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To honor the “real” Little Heart, a tiny gray tabby kitten who should have enjoyed a long and happy life in a loving forever home, had he not met the sad fate that claimed him at only seven weeks.


Little Heart was a stray, and his story touched me so deeply that I was compelled to write him into this book, letting Mirabelle find, adopt, and adore him, giving him the happy ending I so wish he’d had in real life.


Heartfelt thanks and appreciation to everyone who helps stray and feral cats and kittens. How I wish they could all be saved and loved.


Little Heart, you aren’t forgotten.
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It isn’t the plaid that makes a Highlander, but the man whose shoulder it graces.


—An old Scottish proverb

















The Damning of Clan MacNab
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Since time immemorial, kings have surrounded themselves with a lively, colorful throng. The Stewart kings of medieval Scotland kept a particularly glittering court. And of these privileged worthies, the King’s bard held a place of highest honor.


Archibald MacNab was one such fortunate tale-teller.


A laughing-eyed, roguish Highlander, he charmed and entertained, his silvered tongue gaining him royal trust and affection. With song and wit, he also won the adoration of all who heard his magical voice, rumored so beautiful that birds envied him.


Few men enjoyed such favor.


Unfortunately, the King’s grace wasn’t the only boon bestowed on him.


Privileged ladies, Lowlanders mostly, were enchanted by Archie’s dashing good looks and his status as a Highland chieftain, hailing from a wild and remote region far from the civilities of court. It was no secret that Highlanders were rugged and dangerous men, their deep, buttery-rich voices making them irresistible.


And when their tongues were so masterful…


It followed that Archie rarely slept alone.


At night, when the hall quieted and torches guttered, the court lovelies beat a path to his door. Eager to discover if the whispered praise about the carnality of wild Highland men was true, these women often undressed as soon as they stepped over Archie’s threshold.


They also did other things. Some arrived bearing flagons of headiest wine. Others brought scented oils to bathe and massage him. All plied him with silken kisses and skilled embraces, rousing him with their smooth and creamy nakedness, their rosy-crested breasts, and the tempting shadows between their thighs. As a well-lusted, hot-blooded man, he gladly surrendered to the pleasure.


Life was good.


Young, virile, and unabashedly fond of women, Archie appreciated such bounty, enjoying the gifts offered to him. In turn, he did his best to prove the prowess of Highland men. This was easy, for his amatory skills were as extraordinary as his storytelling.


His only weakness was saying no.


And so it came that he accepted the wrong ladies into his bed.


In quick succession, he tasted the sweetness of the King’s four most cherished mistresses.


Fine lovers indeed, and beautiful enough to stop a man’s heart, Archie understood why the King held them in such high esteem.


Soon he learned that the King also distrusted them.


Even though he’d left their beds of late, lavishing his royal attention on a new, much younger temptress, his four favorites were still watched carefully, their every move reported to the sovereign.


When these ladies started falling ill in the morning and their shapely figures began to thicken, tongues wagged and fingers pointed. Envious court women were quick to share things they’d seen, suspicions that led to the King’s roguish, laughing-eyed bard.


Archie’s fall from grace was swift and hard.


Now as maligned as he was once loved, he was banished to Duncreag Castle, his stony, clifftop home in the Highlands. But exile wasn’t enough to satisfy the King’s wrath. Death was considered, but such punishment was believed too kind.


Something more galling was desired.


So a marriage was arranged, pairing the lusty Highlander with a most unattractive female of royal choosing. Archie was also threatened with losing his land and title if he ever again approached court, or his four bastards, so long as he lived.


The same fate would befall him if he spoke of their mothers.


Archie left court disgraced.


In time, he put his amorous past behind him, even falling in love with his wife. She played the harp beautifully, her music a perfect accompaniment to his silvered words. They raised a fine brood of sons and daughters, many as gifted as their talented parents. Archie’s youthful scandals were eventually forgotten. To his great delight, Duncreag Castle came to be known as a place of happiness and laughter.


Yet one should never rile a King.


Such transgressions follow a man always, their effects reappearing when least expected and even when royal attention has long since turned elsewhere.


The gods remember and exact vengeance.


So those with long memories weren’t surprised when tragedy struck Duncreag. A band of clanless men, greed-driven and dark-hearted, attacked the stronghold hoping to claim the riches rumored to be hidden there. Never warlike, Archie and his men were overcome with ease, their doom sealed when the raiders refused to believe a treasure hoard didn’t exist. Failing to gain the wealth they’d desired, the dastards stole what Duncreag could offer: the lives of Archie’s kin.


Nearly all of them perished that day, including Archie’s beloved wife.


Help soon came when warriors from a neighboring glen rode in to oust the marauders. But even the fiercest fighting men are not able to journey quickly across such wild and rugged terrain. By the time the rescuers arrived at Duncreag, the worst damage was done. Archie had been robbed of everything he held most dear.


Alone in his empty, echoing stronghold, he became a broken man.


Yet he wasn’t entirely friendless.


Those who cared for him remembered distant rumors, hushed tales of Archie’s days at the royal Stewart court when his scandals took seed.


Somewhere in Scotland, his four bastards lived and thrived.


Unbeknownst to Archie, someone means to find them.


A pity doing so will only damn Archie the more.















The Beginning
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The Great Hall at Stirling Castle


Summer 1386


I’ll have a kiss from the dark-eyed lass before the night is done.” Sorley, baseborn and proud, swelled his youthful chest, his gaze on a comely maid dancing vigorously to the skirl of pipes. She wore a richly embroidered gown of deep red, its bodice cut to display her breasts, while her jeweled belt dipped suggestively low. She held her chin high and her raven hair shone in the torchlight.


Smitten, Sorley stepped out of the shadows at the hall’s edge. His pulse quickened. “She has fire in her veins, that one.”


“So do the kitchen maids.” Roag, the lad beside him, slid an appreciative glance at the swaying hips of a passing serving lass. “Suchlike willnae run crying to their fathers after you taste their charms.”


Sorley crossed his arms, his mind set. “I’d rather sample thon lass.”


As if she heard, the red-gowned girl twirled with even greater abandon. Her skirts flew, revealing shapely calves and trim ankles. Her breasts bounced, her bodice laces temptingly undone. Equally enticing, her hair spilled to her hips, a skein of glossy black curls. Daughter of a lesser knight, she was several years older than Sorley’s own four-and-ten summers. Her flirtatious eyes and bright smile were pure invitation, hinting she’d welcome kisses and more.


Wanting her badly, Sorley flashed his most roguish smile.


The one he’d used to attract so many bonnie serving wenches. In the center of the hall, the dark-haired vixen appeared similarly captivated. She tilted her head, looking at him from beneath her lashes, her own smile deepening.


Sorley grinned and cracked his knuckles.


“Go kiss her then.” Roag gave him a shove, pushing him forward. “See how fast you feel the back of her hand. That’s all she’ll be giving you.”


“Say you.” Sorley spun about, grabbing Roag’s wrist and leaning in. “Be glad my mind’s on a lass this night and no’ on fighting.”


