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      “Ye’re even bonnier in the moonlight.”

      His deep voice played over her nerve endings as if on a drum. Her palms felt moist and her breath labored. How dare he speak
         to her as if he were her suitor, or more?
      

      She turned to face him fully. “Why do ye waste yer flowery words on me, when there are at least a hundred ladies in the Palace
         who would enjoy hearing them? What compels ye to take interest in me, Tristan MacGregor? Our clans are sworn enemies. My name
         is spat with contempt from yer kin’s lips, as yers is from mine. So, tell me why?”
      

      Judging by the way he stared at her, as if he was finally at a loss for words, Isobel guessed that no woman had ever questioned
         his motives before. But then his gaze skimmed across her hair, over the bridge of her nose, softening on her lips.
      

      “Ye’re a flame, Isobel,” he said, lifting his eyes to meet hers. “And a flame is more allurin’ than a pile of embers.”
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      To knights and the ladies who love them…
and to Dan, my one and only.
      

   
      
The Prodigal Son


   
      
      
         CAMPBELL KEEP

         GLEN ORCHY, SCOTLAND

         1675
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      Prologue

      
      
      
      
      Well, we all know that Tristan would have won the competition if not for what happened. No one can outrun him.” Robert Campbell,
         Eleventh Earl of Argyll, turned to his nephew sitting beside him, smiled, and winked.
      

      
      Sitting across from them in the earl’s private solar, Callum MacGregor growled in agreement. “Aye, that’s why the bastard
         Fergusson tripped him and provoked a fight. It should be his nose broken instead of my son’s.”
      

      
      “I did manage to land a solid punch to his jaw, faither,” Tristan defended. “Besides, it doesna’ pain me anymore.” He lifted
         his finger to his wounded nose. It still hurt like hell, but MacGregors did not whine or weep about broken bones. “ ’Tis Alex
         Fergusson’s honor that will be more difficult to repair.”
      

      
      “Well spoken,” his uncle commended, patting him on the shoulder. “You have the blood of knights in you and will grow to be
         a man of honor.”
      

      
      Tristan swelled with pride.

      
      “I like the way it crooks slightly at the bridge.” Kate MacGregor set down her embroidery to aim her most loving smile at her son. “Now you look even more like your uncle. Does he
         not, Anne?”
      

      
      Robert’s bonnie wife looked up from her needle and agreed. “He’s just as pretty. Even with the blackened eyes.”

      
      Tristan blushed and then pushed his shoulder into his sister when she laughed at him.

      
      “I fear the boy’s nose would need to suffer a few more breaks before it resembles mine.” Robert Campbell picked up his nephew’s
         hand, curled it into a fist, and then covered it with his own. “Remember, blocking is as important as the speed of your punch.”
      

      
      Sipping his ale by the fire, Graham Grant, closest friend to the MacGregors and the Campbells of Argyll, kicked the tip of
         his boot into the MacGregor Chief’s ankle. “Callum, ye’re not allowing Robbie to instruct yer son in the art of hand-to-hand
         combat, are ye?”
      

      
      “Doubting my skill,” Robert said smoothly, “only proves that you are a poor teacher, Graham.”

      
      “I admit yer skills have improved vastly under my training over the years,” Graham replied playfully. “But had I been teaching Tristan, young Alex Fergusson would be missing a few teeth right now and mayhap an appendage or two.”
      

      
      Robert smiled and looked down at Tristan while the warriors around them all agreed that the troublesome Fergusson lad would
         someday find himself impaled on someone’s blade—preferably Tristan’s.
      

      
      “Remember also”—he leaned down so that only Tristan could hear him—“that there are many moments in a man’s life when the choices
         he makes will decide his destiny.”
      

      
      Tristan nodded. He understood that while warrior blood ran through his veins, it was not always necessary to do the most possible
         damage to his opponent—the fact that his father did not always agree with that sentiment sometimes made Tristan wish that
         the earl was his father instead of the Chief. He thought about his choice to fight Alex after he had picked himself off the
         floor. He wasn’t expecting the boy’s fist to fly as fast as it did. All he remembered after Alex hit him was the taste of
         blood in his mouth and his and Alex’s fathers shouting at each other. After that, his mother would not let him compete in
         the rest of the games—three of which he knew he could have won. He’d changed his destiny all right, and come home with nothing
         but a bloody nose.
      

      
      The sudden crash at the door brought the men in the solar to their feet. The shouts from beyond it drew their hands to the
         hilts of their swords.
      

      
      “MacGregor!” Someone outside the keep roared. “Come out and face me, if ye have the courage! Ye will not insult me and my
         kin and live another night!”
      

      
      Tristan barely heard his father ordering the women and children above stairs. He watched, all color draining from his face,
         as Graham and his uncle went to the door. It was Alex Fergusson’s father out there. Had he come to kill his father over a
         child’s fight?
      

      
      “Tristan, go!” his father commanded, but Tristan could not move. He could barely breathe. This was his fault. The men were
         going to fight; his father could possibly die because of him. He reached out his hand, as if to stop his father when he strode
         toward the door. “Dinna’ leave.” He wanted to shout it, but the plea broke through his lips as quietly as a whisper. He was
         only ten and four. They wouldn’t listen to him.
      

