going to marry you, Elizabeth,” he swore, pulling her to him. “You will be my wife.” She pulled away and, damn his weakness, he could not stop her.

				“I will not marry you because you think it is the only honorable way in this, Jamie. I will not let you marry me and then have to be content because it was the thing to do. I do not want contentedness between us,” she said vehemently. “I thought I did. I thought Ciara was right in that regard, that a calm, reasonable marriage was the one to pursue, but now I know I could not accept it, for you or from you.”

				“I was being daft, Elizabeth. I know I do not want a contented marriage with you, either. I want a loving, screaming, fighting, greeting, making-peace, passion-filled marriage. And I want it with you and no other.” He took a step toward her, reaching out to her. “As I laid there thinking I was going to die, all I worried about was that you would never forgive me for the way I treated you. For doubting you. For doubting our love.”

				She stared at his face, trying to understand his words. Why did he need to be forgiven? And how could he accept that she came to his bed used and impure? Elizabeth wiped the tears from her eyes and watched his face. She’d been a fool the first time, believing false promises and pretty words.

				But this was Jamie. He was willing to lose everything for her. He suffered at her brother’s hands and did not rebuke her for it. He loved her. She loved him. It should be simple.

				It was so complicated.

				Loving someone as much as she loved him was complicated.

				But, in the end, all it took was for her to accept the hand he held out to her and take the first step toward him. Then she was in his arms, kissing him as he kissed her back, with little regard for his bruises and cuts.

				“What will we do?” she asked when she could pull herself away from his mouth.

				“I think I will have to kidnap you from your brother,” he said in a low voice. “And this time we will be married before he finds us.”

				“When?” she asked, happy to be kidnapped by him.

				“As soon as I can ride and before Dougal can take us back to Lairig Dubh.”

				Suddenly, he was sinking and she tried to grab onto him. His legs gave out and they ended up on the ground with no hope of her getting him to his feet once more. She realized he would not be able to kidnap her, nor ride for some days more.

				“Only one thing,” he whispered, for Dougal and Shaw were heading toward them. “I think I will need your help when the time comes.” She frowned and shook her head, not understanding. “I do not think I can overwhelm all three of them and steal you myself. I may need your help,” he teased with the truth now.

				“I would be glad to help you,” she said, laughing. Dougal and Shaw reached them and helped Jamie to his feet. He’d done too much his first time out of his pallet and it would take a toll on him now. Already he had a greenish tint to his cheeks and he stumbled as they walked him back into the croft.

				She forced him to rest for a few hours knowing if he was well, he would fight it. Instead, he fell asleep as soon as his head touched the pallet. Kidnap her indeed!

				Then at the evening meal, which Jamie joined them for, glancing with a question in his eyes every time he tasted something she’d cooked, Dougal announced his plans.

				“We will return to Lairig Dubh in two days,” he explained. “We’ll take the easier road back, but it’s time to return.”

				No one said a word through the rest of the meal. Jamie’s strength gave out just after eating, so he went to his pallet. Though Dougal made them keep the door open when she was in the chamber with him, her brother did not restrict their movements otherwise. Just as she was leaving to seek her bed, he touched her leg, sending chills up through her.

				If they married...

				With a soft laugh, she shook herself from that path of thought. His injuries would prevent many things for a number of days.

				“Tomorrow. It must be tomorrow,” he whispered.

				How would they escape when he could barely move? But, from his expression she knew he would do whatever needed be done to get away.

				How could she help? She nodded and began to leave, but not before spying the two bottles that Old Muireall left for her use. She did not say anything to Jamie because she was not certain what she could do. Elizabeth spent most of the night trying to come up with a plan and by morning she realized that her reputation for bad cooking would come in handy.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWELVE

				THE FIRST SIGN that something was wrong was the loud, gurgling noises that echoed through the main room. Everyone ignored them at first, but soon all three of the men who’d eaten the stew Elizabeth had made for their midday meal were affected in the same way.

				James had eaten only a thick porridge made from oats, since Elizabeth recommended it to him to regain his strength. He’d almost ignored her advice until she glared at him from behind Dougal’s back. Now, as the clear signs of impending distress grew stronger, he was glad he had.

				Elizabeth, who had been cleaning the bedchamber and gathering her clothes while her brother and the others ate, entered the room then. She nodded with her head toward his chambers and he followed that advice, too. When she joined him on the pretense of helping him pack for the trip planned on the morrow, she wore a nefarious expression on her face.

				“What did you do? Serve them spoiled meat?” he asked in a whisper.

				“Spoiled meat? Nay,” she said, gathering the bags she’d already packed and bringing them to the door. “I used Old Muireall’s sleeping potion.” She pointed to the bottle still on the table there. Her eyes grew wide and she shook her head, looking horrified.

				“A sleeping potion? That was a great idea,” he admitted. Easier to sneak away than to try to fight off the three warriors. If they slept or were at least groggy, they had a chance of escaping. “But the noises? Their stomachs?”

				She faced him now and he knew something had gone wrong.

				“I gave them her purgative by mistake, Jamie.”

				From the sounds in the other room now, she’d given them a large dose of a powerful purgative. Dougal began to wail. Soon, all three men were in the throes of the effects of the medicine. James grimaced at the sounds until he heard the door crash open and all three ran out.

				“Well, you cannot change it now. They will be unable to follow us? For some time?” he asked her.

				“For hours and hours,” she said. “I never meant...”

				“They’ve been in their cups before. It will not be much different from that. It gives us time to escape.” He bent to grab the bags from the floor but could lift only one. “And we will need an excess of time, it seems.”

				“This will be more than that, Jamie. That medicine works in many ways.”

				He thought his stomach clenched then as he realized her meaning. “They will live?”

				She nodded, then continued to gather the important things that he could not lift and followed his slow pace out into the main room. Still deserted, they walked through and out. The horses had been hobbled in a small area behind the cottage, but they had to pass by Dougal, Niall and Shaw, who now writhed on the ground to reach them.

				“You did this on purpose, did you not, Elizabeth?” Dougal asked between retchings.

				“Dougal, I used the wrong potion. I am sorry,” she said as they walked by. “It will pass.” He could feel the pain and guilt in her voice. “Just do not drink anything but water until it does.”

				“I was not taking you back to Connor, Elizabeth,” her brother moaned to them. “We were returning alone.” Any other questions were put aside as another wave of illness struck him.

				James made his way to the horses and managed to get two of them saddled, but he was weak and sweating by the time he finished. To make it worse, the sounds from the three men were hard to ignore and soon he thought he would lose his meager meal, too. Elizabeth did not remain with her brother, instead she followed him back and helped him ready the horses.

				It must have been an hour before he was able to mount the horse. First they thought of riding together so she could support him. Then they discussed taking two to make better time once they left the area. In the end, they took two and they began with a very slow walk. Each step the horse took made his ribs feel like they were breaking again. Only the very tight bindings Elizabeth had placed this morn kept him upright.

				When he felt like falling off and laying in the road, he thought of her. Concentrating on riding through the village, he ignored everything and everyone else they passed. James managed to get into the horse’s rhythm and moved with it, so that each pace was not as jarring. Soon, they reached the place in the road where Dougal and the others had caught them.

				He listened every moment for the sound of horses behind them and only when the priest’s dwelling and small forest chapel came into view did he allow himself to think this might work. He heard Elizabeth at his side and continued until they reached the front of the cottage. James wanted to help Elizabeth down from her horse, but that was the last thought he remembered until he woke and found her and an old man staring down at him.

				“Ah, here he comes,” the old man said. “He is waking now.” Elizabeth touched his face and nodded.

				“This is Father Ceallach,” she said. “We found him, Jamie.”

				His vision faded in and out for several minutes. The priest held a small skin to his mouth and James took a drink, coughing when the strongest whiskey he’d ever tasted hit his throat. But then, the warmth of it reached his stomach and it felt good. Another swig and the skin disappeared.

				“Ready, lad?” Father asked. But before he could answer aye or nay, the man gripped his arm and pulled him to his feet in one smooth motion. Stunned by the strength of the man, James pushed his hair out of his eyes and met a merry grin. “Come then, into the chapel.”

				With the priest on one side holding him up and Elizabeth on his other, James found himself in a small church. Smaller than he’d ever seen before. Only a stone altar and a crucifix decorated the empty space. And a small lamp sat burning on the altar.

				“Elizabeth said you wish to marry,” the priest said. “Is that your intention then?”

				James nodded and received a frown in response from Father.

				“You must speak the words, James Murray,” he advised.

				“Aye, Father, I wish to marry Elizabeth MacLerie,” he said, meeting her gaze and seeing the love there.

				“Elizabeth, is it your intention to take James Murray as your husband?”

				“Aye,” she said softly, taking his uninjured hand in hers. “I wish to marry James Murray.”

				“From the looks of you, lad, there are objections to this marriage? Who objects?” the priest asked. Although he did not want to reveal much, how could he lie to this priest? So, after Elizabeth nodded at him, he explained it simply.

				“Connor MacLerie probably objects, but I have not asked him in the last five days. Elizabeth’s brother has objections, as well.” Would he refuse them the sacrament? Was this all for naught?

				“And even in the face of those objections, you would take marriage vows?” Father looked at each of them. When they answered, they spoke as one.

				“Aye.”

				He placed his gnarled hand on theirs and asked them some questions, waiting for each to answer before asking the next.

				“Will you have each other from now until death?

				“Will you be faithful onto each other and to no other?

				“Do you promise to honor and obey your husband, Elizabeth?”

				There was a longer pause then as his Elizabeth seemed to hesitate to promise that, but she smiled and accepted the duty.

				“Do you promise to cherish and honor your wife, James?” He did not hesitate.

				“Aye, Father. I will do that.” The priest smiled then and placed his hand over their heads in a blessing.

				“You have spoken your intention to marry and have said your vows to each other. In God’s name then, you are now husband and wife in His Sight. God be with you both.”

				James stood in silence for more than a moment. After months of believing he would marry another woman, he was finally joined to the woman he loved. After choosing to defy his family and a powerful lord, they were married now and nothing could separate them. After living a life of following the rules and doing the right thing, passion and love had led him to her.

				“Wife,” he said, lifting her hand to his mouth and pressing his lips against it.

				“Husband,” she replied, turning his hand over and kissing his palm.

				He would have reacted to such a kiss had the church not begun to spin and swirl around him. The only thing he saw was her face as he landed at her feet.

				But, they were married and nothing else mattered.

				* * *

				IT WAS THEIR wedding night.

				Elizabeth sat by the bed and watched him sleep. Considering that he could be dead several times over, she was content to be at his side. They’d been through more in this last week than she could have dreamt possible.

				She must be a sinful person after all, for she sat here thinking on all the things they should be doing...all the things she wanted to do with him. When her body began to heat and ache in places he’d touched that night, she tried to think on something else.

				Looking around for something to divert her attention, she found nothing in the old priest’s cottage to stop her wayward thoughts. He lived simply in this one room, though the comfortable bed was unexpected. The best thing was that it was larger than most beds to accommodate the priest’s large frame. She smiled thinking on his name—Ceallach—which meant warrior. From his size and strength, he must have served some earthly lord before becoming God’s.

				He’d carried Jamie here as though naught but a bairn and placed him in the bed. Then, saying he had to visit a sick villager, he gave them leave to stay here until he returned in two days. His larder held food and supplies, which he also told her to make free use of. His last bit of instruction—to close the door and windows and not open them to anyone—forced her to remember that her brother would come here. And he would be furious after what she’d done.

				Especially if he meant what he claimed, that he did not plan to force their return to Lairig Dubh. Well, if he had shared that bit of information with her sooner, it could have saved all of them much pain and suffering. She doubted that Dougal, Shaw and Niall would think of it like that, especially since it would be hours before their bodies calmed and the retching and other effects stopped.

				Would they come here looking or would they return to the earl directly? No matter now, they were married and would face whatever challenges came together.

				When night fell and he slept on, she took off her gown and slipped into bed at his side. It should have felt strange to do so. It did not. She had undressed him already so she carefully slid closer to him, laying her head against his shoulder. Sometime in the night, she woke to find him staring at her.

				“You are here?” he asked, lifting his hand up to caress her cheek. “I thought it might have been a dream.”

				“It happened. You spoke the words before the priest and we are married.” She touched his face then, outlining his chin and mouth.

				“Where exactly are we?”

				She smiled. He’d been unconscious when Father brought him in here. “In Father Ceallach’s cottage. He has gone off to visit some sick villagers and given us the use of it for two days.”

				“Two days? A generous man, he is,” Jamie said.

				Elizabeth could see that he was yet exhausted and in pain. Desire warred with practicality within her. Love won out and she leaned in and kissed him lightly.

				“Rest now. I would have you able to enjoy what I have planned for you, husband.” She felt his flesh rise and press against her hip. And she laughed.

				“I am not dead,” he said in a supremely masculine way.

				If he would not have a care for himself, she would. She must. “Sleep now, Jamie. Heal. And if you feel this way in the morning, I will not stop you.”

				There was honest acceptance in his eyes so she knew part of him might be ready but the rest of him would suffer. He took her hand in his and held it on his chest. In only moments, he slept, telling her how right she’d been.

				They had the rest of their lives together and surely one night’s delay meant nothing.

				In the morning, he proved to her that neither he, nor the rest of him, was dead.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THIRTEEN

				Three months later

				ELIZABETH WAS HAVING the most marvelous dream.

				Jamie kissed her body and teased her to excitement with his mouth and hands. There was no place on her or in her where he had not touched and loved her since their marriage. Now, she ached and throbbed. She was on fire from his caresses. She lay on her back and opened herself up to him. Whatever he wanted to do, she would do it.

				Not wanting to wake up from such a wondrous, hot dream, she kept her eyes closed tightly as he created that ache deep inside her that she did not want eased...yet. She would want his mouth there, in that scandalous way she’d never dreamt possible, licking her deep between her legs, suckling on that place that would make her scream.

				And scream she did as her body wound tighter and tighter and tighter, and then released. Even as she cried out in the pleasure of this release, he began it anew with his fingers moving there as he skimmed his mouth over her body, kissing and laving her breasts on his path to her face. The musky taste of her own essence on his mouth forced her to open her eyes.

				It was not a dream.

				“Good morning to you, wife,” he whispered as he bit her neck gently. The feel of it made her arch against him as though a cord connected places within and he pulled on it with each touch and taste. “I wondered if you would sleep through all of it.”

				“I think I like being awakened this way, husband,” she said, her voice rough from the first release. His fingers did not relent, not giving a moment for her body to cool.

				“I know. You asked me to do it.”

				She laughed then, unsure of whether she had or had not. He rolled her to her side so he could kiss her neck and use his teeth on that sensitive spot she liked him to bite. Elizabeth followed his whispered directions until he lay behind her, with his fingers still there, rubbing and making her want more. Soon, she could not laugh or speak. He used her own desires, telling her what he wanted to do to her, with her, on her, in her, until she lay panting and sweating against him.

				He lifted her leg over his and entered her from behind, making her gasp at his speed and depth. With his hand wrapped around her, tormenting the already heated flesh there and his cock plunging deep from behind, she went limp in his arms as he pushed her to another peak. Just as she fell apart with her second release, he slid his arm around her and lifted her onto her knees.

				Still deep within her, touching her core and making her scream again, he leaned over her, his chest against her back, one hand twisting the length of her hair in his fist and pulling her head back to him and exposing her neck to him. His mouth was hot, his teeth grazing the skin and seeking the tender spot again, knowing what it did to her.

				He never stopped moving or touching or thrusting within her. It hurt to breathe, every place felt so wet and ready, she wanted him to make it happen. Pushing back and down against his cock to move him deeper, she heard him laugh against her skin.

				“Not so fast, wife,” he taunted. “I am not ready to finish with you yet.”

				Elizabeth did scream then, for instead of filling her, he withdrew from her just when the ripples of pleasure and release threatened inside of her.

				“Jamie!” she cried out. “Now!” He held her steady as he laid on the bed next to her.

				“Ride me, lass.”

				He liked it when she climbed on him and was in control of the pace and timing. He liked it because he could watch her face as she reached that final peak. He liked it because he could reach up and touch and suckle her breasts as she moved over him.

				He especially liked it when she shuddered and shook through her release after he rubbed his fingers between their bodies in that place she liked. It was swollen now from his mouth using it and it would take only a touch or two to push her over her edge. She climbed over his groin as he lifted his cock and let her ease down on it.

				From the tight fit, he knew it would take him little to explode within her. She pulled her knees in close to his hips and began the torture he so loved. Her hair fell like a silken curtain around her body. As she arched and moved, her nipples peaked through, inviting his touch there. Leaning up, he took one then the other in his mouth and suck it hard, grazing his teeth over the tip until he heard her breathing change.

				The muscles within her core began to tighten and he knew his seed would be filling her at any moment. His flesh swelled thicker and she pushed against him. Then he held her hips and thrust deep once and again and a third time until he exploded.

				It was some moments before either one could speak or breathe. Elizabeth collapsed on his chest and James wrapped his arms around her. When their hearts calmed, he brought her to his side and drew the bedcovers up over them.

				Mornings were colder now and frost greeted them most days. Winter would be on its way to these lands soon. He would not mind it this year for it would bring them closer to the birth of their first child.

				James had noticed the changes in her body almost before she did, beginning with the ones to her nipples and breasts. Now, her waist thickened and soon she would be ripe and full of his child.

				The child he wanted to be born in his home. He needed to try to make peace with his father...and with Connor first.

				Though unsure of her welcome, she understood his need to return to his home and make things right with his parents. In these last few months, they had hidden in plain sight, remaining here in the village and working as any other married couple would. James learned the skills of the blacksmith and Elizabeth kept house and cooked. The witch had lied about that—she was a skilled cook though he was certain her brother would disagree.

				He’d seen Dougal a few times when he rode through the village on the earl’s business, but he’d never drawn attention to himself. Through some of the villagers, he’d learned that Tavis had indeed claimed Ciara as his wife, even before learning of James’s actions. If Connor allowed it, there was hope that he would not object too much to his and Elizabeth’s marriage.

				And today was the day they would begin their journey back to discover the true situation.

				“Beth, my love,” he whispered to her. “We must get ready for our journey.”

				She mumbled something and rolled to her other side.

				“Everything is packed and ready. It all waits only for us.” She lifted her head and glanced at him.

				“And you are ready to return?” she asked, sliding from the warmth of the bed and beginning to dress. “What do you think Connor will say?”

				“He cannot pull us apart,” he said, grabbing her hand and pulling her close. That was her biggest worry. “He allowed Ciara to marry Tavis—a good sign, that.”

				“What about your parents?”

				“They will come to love you as I do. If they want their grandchild born in their home, and I think they will, they will accept us together.” He kissed her as he stood next to her. “Oh, there will be some rough days, but with you at my side, we will get through it.”

				Within hours, they were on the road north and west toward the center of the MacLeries’s lands and his main stronghold. More than that, they rode together into the life they’d been bold enough to claim for themselves.

				Love, he thought, made everything simple.

				* * *

				CONNOR STOOD IN his favorite place, watching the couple enter through the gates of Lairig Dubh. He knew who they were and knew they would arrive this morn. As he observed them, he took note of the way, he reached out to touch her hand often as they rode to the keep. He saw how others in the yard caught sight of them and stopped to watch them go by.

				Duncan and Rurik called out to him as they crossed the battlements to reach him. He waited for them before going into the hall to greet James Murray and his wife on their arrival here.

				“You knew, did you not?” Duncan asked.

				“I own the village. Of course, I knew,” he answered. “The priest earns his living from my generosity. I knew when they arrived there, the trouble they had and knew when they married.”

				“And you did nothing to stop them?” Rurik asked, crossing his arms over his chest.

				“We’d secured the agreements we wanted from his father based on his leaving Ciara at the altar. I agreed to pay Elizabeth’s dowry since she is my kin. If the boy was bold enough to claim her in the old style, who am I to stop him?”

				Connor laughed then, for neither one of his closest friends knew if he jesting with them or telling the truth. Or if his wife had just softened his heart to the plight of the young lovers. It mattered not, for everything had been settled in his favor and the results pleased him.

				Elizabeth, who had faltered once before, had survived it and had found a good husband in James Murray. A wedding between James and Ciara would have been a disaster, so his precipitous elopement had, in some ways, saved Connor’s arse. Though he would never admit such to anyone.

				Connor was about to head into the keep when a scream echoed across the yard and drew him to a stop. Ciara ran across the inner yard towards James and Elizabeth, screaming out the girl’s name. She’d gotten a start ahead of Tavis, who followed her. Without realizing it at first, Connor held his breath, waiting to see how this encounter would go. The scream was not a good sign.

				And, as he had been before, he was wrong once more.