“It makes no’ difference.” Caelen, another lad, snorted. “The lordies willnae let you near her.”


“They’ll do more than that. They’ll skewer you with their swords.” Andrew, a fourth boy, looked pleased by the notion. “You dinnae even have a good dirk. They’ll—”


“They’ll run if I glare at them.” Sorley’s tone dared the other lads to deny it. His narrowed eyes warned what he’d do if any of them tried. The day before, he’d won an archery contest. He might not yet wield steel, but he could put an arrow into a foe’s backside.


If he wished, he could pierce more tender places.


His rivals knew not to tempt him.


So he stared hard at all three. Like him, they were of questionable birth, unable to name father or mother. Roag had the most swagger, and a scar on his left cheekbone proved he enjoyed using his fists. Caelen deserved a smashed nose, if only because his good looks and silvered tongue made him a great favorite with court ladies. Andrew annoyed because he fancied himself above the rest, aye claiming he was the King’s own by-blow.


Sorley knew better.


Royal bastards weren’t left to sleep where they could and didn’t wear cast-off clothes. Their shoes were of softest leather and didn’t have holes. They ate at bright, candlelit tables in the hall. Not in shadow and dark niches in the corners.


Unsavory places Sorley knew well.


As did his rivals, Roag, Caelen, and Andrew, with all four lads of like age and roughly the same height and weight. Excepting blue-eyed, auburn-haired Caelen, they were swarthy boys with inky black hair and dark eyes. Each one boasted a fine, strong face.


To Sorley’s irritation, they also shared dimples.


Women appreciated dimpled smiles.


And no one could employ such a desired feature to better advantage than Sorley. He wasn’t about to share the trick with his rivals. He did step closer, giving Caelan, in particular, a slow, knowing smile.


“My dirk serves well enough.” He dropped a glance to the blade’s hilt, peeking up from his boot. “Someday soon”—he knew it was true—“I’ll carry my own sword and swing it with greater skill than any lord.”


An unimpressed smile spread over Caelan’s bonnie face. “Aye, and the stale ale we’re served at dinner will turn to nectar.”


“The King will employ me to deflower the fairest court maids.” Roag laughed and sketched a curvaceous shape in the air. “They shall vie for my services,” he added, winking at the other lads. “Eager to—”


“You shall be the first to taste the bite of my steel.” Sorley went toe-to-toe with Roag. “The day will come, be warned.”


“You willnae live so long, eyeing the gels of lordies.” Roag’s voice was full of amusement.


When he elbowed Caelan and Andrew, earning their laughter, Sorley showed them his back. Closing his ears, he looked again to the hall’s dance space.


A ring of tall, iron-mounted torches edged the area, the blaze of light shimmering across the dancers. They were a colorful lot, all nobles, dressed in finery and jewels. Many were unsteady on their feet, lurching and weaving rather than properly dancing. They also had red-glowing faces, their eyes bright from wine. A good number of women were scantily clad, their gowns slipping down their shoulders. Smooth and creamy female flesh was everywhere to be seen. But only one maid interested Sorley.


He wanted the knight’s daughter.


Ignoring the lads behind him, he felt his mouth curve in a smile that was more wicked than charming. He also stood taller, squared shoulders already hinting at the strapping man he’d soon be.


In truth, he already was a man.


He certainly knew how to pleasure a lady.


He couldn’t say the same of his companions. He did note that they also couldn’t take their gazes off the dark-haired enchantress. They watched her every twirl and sway, caught in her spell as she bewitched them from the center of the smoky, torchlit hall.


When her gown slipped to her waist, freeing her breasts, Sorley’s entire body tightened. She danced nearer then, tempting him with hot, brazen glances so that his heart pounded fiercely. His young, virile loins throbbed, quickening with sharp, potent desire.


He started forward, grateful for the “new” plaid slung across his shoulder. A bit threadbare, the wool well-worn and the colors indistinguishable, the tartan was nevertheless clean. It was also a gift from Alexander Stewart, Lord of Badenoch and Earl of Buchan, the King’s boldest, most outspoken son. Above all, the plaid gave Sorley a welcome edge of bravura.


The other court bastards had only received handed-down linen tunics.


Proud, Sorley put back his shoulders. He was glad he’d taken the trouble to polish the battered bronze pin that’d come with the cast-off tartan.


Rarely had he looked so fine.


“She’s toying with you,” Roag warned behind him.


“Making him an arse, more like,” Caelan agreed.


“That, he already is.” Andrew gave a bark of laughter.


“No more than you.” Sorley shot Andrew a dark look. “Your arse is where you’ll land if you say the like again.”


“Or you,” Andrew returned the threat. Grinning, he leaned against the edge of a trestle table and crossed his arms, insolently. He also made a show of gazing up at the hall’s dark, hammer-beamed ceiling.


Light from a torch fell across his face and Sorley almost felt sorry for him.


Andrew still carried a swollen, black eye he’d earned several days earlier when he’d dared to offer flowers to a scribe’s daughter. Her brother, a young knight-in-training, walked away with worse bruises. But Andrew’s victory was dampened by the cruel whisperings that soon spread through the castle.


Court bastards, while tolerated, should know their place.


It was a truth that rankled.


And one Sorley was not wont to accept.


Setting his jaw, he looked out across the crowded hall, eager to challenge any lordlings or knights’ sons who dared to eye him crossly.


None did.


Sorley knew why.


With the King away at Dundonald Castle, one of his most favored residences, the hall had run wild. Loud and unruly, the notables of the land were filling their bellies with rich victuals and too much ale. The feasting had reached a pitch that dulled wits and blurred vision, even robbing some men of their dignity. More than one lofty slumped in a drunken stupor, babbling nonsense. Others sprawled face-first across the tables, heads on their arms as they slept, snoring loudly, oblivious to the pandemonium.


Not averse to taking advantage, Sorley strode into the circle of dancing nobles.


He made straight for the whirling, laughing-eyed temptress, encouraged when she stopped dancing at his approach. That she didn’t bother to cover her breasts emboldened him all the more.


Seldom had he seen such perfection.


Her dark, thrusting nipples sent heat flashing through him, setting him like stone. His hands itched to reach for her, to plump and squeeze her full, lush bosom. He burned to touch her nipples, run his thumbs in circles around them, and then pluck them sweetly.


Truth was he wanted to devour her whole.


To that end, he bowed low, giving her his most practiced smile.


“One dance, fair lass.” He deepened the smile as he straightened, knew his dimples would flash, delighting her. He held out his hands, confident. “I shall be the most envied lad in the hall.”


“Think you?” She lifted a brow. Her tone was cold, her dark eyes chilling as she pulled up her gown, hiding her nakedness. “I say you are Sorley the bastard and greatly mistaken.”


She gave him a tight, icy smile. “Be glad the King is away or I’d have him punish you for your impertinence.


“I may yet.” She narrowed her eyes, looking at him as if he were a speck of mud on her shoe.


Sorley tried to speak, but words wouldn’t come. His throat had closed, his mouth gone dry. The maid tossed her head, shaking back her rippling, raven curls before she sailed away into the throng, leaving him to stare after her.