      
      “Show yer face, Fergusson!” Callum shouted, pushing past his brother-in-law and his best friend and swinging open the heavy
         door. “Show yer face and I’ll tell ye once again that ye’re the son of a pig!”
      

      
      More shouting ensued, but his mother pulling on his arm distracted Tristan. As he was led away to a room above stairs, he
         looked over his shoulder in time to see Graham and his uncle leave the keep behind his father.
      

      
      “I should be with them.” Tristan’s eldest brother tried to push past their mother, but she blocked the door with her body
         and held up her hand to stop him.
      

      
      “Your father will be fine, Rob. Sit down with your brothers. Please, my son.”

      
      Och, God, let him be fine, Tristan prayed. He felt sick to his stomach and a wee bit dizzy as wave after wave of fear engulfed him. His sister was crying
         in Lady Anne’s lap. The sound of her weeping made Tristan want to run from the room and dash outside. Would Alex’s father
         go back home if he apologized? He would do anything… anything to make the pain in his head, his guts, his heart go away. If
         anything were to befall his father…
      

      
      A mournful roar pierced his gloom and stilled every other sound in the room. Graham’s wife paled and drew her sword. “I’m
         going down there.” Without waiting for anyone’s approval, she pulled on the door and ran for the stairs. Her cries an instant
         later sent terror through the keep and into the hearts of everyone she left behind.
      

      
      Tristan was not the first one to leave the room. When he stepped out of it, though, he wished he had remained and bolted the
         door, never to come out again. He had been afraid for his father’s life. It hadn’t occurred to him that someone else might
         die. And never, never him.
      

      
      “They are goin’ to die fer this!” he heard his father cry from somewhere deep in his chest. “They are all goin’ to die.”
      

      
      Tristan descended the stairs so slowly it felt as if he wasn’t really moving at all. Everything felt… unreal. It had to be.
         That could not be his uncle’s limp body being set on the floor by his father’s trembling hands, an arrow jutting from his
         chest. Robert Campbell could not be dead. He was too strong, too courageous and honorable to be struck down under cover of
         night, over a choice a child had made to fight. Too numb to cry just yet and too filled with despair and guilt to do anything
         but stand frozen in that terrible moment, he watched his mother and Anne fall to their knees, their anguished wails filling
         every corner of Campbell Keep.
      

      
      The man he loved more than anyone in the world had been shot in the heart and was gone in a moment. A moment that altered
         the course of so many lives. Most of all, those of Tristan and the lass who would someday heal him.
      

      
   
      
         ENGLAND, 1685
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      Chapter One

      
      
      
      
      
      Arrogant imbecile!” Isobel Fergusson pushed through the heavy wooden doors and entered Whitehall Palace’s enormous privy garden
         with a dozen venomous oaths spilling from her lips. Finally, eleven years since her mother had died and ten since her father
         had left his seven children orphans, the full weight of taking care of her family had taken its toll on her. Her brother Alex
         was going to get them all killed. Oh, why had they come to England? And damnation, if they had to attend the Duke of York’s
         coronation, it should be Patrick, her eldest brother and heir to their late father, the Fergusson Chieftain, here with her
         and not Alex. They were only supposed to stay for a sennight or two, but when the future king invited all his guests to remain
         at Whitehall for another month, Alex had accepted. She kicked a small rock out of her path and swore again. How could she
         have raised such an imprudent, thoughtless bratling?
      

      
      It wasn’t that Isobel was impervious to the lure of Whitehall’s luxurious feathered mattresses, its grand galleries with vaulted
         ceilings where even the softest whispers uttered by elegant lords and ladies, powdered to look like living, breathing statues, echoed. It was all quite… unusual and
         beguiling in a queer sort of way. But Alex had accepted knowing the MacGregors of Skye were here! Oh, how could he? Had he
         forgotten the hatred between their clans? Or the trail of dead Fergusson Chieftains left by a devil bent on revenge a decade
         ago?
      

      
      “Dear God,” she beseeched, stopping at a large stone sundial in the center of the garden, “give me strength and my witless
         brother wisdom before he starts another war!”
      

      
      A movement to her right drew her attention to a row of tall bronze statues gleaming in the sun. When one of them moved, Isobel
         startled back and bumped her hip against the sundial.
      

      
      “Careful, lass.”

      
      He wasn’t a statue at all, but a man—though his face could have been crafted by the same artist who had created the masterpieces
         lining the garden. Isobel took in every inch of him as he stepped out from behind the golden likeness of an archangel, wings
         paused forever in flight as it landed on its pedestal. He wore the garb of an Englishman, but without all the finery… or the
         wig. His hair hung loose to his shoulders in shades of rich chestnut and sun-streaked gold, almost the same blend coloring
         his eyes. He wore a cream-colored linen shirt belted to flare over his lean hips. The ruffled collar hung open at his throat,
         giving him more a roguish appearance than a noble one. He was tall and lithe, with long, muscular legs encased in snug-fitting
         breeches and dull black boots. His steps were light but deliberate as he moved toward her.
      

      
      “I didna’ mean to startle ye.” The musical pitch of his voice branded him Scottish, mayhap even a Highlander.