				Ciara reached them first and threw her arms around Elizabeth, hugging her and rocking side to side. She drew back, said something else to the lass and then they were both screaming and crying together. Tavis stopped a pace or two away and Connor could tell the moment that the two men involved saw each other.

				One spoke to the other and back again and Connor could feel the tension even from his place high on the wall. Had he been wrong?

				James held out his hand to Tavis, who took it without hesitation. Then Ciara hugged James as Elizabeth hugged Tavis.

				“Well, as I said, it would all work itself out.”

				He turned and walked away, knowing that it had indeed all worked out. His wife would say it was all due to love, but she was softhearted, as most women were. He knew it was because they each made the right choices.

				But, even the Beast of the Highlands knew he could be wrong once in a while. As he was in this.

				* * * * *
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				CHAPTER ONE

				Glen Arrin, Scotland
1312

				“SHE MEANS TO rid you of your child, my lady,” her maid Síla whispered in her ear, glancing down at the goblet on the table. “Do not drink any cup she gives to you.”

				Celeste de Laurent, Lady of Eiloch, kept her face expressionless, though the danger was real. Now that her husband was dead, his younger brother, Lionel, stood to inherit.

				But only if she did not bear a child.

				Hs wife, Lady Rowena, meant to ensure that nothing would threaten her husband’s inheritance. The goblet was likely laced with herbs to force her to miscarry if she was pregnant.

				“Leave us,” Rowena commanded. The maid obeyed, but cast another warning look toward Celeste.

				The cup held a spiced wine, and Celeste toyed with the goblet, tracing her finger along the silver rim. But she heeded her maid’s warning and did not drink.

				“You would do well to leave Eiloch,” Rowena said, her face placid with a soft smile. “Marry someone else and give my husband the lands that are rightfully his.”

				“I have no wish to remarry.” Celeste straightened in her seat, staring down at the dark wine. “I will remain here, as is my right.”

				“Why would you stay where you are not wanted?” Her gaze centered upon Celeste’s waist. “You may be entitled to one-third of Lord Eiloch’s property, by law. But that does not mean you must dwell here, within these walls.” Her smile turned menacing. “There are other places within our property where you could go.”

				Other, less desirable places, she didn’t say. “I may be carrying Edmon’s heir,” Celeste said, refusing to back down. “Until I know for certain, you have no rights at all.”

				Once word had come of Edmon’s death, Rowena and Lionel had descended upon Eiloch like a swarm of locusts. The threat of a pregnancy was all Celeste had left to defend her right to remain in her home. Her hands went to her womb, silently praying that she had quickened with her husband’s seed. A son might keep her safe from the circling vultures—but she worried about her own safety.

				“Try to remain here, and I’ll see to it that your life is a misery,” Rowena warned. “You’ll get nothing from us, and you’ll live on the edges of our lands, among the crofters.” She moved in closer, her eyes dark with intent. “It will be just like your life, before you wed Edmon. Or have you forgotten?”

				Celeste pretended as if she had not heard Rowena’s threats. But even so, a chill ran through her blood, remembering the years of hunger, and how she and her sister had huddled together for warmth in the winter nights.

				She gripped the goblet, as if she could absorb strength from the silver. “No, I haven’t forgotten.” She’d chosen this marriage to escape the memories.

				“Edmon never should have married a woman like you. You know nothing of what it means to be lady of a castle.”

				She didn’t deny it. During her brief marriage, she’d tried to learn, but the complexities of governing the people and managing the rents had overwhelmed her. Edmon had no choice but to shoulder the responsibilities on his own. He should have wed a rich Norman heiress, one who would have brought land and gold to his coffers. Instead, he’d chosen her, the daughter of a lowborn Scot.

				Edmon had desired her, and she’d shamelessly used her appearance to bind him into marriage. Their marriage had been her means of escaping the poverty of her childhood, a way of keeping her sister safe.

				And now, she might have nothing.

				“You carry no child within your womb,” Rowena predicted. “And within a fortnight, we’ll know the truth.”

				“Within a fortnight, you and your husband will be gone from here,” Celeste countered. “For I do carry a child.”

				“You could not possibly know that.” Rowena poured herself a goblet of wine. “And when it is proven that you are not breeding, your sister will leave with you.”

				Celeste wasn’t at all certain Rowena was allowed to force her from the castle, by law. But she would not put it past the woman to try.

				“You would not want Melisandre to suffer, would you?”

				Celeste stiffened at the threat. Her little sister was hardly more than three and ten. “She’s just a girl.”

				“She is. And if you insist upon staying here, she will endure the same fate as you.” Rowena’s calm expression revealed no remorse whatsoever.

				Melisandre was the only family Celeste had left, and she could let no one threaten her. Iron resolution stiffened her backbone, and she understood now, that everything depended upon her bearing a child. A child meant sanctuary, a means of protecting those she loved. It meant keeping her home at Eiloch and being rid of Lionel and Rowena.

				But almost as soon as she envisioned the faint hope, a cramping sensation began in her womb. It was a harbinger of her menses, and in her mind, she envisioned Rowena’s threats coming to pass.

				God help her. If anyone learned of this, they would lose everything.

				“Drink,” Rowena bade her, raising her own cup. But Celeste stood from her chair, rising to her full height. She had little time left, but she intended to use every moment of it.

				“Leave my solar,” she demanded. “I wish to be alone.”

				“One fortnight,” Rowena said quietly. “That is all the time we will grant you.” She rose from her own seat, eyeing her. “And do not think to hide it when you bleed. My maids will know.”

				Only when the woman was gone did Celeste breathe easier. Her insides were cramping again, and she slumped down in her chair, wondering what she would do when the truth came to pass. She felt certain that there was no child at all. Fear iced through her, while she wondered how she could protect her sister.

				There was no time to find another husband or to hire someone to give them shelter. Their home was located deep in the mountains of northern Scotland, and there were no abbeys or convents to grant them sanctuary. She tried to think of a thousand different solutions, but only one would solve their problem quickly.

				A child.

				The word was a fervent need, encircling her mind. There had to be a child somehow. Wildly, she seized upon the realization that it need not be Edmon’s. No one would know if it was given by another man.

				You can’t, her conscience railed. How could she think to lie with a man, simply to conceive a bairn?

				But then, how could she abandon Melisandre, bringing her sister back into poverty? Winter would be upon them within a few more months, and she didn’t want to imagine being cold or hungry again. Then, too, her sister was sweet and softhearted, dreaming of the day when she would wed a nobleman. Edmon had promised he would arrange a betrothal when she came of age.

				If it were left in Lionel’s hands, it would never happen. With no dowry or marriage settlement, her gentle sister would have no husband at all. At least, not one with property or wealth.

				And if their fates rested with Rowena, they would starve.

				Choose a man to be your lover, came the voice of desperation. Conceive a child and it will mend all your problems.

				Celeste lowered her face in her hands, holding back the tears. How could she even consider it? Aye, she’d lain beneath her husband and allowed him to touch her freely, as was his right. But to lie with someone else, to tempt him as Eve had, that was far different.

				She wasn’t sensual or sly enough to seduce a man. And if it were to happen here, everyone would know.

				Leave, the insidious voice suggested. Take a lover of your choice and return.

				Her cheeks burned at the thought. How could she even imagine it? She’d lain with no man except her husband.

				But you wanted another, her heart reminded her. And he wanted you.

				Once, that had been true, years ago. She’d been torn between two men...one who was the logical choice. And one who was her heart’s choice.

				Even now, she wondered what had happened to Dougal MacKinloch. She’d never forgiven herself for leaving him. And although she’d buried the pain, she feared that seeing him again would only reawaken the loss.

				You did what you had to, her conscience reminded her. For Melisandre.

				The slight creak of the door caught her attention, and her sister entered the room. Melisandre was too thin, her face almost hollow. She’d grown so tall in the past year, she hadn’t had time to fill out. There were no curves on her body, and her fair hair was braided back so tightly, it made her blue eyes stand out.

				“My clothes were taken,” Melisandre murmured, her voice barely audible. “Lady Rowena said—sh-she said I would not need them.” Crossing her arms over the bronze silk she’d outgrown a year ago, her sister bit her lip. “Is it true, Celeste? Will they send us away?”

				“I won’t let that happen.” She opened her arms, and Melisandre came into her embrace. Though her sister was nearly as tall as she was, she seemed far younger today, more vulnerable.

				“She gave my gowns to her daughter,” her sister confessed. “I didn’t know what to do, and I could not stop them.”

				“You were right to come to me,” she said, hugging Melisandre. The need to protect her sister was stronger than her humiliation. But she had precious little time left, and she would not allow Melisandre to become a victim. “Tell Síla that I have need of her.” Her maid would help her to make the necessary arrangements for traveling.

				Celeste could save both of them, so long as she put aside her misgivings and took a lover. Preferably someone she would never see again.

				But she could not relinquish the memory of Dougal. Nor the way he’d stared at her, as if she were his reason for breathing. She wanted to look into his dark eyes again and see the love he’d once felt. To go back to the years lost between them and lose herself in his arms.

				He was her best hope now. Her only hope.

				“Everything will be all right,” she promised her sister. “But I need to leave for a short while. We must seek help, and I intend to speak with some of the Scottish chiefs.”

				“They aren’t our allies,” Melisandre warned.

				“No, but I will ask. In the meantime, I want you to remain here, and stay close to Síla.” She trusted her maid to keep her sister safe.

				“What about Lady Rowena? She might try to send me away.” Her sister’s face whitened at the thought. Though it was a real danger, Celeste strongly believed that if she left Eiloch, they would ignore Melisandre until she was found.

				“Rowena is more worried about any son I might bear,” she reassured her sister. “I won’t be gone longer than a fortnight. Just try to stay out of her way, as best you can.”

				When the cramping shifted again, she felt the telltale presence of bleeding. She was not with child. But she would do anything in her power to get help, whether that meant taking a lover or finding someone to protect them.

				And when it was done, she and Melisandre would be safe.

				Glen Arrin, three days later

				DOUGAL MACKINLOCH WALKED alongside the mare, speaking softly to her. So gray she was almost white, the mare stood fifteen hands high. Over the past few weeks, her lash wounds had faded into pink scars. He’d purchased Ivory only this past spring, and she’d been beaten and half-starved at the time. Each day, he’d tended her, trying to gain her trust after she’d been abused by the traders.

				But she was his now. He’d spent every last piece of silver to buy her, for it was rare to find an Arabian horse this far north. He suspected she’d come from a Crusader knight, and he believed she was a pureblood. One day, if all went to plan, she would bear foals that could be trained and sold as warhorses.

				He had never attempted to ride Ivory until today. As a bribe, he gave her a small carrot and led the mare across the glen, one hand on the bridle, the other on her back.

				“We’re going to take a short journey,” he told her as she nudged at his face with her nose. “I’ll be letting you run as fast as you like.”

				He touched her head with his, running his hands over her sensitive skin and continuing to voice compliments. Thus far, he had not attempted a saddle, and it was likely she’d try to throw him off when he climbed onto her back.

				It was more dangerous to ride her with nothing but a blanket, but he wanted the mare to feel his weight, to know that his voice was the familiar tone she’d come to trust. She grew skittish when he mounted, but Dougal soothed her with a hand. Winding the reins around his palms, he nudged her with his knees, letting her move into a slow walk.

				“You’re going to break your neck,” called out the voice of his brother Alex. As the chief of the MacKinloch Clan, his older brother didn’t like anyone taking chances.

				“I may.” Dougal glanced back as the mare continued on her walk. “You can send men after my broken body a few hours from now.”

				“She’s not ready to ride,” he argued. “You should wait until the end of the summer.”

				“You’re wrong.” And with that, he urged Ivory forward, letting her increase the pace until the light canter turned into a gallop. He knew this horse better than anyone, and she had a need to run.

				He’d named her falsely, he soon realized. More like a slash of lightning, the mare tore through the meadow, running as if she’d craved this for months. Dougal held on with his knees and his arms, letting her take the lead.

				Never before had he gone this fast, and it was as exhilarating as he’d imagined. He let her go at full speed, never minding that they were miles past Glen Arrin and moving deeper into the mountains. The silvery loch gleamed behind him, and still the mare ran.

				The familiar arms of solitude embraced him, and Dougal welcomed the isolation. He preferred being with his animals, for they had been his solace when his brothers, Bram and Callum, had been imprisoned. Although that had been many years ago, he’d grown accustomed to being on his own. His mother had been so lost in her anger, she’d forgotten she had a fourth son.

				Because of it, he’d learned to rely only on himself. He could hunt when he needed to, fight anyone who dared to lift a blade, and he’d built a house with his own hands. He liked being alone, and it would remain that way.

				The mare had begun to slow down, and he eased her into a canter and then a walk. Murmuring words of praise, he was about to dismount and lead her to water when he spied a small group of men in the distance.

				The mare nickered, and his instincts went on warning when he saw a woman on horseback. Her escorts moved forward, weapons drawn, and there was no question a fight would break out. Dougal wasn’t foolish enough to go closer without knowing who the men were or what they wanted. Yet, he was intrigued by the sight of the woman.

				He drew his mare up the embankment, hiding them both among the trees. Ivory was skittish, uneasy about obeying him, but he continued to soothe her with his words and hands. Slowly, he guided her to higher ground. When they were within a short distance of the men, he dismounted and drew the mare into a walk. A small waterfall trickled down to a pool, and he tethered her to a tree, letting her drink and graze.

				He crept toward the men, wondering if they were English or Norman. Although his brothers had their own lands and had many allies, they were always vulnerable to attack.

				A horrified scream split the air.

				Anger flared through Dougal, and he unsheathed two dirks, hurrying past the trees until he reached the hill above them. Below, he spied the men attempting to drag the woman from her horse. It didn’t take long to realize that she and her escorts had been attacked, and the men intended to take her. Her back was to him as she fought, trying to remain mounted, while her horse reared up.

				Two bodies lay upon the ground, the murdered escorts of the woman. Three other men remained, and when he caught sight of their faces, he recognized them as outlaws, fugitives from the MacPherson Clan.

				Stealthily, Dougal eased his way toward them, both weapons raised in readiness. It had been several months since he’d fought, but his brothers had trained him well. He knew how to remain invisible and how to use the element of surprise to his advantage.

				Strike swiftly, before they know you’re there, his mentor, Ross, had advised.

				With that, Dougal lunged from the trees toward the first man, burying his dirk within the man’s ribs, while dodging the swing of a sword. He took the reins of the woman’s horse and ordered, “Ride!” Slapping the horse’s flanks, he turned back to the other two. Armed with a blade in each hand, he watched their eyes, waiting for them to strike.

				“There are better ways to find a woman,” he warned the first. “Leave this one and go on your way.”

				“So you can have her, MacKinloch?” the other taunted. “Look at her clothes, fool. She’s got more wealth than you’d ever dream of.”

				Their words meant nothing, for he’d hardly bothered to glance at the woman. “Then she doesn’t belong with the likes of you, does she?” Dougal moved his blades, preparing to strike whoever moved first. Though he wasn’t certain if they’d leave her, he was ready for a fight.

				With a quick glance behind, he was startled to see that the woman was huddled on horseback, hiding her face. Why hadn’t she gone? Didn’t she know that these men would ravage her, taking what they wanted, if she didn’t leave?

				The brief flicker in his attention was all it took for one of the men to strike, and Dougal’s jaw snapped backward at the force of the punch. Rage coursed through him, and he unleashed his fury, glorying in the madness of battle rage. His dirks sliced through the air, seeking enemy flesh. He no longer thought about his actions, but let himself fall into the familiar blur of fighting.

				There was no MacKinloch better with a dirk than he. It was an extension of his hand, a lethal slash that allowed no man to threaten him. Not even this one.

				For a moment, the outlaw stood motionless, his body in shock as a thin line of blood appeared across his throat. He stumbled forward before collapsing to his knees.

				The other hesitated, and Dougal flipped the dirk in his palm, catching it again. “Are you wanting to join your friends in death?”

				It was enough. The man backed away, mounting one of the horses, before he took off in terror. Dougal didn’t bother following him. The MacPherson Clan could easily find the outlaw within a day or two, if he alerted them.

				He turned his attention back to the woman, cleaning his blades before sheathing them. She was holding her veil across her face, as if trying to hide from him.

				Dougal seized the reins of her horse and demanded, “Why in the name of God didn’t you run?”

				* * *

				BECAUSE YOU WERE the one I wanted to find.

				Celeste wanted to bury her face in the veil, anything to keep Dougal from seeing her. Not like this. As soon as he recognized her, he would turn away. She needed more time.

				Her heart was thundering in her chest, for she’d never expected to find him so quickly. Of all the men who could have rescued her, why did it have to be him? It was both a blessing and a curse.

				The two years had changed him, and he was even more handsome than she remembered. Dark haired with brown eyes, he was a ruthless fighter, lean and powerful. His strong jaw held a hint of stubbornness, and his mouth was tight with anger. But he would be even more angry when he learned that it was her.

				His arms were crossed as he regarded her, his brown eyes glaring. “Well?”

				She kept her head down, still concealing her face. “I didn’t know where to go,” she admitted. “I—I was hoping to find the MacKinlochs. When I saw you, I thought you could escort me to your clan, since my men . . .”

				Her words trailed off because she didn’t know what to do about the escorts who had died trying to protect her. Inside, she was numb, for none of this had gone the way she’d intended. She’d journeyed northwest with her two guards, believing she could visit the MacKinloch Clan and ask for help.

				“Should we bury them?” she asked, glancing behind with her face still veiled.

				“The ground is too rocky,” he said. “We’ll burn the bodies, and I’ll take you back home.” He didn’t even glance at her when he began walking up the hillside. Within moments, he returned with a gray mare, the most beautiful horse she’d ever seen.

				He’d always been good with animals. If she didn’t know better, she’d swear they understood him. The urge to touch the mare was irresistible, and Celeste dismounted to move in closer.

				“Show me your face,” he commanded.

				Though she didn’t want to, there was no choice. He would learn the truth soon enough. Celeste allowed the veil to fall away, afraid of what he would say. Dougal stared at her as if she weren’t there. As if he were dreaming at the sight of her.

				To distract herself, she ran her hand over the mare’s head. “She’s lovely.” She caressed the horse’s skin, smiling when the mare nudged her cheek.

				“Aye, she is lovely.” Dougal held on to the mare’s reins, running his hand over her creamy mane. Celeste found her attention drawn to those hands, and a sudden ripple of uncertainty slid over her. Those hands had touched her, years ago. A bleakness centered in her heart, reawakening the wounds she’d thought had healed.

				“Why did you leave Eiloch?” His voice had turned to ice, in silent rebuke.

				“My husband is dead.” She took a step backward, faltering as she considered what she must do. “It’s not safe for Melisandre and me to stay there.” At least, not unless she were pregnant with an heir.

				Risking a glance at Dougal, she saw that he’d completely shielded any expression. There was no emotion there, no hint of what he was thinking. Did he despise her so much, even after all this time?

				“I need help for both of us,” she admitted. “And...it seems I need an escort, now that my men are dead. I could pay you—” The moment she spoke the words, she realized her mistake.

				“I want nothing from you, Celeste. Except, perhaps, to watch you ride away.”

				“I can’t return to Eiloch. Not yet,” she argued. Not until she had a means of protecting her sister.

				“Then why should I help you?” After you betrayed me, he didn’t say. But she sensed the accusation, nonetheless.

				“We were friends, once.” She mounted her horse again, hoping he would accompany her. Instead, he held his ground, watching.

				“Were we?” He took the mare and led her up the hillside. Celeste didn’t know if he was guiding her or walking away. She nudged her horse forward, following him.

				Dougal said nothing, nor did he turn to acknowledge her. There was a faint path etched in the grass that led through the woods. Sunlight slipped through the edges of the leaves, casting shadows over him as he walked.

				She didn’t know whether he was deliberately taking her into the woods to remind her of the place where they used to meet...or whether it was safer. Celeste gripped the reins hard, trying to blot out the visions of the past. She wouldn’t let herself think of it.

				When they reached a small clearing, he finally spoke. “I’ll take you to my brother’s fortress.”

				“Thank you,” she whispered, dismounting from her horse. Though she had never been to Glen Arrin, she’d heard stories of how Alex MacKinloch had rebuilt it into a castle. “Do you live there now?”

				“I returned, after you left.”

				Words sprang to her lips, apologies for the choices she’d made. But then, she wasn’t sorry about her marriage. Edmon had been a good man, one who had given her the sanctuary she’d craved. Even if she hadn’t loved him, he’d made her feel safe.

				“Did you ever marry?” The question blurted out before she could stop it. As soon as she spoke, she wished she hadn’t asked. Upon Dougal’s face, she saw the flare of resentment, and it only heightened her guilt.