Mortification sluiced through him.


The hall grayed, blurring around him. A loud buzzing filled his ears and a terrible, flaming heat raced up his neck, branding his cheeks. From a great distance, or so it seemed, he caught a glimpse of Roag, Andrew, and Caelan, gaping at him. The pity on their faces made him want to sink into the floor.


He swallowed hard, his heart hammering in shame.


Never had he been so humiliated.


Worse, he still stood with his hands extended. He couldn’t lower his arms. They felt frozen, stiff and immoveable. Everything careened around him. The dancers and strutting pipers, the hurrying servants, and even the castle dogs, they all blended into a great whir, making him dizzy.


He blinked, certain he was about to die, when an angel appeared out of the spinning chaos and came forward to take his outstretched hands.


A hush fell over the hall, a stillness so loud it was deafening. Everyone turned to stare at Sorley and the startling beauty who gripped his hands so demonstratively. As fair and bright as the other lass had been dark, she was the most exquisite maid he’d ever seen. Her large blue eyes sparkled like sapphires. And her hair shone red-gold in the torchlight, her braids falling below her waist. Unquestionably of high birth, she wore amethyst silk and jewels, her delicate rose perfume scenting the air around her.


“I will dance with you.” She laced her fingers with his, squeezing lightly. “If it pleases you?”


Sorley nodded, not trusting himself to speak. She looked at him with her great blue eyes, holding his gaze as if partnering him in the dance was the most natural thing for her to do.


He was certain he’d never seen her before.


Her accent told him why.


She spoke with a soft and pleasing lilt, the musical sweetness of the Highlands flowing in her voice. He also noted that her eyes weren’t just blue, but lavender-blue. And despite the brightness of her hair and her fair, creamy skin, she was graced with exceptionally long, black eyelashes. Though still tender in years, likely close to his own age, she already possessed the power to hold any man’s heart in the palm of her hand.


His own heart beat wildly, the rest of the hall, the dancers and the bright ring of torches, fading away. Nothing existed except the racing of his pulse and the flame-haired lass with the beautiful eyes, her honeyed voice and dazzling smile.


She lit the hall as if a thousand suns had descended into their midst.


Sorley lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed her palm. He remembered too late that, because she was surely chaste, he should have touched his lips to the air above her knuckles, no more. Yet she didn’t pull away. The warmth in her eyes remained, her face even softening as if she’d enjoyed his attentions.


“I am Mirabelle.” Her sweet voice made his pulse leap. “My uncle is celebrating this e’en. He—”


“He’ll be Murd MacLaren. Your father is Munro, chief of that clan.” Sorley should’ve known. There’d been talk of the MacLaren’s fetching daughter. The Highlanders were here because the King had granted Mirabelle’s uncle a land charter and pension for his support and retinue service in last year’s Anglo-Scottish war.


Her father had claimed his reward the year before.


The King’s son and heir, John, had issued the charter, allowing the visiting clansmen to host the night’s feasting and entertainments.


It was a reason Sorley wore his new cast-off plaid with such pride this e’en.


He felt drawn to Highlanders.


There was much to be said for men famed to be as fierce, wild, and rugged as the soaring, mist-drenched hills of their homeland; women prized for their strength and beauty, the fiery passion known to heat a man’s blood even on cold, dark nights when chill winds raced through the glens. Sorley had never been to the Highlands, but he’d heard the tales, seen the wonder, and envy, in the eyes of those who had. All claimed no land was more awe-inspiring, no people more proud.


Secretly, he believed his nameless sire was a great Highland chieftain. A man who’d allowed the splendor of his home and the glory of his deeds to swell his head so much that he didn’t want the taint of a bastard son to besmirch the grandness of his name.


Sorley glanced toward the dais end of the hall, caught a glimpse of colorful plaid and bold, bearded faces. Men who sat at the high table, laughing loudly as they chinked wine cups with the King’s sons.


His father would be such a man.


Someday…


He drew a breath, pushing aside such thoughts. Mirabelle’s sparkling eyes, the gleam of her hair, and her light, flowery perfume made it hard to think of anything but her. Especially as she still held his hands, looking pleased to partner him in a dance.


“I have heard men speak of you. They say you are good with a bow. That you won yesterday’s competition.” Her lilting voice chased the last darkness from his mind. “You are Sorley.” She spoke his name as if he were a prince, her praise doing strange things to his insides.


She lifted her chin toward the dancers, just starting a fast and furious Highland reel. “Can you dance to our hill music?”


“Better than anyone here.” Sorley flashed his most confident smile and kept it in place when she took his arm, pulling him into the dance.


He’d never reeled in all his days.


But he’d dance a naked jig on a balefire for Mirabelle MacLaren.


Besides, so many revelers crowded the dancing space it was hard to even breathe, much less leap and whirl in a wild Highland reel.


No one would notice his lack of skill.


He saw only Mirabelle.


The scream of the pipes and the thunder of stamping feet made it difficult to talk, but speech wasn’t needed for him to know that she liked him. Her sparkling eyes stayed on his and a fine blush colored her high, delicate cheekbones. Her braids swung about her shoulders, the brilliant strands golden in the firelight.


Slender as a wisp, she moved with fluid grace. Her braids began to unravel, her hair spilling loose and lustrous to her waist. Sorley’s breath caught, her disarray giving him bold, wicked thoughts. His body heated, and not just from the dance. She laughed as if she knew, her merriment encouraging him. When she spun closer, her pert young breasts brushing his arm, he was sure of it.


“You can dance our reel.” She twirled and her hip bumped his, sending a rush of pleasure through him.


His heart swelled. “I can do more.”


This night he’d believe he could do anything. Uproot trees singlehandedly, move whole mountains, and swim the deepest, wildest seas. All he wanted to do was spend a few moments alone with Mirabelle.


He hoped to kiss her.


But he didn’t trust himself to say so.


He did lift his chin toward the shadows of the tower stair. “Have you been up on the eastern battlements?”


“Nae, should I have been?” She followed his gaze. “I’ve not seen much of the castle except this hall and the ladies’ bower.”


“Then you’ve missed something grand.” Sorley’s smile widened. He raised his voice above the music, secretly proud that he wasn’t short of breath. “The best view in the land is to be had from up there. Even your Highland peaks can be seen in the distance.


“Perhaps I can show you?” He’d love nothing more.


“I’d enjoy that.” She glanced toward the dais as if she was about to say something else and then thought better of it. Turning back to him, she reached to touch the plaid he’d slung so proudly over his shoulder. “You dance our reel like a true Highlander.”


Sorley grinned and swirled her in a circle.


He was dancing well. The reel’s mad pace came natural to him, the wail of the pipes firing his blood. Something inside him split and cracked wide, freeing a surge of happiness such as he’d never known.


