

[image: Cover Image]



[image: image]



[image: CoverImage]



Begin Reading

Table of Contents

A Preview of Ravished by a Highlander

Copyright Page

In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


To my beloved… Until we meet again in
 the sweet hereafter. I love you.
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Chapter One

Hand over that bag and I won’t run you through.”

Colin MacGregor smiled behind his hood and slowed his mount to a leisurely canter. He wasn’t far from his destination, a league or two at best. He could smell the sea on the crisp morning air. It put him in a good mood, inclining him toward mercy to his present company. “I should warn ye,” he called out to the man hurrying to keep up with him on foot. “Ye’re the seventh thief who thought to rob me this day. The six before ye are already dead.” His smile, slight as it was, remained intact as he turned in his saddle. “I’ll grant ye a moment to reconsider yer course.”

The thief chuckled and continued on foolishly. “I’ll take the horse too.”

“Will ye now?” Colin brought his mount to a full stop and swept his hood off his head. “I’d like to see ye give it a try. Only, be quick about it. I’d like to reach Dartmouth before they break fast. I’m hungry fer a decent meal.”

The thief did not oblige but jammed two fingers into his mouth and whistled instead. From beyond the trees five more men appeared, each eyeing Colin with snarls while they pointed their weapons at him.

“One of yer companions seems to be missing,” Colin pointed out, glancing about briefly before returning his steady gaze to the leader.

The thief surveyed his small troupe, then, realizing Colin was correct—but not catching what it meant—shouted for the sixth robber to quit pissing and get ready to fight.

’Twas unnecessary really, as Colin shot the man dead when he emerged from behind a tree, the thief’s own pistol in one hand and the laces of his breeches in the other. Two other men carried pistols but they didn’t get the chance to fire them, or even aim, in the time it took Colin to shoot one with a second pistol he kept tucked in his boot and to fling a short sword at the other, catching him in the center of his throat. The leader watched in horror as three of his comrades fell all in the space of a few breaths. When Colin leaped from his horse, the four remaining thugs shared a fearful look between them and then, realizing his pistols would have to be reloaded before he could use them again, drew their blades and attacked.

The men were poorly lacking in any kind of skill, which didn’t surprise Colin in the least. He could have shown them mercy, as he had to their leader, by letting them live a bit longer, but he was a warrior, not a priest. He’d known he was being followed since entering Devon. He’d known how many men were tailing him and where they would likely make their move. ’Twas no astounding feat he possessed to be aware of such things. ’Twas what any well-trained soldier should know.

And Colin had been training for battle since before he could remember. The desire to conquer set fire to his veins since the day he was old enough to hold a blade in his hand. He was born to fight, and as he grew older, he grew more ready and eager to go to war for a cause he believed in. The Stuart throne had become that cause. The Catholic king James Stuart, to be exact, kin by marriage to the MacGregors of Skye. A man who had gained Colin’s friendship, loyalty, and finally his respect when James first took the throne three years ago. But the king had become a tyrant lately and Colin had grown more uncertain if his liege was any less guilty and unfit to rule the kingdom than his enemy William of Orange was.

That indecision was what had led him on his journey home to Camlochlin before embarking upon this latest task: to end the threat of the Dutch prince once and for all.

He’d enjoyed his trip home more than he’d expected and suspected that the memory of the visit sparked the thread of compassion he felt now, for he made a quick end of his attackers.

Then again, he was damned hungry.

He wiped his blade on the fallen leader’s tunic, then sheathed it and leaped back into his saddle. The dead were no longer his concern… or the concern of any other decent man traveling this road.

Setting his course straight ahead, he returned his hood to his head and his thoughts to his purpose of stopping Prince William from taking the throne.

A general in James’s Royal Army, Colin had taken the lives of many in the past three years, though few of his enemies died on the battlefield. His victories were mostly silent, purely political ones that required the sharp edge of his mind, as well as his blade. He honed each with equal diligence. He’d traded in his warrior blood and become the king’s assassin, sent to mete out justice to the guilty.

There was no one guiltier than the man who’d once ordered the massacre of an abbey full of nuns. A self-righteous, falsely pious prince who not only planned the demise of every Catholic in the kingdom, but also schemed against his wife’s own father. Aye, no matter what doubts Colin was beginning to harbor toward his king, he would see his task through to completion. He would have his war.

Rubbing his growling belly, he watched the sheer fortress wall of Dartmouth Castle rise over the rocky cliff tops in the distance. The round battlemented tower and high lookout turret appeared to pierce the charcoal clouds. A gloomy sense of isolation began seeping through his mantle along with the briny scent of the Dart estuary rolling in from the southwest. He didn’t mind being alone. In fact, he preferred it over the feigned niceties of court.

A cool trickle snaked down his back, but he resisted the urge to shiver.

He wasn’t just the king’s executioner, he was a spy. And a damned good one. He was about to change his identity, including his religion, his moral code, and his entire past, in order to fit in with his enemies and learn their secrets. He wouldn’t let his nerves get the better of him. He never did.

This wasn’t the first time he would be living as Colin Campbell of Breadalbane, cousin to the Campbells of Glen Orchy. The information he had gathered at various tables from France to Scotland about secret correspondences between England and William in Holland had all led back to Geoffrey Dearly, Earl of Devon and lord of Dartmouth.

Approaching along the cliffs, Colin took in the structure before him. Dartmouth was more of a fort than an actual castle. Built in the fourteenth century to guard the mouth of the estuary, it lay deep within Protestant territory and ’twas a good enough place to land an army of ships if a certain Dutch prince wished to invade England.

This was it, Colin was sure of it, the last time he would have to sit in the company of his enemies and speak like them, laugh with them. If he was correct about Devon’s alliance with Prince William—and Colin was certain he was correct—the earl was going to need every available sword for hire when he betrayed the king. Fortunate for him, the deadliest mercenary ever to wield a blade or fire a pistol was about to land on his doorstep.

