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In loving memory of my father-in-law, Gottfried Welfonder, a man who bore a scar of his own and, like Sir Marmaduke, carried it with dignity and grace, overcoming formidable odds to always stand tall. He was a true gallant. A fine gentleman of the old school, a hobby gardener and lover of books who would have been so proud of me. He lives on in my heart.
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Chapter One

DUNLAIDIR CASTLE THE EASTERN COAST OF SCOTLAND, 1330 

“WHAT YOU NEED, my lady, is a champion.” 

Lady Caterine Keith stiffened her shoulders against her companion’s well-meant counsel and continued to stare through the arch-topped windows of her tower bedchamber. Far below, the North Sea tossed and churned, its slate-gray swells capped with foamy white, its roiling surface a perfect reflection of her own inner turmoil. 

A heavy curtain of silence fell between the two women until the crackle of the hearth fire and the hollow whistling of the brisk autumn wind reached almost deafening proportions. 

Rain-laden gusts lashed at Dunlaidir’s thick stone walls, rattling the window shutters with such fervor Caterine wouldn’t have been surprised to see them ripped away and hurled into the sea. 

A niggling sense of foreboding crept up her spine, its portent unsettling. A cloying premonition as cold and relentless as the dark waves battering the cliffs upon which Dunlaidir Castle so proudly perched. 

Still, she said naught. 

Her companion’s suggestion didn’t merit comment. 

Undaunted by Caterine’s silence, Lady Rhona gushed on. “I can see him before me: a mighty warrior who swings a heavy sword, a belted knight of chivalric fame,” she enthused, her young voice breathy with excitement. 

Filled with flimsy fancies Caterine no longer believed in. 

Mayhap had ne’er believed in. 

Ne’er been allowed to believe in, much as her young heart had once sought to cling to such foolish dreams. 

“My lady,” Rhona implored, her tone striving to capture Caterine’s ear. “Think of it! A battleworthy knight able to vanquish your foes with a mere glance. A brave man willing to hew them to bits should you but ask. A great champi— 

“I do not want a champion.” Caterine swung around to face her friend. “I desire naught but to be left alone.” 

“And I vow it is desire you need,” the ever-romantic Rhona blurted, then clapped a hand over her lips as a pink tinge crept onto her cheeks. 

Slipping behind Caterine, she yanked the shutters into place, soundly closing out the rain and wind but plunging the chamber into semi-darkness. “Of a mercy!” Rhona fretted, hurrying to light a brace of tallow candles. “I meant no disrespect. ’Tis only you’ve never kno—” 

“I know fair well what you meant,” Caterine stated before the younger woman could babble on and embarrass them both. Careful to keep her back straight, she sank onto the cushioned seat built into the window embrasure. 

It mattered scarce little that the slanting rain had dampened the finely embroidered pillows. She had more serious issues to contend with than catching the ague. 

“Your concern is appreciated but ill-placed.” She leveled a sidelong glance at Rhona. “I know much of men. Think you having outlived two husbands has left me an innocent?” 

“Of a certainty, nay, my lady.” Rhona busied herself lighting the remaining two candles. “No one is more aware of your plight than I. Did I have aught but your best interests at heart, I would not urge you to send for a champion.” 

Caterine made an impatient gesture. “You speak of desire. I need a solution to my problems, to Dunlaidir’s problems, not a man to warm my bed.” 

Leaning down, she scooped her tiny golden-brown dog, Leo, onto her lap. “I will not seek another man’s attentions regardless for what purpose. Leo is the only male welcome in this chamber...as you are full aware.” 

“Leo cannot protect you from a man as powerful as Sir Hugh. The man is a dastard craven capable of great and vile knavery. Your only recourse is to ask your sister to send help.” 

“Think you one Highland warrior will deter a Sassunach earl with a garrison of mounted knights at his disposal?” Caterine drew Leo closer, taking comfort in the soft warmth of his little body. “Even a mighty MacKenzie would be hard-pressed to deter de la Hogue from gaining hold of Dunlaidir through marriage to me.” 

Rhona tilted her dark head to the side. “Then you must render such a union impossible by wedding your champion.” 

Indignation flared in Caterine’s breast. “I do not have a champion. Nor will I impose on Linnet’s good graces by asking her to send one. And were I so inclined, which I am not, binding myself to such a man is no more palatable than marriage to Sir Hugh.” 

“How do you know if you haven’t met the man your sister will send?” 

Caterine gave her friend a hard look. “I will not suffer a third husband, champion or otherwise.” 

Rather than answer her, Rhona began pacing the chamber, tapping her chin with a forefinger as she went. Caterine braced herself for the absurd prattle soon to erupt from the younger woman’s pursed lips. 

After years of companionship, she knew her friend well. Fingertapping always preceded outbursts of foolishness. Nonsensical ramblings that made sense to none save Rhona herself. 

“I have the answer!” Rhona cried then, clapping her hands together. A triumphant smile lit her pretty face. “Simply pretend to wed the man your sister sends.” 

Caterine’s brows shot heavenward. “Pretend?” 

“Aye.” Her friend beamed at her, obviously waiting for Caterine to comprehend the brilliance of such a scheme. 

But Caterine comprehended naught. 

Naught save her growing aggravation with Rhona’s persistent beseeching. 

Pushing to her feet, she carried Leo across the rush-strewn floor and set him upon his sheepskin bed near the hearth. “I fear you do not understand. I will not plead Linnet’s aid nor will I enter into marriage again. Not even a false one,” she said, meeting Rhona’s exuberance with what she hoped sounded like firm resistance. 

Firm and unbending. 

Above all, unbending. 

“But doing so is your best chance to rid yourself of Sir Hugh,” Rhona wheedled. “Have you forgotten he vowed to obtain an order from his king forcing you to acquiesce lest you do not agree to the marriage by Michaelmas?” Rhona lifted her hands in supplication. “My lady, the feast of Michaelmas is long past.” 

“For truth?” Caterine plucked at an imagined speck of lint on her sleeve. “Since our stores have grown too meager to allow us to celebrate St. Michael’s holy day, I hadn’t noticed its passing. Nor do I care what Edward III declares I should do. Yet is this land held for young David of Scotland.” 

“Lady, please,” Rhona entreated. “You have no other choice.” 

Stung to fury, Catherine clenched her hands to tight fists. Beyond the shuttered windows thunder sounded, the low rumblings echoing the churning bitterness deep inside her. 

Rhona erred. She did have choices. 

But, as so oft in her life, none appealed. 

She’d e’er lived under a man’s rule. Even now, newly widowed of an elderly but not unkind husband, a time when, at long last, she’d hoped to find some semblance of peace. 

Peace and solitude. 