      
      “I thought ye were my sister. I am infinitely grateful that I was mistaken.” His smile was utterly guileless, save for the
         flash of a playful dimple in one cheek, and as warm and inviting as the heavenly body perched behind him. But the way his
         eyes changed from brown to simmering gold, like a hawk’s that spotted its prey, hinted of something far more primitive beyond
         his rakish charm.
      

      
      For a moment that went completely out of her control, Isobel could not move as she took in the full measure of his striking
         countenance. Save for the slight bend at the bridge, his nose was classically cut, residing above a mouth fashioned to strip
         a woman of all her defenses, including reasonable thought.
      

      
      She took a step around the sundial, instinctively keeping her distance from a force that befuddled her logic and tightened
         her breath.
      

      
      Damnation, she had to say something before he thought her exactly what she was—exactly what any other woman with two working
         eyes in her head was when she saw him—a doddering fool. With a tilt of her chin that suggested she was a fool for no man,
         she flicked her deep auburn braid over her shoulder and said, “Yer sister thinks ye are an arrogant imbecile, also?”
      

      
      “Aye,” he answered with a grin that was all innocence and innately seductive at the same time. “That, and much worse.”

      
      As if to prove his statement true, a movement beyond the statue caught Isobel’s attention. She looked in time to spy a glimpse
         of sapphire blue skirts and flaxen curls rushing back toward the palace.
      

      
      “My guess,” Isobel muttered, peering around his back to watch the lady’s departure, “is that yer sister is likely correct.”

      
      “She most certainly is,” he agreed, not bothering to look behind him. The cadence of his voice deepened with his smile. “But
         I’m no’ completely irredeemable.”
      

      
      Rather than argue the point with such an obvious rogue when she should be thinking of a way to convince Alex to leave with
         her and Cameron, Isobel quirked a dubious brow at him and turned to leave. “As difficult as that is to believe, sir, I will
         have to take ye at yer word. Good day.”
      

      
      Her breath quickened an instant later when the stranger appeared at her side and leaned down toward her ear.

      
      “Or ye could spend the afternoon with me and find oot fer yerself.”

      
      His nearness permeated the air around her with heat and the familiar scent of heather. He was definitely a Highlander, mayhap
         a Gordon or of the Donaldson clan, though he wore no plaid. She thought to ask his name, but decided against it. He might
         consider her interest in him an acceptance of his offer. She could not afford to allow her senses to be addled by a whole
         afternoon spent with him when her family’s safety was at stake.
      

      
      “Thank ye, m’lord, but I have matters to think on.” She quickened her pace, but he would not be so easily dismissed.

      
      “Do these matters have to do with the witless brother ye were prayin’ fer?”

      
      “Why?” Isobel asked, trying to sound unaffected by his boldness in following her. “Are ye worried he might have usurped yer
         title?”
      

      
      She was completely unprepared for his laughter, or for the way it rang through her veins, coarse and carefree. A dozen other
         men would have scowled at her accusation, though she meant it only to show her lack of interest, but this charismatic stranger found it humorous. She liked that he had enough confidence to laugh, even at himself.
      

      
      “Why must brothers be so difficult?” she conceded with a smile and began to walk with him. “Truly, if there is a title of
         witless brother, he has already taken it.” She felt a tad bit guilty about speaking so about Alex with a man she didn’t even
         know, but perhaps not knowing him made it easier. She needed someone to talk to about her dilemma. No, what she truly needed
         was a moment or two just spent not thinking about it. This man made her smile, and she hadn’t done that all morning.
      

      
      Beside her, he bent to pick up a rock and threw it into a small pond a few feet ahead of them. “And what has yer brother done
         that is so terrible?”
      

      
      “He refuses to leave Whitehall and go home.”

      
      “Ah, unfergivable.”

      
      Isobel cut him a sidelong glance and found him smiling back at her. “Ye do not understand.”

      
      He raised a dark brow and waited for her to continue.

      
      “All right then, if ye must know, our most hated enemies have recently arrived to pay homage to the king. My brother is cocky
         and prideful. If we remain here, he is likely to insult them and bring the barbarians down on our heads once again.”
      

      
      He nodded, leading her around the pool. “Now I see yer point more clearly. But why is it yer problem to ponder?” he asked,
         turning to her. “Where is yer faither that his son should make decisions that put his kin in jeopardy?”
      

      
      “He is dead,” Isobel told him, her eyes going hard on the palace doors and the beasts that strolled somewhere within. “Killed
         by these same enemies. I swear if I could get just one of them alone, I would slice open his throat and sing him back to the
         devil who spawned him.”
      

      
      She was a bit surprised to find both sympathy and amusement softening the man’s features when she looked at him.
      

      
      “It sounds to me like yer enemies have more to fear from ye, than ye do from them, lass.”

      
      Isobel shook her head. “I am not foolhardy like my brother. Our enemies have left us alone, and I wish it to stay that way.”

      
      “Wise,” he said, and Isobel was glad she had told him. He agreed that she was correct in wanting to leave. “I could speak
         to him fer ye if ye’d like, mayhap talk some sense into him.”
      