He scanned the gun tower and surrounding gun platforms adjoining the round tower to the square. Pity, there were no fearsome-looking guardsmen patrolling the walls. He ached for a decent fight when the time finally came. Until then, he would befriend them, and then butcher them in battle.

A movement high atop the turret caught his eye, and as he focused on what it was, his thoughts of victory scattered to the four winds.

’Twas a lass, her long flaxen tresses and flowing white gown snapping against the bracing wind as she stepped up onto the edge of the crenellated wall. Was she a woman about to leap to the jagged rocks below or an angel readying to take flight? He waited, his heart beating more wildly in his chest than it had in years, to see what the answer would be. If she was a woman, he could do nothing to save her if she fell. He had seen death, had caused much with his own blade, but he had never been witness to someone taking her own life. Why would she? What in hell was so terrible that hurling herself over the edge was a better alternative?

When she bent her knees, his heart stalled in his chest.

Damned fool. He couldn’t catch her.

But she didn’t jump. Instead, she nestled herself into the groove of a merlon. He watched her, unnoticed while she wrapped her arms around her knees and set her chin toward the estuary. She reminded him of a painting he’d seen in King Louis’s court, of a woman looking out toward the sea, waiting for her beloved to return to her. Something about this lass above him stirred him in the pit of his gut. Was she waiting for someone? Mayhap a guardsman from Devon’s garrison? She looked small and utterly alone surrounded by stone, water, and the vast sky behind her. Who was she?

A better question was, what the hell did he care who she was? He didn’t. ’Twas the most vital part of this duty he was born to carry out, what made him better at it than anyone else. He attached himself to no one. Mercy could get him, or worse, the king, killed. He didn’t need friends, since the men he’d been sitting with over the past three years had been traitors to the throne and could never be trusted.

What he felt in his belly were hunger pangs.

Pulling his hood back over his head, he looked at the lass one last time. She dipped her head, catching his movement. When she scrambled to her feet, he clenched his jaw to keep himself from calling out. Thankfully, she stepped back down off the wall and disappeared.

Left with nothing but the passing memory of her, Colin returned his thoughts to the duty at hand and cantered his horse through the yard of St. Petroc’s Church, where a dozen or so of Devon’s men were loitering and looking bored until they saw him.

Dismounting, he pushed back his hood and held up his hands as the men raced toward him.

“Stranger.” One stepped out from among the rest. He was tall and broad shouldered in his stained military coat. His dark, oily hair fell over gray, bloodshot eyes, which hardened on Colin’s face first, and then on the swords dangling from both sides of Colin’s hips beneath his wind-tossed mantle. “What brings you to Dartmouth?”

“I seek an audience with the earl.”

The man’s gaze settled on the flash of a dagger hidden within the folds of Colin’s open vest and the pistol tucked under his belt. “You carry many weapons.” He dipped his gaze to Colin’s leather boots next, where more daggers and his second pistol peeked out, and licked his lips, which had apparently gone rather dry.

“The roads are perilous,” Colin explained with a slight crook of his lips, still keeping his hands up. This ill-prepared soldier was afraid of him… and that made the soldier dangerous.

“So is straying into a place you don’t belong,” the speaker countered, reaching around his belly to the hilt of his sheathed sword. “Who are you and what do you want with the earl?”

“I’d prefer to tell that to yer highest in command.”

“Well,” the soldier said, puffing up his chest, “I’m Lieutenant Gilbert de Atre, and you’ll tell it to me or you’ll hop onto that paltry mare you rode in on and leave while you still can.”

Colin knew hundreds of men just like this one. He’d seen that same challenging smirk dozens of times before. He wasn’t sure what it was about him that made some men want to test him. Mayhap ’twas his weapons and the way he carried them, or the cool, composed indifference of his expression. He feared little and it intimidated less formidable men. Usually he ignored such bravado, especially when his task was to make nice and fit in. This time though, he had to fit in to an army, not at a noble’s table. He would need to earn their respect before they trusted him. Colin didn’t mind having to fight to prove himself. In fact, he looked forward to it. A test of his skill would provide an excellent opportunity to learn what he was up against, and also to show these men that he would be an asset to their company. He would go easy on them all, of course. No reason to reveal too soon what they were up against.

His expression remained impassive, save for the spark of something feral in his eyes when he glanced at his horse and then back at de Atre. “I take offense to ye insulting my horse, Lieutenant.”

“Then do something about it,” de Atre said and laughed, exposing a row of yellow teeth. “But first, remove all them daggers and pistols you have hidden on you. I don’t trust any Scot with two hands.”

Stripping himself of his extra weapons, Colin promised himself that de Atre would be among the first to feel his blade the instant he revealed his true purpose for coming here.

“Come, stray, let us see what you’ve got. But be warned, I’ve sent all your brothers back to their mothers castrated and broken.”

Colin’s lip curled as he readied his blade. “Not my brothers, ye haven’t.”

His metal flashed as it came up, blocking de Atre’s next strike above his head. He parried another hit, and then another, scraping the edge of his blade down de Atre’s. Pushing off, he stepped back, loosened his shoulders, and rolled his wrist. The blade danced with fluid grace beneath the sun, casting a flicker of doubt in de Atre’s eyes.

Not yet.

He tightened his stance, as if suffering from a bout of nerves at what he was facing. De Atre advanced and swung wide. Colin avoided the slice to his belly with a step to his left. He ducked at a swipe to his neck and parried a number of rather tedious strikes to his knees. After a few moments, it became clear that he could fight the lieutenant while he was half-asleep. He suppressed the urge to yawn, thinking about what kind of beds were given to the garrison soldiers. Hay would be a welcome reprieve from the hard, cold ground he’d been sleeping on for the past se’nnight.