Unbidden, Sir Hugh de la Hogue’s thick-jowled face rose before her, his swinish eyes gleaming with satisfaction, the sound of his heavy breathing giving voice to his lecherous nature. 

Caterine shuddered. The mere thought of the Sassunach’s bejeweled fingers touching her made her skin crawl with distaste and sent bile rising thick in her throat. 

“Lady, you’ve grown pale.” Rhona’s troubled voice shattered the loathsome image. “Shall I fetch the leech?” 

“Nay, I am well,” Catherine lied, flat-voiced. 

Her dark eyes flooded with concern, Rhona rushed forward to grasp Caterine’s hands. “Oh, lady, you must relent. The MacKenzie men are able and valiant. Your sister’s husband is a fair man, he will send you the most stalwart warrior in his garrison.” 

Rhona released Caterine’s hands and resumed her pacing. “Do you recall when he and your sister came for a visit some years ago? My faith, but the castle women were all aflutter did he but glance—” 

“There is more to a man than the width of his shoulders and the charm of his smile,” Caterine broke into her friend’s prattle. “I will not deny my sister’s husband is pleasing to the eye and possessed of a goodly character, but I warn you, Duncan MacKenzie is nowise a man by which to measure others. One such as he is a rare find. My sister is much blessed to have him.” 

For a scant moment, Rhona appeared duly chastised, but soon babbled on, her face aglow with renewed wonderment. “On my oath, more than his bonny looks impressed me. Ne’er will I forget how he unseated Dunlaidir’s finest at the joust yet had the good grace to allow your late husband to best him.” 

Rhona aimed a keen-eyed stare at Caterine. “Aye, Laird MacKenzie is a just man. He will choose you a stout-armed warrior of great martial prowess, a man of honor to protect you.” 

A man of honor. 

Caterine swallowed the sharp retort dancing dangerously near the tip of her tongue. She of all women had little reason to believe such a paragon existed. Though she’d seen many sides of the men who’d shared her life thus far, honor was one attribute most of them had sorely lacked. 

Only her late husband had possessed a portion thereof. 

A meager portion. 

She folded her arms. “And you think this fabled and mighty Highlander, this man of honor, will lay aside his morals and agree to pose as my third husband?” 

Rhona ceased her pacing and began tapping a finger against her lips. After a moment, the finger stilled and she smiled. “’Tis for honor’s sake he will agree. What man of compassion, of worth, could refuse a gentlewoman in need?” 

“Think you?” 

“Of a surety.” The tapping began again. “Especially if you inform the lady Linnet of the near ruination facing Dunlaidir. Once the severity of our situation is known, no man who abides by the code of chivalry would refuse you.” 

Saints cherish her, but Caterine didn’t think so either. 

Then so be it she almost said but a loud clap of thunder silenced her before she could form the words, stealing them as surely as if a swift hand had snatched them from her lips. 

The thunder cracked again, a tremendous and resounding series of booms powerful enough to shake the floorboards and jar the window shutters. 

The storm’s black fury was a portent, she knew. 

A sign the saints disapproved of the sacrilege Rhona would see her commit. 

Or worse, an indication they agreed and frowned on her refusal to heed her friend’s suggestion. 

Something she would not, could not, do. 

Caterine waited for the storm’s rage to abate, then smoothed the folds of her woolen kirtle. Before she lost her resolve, her nerve, she drew back her shoulders and forced herself to speak the words she must. 

“Lady Rhona, I respect your counsel and ken you are ever heedful of my welfare,” she said, her voice surprisingly calm, “but I forbid you to breach this matter again. I will not send for a champion.” 

A fortnight later, on the other side of Scotland, deep in the western Highlands, a lone warrior knight fought an invisible foe. Naught but the repeated swish of his great sword arcing through the chill predawn air marred the quietude. 

Even Loch Duich, hidden from view over the list wall, gave itself silent, its dark surface no doubt smooth as finely fired glass for not so much as a ripple, not the gentlest lapping of waves on the pebbled shore could be heard. 

The hour was well before prime, the time of day Sir Marmaduke Strongbow favored for practicing his martial skills. Soon, Eilean Creag Castle would come alive, the empty bailey would fill with a bustle of activity and his overlord’s squires would trickle into the lists to join him, each one eager for him to prod and teach them. 

Help them hone their own sword arms. 

But for the moment, he stood alone. 

Free to challenge his secret enemies, daring enough to face down the most formidable of them all: his own self and the self-created demons he carried within. 

He paused and drew a deep breath, then swiped the back of his arm over his damp forehead. The plague take his cares. The saints knew he had much to be grateful for. Soon his own castle would be completed. Indeed, were he not a man who enjoyed his comforts, he’d move into Balkenzie now, this very day. 

But he’d waited long years to raise his banner over a stronghold of his own, a few more months would not cost him overmuch. Then all would be ready and he would take possession of his new home. 

A castle he and his liege, Duncan MacKenzie, had designed with great care. 

A strategically ideal fortalice to guard the southern reaches of MacKenzie land. 

A home perfect in every way save one. 

Unlike his liege and closest friend, Marmaduke lacked a fair lady wife to grace his side. His would be a castle filled with men. 

Quelling the bitterness that oft mocked him when alone, Marmaduke adjusted his grip on the leather-wrapped hilt of his sword and lunged anew at his unseen foes. Faster and faster, his blade rent the morn as he spun and dipped, thrust and withdrew, skillfully slicing his doubts and regrets to ribbons, banishing them one by one. 

Until the morrow when he’d challenge them anew. 

“Sir ...” the soft voice behind him was little more than a whisper to his ears but a great roar to his warrior’s instincts. Instantly lowering his sword, Marmaduke wheeled around to face the lady who’d addressed him. 

“Fair lady, I am always pleased to see you, but you should know better than to approach a man’s back when he wields a sword,” he said, sheathing his steel. “Nor do I believe it is good for you to be out in the chill morning air.” 

“I am fit enough,” Linnet MacKenzie countered, drawing her woolen cloak more securely about her before resting one hand upon her swollen middle. “I would speak with you alone, now before the others stir.” 

Sir Marmaduke peered intently at his liege lord’s lady wife. Her lovely face appeared more pale than it should and lest the vision in his good eye was failing him, she bore faint purple shadows beneath her eyes. 

Nor did he care for the rapid rise and fall of her chest. That she’d overtaxed herself in seeking him out was painfully obvious. 

“Lady, you should be abed,” he admonished, trying to sound firm but unable to be duly stern with her. “Does your husband know you are about?” 

The two bright spots of pink that bloomed on her cheeks gave him his answer. 

“I must speak with you,” she said again and placed a cold hand on his forearm. 