      
      Isobel couldn’t help shining her smile on him full force. He seemed to be listening in on her thoughts. She needed help and
         she was willing at this point to take it from anyone, even a stranger. “That is most kind of ye, but I could not impose—”
      

      
      “Ye are no’ imposin’. I wish to help ye if I can.”

      
      She stopped walking and looked up at him when he paused at her side. “Ye do not even know me. Why do ye want to help me?”

      
      His dimple deepened, along with the honeyed hue of his eyes. “ ’Tis what I do best.”

      
      After he stole kisses and whatever else from ladies behind statues in gardens? He was crafty, this one, but immensely likable.
         “How verra gallant of ye.”
      

      
      He bowed slightly and crooked his mouth at her, setting her heart racing. “Ye see? There is hope fer me yet.”

      
      “Not according to yer sister, and she knows ye best.”

      
      “What would ye like to know?” He offered her his arm, and this time she accepted.

      
      “I only have a moment or two…”

      
      “Och, then ye’d best make yer question a good one.”

      
      She tapped her finger to her chin while they walked the vast lawns. “Verra well, I have it. Why does yer sister think ye are
         an arrogant imbecile… among other things?”
      

      
      “Verra good,” he commended her with a somewhat worrisome crease dipping his dark brow. “Ye’re clever and bonnie.”

      
      She narrowed her eyes on him and cut him a knowing smile. “So are ye.” She almost gasped at her own boldness, but his disarming
         candor made her feel at ease.
      

      
      “How am I supposed to answer yer query truthfully after ye called me bonnie? Pick a different question.”

      
      She laughed, and it felt wonderful. “No. The same question. Answer, please.”

      
      “Hell, let’s see then. Well, she thinks I am always reckless.”

      
      “Are ye?”

      
      “Nae, I am simply less concerned with every consequence.”

      
      “Then ye are reckless indeed.”

      
      He nodded and held up a finger. “But no’ always. I said less concerned, no’ unconcerned.”

      
      She gave him the point, enjoying his shrewd banter. “Are ye less concerned or unconcerned with the consequences for a lady’s
         reputation if she flees back inside a palace with her curls drooping against her flushed cheeks?”
      

      
      He turned around slightly, as if just now remembering the one he had hidden behind the sculpture. “If she is eager to put
         her reputation in my hands after one day of knowin’ her,” he said, settling his gaze on Isobel again, “then I would be more
         inclined to be less concerned.”
      

      
      “I see. Well, ye are honest, at least.”

      
      “Go on,” he teased. “I would much rather listen to ye list my virtues than tell ye my faults.”
      

      
      “Are there many more then?”

      
      “That depends on who ye ask.”

      
      “I think in this instance I would prefer to make my own judgments.”

      
      “That is refreshin’ to hear.” He looked surprised and so sincerely relieved that for a moment Isobel wondered just how troublesome
         this man truly was.
      

      
      She should go back inside and see to her brothers, but damnation, she was enjoying herself. What harm could come from just
         walking together? It wasn’t as if she was going to let him kiss her behind the next structure they came to, although she could
         certainly understand why some stately, normally stuffy ladies at court would cast away their reputations for a few stolen
         moments with him. The more she looked at him, the more irresistible he became. She wasn’t certain if it was his quicksilver
         smile or the way his eyes took in every nuance of her face when he gave her his full attention that beguiled her good sense.
         At the moment, she didn’t care. She liked the way he looked at her, as if she was more than a mother, a nursemaid, and a cook
         to her brood of brothers. Not that she minded being those things. She loved her family more than anyone else in the world,
         but it was nice to forget her duties for a little while, especially knowing now that he would help her with Alex.
      

      
      “What aboot ye?” he asked as they approached the west gate. “What would yer brother say aboot ye?”

      
      “That depends on which brother ye ask.” She smiled, thinking of the ones she’d left at home with Patrick. “I have six.” She
         rolled her eyes heavenward and nodded in agreement when he gave her horrified look. “The three youngest would likely complain
         that I give them too many chores to do, but it would be untrue, for they play much more than they tend to them. Cam might tell ye I am too soft, while
         Patrick thinks me as stubborn as our bull.”
      

      
      “Yer bull?” he asked, slanting her a wry grin. “Is there one in particular that ye remind him of?”

      
      “We have only the one, but he is all we need, since we have only two cows.” She was sorry she had told him the moment after
         she spoke when his smile faded just a little. She could tell by his clothes that he was not poor. Would he look down his nose
         at her because she was?
      

      
      “It must be difficult fer yer mother raisin’ all those sons with so few cattle to bring in any coin,” he said, proving that
         he was no more concerned with their stations than he was about kissing ladies in public.
      

      
      “My mother died giving birth to Tamas.”

      
      He stopped her as they came to a long stone bench at the gate wall. “Ye raised them all on yer own then?”

      
      “Patrick and I did. We still do. Tamas is only ten and one. There have been difficult times, but wonderful ones, as well.”
         She smiled at him when he offered her a seat before he gained his.
      

      
      “Have ye gone hungry?” The concern in his expression was quite endearing now that she knew “what he did best.”

      
      “Put away yer shining armor, knight. There is no need to offer up yer aid. Patrick has always made certain there is enough
         food on the table.”
      