Somewhere in the hall, a Highlander began to sing. His voice was deep and strong, the song full of longing for the heathery hills of his homeland. Sorley took the man’s words for a portent. A never-before sense of belonging rose inside him. He could almost see the great hills and wild, cloud-chased skies, smell the peat and broom. Truly moved, he drew Mirabelle close as the other dancers whirled past them. Her light, flowery perfume teased him and her silky hair slid against his arm. The ring of torches flamed bright, casting a reddish glow on the eddying throng. Above them, the hall’s smoke-blackened rafters glistened, gleaming like the star-studded heavens. And Sorley danced with the fairest of maids.


He could believe an ancient magic was upon them.


It was a night like no other.


Until the crowd parted and a stern-faced matron sailed over to them, her mouth set in a tight, unsmiling line. A giant, bull-necked Highlander towered behind her, the MacLaren plaid swept boldly across his broad chest and shoulders. A deep scar scored his face, but it was his cold, expressionless stare that chilled Sorley’s blood.


“Mirabelle!” The woman grasped Mirabelle’s wrist. “So this is where you’ve been.” She gave Sorley a sharp look, her lips compressing even more. “Your father will be livid. To think you—”


“She danced, no more.” Sorley put back his shoulders, met the woman’s gaze. He’d learned early on to stand against such disapproval, casting off slurs as a dog shakes rain from his fur. “She—”


“She is Lady Mirabelle to you.” The woman’s voice was like ice. She glanced at the guard, her look significant. “A well-born young lady doesn’t—”


“Smile and laugh, my lady?” Sorley angled his head, challengingly. “Enjoy a quick turn at your own Highland reel?”


“You’re a bonnie lad.” The giant spoke then, coming forward to clamp his hand on Sorley’s shoulder. “You’ll no’ be wanting your face ruined afore you’re a man, eh?”


“And you’ll be wishing to stay one?” Sorley bent, pulling the dirk from his boot, but the Highlander was faster, grabbing his arm in an iron grip.


Sorley’s blade clattered to the floor.


The giant kicked the dirk aside and then released him. He dusted his hands demonstratively. “Think well, lad, before you’re next so ambitious.” He slid a telling look at Mirabelle. “No good comes o’ those who dinnae ken their place.”


Sorley bristled, felt heat surging into his cheeks. Even so, he couldn’t let Mirabelle see him humiliated. Not twice in one night.


She liked him, he was sure.


Perhaps he’d see her again before the MacLaren party left Stirling. Hoping so, he turned to her, but her expression froze the words on his tongue. All the warmth was gone from her eyes. Her face was as cold and stony as the woman’s, her stance rigid as the hulking giant beside her.


She looked at him as she would a stranger, a ragged beggar in the street.


“A good e’en,” she offered him, speaking with stiff courtesy.


“That it was not.” The old woman sniffed. “I’ll hear the meaning of this.”


“I wished to dance, that is all.” Mirabelle shrugged, flicked at her sleeve. “It is over and done, forgotten.”


“And so it shall remain.” The old woman jerked her away, pulling her into the crowd, toward the dais where pipers were again strutting, blowing their vigorous tunes as if nothing had happened.


In truth, nothing had.


Except that everything she’d stirred in Sorley withered and died.


He stared after her, a strange buzzing in his ears.


Anger and resentment welled in his chest, chasing the pride and pleasure, and the magic he’d believed had spilled into the hall, casting an enchantment.


How could he have been so foolish?


He wouldn’t ever again.


So he assumed his best look of defiance and strode from the dancing space, his shoulders straight, his head held high. He crossed the hall with purpose, winding his way through the crowd until he reached the stair tower. He felt a deep need to visit his special corner of the battlements, so he took the circular steps two at a time, frowning only when he pulled open the door at the top.


A surge of cold air and a swirl of mist greeted him, the night’s fog-drenched grayness suiting his mood. He went straight to the battlements’ eastern wall, where he braced his hands on the chill, damp stone. This late in summer, the night sky should’ve gleamed like silvered glass, offering him sweeping views of the broad plain beneath the castle, the winding band of the river, and—he clenched his fists against the uncaring stone of the wall—the distant peaks of the Highlands.


Instead, thick mist spoiled the view, drifting in sheets across the land, blowing in shimmering curtains past the battlements.


Not that he cared.


The Highlands were there, waiting for him, even if he couldn’t see them.


They called to him more fiercely than ever.


Because now he knew beyond doubt that he was a Highlander.


Weren’t they said to never forget a grievance? Knowing it was so, he leaned against the wall, narrowing his eyes to peer through the whirling gray. He fancied he could see the faint outline of hills. He knew they marked the start of a different world, a wondrous place unlike any other, where deep glens beckoned with quiet and cold, clean air. Granite mountains so stark, lonely, and beautiful, it was a physical pain to look upon them.


All that he’d known since he’d first glimpsed them from this, his special corner of the ramparts, a viewing place he had sought again and again, ever since he’d heard a visiting storyteller sing of his misty, heathered home in the hills.


The bard’s song had spoken to him. Noticing his awe, the man hauled Sorley onto his broad, plaid-draped shoulders and carried him up to the battlements to see such wonders for himself, if only from afar. Sorley had been all of six, but he’d never forgotten.


Someday he’d find the Highland chieftain who’d sired him.


He’d claim the birthright he’d been denied.


He’d prove his Highland blood by avenging the wrongs done him. Vengeance would be his and it’d be as cold and gray as the mist swirling around him. He’d live for the day and he’d be ready when it came.


Nothing would stop him.


It was more than a matter of reckoning.


It was a point of pride.















Chapter One



[image: image]


Stirling Castle


Summer 1399


Sorley the Hawk slept naked.


His bare-bottomed state was glaringly apparent, even to Lady Mirabelle MacLaren’s innocent eyes. She should have known that a man with such an inordinate fondness for pleasures of the flesh would take to his bed unclothed. Still, it was a possibility she should’ve considered before sneaking into his privy quarters. She hadn’t expected him to be in his room so early of an e’en. She’d hoped to catch him unawares, surprising him when he strode inside.


Now she was trapped.


She stood frozen, her heart racing as she glanced around his bedchamber. Even in the dimness, she could tell his quarters were boldly masculine and entirely too sumptuous for an ordinary court bastard. Exquisitely embroidered and richly colored tapestries hung from the walls and the floor was immaculate, the rushes fresh and scented with aromatic herbs. A heavily carved and polished trestle table held the remains of what had surely been a superb repast. Several iron-banded coffers drew her curiosity, making her wonder what treasures they contained. Above all, her eye was drawn to the large curtained bed at the far end of the room.


There, atop the massive four-poster, Sorley was stretched out on his back, one arm folded behind his head.


That he was nude stood without question.


What astonished her was her reaction to seeing him in such an intimate state.


Her mouth had gone dry and her heart beat too rapidly for comfort. She couldn’t deny that she found herself strongly attracted to him. Yet to accomplish what she must, she required her wits.


Unfortunately, she also needed Sorley.


Sir John Sinclair, an oily-mannered noble she couldn’t abide, was showing interest in her. Worse, he was wooing her father, a man who believed the best in others and didn’t always catch the nuances that revealed their true nature. Castle tongue-waggers whispered that Sinclair desired a chaste bride, requiring a suitable wife to appease the King’s wish that he live more quietly than was his wont. Mirabelle suspected he’d chosen her as his future consort.