“Then let us adjourn into the chapel.” Closing his fingers over her hand, Marmaduke led her toward Eilean Creag’s small stone oratory. “It is closer than the great hall, and private.” He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “I would know you warm before I hear what troubles you.” 

He’d scarce ushered her inside when the oratory’s heavy wooden door burst open behind them. With a resounding crash, it slammed against the whitewashed wall. 

“Saints, Maria, and Joseph!” Duncan MacKenzie fumed, ignoring the sanctity of the holy place. Ill-humor swirling round him like a dark cloak, he made straight for his wife. “Have you taken leave of your senses, woman? ’Tis in your bed you should be. The entire household is searching for you.” 

Bracing fisted hands on his hips, he tossed a dark glance at Marmaduke. “Why am I not surprised to find her with you?” 

“Becalm yourself, my friend,” Sir Marmaduke urged, his smooth baritone voice unruffled by the other man’s bluster. “No harm has befallen her.” 

“Were she your lady, I vow you would want to know her safe, too, Strongbow.” Duncan ran a hand through his disheveled hair. 

“I care for her as if she were my lady, as you know.” Marmaduke placed his own hands on his hips. “Her well-being is of equal import to me. There is naught I would not do for her.” 

“My lords, please.” Linnet leaned back against the recumbent stone effigy of a former MacKenzie warrior, one hand still resting upon her midsection. “I have told you naught will go wrong this time. I know it. My gift has shown me.” 

Duncan MacKenzie peered hard at her, his handsome features as set-faced as his stone-carved ancestor. After casting another dark look in Marmaduke’s direction, he swung about and strode across the oratory. 

Dropping to one knee, he busied himself lighting a small brazier in the corner near the altar. “Have you told him?” he asked his wife when he stood. 

“Told me what?” Marmaduke quirked a brow. 

“My lady would ask a favor of you.” Duncan slanted a glance at Linnet. “A great favor.” 

Sir Marmaduke did not care for the way his friend spoke the last three words, nor the ghost of a half-smile suddenly twitching the corners of Duncan’s mouth, but such reservations scarce mattered. He’d championed the lady Linnet since her arrival at Eilean Creag Castle five years ago, and she’d repaid his gallantry a thousandfold and then some. 

In her presence, he could almost imagine himself rid of the scar that marred his once-handsome face and believe that, once more, his looks and not his well-practiced charm could turn female heads. 

Indeed, he revered her greatly. 

“No request Lady Linnet may ask of me is too great,” Marmaduke vowed. Turning to her, he made her a slight bow. “How may I serve you, my lady?” 

Rather than answer him, Linnet cast her gaze downward and began scuffing her toe against the stone flagging of the chapel floor. 

Ignoring his friend’s ill-concealed bemusement, Marmaduke lifted her chin, forcing her to look at him. “Name your desire and it is yours,” he sought to encourage her. 

She met his gaze but kept her silence. After a moment, she moistened her lips and said, “Now that I stand before you, I fear it is too much to ask.” 

Marmaduke shot a glance at Duncan then immediately wished he hadn’t. His handsome friend now wore a bold smile. 

A too bold smile. 

Somewhere in Marmaduke’s gut, a tiny shard of unease broke loose, a jagged-edged shard that jabbed his innards and grew more unpleasant by the moment. 

The smile on Duncan MacKenzie’s face grew as well and the gleam in the Highlander’s eyes bode ill for Marmaduke. 

He turned back to Linnet. “I cannot help you if you will not tell me what it is you wish me to do.” 

“I cannot,” she whispered, shaking her head. 

“And you?” He glanced at Duncan, alarmed to see that his friend’s smile had now turned into a silly grin. “Will you divulge this great secret?” 

“With pleasure,” Duncan said, the mirth in his voice undeniable. “My lady wife’s sister is in need of a champion.” 

Marmaduke lifted a brow. “I see naught amusing about a lady in need.” 

“Then you will go to her aid?” Linnet asked, the tremor of hope in her voice going straight to Marmaduke’s heart. 

Iron control hid the mounting tension swirling in Marmaduke’s breast, the dull thudding of a heart filled with other plans than riding off to slay some unknown gentlewoman’s dragons. 

“Think you I am the man to champion her?” his valor asked before his heart could stay his tongue. 

“We know of no one better suited,” Duncan answered for his wife. “The lady Caterine is newly widowed and plagued by a persistent Sassunach earl who would press her to marry him. Her holding, Dunlaidir Castle in the east, is sorely failing. Without help she will lose both the peace she craves and the home she holds dear.” 

He laid his arm around Linnet’s shoulders and drew her close. “Nor is it in our best interest in these troubled times to see as strategic a stronghold as Dunlaidir fall into English hands.” 

Marmaduke rubbed the back of his neck. “Why not send a contingent of able men to assist her? Many are the warriors you could choose from.” 

“Name one whose sword arm is mightier than yours.” Duncan’s fingers kneaded the woolen folds of his wife’s cloak. “Who better than you, a Sassunach of noble blood, to challenge an English earl? You, with your martial skills and smooth tongue, are more suited to the task than a score of fighting Gaels.” 

Unconvinced, Marmaduke shook his head. “A full retinue would serve her better than a single man.” 

“Dunlaidir is possessed of a stout garrison. They only need direction. A firm hand and a clear-headed man to lead them. Nor can I spare more than a few men with Balkenzie nearing completion. Nay, Strongbow, the task falls to you.” His smile gone, Duncan aimed a penetrating stare at Marmaduke. “Or would you deny my lady’s sister of your skill?” 

“You know I cannot. It is only—” Marmaduke broke off, near stumbling over his unusually thick tongue. He ran a finger under the neckline of his tunic. The chapel’s somewhat stale, incense-laden air closed in on him with such pressure he almost gagged. “I’d planned to take occupancy of Balkenzie soon.” 

A lame excuse, to be sure, but he’d so hoped to hoist his own banner before Samhain. 

“I’d hoped to see the castle well-garrisoned and secure, secure for you, before the onset of winter,” Marmaduke said, his words casting down the gauntlet of his hesitation. 

“And so you shall.” Duncan’s flashing smile reappeared. “Upon your return.” 

Marmaduke opened his mouth to rebuke the notion but Duncan silenced him with a raised hand. “You shall be snugly ensconced within your own keep’s walls by Yuletide at latest,” his liege declared. “Then we shall all gather at Balkenzie’s hearth and drink to my lady’s health.” 

“And to our bairn’s,” Linnet added, the conviction in her voice and the look in her eyes doing more to dismantle Marmaduke’s resistance than all her husband’s bold words combined. 

As if he sensed his friend’s crumbling will, Duncan clamped a firm hand on Marmaduke’s shoulder. “It will not take long for a strong-armed warrior such as yourself to have done with one odious Englishman?” 