				“No.” The words were clipped. “Take the mare for a drink of water while I tend to the bodies.”

				Celeste took the reins from him and guided both the mare and her own horse toward a small pool of water. She was grateful for the task, because it gave her a reason not to speak. But the longer the silence stretched, the more she realized that Dougal would never be the man to give her a child. Not after everything that had happened between them.

				“Let me reward you for your help,” she repeated. “I have silver, or possibly—”

				“You could not afford my price,” he retorted. “I’ll bring you home with me, and my brother Alex can decide what’s to be done with you.”

				She was left standing there as he returned to the bodies of the men. What did he mean, ‘What’s to be done with you’? Was she naught but a sack of grain to be delivered?

				There was no trace of the friendship that had once been, nor the man who had made her smile. Though she knew she deserved his anger, she wished there was a way to put it behind them. To begin again and forget past hurts.

				The mist surrounded her, and Celeste took a moment to calm her beating heart. For these next few days, she could pretend that there was no fighting over her husband’s lands, that her sister would be safe from harm. And perhaps, she could conceive a child that would save them all.

				The idea made her want to weep, for it seemed so impossible. If there was any other way, she had to find it. Somehow.

				In the distance, she scented smoke from Dougal’s fire. It occurred to her that they could not stay here long. The smoke would only draw attention to their location. When he returned to her side, she told him so.

				“It won’t matter, once we’re at Glen Arrin,” he said. “If there are men following you, they won’t intrude on my brother’s lands.”

				“I don’t want to bring fighting to your family.” She lifted her gaze to his, taking a deep breath. “If you will keep Lord Eiloch away from me, I will stay only a few days. No longer.”

				“And then what?” His knuckles grazed the mare’s face, rubbing her gently with affection.

				“I don’t know. I’ll think of something. My sister needs me.” She couldn’t face that unknown future yet; not when she might lose everything.

				Dougal’s expression said he didn’t believe her at all. “Running away won’t solve your problems. It will only draw your enemies to you.” His hands stilled upon the horse. “And this isn’t our fight, Lady Eiloch.”

				Her mood saddened at his use of her title. “You called me Celeste, once.”

				There was the faintest flash in his eyes, so fast she barely saw it. But it was a hint of interest, one that gave her hope.

				“That was before you became someone else.”

				Celeste studied his dark brown eyes for a long moment, wondering if there was any friendship left between them. It didn’t seem he would forgive her for the choices she’d made.

				At last she turned back to the stream, cupping her hands for a drink. The summer air was warm, and some of the water spilled from her lips, down her throat. His gaze followed the water droplets, though he spoke not a word.

				Abruptly, he turned and mounted the mare. There was no saddle, but he guided the animal back toward the east. “Come with me, then. If that’s what you’re wanting.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				THROUGHOUT THE JOURNEY back to Glen Arrin, Dougal questioned what he was doing. He should take Celeste back to Eiloch where she belonged—not to his family. God help him, he’d never thought to see her again.

				She was still the most exquisite woman he’d ever known. Her hair was an unusual color, a blend of fair strands and brown, almost as if polished wood were touched with gold. It was coiled into braids, pinned up on her head, and she’d discarded her veil somewhere. She wore no jewels, but her gown was made of finely woven wool, dark green like the leaves of the forest. Tall and slender, she carried herself like the noblewoman she’d become. In her blue eyes, he saw the way she was fighting back her fears.

				He didn’t know what had happened with her husband, but the bitterness of jealousy had not left him. She’d grown more beautiful over these past two years, her slender body transformed into a mature woman’s. But she’d given herself to Edmon de Laurent. She’d made her choice, and it wasn’t him.

				Honor prevented him from riding away. But as soon as he brought her to Glen Arrin, he intended to leave her with his brothers’ wives. Let them decide what to do with her, for he wanted no part of this woman.

				She still affected him strongly, even now. It had grown worse when he’d watched her drink from the pool. One of the water droplets had slid over her pale skin, beneath her gown. The wool clung to generous breasts, and he had to shut off his imagination to keep the unbidden desire under control.

				Why in the name of God had she traveled here? He didn’t doubt that there was unrest after the death of her husband, but didn’t she realize how dangerous it was? Although he and his brothers had kept the English at bay for many years, there were always raids from neighboring clans or English soldiers who entertained themselves by attacking their fortress.

				A beautiful woman with only two escorts was open prey. She wouldn’t last an hour out here alone. He led her through the valley, noting the determination on her face.

				But even more disconcerting was the way she kept glancing over at him. Almost as if she was trying to discern how to heal the broken years between them.

				He didn’t trust her at all. There were secrets beneath that treacherous face, and she wanted something—wanted it badly enough to run away from home. And it wasn’t merely an escort.

				They rode for hours without speaking as they drew closer to Glen Arrin. The castle wasn’t large, but it was enough for clan gatherings. Although Alex had offered him a chamber of his own within the main dwelling, Dougal preferred the house he’d built on the outskirts.

				Celeste slowed the pace of her horse as they approached, her eyes widening at the sight of Glen Arrin. When they rode through the gates, the castle towered high above the stone walls, an imposing structure that would defend them from all enemies.

				“It’s much larger than I thought it would be.” She took in the sight of the structure, adding, “I heard that it burned down years ago.”

				He nodded. “We tried to keep to ourselves after we defeated the English. Our peace was hard won.”

				Although they’d paid the price in blood, he didn’t believe for a moment that the truce would last. King Edward would rise up against the Scots, and Dougal and his brothers had no choice but to be ready.

				His brothers had gained control of this region, and the MacKinloch Clan held great power. Still, they never ceased the endless training, the preparation for a battle that could be brought to their gates. Allies were necessary to their survival, and he suspected that his brother would want to learn more about the upheaval at Eiloch.

				For a widow, Celeste did not appear grief-stricken over the death of her husband. Instead, she seemed far more disturbed by the prospect of harm coming to her sister. Dougal tucked that thought away as he led her inside.

				He didn’t miss the startled looks on the faces of his kinsmen. A few sent him sly smiles, as if he’d plucked the woman from the ground like a delicate flower. They didn’t know anything about her, or the years he’d courted Celeste at Locharr, where they’d met. To them, she was a stranger, and he was grateful for that.

				He led her through the inner bailey, directly toward the castle. Nairna, Bram’s wife, caught sight of him, while she held the hand of her young niece. In her other hand was a comb, and the girl sent her aunt an indignant look.

				“Have you brought a visitor with you, Dougal?” Nairna asked. She smiled warmly at the pair of them, but he didn’t miss the gleam in her eyes. She had been trying to find a wife for him over the past year. He’d ignored her efforts, avoiding the women as best he could. Yet, he knew exactly what Nairna was thinking.

				And he had no intention of letting her draw false conclusions. “Lady Eiloch has asked for our protection over the next few days. She can tell you more about what’s happened.” He reached up to help Celeste dismount, but the woman was staring at him, her mouth set in a frown. “I’ll be with the horses.”

				He didn’t give either of them a chance to argue, but seized his escape. With the reins in both hands, he retreated to the stables. Better to leave Celeste with Nairna and the other women, where he wouldn’t have to look upon her face or question what she truly wanted from him.

				* * *

				IT WAS AS if he’d been so eager to get rid of her, he couldn’t leave fast enough. Celeste wasn’t surprised by Dougal’s retreat, but it left her feeling uneasy.

				“Don’t be worrying yourself about Dougal,” the young woman said. “I think you made him nervous. I am Nairna, wife of Bram MacKinloch. And this is my niece Ailsa, who has not yet learned to comb her hair, it seems.” She held up the comb, and the brown-haired girl eyed it as if it were a weapon.

				“Aunt Nairna, please,” the girl moaned.

				“Either do it properly, or you’ll bring shame upon your parents.” She handed the comb over to the girl, gently guiding Celeste to follow her. “We are fostering her while Callum has my boys. Callum is Dougal’s older brother.” All the while she guided her inside the castle, Nairna kept talking, her bright voice filling up the awkward space.

				But when they entered the Hall, Celeste was caught spellbound, her feet no longer able to walk another step. Above them was a round window made of colored glass. It was a depiction of the Madonna holding an infant child, the bold colors of sapphire and emerald shining through like jewels. It took her breath away. She’d only seen one window like it, in a cathedral when she’d journeyed south to Edinburgh with her husband.

				“Our chief’s wife, Laren, made that,” Nairna said. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

				Celeste nodded. But the image of the Holy Mother cradling a child struck her hard. Would she be holding an infant of her own by next spring? Or would she and her sister have to fight Rowena for her share of the land?

				She knew the simplest solution was to conceive a child, but every part of her conscience railed at the idea. If there was any other way, she would have to find it quickly.

				Nairna led her up a winding stone staircase that led into a small solar. There, Celeste found a red-haired woman sitting beside the window, dipping her quill into ink as she drew shapes. An older girl sat beside her, the young face intent upon the drawings.

				“Are you teaching her your secrets?” Nairna said in a teasing voice. Nodding toward the woman, she said, “This is Laren, who made the glass you admired. And her eldest daughter Mairin.” Turning back to Celeste, she added, “This is Celeste de Laurent, the Lady of Eiloch.”

				Laren glanced up, and a slight frown marred her lips as if she’d recognized the name. Swiftly, she recovered and asked, “Are there other visitors with you, Lady Eiloch?”

				Celeste shook her head. “My men were attacked and killed on the journey here. Dougal saved my life, and I owe him my thanks.” She studied Laren for a moment, wondering if the chief’s wife knew of her. But if she did, the woman said nothing at all. Celeste didn’t know whether to be glad of it or dismayed that Dougal had never spoken of her to his family.

				“I am in need of help,” Celeste continued. “Not only for me, but also for my younger sister.” Her gaze centered on the older girl, whom she guessed to be slightly younger than Melisandre. She explained to the women about Rowena’s intent to force them out. “I can’t let that happen,” she finished.

				“Then why did you leave her behind?” Nairna asked.

				“Their anger was directed toward me, not her. They did not wish to give up my widow’s portion, when Lionel de Laurent inherited my husband’s lands. I left Melisandre with my maid. I trust her to take care of my sister until I return.” She felt uneasy explaining all this to the women.

				“I will speak to my husband and ask what can be done,” Laren said, setting down her quill. “Dougal may be able to accompany you back to Eiloch, to bring your sister to safety.”

				Nairna sent Laren a conspiratorial smile. Abruptly, she asked Celeste, “Did you find him handsome?”

				She blinked at that. “Well, yes, but—” He meant far more to me than that, she wanted to say. At the pleased look on Nairna’s face, she found herself unable to say any more.

				“Nairna, don’t,” Laren warned. To Celeste, she added, “We will hold a feast this night to welcome you to Glen Arrin. It has been some time since we’ve had any visitors. And our husbands will discuss how to help you.”

				“And how we can coerce Dougal into being your protector,” Nairna said. “He’s been alone for far too long.” She beckoned to Ailsa, taking the comb and guiding it through the girl’s tangled hair. Deftly, she braided the strands, tying it off with a bit of thread.

				“It’s too soon for that,” Laren argued. “She buried her husband only a short while ago, Nairna.”

				The woman sobered, her hand coming up to rest on her throat. “You’re right, of course. I spoke without thinking.” Her face had gone pale, and she admitted, “I would die if anything happened to Bram. Please don’t be upset with me.”

				“My husband and I were friends,” Celeste said. “I’ll miss him, of course, but the marriage was arranged.” Truthfully, she had not thought of Edmon a great deal. Aside from sharing meals and a bed with him, he’d been too busy overseeing the estates. She had felt like an old cloak in many ways—there when he needed her, but Celeste didn’t delude herself into believing Edmon had ever cared about her. He’d wanted her as a possession, not someone to love. Now that he was gone, she felt a slight sense of loss, but it was not heartrending.

				What troubled her more was Dougal. She felt as if she were walking upon a barely frozen lake with him, afraid of taking any misstep. It wasn’t clear how he felt about her, and she was wary of making a mistake.

				“Don’t be embarrassed by me,” Nairna apologized. “I tend to speak my mind and ask the questions I want to know. You needn’t answer anything that makes you uncomfortable.”

				“She’ll find out the answers anyway,” Ailsa remarked, under her breath.

				Nairna smiled at her niece, but her eyes gave a warning. Waving a hand, she ordered the girls out. “Go and begin the preparations. The men and women can bring foods to share, and we’ll have music as well.”

				When the girls had gone, Celeste steadied her nerves. Tonight, she would confront Dougal and learn whether he was willing to help her. If he refused, she could speak to some of the other men. Although she hadn’t the least idea of whether anyone would want to assist her, she had to try. Gaining the support of Nairna and Laren would make it easier, if she could find the right way to broach the subject.

				An idea struck her, one that might work. Although it meant stretching the truth, it was better than the alternative.

				“I wonder if you could help me,” she began, feeling humiliated by what she must ask. “There is...another way I could protect my sister. If I were to find someone appropriate to marry.”

				As she’d predicted, Nairna warmed to her suggestion. “There are many unmarried men among the MacKinlochs,” the woman agreed.

				Laren held up a hand, intervening, “But you’re wanting a nobleman, are you not?”

				“I want a man who can keep us safe,” Celeste answered, trying to hold to the truth as much as possible. “And I don’t wish to be a burden upon anyone.” She crossed her arms, feeling embarrassed by the confession, though it was true.

				The two women exchanged looks. “Dougal is unmarried and he’s quite good at keeping a woman safe,” Nairna suggested. “But there are others who might suit, as well.” Without letting her answer, the woman studied Celeste. “The women like Dougal because he’s handsome and quiet. They won’t be glad of your arrival, I can tell you that.”

				Celeste made no reply, though she wasn’t anticipating the interference of other women. “Could you help me to find some possible candidates? And tell me what should I do to attract the right sort of man?” Her cheeks burned at the lies she was speaking, though likely they would believe she was simply embarrassed.

				The truth was, she couldn’t imagine flirting the way other women did. She didn’t know how to smile in a way that drew a man to her. Even the idea of trying to seduce one was horrifying.

				Nairna tilted her head to one side. “The gown you’re wearing is nice enough, but you need something to help you. She went into a small chest and brought out a golden necklace with colored green glass as a pendant. “Wear this.”

				Fastening the chain around Celeste’s neck, the pendant fell just between her breasts.

				“Perfect,” Nairna pronounced. “It will draw his attention in the right direction.” When Celeste gaped at her, Nairna laughed. “Don’t look at me like that, Lady Eiloch. You were married. You know where the men will be looking.”

				She reached for the pendant, feeling even more disconcerted by all this. Laren was the one who saw through her nerves and added, “Unless her marriage was not a good one.”

				Nairna’s smile faded. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think of that.”

				Celeste let out a slow breath. “Our marriage was much the same as any other. He desired me and our union was good enough.”

				“Did you love him?” Laren asked. The woman’s voice was soft, sympathetic in her tone.

				There were no true words to describe it. Edmon had been a reasonable husband, and he’d shared her bed each night. Their marriage had been comfortable.

				“No, I didn’t love him,” she said at last. “But he would understand what I must do to protect my sister from harm.”

				Nairna came behind her with a comb in her hand. Slowly, she began unfastening the braids, loosening the strands until they hung in waving curls down Celeste’s back. “Do not cover your hair tonight, and do not wear it up.” She combed through the strands, and then arranged them over Celeste’s shoulders. “If you see a man who interests you, let one of us know, and we will help.”

				Nairna turned to face her. “I don’t know you at all, Lady Eiloch. Thus far, you seem like a good woman. But I should be warning you—” she lowered her hands to her sides, her eyes turning serious “—treat our men with care. They are strong warriors, who would die for their women. We would do the same for them.”

				* * *

				AT THE FEAST that night, the mead was poured freely, as fast as the men and women could drink. Dougal remained apart from the others, watching as his brothers’ wives introduced Lady Eiloch to several men of the clan. Although it was likely that Nairna and Laren meant nothing by it, Dougal found himself unable to take his gaze from her.

				Her hair was down, falling in waves past her hips. Nairna had loaned her a glass necklace, and Dougal didn’t doubt that every man was staring at the place where the pendant was nestled. Those who were even more drunk would start fights amongst themselves for a chance to be with her.

				It wasn’t his concern. Why should he care if his kinsmen wanted to steal a moment away with her? She meant nothing to him anymore. He intended to return to the horses, taking his leave from the crowd.

				And yet...his feet would not move. It was as if an invisible spell had woven itself around him, making it impossible to do anything except watch Celeste. She stood surrounded by men, and yet, she stole a glance at him as if pleading with him to save her. Although she’d managed a smile toward his kinsmen, he could see her discomfort growing. She picked at her food, refusing several who asked her to dance. He knew, even if they didn’t, that she hated dancing.

				Dougal finished his own fare, but it was tasteless. Even with the sweetness of the mead to wash it down, he took no pleasure in the feasting.

				“I never thought you were a coward.”

				Dougal turned and saw his eldest brother, Bram, standing behind him. He didn’t know what his brother meant, but he suspected it had much to do with his avoidance of Lady Eiloch. “She’s fine enough on her own.”

				“She doesn’t want those men, despite Nairna’s efforts to make a match. Her attention is on you. Why do you not go to speak with her?”

				Because she made her choice.

				Dougal felt the suffocating tension rising up inside him. Seeing her among his family was abrading his mood, making him wish they would all leave him alone. “She wants my protection, nothing more.”

				“Then you’re blind, lad.”

				He bristled at that. He wasn’t an adolescent lad anymore, but a man grown. “I’ve better things to do.” Like drink himself into a stupor, to forget the way it had felt to be in her arms, to taste her lips.

				“You’re afraid of her,” Bram predicted. His brother was baiting him, but Dougal refused to play any part of this game.

				“I’m afraid of nothing. Especially her.” He strode across the crowd, his mouth tight with anger. There was only one place he wanted to be right now—far away from the prying eyes of family members.

				As if in answer to his dark mood, many women smiled at him as he passed. Several were fair of face, but he ignored them all. As he drew nearer, Celeste’s eyes never left his.

				His feet stopped moving, though he’d wanted to keep going. She was staring at him, a silent question in her eyes. He knew how much she hated people watching her. Like him, she wanted to be apart from everyone else.

				Don’t, his mind warned. The best course of action was to keep walking to leave her behind. Hadn’t he learned anything since the last time?

				And yet, he held out his hand to her. She took it without question, following him away from the MacKinlochs. Her hand was cool in his, the skin softer than he remembered. She said nothing at all, but continued to walk with him to the stables.

				“Thank you,” she said at last. “I was feeling overwhelmed around so many people.” She released his hand, even as she continued to walk alongside him. The evening was warm, and the scent of her skin caught his attention with the faintness of flowers. Her hair spilled over her shoulders, brushing against his hand.

				In his mind, Dougal wanted to press her up against the fence, forcing her to admit that she’d chosen to wed the wrong man. He craved her kiss, and he wanted to touch more of her bare skin. But he pushed the errant thoughts away.

				He stopped before the fence that enclosed the clan’s horses. Ivory trotted closer, likely expecting a carrot or a piece of dried apple. But instead of coming to his side, she stopped before Lady Eiloch.

				“You’re a sweet girl,” she murmured, rubbing the mare’s nose. “I can’t imagine that anyone would want to hurt you.”

				“Is that why you ran away?” Dougal asked quietly. “Was someone trying to hurt you?”

				He hadn’t thought of it in that light, but she’d left so quickly, it was possible. The idea of another man trying to claim her made him tense.

				Celeste nodded slowly. “And because I need help.” Her gaze fixed upon him, and suddenly, she reached out to touch his shoulder. “If you’re willing.”

				The word willing slid through him with an entirely different meaning. He opened the gate and moved away from her, using the mare as a means of repressing the desire she’d conjured. Did she even understand what she was doing? Was she trying to push him closer to the edge?

				“Why would I be?” Without waiting for an answer, he went inside the stables and brought out a brush to tend to the mare. Though he’d already taken care of Ivory earlier, he was looking for any distraction.

				“Because I think I know something you do want.” She opened the gate, following him. “And it’s something I could give to you.”

				Violent heat roared through him. His lust-filled imagination provoked him with images of her silken skin, her eyes filled with desire.

				And yet, when he turned to her, he saw naught but innocence in her eyes.

				“Go back to the others,” he warned. She had no idea how much he desired her, how his control was stretched to breaking point. “I want nothing from you.”

				“I meant only—” Her fingers touched his, and that was all it took to snap the thread of restraint. Dougal pressed her back against the wooden fence, his hands around her waist. Leaning in, he snarled, “I’m not feeling very honorable right now. I said you should go.”