A spot of bright military blue and white lace crossed his vision and he followed it while he blocked another blow. The captain of the garrison caught his gaze across the crowded courtyard and held it a moment before ordering both men to cease.

“You there,” he called an instant later. “Come forward.”

Colin flicked his gaze to the captain, taking in polished black boots, crisp breeches, and a clean military coat adorned in lace. He was older than the lieutenant, mayhap in his fortieth year, clean-shaven and lithe of build.

“I am Captain George Gates,” he said when Colin reached him.

“Captain.” Colin met his level gaze.

“Your name?” the captain asked, scrutinizing him with narrowed eyes the same way his lieutenant had, but with interest rather than challenge.

“Colin Campbell of Breadalbane.”

“What do you want here?”

“I wish to offer my sword to yer lord.”

Gates arched his brow at him. “Why?”

“Because my cousin the future Earl of Argyll assured me that Lord Devon would soon need more men to guard his castle.”

“Did he?” the captain asked with skepticism narrowing his eyes. “What else did Argyll tell you?”

Almost everything Colin needed to know. The Dutch prince had begun to assemble an expeditionary force against the king. But he wouldn’t attack without penned invitations from England’s most eminent noblemen inviting him to invade. According to Argyll, Dartmouth was to be the host of the invading Dutch army, and Lord Devon, the man arranging it all. Colin’s task was to discover who among King James’s vassals signed their names to the invitation, when the prince meant to invade, how many men he would bring with him, and then to kill them all. His glorious war.

Colin almost couldn’t help smiling slightly at the thought. “He told me why.”

Gates’s subtle reaction was exactly what Colin expected. A hint of surprise that a mercenary would know a prince’s intentions, and then a nod of acceptance because the only way he could know it was if a prominent ally such as Duncan Campbell of Argyll had told him.

“Very well,” the captain said. “I’ll take you to the earl. If you wish to fight for him, let him decide if you are worthy.”

“My thanks,” Colin offered. He retrieved his daggers, ignored the glare de Atre flung at him, and then followed his escort toward the entrance in the square tower.

At the doors, Gates stopped and turned to him. “So that we are clear on this: I did not train or choose my lieutenant. If you are here for any other purpose than the one you claim, I will personally remove your head.”

He waited until Colin nodded that he understood and then led him inside. The ground floor was smaller inside than it appeared from outdoors. The narrow windows afforded little light and were used mainly as gun ports; there were seven that Colin could count from his position.

“Gillian!” The thunderous shout reverberated through the long halls, scattering servants every which way. “Gillian!” the voice bellowed again, followed this time by the pounding of boots down the stairs. “Answer when I call for you, bitch! Ranulf! Where are my musicians, my wine?”

Colin looked up at the tall, lanky nobleman stomping toward them. His dark, perfect ringlets bounced around the shoulders of his crisp justacorps. His complexion was pale, as if painted, but not. His dark gray eyes darted about the hall before coming to rest on Colin.

“Who are you?”

“My lord Devon”—Captain Gates stepped forward—“this is Colin—”

“Captain Gates.” The earl shifted his haughty gaze to the captain, his interest in the mercenary standing in his hall already gone. “Where is my cousin? I’ve been calling for her. Your duty is to guard her. Why are you not with her and bringing her to me?”

“She was asleep when I left her, my lord.”

“Well, wake her up! And her bastard with her! No reason that brat should sleep all day.”

Captain Gates offered him a brisk nod, then started toward the stairs.

“There is no need to fetch me, my good captain,” came a soft voice from the top of the stairs.

Colin watched the woman descend, her pale, wheaten waves falling lightly over her white, flowing gown. ’Twas the woman from the battlements.

She didn’t look at him. Her eyes, like twin blue seas, churned with a frosty glitter as she set them on the earl.

“I hope my lord will forgive me for sleeping while he bellowed for me.”

Colin was tempted to smile at her. Her ability to speak such a humbling falsehood and sound so convincing while doing it impressed him. The truth lay in her eyes if one but looked.

“I won’t show you mercy next time, Gillian,” he promised, gloating at her surrender. “Now make haste and bring me some wine from the cellar.” He lifted his manicured fingers and snapped at his captain. “Go with her, Gates, and make certain she doesn’t dally or it will cost you a month’s wage.”

Lord Devon watched them leave the hall on their errand, and then settled his gaze on a serving girl on her way to some chore. He snatched her arm as she passed him and yanked her into his arms.

“What are you still doing here?” he demanded, lifting his mouth from her neck when he saw Colin. “Who are you?”

Verra likely yer worst enemy. Colin granted his host his most practiced bow. “I am the man who will lead yer army to victory.”
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Chapter Two


Lady Gillian Dearly looked over her shoulder on the way toward the wine cellar at the stranger standing with her cousin Geoffrey. She knew by his dark hooded mantle that he was the man who’d watched her from the cliffs. Who was he and what had he been doing resting on the cliff side staring up at the castle? At her? Had he told Captain Gates that he’d seen her in the turrets?

She hoped not. The only thing worse than the captain discovering that she had risked her virtue alone in the halls was Geoffrey finding out the same. She wasn’t permitted to roam about unescorted for fear that one of her cousin’s hired mercenaries would abduct her. It was an irrational fear—for the most part, at least. Though the men held no particular allegiance to God, the king, or the Earl of Essex’s daughter, they were all too afraid of Captain Gates to touch her. In that, her constant chaperone performed his duties well. She didn’t want to get him into trouble or, Heaven forbid, wake up to find one of her cousin’s other men tailing her, but sometimes she needed the rush of the wind through her hair and the vast horizon filling her vision. She escaped to the turrets often to imagine a different kind of life. Truly, there was no harm in it, but if either man suspected her of possessing a more cunning nature than what she portrayed, they would watch her more intently.

Both with a completely different purpose.