Taking his hand off Marmaduke’s shoulder, Duncan gave him a playful jab in the ribs. “A fat and ill-fit one, if we choose to believe the tongue-waggers.” 

Marmaduke swallowed hard. 

Something was amiss. 

And whatever it was, it slithered up his back, cool and smooth as a snake, to curl deftly around his neck and squeeze ever tighter the longer he watched the merry twinkle dancing in his friend’s eyes. 

Marmaduke frowned. “There is something you are not telling me.” 

Linnet glanced away and Duncan stretched his arms over his head, loudly cracking his knuckles. His fool grin widened. “As ever, I can hide naught from you,” he said, his deep voice almost jovial. “I’ve long suspected you’re as blessed with the sight as my fair lady wife.” 

Lounging against the cold stone form of his long-dead forebear, Duncan finally tossed down his own gauntlet. “Lady Caterine wishes you to pose as her husband. Only if word spreads she has wed a third time, does she believe she can rid herself of her current woes.” 

Marmaduke stared at his friends, too stunned to speak. None would deny he revered them well. Saints, he would gladly give his life for either of them. But what they proposed went beyond all lunacy. 

Impossible, he should pose as any lady’s husband no matter how great her plight. 

No matter who her sister. 

Never had he heard anything more preposterous. 

“You ask too much,” he found his voice at last. “I will offer the lady full use of my sword arm, and I shall guard her with my life so long as she requires my aid, but I will not enter into a blasphemous relationship with any woman.” 

He bit back a harsher refusal on seeing the hope fade from Linnet’s eyes. “By the Rood, Duncan,” he swore as softly as he could, “you should know I am not a man who would pretend to speak holy vows.” 

“Then don’t,” Duncan said, triumph riding heavy on his words. “Make the lady your bride in truth.” 

Make the lady your bride in truth. 

His friend’s parting comment lingered long after Duncan and his lady took their leave. Like the repetitive chants of a monk’s litany, the taunt echoed, increasing in intensity until the words seemed to fill not just his mind but the close confines of the oratory as well. 

Make the lady your bride... 

By the saints, did his liege mean to mock him? Duncan MacKenzie knew better than most of the loneliness that plagued Marmaduke in the darkest hours of the night, was well aware of Marmaduke’s most secret desire: to have a fine and goodly consort of his own once more. 

And a sister of the lady Linnet could be naught but a pure and kindly gentlewoman. 

Was there indeed more behind his friends’ insistence that only he can champion the ill-plighted young widow? 

A tiny smile tugged at the corner of Marmaduke’s mouth and a pleasant warmth the likes of which he hadn’t felt in many years began to curl round his heart. 

Make her your bride... 

The words came as a song now. 

A joyous one. 

Hope beginning to burgeon deep within his soul, Sir Marmaduke went to the altar, sank to his knees, and bowed his head. 

Sometime later, he knew not how long, a shaft of multicolored light fell through the chapel’s one stained glass window to cast a rosy-gold glow upon his folded hands. The beam of light illuminated his signet ring, turning it to molten gold and making the large ruby gleam as if set afire. 

Then, no sooner had the colored light appeared, did it vanish, extinguished as if a cloud had passed before the rising sun. 

But Marmaduke had seen it rest upon his ring. 

A portent from above. 

Once more, Marmaduke murmured a prayer. One of thanksgiving and hope. When at last he rose, his decision was made. 

As soon as he could muster what few men Duncan could spare him, he would journey across Scotland to aid a damsel in need, a lady he would offer not only his warring skills and protection, but marriage. 

A true one. 

If by God’s good graces, she would have him. 










Chapter Two 

COLD RAIN POUNDED the outer stairs to Dunlaidir Castle’s towering keep, drenching not only the steep stone steps but also the coarse woolen cloth of Lady Caterine’s mantle. Preferring a soaking to the bone to moving aside and bidding entry to the Sassunach earl standing before her, she met his arrogance with the most impervious mien she could muster. 

“You will forgive my lack of hospitality, Sir Hugh,” she said, letting the iciness of her voice convey her true sentiments. “The hour of vespers is soon upon us and I fear our humble pottage of dried peas and water is not worthy of your exalted palate.” 

“Lady, a dry crust of bread would taste as savory as a haunch of well-roasted boar if consumed in your fair presence.” Sir Hugh de la Hogue gave her a thin smile. “Would you cease your pointless attempts to resist me, I shall see you dine on naught but the finest of victuals for the rest of your days.” 

Giving heed to the urge to put distance between herself and Sir Hugh’s thick-girthed, overblown self, Caterine stepped backward until she met the barrier of the hall’s half-opened door. 

With a cool grace she fought hard to maintain, she kept her head raised despite the rain coursing down her forehead. 

“What I sup upon is no concern of yours,” she countered her suitor’s flowery speech. “With our cattle all but vanished these past months, I’ve grown quite fond of watery soups and seabird pasties.” 

“A pity your tenants have stooped so low as to steal from their own lady’s herd.” The earl made a great pretense of studying the rings adorning his small fingers. “Would you honor Edward’s writ and pay obeisance to me as your new lord husband, I should deal swiftly with the thieving peasants.” 

“There are some who doubt our own people have aught to do with our dwindling fortunes.” She leveled a contemptuous stare at de la Hogue. “A good night to you, sir. You will excu—” 

Sir Hugh’s arm shot out, his fingers curling in a tight grip around her elbow. “Very dear lady, I enjoin you not to wax too proud,” he admonished, his features growing stony, the glint in his eyes, menacing. 

He cast a meaningful glance at the walled courtyard below. His henchmen arrogantly sat their restive steeds, the horses’ iron-shod hooves making hollow clacking noises on the rain-slick cobbles. 

To a man, the mail-clad knights’ appeared every bit as hostile as their lord, their hands hovering threateningly near the hilts of their swords in a silent but not to be mistaken show of might. 

A warning only one as desperate as Lady Caterine would dare ignore. 

His steely grip on her arm became a sickeningly slow and far too intimate caress. “It would cost you dear to vex me. Already I grow weary of standing in the rain. Do not provoke me further.” 

Caterine lifted her chin a notch higher. “Then pray do not delay your departure. I wish you Godspeed on the journey to the rainless refuge of your own hall.” 

She met his glare with equal arrogance, not even allowing herself the much-needed relief of blinking away the raindrops dripping onto her lashes and into her eyes. 

More annoying still, her futile efforts to free her arm from the earl’s grasp seemed to fuel his amusement. 

And whet other interests. 

Releasing her, he let his piercing gaze rake the length of her. His breath quickened, its foulness coming at her in fast little bursts while his generous paunch rose and fell with ever-increasing rapidity. 