She knew Sorley loathed Sinclair.


And that the bad blood was mutual.


No one was better suited to help her repel Sinclair’s advances than Sorley the Hawk.


Time was also of the essence. Mirabelle’s father’s work at court wouldn’t take much longer. As a scholar and herbalist, he’d tirelessly seen to his duties, assisting the royal scribes in deciphering Gaelic texts on healing. Soon, the MacLaren party would return home to the Highlands.


Mirabelle didn’t want to remain behind as Sir John’s betrothed. For that reason, she summoned all the strength she possessed to remain where she stood. It cost her great effort not to back from the room, disappearing whence she’d come. Harder still was not edging closer to the bed, then angling her head to better see Sorley.


He was magnificent.


Blessedly, the sheet reached to his waist, hiding a certain part of him. The rest of his big, strapping body was shockingly uncovered. Mirabelle’s face heated to see the dusting of dark hair on his hard-muscled chest. She felt an irresistible urge to touch him. Well aware that she daren’t, she did let her gaze drift over him. Light from an almost-guttered night candle flickered across his skin, revealing a few scars. His thick, shoulder-length hair was as inky-black as she remembered, the glossy strands gleaming in the dimness. Even asleep, he possessed a bold arrogance. Now that her eyes had adjusted to the shadows, she could see from the bulge outlined beneath the bedcovers that his masculinity was equally proud.


The observation made her belly flutter.


Unable to help herself, she let her gaze linger on his slumbering perfection. His darkly handsome face and oh-so-sensual mouth that, if all went well, would soon play expertly over hers, claiming her in passion.


The only problem was she’d rather make her proposition when he was fully clothed.


Confronting him now would only compound her troubles.


So she pressed a hand to her breast and retraced her steps to the door. It stood ajar, the passage beyond beckoning, urging escape. Scarce daring to breathe, she peered from one end of the corridor to the other. Nothing stirred except a cat scurrying along in the darkness and a poorly burning wall sconce that hissed and spit.


Or so she thought until two chattering laundresses sailed around a corner, their arms loaded with bed linens. A small lad followed in their wake, carrying a wicker basket brimming with candles.


They were heading her way.


“Botheration!” She felt a jolt of panic.


Nipping back into Sorley’s bedchamber, she closed the door.


It fell into place with a distinct knick.


Before she could catch her breath, Sorley was behind her, gripping her shoulders with firm, strong fingers. He lowered his head, nuzzling her neck, his mouth brushing over her skin. She bit her lip as he slid his hands down her arms, pulling her back against him.


He was still naked.


She could feel the hot, hard length of him pressing into her.


Almost as bad, he was now rubbing his face in her hair, nipping her ear. His warm breath sent shivers rippling through her.


She gasped, her heart thundering.


“Sweet minx, I didnae expect a visitor this night.” He chuckled and closed his hands more firmly around her wrists. “Followed me from the Red Lion, did you?”


“To be sure, I didn’t!” Mirabelle found her tongue at his mention of the notorious tavern, an ill-famed place frequented by rogues and light-skirts. She jerked free, whirling to face him. “Nor am I a minx. I’m—”


“You are Lady Mirabelle.” His voice chilled, his eyes narrowing as he looked her up and down. He stepped back, folding his arms.


He made no move to cover his nakedness.


“I’d heard you were at court.” His gaze held hers, his face an unreadable mask. “Indeed, I’ve seen you in the hall a time or two. I didn’t think to find you here, in my bedchamber.”


“Neither did I.” Her chin came up. “I lost my way.”


“You’re also a terrible liar.” He angled his head, studying her. “You wouldn’t be here without a reason. My quarters are no place for a lady.” A corner of his mouth hitched up in a smile that didn’t meet his eyes. “So tell me, to what do I owe the honor?”


Mirabelle drew a tight breath, the words lodging in her throat. The explanation, her carefully crafted plea for help, had slipped her mind. Vanishing as if she hadn’t spent hours, even days and nights, practicing everything she’d meant to say to him.


“Sir, you’re unclothed.” Those words came easily. They also caused her cheeks to flame.


“So I am.” He glanced down, seemingly unconcerned. Turning, he took a plaid and a shirt off a peg on the wall, donning both with a slow, lazy grace that embarrassed her almost as much as his nakedness.


“Now that I’m decent”—he placed himself between her and the door, crossing his arms again—“I’d know why you’re here.”


“I told you—”


“You told me a falsehood. I’d hear the truth.”


Mirabelle wanted to sink into the floor. Unfortunately, such an escape wasn’t possible, and as she prided herself on being of a practical nature, she kept her head raised and flicked a speck of lint from her sleeve. Her mind raced, seeking a plausible explanation. It came to her when the wind whistled past the long windows, the sound almost like the keening cry of a woman.


“I thought to see the castle’s pink lady.” She didn’t turn a hair mentioning the ghost. Everyone knew she existed. Believed the wife of a man killed when England’s Edward I captured the castle nearly a hundred years before, the poor woman was rumored to be beautiful, her luminous gown a lovely shade of rose.


Mirabelle had quite forgotten about her until now.


But she did believe in bogles.


Her own home, Knocking Tower, abounded with spirits. She’d even encountered a few. Not a one of them had disquieted her as much as the man now standing before her, his arms still folded and the most annoying look on his darkly rugged face.


He was entirely too virile.


He also had proved a much greater threat than any ghost.


“The pink lady walks the courtyard, last I heard.” Sorley spoke with the masculine triumph of a man sure he knew better than the gullible female before him. His tone left no doubt that he didn’t believe in the bogle. “You would not have met her in my privy chambers.


“Come, I’ll show you where folk claim she prowls.” He wrapped his hand around her wrist and led her across the room to one of the tall, arch-topped windows. “Look down into the bailey. Tell me if you see her.”


“I won’t. See her, I mean.” Mirabelle tried to ignore how her skin tingled beneath his touch. “She’s elusive. She doesn’t appear simply because one peers out a window.”


“Even so, I’d hear what you see.” He stepped closer, so near the air around her filled with his scent.


Mirabelle set her lips in a tight, irritated line, doing her best not to notice how delicious he smelled. It was a bold, provocative mix of wool and leather, pure man and something exotic, perhaps sandalwood, the whole laced with a trace of peat smoke. Entirely too beguiling, the heady blend made her pulse race.


Furious that was so, she straightened her back, determined to focus on anything but him.


She failed miserably.


Awareness of him sped through her; a cascade of warm, tingly sensations that weakened her knees and warmed unmentionable places. His near-naked proximity also made it impossible to think. Never had she been in such a compromisingly intimate situation. She certainly hadn’t experienced the like with a man so brazen, so devilishly attractive.


As if he knew she was uncomfortable, he placed his hand at the small of her back, urging her closer to the broad stone ledge of the window. “I’d have your answer, Lady Mirabelle. I am no’ a patient man.”