      
      His charismatic grin returned and flashed across her gaze, convincing her once and for all that no woman in all of Scotland
         or England could likely resist him. “Armor is too cumbersome a suit to don. Besides, mine would be rather rusty.”
      

      
      “It can be polished.”

      
      She wasn’t prepared for the way his eyes went soft on her or for the sudden silence that followed. “That is true,” he said
         after a long moment that made her breath stall in her chest. “ ’Tis odd ye would speak of such things to me.”
      

      
      “No one else has, I presume.”

      
      They shared the same arcane smile between them before he answered. “My uncle used to speak of knights and their chivalrous
         deeds all the time. I have no’ been reminded of his tales in a verra long time.”
      

      
      “Ye know the story of Arthur Pendragon then?”

      
      “Of course. Would ye like me to tell it to ye?”

      
      She really shouldn’t. Alex and Cameron were probably already looking for her. “I would.”

      
      The few moments Isobel had intended to spend with her handsome stranger turned into hours, but it was only when the sun began
         its descent that she realized how long she had been gone. “I must go. My brothers are probably sick with worry.”
      

      
      “Meet with me tomorrow.” He grasped her hand as she rose from the bench and turned to go. “In the garden by the stone dial.”

      
      She shook her head, acutely aware of his fingers leaving hers as she backed away. “I shouldn’t. I do not even know what ye
         are called.”
      

      
      “Tristan,” he told her.

      
      She smiled playfully, feeling more lighthearted than she had in months… years. “I do not know the tale of that knight,” she
         called out as the distance between them grew. “But ye may call me Guenevere.”
      

      
      “Nae,” he laughed. “Iseult was Tristan’s lady.”

      
      Turning back toward the palace, Isobel’s smile widened. “Even better.”
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      Chapter Two

      
      
      Tristan watched her leave, enjoying the sway of her hips as she grew smaller in the distance. Who the hell was she? A Lowlander
         for certain. Briefly, he wondered which clan she belonged to. Despite the faded saffron of her gown and the fact that she
         had only one bull, she’d been invited to the coronation, so she couldn’t be a peasant. Whoever she was, he found her utterly
         delightful. He was certain he’d never seen eyes as green or as wide as hers when he appeared from behind the statue and startled
         her. She wasn’t as beautiful as some of the other women at court, but Tristan found the spray of freckles across her unpowdered
         nose and the blaze of her temper when she spoke about singing her enemy to hell quite beguiling.
      

      
      His first thought, as was usually the case when he discovered a lass who piqued his interest, was how to get her out of her
         clothes the quickest way possible. Normally, he never pondered a woman past that point. Most didn’t care what he was about.
         A few dashing smiles and well-placed compliments were enough to get him what he wanted. But this one challenged him with clever
         questions and replies almost as quick as his own. She offered him no coy smiles from her naturally coral lips. The soft blush of her cheeks
         was real and unguarded. She knew he was a rogue, thanks to Eleanor Hartley’s leaving her cover and fleeing back to the palace,
         but quite astoundingly she pointed out his virtues instead of dwelling on his shortcomings.
      

      
      He smiled to himself as he rose from the bench. She was an innocent, and the thought of seducing her made his nerve endings
         burn with thrill of such a challenge.
      

      
      But hell, she called him gallant. No one had called him that, or anything even close to it, in ten years. She spoke about
         shining armor, and it stirred memories he’d locked away in a place he’d never thought to visit again. He didn’t want to go
         there now. Whatever he had wanted to become when he was a lad was destroyed the day he fought with Alex Fergusson.
      

      
      He set his gaze toward the Banqueting House, where supper was likely being served right now. His kin would be sitting at their
         guest table laughing over warm mead or ale, mayhap retelling an old battle story or discussing the news that their cousin
         Angus had brought them yesterday about Tristan’s brother Rob saving a nun from a burning abbey. He didn’t want to go there
         either. For while he could wield a sword as well as any warriors of Camlochlin, he had no desire to fit in with his kin’s
         Highland code of pride, arrogance, and vengeance. He preferred disarming a man—or a woman—with his wit rather than with his
         blade. It was a distinction that, sometimes to his deep regret, set him apart from his father, a distinction he had perfected
         nonetheless, until there was no favor he could not win, no opinion of him he could not alter—if he had a mind to do so.
      

      
      For a moment, he stood alone in the twilight, caught between the two worlds he had rejected. His thoughts returned to the lass… Iseult… and the way she had smiled up at him when
         he offered her his aid. He could have stayed in that moment forever. But she was wrong about him. He should have told her
         the truth and made her believe him. He was a thoughtless rogue who only wanted to bed her and then leave her before she formed
         an attachment.
      

      
      Or worse, before he did.

      
      Finally deciding which way to go, he turned on his heel and was about to leave Whitehall through the west gate when a dulcet
         voice called his name.
      

      
      He turned and saw Lady Pricilla Hollingsworth, a dark-haired beauty who had caught his eye when he first arrived at the palace.

      
      “I missed you in the Banqueting House,” she said, hurrying toward him. “Are you alone?”

      
      His eyes roved over her parted lips and then lower, to the swell of her powdery white bosoms tightly confined in her low-cut
         gown.
      