As if he could see beneath the scant protection of her well-worn garb, he gawked openly at her breasts and other secret places, blatantly ogling the way her drenched garments plastered themselves to what curves remained on her too-thin body. 

Her skin crawled with distaste when his gaze fastened on the vee of her thighs. Nigh slack-mouthed, he brought his hand to the hilt of his sword. But unlike his dour-faced knights whose hands simply hovered near their weapons, Sir Hugh let his fingers toy with the leather-wrapped grip as if fondling a woman. 

Or himself. 

Caterine shuddered. Either image was too repulsive to ponder. Too reminiscent of other English hands doing other vile things, black memories best left buried beneath the weight of years. 

A great heaving began in the depths of her stomach, roiling waves of aversion, flaming hot one instant and bitter cold the next, but she remained standing tall. Unyielding, and hopefully not showing the dread Sir Hugh and his minions ignited within her. 

“You would be wise to remember I hold power of pit and gallows,” he warned, at last returning his gaze to her face. “My authority extends over your dominions as well, Lady Caterine.” 

His fingers still plucking at the globular pommel adorning the hilt of his sword, he shot another swift glance at his men. “Word has come to me that some females in your family carry the mark of a witch-woman. I am not disposed to examine you and see for myself if you bear such a blemish. Yet.” He paused for emphasis. “Should you displease me fur—” 

Her restraint near to snapping, Caterine stepped forward, thrusting her face within inches of Sir Hugh’s. “Would that I possessed such powers,” she seethed, too riled to stay her tongue. “I-I’d turn you into a toad!” 

“I was not aware you possessed such heated blood,” the earl crooned, a look of high amusement on his face. “Mayhap I shall enjoy sating myself on you after all,” he taunted, his tone dripping bravado. “I am a man of great appetite.” 

“I’d sooner face the pangs of purgatory than pleasure you,” Caterine vowed, hoping he mistook the quaver in her voice for scorn rather than dread. 

“My lady will never grace your bed, sirrah!” Rhona pushed through the door opening to glare at the earl. “’Tis spoken for, she is. A great Gaelic warrior will arrive any day to make her his bride. Her sister’s husb—” 

“Rhona!” Caterine whirled on her friend, the remaining shards of her fast-slipping dignity smashed by the unexpected blow of Rhona’s fool pronouncement. “Be still—” 

“I speak the God’s own truth,” Rhona cried, waving aside Caterine’s objections. “My lady’s sister is married to the MacKenzie of Kintail, the Black Stag, a much-feared warrior. He has negotiated a most agreeable marriage for my lady. She will wed the most accomplished knight in his garrison. A champion.” 

All amusement vanished from the earl’s face. “Is this so?” He stared at Caterine, his expression a strange mixture of anger and incredulity. “Would you dare defy Edward of England’s wishes? He has vowed to bestow your hand upon an Englishman—upon me. He desires Dunlaidir safe, in English hands. ’Tis his behest.” 

“Your king’s desires are of scarce import to me, his behests even less. I hold no allegiance to an English sovereign.” Caterine’s distaste for all things English churned wildly inside her. “Nor will I wed a Sassunach,” she said, her pulse racing faster with each spoken word. “Not you. Not any man of that tainted blood. I would sooner rot away of the pox before I’d allow Dunlaidir to fall into English hands.” 

“So you do mean to wed some Highland cateran?” Sir Hugh challenged her, his tone rife with autocratic vehemence. “Edward will be much displeased. I am displeased.” 

Caterine pressed her lips together. The blackguard could take what answer he might from her silence. She’d get her own answers, from Rhona, as soon as the odious earl and his grim-faced poltroons removed themselves from her holding. 

Sir Hugh’s heavy-lidded eyes narrowed to slits. “I do not believe you.” His stare bored into her, relentlessly stripping away the last vestiges of pride she’d wrapped around herself in preparation of this latest confrontation with her foe. 

“I do not think you’d accept another husband, Englishman or Gael.” His knowing gaze pierced the darkest hiding places of her soul. All vestiges of his earlier attempts at chivalry gone, he derided her, “’Tis too dried up and pepper-tongued you are to give yourself to any man no matter his blood. Nay, I do not believe it.” 

“Be gone and may the pestilence take you!” Rhona dashed forward, near shoving the earl down the stairs. “Go now lest I fetch a blade and run you through myself!” 

“Rho—” Caterine tried to call back her loyal companion, but her voice failed her, dying in a sputtering croak, her throat suddenly as dry as Sir Hugh had accused her man-weary body of being. 

As if he’d known exactly where to aim his hurtful words. 

More shamed by his slurs than she cared to admit, she stood stiffly at the top of the stairs and watched her friend hasten Sir Hugh down the steps. At the bottom, he shook off Rhona’s flailing arms and glared up at Caterine. 

“Know this, I shall watch for the arrival of this Gaelic warlord,” he vowed, his voice reeking of venom and spite. “If he arrives, I will be present at your nuptials for only then will I believe it.” 

Dashing the rain from his forehead, he glowered at her. “Should he not appear within a fortnight, I shall claim this holding, and you, for myself. Fourteen days, lady, and then my patience will come to an end.” 

Cold anger rolling off him, he stalked across the rain-shrouded courtyard to where his men awaited him, their solemn faces still set in hard, disapproving lines. 

Caterine stood as if carved of stone, her hands clasped tightly before her, as Sir Hugh and his cavalcade rode out of the courtyard and across the narrow bridge of land spanning the deep chasm between Dunlaidir’s promontory and the cliffs of the mainland, a formidable headland now all but invisible behind teeming sheets of rain and mist. 

When the last clattering noises of their departure faded into nothingness and naught more could be seen of them, she relaxed her stance, finally allowing her shoulders to sag. 

Only then did she push the wet strands of hair off her forehead and dash the cold moisture from her face. Only then did she allow herself to tremble. Her entire body shook, quivering uncontrollably like brown and dried leaves on an autumn-bare tree. 

“Lady, come inside,” Rhona soothed, once more at her side. She placed an arm around Caterine’s shoulders and urged her toward the shelter of the waiting hall. “In fresh and dry clothes and with a belly full of hot soup, you’ll feel better. You must not heed Sir Hugh’s insults. He is furious because you’ve thwarted him.” 

“Aye,” Caterine said, her voice flat. “And now it would appear you seek to thwart me. Or dare I hope your fool babble about Linnet sending a champion was just that...babble?” 

“I never babble.” Rhona flashed her a smile as they stepped into the dimly lit great hall. “I may meddle now and then, but only for your own good,” she added, pausing to secure the iron-studded door. 