“Very well.” Mirabelle leaned forward, pretending to study the darkened courtyard below. A hard rain was falling and the bailey stood empty, the cobbles gleaming wetly. Torches burned in the sheltered arcade circling the large, open space. A few guards, spearmen, huddled in a corner where a small brazier cast a red glow against the wall of a pillared walkway. Nothing else stirred.


She drew a tight breath, wishing she hadn’t mentioned the ghost.


She turned to face her tormentor. “The pink lady is not down there.”


“I didnae expect she would be, prowling—”


“I’m sure she drifts or hovers.” Mirabelle held his gaze. “She’s had her heart torn and is searching for her husband. Such a soul wouldn’t—”


“She wouldn’t drift, hover, or prowl, because she isn’t real.” He came closer, gripping her chin and tilting her face upward. “The pink lady’s existence is as unlikely as a flesh-and-blood lady letting herself into my bedchamber. Even women who are not of gentle birth only enter this room at my invitation.” He looked at her, his gaze steady and penetrating. “I do not recall extending such an offer to you.


“So I’ll ask again.” He slid his thumb over the corner of her mouth, then along the curve of her bottom lip. “Why are you here?”


Mirabelle shivered. She didn’t know if it was because of the way he was looking at her or if her body was simply reacting to his touch.


Without question, he was the most dangerously handsome man at court.


She suspected in all the land.


He was also the man most suited to aid her.


So she stepped back, summoning all her courage. “You know women well,” she owned, her heartbeat quickening. “I do have a reason for this visit. It has nothing to do with the castle ghost.”


“So we near the truth at last.” He sounded amused. “I’ll admit I am curious.”


“I have a business arrangement for you.” She couldn’t believe the steadiness of her voice.


He arched a brow. “Now I am even more intrigued.”


“You shouldn’t be.” She made a sweeping gesture with her hand, taking in his room in all its opulence. “You are known as a man of many skills, greatly favored at court. I am in need of one of your talents.”


“Indeed?” He narrowed his eyes, no longer bemused. “And what might that be?”


“I require your amatory skills.” Mirabelle kept her chin raised. “I want you to ruin me.”


“Lady, I surely didn’t hear you clearly.” Sorley held her gaze, hoping his cold tone and steady stare would unnerve her into retracting her ridiculous request. “You wish me to despoil you?”


“Take my virtue, yes.” She didn’t turn a hair. Far from looking embarrassed, her lovely lavender-blue eyes sparked with challenge and determination. “I shall pay you well for your trouble.”


Sorley almost choked.


He did his best to keep his jaw off the floor. It wasn’t easy, so he went to the door, crossing his bedchamber in long, swift strides. He didn’t want her to see his shock. Worse, how tempted he was to accept her offer. Not that he’d take coin for such pleasure. A shame he’d have to decline. Even one such as he had honor, his own brand of it, anyway.


Still, he was stunned. Her suggestion was the last thing he’d expected.


It was outrageous.


He could find no words.


Certain the world had run mad, he unlatched the door, flinging it wide. With surprising agility, Lady Mirabelle fair flew across the room and nipped around him, closing the door before he could stop her.


“A word is all I ask of you.” She put out a hand to touch his chest. “Only that, and—”


“Do you believe maidens are ruined by words?”


“I meant just now, as well you know. Later…” She lowered her hand, giving him a look that was much too provocative for a virgin. “You will be generously recompensed.”


“So you said.” Sorley didn’t say how much that offended him.


He also wished he could tear his gaze from her.


Regrettably, he couldn’t.


A softly burning wall sconce limned her in glowing golden light, making her look like an angel. Her rose scent drifted about her, bewitching him now as it’d done so many years before. The heady fragrance was hers alone, an annoying intoxication he remembered well. A temptation he was determined to never fall prey to again.


He frowned. “I dinnae want or need your coin. I might be baseborn, but I’m no’ a man in need of funds. And”—he let his gaze drop to her breasts, her hips—“the only trouble I wish is the kind I make myself. For naught in all broad Scotland would I touch you, a gently born lady.”


A hint of color bloomed on her face. “Do not think I came here lightly.” She drew a breath, her shoulders going back as she struggled to keep her composure. “It is not every day that a woman seeks to blacken her reputation.”


“You’ve already damaged your good name by coming here, assuming someone might have seen you.”


“No one did.”


“Think you?” Sorley cocked a brow. “Are you so well-practiced at sneaking through the night, then? How many times have you crept down empty corridors, slipping into a man’s bedchamber?”


“Never before, but—”


“You’ll no’ do the like again, if you’re wise.” Reaching around her, Sorley cracked the door and peered into the darkened passage. Seeing no one, he turned back to her, needing her gone before he reconsidered his options. An irritating twitch at his loins was making a damned persuasive argument.


He was also tempted simply because her remarkable eyes held nary a flicker of recognition.


She’d forgotten him.


And the knowledge annoyed him almost as much as the slight she’d shown him at her uncle’s celebratory feast all those years ago.


The memory dashed the pleasurable stirrings at his groin.


With slow deliberation, he shut the door and leaned back against its solid, unyielding wood. He crossed his ankles and folded his arms, letting his stance show her that he was prepared to remain there until he had the answers he desired. He was a stubborn man.


Nor did he tire easily.


“So-o-o”—he gave her a slow smile, careful not to let it reach his eyes—“I’d hear why you came to me with such a fool request.”


“Seeing you now, sir,” she returned, her own voice as chilly, “I almost regret my folly.”


“You should.” He studied her face, feeling a scowl darken his own. If anything, she was even more fetching than he remembered. Her silky red-gold hair gleamed in the light of the wall sconce and her sparkling eyes were still the widest, loveliest he’d ever seen. Her small, upturned nose gave her an irksome air of innocence, while her mouth, so full and lush…


The pestiferous twitch at his loins returned.


He willed the stirrings away before she noticed and took advantage.


Praise the gods she wore a cloak that only hinted at the ripeness of her womanly curves.


She was no longer a girl.


And for sure, he wasn’t a cocky, full-of-himself lad.


“You haven’t answered me.” He put just enough arrogance into his tone to prove it.


Her chin came up again, showing her own mettle. “I say I did. I am troubled by a matter of some delicacy and require a man’s aid in—”


“Creating a scandal that will soil you,” Sorley finished for her.


To her credit, she blushed. “It could be put that way, yes.”


“That I understand.” He knew exactly what her wish entailed. “I’d know why you’d give me such an honor?”


“Because it is rumored you are one of the Fenris Guards.” She didn’t blink. “Men the King employs when his noble, more fastidious warriors fail him.” She tilted her head, her gaze bold. “Word is men of the Fenris will do anything. They are known to be fearless. Formidable fighters who”—her eyes took on an entirely too determined glint—“are also known for their legendary skill at seducing women.”


Sorley laughed. “The Fenris are legend, my lady. Such men dinnae exist.”


“I have heard you are one of them.”


“All I am is a bastard. Though”—he flashed his most roguish smile—“I’ll admit I enjoy tumbling comely, willing lasses. That includes ladies of quality so long as they are wed or widowed and looking for mutual pleasure. I do not lie with virgins.”