George Gates was her cousin’s highest in command, charged from the day she’d arrived here four years ago with the duty of guarding her virtue… or whatever was left of it. But he didn’t protect her from the hounds simply because he’d been hired to. He had become her friend. The only man left in the world that she trusted.

When they reached the upper cellar, she dipped a silver pitcher into a keg of aged wine and filled it. “This keg is almost empty. We will need another brought up from below.”

“Where were you when he was calling?”

She looked up at him leaning his back against the door, watching her with pity softening his expression. She didn’t want it. It did her no good, save to tempt her to weep—and she would never, ever do that.

“As I said, I was asleep in my bed.”

Gates regarded her in silence for a moment, knowing full well that masking her expression was a feat she’d never master. Everything, damn her… everything was always right there on her face to read. “If Devon thought for an instant that you looked for a way out…”

“You know I would never think of running away,” she told him, wiping the lip of the pitcher with her apron and avoiding his gaze while she passed him on her way back to the door. Oh, but how many hundreds of times had she contemplated it, dreamed about it? Not of running—for where could she go alone and with a three-year-old babe at her hip? Edmund: the reason she breathed, schemed, and risked her life sending missives to William of Orange. No, she wouldn’t run. She hoped to walk out of Dartmouth with her head held high and the power of a new king at her back, a new king who, thanks to her, knew the truth about her cousin.

“Where would I take him?” she asked softly, pausing in the hall at the bottom of the stairs and looking up longingly to where her babe slept soundly in his chamber. “I cannot return to my father. Nor do I ever want to.”

“Someday”—George moved up behind her and placed a tender hand on her shoulder—“when he has forgiven you…”

“Forgiven me?” She angled her chin to have a good look at her friend, and then to offer him a disparaging sigh. Was every man her judge, even the ones who didn’t condemn her? Aye, she had a child out of wedlock. Was that a good enough reason to abandon her to hell? “And how long should it take me to forgive him for casting me and my son into my cousin’s cruel hands? When should I forgive my mother for caring more about the haughty opinions of her peers than about the welfare of her youngest daughter and grandchild?”

Her captain looked away from the cold, hard truth of it. Gillian didn’t blame him. She wished she could, as well. She’d been found guilty of falling foolishly in love and sentenced to live under lock and key inside a fortress overlooking the sea. But she and her child would be free. She would see to it, and then she would never be so foolish again.

“Let us not speak of my parents anymore.” Gillian lifted her hand to his lapel and brushed a mote of lint away. “Or of me trying to escape Dartmouth. I am strong, and I shall continue to find the strength to wake each morning because of my son. Now come, I would see to Geoffrey’s thirst before Edmund wakes from his nap.”

He nodded, his composure disintegrating a little at the smile she offered him.

“About the man who arrived earlier.” He coughed into his fist and led her down the hall.

Gillian kept her even pace as her heart quickened along with her breath. Had the stranger told him where he’d seen her then? She’d assured George the last time he caught her alone in the turrets that she could handle any man who came upon her. He’d taught her well enough how to use her dagger. But she knew he worried about her, and she didn’t want him to.

“He might be remaining here,” he continued, urging her to pick up her pace. “If he does, I want you to tell me if he makes any advances toward you.”

“Of course,” she promised quietly. It was the same promise she made to him whenever any new guardsman joined the garrison.

“Be wary of him. He arrived as if on thin air.”

Or from the sea, Gillian corrected silently. “Who is he?”

“Colin Campbell, relative of the Campbells of Argyll.” He grew quiet for a moment as they walked the hall. Then said, “I don’t trust the Campbells, and this one carries a great number of weapons, all of which I’m certain he knows how to use with great skill, despite his claims to the contrary.”

“What purpose would he have for disguising his skill?”

“I’ve no idea.” The captain shared his thoughts with her because there was not a man in his garrison whom he had ever befriended. He was as alone here as she. “But I will tell you this,” he continued absently. “I’ve never seen a man strike, block, and parry while not even looking at his opponent. I will be watching him closely if Devon accepts him for hire.”

“I will be wary of him,” Gillian promised. Another dangerous mercenary. One more to aid Geoffrey in his quest to see William of Orange take the throne. She was glad for it. The sooner Prince William arrived, the better. She didn’t care about religious upheavals or who sat on the throne. Three and a half years of obeying a cruel madman had hardened her heart to everything but her son. She would do anything to keep Edmund safe, including betraying King James and tolerating her cousin when she had to. She had learned to bend, but by God, she would never break.

They searched for Geoffrey and finally found him waiting above stairs in his solar with Colin Campbell.

“Ah, finally, my dear cousin tends to me.” From his seat beside the hearth, Geoffrey lifted his hand and motioned for her to come to him.

Gillian hesitated. She knew she shouldn’t, but the thought of being close to him made her ill. The Earl of Devon, son of her father’s brother, had demonstrated an unnatural attraction to her from the time they were children and she’d been sent to spend the summer with her relatives. It was the worst summer of her life, having to continually fight off Geoffrey’s advances. She thought he’d forgotten her as the years passed, but when she confessed her delicate condition to her father, Geoffrey had been only too eager to take her under his care. In exchange for hiding away her shame, her father had offered him his troops when Prince William came to England.

Life at Dartmouth was a nightmare in different shades of gray. Bleak and oppressive, it was no place to raise a child. Geoffrey wanted her for himself and he hated her for letting Edmund’s father spoil her. His words were never tender. His breath always stank of sour wine, and often the scent of sex and sweat clung to his clothes. But she didn’t hate him for those things. She hated him for hating her son.

He beckoned again, and this time she moved. He didn’t appear angry. She was grateful for that at least. It wasn’t that she was afraid of his temper. She could take the worst he had to offer. But once his mood went sour, there was no peace to be found until he retired to his bed. She did what she could to avoid another miserable day listening to him shout and spew threats at her.

“Pour us some wine, Gillian.”