      
      “Fortunately, no’ anymore.” Slowly, he raised his gaze to hers and smiled.

      
      “Lovely.” Her mouth curled with the same decadence that shone in his. “Let’s go for a walk, shall we?” Without waiting for
         his reply, she looped her arm through his. “Lady Hartley told me that you are a Highlander. I’ve heard many titillating tales
         about Highland men.”
      

      
      “No’ more titillatin’ than the tales I’ve heard aboot English ladies, I’m certain.”

      
      She giggled, exaggerating the shiver he apparently sent down her spine. “Oh, I do adore that lilt to your speech. It is both
         savage and graceful together. Much like your appearance.”
      

      
      Damn, she was eager. This one needed no pretty words but desired something a wee bit more feral in nature. As he had claimed earlier, aiding lasses was what he did best.
      

      
      “Dinna’ let my ruffled attire fool ye, lady. What lies beneath is purely animal.”

      
      “Why, Mister MacGregor!” She threw her hand to her chest in feigned offense. “I am a lady!”

      
      It occurred to him when her hand sprang away from her milky cleavage that she might go a step further in her game of cat and
         mouse and actually slap his face. Instead, she pressed her delicate palms to his chest and pushed him deeper into the shadows.
      

      
      “But please”—she purred hot breath up the column of his throat—“do not let that stop you.”

      
      Closing his arms around her middle, he hauled her hips against his and whispered over her lips before he kissed her. “I wouldna’
         think of it.”
      

      
      “Pricilla!” A man’s shout cut through the air like an arrow.

      
      “Hell,” Tristan swore, letting her go.

      
      “It is my husband!”

      
      He cut her an irritated scowl as he went to meet justice. “Ye didna’ tell me ye were married.”

      
      “You did not ask me.”

      
      True. He hadn’t.

      
      “My good Lord Hollingsworth. I—”

      
      He ducked when the beefy statesman pulled a sword from its sheath with surprising dexterity and slashed it across Tristan’s
         throat.
      

      
      “There is nae need fer that,” he said, avoiding another jab to his guts. “Put doun yer sword and let’s discuss this like—”

      
      Hell, that one was close. Speaking his brand of sense into the enraged fellow’s head clearly wasn’t going to work. He would have accepted a punch to the jaw as his penance for kissing the man’s wife, but he sure as hell wasn’t going
         to die for it.
      

      
      The fourth swipe whistled over Tristan’s head an instant before his fist landed on Hollingsworth’s fleshy cheek. An uppercut
         to the chin next wobbled the nobleman’s knees and gave Tristan an instant to snatch his weapon from his loosened grip.
      

      
      He tossed the sword over the gate and into the street beyond, then turned angrily to Lady Hollingsworth’s husband. “If ye
         ever raise a sword to me again, I will kill ye with it. Look to yerself fer the cause of yer wife’s indiscretion and no’ to
         me or the next man ye find her with.”
      

      
      He stormed back toward the gate entrance, swung open its heavy door, and disappeared down King’s Street, leaving Hollingsworth’s
         sword where he’d thrown it. He passed a dozen women hanging about the shadows, offering him pleasures beyond his expectations.
         He stopped for none of them. He wanted no company, no needy fingers clutching at his clothes, no pleas to return when he knew
         he wouldn’t. Tonight, he didn’t want to be reminded of what he had become.
      

      
      Tristan glanced up at the afternoon sky, then gave the stone sundial a curious look. How the hell did anyone tell the time
         of day by looking at an arrow on a slab of rock? An even better question was what in blazes was he doing here waiting for
         a lass with a freckled nose and the sound of music in her laughter? He’d thought about her all night, and by the time he fell
         into his bed he was quite perturbed with her for not leaving him alone. But this morning, he had wanted to see her again.
      

      
      Unfortunately, one of the disadvantages to a palace with fifteen hundred rooms was that people were difficult to find. He was glad they had planned where to meet the night before.
      

      
      “Greetings, Sir Tristan.”

      
      He didn’t hear her come up behind him and smiled despite himself at what she called him. He turned to her and gathered her
         hand in his. He was surprised and a bit moved to find calluses there. “Lady Iseult.” He dipped his head and swept a kiss across
         her knuckles. “Were yer brothers worried aboot ye yesterday as ye feared?”
      

      
      She shook her head, and he watched the way the sun played over the rich reds and deep golds of her hair. “Their attentions
         were otherwise engaged by two French ladies who spent the evening giggling at words I’m sure they did not understand.”
      

      
      “They say love needs no words.” Tristan crooked his arm and was surprised by the catch of his breath when the warmth of her
         hand touched him. “I say the right words are true love’s adornment.”
      

      
      “Ye know much about true love then?” she asked him, with humor dancing across the vivid green of her eyes.

      
      “I know nothin’ of it,” he admitted, leading her away from the crowded lawns. He thought of Lord and Lady Hollingsworth. “But
         it doesna’ take a supremely intelligent man to know that the lady he loves enjoys it when he tells her that all he has is
         hers. His body, his mind, his heart. That she is the master of it all.”
      