				Most women would have fled at that very moment. She looked frightened, but instead of leaving, she whispered, “I would offer you a horse. A stallion to breed with your mare.”

				Her words penetrated the cloud of desire thrumming in his veins. A horse, she’d said. Not herself.

				“There are no Arabians this far north.”

				“My husband had one,” she murmured. “It was given to him last year. He’s black, with a white star on his forehead.”

				“Is that what you think I want?” He had to know her purpose, and from the sudden confusion on her face, he suspected it was.

				“Isn’t it?” The question hovered between them, and when her lips pressed together, he grew suddenly aware that she had not tried to push free of him. Instead, she’d remained trapped in his embrace, as if she, too, wanted him.

				“Your mare is important to you,” she whispered. “I only thought you might want another horse like her.”

				“The horse isn’t yours to give,” he warned. No one alive would let a valuable war stallion go, not because of a woman’s wishes.

				“I keep my promises,” she said. “And if you will help me find a way to keep my sister safe, the horse will be yours. If you want him.”

				Her hands moved to rest upon his chest. Aye, he did want a horse to breed with Ivory. She was a lovely mare and would make a good dam, with the right sire for her foals.

				“Why me?” he demanded. “Such a horse is worth more than a chest of silver.” That, he knew well, for he’d paid nearly that much for Ivory.

				“What I would ask of you is not an easy thing.” Her hands came up to his face, as if there were not two years of distance between them. As if she’d conjured up the past, reminding him of how she’d ensnared him.

				The soft caress was his undoing. Pressing himself close to her, Dougal growled, “You don’t ken what you’re doing, lass.”

				“No,” she whispered. “I know exactly what I’m doing.” And she lifted her mouth to his, kissing him softly.

				* * *

				FROM THE MOMENT Celeste kissed him, she tasted the tension in his body. Like a frosted pane of ice, he didn’t respond to her kiss at all. Her cheeks burned, for she’d thrown herself at him, only to find that he didn’t want her. Her embarrassment went so deep, she was drowning in it. She pulled back immediately, wishing she’d never given in to impulse.

				There was no love remaining within him. Not even desire, it seemed.

				“What was that for?” he demanded, his face rigid. In his dark eyes, she saw suspicion and a glimpse of a man who would not allow anyone to use him.

				“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I—I thought—”

				I thought we could go back to the way it was before. But how terrible was it to find that he didn’t desire her? That she had misread him and was wasting her time with a man who would not yield to a moment of madness?

				“You were wrong, Celeste.” His voice slid over her with the dark trace of danger. She expected him to release her, to push her aside even. But instead, he kept his hands on either side of her, leaving her trapped against the fence. She lifted her eyes to his, and in his expression, she saw wariness.

				“You tempted me,” she admitted. “I wanted to know if it would be the same as before.”

				But it wasn’t. Not anymore.

				Dougal used his height to intimidate her, and she grew well aware that this man was not one who would let a woman make demands of him. His dark hair hung below his shoulders, and though he was lean, she sensed that every inch of him was hardened with muscle. If she tried to seduce him, he would be very different from her husband. The thought sent a prickling rush through her skin. “It will never be like it was before.”

				“I’m grateful to you for bringing me to safety,” she said quietly. “The kiss was my mistake, and it won’t happen again.” She expected him to back away from her, now that her pride was shattered into a thousand pieces.

				But instead, he held her there, his dark eyes discerning. It was difficult to keep her thoughts clear when he was watching her like this. She turned her gaze aside and saw that the mare was grazing behind Dougal, the moonlight reflected against the animal’s silvery coat.

				“I meant what I said, about giving you the Arabian stallion,” she added. “But if you want nothing more to do with me, I’ll understand.” She kept her gaze averted, not wanting to see his refusal.

				“I’m not as daft as you think I am,” he said in a low voice.

				“I never said you were.” Somehow, she’d triggered his anger, and she wasn’t certain how to soothe him. But she was entirely aware of the way his arms rested on either side of her, his body shadowing hers like a predator.

				He held her imprisoned, his face resting against hers. “You’re wanting something else from me,” he predicted, lifting her chin. “Something you won’t tell. I know you better than any other man here. But I’m not one to be swayed by sweet words and soft kisses.”

				“Nor horses, it seems.” She couldn’t tear her gaze from him, and the touch of his hand warmed her skin. “Just let it be, Dougal. I won’t ask anything of you anymore.” She turned her cheek and pushed his hand aside.

				“Did you ever kiss your husband like that?” he demanded.

				Blood rushed into her cheeks, and she wondered why he was asking such a thing. Why would he care? “Edmon didn’t like kissing.”

				If she didn’t know better, she’d swear the answer pleased him. His shadowed face was unreadable, and she didn’t know what he wanted from her now. She was about to demand that he release her, when this time, Dougal leaned in again.

				“Was I the only one, then?”

				Her heartbeat shuddered, and she was held captive by his deep voice. “Your kiss was the only one that ever mattered.”

				His arms encircled her waist, and she didn’t stop him when he leaned in to claim her mouth. The kiss began with heated breath, firm and coaxing. She was lost in the touch of his mouth while his hands rested upon her hips. His mouth offered an invitation, not a conquest. When she opened to him, kissing him back, it transformed entirely.

				Memories poured through her, of the way he’d taught her to kiss. Of the stolen moments when they’d practiced with each other.

				She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t hold a clear thought while his hot mouth was upon hers. Heat pulsed through her body, her blood awakening as his tongue slid against hers. Bold and unrestrained, his tongue thrust against hers, demanding her surrender.

				Without understanding why, her arms moved around his neck, and his hard body pressed against hers. She could feel his arousal against the juncture of her thighs, and the pressure wasn’t at all frightening. Instead, she curved against him, welcoming his strength against her softness. Between her legs, there was an aching emptiness.

				Desire. Need like she’d not experienced before was there in the way his tongue moved within her mouth. She wanted him to bare her skin, to feel his mouth kissing her everywhere. A shudder rocked through her when he rubbed himself against her.

				When he released her, his dark eyes were raging. “Stay away from me, Lady Eiloch. Unless you plan to finish what we started.”

				With that, he strode away, leaving her with weak knees and a pounding heart.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				WITH BURNING CHEEKS, Celeste moved back to the crowd of MacKinlochs. There was music and she saw the chief, Alex MacKinloch, with his wife, Laren, seated beside him at table. He leaned over to whisper in her ear, and the woman blushed, sending him a secret smile.

				All around were men and women stealing away for a moment alone. Even Nairna was dancing with her husband, Bram, their eyes locked on each other.

				Celeste stood back from them, feeling as though anyone could see the guilt on her face.

				Now she understood why he’d kissed her. Dougal wanted retribution for the way she’d left him. He wanted to remind her of the passion between them, showing her what she’d turned away. And he would be the one to leave her now.

				Dougal might be willing to take her into his bed—but not as an act of love. She felt certain he would use it as vengeance against her.

				It doesn’t matter, she tried to tell her broken conscience. What matters is protecting Melisandre.

				She would have to fight for her share of the inheritance, and the idea made her weary just to think of it. By law, she was owed a portion of property to live upon. But to be forced out of her home, her sister’s dowry taken...it was too much to think of.

				Celeste walked toward the food, feeling suddenly hungry. Was there another way out of this, other than returning with a child in her womb? It was such a desperate act, and there was no guarantee that she would even give birth. Especially with Rowena plotting against her, wanting her to miscarry. The weight of her troubles pressed down upon her, and Celeste forced back the tears.

				She couldn’t weep. Tears would solve nothing at all. Instead, she reached for a cup of mead and drained it quickly, before accepting another. Without enough food in her stomach, the second drink made her light-headed. It didn’t matter. She wanted to rid herself of the thoughts of failure.

				She watched the other women, at the way they flirted. Without bothering to hide her interest, she rested her cheek against one hand and stared. No one had ever taught her how to attract a man’s interest. When she had met Dougal at Locharr, he had made his interest known. He had come there to train with the baron’s men, and she’d been fascinated by him from the first.

				He’d found many reasons to be near her, until soon enough, they were stealing away to be alone.

				Just like the men and women here, though she and Dougal had never been lovers.

				Celeste drank another glass of mead, watching as one woman caught a man’s eye, smiled at him, and then went to speak to a different man.

				Interesting. Was that what she should be doing? Instead of throwing herself at Dougal, should she be pursuing another man instead? Intrigued by the idea, she reached for a piece of mutton, nodding in welcome when Nairna sat down.

				“Are you enjoying yourself, Lady Eiloch?”

				“You may call me Celeste,” she corrected. “And yes, I am. It was kind of you to host a gathering for me.”

				“Where has Dougal gone?” Nairna asked. “Have you seen him?”

				Not since I kissed him, and he ordered me to stay away.

				“A while ago, he showed me the horses.” She toyed with her goblet.

				Nairna sobered. “He spends far too much time with the animals. He needs a wife.” Eyeing her closer, she added, “Have you considered him as a possibility?”

				“I don’t think Dougal has any interest in wedding a woman like me,” Celeste said. She stood up and the ground seemed unsteady beneath her feet. “He’d prefer one of your maidens, I suppose.”

				“Then why is he staring at you?” Nairna countered, nodding toward the opposite side of the crowd. Celeste followed her gaze to where she saw Dougal holding his own cup of mead. Just as the woman had said, he was watching her.

				“I don’t know,” she whispered. But the earlier kiss lingered with her still. She knew he’d done it to prove a point—that Edmon was nothing compared to him.

				And she was well aware of it. She excused herself from Nairna, wanting to be alone. She skirted the crowd, moving closer to where a large bonfire blazed. Sparks drifted into the night sky, and several children danced while another clan member played the pipes.

				“Dance with me?” came the voice of a young boy, perhaps seven years old. His brown hair was cut short, and he had a smile that could charm any girl into doing what he wanted. Celeste couldn’t help but beam at him, and she took his hands. Several of the MacKinlochs were amused at the sight of them, but she was startled to find that the boy was quite good at dancing. He spun her around, and without meaning to, she started laughing. The mead, coupled with the dancing, made it nearly impossible to stand upright. But when she stumbled, another man caught her.

				“Mind yourself, lass. We wouldna want you to be burned this night.”

				Celeste thanked him, but instead of giving her back to the boy, the man kept her hands in his. This time, the song had finished and another began that was slower. His palm rested upon her spine, and he added, “Kerr, I’ll be dancing with the lady now. Find another and be off.”

				The boy looked disgruntled but did as he was ordered. Celeste stumbled again, but the man steadied her. “I am Robbie MacKinloch.”

				She ventured a smile, but the man’s confidence made her feel uncertain. He was broad chested, with strong arms and a sword at his side. He, too, could be a protector. And yet...she found herself wishing she could hide away from all men. She went through the motions of dancing with Robbie, dimly aware of their conversation.

				“Lady Eiloch?” He was waiting for an answer, and she realized she hadn’t heard his question.

				“I’m sorry. What was that?”

				“I was asking if you’d like to walk with me by the loch.”

				Celeste glanced in the direction of the water, suddenly understanding that this man was offering exactly what she’d wanted—a private moment that could lead to more.

				And yet, she found herself unable to move. Every instinct told her no. Why had she ever thought she could do this? The idea of lying beneath a stranger was appalling.

				“Not just now,” she said to him, apologizing as she excused herself. She kept walking past the crowds, past Dougal, until she stood near the stone wall surrounding the castle of Glen Arrin. Ivy had wound its way through the stones, covering the gray in a veil of green.

				Footsteps sounded behind her, but she already knew who was following her now.

				* * *

				“I WANT HER found,” Lady Rowena demanded. Lionel de Laurent removed his helm, and his expression was shielded. “You know what will happen if she has conceived a child.”

				“I do.”

				His voice was like iron, and Rowena took comfort from it. Lionel was a strong man, a husband who would not allow anyone to threaten the future of their children.

				“I have sent a dozen men in search of her,” he said quietly. “When the scouts return, we will bring her back, and that will be the end of it.” His gray eyes sharpened. “If she were with child, she would not have fled.”

				“You don’t know that. She might be trying to protect the babe.”

				Rowena would have done the same, were she in Celeste’s place. She would do anything to guard her sons and daughter. Just as she would do whatever was necessary to secure their future inheritance.

				She went to stand by the hearth in the solar, unable to stop herself from pacing. “There can be no child, Lionel.”

				“I know. But she has a strong reason to return. We hold her sister here.” Although her husband’s words were calm, Rowena took comfort in that. It was true that they could use Melisandre if necessary.

				She smiled. “Perhaps we should send her a token to remind her of what she’s left behind.” A garment or perhaps Melisandre’s long braid. “Something to lure her back.”

				Her husband did not smile. Instead, his gaze hardened. “We will find Celeste. Whether or not we bring her back alive depends upon her obedience.”

				* * *

				DOUGAL FOLLOWED CELESTE beyond the crowd of people, deeper into the shadows. Although she likely knew he was there, she didn’t speak. Only when he came to stand at her side did she admit, “Don’t do this to me, Dougal. I don’t want to be your enemy anymore.”

				She turned to face him, and the look of anguish in her eyes was a blow to his gut. “I can’t go back and change the decisions I made. But it hurts me even more to see how much you’ve come to hate me.”

				“I don’t hate you,” he said quietly. “But I wish you hadn’t returned.”

				“They don’t know about me, do they?” She gripped her arms, the sadness evident. “You never told them.”

				“There was no reason to.” He was glad he hadn’t. At least then he could maintain his pride. “And if you say anything, I’ll deny it.”

				Her face grew pensive. “I had my reasons for the choice I made. And I don’t regret marrying Edmon. I only regret hurting you.”

				It wasn’t the answer he wanted to hear. He’d wanted her to say that she’d made a terrible mistake, that she’d wanted to wed him. Not a Norman lord who’d given her silks and hundreds of acres.

				“I suppose it was good that we didn’t wed. For I now know that gold was more important to you than anything else.”

				She looked stricken at his words, and they’d hurt her the way he’d wanted them to. But to her credit, she made no denial.

				“I never forgot you. Not then, and not now.” She squared her shoulders and faced him. “I want you to go back with me. Be my escort and help me to protect Melisandre.”

				He dug a little deeper for more information. “Have you no one else to help? Uncles or cousins?”

				“My uncles live far to the south. Even if we did journey there, we might not find them. They’re mercenary knights.” She finally turned back to him. “I need a way of protecting her and—” From the bleak expression on her face, he could see the dark fears. “I don’t want to give up on Eiloch,” she said. “Part of it is mine, by law. I want to fight for it. And you will have your reward if you come with me.”

				If he traveled with her to Eiloch, every hour would be nothing short of torment. Even now, her beauty was a siren’s call, tempting him to cast aside common sense and accompany her on this futile quest.

				God help him, no. He would not let her talk him into this. He’d kissed her because he wanted to punish her for choosing another man. To show her what it would have been like, had she wed him. Instead, it had only fired up the dormant feelings of desire.

				“Please,” she whispered. Without waiting for his refusal, she brushed past him, and her scent invaded his mind. Reminding him of the way she’d kissed him back, clinging to him.

				Dougal waited for several minutes before returning to the bonfire. The contests had begun, and he saw other men lining up across from one another, bare chested. The MacKinlochs enjoyed challenging one another in physical sparring, and his brothers were among those who fought.

				“I’ve been wanting the chance to fight you again, Dougal,” came the voice of Robbie. The man had removed his tunic and wore only trews. He had already defeated several men in wrestling, and his gaze narrowed upon Dougal.

				This was not about physical prowess. In Robbie’s eyes, Dougal had caught a hint of jealousy. He wanted to unman Dougal before the others, to prove himself a better protector for Celeste.

				It wouldn’t happen. Dougal had nothing to prove, for all the MacKinlochs had seen him defeat Robbie with no weapons, save his hands and his agility.

				“I’ve bested you already,” he told Robbie. “I’ve no need to do it again.” The laughter and murmurs of approval surrounded him, as he crossed to stand by his brothers.

				“Are you afraid you can’t manage it a second time?” Robbie flexed his muscles, showing off his arms as he walked around the fire.

				“No. I’ve simply no desire to humiliate you before the women.”

				It was the truth, but Robbie viewed the words as a taunt. “Come and fight, MacKinloch,” he dared, beckoning.

				* * *

				CELESTE DIDN’T WANT either of them to fight, for she sensed that she would somehow end up caught in the middle. She had already made her decision and had no intention of letting the outcome be decided by a sparring match.

				She wanted Dougal to be her champion. Not only because he was a strong man, easily able to guard her...but also because she wanted to heal the enmity between them.

				“Don’t fight over me,” she asked, standing between the men. “Please.”

				“I would be glad to serve you,” Robbie said. His gaze turned heated and he added, “In any way you would have me.”

				There were suggestive comments uttered by the crowd and a few whistles. His offer embarrassed her, though it was made in teasing. It was what she’d set out to do...find a man who would defend her, claim her and give her the bairn she needed. Undoubtedly, Robbie MacKinloch would do anything she asked. Yet, it felt terribly wrong.

				She met his gaze for a moment, then turned to look at Dougal. He’d stepped back, as if he’d predicted her decision and didn’t care what she did. When she studied his face, it was devoid of all emotion. If she walked away with Robbie this very moment, Dougal would do nothing to stop her.

				But she didn’t want Robbie. She wanted the man whose kiss had shaken her out of slumber, into a moment where her world was made real again. Where she no longer felt so desperately alone.

				“You are a brave fighter,” she said to Robbie after a long pause, “and I am grateful to you for the offer.” She squared her shoulders, facing the crowd. “But I have already asked Dougal MacKinloch to be my guard.”

				The color in Robbie’s face darkened. She tried not to look at him, but instead stared at Dougal. His brown eyes had narrowed, his mouth taut with banked fury.

				He didn’t want this at all—she understood that. But she’d put him in a position where he could say nothing to deny her, without doing so in front of everyone.

				She moved through the people, seeking her own retreat, but Dougal was pushing his way past his brother’s wife, heading straight toward her.

				To her shock, he spoke loud enough for others to hear. “Robbie is a skilled fighter. And he would still go in my place if you asked it of him.”

				He was telling her no, admitting his reluctance before everyone. It would only be right to accept his reasons and let him go. But she was not willing to give up just yet. Instead, she continued her retreat, moving far away from the others so that no one would overhear them.

				“I have not asked it of him,” she responded quietly. “I’ve asked it of you.”

				A dark rage slid across Dougal’s face. “You do not command me,” he said, his voice like the edge of a blade. “You do not come into my home and make demands.”

				“I asked for help—”

				“There was no asking.” He moved forward and gripped her around the waist. All of a sudden, her decision no longer seemed like a sound one. She hadn’t considered his response would be this angry.

				“Where are you taking me? I’m not going anywhere.” She twisted against him, but he countered by lifting her up. She tried to fight his grasp, but his strength far overpowered hers.

				“I’m taking you somewhere we can talk without a thousand ears listening.” He strode farther away from the others, her waist tight in his grasp.

				She went motionless, realizing what this could mean. He took her outside the gates and toward the dozens of small crofters’ homes, with thatched roofs and walls made of mud. A dark memory assailed her, of living in a house hardly fit for pigs, much less her mother and siblings.

				He led her into a home so small, she could cross the room in three strides. A small pallet lay on one end, and the peat fire had died down to coals.

				Calm yourself, she ordered. He wants only to talk.

				“This is where you live?” she asked.

				He nodded. “I built this place with my own hands. It’s enough for me.” Crossing his arms over his chest, he added, “Though I suppose you would look down on it.”

				She moved to the far wall, touching the wattle-and-daub walls. The cold surface brought up her anger. He made it sound as if she valued wealth over love. That wasn’t it at all.

				“No. There’s nothing wrong with your home.”

				“It wasn’t good enough for you when I asked you to marry me two years ago.” His words lashed at her, breaking down her emotions. “You chose a man you hardly knew because he owned hundreds of acres.”

				Her hands curled against the wood, and she didn’t bother to hide her tears. “You meant everything to me.”

				“If I meant so much to you, then why did you choose another man to wed?” The words were so quiet, they held a razor’s edge.

				“Because I was afraid.” Seeing this place only brought back all the harsh memories of her childhood. She remembered the hunger in her sister’s face and the cold body of her infant brother. Living in this way would mean returning to those terrifying days of not knowing if they had enough food to survive the winter.

				“Afraid of what?”

				She didn’t know how to tell him the truth. None of the words would win his forgiveness, no matter what she said. Dougal was a man of action, not words.

				Instead, she chose a place to sit, resting her hand against her cheek. He waited endless moments for her to explain. But the more time stretched between them, the harsher the knots in her stomach grew.

				“You had no right to demand that I be your protector,” he began. “In front of my family and kin, no less.”