She did as she was told, keeping her eyes averted from his challenging grin and lusty gaze.

“I will decline, lady. ’Tis too early in the day.”

She glanced up from the cup she offered to the mercenary and went still as her level gaze met his. Enraptured like an insect to a flame… or a pair of them, she forgot everything, including the need for breath while she stared openly at his beautiful face. His eyes were the only source of light against his dark, flinty visage. Ringed by raven lashes and painted in a dozen different shades of green and gold, they shimmered with a power that, for a moment, made her feel sorry for any who came against him. Oddly, his voice was just as beguiling. It covered her like a thick blanket, warm and husky, with a slight melodious burr belonging to the Scots. When Geoffrey announced his declaration to be nonsense, he blinked slowly, breaking the spell his penetrating gaze had cast over her.

“It is never too early to drink from my fine cellar. Isn’t that correct, Gates?” While he spoke, Geoffrey moved his palm over her knuckles and she gritted her teeth, trying not to shiver as if the cold claws of death had just come for her.

Pushing off the door, Captain Gates nodded and stepped forward to take the pitcher from Gillian and pour his own drink.

Her task done, she moved to step back, but Geoffrey’s hand on the small of her back stopped her. “Unless it is tainted with poison. Captain,” he said, without taking his eyes off hers, “you drink it first.”

Gillian wanted to laugh in his face, though the thought of poisoning him had crossed her mind a number of times. Unfortunately, there were little or no plants in the vicinity that she knew of that would do the trick. He remained silent while George downed his wine. A moment later, when the captain didn’t crumple to the floor, clutching his throat, her cousin smiled up at her. “You don’t have the courage to kill me, do you, Gillian?” He traced his fingertips over the curve of her hip, then up her arm, to a curl dangling beneath her breast.

“If that is all,” she murmured, stepping away from him and doing everything in her power not to bolt out of the solar, out of her gown, and into the nearest cesspit to cleanse herself of his touch, “I will go tend to—”

“You will remain exactly where you are, wench. And don’t speak again.” The desire in his eyes turned dark with malice.

She tightened her jaw, keeping the hatred she felt for him from spilling forth. That was what he wanted: for her to lose her control and give him an excuse to take Edmund from her. The bastard was jealous of her son—and with good reason—and since he had the power to make her worst nightmare come to pass, she did as he ordered. For the time being. Besides, she didn’t mind keeping quiet, since she had little to say to him, save to tell him to rot in hell.

“You will tend to me,” he warned her quietly. “Your bratling sleeps, does he not? And in a soft bed, because of my mercy. Do not tax me or I’ll have him put out with the horses.”

Her fists trembled at her sides, but she kept them there instead of around Geoffrey’s throat. She suspected he knew that if he harmed Edmund, she would kill him. Still, that didn’t stop him from threatening her babe every chance he found. He didn’t need her here. He had servants to do his bidding and to see to his private needs. He simply enjoyed keeping her from the one thing that gave her any joy.

“Pay no heed to my cousin.” He offered the mercenary an apologetic smile for the interruption. “She may appear a noble woman, but she is nothing more than a common whore with a bastard chained to her ankles. I was kind enough to take her in when her father cast her out and she does nothing but defy me.”

Gillian breathed slowly, willing herself not to flinch. This was nothing she hadn’t heard a dozen times before—spoken in front of anyone who cared to listen. Geoffrey did all to strip her of her dignity, even laughing when his men whispered the same. How else would any woman want him unless she was nothing more than a broken, empty shell?

Well, he was a fool if he thought she would ever become that woman.

“My lord,” Mr. Campbell said softly, “I would prefer not to speak of war in a lady’s presence.”

It must have been his sheer boldness that made Geoffrey laugh. The Highlander didn’t smile back. In fact, if not for the twitch of his tightened jaw, Gillian would have thought him to be carved in stone.

“Regardless of what you would prefer,” Geoffrey said, sobering when the mercenary didn’t share his humor, “she will remain.”

“As ye wish.” Campbell offered him a slight nod, then caught her gaze with an intensity that threatened to consume her and everything around her.

She felt George’s hand on her arm, pulling her to stand closer to him. She went without argument, lowering her gaze, sacrificing her pride for peace and quiet, for her son’s sake.

“Captain,” Geoffrey said, his anger mollified for now, “Mr. Campbell here thinks to take over my army.”

“I did not say that, my lord,” Mr. Campbell corrected him coolly.

“What then did you say?”

“I can lead ye to victory.”

“Against the king?” George put to him bluntly.

“Aye, I know the numbers of his army, his navy, and, most important, his Royal Life Guards. I know who among his highest ranking officers commands his loyalty and who does not.”

Gillian listened with one ear. As many of Geoffrey’s hired army already had, this mercenary, too, could provide her with useful information she could send to William. She’d found favor with the Dutch prince after corresponding with him for the last year. He confessed to owing her much and promised to free her and Edmund from her cousin’s care. She hoped he would keep his word. But her hope was a fragile thing. She didn’t trust men and their words. A lesson she had learned well so far.

“How do you know these things, Campbell?” Geoffrey queried, examining his fingernail.

“I fought alongside many of them as a soldier in the Life Guard.”

“Why did you leave?” Captain Gates asked.

“Because when he captured the Earl of Argyll after my cousin’s failed rebellion, the king executed him.”

Geoffrey laughed and downed his wine. “You Scots are a loyal bunch of barbarians.”

Campbell crooked his mouth ever so slightly. “Not a poor combination to have at yer back.”

“Indeed,” Geoffrey agreed and motioned to Gillian to refill his cup. “You will begin your training tomorrow. My steward will pay you at the end of each month.”

The men continued to speak about what needed to be done to restore the kingdom to its proper glory. With Geoffrey’s attention on his soon-to-be, hopeful victory over the Catholics, Gillian was free to give closer inspection to the stranger.