“And what meddling have you done?” Caterine probed, her blood thrumming with a new kind of agitation. “If you’ve ignored my wishes and sent for a champion, you’ve not only thwarted Sir Hugh, you’ve thwarted your own ill-considered plans as well.” 

“How so?” Rhona tilted her head to the side. “I may not have had the fullest right to send a courier to your sister, but once Duncan MacKenzie’s man arrives, you will see the wisdom of having a brave master-at-arms to guard you.” 

“By pretending to marry me?” Caterine could scarce push the words past the gall in her throat. 

Rhona gave her a look so guileless Caterine almost swallowed her ire. 

Almost. 

“Did you consider that with Sir Hugh in attendance it will be exceedingly difficult to hold a mock ceremony?” 

Rhona’s dark eyes rounded and her lips formed a little o. When she glanced at the blackened ceiling rafters and began tapping a finger against her chin, Caterine took leave of her, crossing the near-empty hall as swiftly as her rain-soaked clothes would allow. 

She did not care to hear whatever new pearls of wisdom her companion cared to bestow on her. Truth tell, she already had a strong suspicion of what they’d be. 

Rhona would smile, get that misty-eyed look on her face, and declare a true marriage to Linnet’s chosen champion might prove to be the best solution to Caterine’s woes. 

Aye, such would be the words to tumble from her fanciful friend’s too-loose lips. 

Rhona would chatter on until she persuaded, or needled, Caterine into believing her. Trouble was, Caterine did not want to believe her. 

Not this night. 

Nor on the morrow. 

And most especially not as long as a tiny and annoyingly persistent ember of hope nestled deep inside the hidden-most reaches of her lonely heart. 

Something was sorely amiss. 

Nigglings of unease crept up and down Sir Marmaduke’s spine as he surveyed the imposing curtain walls of the cliff-top fortalice that was the end of a long and harrowing journey. 

Dunlaidir Castle sprawled high atop a massive rock formation jutting far into the North Sea, and attached to the mainland by a narrow ridge of land. Sheer cliffs fell straight to the sea on all sides making the stronghold near impenetrable...if only someone manned the empty gatehouse guarding the castle’s sole means of access. 

But naught more daunting than wheeling seabirds, a few hardy weeds, and a stiff sea wind, occupied Dunlaidir’s most important defense. 

No men-at-arms strode forward to question the approach of Sir Marmaduke and his four companions. 

The gatehouse stood neglected, leaving the way into the stronghold’s more vulnerable inner heart wide open. 

Twisting in his saddle to face the four Scottish knights behind him, Marmaduke peered sharply at each man. Their faces reflected his own wariness, and their posture as they sat their sturdy Highland garrons bespoke keen alertness. 

“Duncan claimed Dunlaidir possessed a stout garrison,” Sir Lachlan, the youngest of the Gaelic warriors commented. “It would seem they are no more.” 

Marmaduke nodded at the recently dubbed knight, then cast another quick glance at the seemingly deserted gate-house. In the distance, Dunlaidir’s crenellated curtain walls rose proud against an iron-gray sky, yet not one sentry could be seen patrolling the impressive ramparts. 

“All appears abandoned, yet I vow unseen eyes have observed our every move since we crossed onto Keith land this morn.” He withdrew his great sword and rested the sharply honed blade almost casually across his thighs. “I do not believe those eyes belonged to the village folk who scuttled away the moment they caught sight of us.” 

As one, his companions nodded their heads in agreement. Sir Alec, the oldest and most battle-proved of the Gaels, spat on the rocky ground, then drew the back of his hand over his mouth. “An ill wind blows here,” he said, unsheathing his own blade. “I don’t like it.” 

The grim set of the other men’s jaws assured Marmaduke they shared Alec’s sentiments. 

And his own. 

A dark wind indeed lashed against the cliff-top stronghold, a formidable force of destruction threatening to plunge Dunlaidir’s massive walls stone by stone into the cold waters of the sea if naught was done to stave the rampant air of decline so rife all around them. 

Even the demesne’s vast surrounds had seemed contaminated by an oppressive cloud of dereliction: the once far-reaching arable fields lay untilled and fallow, what few livestock they’d spotted had been small in number and ill-fed, the tumble-down cottars’ dwellings forlorn and cold-looking...as empty as the cluster of stone cottages forming the village and now, the gatehouse and castle as well. 

What few villeins they’d come upon had skulked out of sight, their haggard faces averted as if they feared they’d be cast to stone did they but glance at Marmaduke and his small contingent of MacKenzies. 

Saints, the contamination swirled so thick Marmaduke could taste its foulness on his tongue. 

Then the sharp yipping of a dog broke the silence. The sound came from afar, a welcome reprieve in a gray and chill world that presented itself more inhospitable than Marmaduke had dared imagine. 

“It would seem at least one inhabitant of Dunlaidir has stirred himself to greet us,” he said, prodding his mount toward the gatehouse and the narrow spit of land looming beyond. 

“Come, ready yourselves to make the little fellow’s acquaintance and, if the saints are with us, that of Lady Linnet’s fair sister,” he called over his shoulder as his companions fell in behind him. “May God have mercy on the perpetrators if aught has befallen her.” 

Without further ado, he rode beneath the raised portcullis, its steel-ended spikes benign and useless hoisted as they were and without a watchful guard to drop them in place should an enemy dare attempt to breach this first crucial defense. 

But the only eyes to witness their passing were those of roosting gulls and a few fleet-footed rodents. 

In the distance, the dog’s barking issued anew, closer this time, and Marmaduke kneed his horse, impatient to close the remaining distance to Dunlaidir’s impressive but unmanned curtain walls. 

There, too, a second portcullis was locked into a fully useless position near the arched ceiling of yet another tunnel, this one carved into the very rock upon which the fortalice was built. 

And here, too, no one barred the way. Nor did vile-reeking refuse or boiling oil come sailing down from above to impede their passage. 

Nothing stopped them at all until they clattered into Dunlaidir’s inner bailey and Marmaduke came face to face with the lady whose heart he meant to win. 

The woman he so hoped would banish his long years of loneliness and put an end to countless nights spent sleeping in a cold and empty bed. 

She stood not far from the outer stairs, a tiny goldenbrown dog clutched in her arms, a look Marmaduke could only call serene resignation clouding what would surely be an angel’s face if only she would smile. 

His men drew up beside him, reining in their smaller garrons in well-rehearsed formation, two to his right, two to his left. Marmaduke took scant notice of them, so blinded was he by the vision before him. 

The indrawn breaths of his companions left no doubt that they, too, were struck witless by the lady’s stunning beauty and grace. 

In truth, two lovely damsels stood before them, one tall and fair, the other pleasingly rounded and dark, but Marmaduke knew instinctively which one was his. 

The fair one. 