				“You’re the one I trust the most. And as I told you before, I’ll reward you for your time.” She went to add peat to the fire, feeling suddenly nervous about his proximity. Not to mention the anger she’d aroused in him.

				“I want nothing from you, Celeste,” he said. “Except for you to leave.”

				Her skin tightened at his words, and she turned back to him. “If you wanted me to leave, then why did you bring me here?”

				He had no answer for that. In the darkness between them, she waited to see what he would do. Her heart began beating faster as he stood on the far side of the hut.

				Hot-tempered, he was not a man who would be manipulated by anyone, though that was not her intention. The air between them was heated with anger and something indefinable. Something that made her blood race against her skin. She took a tentative step forward, sensing that there was far more that he’d held back.

				“Why, Dougal?”

				Another step. She froze when he closed the distance. “Choose another protector, Lady Eiloch.”

				“Don’t call me that again. My name is Celeste.” Her voice came out in the barest whisper.

				When he reached up to her face, her skin erupted in gooseflesh. Slowly, he grazed her cheek with his knuckles, until his hand came beneath her chin. “I don’t know what it is you want...Celeste.” He breathed her name as if it were a curse. “But I’ll not let you use me again. If it’s a hired sword you want, find someone else.”

				She pressed his hand away, shocked at how hot his skin was. Though she only grazed the edge of his palm, in her mind the vision spun of his rough palms upon her bare flesh. Of what it would be like to lie beneath a man such as this.

				“And if it’s not a hired sword I want?” she whispered, wondering what had possessed her to be so daring.

				He moved in so fast, she had no time to realize what she’d done. Her back was pressed to the wall, his hard body against hers.

				If she continued to push him, she would get what she wanted. But it would not be a calm night of surrender. This man would claim her body, ravaging her with his mouth and hands.

				The very thought made her go liquid inside, her body rising to his.

				“Will you guard me?” she asked. “Just for a little while?” Against her hips, she felt his hard erection, and the firm pressure kindled her own desire to be taken.

				“And who will keep you safe from me?” he demanded. His dark eyes stared into hers before he stepped back and guided her toward the door. “Go back to the castle. Before I take something you’re not offering.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FOUR

				DOUGAL DIDN’T SLEEP that night. His body ached for a release only she could grant him. Inwardly, he damned Celeste for coming here. Never before had any woman tempted him this much. He wanted to take her, to spend the night exploring her delicate skin while her hair fell down to her hips.

				God above, she tempted him. But he would never lower his pride to ask. He’d seen the look of dismay on her face when she’d viewed his simple home. She didn’t want a man like him, who had only a tiny plot of land and a thatched hut to call his own. His only valued possession was the mare, and he spent more time with Ivory than his own family.

				She was far above him, like a princess...and he was the lowly servant. Perhaps that was what she wanted. A man to serve her.

				He was no woman’s slave. Never would be.

				His hands dug into the sleeping pallet, and he rolled onto his stomach, trying to suppress the painful aching in his groin. He would tell her no, finding someone else to escort her from Glen Arrin. And when he did, his brothers’ wives would berate him for it. He’d never hear an end to their chattering, for they believed that a man was only happy when he had a wife.

				He wouldn’t argue that he’d be glad of a wife at this moment, someone to ease the sexual frustration in him. Although he’d had a few women since Celeste had left him, he’d done his best to avoid them.

				It was nearly dawn, and he rose and dressed. Outside, the spring air held a chill, and he rubbed his hands together for warmth. The gray sky held streaks of rose, and he walked silently toward the stables.

				Ivory was waiting for him, and he fed her and walked with her in circles, praising her when she obeyed. Today, he intended to try her with a saddle, and he waited until she was calm before attempting it. Though she didn’t like the weight, he rewarded her when she remained steady, allowing him to secure it.

				“Good morn to you,” came the voice of Laren MacKinloch. Dougal glanced over and Laren held out a bundle of food. “I thought you might be hungry.”

				He kept his grip on the lead and brought the mare over as he greeted his brother’s wife. She gave him leftover food from the feasting last night, cold mutton and oat cakes. The repast was welcome, but he knew she was here to convince him to go with Lady Eiloch.

				When she continued to remain silent, he handed her back the bundle and asked, “Well? Aren’t you going to convince me that I’ll dishonor the MacKinloch name if I don’t go with her?”

				To his surprise, she shook her head. “I came to ask what you wanted. If you want me to find someone else to escort her, I will. Despite last night, Robbie would do it.”

				He caught himself before he uttered a retort. The idea of Robbie escorting Celeste anywhere made him uneasy. The man would take advantage of her at the first opportunity.

				“What do you want, Dougal?” she repeated.

				“I want to be left alone,” he said, reaching up to touch the mare’s cheek. “I don’t want any part of her battle.”

				She inclined her head. “Then I will see to it that she leaves.” Pausing a moment, she added, “But when she returned from your hut last night, she was crying.”

				Resentment edged his temper at the suggestion that he’d caused her tears. “I did nothing to her.”

				Laren gave a sympathetic smile, “I know that, Dougal.” Her eyes softened as she continued, “But I saw the way she was watching you. And I know that you asked her to wed you two years ago.”

				He couldn’t hide his surprise. “How did you find that out?”

				She sent him a secretive smile, ignoring his question. “She came back for a reason.” Laren reached out to pat the mare. “And I think it’s because she loves you still.” Her gaze turned searching, but he shook his head.

				“She wants me as a guard, nothing more.”

				Laren eyed him with concern. “You are my brother by marriage, and you deserve more than life with these horses.”

				“Let it be, Laren,” he said. “I enjoy my life as it is.”

				She nodded. “So be it. But I thought you’d want to know that she’s leaving now. There are men lined up, wanting to be her escort.” With a nod to him, she walked back in the direction she’d come.

				A line of men. It didn’t surprise him, not with Celeste’s beauty. She had a face men would die for and a body that had kept him awake all night long.

				Dougal grimaced, remembering the softness of her mouth against his. He wanted to spend a night losing himself in that sensual mouth, learning every inch of her slender body. But those thoughts were dangerous.

				Dougal ran his hands over Ivory’s back and swung up into the saddle. He needed to clear his head and exercise the mare.

				He rode past the gates, keeping Ivory in a controlled canter. The ground was uneven, and he wanted her to have a sure footing. As he let her go, his mind blurred with the question of what Celeste wanted from him. She’d said she didn’t want to be his enemy.

				He didn’t want to be friends, either. Beneath the anger of the past two years was the desire to prove himself to her. To make her regret her choices.

				When he reached the edge of the MacKinloch lands, smoke rose from a distant fire. A few tents were set up, and he pulled the mare to a stop, wondering who was there. One man emerged from his tent, and Dougal spied the glint of chain-mail armor.

				Though it might be only English troops, it was too small a group for an invasion. More likely, they had come for Lady Eiloch.

				Dougal turned Ivory back, urging her forward. As the horse picked up speed, he considered what to do. Giving Celeste back to them wasn’t safe. She’d fled Eiloch, and if they’d sent armed men after her, their intent was not friendly. He didn’t even know if they would keep her alive.

				The safest thing to do was to put his family first, letting her go. And yet, the thought of surrendering her to these men was impossible. Celeste had put her trust in him, wanting him to keep her safe. Though he might not want to be involved, neither did he want to see her harmed. Her blue eyes haunted him, and her kiss had awakened a temptation that simmered beneath his skin.

				Damn her for it.

				He rode through the gates, already knowing what he must do. She was waiting on the far side of the fortress, already mounted on her horse while Nairna finished giving her more supplies. Half a dozen men stood at the ready, while her gaze scanned each of them. The men waiting were all unmarried, some barely into adulthood, while other, older men had been widowed. Every last one of them was staring at Lady Eiloch as if he wanted to share her bed. And she, in turn, looked uncomfortable at the prospect.

				When Nairna caught sight of him, she sent him a chiding glare. Dougal ignored her and rode forward until he reached the front of the crowd. Celeste’s face relaxed visibly, as if she’d been hoping he would change his mind.

				When one of the men ventured too close, Ivory whinnied, rearing up, and Dougal had to hold fast to keep from being thrown off. He spoke to the mare lightly, nudging her with his knees to bring her away from all the people. Only when he’d calmed her did he look back at Celeste.

				“The soldiers are here,” he said. “And if you don’t want to be caught, you should come with me now.”

				* * *

				CELESTE HAD NO idea where Dougal was guiding them, but he kept up a relentless pace. They left Glen Arrin through a hidden gate near the back of the fortress, but it wasn’t long before she spied Lionel de Laurent and his men in pursuit.

				Her heartbeat quickened, and she leaned forward against her horse, praying Dougal could get her to safety. She hardly cared where they went, so long as it wasn’t back to Eiloch.

				Her horse could not keep up with his mare, who was breaking hard through the meadow. She’d never seen any animal move with such speed. When she glanced behind, Lord Eiloch’s men were gaining on them. Though Celeste urged her horse faster, she feared there was little hope of losing her pursuers.

				“Dougal!” she shouted to him, needing him to come closer. He slowed the mare for a moment, and without warning, her horse reared up, screaming in pain. Three arrows were embedded in the horse’s side, one in its neck.

				Saints have mercy, she prayed. If they were shooting at her, then they meant to kill her.

				Dougal rode in fast, seizing her from the saddle before she could fall. With his arms around her waist, he pulled her onto his own horse, urging the mare faster. The speed was terrifying, but she marveled that the animal could carry her weight and keep up such a pace.

				“They want you dead, don’t they?” Dougal said against her ear. “They don’t plan to take you captive.”

				She didn’t answer, her mind frozen at the thought. Closing her eyes tightly, she wondered if there was any escape at all. Or if she would live through this day.

				“I’m sorry,” she whispered at last. Likely he didn’t hear her against the thunder of the mare’s pace, but his arm tightened imperceptibly around her waist.

				After a time, Lord Eiloch’s men faded into the distance. Dougal changed their direction at one interval, veering off the main road and taking them deeper into the mountains. The shadowed hills were blanketed with green, the morning mist obscuring the forest. He deliberately led them into the heart of the clouded mountains, through groves of fir trees. With the slower pace, Celeste grew more aware of his arms around her, and the hard-muscled thighs pressed against her backside.

				She did not speak, not daring to break the stillness. Instead, she drank in the beauty of the misted mountains, riding countless miles along a worn path in the trees. Once, they stopped to let the mare drink, but even then, Dougal maintained his silence.

				After so many hours, she was now beginning to wonder if he ever intended to tell her their destination. They had traveled far past Locharr, and it was now late afternoon. She’d had nothing to eat at all, and her stomach was gnawing itself with hunger. Finally, she could stand it no longer.

				As he led her through another valley, she stopped to ask, “Where are you taking me, Dougal?”

				“We’ll visit my brother Callum and his wife at Cairnross. Their fortress is a day’s journey away, and we’ll reach it by tomorrow night.”

				Tomorrow night? She hadn’t anticipated it would take that long.

				“Will the soldiers catch up to us?” Although they had managed to escape Lionel’s forces for now, she didn’t know whether the men could track them here.

				Dougal shook his head. “Not this night.” He guided her toward a hidden pathway that led up a steep incline. “We’re a few hours ahead of them now, and it’s too dark for them to find us.” He pointed toward a small pool of water in a small clearing and added, “We’ll make camp here.”

				That much was a relief. He helped her dismount and removed the saddle and blanket from the mare, rubbing her down after the ride. Celeste suddenly realized that when the men had shot her horse, they’d lost all their supplies. Dismayed, she went to get a drink from the pond, but the hunger was starting to make her light-headed. “Is there anything to eat?” she asked him.

				Dougal withdrew some strips of dried meat from a pouch at his side. “Take these. And I’ll hunt for our dinner while you start a fire.” He gave her flint, and she set it aside before she gathered tinder and wood.

				He was gone for a long time. Celeste built a fire and sat beside it, trying to warm herself. Yet, it did nothing at all to dispel her fear. Lord Eiloch’s men weren’t going to let her live. They would hunt her down, and her death meant they would inherit all of Edmon’s lands. Melisandre would be sent away to fend for herself.

				Her hands began shaking, though she tried to push back the fear. She hadn’t known, until now, how much danger she was in. She could not go back.

				And yet, she must go back. Her sister’s life depended on it.

				Dougal returned within the hour with two ducks. While he prepared them to roast, she gathered several stout branches and propped them against a wide tree, creating a small shelter. Using the blanket from Ivory’s back, she covered the lean-to and then unfastened her cloak to cover the cold ground.

				Dougal eyed her creation and nodded with approval. “That will do well for the night.” He set up the water fowl to roast and then came to sit beside her. Celeste was aware of his proximity, and she spoke at last.

				“Thank you for helping me to escape them,” she said, easing to her knees. He was staring at the fire, and though he gave a nod, there was tension in his posture. He looked uneasy, and his hand kept slipping to the dirk at his side as if ensuring it was still there.

				“Dougal,” she said softly, “I am sorry for what happened between us. I was hoping...we could be friends again.”

				He said nothing, but kept his gaze fixated upon the flames. His lack of an answer discomfited her. Was it so hard to be friends again? Her earlier fear was replaced by annoyance. To get his attention, she picked a handful of grass and tossed it at him. “Didn’t you hear what I said?”

				He stared down at the grass sprinkled over his trews. “You threw grass at me?” The disbelief on his face was almost laughable.

				“I didn’t think you’d want me to throw rocks.” She pulled another handful in an invisible threat. “It’s not the first time I threw something at you. Remember the leaves that day when we were in the woods?” It had begun when she’d made an enormous pile of autumn leaves, tossing them in the air.

				“I remember what happened after our leaf battle,” he said.

				Her smile faded. He’d pressed her back into the leaf pile, his body on top of hers while he’d kissed her senseless. From the feral look in his eyes, he wasn’t thinking about leaves at all.

				“I think you’ve forgotten how to have fun, Dougal,” she remarked, flinging the handful of grass on his shoulder. “Or how to smile.”

				She tiptoed away from him, slipping into the darkening woods. Hiding behind one of the trees, she waited for him to come and find her. When he didn’t move, she chose a tree with low branches and climbed onto one of them.

				“I don’t want to play, Celeste.”

				She held her silence, wondering if he would pursue her. It had been a way of teasing one another years ago. When he’d found her, he took a kiss as his prize. And when she’d found him, she’d done the same.

				The limb was cool and hard against her back. From her vantage point, she could see him by the fire while the ducks cooked. He picked up a branch and tossed it on the flames before he stood at last, staring out into the darkness.

				“You’re behaving like a child,” he called out, walking toward her.

				Maybe she was, but if she could pull him out of this dark mood, it was worth it. She didn’t want to dwell upon the past years of hurt and heartbreak. For tonight, she wanted to remember the way they’d laughed together.

				“And your hiding places were never very good,” he remarked, crossing his arms as he stared up at her in the tree.

				“I never tried to hide very well,” she admitted. “I wanted you to find me.”

				He let out a sigh, and she picked a leaf, dropping it down to him. “Let the past go, Dougal. Let us just be friends, as we were.”

				He climbed up to her and moved to sit upon the branch beside her. “Is that what you want?” He picked a leaf and drew it over her cheek. The cool green texture was soft, and the touch slid over her in a caress. He let the leaf fall, and her defenses drifted away with it.

				No, she didn’t want to be merely friends. He had a way of seeing through her, to the heart of what she wanted. There was a desperate urge to feel his mouth upon hers, the wild hunger that only he could evoke.

				“I didn’t mean to draw you into such danger,” she said, leaning a little closer. “I never thought they would try to kill me.”

				His dark eyes regarded her with a steady intent. “I won’t allow anyone to harm you.”

				The warmth of his voice entranced her, and she closed her eyes, wishing he could protect her from the world. Despite the cool air, she felt perfectly warm, so close to him. Safe, even.

				“You found me, Dougal,” she breathed. “Will you not claim your prize?”

				From the way he stared at her, a warmth rose within her skin. In his eyes, she saw the memory of the kiss they’d shared and the shielded desire. Would he take what she was offering?

				Abruptly, his expression shifted. “No, Celeste. Not this time.” His words were meant to sever any feelings, cutting all invisible ties between them.

				It might have worked, had she not seen the haunted look in his eyes.

				Dougal climbed down from the tree, then lifted her to the ground. He returned to the fire and removed the roasted ducks, handing her one of them. She propped up the wooden stake, allowing the meat to cool first. Nothing had ever tasted so good as that first bite. She ate quickly, never minding how hot it was.

				Dougal tore through his own meat, and after a moment, she dared to smile again. “Look at us. We’re like barbarians who haven’t eaten in weeks.”

				He wiped his hands but didn’t return the smile. They ate without speaking, and after a while, he finally voiced the question. “You said you wouldn’t wed me because you were afraid. I want to know why.”

				She avoided an answer at first, wondering if she dared to give him the reasons. He might not understand.

				Staring down at the bones of the duck, she admitted, “I was often hungry when I was a girl. I learned to enjoy a good meal when it was offered to me.” She wiped her hands and forced herself to look at him. “Did you know why I came to Locharr?”

				“I assumed you were being fostered there.”

				She shook her head. “Melisandre and I asked the bBaron for sanctuary after our father and mother died.”

				He asked no questions, but waited for her to continue. She gripped her hands around her knees, feeling the chill of the night.

				“All my life, my father spent his coins on useless things. Sometimes a length of silk for a gown or a silver cup for my mother. He thought the gifts would please us, but then there was no money left for food.” She didn’t look up at Dougal, unsure of what he would think. “He went into debt, and we were the ones who paid the price. My mother would try to sell the goods, but there are few folk who will buy silk during a harsh winter.”

				“How did he die?”

				She tightened her knuckles, trying to stop herself from shaking. “He bought several flasks of wine and drank them all. We tried to awaken him, but he was already dead.”

				She sobered and faced Dougal, admitting, “Not long after that my mother lost her milk. My baby brother died of starvation, and she took her own life in grief.”

				The trembling took her and the heaviness of loss shadowed her again. “I had to take care of my sister, and that’s when I brought her to Locharr. I told the baron everything, and he promised to seek a good marriage for me. I vowed I would never live like that again.”

				The dark fear of poverty would never leave her. It went bone deep, and he needed to know that. She drew her knees up beneath her gown. “Then I met you.”

				She reached out a hand to him, wondering if he would understand what she needed from him. But he didn’t take it.

				“You thought I was the same as your father.”

				“I was afraid. The baron gave us a place to stay when we’d lost all our belongings. After the trouble he went to, finding a good match for me...it wasn’t possible to say no. Regardless of how I felt about you.”

				She let him see her tears, baring her fears and lost dreams before him. “I hated myself for refusing you. But I had no right to choose my heart’s desire. Not when I had to provide for my sister.”

				“You should have trusted me,” he argued.

				She shook her head. “You don’t know what it’s like, Dougal. To go hungry, wondering if you’ll ever eat again. To watch your family starve before your eyes.”

				“You’re wrong.” He stood, his mood growing darker. “When I was twelve, I had to steal food from the kitchens when they forgot about me.”

				She said nothing, but this was a side to him she hadn’t known about.

				“My mother was too busy to worry about me. My father was dead and my brothers were prisoners. It was up to her to lead the defense of the fortress, and she grew tired of the fighting. She left me when I was fourteen. I know how it feels to be left behind. To not know if anyone will take care of you.”

				She stood up and walked toward him. He kept his back to her, but she didn’t want him to push her away. Not now.

				Instead, she stood behind him and reached for his hand. This time, he didn’t pull away when she squeezed it in silent understanding. Right now, she wanted to lean against him once more, to feel his strong arms around her. To pretend for a moment that he would guard her from any foe. Especially those that haunted her from the past.

				“I’m sorry,” she whispered, resting her cheek against his back. He didn’t move away, which offered a fragile hope.

				“What do you want from me, Celeste? Am I to help you steal your sister away and bring you both to safety?”

				She could not tell him the truth, that she had originally hoped to conceive a child and remain at Eiloch. Now it seemed like such a foolish idea, she had discarded it entirely. “I don’t know the answers, Dougal. But I cannot live in peace with the new Lord Eiloch and his wife .”

				“They want you to die.”

				“I think so, yes. And my sister is still there.” She couldn’t suppress a shudder, feeling utterly helpless.

				He said nothing for a long time, the fire being the only crackling noise to break the stillness. “Go to the shelter,” he said at last. “Sleep, and I’ll think of what we can do.”

				She took his other hand in hers. “There is space enough for both of us.”

				Tonight was the first time they’d taken a step toward forgiveness. It seemed that he was now willing to help her, that perhaps he saw the reasons behind the choice she’d made.

				She wanted to lie beside him tonight, to feel the warmth of his body close. And if Dougal were to join her within the space, she could not deny what might happen between them.