She liked the way he wore his dark hair sheared close to his head. It gave him a cleaner look than the rest of Geoffrey’s guardsmen. He wore no beard to catch bits of his food, but a shadow remained along his jaw, defining harsh, unrelenting lines and a slightly darker dimple in his chin. His expression didn’t change all that much whether he spoke of battle or his family in Breadalbane.

George was correct about him. He did carry a great number of weapons. There were two daggers—that she could see—tucked into each of his black leather boots. Two pistols in his belt and another dagger tied to his hip beside one of his two swords. Good Lord, was he readying for an all-out war that he meant to fight on his own?

Gillian sighed and looked toward the door, hoping Edmund hadn’t awakened yet.

A knock sounded, startling her.

“Your pardon, my lord.” Margaret, Geoffrey’s favorite serving wench, curtsied after he allowed entry. “The boy awakens.”

The boy. Even the servants didn’t give Edmund a name. Gillian nodded, thankful to be leaving. When she moved to go though, her cousin’s fingers around her wrist stayed her.

“Captain,” he said, holding her still. “See to the child. Take Campbell with you and show him his sleeping quarters. I would have a word with my cousin.” When George hesitated, Geoffrey’s expression hardened. “I’ll send for de Atre to bring her to you when I’m done with her.” When neither man moved, he stood. “Leave us!”

Gillian watched the men leave from beneath the veil of her lashes and thought for a moment that the stranger might turn and give her another look before walking out the door, but he didn’t. She watched the door close, leaving her alone with Geoffrey, his thumb sliding across her palm.

“You know, my dear”—his stale breath along her cheekbone made her want to retch—“life would be more pleasant here for you and your little bastard if you would simply submit to my requests and desires.”

When he pressed his lips to her temple, she pulled away. “And if I submit, how do you think my father would react when he learns that I carry your child?”

He laughed, cooling her blood. “Better than that commoner you let defile you. But soon, it will not matter what you or your father want. When Prince William is king he will give you to me.”

No. No, he won’t. He vowed it.

“We are cousins,” she reminded him, disgusted.

“You forget that William is wed to his cousin?”

Gillian closed her eyes to hide the moisture in them blurring her vision. She would die first. She would hurl herself into the sea, and Edmund with her, before she went to her cousin’s bed. Please God, she prayed silently. Please, please rescue us.
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Chapter Three


Colin shut the door to the solar, then turned to have a look at it. Whatever was going on inside was not his concern. He’d achieved the first part of his task, and ’twas simple enough. He now belonged to Devon’s garrison. Gates had all but admitted that they planned to overtake the king—although Colin already knew as much. He would proceed with what he’d come here to do and not waste his time on other thoughts. Besides, this wasn’t the first time he’d witnessed a lass being poorly treated. He’d sat at enough tables in England’s courts and in her pubs to know that the courtly customs from his mother’s knightly tales had died long ago. He’d always remained untouched by what he saw. Granted, he’d rarely seen such fight in any lass’s eyes, or such mastery at holding her tongue. But what did it matter? He wasn’t born to save damsels in distress.

“Campbell?”

He turned away from the door and looked at the captain. Gates had been angered by the lass’s humiliation, but he hadn’t intervened. Colin wouldn’t either.

“He will not put his hands to her.”

Colin nodded and stepped away, putting aside the memory of her gazing out over the sea and the unassuming self-control she possessed not to rip out Devon’s eyes.

“He knows I will cut off his hands if he does, and yours, as well.”

Colin held up his palms, having no intention of ever touching her. Gates cared for her then. Did she go to the turret to await the return of the father of her child, or was he standing here before Colin now? It didn’t matter. The intricacies of relationships here were of no concern to him. The less he knew about any of them, the easier it would be to deceive them and to betray their trust.

Clearing his thoughts, he looked around, familiarizing himself with his surroundings. They were in the round tower. There was a stone stairwell that he knew led to the square tower, where they were heading now, and another stairwell, illuminated by daylight, leading down to the timber-framed opening outside the river. Possible entry and escape routes were vital in his line of work. The interior was smaller than Camlochlin. Dimly lit corridors led in every direction, east and west, north and south, with plenty of shadowy alcoves where one might rest and listen to covert talks about battles to come. The absence of tapestries and sufficient fires in the hearths lent to the castle’s cold ambience. The smell of ale and wine permeated the air like stale breath against a fair lady’s cheek…

“You will take your meals in the Great Hall with the rest of the garrison and Lord Devon,” Gates said, interrupting his uninvited thoughts.

“The earl eats with his men?” Colin asked him.

“It affords him a feeling of safety.”

“Does he have many enemies in the surrounding counties, then?”

“Less than he imagines. There are very few Catholics left in Cornwall and Essex.”

Aye, Colin knew that well enough after having fought in the Battle of Sedgemoor with the king’s Royal Army when they quelled the Monmouth Rebellion three years ago. So, Devon was mistrustful and mayhap overly cautious. It could serve him well to sit every night with the earl.

“You’ll be sleeping in one of the two barracks in the lower part of the square tower. Lady Gillian and her son’s rooms are on the landing above.” The captain turned to him when they entered the square tower. “You may not venture to their rooms without me. Do you understand?” He waited until Colin nodded. “I will show you to the Great Hall after I see to Edmund.”

Colin assumed Edmund was Lady Gillian’s son. Hell, why hadn’t anyone ever mentioned a lady and her babe lived here? He wasn’t so merciless to allow either to be slaughtered along with the rest of Dartmouth when he sent for his men. He would think on what to do about them later. Now he had more important discoveries to make.

“Ye are a soldier in the Royal Horse Guards,” he said, looking over Gates’s blue coat as they climbed the stairs. Unlike himself, a general in the red-coated Life Guards whose duty was to serve the king, the Blues were independent troops scattered throughout England, Scotland, and Ireland, serving Parliament.