      
      “Yes,” she agreed, moving a little closer to him. “I would think that would be verra nice to hear. But how do ye know the
         secret of what women want when so many others do not?”
      

      
      “Sir Gawain,” he replied, happy that he had remembered the tale last night. “He gave his word to marry the old crone, Dame Ragnell, after she provided King Arthur with the answer to that eternal question and saved his life.”
      

      
      “Did he keep his word?”

      
      “Of course he did,” Tristan told her. “He was…” He paused, feeling oddly shaken by what he was about to say and the old sentiments
         it dragged to the surface. “He was a man of honor.” Quickly, he changed the path of their conversation.
      

      
      “D’ye have a man waitin’ fer ye at home, fair Iseult? A husband, mayhap?” This time, he would ask first.

      
      “No.” She laughed softly. “There is no one who would grant me mastery over his heart.”

      
      “Fools then.”

      
      They looked at each other and smiled. She, seeming to see beyond his flippant resolve and touching a place he’d guarded for
         ten years. He, seeing a woman, mayhap the only woman capable of tearing away his defenses. He looked away, needing them to
         survive happily in the world he was born to.
      

      
      “I saw him last eve in the Banqueting House.”

      
      “Who?” he asked, turning to her once again. He wanted to kiss her—to prove to himself that he could and still remain untouched.

      
      “The devil who killed my father. I have never forgotten his face. When I saw him, I could not stand to look at him overlong.”

      
      “Ye saw him commit the deed then?” Tristan asked, his heart breaking a little for her. He had seen the man he loved lying
         dead on the ground. It was not a thing one was likely to ever forget.
      

      
      “I watched from my window as he stabbed my father through the heart with his blade.”

      
      Hell. He stopped walking and reached his fingers to her cheek as if to wipe away the tears he imagined she had shed that terrible
         day. “Ye didna’ tell me why this beast murdered yer father.”
      

      
      Her eyes closed for an instant at his tender touch. “He believed my father killed the Earl of Argyll during a raid.”

      
      Tristan’s hand froze, along with his heart.

      
      “The earl was their kin,” she went on mercilessly. “The Devil MacGregor’s brother-in-law, I was told. If he was anything like
         his barbaric relatives, he deserved his death.”
      

      
      Nae! Tristan’s mind fought to reject what he was hearing. This lovely, spirited lass who had made him think on things he had
         forced himself to forget could not be Archibald Fergusson’s daughter! She had not just told him that his uncle deserved his
         death! Dropping his hand to his side, he backed away from her. He wanted to damn her kin to Hades, but how could he when his
         uncle’s death was his fault? She was wrong about Robert Campbell, but he was too angry about her accusation to tell her, too
         stunned to do anything but stare at her.
      

      
      “I must go.”

      
      “What?” She looked surprised and reached out for him. He moved away from her hand. “What is the matter?”

      
      He should tell her who he was, that everything terrible in her life was his doing. But he didn’t have the heart, or the courage,
         to do so. “I just recalled that I promised my sister I would show her the king’s theater. Good day to ye.” He left without
         another word and without looking back. She was a Fergusson, and for her own safety, he would forget he had ever met her.
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Chapter Three


      
      
      
      And to the right just a bit, you will see the Apotheosis of Charles I.”
      

      
      Tristan glanced up at the Banqueting House’s painted ceiling where Henry de Vere, son of the Earl of Oxford, directed Mairi’s
         view. Tristan felt a wee bit sorry for his sister, forced by seating arrangement to give the English nobleman her attention
         throughout eight courses. Tristan didn’t care a whit about the aggrandizement of dead kings—or live ones, for that matter.
         But listening to the man’s mindless drivel took his mind off Archie Fergusson’s daughter.
      

      
      He’d intended to put her out of his mind forever, but for the past six hours since he had left her, she had remained constantly
         present in his thoughts. Why? Why her? He had never had any trouble in the past forgetting a lass the moment he left her.
         Even the ones he’d bedded never plagued him the way Miss Fergusson did. Her delicate smiles, the calluses on her hands, all
         her damned talk about gallantry and her difficult home life that made him want to charge into it and rescue her from it all.
      

      
      What the hell had he been thinking?
      

      
      He was no knight plucked from the books his mother and uncle used to read to him. He’d given up ever trying to be one, and
         even if he hadn’t, how could he save Iseult from the hatred of his own kin? For while he did not blame her father for what
         had happened, the rest of the MacGregors did.
      

      
      “And that is the Union of England and Scotland,” Oxford droned on, pointing upward and to the left.

      
      Tristan downed his wine and motioned for a server to bring more. It was going to be a long night with this dullard sitting
         between him and his sister. Briefly, he thought of escaping to Lady Eleanor Hartley’s table. He could delight for a bit in
         her lovely breasts, but she was about as sharp as the edge of a bedsheet. Before he could stop it, his gaze swept the crowded
         Hall seeking another face. One without powder and without guile.
      

      
      “That is most interesting, m’lord.”

      
      Fortunately, his sister’s voice dragged his thoughts away from his kin’s worst enemy.

      
      “I am astounded by yer vast knowledge of Whitehall’s history,” she practically sang. “I would love to hear more.”