				But as she lay down within the small shelter, he continued to sit by the fire, remaining far away from her.

				* * *

				THE TEMPTATION BECKONED to him, to enter the shelter and share the space. But after Celeste’s confession, he needed time to reconsider everything. She’d come back to him, seeking help. And though he might want to deny it, the old feelings were still there, buried beneath the years of separation.

				She had cared for him, even though she’d wed Lord Eiloch. He sensed that it had been a painful decision, one she hadn’t wanted to make. But it infuriated him that she hadn’t even been willing to try. She’d judged him based on the poverty she saw and had decided he was the same as her father.

				It pricked him like a thorn digging into his pride. You weren’t good enough for her, came the voice of reason.

				But she’d made her choice out of fear. Not because she hadn’t cared. And that changed the face of his anger.

				She was watching him from within the primitive shelter, resting her face upon one hand. “Are you going to sit out there and freeze all night?”

				“It’s nearly summer.” But she was right; the nights were cold. Given the choice, he would be far more comfortable within the shelter she’d built. Her body heat would be more than enough to warm him. Yet, he doubted if he could sleep beside her without touching her.

				“I’ve already told you, there’s no reason to be afraid of sharing the shelter. We’ll both sleep easier.” She ventured a light smile, as if she had no idea what she was proposing.

				Dougal didn’t trust himself. He was weary from last night’s frustration and another day of traveling. “Neither of us would get any sleep at all,” he predicted.

				“You might be right.” She crept out of the tent, still kneeling on the ground. “Edmon used to accuse me of stealing the coverlet. Often I would roll up in it, leaving him with naught.”

				The memory made her face soften, but it had a very different effect upon him. Jealousy roared through him, at the thought of her lying with another man. He imagined Celeste naked, wearing nothing except a coverlet. “If you’d been my wife, I’d have stolen it back.”

				“You’d have to fight me for it,” she teased, her eyes bright. “I like to be kept warm at night.”

				Oh, he’d have kept her warm all right. His groin tightened at the thought.

				Around her neck, Celeste still wore the glass pendant Nairna had loaned her. It had slipped beneath the neckline of her gown, between her breasts. His attention rested upon her, and he wondered why she persisted in asking him to join her.

				Her hair was still undone from the night before, a curled lock sliding over one shoulder. Strands of molten gold mingled with darker brown hair.

				“Did you love him?” he demanded, even though he didn’t want to know the true answer.

				“He was good to me. And we were friends.”

				And there was the unspoken answer. No, she hadn’t loved Lord Eiloch. A primitive side to his mood was satisfied to hear it, for he wanted to know that her heart belonged to him.

				The way she was watching him now made his body respond in ways he didn’t want it to. “Return to the shelter without me,” he ordered.

				“But—”

				“Now. Or you’ll find yourself on your back and I’ll be touching you in ways your husband never did.”

				She stood with her mouth parted, shocked at his words. For a moment, she didn’t move, as if questioning whether he was serious. To underscore his words, Dougal moved in and touched the shoulders of her gown. “Right now, I’m wanting to slide this off your skin.” He loosened the laces, watching her flush as he did just that. When her shoulder was bared, he brought his mouth to her bare flesh. He nipped at it, meaning to frighten her.

				“If you invite me into that shelter, I’ll take this gown off you, and use my mouth upon every part of your body.” He kissed her throat, feeling the tension in her. “Don’t fool yourself into believing I have honor. If you invite me back, I’ll take what you’re offering. And far more than you want to give.”

				* * *

				HER HEART WAS slamming against her ribs as Celeste retreated into the shelter. His words had taken apart her courage, reminding her of exactly what happened between a man and a woman. And although she’d accepted her husband’s lovemaking, it had never been anything but lying there and enduring his attention. It had done nothing to arouse her.

				But Dougal’s threats had slid beneath her skin, awakening her in a way she didn’t understand. Between her legs she was wet and aching. And although this was what she’d wanted, she found herself unable to speak the words of invitation. In the end, she was a coward, afraid of the way he made her feel.

				She didn’t recognize this woman she was transforming into. And instinctively she knew, at the very deepest level, that it would be impossible to lie with a man like Dougal and walk away. It would change her.

				For beneath it all, she hadn’t forgotten the way he made her feel. He’d stolen her heart once before. And now, he’d warned her that if she dared to pursue this, he wouldn’t stop.

				God help her, she didn’t want him to.

				Her gown was bunched between her legs, and the pressure was a sweet torment. Her breathing had gone faster, and in the darkness she watched him. He was sharpening one of his blades upon a stone, seated upon a log as he worked. His dark hair hung below his shoulders, his eyes intent upon his task.

				As his hands moved, she tightened her legs together, and something began to quicken inside her. The sweet pressure was rising, and she reached up to touch one of her breasts. The sensation sent the echo of desire between her legs, and she tried to remember what it had been like to have her husband inside her.

				Except it was Dougal she imagined now. She closed her eyes, wondering what it would feel like to have this man penetrating her, his hard length filling her deeply. She could hardly breathe, hardly think. The feeling swelled inside, and she brought her hand beneath her skirts, startled at how wet the thoughts had made her. The release came so fast, she arched against her own hand, her body shuddering.

				And when it was over, she felt ashamed at herself. She was throwing herself at him, knowing that they still could not be together. It was wrong, and if he knew what she’d wanted from him, he’d never forgive her.

				In the darkness, she closed her eyes, wondering how she would ever unravel herself from this knotted fate.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FIVE

				“DOUGAL!” LADY MARGUERITE hurried forward to greet them. “What a wonderful surprise!” A genuine smile spread over the woman’s face. She had married his brother Callum years ago, and Dougal still viewed her as an angel. After Callum had been freed from prison, he’d lost his voice. Only Marguerite had been able to bring him back out of the years of torture.

				Within moments, his brother appeared, holding the hand of his eldest son, Ailric. The lad gripped a bow in his hand, and at the sight of the boy, Dougal smiled. He’d carved that bow himself, out of an ash tree. The boy had spent three years at Glen Arrin but visited his parents often. Marguerite had insisted that she did not want her children forgetting who their mother and father were during their fostering.

				Dougal helped Celeste dismount and led her forward. “This is Celeste de Laurent, Lady of Eiloch. Her escorts were killed on her way to Glen Arrin. I’ve promised her my protection until she can return to her sister.”

				Celeste greeted Marguerite, and while the two women spoke, his older brother sent him a silent question. Dougal didn’t know how to answer for he hadn’t decided what would become of them. Celeste’s revelation had explained a great deal about why she’d refused to wed him, though he wished she’d given him the truth long ago.

				She hadn’t trusted him to take care of her then. But would she trust him now? Did he want her to stay? His thoughts stood upon shifting ground, for he didn’t have the answers. For now, he would keep her safe. Beyond that, he didn’t know.

				“Eiloch is a long way from here,” Marguerite was saying. “Come and refresh yourselves. I’ll see to it that you have food and drink.” She smiled warmly and gave orders to a servant while Callum led them inside.

				The fortress had changed a great deal, having been rebuilt from the ground up. Although Cairnross was not large, the stone walls were thick, lending a good deal of protection. The main house was made of wood, and the comforting smell of a peat fire lingered in the air.

				A three-year-old girl ran over to Callum and grabbed his knees. “Hello, ma petite,” he greeted her. He swung Nicole into the air, and the girl squealed with delight, chattering to her father and laughing. Then she nestled against him, staring at Dougal.

				“She adores her father,” Marguerite said, bemused by the pair. “He gives her anything she wants.”

				An unexpected vision ripped through Dougal, of a daughter with Celeste’s blue eyes. From the wistful look on her face, he could see that she did long to be a mother. Perhaps it was wrong of him, but he was glad that Edmon de Laurent had never given her a child.

				“Have some wine, and we’ll talk,” Callum offered, leading them inside to sit down. But his brother’s expression held wariness. While Marguerite poured them cups of wine, he added, “My men saw a dozen soldiers approaching from the west. Searching for her, I suspect.”

				“Aye.” Dougal noticed the way his brother held his daughter tighter, in a silent reminder that he would protect his children and his wife. “But you have archers. They won’t get close.”

				“If Lord Eiloch dies, more men will come,” Callum said.

				“How long until they arrive?”

				“A few hours,” he answered. “Maybe less.” He took a sip from his own goblet, setting his daughter down and sending her off to play. “You should keep Lady Eiloch hidden when they arrive. We’ll let them search here, to avoid suspicion. When they are satisfied that she’s gone, they’ll leave and continue searching. We’ll take them along a different path.”

				Celeste paled at his words. “I didn’t realize they had caught up to us.” She pushed her own goblet away, looking up at Dougal with fear. “I don’t want to bring enemies among you. That was never my intent.” Taking a deep breath, she added, “Perhaps we should go now, before they arrive.”

				“No, my brother is right. If we run, we’ll be seen.” Dougal took her hand, wanting to reassure her. Callum would not have suggested hiding her if he did not have a place where she could not be found. “We’ll leave in the middle of the night when they cannot track us.”

				Celeste squeezed his fingers, but he didn’t miss the fear.

				“There’s a hidden chamber belowground, for storage,” Marguerite said. “Lord Cairnross used to keep prisoners there years ago. No one will find you...but I fear it’s very cold.”

				Celeste looked at him, and though she tried to put on a brave face, he saw her fear of being alone.

				“It will be all right,” he reassured her. “I’ll stay with you.”

				She took a deep breath and ventured, “What about our tracks? They won’t believe we’re gone if the tracks end here.”

				He let out a slow breath, understanding what she wanted him to do.

				“Take Ivory and lead them deeper into the hills,” she continued. “I’ll...stay belowground in hiding as long as I must.” She squared her shoulders, her face appearing calm.

				But he saw the truth in her eyes. She had reason to fear, for they had already fired arrows at her. If a single soldier found her, she might die.

				“She’s right,” Callum agreed. “They already tracked you this far.”

				Dougal stared at Celeste, wondering if he dared to leave her behind. Though she nodded, he didn’t miss the slight tremble at her lips. There was nothing he could do to ease her fear.

				Callum reached for his bow, leaning down to kiss his wife. “We won’t be gone long. Hide her until our return.” Marguerite nodded and touched his face, her hands lingering upon his cheek.

				Color rose in Celeste’s face. She was trying to remain calm, but when she met his eyes, he saw the worry lurking.

				“I’ll return for you. I promise.” He rested his hand upon her spine in reassurance.

				Marguerite led them toward the back of the Hall, where she lifted an iron ring, revealing a ladder that led belowground. “It’s down here,” she said, picking up a torch from an iron sconce on one wall.

				“You can go with your brother,” Celeste told him. “I’ll be fine.” But even as she said the words, her eyes looked down into the darkness with undisguised fear.

				“I won’t be gone long,” he promised. “We’ll lead them to a false trail.” But although she braved a smile, he saw through it. She took another breath to steady herself and then suddenly threw herself into his arms, gripping him hard.

				He understood her need for comfort and security. The warmth of human touch soothed in a way words could not.

				“Don’t be hurt on my behalf. No matter what happens,” she urged.

				He kept his arms locked around her, breathing in the scent of her skin and marking a memory. The softness of her, the wordless gratitude, were so unexpected he couldn’t speak a word. Instead, he let his touch speak for him, resting his face against her hair while both arms held her tight.

				“I feel safe with you,” she confessed. “And...I need you to return.”

				Her blue eyes revealed the uncertainty, and she reached up to touch his roughened cheek. Aye, he fully intended to return to this woman. Especially with the way she was looking at him now.

				“Remain in hiding until I come for you,” he commanded. Without knowing why, he leaned down and kissed her hard. She nodded, and when he left, he shielded the wayward thoughts and the empty ache that had begun inside him.

				* * *

				THE CHAMBER WAS so frigid, Celeste could see her breath against the lonely torch Marguerite had given her. The cold night was an enemy impossible to defeat. It was a fear that sank into her veins, reminding her of how alone she was.

				She leaned against the wall, thinking of Dougal. He possessed a strength that made her want to lean upon him, to take comfort. With each day she’d spent at his side, her feelings for him only intensified.

				She’d wed Edmon de Laurent to give Melisandre the life neither of them had before. Though it had broken her apart to leave Dougal, she’d believed it was wiser to follow the urging of her head rather than her heart. She’d sacrificed herself, leaving the man she loved...the man she had never stopped loving. She couldn’t say what had rekindled the feelings, but time had not diminished them. She’d only pressed them deep inside, believing they would go away.

				Beneath the fur coverlet Marguerite had given her, Celeste was trembling, though no longer from the cold. Dougal’s kiss had twined around her fragile heart, tempting her to see the man he was and not the guardian he represented.

				Was there anything left between them now? Or was he protecting her only for the gain it would bring him? He might not want her anymore...only a stallion for his beloved mare. Guarding her was a means to an end. Hadn’t he pushed her aside time and again?

				Let him go, her head insisted. Find another way to protect Melisandre.

				A way that didn’t involve risking her feelings. She sensed that she was treading within shallow water that could drown her. It would take very little to push Dougal over the edge, to bring him into her bed. And after it was done, he might claim his own vengeance, leaving her behind.

				Her earlier plan now seemed like the impulsive plan of a girl, not one that would offer any protection. Even if she did conceive a child, Rowena would never leave her in peace. The woman was ruthless and cared for nothing, save her own children. It was not safe to return. And it was not safe for Melisandre.

				Dougal would keep his word to defend them both. But each moment she spent with him weakened the walls around her heart. He deserved better than a woman like her. She should let him go, ignoring the desire he’d conjured.

				For if she did set aside her inhibitions, it would bare her heart in a way that would break when they parted ways.

				* * *

				DOUGAL RODE FOR an hour north while the soldiers searched Cairnross. Although Marguerite had promised that it was impossible for anyone to find Celeste, he couldn’t let go of the sense that he should be there with her. Both of them knew what would happen if they caught her.

				He gritted his teeth against the thought, turning back and retracing his path back toward the fortress. When he reached the river, he drew the mare into the water, hiding her tracks there. Again, he changed direction, leading Ivory into the hills, obscuring any tracks he’d made. He waited on higher ground until it was late afternoon. Only then did he see Callum’s men leading Lord Eiloch’s forces upon the trail he’d made. He breathed easier when they took the bait, for it meant they had not found Celeste.

				Impatience pulled at him to go to her, to bring her out from underground and ensure that she was safe. A vision pulled at his mind, of her arms around him, her body pressed close.

				The past few days had worn both of them down, and in the face of the threats surrounding them, there was the need to reaffirm life. To hold her skin against his, daring to reach for a woman he was never supposed to have.

				Was it worth it, to kneel before her body to worship, knowing that she might once again walk away? Or could he convince her to look past his poverty to see the man he was? The man who would never let anyone harm her.

				* * *

				CELESTE DIDN’T KNOW how many hours passed or how long she was waiting in the dim light before the trapdoor swung open.

				“Are you all right?” came the voice of Dougal. He climbed down the ladder and helped her back to her feet.

				No, she wasn’t. But Celeste forced herself to answer yes, despite her chattering teeth. She’d remained beneath the fur coverlet, trying to stay warm. Her hands were numb, her cheeks icy from remaining belowground for so long.

				“Come above, and I’ll see to it that you get warm.” His voice held worry, and he guided her hands to rest upon the ladder rungs.

				Her hands stilled upon the wood, and she paused a moment. “What happened to the soldiers?”

				His hands encircled her waist, and he gave her a slight nudge, silently encouraging her to climb. “Callum let them search here, while I went riding with Ivory, making a trail to the north. It should keep them occupied for a while.”

				Though she climbed up a single rung, Celeste turned to face him while his hands remained at her waist. “Will they be back?”

				“Not this night,” he said. “You can get warm and sleep without fear.”

				She wasn’t certain that was true, but she managed a nod. “Thank you for your help.”

				“I keep my promises, Celeste. I’ll let nothing happen to you.”

				She stared into his eyes, unable to stop herself from reaching toward his face. Gently, she smoothed a hand over his hair, resting her palm against the back of his head. Standing atop the single rung, it brought her face even to his. He was so close, she could lean in and touch his mouth with hers.

				“Don’t look at me like that,” he warned, his voice in a low growl. Though she was shivering, she saw the flare of desire in his eyes. It was like last night, when he’d warned her of what he would do if he spent the night beside her. Her body softened at the thought of him claiming her, moving with their bodies joined together.

				Quickly, she turned away, climbing up the ladder. Her breathing was shallow, her heart quaking within her chest. When she reached the top, Lady Marguerite and Callum were waiting. The light was fading, and Celeste stumbled toward the fire burning in the hearth.

				“She’s freezing,” Dougal told Marguerite. “We need to get her warm.”

				“I’ll arrange for a hot bath,” the young woman agreed. To Celeste, she added, “There is a smaller chamber near to mine. I’ll have the children sleep down here tonight, and you may have the space to yourself.”

				Celeste thanked the woman, still rubbing her hands above the fire. Dougal was speaking to his brother, and she watched him from the corner of her eye. They were discussing the men tracking her, and although he’d tried to explain that there was no longer any danger this night, she didn’t believe it. They would not abandon the search so easily.

				Servants were busy heating water and bringing it above stairs for her bath. The idea of sinking into hot water was near to heaven, and she was eager to get warm. Marguerite offered her a fresh gown to borrow, and Celeste followed the woman up the winding wooden stairs, grateful for it.

				“I’ll send a maid to tend you in your bath,” Marguerite continued. She opened the door to the chamber and welcomed her inside. The servants had already added steaming water to the tub, and another had laid out a linen drying cloth.

				“Before I go, I...wanted to ask if you and Dougal—” Her words broke away, as if she didn’t know how to phrase the question. Embarrassment flushed over the woman’s face, and she added, “I don’t mean to pry.”

				Her words voiced a question Celeste didn’t know how to answer. In essence, Lady Marguerite was wanting to know if she and Dougal were lovers.

				This night, Celeste craved his presence, even if it meant nothing more than sleeping with his arms around her. The comfort and safety Dougal represented were everything.

				Keeping her voice in a low whisper, she admitted, “He means a great deal to me.”

				There. Let her make of that what she wanted. Even if it meant Dougal slept outside her door, it would make her feel better.

				Marguerite’s expression remained serious. “Dougal has never shown interest in a woman before you.” Her gaze fixated upon Celeste. “He is like a brother to me, even if we do not share the same blood.”

				She did not have to say anything else. There was no doubting the warning in her words. Celeste nodded but met the woman’s gaze squarely. “I understand. But I would want him near to me this night.”

				The servants continued to come and go, filling up the small wooden tub. Steam billowed up into the cool air, and the light was dim, despite the flare of several beeswax candles.

				Marguerite helped her to unlace her gown, and within moments Celeste was in the water, up to her chin. She closed her eyes, so grateful for the healing warmth. “I will send someone to you shortly,” the lady said before she closed the door behind her.

				* * *

				DOUGAL HELD THE cake of soap Marguerite had given him. “Knock on the chamber door and give this to the maidservant, if you would.” His brother’s wife did not wait for him to argue, but fled as soon as his hand had closed over the soap.

				It was a strange bidding, but he supposed she’d forgotten to give it to the maid.

				He went up the winding stairs and paused before the doorway. Though he supposed Marguerite would want him to sleep in the Hall with the other men, he fully intended to sleep outside Celeste’s door.

				If Lord Eiloch’s soldiers somehow returned in the night, he wanted to be there to defend her. He and Callum had posted extra guards, with the reminder to the men to alert them at the sign of anyone suspicious.

				Dougal knocked upon the door, waiting for the maid to open it. A voice called out for him to enter and his hand stilled upon the latch.

				Enter? When they did not know who stood beyond the door? Were they expecting another maid?

				Slowly, he lifted the latch, averting his gaze as he waited for the maid to approach. Instead, there was only silence.

				He closed the door behind him and when he dared to look, every thought left his brain. Celeste was resting in a tub of water, her hair pinned up, while her bare breasts bobbed atop the water.

				“Forgive me,” he muttered, turning to go. “I thought a maid was with you to—”

				“Wait.” Her voice was calm, not at all afraid of him. Dougal froze with his back to her, and in that single word, his imagination filled in the spaces, reminding him of the bare skin he’d glimpsed. She wanted him to wait?

				“I wasn’t trying to intrude,” he said. The steam from her bath made the air heavy, and the aroma of dried herbs filled up the tiny space.

				“You weren’t intruding.” He heard the faint splash of water and though there was hesitation in her voice, she said, “Will you bring me the soap?”

				His feet wouldn’t move. A rigid desire swelled through him, and he gripped the bar of soap as if it would somehow dispel the dark needs.

				“No,” he answered after a time. “I’ll send someone else.”

				“And what if I want you?”