“Did ye fight at the Battle of Sedgemoor when the Duke of Monmouth was captured then?” Colin studied Gates’s appearance more closely. They were of the same height, though the captain’s build was a bit leaner, more elegant in his crisp uniform. His hair was the same color as the sand beyond the rocky cliffs, just like hundreds of other men, Life Guards and Horse Guards alike, who had fought at Sedgemoor to protect the king. Even if they had seen each other during the battle, Colin did not recognize him, and he was fairly certain Gates did not recognize him either.

Gates shook his head as they walked together down the hall. “I did not. Though at the time, the Horse Guards did support the king.”

“How did ye come to reside here then, with mercenaries under yer command?”

The captain paused for a moment to glance at him and to consider his next words.

“I was in service to Lord Algernon Dearly, Devon’s father, for many years. I remain with his son for another purpose.”

“To lead William to victory?” Colin pressed innocently.

“No. As a chaperone to the daughter of his uncle, the Earl of Essex.”

So, the captain’s loyalty did not fall to Devon but to Lady Gillian… or her father. Essex was rumored to be a supporter of William of Orange, but Colin pressed no further, seeing that Gates was clearly uncomfortable with the topic.

The captain motioned to follow him to a door at the top of another stairway, but said nothing else. When they reached it, he pushed on the latch and stepped inside.

Colin leaned around the doorframe and looked into the room to find the bulky captain lifting a small boy from his bed with gentle, tender hands. He did not caress the child to his chest, but held him slightly away, smiling, but looking ill at ease. “We’ll keep him with us until his mother returns, and then you can fill your belly.”

Colin nodded and stepped away from the door when Gates exited, the child squirming in his outstretched hands.

“Do you have a wife?”

“No,” Colin answered, straining his voice over the lad’s wails.

“I met my Sarah in Essex. Alas, she is barren.”

That accounted for his unease with the boy. Was he not the father then? The captain was wed, but Colin knew that wasn’t enough to stop most men from taking another to their bed.

“Do you have many bastards?” The captain pulled his head back just in time to avoid a small fist to the lip.

“Only nephews that I recently visited.”

“Good. Here.” Gates shoved the boy at him. “Your first duty is to make him cease that ungodly screeching.”

Colin didn’t mind holding the lad. In fact, he’d enjoyed carrying his sister’s and brothers’ bairns around—when they let him—on his last visit to Camlochlin. “Ye don’t want to be carried, do ye, Edmund?” He set the babe on his feet and took his hand. The boy stopped crying immediately.

“No.” The child tugged on Colin’s arm, then tugged again until Colin squatted before him. “Who are you?”

His gaze level with Edmund’s, Colin was struck by the boy’s beauty. With his crown of soft yellow curls and pale blue eyes, he resembled his mother… and a chubby angel Colin had seen once in a painting in France. “I’m Colin.”

“Where’s Mummy?” Edmund lifted a dimpled fist to wipe his teary eye.

“She’ll be along any moment now. Will ye be a big lad and wait fer her?”

Edmund nodded and shoved his thumb into his mouth.

“I’m impressed,” Gates told him when he straightened.

Colin shrugged off the compliment and picked up his steps. “They don’t like to be treated like babes.”

“They grow quickly,” Gates agreed, giving the boy a loving look.

Colin followed his gaze and let it settle on Edmund’s tiny hand in his. “Shame,” he said quietly, thinking of his kin at home on Skye. He was glad he’d returned to Camlochlin before coming here. He’d never met his nephews or nieces before that day and it had pained his heart just a little that they didn’t know him. They reminded him that he was more than a warrior. He was a man. Mayhap, someday, a father. But not anytime soon.

“I’m hungry,” Edmund said over his thumb.

Colin looked down at him and rubbed his growling belly. “So am I. Would ye care to join me at the table?”

Edmund nodded and the three of them made their way down the stairs to the Great Hall.

There were still a few men loitering about when Colin and his party arrived. The fiery-haired serving girl whose gown Devon had been tugging on after his cousin left to fetch his wine earlier served them each a bowl of cold mutton stew, stale bread, and a hunk of hard cheese. They ate in silence for a good twenty breaths before Colin realized the oddity of the quiet at this table. Weren’t wee lads supposed to make a clatter? Hell, the constant noise from his nephews at his father’s table had been enough to give a man a sore head, but Edmund did not make a sound. Colin looked from the captain to the child. Edmund’s back was arrow straight in his chair. One hand was neatly tucked into his lap while he carefully spooned his stew into his mouth with the other without losing a drop down his chin. His table manners were impeccable.

Colin scowled. ’Twas unnatural. “Do ye like swords, Edmund?”

“I like puppies.”

Colin scowled harder. What good would puppies do the lad if he ever found himself pressed against a wall by an enemy’s blade? He glanced around the Hall, surprised to discover that there were no other children in attendance. Who did the boy play with? A better question… why the hell was he giving his thoughts over to things that were not important to the task at hand? He looked down at his spoon, then shoved it into his mouth. He didn’t like distractions. He didn’t like the unnatural silence even more.

Relinquishing his spoon, he slid a dagger from beneath his vest and jammed the tip into the wooden table. Gates sprang to his feet and drew his sword, but Colin held up his other palm to stave off having his throat cut while Edmund stared wide-eyed at the shiny hilt. Aye, ’twas a nice piece of metal, given to him by King Louis of France.

“Ever play Naughts and Crosses, lad?” He turned an amicable look at Gates. “ ’Tis merely a game I wish to show him, Captain.”

Edmund shook his head and watched him dig four grooves into the surface of the table—two vertical, and two horizontal.