He knew it deep in his gut, and not simply because of the faint resemblance she bore to her sister. 

It was the look of vulnerability in the depths of her dark blue eyes that skewered his heart and gave away her identity. The invisible burden of long-borne unhappiness, an unseen but palpable air of resignation weighing on shoulders she held so proud and straight. 

His liege and his wife had spoken the truth. Here was a gentlewoman in dire need of a champion, and perhaps in more ways than they’d been aware. 

And with a driving urgency Marmaduke hadn’t felt in more years than he cared to count, he wanted to champion her, burned to chase the shadows from her face and replace them with the glow of happiness...of love. 

His heart thumping against his mailed hauberk with the exuberance of a green and untried youth, Sir Marmaduke swung down from his saddle and strode purposely toward her. At his approach, she set the small dog upon the cobbles. The wee animal immediately bared his teeth and growled at Marmaduke, but scampered behind Lady Caterine’s skirts as he drew near. 

Recognizing the MacKenzie colors flung proudly over the approaching knight’s shoulder, Caterine steeled herself against the man’s formidable appearance and offered him her hand when he dropped to one knee before her. 

Caterine’s old nurse, Elspeth, the woman who’d raised her and her sisters, had e’er impressed them never to judge a man—or woman—by appearance alone. 

What mattered was the goodness of one’s soul, one’s inner worth. The scar marring this champion’s otherwise arresting face was surely the remnant of some noble deed or a battle worth fighting. 

Even though she’d rather he hadn’t come at all, she knew Linnet would never send her a man she could not trust, a man she could not rely on—even if his countenance might prove a bit difficult to gaze upon. 

More than scarred, he appeared blind in one eye as well, but the expression in his good eye, a fine brown one, seemed a look of honest compassion and warmth. And, much to her surprise, the touch of his calloused hand as he lifted hers to his lips for a kiss, proved not entirely unpleasant. 

Ne’er had a man touched her in such a courtly manner. For truth, he held her hand with so much tenderness, Caterine suspected he feared she might shatter beneath his fingers. 

“Fair lady,” he began, his English-accented voice instantly banishing the faint fluttery feeling his gallantry had stirred inside her. “Allow me to introduce myself,” he addressed her in fluid Gaelic, perfect save the coloration of the Sassunach speech of his mother tongue. 

“I am Sir Marmaduke Strongbow, soon of Balkenzie Castle in the west, come from your sister, the lady Linnet, to champion you.” 

“You are English.” The words came out sharp and cold, colder than she’d intended. 

At once, the knight released her hand and stood. He inclined his head. “Yes, my lady, I am of English blood, but my heart beats only for Scotland. You have no cause to fear me.” 

“I do not fear the English.” Caterine gathered her skirts for a swift retreat. “I revile them,” she said, then whipped around and sailed toward the stairs, her little dog, Leo, fast on her heels. 

She mounted the steps two at a time, desperate to put the massive oaken door and the hall’s thick walling between herself and the Sassunach knight her sister had had the ill-sense to send her. 

Unfortunately, it was not as easy to run from the disturbing flare of raw and needy emotions his gallantry had breathed to life deep inside her. 










Chapter Three 

HOURS LATER, CATERINE sat in stiff-lipped silence at Dunlaidir’s high table and tried hard to ignore her keen awareness of him. Even without looking directly at him, simply knowing him beneath her roof sent a strange warmth tingling through her. 

Pretending indifference, she smoothed her fingers along the edge of the heavily scarred table. Torchlight fell across her late husband’s elaborately carved great chair, calling conspicuous attention to the chair’s emptiness. 

And the gravity of her plight. 

“Are you troubled by his scar?” Rhona’s softly spoken words cut through the quiet. 

With a start, Caterine snatched her hand from the deep knife scorings she’d been tracing with idle fingers. A silly occupation chosen solely to keep from sneaking covert glances at him. 

She met her friend’s probing gaze. “Think you I am so shallow?” 

Rhona ran a slow finger around the rim of her wine chalice. “Nay, though the frozen-faced expression you’ve worn since he entered the hall gives me cause to wonder.” 

Annoyance, hot and tight, coiled in Caterine’s breast. “You should know what it is about him that aggrieves me.” 

“There is more to a man than the width of his shoulders and the charm of his smile. Your own words, my lady,” Rhona reminded her. “Mayhap there is also more to a man than his blood? He did come to champion you.” 

“He is English.” 

“He was sent by your sister.” 

Something snapped inside Caterine. “Then he holds Linnet in such thrall she’s forgotten why I would never welcome an Englishman into my home.” 

Rhona’s expression softened. “I doubt she’s forgotten, though I wish you would.” Reaching across the table, she pressed Caterine’s hand. “This man is no craven. I cannot see him hurrahing over the land raping innocents and dirking men before their wives’ eyes. Truth to tell, he seems quite the gallant.” 

“An English gallant.” 

“You cannot blame him for the villainy of others, what was done to you years ago and by—” 

“English soldiers, and more of them than I could count,” Caterine finished for her, steeling her back against a deep-seated shame still as laming as the long-ago day she’d been so violated. 

Half-turning in her chair, she pretended to study the nearby hearth fire. Anything but peer across the table and see sympathy in Rhona’s eyes. Instead, she risked a glance at the broad-shouldered English knight. He sat at a table on the far side of the hall, quietly conversing with his men, holding their rapt attention with the same mastery his sheer presence dominated the vastness of Dunlaidir’s great hall. 

Vexation welled in Caterine’s breast. Even seated, his bearing marked him as a confident man. 

A leader of men. 

A charmer of women. 

Indeed, if not for the scar running from his left temple to the corner of his mouth, he would have been quite handsome. Marred or not, he made a striking figure and possessed an air of calm assurance she would have found most appealing were he not a Sassunach. 

He looked her way then, almost imperceptibly inclining his head as if he knew she’d been perusing him. Knew, too, the conclusion she’d reached. 

Her cheeks flaming, Caterine swung back to face Rhona. All traces of commiseration gone from her pretty face, the younger woman gave her a slow smile. 

A knowing smile. 

Caterine cleared her throat. “I did not mean to imply he is ungallant,” she said, her voice hoarse with the admission. 

It was the best she could do. 

Rhona cast a slant-eyed glance at a glum-faced man slouched in the shadows near the hearth, “He is more courteous than some Scots nobles I shall not name,” she vowed, low-voiced. 

“Sir John has good reason to brood with de la Hogue and his minions housing in his keep,”Caterine defended her late husband’s friend. “We can be grateful we weren’t visited by so ill a fate and it wasn’t Dunlaidir Sir Hugh took possession of when he came north. God’s curse on the dastard!” 