				The words severed any remaining denial within him, and he dared to turn back. Though her arms now covered her bare breasts, he could see the blush on her cheeks. She was no maiden, for she had known a husband’s touch. She knew exactly what she was offering, and God help him, he lacked the willpower to say no. But he would try once more.

				“This wasn’t part of our arrangement.”

				She regarded him, her blue eyes capturing his. “Do you want to leave me?”

				He’d dreamed of touching that sweet skin, of tasting every inch of her. Of joining their bodies together, sheathing himself inside until she arched with trembling pleasure.

				“You don’t know what you’re asking.” He drew nearer, setting the soap down upon the wooden floor. There was a stool beside the tub and he went to sit upon it. From this vantage point, he could see her wet skin glistening against the candlelight.

				“Yes, I do. And I don’t want to be alone this night. Not when I might die on the morrow.”

				He understood, then. She wanted a few hours to forget the men pursuing them, to seize a moment of pleasure when it could be her last. He could no more refuse her than he could sever his right arm.

				Slowly, Celeste lowered her arms back into the water, revealing her breasts again. Pink-tipped and wet, they were large and tempting. Her nipples were erect, and his body responded with a desire so strong, his groin ached.

				He dipped his hands into the hot water and then lathered up his hands. “Sit up,” he commanded. She obeyed, and he began by washing her back, sliding his hands over skin so soft, his hands grew slick. Scooping handfuls of water over her back, he rinsed her, and then soaped his hands once more. He caressed her shoulders with the soap, moving his palms down to touch her breasts.

				They were a gentle weight, and he drew his thumbs over the pointed nipples, tormenting her as he shaped them with the soap. Her hands gripped the edge of the tub, her eyes closed as she allowed him to touch her.

				“Please—” she managed to say, gasping as he rinsed away the soap, easing her to sit up. Her nipples had darkened in color, and he gave in to temptation, kissing her deeply as he explored her breasts with both hands. He didn’t want her remembering her first husband or anyone else at this moment. Only him.

				Though he didn’t know what had made her decide to invite him in, she’d made his honor crumble into dust. There was only her kissing him hard, her tongue touching his while he gripped her above the water. Her hands were pulling at his tunic and he broke free long enough to remove it.

				Celeste rose up to her knees in the tub, embracing him skin to skin. He didn’t care at all that her body was wet against his own. The sensation of her breasts pressed to him was more arousing than anything he’d ever felt before.

				“Slow down,” he commanded, pressing her back. “I haven’t finished tending you in the bath yet.”

				She stilled, but her eyes held a passion that mirrored his. “Then do what you will.”

				* * *

				SHE WAS DYING against his touch. Dougal had washed every part of her, paying particular attention to her sensitive breasts. “Before the night is over, I’m going to taste you,” he warned.

				Heaven help her, she prayed he would. Her body felt alive, as if he was possessing it with every touch, every kiss. Now that his tunic was off, she could see the firm muscles and his hard chest that tapered down to a ridged abdomen.

				He used the soap again to wash her feet, his hands moving up one calf. He massaged her skin as he explored her, his hand drifting to her inner thigh. Her breathing was shaky, and the water lapped against her in another caress. Dougal repeated the motions with the other foot, washing her gently until his hand moved between her legs. His fingers rested against her intimate opening, and he palmed her there, his dark eyes locked with hers.

				She gasped as his thumb edged her mons, his hand cupping her curls.

				“Shall I wash you there?” he demanded.

				She couldn’t speak, her body was rising so hard. She was utterly pliant against his hand, her breathing hitched as he stroked her. His fingers edged the hard nodule above her opening, while he slid one inside her.

				“Is this what you were wanting?” he asked, bending to kiss her mouth. His lips captured her, while below the water he penetrated her with his finger.

				Slowly, he added another when she managed to answer a breathless, “Yes.”

				The steady rhythm was starting to pull at her, and she was afraid of surrendering, unsure of what he was doing. But the more he touched her, the more she leaned in to him, feeling the ache between her legs. His warm mouth enclosed one nipple, and she gripped his head, shaking hard as the sensations intensified.

				“Let go,” he ordered against her skin, taking the other nipple. “Celeste, stop fighting me.”

				She didn’t know what he wanted, but when he began to suck hard, her fingers dug into his hair. He rubbed against her, his hands demanding a response she couldn’t bear.

				Then he added a third finger, and his thumb pressed her hard. A scorching release soared through her and she cried out, bucking against him as he filled her with his fingers. Her body was like melted tallow, pliant to him.

				“I’m sorry. I couldn’t stop myself,” she murmured, feeling embarrassed at what had happened.

				A dark laugh broke through him, and Dougal helped her to stand, wrapping her in the linen drying cloth. “I wanted to pleasure you, Celeste. And we’re not finished yet.”

				She stepped out of the tub, her skin freezing at the cool air. Dougal kept her covered in the linen cloth while he led her toward a small pallet in the corner. It was covered with fur, and he took a moment to dry her off before laying her back against the soft coverlet. He stood before her, his eyes searing as he unfastened his trews and finished undressing.

				His body was lean and powerful, his legs muscled from riding. And his manhood was heavy and erect when he knelt down beside her.

				“I’m cold,” she whispered, beckoning for him to lie atop her. His skin was warmer than she’d expected, and Dougal pulled another coverlet atop both of them. He rested his body weight on his forearms as he stared down at her.

				“I don’t think this was what you intended when you asked for my protection.”

				She shook her head, but moved her legs apart, bringing his aroused manhood directly in contact with her slick heat. Although it had never been painful with Edmon, neither had she craved his body inside hers.

				She wanted to feel Dougal moving within her, and she pressed her hips against his. Yes, this was exactly what she’d hoped for several days ago. But she’d never dreamed it would feel like this. “I trust you,” she whispered.

				Lifting her knees, she guided him inside her, her body stretching against his fullness. “Yes,” she breathed, marveling that it could be this good.

				Dougal’s face was strained taut, but his mouth trailed down the column of her throat in a wet path to her breasts. As he suckled one, he plunged in deep, intensifying her arousal. She felt the answering pull, her body needing his.

				Slowly, he moved within her, a fluid rhythm that felt so good, she pushed back, welcoming the thrust. He raised one of her legs over one hip, and in his eyes, she saw the man she’d loved for so long.

				She’d been wrong to leave him. Dougal never would have let anything happen to her, nor would he have let her starve. The two years she’d spent with Edmon paled in comparison to one night with this man.

				“More,” she urged, holding his hips. He guided her legs around his waist, elevating her hips until he penetrated harder. Over and over he plunged, forcing her to meet each thrust.

				“Look at me,” he commanded. “I want to see your eyes when I’m inside you.”

				She did, and the feral look pulled her apart. He was marking her, forcing her to see the man who was pleasuring her. And God above, the intensity was mind-stealing. He was raw and untamed, quickening the pace until she could do nothing but hold fast and surrender.

				Liquid heat pulsed inside, and she shuddered, climaxing around him as he continued to drive inside her.

				“Let go,” she pleaded, grasping his face with her hands. She couldn’t bear much more of this. But he only kissed her hard, continuing the relentless rhythm. As if he was trying to drive out the memories of any man but him.

				She couldn’t catch her breath, for it was coming in swift gasps, until at last he came in a fierce thrust. His breath shuddered as he pumped inside her, his arms gripping her hard.

				Their bodies were joined in a way that made a mockery of what her marriage had been. This was what it meant to share a man’s bed. She’d never known, and though Dougal was still buried deep within her, there was a joy that he’d awakened.

				“I liked that,” she murmured with a lazy smile, pulling him into a kiss. But neither of them spoke of what the morrow would bring. And she could not say what would happen anymore.

				There could be a child, a memory of this night. A child who would save both her and her sister. A wild hope filled her, that perhaps she could have everything. She could reclaim Eiloch, and later bring Dougal back to stay with her.

				But when he rolled over, curling his body around hers, a sense of darkness surrounded her. No. He would never give his child another man’s name. If he knew that she had wanted him in her bed for that purpose, he would never forgive her.

				Once again, she would have to choose, for she could not have both.

				* * *

				DOUGAL AWOKE IN the middle of the night to find Celeste naked in his arms. Her body was warm, her hair tangled down her back. He stroked the length of it, and her mouth pressed a sleepy kiss against his chest.

				Though he’d grown hard and his shaft was demanding more, he held back. She was not a virgin, and he could claim her again if she would have him. And yet...even though he’d sated his lust, he’d sensed that there was more at play here. She’d had a reason for inviting him into her bed, and he could not guess what it was.

				He moved her atop him, enjoying the sensation of her naked body against his. He caressed her skin, down her spine to her round bottom. Almost immediately, his shaft surged against her.

				“Is it morning?” she murmured, raising her head.

				“Not yet.” He reached up to explore her skin, and she startled him when she raised up, easing his erection against her. She wasn’t entirely ready for him, but he stroked her, kindling the response he wanted. She was tentative, almost hesitant in the way she held herself. But as her body relaxed, he felt the wetness between her legs. This time, when she pressed upon him, she glided easily.

				“We can’t stay here,” she whispered. “Your brother said we have to leave before dawn.”

				“Soon.” He lifted her up, reveling when she sank down against him. As she moved in rhythm, he was torn between wanting to hear her cry out in release...and questioning why she had chosen to lie with him.

				Aye, it was an intense pleasure, one he welcomed. But he suspected that this time together would come to an end.

				Dougal disengaged from her, never minding that he was brutally aroused, his body slick with her wetness. She misunderstood what he wanted and instead rolled to her side, her hand curling around his shaft. Carefully, she guided him back inside her, but the new position didn’t bring him deep enough. He guided her onto her hands and knees, reaching to cup her breasts while he entered her from behind.

				For a moment he teased the hard nipples, feeling the way she clenched at him within her depths. But when she backed against him, he forgot what he was doing and lost himself as he grasped her hips firmly and claimed her.

				Mine, he thought savagely as he invaded and withdrew. He wanted to brand himself within her, to shatter apart her senses until she remembered no man except him. She was meeting him with every thrust, until he grew so hard, he was afraid of harming her.

				She lowered her torso to the ground, raising her backside in a way that increased the sweet friction.

				Did she think he was simply going to let her go after this?

				No. He wanted more than that. He didn’t want her to leave him again. Though he would keep his promise to help rescue her sister, the girl’s freedom would come at another price.

				He wanted Celeste.

				He wanted to spend his nights in gloried lovemaking and his days making her happy. He wanted her to admit her mistake, agreeing to come back to Glen Arrin with him. She’d been the woman he’d loved for so long, the woman who knew how to get beneath his skin.

				And when she was crying out in wicked release, begging him to end the torment, he filled her with his seed, collapsing atop her.

				Nothing would force him to let her go. Not after this.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SIX

				IN THE DARKNESS, Celeste put on the gown Marguerite had loaned her. Dougal was sleeping hard, his naked body revealed against the fur pallet. It was quiet within the fortress, and she wanted a few moments alone.

				They had spent too long together, making love. She’d been unable to resist him, and now there was no time to escape, no time to ride away with him. She stepped into her shoes, closing the door behind her.

				Within the fortress, every archer stood on the battlements, their bows at the ready. Callum was among them, and as soon as Marguerite spied her, she pulled her back inside.

				“Don’t. They’ll see you.”

				But Celeste ignored the woman, moving along the wall until she reached a crevice that allowed her to see outside the fortress. Lord Eiloch’s soldiers were waiting, surrounding them on all sides. There was no means of escaping them without bloodshed. And it was her fault for drawing them here.

				She leaned back against the wall, understanding that many lives would be lost. Possibly even Dougal’s, if they dared to fight back.

				From behind, she heard footsteps. Dougal had awakened and dressed so quickly his tunic hung open.

				“Stay with Marguerite,” he ordered. “We have archers. And Callum is better than all of them. They won’t make it past the gates.”

				“After you’ve killed them, Rowena will send an army here. They’ll butcher your family.”

				“Not if we kill them first.”

				She could not allow him to start a war. Turning to face him, she saw the fervor in his eyes. He intended to fight for her, no matter what the cost.

				“No.” She moved past him, toward Marguerite. To the woman, she asked, “I want to invite Lord Eiloch inside. I would speak with him now and see if we can come to an agreement without any fighting.” It was time to stop running and do what she could to save them.

				“Only if he comes alone,” Dougal said. “His men must stay beyond the gates.”

				* * *

				LORD EILOCH KEPT his hand upon his sword when he entered. Dougal remained at Celeste’s side, uncertain why she was surrendering so easily. Did she not believe he could defend her? His anger was barely in check, and he was itching for a fight. If the man made one move to harm her, he’d find himself dead.

				“I know why you left,” Lord Eiloch began, his gaze fixed upon Celeste. “But it won’t work.”

				He raised his eyes to Dougal and a smug look crossed his face. To Celeste, he added, “I suppose you took him as your lover, didn’t you? You thought to conceive a child and pass your bastard off as Edmon’s.”

				The stricken look on Celeste’s face was worse than a blow to Dougal’s stomach. It spoke of a truth he’d never imagined. A child? Was that the reason she’d come this far?

				When he sent her a questioning look, tears formed in her eyes. Tears of guilt.

				A numbness settled through him, for he’d never imagined she would use him in that way. Was she already pregnant when he’d lain with her last night? Or was Lord Eiloch speaking the truth, that she’d lain with him to conceive a son?

				“I sought sanctuary with the MacKinlochs,” Celeste said quietly. “Because your wife tried to murder any child I might have conceived.”

				A darkness clouded his judgment, and Dougal hardly heard the rest of the conversation. All he could think of was the way she’d behaved these past few days. She had kissed him first and had tempted him each moment they were alone. Even last night, she’d asked him to tend her in the bath, knowing it would lead to a night of lovemaking.

				A night where she intended to steal a child from him.

				His anger was so strong, he began to walk away. He didn’t care what she did or where she went. The door struck hard behind him, but he continued his path forward. She could go or stay; it made no difference anymore.

				She used you. She never wanted you at all, any more than any woman ever has. Even your own mother didn’t want you.

				The words taunted him, digging into his conscience. As an adolescent, he’d poured his rage and grief into fighting, lashing out at anyone and everyone. But it had done nothing to heal the emptiness there. After his brothers were freed, it had calmed his unrest, but still he preferred solitude.

				He’d been a fool to think that Celeste might love him. And he deserved the humiliating shame she’d evoked.

				Dougal made it as far as the stable, where he took Ivory out of the stall, preparing her to ride. But hurried footsteps approached, and he was well aware that Celeste wasn’t about to let him leave without confronting him.

				“Lionel was wrong about what he said.” She stood in front of the doorway to block him from leaving.

				He stepped back from the horse, moving closer. “I don’t believe you. At every moment we were alone, you offered yourself. I should have known better.”

				She paled and lowered her gaze. “I let go of that idea within a day. It was a desperate thought, one I couldn’t bring myself to do.”

				The lies were an acid, burning at his mood. She stood there like a martyr, willing to sacrifice herself to save his family. He closed in, bringing her back against the wooden stall. “And last night, you decided to lower yourself after all. To me, a man you would never consider marrying.”

				“You’re wrong,” she said, her hands clenched at her sides. “I loved you. I still do.”

				“You’ve gotten good at lying.” He led Ivory forward, stopping in front of her. “Is that why you invited me in your bed? To steal a child and pass him off as your dead husband’s?”

				She shook her head slowly. But he couldn’t believe a treacherous word she said. He pushed his way past her, taking Ivory outside.

				“Dougal, don’t go,” she pleaded.

				“Why not? Because you want me to continue warming your bed until you find a man worth marrying?”

				She gripped her waist as if he’d struck her. A tear spilled over, but she didn’t stop him when he took the horse. Nor did she say a single word when he left her standing there.

				He never wanted to lay eyes upon her again.

				Three days later

				SHE SHOULD HAVE known Dougal would despise her after what she’d done. And though the night she’d spent in his arms had been her choice, he wouldn’t believe it after Lord Eiloch’s words. Worst of all was the bleak emptiness stretching before her. She’d never expected to feel so alone, as if she was walking away from hope.

				Celeste saw no choice but to return with Lord Eiloch. He would only fight against Dougal’s family if she dared to refuse.

				No longer did she care about her widow’s portion of Edmon’s estates. She was weary of the scheming and living her life in fear.

				“I will return with you of my own will,” she told Lionel. “Leave the MacKinlochs in peace, and I’ll surrender my husband’s lands to you. All I ask is that you allow me to take my sister away, with a horse and a few of our belongings.”

				“What of any child you might bear?” he asked, his voice threaded with wariness. “That was your intent when you left, was it not?”

				She met his gaze evenly. “If I were to have a child, it would not be your brother’s,” she admitted. “There is nothing to stop you from claiming Eiloch as yours. I will swear to that.”

				His posture relaxed visibly, and she was startled when she sensed an apology in his tone. “It was never my intent to force you out of your home.”

				“I am not wanted there,” she said. “Rowena would make our lives a misery.”

				He looked away for a moment, as if he’d known it. “She is a difficult woman to understand. She holds great ambitions, and she would lay down her life for one of our children.”

				She would lay down my life, too, thought Celeste, but she didn’t say it.

				“Where will you go when you bring Melisandre with you?” Lionel asked, keeping his horse beside hers. “Back to Glen Arrin?”

				“Perhaps.” She believed Nairna and Laren might grant her sanctuary. And although she had wounded Dougal’s pride, she wanted a second chance.

				The thought of walking away, of never seeing him again, upset her in a way she’d never expected. He’d left her behind and likely would not forgive her for what she’d done. She ought to simply let him go.

				But she didn’t want to. Not like this, with him loathing the sight of her. She’d made mistakes and needed to atone for them. Not only that, but if there was a child after their night together, he deserved to know about it. Pretending it hadn’t happened was a coward’s path.

				A sudden thought struck her with a jolt of hope. Or perhaps she could pretend that it had happened.

				If she was carrying his child in her womb, he would not turn her away. Her imagination fired up with determination. This time, she would fight for the man she wanted.

				* * *

				IT WAS A fortnight before she returned to Glen Arrin with her sister. Celeste rode her husband’s Arabian stallion. Titan, while Melisandre took a tamer gelding. Titan was black with a white star on his forehead and white markings above his hooves. He was slightly larger than Dougal’s mare and was more difficult to manage. All through the journey, the animal was stubborn, trying to take her in whatever direction he wanted.

				“Dougal is welcome to you,” she informed the stallion. In answer to her remark, the horse veered left and began to graze.

				Melisandre smirked. “He has a mind of his own, doesn’t he?”

				Celeste dismounted and seized Titan’s reins, guiding him away from the grass and forcing him back onto the path. “Not for long. Once Dougal gets him, he’ll make him behave.”

				Though she spoke as if it were nothing, inwardly she was nervous. The last time she’d left Dougal, he’d been so angry with her. He might not believe anything she said.

				“And he...wants you back, even after all that’s happened?” Her sister was well aware of her feelings toward Dougal. There were days when she seemed much wiser than a girl of three and ten.

				“We made our peace,” was all she could say. But with each mile they drew closer, her pulse quickened with fear.

				Melisandre looked doubtful. “What if the MacKinlochs refuse to let us stay? Where will we go?”

				“They won’t turn us away,” she assured her. “But even if they did, we could always appeal to the Baron of Locharr.”

				Celeste refused to consider failure. Dougal would be angry, but she would not let him go a second time. The true question was whether or not he would set aside his pride and forgive her.

				They continued riding until they reached the gates. Once they arrived, Lord Eiloch’s men departed, leaving them to stand there alone.

				To the guards, Celeste said, “I’ve brought a gift for Dougal MacKinloch.” They recognized her from the earlier visit and allowed her to enter. But once she and Melisandre were past the gates, she sensed a chill in the atmosphere. There were stares in her direction but no smiles.

				“They don’t seem happy to see us,” Melisandre whispered.

				Celeste dismounted and led the stallion forward. There were people tending sheep and others milling about. Though she greeted a few of them, none answered her.

				At the bottom of the stairs leading into the castle stood Nairna. The woman’s face was grave, her green eyes wary. Celeste suspected Dougal had told his family the very worst about her.

				“I came to uphold my part of the agreement,” she said to Nairna, holding out the horse. “I promised Dougal this stallion.”

				“He does not wish to see you,” the woman answered.

				She knew. Somehow Nairna had guessed what had happened between them. But Celeste hadn’t journeyed this far to give up.

				“Is he here?” she asked gently. “There is something he needs to know. I must speak with him.”

				“He is, but I will honor his wishes. You’ve brought the horse, and you can go back to Eiloch.” Nairna’s words were like frost, and her warning was clear: Hurt a MacKinloch man, and there is no place for you here.