“My nephews play this often,” Colin said, sheathing his dagger and breaking off five small chunks of bread and five pieces of cheese. He handed the cheese to Edmund and grinned at the captain, who took his seat but left his blade in his lap. “Ye will be naughts and I, crosses. I will place my bread here.” He set his piece in the center of the crisscrossed grooves. “Now ye must place yer cheese somewhere in these boxes. The first to place three in a row this way, this way, or that”—he traced a vertical, horizontal, and diagonal line with his finger—“wins. Understand?”

Edmund nodded.

“Good. Yer move.”

Edmund thought about it for a moment, then leaned over the table and set his cheese in the top left-hand corner of the makeshift board.

“Captain, ye mentioned yer wife,” Colin said, placing his bread to the right of his first piece. “Does she reside here?”

“She does not. She prefers to remain in Essex. I visit her whenever I am able.” He pointed to the game as Edmund placed his cheese left of his center bread. “What happens if neither of you is able to form a row?”

“Then ’tis a draw.” Colin placed his bread in the upper right corner, giving Edmund the win if the boy placed his next piece correctly. “Nae doubt, she will worry over ye when Prince William finally returns to our shores to claim the throne.”

“What makes you so certain he will?”

“I hope he will,” Colin said, glancing at him. “Many of us do.” ’Twas not an untruth. He wasn’t there to stop the invitation to William, but to discover as much as he could about the coming invasion. King James was wise enough to know that being well prepared for battle might be their only chance for victory. If Colin stopped whatever letters went out to William, by whoever signed them, the Dutch prince would make new plans that could take Colin years to discover.

Gates’s only response to that was a noncommittal nod. Then, “She does not worry. If the prince returns, I don’t think there will be much resistance.”

Colin smiled slightly at the makeshift board when Edmund dropped his cheese in the correct space and won the game. There would be more resistance than the captain realized. “Well done.” He gave the lad a wink and then looked up to find Lady Gillian hurrying toward the table with Lieutenant de Atre keeping close pace at her side.

Was it Lady Gillian? She looked completely transformed, wearing a smile now and glowing at her son. Colin studied her as she approached, taking in the delicate angles of her face, the shapely curves of her body softly defined in her coarse wool gown. She moved with long, purposeful strides, allowing nothing to come between her and her destination. Hell, she was bonny, with skin like ivory, smoothed and softened under a master carver’s hand. But even the defiant tilt of her chin in Devon’s solar earlier did not compare to the radiance of her unguarded, genuine smile now. The transformation made him curious about the kind of battle taking place within her. Being a soldier himself, he couldn’t help but admire the strength she’d called upon while she was being mocked earlier. That strength hardened her. But now, here she was, stripped bare of her defenses and undeniably captivating. He realized he was staring at her and blinked his gaze away, only to find Gates staring back at him.

“Did you sleep well, my darling?” Her voice was soft, as tender as a harp string.

Colin wasn’t certain if it was the sound of it, or her words that drew his gaze back to her. She had gained the seat closest to Edmund’s, opposite Colin, and took her son’s small face in her palms to kiss each cheek with loving affection. “You did not give Captain Gates a difficult time again, did you?”

“I’ve learned today,” Gates told her, “that Edmund does not like the way I carry him.”

She arched an amused eyebrow at him. “I would have thought that was obvious after three years of toting him around like a foul-smelling skunk, Captain.”

“I can be dense, lady. I would have thought that was obvious after almost four years together.”

Colin watched their interaction with a bit more than mild interest. Their gazes were affectionate but not intimate, an assessment that shouldn’t have caused him any sense of relief, but somehow did.

“He was hungry,” Gates informed her. “Mr. Campbell has been entertaining him while we supped.”

She turned her gaze to Colin, her smile still intact enough to cause his words to falter—had he been any other man. “I hope he was no trouble to you.”

“None at all,” Colin assured her magnanimously. “I’ve been teaching him Naughts and Crosses.”

“I bested him, Mummy!” Edmund turned his eyes, just as wide as his mother’s, on Colin and held up two chubby fingers. “Two times!”

Lady Gillian seemed to melt at the sight of the boy’s grin. “May I watch you best him three times?”

“Again!” Edmund squealed, snatching up his cheese.

They played another game, with de Atre joining to watch. Lady Gillian studied each move with her chin resting in her palm, taking great pleasure in her son’s intelligence when he blocked Colin’s bread. She looked only slightly unnerved when de Atre sat his arse on the table rather than in a chair and slurped up his stew. Stealing glances at her from time to time, Colin let Edmund win again before Captain Gates rose from his seat and announced it was time for Edmund’s studies.

“De Atre, show Campbell to his lodgings,” the captain commissioned. “I will be along later.”

“Let me have a go at this,” de Atre said, falling into Edmund’s chair when the lad left it and gathering up the cheese.

Colin watched Gates leave with Lady Gillian and her son, his gaze following the luminescent tumble of her blond tresses all the way to her hips.

So she was bonny and strong-willed. He knew a dozen lasses just like her. He’d never let any one of them sway his thoughts from his task. She was no different. He denied himself physical pleasure more often than most, for battle was his one true love, and victory, his mistress. He desired nothing more.

But as they were about to exit the Hall, Edmund turned and waved him farewell.

Colin smiled at him before he could stop it and waved back.

“Explain the rules to me,” de Atre said, studying the board and then Colin. “But first let me explain the rules of Dartmouth to you.”

Colin sat back in his chair and listened, not caring for the glint in de Atre’s eyes.

“Captain Gates will slice off your balls if you ever touch her.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Wise.”

“Does he love her then?”

De Atre shook his head. “No. He is burdened with the task of keeping eyes on her. She’s pleasing to the eye and Lord Devon wants to ensure that she gives birth to no more bastards while she’s here.” He set a piece of cheese in the bottom left corner and crooked his mouth into a nakedly male grin. “Not that I wouldn’t like to get her fat with my own. She’s a cold bitch, but I’m sure I could pull a few screams out of her. Repeat a word of that to Gates and I’ll have your balls.”
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