      
      Tristan looked heavenward and shifted restlessly in his seat, readying himself for another hour-long discourse on the history
         of Whitehall. Just when he thought he might have to leave before he insulted Oxford and every other Englishman present, the
         tedious nobleman rose from his chair.
      

      
      “And hear more you shall, dear lady,” Oxford crooned. “But first, I must have a word with Lord Huntington, whom I see has
         just arrived for supper.”
      

      
      He excused himself. Tristan barely looked up. “Tell me the truth, Mairi,” he said, turning to his sister. “Ye dinna’ find his lecture on the history of this place as uninspiring
         as the scar running from his eye to his jaw?”
      

      
      “I find his scar rather intriguing.” Mairi crooked her mouth into an elusive smile as she brought her cup to her lips. “And
         if ye had any sense in that pretty head of yers, ye would know that one can learn much from a man with a flapping tongue.”
      

      
      “Sister,” Tristan sighed, knowing full well what she meant, “yer bloodlust to find Covenanters is beginnin’ to worry me. No’
         to mention the gray hairs ye’ve added to our faither’s head over the past year. He’s still no’ convinced ye had nothin’ to
         do with the rebel militia that killed those four known Cameronians beyond the shores of Skye last spring.”
      

      
      “Ye know I cannot abide traitors to Scotland,” she told him as softly as a purring kitten. “But I would never wield a sword
         against a man.”
      

      
      Tristan cast her a look as sly as her own, knowing that somewhere hidden within the folds of her kirtle were at least five
         daggers she could wield almost as well as the one in her mouth.
      

      
      He was about to tell her to be cautious in her endeavors to save Scotland from its political and religious enemies when he
         saw Miss Fergusson standing at the entrance with a man on either side of her, waiting to be announced. She looked nervous
         and out of place among the statelier, more proper ladies of the court. Hell, he was a fool to think her not as beautiful as
         the rest. She was as fine as any. Finer, in fact, than most, with her long ginger curls falling loose about her shoulders,
         her eyes taking in the finery before her. She wore no adornment around her fingers or throat. She didn’t need any. The flawless alabaster of her cleavage above the emerald green of her gown would draw more glances than any pricey bauble.
      

      
      “Who is she?” Mairi inquired, following his steady gaze.

      
      The lad on her right had to be Alex Fergusson. In the ten years that had passed, Tristan had not forgotten those piercing
         blue eyes filled with menace.
      

      
      “I dinna’ know who she is. She is no one,” he added and looked away from the entrance. They were enemies. Let the lass think
         what she would about his uncle. He would think of her no more.
      

      
      “She’s lovely,” Mairi commented, sizing her up.

      
      Aye, she was. Tristan glanced at her again, only to find her looking straight at him. She smiled at him as her name was called
         out. Isobel Fergusson and her brothers Alex and Cameron. Isobel. Her name was Isobel.
      

      
      “Fergussons!” Mairi’s appreciative gaze sharpened into an icy glare. “What the hell are they doin’ here?”

      
      Tristan could have given her a dozen logical answers, but Miss Fergusson and her brothers were heading for his table and he
         could think of nothing but why the hell he hadn’t told her who he was this afternoon.
      

      
      “Do my eyes deceive me or are they truly approachin’ our table?”

      
      “Mairi”—Tristan finally broke his gaze away from Isobel—“dinna’ risk more bloodshed. They have been through enough. Say nothin’
         and let them be on their way.”
      

      
      Mairi cocked a wary brow at him. “D’ye know her, Tristan?”

      
      “Good evening, m’lord, m’lady,” Miss Fergusson greeted them with the respect due to a noble family. Damn him, he should have
         told her and saved her from the mortification that was about to come. “I do hope ye will fergive this intrusion, m’lord, but I wanted ye to meet the brothers
         I spoke of.” Her smile grew a tad bit animated as she motioned with bright, wide eyes to the older of the two men standing
         with her.
      

      
      If he didn’t think any one of their siblings would draw a weapon, Tristan would have smiled at her less-than-subtle plea for
         his aid, and then he would have granted it to her. After what his kin had done to hers, he would likely have granted her anything.
      

      
      But as it was, Alex eyed him narrowly from beneath his dark, brooding brows. “Isobel, ye know this bastard?”

      
      “Ye spoke to her this morn?” Mairi demanded at the same time, then whirled on Alex. “Watch who ye call a bastard, or I’ll—”

      
      Tristan set his hand on Mairi’s arm, stopping her before she said something they would all regret. “Miss Fergusson,” he said
         softly, turning to her, “why dinna’ ye—”
      

      
      “Stand away from my kin’s table,” Mairi finished for him, rising to her feet.

      
      Tristan rose with her, but she missed the warning in his eyes not to continue when Lord Oxford returned to the table and stood
         between them.
      

      
      “You heard the lady,” Oxford sneered while his haughty gaze skimmed over Alex Fergusson’s threadbare plaid. “Step away before
         I have you removed by the king’s guard.”
      

      
      Tristan turned to stare at him. He might not believe in killing a man in cold blood, but that didn’t stop him from wanting
         to smash out every tooth in Oxford’s self-important snarl. It was unfortunate that he would only prove to Miss Fergusson that
         he was, indeed, a barbarian if he did so.
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