“You speak bluntly.” She glanced aside, the wall sconce revealing the high color blooming on her cheeks.


“I told you the truth, no more.”


He was also damned glad to have shocked her. In his experience, just a hint of a man’s baser nature was enough to send ladies running. Their fear of carnality filled their innocent minds, chasing all else. She wouldn’t mention the Fenris again. And when he discovered who’d dared to breathe his name in connection with the band of secret warriors, there’d be hell to pay.


“Then I shall do the same.” She looked back at him, now calm. “You spoke true and so you deserve to hear my fullest reasons.” Her head high, she went back to the window arch across the room. When she turned to look at him, she might as well have kicked him in the gut.


Rarely had he seen a woman more bent on having her way.


Regrettably, he also hadn’t ever gazed upon a female he found more desirable.


She clearly knew it, and she meant to take advantage.


Proving it, she moved to the small oaken table by the window where a ewer of finest wine and a jug of excellent heather ale waited almost conspiratorially amidst the remains of his evening repast. Equally annoying, as he truly did enjoy entertaining amiable women in his quarters, a half-score of ale cups and wine chalices stood at the ready, each one gleaming softly in the candlelight.


“You’ll surely join me?” She glanced at him as she lifted the ewer, pouring two measures of wine. When he didn’t move to accept her offering, she set his chalice on the table. Her gaze locking on his, she took a long, slow sip of the strong Rhenish wine.


“I think no’.” Sorley frowned and pushed away from the door. “Drinking my wine is no’ telling me why you’re here, seeking a man to—” He snapped his mouth shut, his scowl deepening when he was unable to finish the fool sentence.


He did start pacing, taking care not to stride too near to her and the cloud of disturbingly enchanting rose perfume that wafted about her.


“Not any man.” She touched the chalice to her lips, sipping slowly, provocatively. “I wish your aid, no one else’s.”


“Any man could perform such a deed.” Sorley glared at her.


“Could, I certainly agree. But would they? I believe not.” She set down the wine chalice. “Most men at court would decline out of respect for my father. Those of less noble birth would refuse because they’d fear the repercussions. My sire is a scholar, not a fighting man, but he employs a garrison of formidable warriors.”


“I see.” Sorley did, and her explanation riled him unreasonably. “You chose me because I’m known no’ to stand in awe of my betters. And”—he couldn’t keep the anger from his voice—“because it’s rumored I’m wild and crazed enough to fear no man.


“Lastly, for the reason you already stated.” He crossed to the table and tossed back the wine he’d refused. Setting down the empty chalice, he deliberately let his gaze slide over her from head to toe. “Everyone at court is aware of my appetite for comely women.”


“Your appreciation of ladies was a consideration.” She held his gaze, not flinching.


“I said women, no’ ladies. There is a difference.”


“I know that very well.”


Sorley studied her with narrowed eyes. “Yet you wish to explore why that is so?”


“Would I be here otherwise?” She angled her head, her gaze as sharp as his. “I think not.”


“I say you dinnae ken what you’re asking.” His temper fraying, Sorley stepped closer and braced his arms on either side of her. He splayed his hands against the wall so she was caught between him and a colorful unicorn tapestry. “Sweet lass, I am no’ a weak-wristed, embroidered tunic-wearing courtier. A passionless man who likely beds his wife beneath the coverlet, all candles snuffed. If you had even the slightest idea of what it’s like to couple with a man like me, you’d run screaming from this room.”


Her chin came up. “I never scream. Nor do I cry. Not even when I wish I could.”


On her words, Sorley felt like an arse.


But his pride cut deeper.


So he leaned in, wishing his every breath wasn’t laced with her intoxicating rose scent. He touched his lips to the curve of her neck, nipped lightly. “I could make you cry out in pleasure, Lady Mirabelle.


“A pity I have no desire to do so.” He stepped back, folded his arms. “I learned long ago that dallying with highborn lasses brings naught but grief.”


Rather than color with indignation and sail from his room as he’d expected her to do, she simply lifted her hands to the jeweled clasp of her cloak and undid the pin so that her mantle fell open to reveal the outrageously provocative gown she wore beneath.


Surely designed to singe a man’s eyes, the raiment’s rich, emerald silk clung to her every dip and curve. Threads of deep bronze were woven into the fabric, an intricate pattern that glittered in the firelight. Her glossy red-gold hair shone to equal advantage, annoyingly lustrous against the jeweled tones of her dress. Worse, her bodice dipped low, offering tantalizing glimpses of her creamy skin and full, round breasts. A braided belt of golden cord circled her slim waist, the tasseled ends dangling suggestively near a very feminine place Sorley did not want to notice. More gold glittered along the delicate border edging the top of the gown, drawing his attention back to her lush bosom.


She looked like a living flame.


And damn if he didn’t feel a powerful urge to be burned to a crisp.


Instead, he frowned, ignoring the heat spearing straight to the swelling hardness he was sure she could see.


Secretly, he now hoped she did.


He was that angry.


For truth, he could see the top crescents of her nipples! They were a lovely pink and puckered, peeking up above her bodice’s gold-edged border.


“I’ll no’ deny you’re lovely, my lady.” He could hardly speak. “Though along with erroneous judgment, I suspect your hearing is no’ what it should be. I told you I am no’ the man to fulfill your request.”


“I did not err in coming here. You are the only man who can help me.”


“You will easily find another.” Sorley turned his back on her to stare out into the cold, wet night. He didn’t like the way just looking at her did funny things to his chest. Elsewhere, he was setting like granite, curse the lass. “You found your way in here. You can leave by the same door.”


“I thought you were a man who courts danger.” She joined him at the window. “Was I mistaken? Are you not as daring as everyone says?”


“I am that and more, sweetness. What I am no’, is a fool. And I’m no’ of a mind to make myself one by tearing that fine gown off of you and initiating you in the pleasures of carnal passion.


“I’ll leave that honor to a man less wise.” He fixed his gaze on the misty drizzle, the darkly gleaming cobbles of the bailey far below. “There’s nothing you can say to sway me otherwise.”


“Not even if I told you helping me would enrage John Sinclair?”


Sorley stiffened, the name chilling his innards. He closed his eyes and took a long breath of the cold, damp air. Lady Mirabelle’s mention of the much-lauded, sneakily treacherous noble struck him like a fist in the ribs.


Sinclair was his greatest enemy.


Even if the dastard didn’t know Sorley was aware of his crimes. That one of the innocent young bastard women he’d once raped and tormented had been a lass Sorley loved as strongly as if she’d been his sister. Now she was no more and hadn’t been for many years. The courtier’s twisted pleasures had caused her to drown herself, ending her shame in the cold waters of the River Forth.


It was a death Sorley meant to avenge.


He was only waiting for the best opportunity.


“I see I guessed rightly.” Lady Mirabelle touched his arm. “You do not care for Sir John?”


“There are some who dinnae admire the man. I am one of them, aye.” Sorley tamped down the revulsion surging through him. He turned to meet Mirabelle’s gaze. “What does he have to do with you?”