				But they could not return to Eiloch. She had given up everything to come here, and there was no turning back. Celeste closed her hand over Melisandre’s and regarded Nairna. “I don’t know what he told you, but if I could just see him...“

				“He knows you are here. If he wants to see you, he will.” Nairna took the reins of the horse. “I’ll bring the stallion to him.”

				She made no offer of hospitality or a place to rest. Celeste stood frozen while the woman took the horse away. Melisandre dismounted from her own animal, wariness written all over her face. “I thought we would be living here.”

				“I suppose I was wrong.” Celeste could find no words to ease her sister’s fear, for her own worries were drowning her. They had a little food, but not much. It would be dark within hours, and they needed a place to sleep. It was half a day’s journey to Locharr, too far to reach the fortress by tonight.

				“I don’t know what you said or did,” her younger sister remarked, “but let me try.” Melisandre walked forward with her own horse, adding, “I’ll bring my horse to the stable and find out what I can. If you think it’s safe?”

				Celeste nodded. “No one will harm you. And in the meantime, I’ll see if I can find Dougal.” They split off, and she walked back toward his home. She could only pray that he was there and would agree to talk to her.

				She made it halfway before she saw Dougal walking forward. His hair was slightly longer, his face unshaven and rough. He wore trews and a saffron shirt, and two dirks were strapped to him—one within a leather belt, and she spied the hilt of another at his shoulder. His dark brown eyes stared past her, as if she wasn’t even there. Celeste held her ground, refusing to back down.

				“I brought you the stallion.”

				Dougal said nothing but continued walking forward. His fury was palpable, and she hurried forward to catch up to him.

				“Well, at the very least you should thank me. He’s an expensive horse.”

				Her words had the intended effect. He spun, his eyes blazing. “Thank you? For demanding that I be your escort and trying to steal a child from me, to pass off as your husband’s?”

				He moved in so fast, she lost her breath when he seized her shoulders. “I let no one use me, Lady Celeste. And if you think I want anything at all from you, you’re wrong.”

				“I left Eiloch and gave my husband’s brother everything,” she said quietly. “To come to you.”

				“There is no place for you here,” he countered. “Not after what you did.”

				Her own temper erupted at that. “And what did I do that was so wrong? I went to seek help for my sister in any way that I could. Don’t tell me you wouldn’t lay down your life for one of your brothers.”

				“It’s not the same.”

				“No, because you aren’t a woman. I came to you for help, and I offered you the payment you wanted. I kept my word.”

				“You used me.”

				She drew herself up to her full height, glaring at him. “I didn’t hear you saying no to me that night. You enjoyed every moment of it, and that’s what angers you most. Because you still want me, even after all that.”

				She rested her hand upon his throat and could feel his rapid pulse beneath her fingers. “It was my choice to lie with you that night. And I never stole anything from you. I returned and kept my promise, just as I said I would.”

				“I don’t want you, Celeste. I’ll accept the horse, but that’s all I want from you. You’re nothing to me.”

				He walked away, leaving her to stand there alone. Tears welled up inside her, and she turned away to let them fall. Better to release them now, where no one would see, than to be weak before her sister. Melisandre needed her to be strong. They had to gain shelter and somehow survive this.

				But she simply didn’t know how to break down the stony pride of a man who hated her.

				* * *

				“DO YOU WANT me to send her away?” Laren asked while Dougal examined the stallion Celeste had brought. “She traveled a long way to see you.” His brother’s wife kept her voice even, but he sensed the frustration in her. She was dying to ask him what had happened, but he would say nothing.

				Just remembering that night made him feel like a fool. Celeste had invited him into her bath, using her body and words to seduce him. He’d been such a fool, only too eager to touch her, to sheathe himself in her body and watch her crumble.

				Had she ever wanted him? Or had she merely schemed to conceive a child to protect herself from her husband’s brother? He didn’t know.

				After he’d left her, she’d gone back to Eiloch without a second thought. She’d returned with her enemy, leaving him to wonder if she was even alive.

				And now that he’d seen her again, he craved her even more. Seeing her here, with her golden-brown hair pinned beneath a veil, her blue gown clinging to a slender waist, made him want to drag her back home again.

				He loathed himself for the weakness.

				“Dougal?” Laren questioned again. “She brought her sister and wants to stay.” The woman moved forward to stand at his side. “But Nairna thinks she should go back.”

				She was leaving the decision up to him, but he knew what her wishes would be. “You don’t want to send them away.”

				Laren shook her head. “I spoke with Melisandre for a short while. She said that Celeste gave up all rights to her land, to return to you.”

				He said nothing, refusing to believe any of it.

				His brother’s wife touched his arm, asking gently, “Why do you fight your feelings for her? I can see in your face how much it hurt when she left.”

				“I knew she would leave me.” Every woman he’d ever known had left; why would Celeste be any different?

				“She came back,” Laren said. “And I think you should give her another chance. At least hear what she has to say.”

				“She gave me nothing but lies, Laren. Why would I want to hear more?”

				The young woman let out a sigh. “Stubbornness runs in MacKinloch blood.” She stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “Her sister can sleep with my girls this night.”

				“And what of Lady Eiloch?” he demanded, unable to stop himself from asking.

				“Where do you want me to send her?” Without waiting for a reply, Laren walked away.

				Dougal grimaced, for he knew he would find Celeste in his dwelling. The question was whether or not he’d have the willpower to turn her away. Or whether he should.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SEVEN

				CELESTE STOOD WITHIN the fence boundaries while the stallion explored his new home. Dougal kept his mare, Ivory, separated, but the animal appeared nervous at the arrival of the new horse. In one hand, he held a carrot, intending to entice Titan with it. The stallion was fully aware of him, but showed more interest in grazing.

				“You shouldn’t be here,” Dougal warned Celeste. “He’s nervous already.”

				“I traveled with him all the way here,” she countered. Her blue eyes fixed upon him, and she added, “He’s the most stubborn creature I’ve ever met. He won’t listen to anything I say.”

				He thought he detected an undertone beneath her words. “Horses can sense when a rider is not in command.”

				“It doesn’t matter what I say or do. He’s made up his mind already.” She went to stand beside him, and crossed her arms. “He doesn’t understand that I only wanted to take care of him.”

				“Are we still talking about horses?” He risked a glance, and the glare in her eyes was unmistakable.

				“I gave up my land to keep a promise to you. And it seems I made the wrong choice, since you’re determined that I should not stay here.”

				“Laren is Lady of Glen Arrin. She’ll give you a place for the night until you can go.”

				“Is that what you want? For us to leave and never return?”

				“Yes.” He spoke without thinking, but the words held a note of falsehood. When he was around Celeste, he hardly knew himself anymore. He wanted her in his arms, her mouth upon his. He wanted to awaken beside her in the morning and fall asleep with her at night.

				She was his greatest weakness, and he didn’t want to trust her again. When he’d allowed himself to believe, for a moment, that she’d wanted him, he’d felt a sense of wholeness. As if there was someone who would stand by him, who needed him. When Lord Eiloch had offered the ugly truth, it had only confirmed what he’d feared—that she’d only wanted to use him.

				“Just a few days,” she murmured, lifting her face to his in a wordless plea. “If you cannot forgive me, then I’ll go.”

				He didn’t want to try again. For he sensed that if he took even a single step forward, he would end up in her bed once more. Celeste de Laurent was like a sorceress, binding him to her until there was nothing left of himself.

				She took his hand in hers. “We could go for a ride if you want. I could take Ivory and you could ride Titan.”

				“Ivory is still getting used to having a saddle,” he argued. “She’s not safe for you.”

				“Then I’ll see what I can do to tame that beast of a horse. I’ll ride Titan, if I must.” She sent him a slight smile. “We could race them.”

				“I’d win.” He pointed toward the stallion, who was still grazing. “Your mount is more interested in food.”

				“That could change, if he’s running alongside the female. He might try to chase her.” She straightened and offered, “I’ll make you a wager on it.”

				“And what do you want if you win?” Although he doubted if her stallion would obey her enough to win the race, he wondered what she would ask for.

				“I want to stay at Glen Arrin,” she said, “with my sister.”

				Already she was taking the stallion by the bridle, leading him away from the grass. She spoke to him in a firm tone, as if trying to convince the animal to win. Dougal went to retrieve Ivory, amused by the way she was chiding the stallion.

				“What do you want from me if you win?” she asked.

				He helped her saddle Titan again, then boosted her up. “You already know what I want.”

				Her face dimmed. “Don’t ask me to leave, Dougal.” The hurt look in her eyes made him feel like a bastard. But damn her, why should he let her stay? He had no desire to be tormented by her presence each day, reminded of the way she’d seduced him and cast him aside.

				Celeste dug her heels into the stallion and urged him out toward the open fields. Without even waiting for him, she started the race. Cheating, was she?

				He had to hurry to saddle Ivory and then catch up to her. Celeste had gained a strong lead, and as she took the stallion north, Dougal marveled at how well Titan ran.

				Ivory raced to catch up, and the mare began to close the distance. Although Titan was a fast stallion, Celeste wasn’t as skilled a rider. She was also racing toward the edge of another loch. Dougal followed her, and soon enough, their horses were side by side.

				He could pull ahead and win the race. But something held him back. Ivory, however, had other ideas, and began to force her way to the front. Celeste appeared dismayed and leaned forward, urging the horse even faster.

				But the stallion had grown winded and was already slowing down.

				“Come on!” she urged, but Ivory had pulled all the way ahead of them while Titan had slowed to a trot. When she tried again to move him forward, the horse reared up, sending her flying into the water.

				He’d won.

				Dougal wheeled the horse around and hurried back to where she’d been thrown. Celeste trudged through the waist-high water, glaring at the stallion. The animal nickered at her, and she was so angry, she flicked water at it. “You are welcome to him, for he’s a horrible creature.”

				Her hair was sodden from the water, her gown plastered to her body. Dougal couldn’t stop the laugh that rumbled from inside him. He dismounted, holding on to Ivory’s reins.

				“Don’t you dare laugh,” she warned. “I don’t know why I ever thought this was a good idea.”

				“I warned you.” His grin was so broad, she dipped her hands in the water and slung a wave at him. The water doused him in the face, dripping down his shirt, but he hardly cared as he laughed even harder. “Next time you need someone to tend you in the bath, I’ll send my horse.”

				“How can you stand there and laugh at me?” she demanded, sloshing through the water until she stood before him. “This isn’t at all funny.”

				Oh, but it was. He reached out for her veil and wrung it out. His shoulders shook as he did, but when he glanced back at Celeste, she was crying. Her face held a lifetime of misery, and she clutched her waist as if she was in pain.

				“Were you hurt?” he asked, letting go of Ivory’s reins. She’d struck the water, but had he been wrong? Had she hit her head? He hurried to her, not knowing if he should touch her or not.

				“It w-wasn’t supposed to happen like this,” she sobbed. “I thought when I returned that you’d be glad to see me. That you’d want your horse.”

				“I did want my horse.”‘

				“But you wanted to be rid of me,” she wept.

				He was so dumbfounded by her reaction, he raked a hand through his hair, wondering what to say. Before he could think of anything, she started pouring out her woes.

				“I don’t know why I ever thought I should return to you. It was awful at Eiloch, but at least I’d have a place to sleep at night.”

				“Until they tried to kill you,” he felt compelled to point out.

				Celeste leaned into his tunic, pressing her face against his heart. “You made me feel safe. And I don’t care what Lionel said to you—it wasn’t true. I never would have taken a child from you. At least...not without coming back.”

				Every word he’d been meaning to say froze within his throat. Was that the reason she’d returned? “You’re not having a child, are you?”

				“I don’t know. Perhaps not. Or maybe I am. But even if I was, you’d never want to see me again.” She wiped at her eyes and tried to step back.

				Before she could move away, he slid his arms around her waist and drew her in again. “You’ll stay here until we know if there is a child.”

				She let out a slow breath. Her eyes were wet and red-rimmed. “Will you forgive me for what I did, Dougal?”

				He went motionless, realizing that she was not speaking only of the time during the past fortnight. She was talking of the choice she’d made, to wed Edmon de Laurent.

				Her face flushed, but she reached up to touch his cheek. “You have a terrible temper, and you’re as stubborn as that wretched stallion. But you’re the only man I want. And . . .” She mumbled something against his chest that he couldn’t quite believe.

				“And what?” He tipped her chin up, certain he’d misheard her. “Say it again.”

				“I never stopped loving you,” she whispered. “With every moment I spent at your side, I wanted another day. I couldn’t imagine being with any other man.”

				He searched her face to know if there was truth in her words. When she tried to pull away again, he held her fast. “You’re going to drive me to madness if I let you stay, aren’t you?”

				A hopeful smile touched her mouth. “I want to stay, Dougal. But only with you.”

				* * *

				HIS MOUTH CAME down upon hers, as if he’d needed the words. Celeste wound her arms around his neck, their tongues tangled together as he warmed her wet skin with his body. “You need dry clothes,” he said. “We’re going back.”

				“Or you could build a fire here,” she said. To convince him, she kissed him again, pulling his body as close as she dared. The need to be with him again, to feel his body against hers, was taking apart her inhibitions. His hands were moving over her, and despite the chill of her wet clothes, she was feeling warmer with his touch.

				“No. We’re returning to Glen Arrin,” he said.

				“Why?”

				“Because if I don’t, I’m going to lay you on the ground right here.” He lifted her onto Titan’s saddle, and then startled her by swinging up behind. He took Ivory’s reins and tied them to the saddle, walking the mare behind them.

				“Why did you do that?” she asked.

				He sent her a wicked smile. “So I could touch you during our ride.” Against her bottom, she felt the rise of his erection.

				“There’s no need to rush,” she said, reaching back to touch him. “It might take a while before we reach the fortress.” Her palm curled around his length, and he sucked in a breath of air when she rubbed him.

				“Are you wanting to play, a chrìdhe?” he asked, sliding one hand beneath her skirts. The warmth of his palm against her bare skin was shocking, and she inhaled sharply when another hand stroked her breast. She felt him unfasten the ties of his trews, and a moment later, his hot shaft was pressed against the base of her bottom.

				The touch of him made her achingly wet. “I don’t know if I can wait until we get back,” she murmured, groaning when his fingers teased her nipple. She was grateful that the stallion was walking slowly, allowing Dougal to touch her intimately. He cupped her, and she was so wet, she reached back to guide him inside her.

				For a moment, he remained sheathed within her while the horse walked. The slight motion of the animal made her shift against him, and she shuddered at the tight sensation. If anyone saw them, they would see only her skirts covering his legs. No one would know that they were joined together in lovemaking, and Dougal thrust against her, using the horse’s gait to ease the penetration.

				Inside, her body was throbbing against him. She’d never felt anything so exquisite as his body within her, until he nudged the horse lightly and sent Titan into a trot. Now the rhythm was bolder, and Dougal forced her to rise up while he thrust and withdrew.

				“You’re riding both of us,” he said against her ear, using one hand to stroke her breast while he plunged against her. “Don’t fall off.”

				It was a fight to keep her balance while he slid so easily within her, and with every bounce of the horse, the nerves within her gathered tightly, rising hard. She sat upon him, letting him fill her deeply, thrusting over and over.

				“Dougal,” she moaned, and he doubled his rhythm, grasping her waist and slamming her against him. Her hands dug into the horse’s mane as he filled her, forcing her to grind against him until she went liquid and convulsed around him.

				“More,” he ordered, changing the horse’s rhythm back to a walk again, until she was breathless, accepting his hard invasion over and over. She was crying out, but he never stopped his thrusts, pushing into her until at last he let out a shuddering breath and took his own release. Even when the horse continued to move, the aftershocks made her clench around his shaft.

				He kissed her neck, and remained inside her while they continued the journey back. “I’m not wanting to start over, Celeste. I want to continue on, where we left off.”

				“Then you’ve forgiven me?” She drew his arms around her, feeling as if a weight had lifted from her.

				“I said many things out of anger that morning. But you were gone before I could come to my senses.” He nuzzled her neck before he withdrew from her body at last and fumbled with his trews to fasten them again. Even when he adjusted her skirts, she could feel his body pressed close. “I’ll admit, I have a few faults. Not too many, though.”

				She laughed at that, drawing his arms close. “You’re a hotheaded man,” she said. Tilting her head back, she added, “Hot-blooded, too, I’d say.”

				“With you, I am.” His mouth moved up to her ear, and she trembled at the warm breath against her skin.

				“I want to ride faster with you,” she said. “Take me home, Dougal.”

				He urged the stallion on, holding her close. Ivory kept up with their pace, and there was beauty in the sight of the two horses running together. Celeste felt so alive in his arms, she could hardly piece together any thoughts.

				When he lifted her down, he took her hand in his and led her back to his home. The interior was dim, lit only by the peat fire. She saw the simple pallet on one side, while there was a wooden table and bench on the other. In the small space, she held him tightly. “I thought once that I could never live in a house like this or return to the life I had before I married Edmon.”

				His hand moved up to cup her cheek. “And now?”

				“Now I wouldn’t care where we lived. So long as you’re with me.” She kissed him hard, holding him fast. “I know I’ll always be safe with you.”

				“Stay with me,” he said, drawing his arms around her.

				Celeste rested her hands upon his heart. “You told me I have to stay until we know if there’s a bairn growing inside me. What if there isn’t?”

				“Then we’ll have to keep trying until there is.” He lifted her into his arms and held her close. “No matter how long it takes.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				EPILOGUE

				THE FOAL STOOD on wobbly legs while Ivory licked her newborn. Celeste smiled at the young animal, while Dougal seemed relieved that the birth had gone well. The baby horse had a blend of white-and-black markings, and his mother nuzzled close.

				“He’s going to be strong and fast, like his father,” she predicted. Seeing the newborn foal made her heart ache, for within the next month, she hoped to hold their first child.

				Dougal stood back and wrapped his arms around her, his hands upon her swollen middle. He stroked their unborn child, dropping a kiss against her jaw. “I believe so, aye.”

				She lifted her face to his, and turned to embrace him, smiling. “I have to stand sideways to hold you now. And I haven’t seen my feet in weeks.”

				He kissed her, his palm upon her hardened womb. “So long as you’re in my arms, it doesn’t matter, a ghràidh.”

				She touched his cheek, so thankful for the gift of this man. They had wed at the end of last summer, and it had not taken long before she’d discovered her pregnancy. Although their life together had been simple, she had found joy with Dougal. He never failed to provide for her, and when she wasn’t helping him with the horses, she’d joined Nairna and Laren, helping them with various tasks at Glen Arrin.

				“Melisandre made a discovery yesterday,” she told Dougal. “Do you remember the chest belonging to my father?”

				“Lord Eiloch sent it back to you a few days ago.”

				“Yes. Melisandre and I had left it behind when we came here. It was empty, but Lionel thought we might want it. At least—” she paused and withdrew a leather pouch “—we thought it was empty.”

				Dougal took the pouch and poured the contents into his hand. Seven gemstones—rubies, emeralds and pearls lay in his hand. “Where did you get these?”

				“Melisandre found a hidden panel in the chest. The gemstones were inside it.” She’d been so startled by the discovery, she didn’t know what to do with their newfound riches. “I never thought my father had any wealth at all.”

				Dougal replaced the stones and handed them back to her. “These did not come from your father, Celeste.”

				She stared at him, “Then how did they get there?”

				“It was Lord Eiloch’s way of replacing your lost inheritance. Without his wife’s knowledge.”

				She sobered and tucked the gems away. It seemed strange to think of Lionel as their benefactor. “Do you think so?”

				He nodded, taking her hand and leading her back home. “And it might be that Lady Marguerite’s father, the Duc D’Avignois, pointed out to Lord Eiloch that he was behaving like a common thief.”

				Realization dawned over her that Dougal was responsible. The knowing smile on his face gave it away. “You did this,” she said. “Admit it.”

				“I promised you on our wedding morn that I would take care of you. For always.” He opened the door to their home where their peat fire had died down to coals. “You’ll never starve or want for anything.”

				She reached up to him, touching his face. “I know that.”

				His hands came to cover hers, and he leaned in to her. “I love you, Celeste.”

				“And I love you.”She rested her cheek against his heart, feeling the blessing of this second chance. “We’ll save the jewels for Melisandre’s dowry. Or perhaps our daughter’s.”

				He took them from her and set them aside. “I would lay the world at your feet,” he said. With a mischievous smile, he added, “That is, if I could find your feet.” He knelt down and touched her swollen ankles. “Oh, wait. There they are.”

				“I cannot believe you said that.” She rolled her eyes at him, but in his face she saw a gleam of laughter that echoed in her heart. “It’s good that I love you, Dougal.”

				And when he led her back to their bed, she knew that he was the best choice she’d ever made.

				* * * * *
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