“And I say a pox on any who frown into the soup you offer them,” Rhona hissed, her unflagging loyalty coaxing an inward smile from Caterine’s heart. 

Outwardly, she kept her expression impassive. “Sir John has suffered much. He lost everything.” 

“Were it not for your hospitality, he would be sleeping in the heather.” Rhona warmed to a favorite topic. “’Tis glad of a bed and dry roof he aught be, and not raise his brows at the food you set before him.” 

Tossing a glance at the English knight, she pressed her point. “He is quality. Did you see how tactfully he declined Eoghann’s best attempts to seat him with us? You know he only refused because you made it obvious his presence anywhere near the dais end of the hall would displease you.” 

Caterine drew a long breath. She had noticed his chivalry toward Dunlaidir’s doughty seneschal, just as she’d noted the smooth gallantry he’d displayed when kissing her hand... and the way her heart had leapt at his touch. But the sour taste of her own bitterness weighted her tongue and kept her from making any such admissions. 

Instead, she tore off a chunk of coarse dark bread—peasants’ bread—but found herself tearing it to bits rather than eating it as she’d intended. 

“Nor did he or his men rumple their noses at the salted herrings and cabbage soup Eoghann set before them,” Rhona continued her litany of praise. “They surely received finer fare at Eilean Creag. I vow your sister’s alms dish is better fil—” 

“Cease, please.” Caterine reached across the table and lifted Rhona’s hand away from her chalice. “And stop running your finger around the rim of your glass. It’s annoying.” 

As if to rile her even more, Rhona snatched the chalice, and, twisting around, lifted her glass at the English knight and his men. When they raised theirs in return, she flashed Caterine a triumphant smile. 

“Aye, most gallant,” she declared, plunking down her chalice with a grand flourish. 

“He is English.” The objection sounded peevish even to Caterine’s own ears. “A Sassunach.” 

“A man.” Rhona leaned forward. “One who went down on bended knee to offer his services to you. A Sassunach, aye, but with four stout-armed Gaels standing beside him. They do not seem to mind his English blood.” 

Smiling benignly, she trailed a finger along a particularly deep scar in the tabletop. “You should joy in such a brave man’s attentions.” 

I did, Caterine’s heart acceded. 

His mere touch had warmed her in places she’d thought forever cold... until she’d heard his voice. 

She stiffened, bracing herself against the disconcerting sensation she was teetering on the edge of a bottomless chasm and about to lose her balance. “Not all at Dunlaidir are as enamored of our visitors as you and Eoghann,” she said, tossing a pointed glance at the empty laird’s chair. 

The seat of honor usually occupied by her grown stepson, James Keith. 

“Or have you seen James since their arrival?” Ire danced atop each word Caterine spoke. “He’s abed. He said his leg pains him, but I suspect the real reason for his absence is because he, too, isn’t pleased my sister sent a Sassunach to help us restore Dunlaidir’s failing fortunes.” 

Irritation flashed across Rhona’s face but she masked it with an artful shrug. “Would he exercise his leg more, he’d have no need to resent the arrival of those more able to defend his home than he.” 

“You are too hard on him. It is not his fault that he is lame.” 

“He is not lame, he was kicked by a horse.” Rhona blew out an impatient breath. “Naught would ail him at all if he’d stop pitying himself.” 

Pausing, she cast a meaningful glance at the scar-faced champion. “There is one who manages quite well, and with a more daunting impairment than an aching leg.” 

Caterine, too, peered across the hall, irritation making her bold. She stared hard, her open gaze searching every inch of the man’s strapping build, looking for faults and finding none. Worse, she couldn’t deny the ease with which he conversed with Eoghann, one of the household’s most loyal retainers. 

Even more telling, the slump-shouldered seneschal stood straighter the longer he listened to whatever the Sassunach knight was saying to him. Bobbing his head in apparent agreement, Eoghann talked profusely and gestured about the darkened hall. 

Like her sister and Rhona, the seneschal had clearly fallen under the man’s spell. 

A condition she would not fall prey to. 

Rhona yanked on her sleeve. “Have you noticed the bulge of his arm muscles and the size of his shoulders? You could do worse, my lady,” she purred. “Many are the maids who would crave his favor.” 

“Who would not notice his fine form?” Caterine snapped, annoyance loosening her tongue. “Or do you believe me as withered as Sir Hugh claims? Beyond taking note of a man so tall, so broad-shouldered?” 

Rhona gave her a wounded look. “Ne’er would I call you—” 

“I am neither wilted nor blind,” Caterine cut off Rhona’s prattle before the younger woman sent her into a fine fit of pique. “Acknowledging the flawlessness of his form is no different from admiring the fine lines of the great warhorses his accursed countrymen ride about on.” 

Except no English destrier had ever set her heart a-flutter with one gallant hand kiss. 

Rhona reached across the table and poked her arm. “In the shadows of the hall, it’s almost possible to imagine what he must’ve looked like before he was scarred.” 

“In mercy’s name!” Caterine gave her friend a sharp look. “It matters naught to me what he looked like then or...” she trailed off to stare at the Sassunach’s table. 

He and his men now stood, and his companions had donned fur-lined cloaks. Two of them followed Eoghann toward the hall’s vaulted entrance, disappearing with the seneschal into the cold night while the other two made for the turnpike stairs. 

Stairs that led to the wall-walk. 

They meant to patrol Dunlaidir’s ramparts. 

Caterine’s breath caught at the unexpected lurching of her heart. An unaccustomed sense of being protected, cared for, cloaked her with all the warmth and comfort of a much-used and well-favored blanket. 

An unfamiliar emotion, but powerful enough to wage fierce battle against her pique. 

Too many were the months she’d gone to bed wary, half afraid to sleep lest she awaken to find de la Hogue’s henchmen looming over her. 

Or worse, the earl himself. 

A sharp kick to her shin shattered the troubling image. “He—is—coming,” Rhona mouthed the warning, barely finishing before the tall English knight stood before them. 

“Ladies,” he said in the fluid tongue of the Highlands, his voice deep and smooth. 

Her own tongue too clumsy to form the simplest response, Catherine slid a glance toward the hearth, hoping support from Sir John, the only person at hand who loathed the English as soundly as she, but the sore-battered lord had slipped from the hall. The deep shadows where he’d stood loomed black and empty. 

Wishing she could vanish as well, Caterine peered up at her sister’s ill-chosen champion. “Good sir,” she managed, her voice declaring her wariness despite the genial greeting. 

Their eyes met and held, and a strange giddiness tripped through her. A curious breathlessness she’d never before experienced. Light from a nearby torch cast a sheen on his dark hair and glanced off the steel rings of his mail shirt, gilding them in such a way that his powerful arm and shoulder muscles appeared all the more pronounced. 
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