Sorley had a good idea, but wanted to hear the words from her.


“He’s been making overtures.” She spoke plainly. “Enough so that I believe he intends to ask for my hand. As my father is”—she paused, drew a tight breath—“more accustomed to peering at his precious books than into the character of men, I fear he will accept such an offer. I am determined to avoid his bid at all costs.”


“So that is the way of it.” Sorley now understood why she wanted to be rid of her virginity. “You are hoping Sinclair will no’ want soiled goods?”


“I am certain he will not.” She looked up at him from beneath thick, surprisingly dark lashes.


“There are many ladies at court who welcome his interest.” Sorley wished it wasn’t true. “The King has aye held him in high esteem.”


“With all respect, the King is a Lowlander. I am Highland born and bred.” She lifted her chin, her pride unmistakable. “With some exceptions”—she blushed, clearly thinking of her scholarly sire—“we are not easily fooled. I also put out discreet enquiries.”


“Many women wouldn’t have bothered.” Sorley went back to the table, helping himself to another measure of wine. “They see only—”


“I am not ‘other women.’ I am myself, always.” She followed him across the room, boldly putting herself in his path when he would’ve started pacing again. “I am not blinded by golden torques and beringed fingers, raiments adorned with jewels.


“Nor do I care for arrogance.” She put her hands on her hips, her determination and wit beginning to delight him as much as her other, more obvious charms. “I do not trust Sir John’s smile. I’m also not fond of his eyes.


“Such things are more telling than words.” She flipped back her hair. “That is why I asked a trusted servant to befriend those working in the castle kitchens. Such people often know more about a person’s true nature than anyone sitting at the high table.”


“Is that so?”


“I believe you know that it is.”


“Indeed, I do.” Sorley squelched the smile tugging at his lips.


The last thing he wanted was for her to guess how much he admired her good sense. Most ladies at court fawned all over Sir John Sinclair.


It scarce mattered that the noble’s underhanded dealings and treachery had cost him lands and wealth. Or that he’d also lost esteem in the eyes of a few. Those worthies who looked beyond Sinclair’s slick, oiled hair and handsome face; the shining mail and lavish clothes he favored. Somehow he managed to dress himself extravagantly even when reputed to have lost much of his coin.


Despite it all, he stayed within the bounds allowed him, craftily avoiding royal wrath.


By comparison, Sorley wasn’t half as skilled at self-preservation.


He rubbed the back of his neck, uncomfortably aware that he couldn’t possibly keep hiding how appealing he found Lady Mirabelle.


He wanted to despise her.


As if she sensed his approaching capitulation, she came forward, her bewitching perfume floating with her. The fragrance swirled about him, teasing and tempting him, the delicate rose scent forming a trap more inescapable than bars of hot-forged iron.


“So you agree?” She stopped right before him, so near he couldn’t breathe.


“I share your opinion of Sinclair.” He regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth.


She pounced, the flare of hope in her eyes almost persuading him. “If he believes I am no longer—”


“Sweet lass, I regret spoiling your plans, but they won’t work. No’ with Sinclair.” His voice hardened just thinking of the man. “A woman’s purity matters naught to him. He isn’t a fastidious sort. No’ in that regard.”


“Perhaps not,” she agreed. “But he is fiercely proud.”


“No’ that proud.” Sorley let his gaze again dip to her breasts. Looking up again, he smoothed the backs of his fingers down her cheek, brushed his thumb over the corner of her lips. “If he wants you, which isn’t surprising, he’ll no’ leave you be until he’s had you.


“And there’ll be hell to pay if you resist him.” Sorley knew it well. “John Sinclair is no’ a man you’d wish to rile, my lady.”


“If you help me, that won’t be necessary.”


“Have you Heiland bog cotton in your ears, lass? Sinclair won’t care a whit if you’re soiled or pure. Not that lecherous bastard.”


To Sorley’s surprise, she glanced aside, color once again blooming on her cheeks. When she looked back at him, he could almost feel the embarrassment rolling off her. But she stood tall, her shoulders straight and her head raised. Whatever her faults—and he knew she had them—her courage delighted and fascinated him.


She moistened her lips. “My servant also asked around about you.”


Sorley’s brow went up. “Is that so?”


“It was necessary.” She held his gaze, her voice strong. “I learned there’s bad blood between you and Sir John. If you help me, you’d benefit as well.”


Sorley almost choked. “Any man would enjoy taking you to his bed.”


He just wasn’t that man.


“Aside from the obvious”—he gripped her chin, his gaze fierce—“how would such an association favor me?”


“It is known at court that Sir John reviles you as much as you dislike him.” She spoke as if she’d rehearsed her arguments. “He considers any woman touched by you as tainted goods. They are no longer worth his esteem.


“You’ve never been in a position to challenge him before his peers.” She looked at him with those sparkling eyes, speaking easily of his lowly birth. “Now you have the chance to thwart him, spoiling his plans.”


For a heartbeat, Sorley was tempted.


Greatly so.


But he knew Sinclair too well.


So he went to the door, setting his hand on the latch. “Sir John’s fury would be terrible, my lady. I dinnae care for myself, but he would—”


“He won’t lay a hand on me.” She joined him at the door, touched his elbow. “I’ll be home to Knocking Tower before he’d have the chance. Besides”—she gave him a smile that went straight to his heart, almost convincing him—“the Highlands are no place for a Lowland noble. He wouldn’t find me there if he tried.


“So, please…” She squeezed his arm. “Will you not agree to help me?”


“I will consider it.” He wouldn’t, but she needn’t know that. “Meet me in the castle chapel tomorrow e’en and I’ll give you my answer. If anyone questions you, you can say you’re hoping to catch a glimpse of the pink lady. That’s where she is most frequently seen.”


“I will be there.” She lifted on her toes and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”


“I’ve no’ yet agreed.” He was determined to say no.


Placing a hand on the small of her back, he urged her out the door. Once it was closed again, he leaned his back against the wood, a smile curving his lips. Perhaps there was a way he could assist her and scratch an itch that had plagued him for years.


Sometimes the gods did favor a man, and who was he to refuse their gifts?


Pushing away from the door, he went to the window and braced his hands on the cold, damp stone of the ledge. As if the fates truly were tempting him, he was in time to see Lady Mirabelle crossing the bailey. A thin drizzle still fell and an enormous moon drifted in and out of the clouds. Wind blew sheets of mist across the courtyard, but Mirabelle strode through the rain as if she was made for such weather.


His smile deepened as he watched her.


She paused before the sheltered arcade on the far side of the bailey and tipped back her head as if she savored the misty damp on her face. Sorley’s pulse quickened, a whirl of heated images filling his mind. In his experience, women who appreciated rough weather were equally wild and passionate in a man’s arms.


He’d enjoy discovering if the same was true of Lady Mirabelle.


His blood ran hot at the thought, pure masculine anticipation surging through him as she disappeared into the shadows of the arcade. Rarely had a woman roused such an intense response in him. And never had he been more inclined to ignore such yearnings.


What a shame he knew he wouldn’t.
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