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        Stirling Castle, Scotland

        Summer 1484

      

      

      “It’s your wedding,” the young queen said. “So why do I feel as if I’m sending you to the gallows?”

      Elizabeth Hay stood at the open window of the White Tower, looking across the busy courtyard toward the chapel. A hum of voices drifted up to her as worry tightened its grip on her throat. The brilliant morning sun was shining down on the castle’s Inner Close. Along the walls yellow flags with the red lion rampant alternated with the queen’s new flag of blue and white. The shadow of a bird drew Elizabeth’s eyes to the sky. A hawk soared high above the castle walls. Elizabeth wished she could grow wings and fly above it all, her senses so sharp that she could know who came, who left, who made promises, and who broke them.

      Instead, the painful tightness grew into a knot, spreading into her chest until she could not take a full breath.

      “Elizabeth,” the queen persisted. “I’m worried about you.”

      The young woman turned to face Queen Margaret of Denmark, now the wife of James of Scotland. Known not only for her elegance and beauty but for her kindness, Margaret’s concern showed plainly on her troubled face. Crossing the room, the queen took her hand, seated Elizabeth beside her on a bench by the window, and waved away the attending lady’s maids.

      “You’re crying.”

      “Am I?” Elizabeth managed to say, unaware of the tears slipping down her cheek.

      “Perhaps we haven’t pursued every option. If you honestly don’t want to marry this Highlander, I will insist on a postponement.”

      “Nay, that’s not it,” she began, faltering. How could she explain to the queen how she felt? Everyone assumed she was simply nervous about such a momentous step, worried about losing the life she was accustomed to, uncertain about the future. But there was so much more that Queen Margaret didn’t know, so much that had transpired these past few days.

      The young queen produced a silk kerchief and patted away the dampness on Elizabeth’s cheeks.

      The chapel bells began to toll. And now there wasn’t even a moment to explain.

      The time had come for her to go. Elizabeth stood and motioned to the other women to help her with the veil.

      “I can halt the ceremony,” Queen Margaret offered once again, putting a hand on her arm. “I can speak to my advisors right now.”

      “Nay, Highness. You’re very kind. I know you’ve done all you can to help me. But the hands have been dealt, and fortunes decided. Come what may, I must go.”
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        * * *

      

      The Highlander waited in the Inner Close by the door to the Chapel of St. Michael. A congregation of nobles already stood inside, talking in hushed tones. Above their heads, blades of golden light from the slits of windows cut brightly through swirling clouds of incense.

      Clan chiefs and lairds across Scotland knew that this union had been two decades in the making. Many wondered if the marriage would ever be consummated. It was an old story. A lass of three, a lad of seven—pawns in a contract when a fleet of ships was transferred for extensive tracts of land. As the years passed, anyone familiar with the two had hoped the families would find other means of satisfying the old promises, for it had become obvious to all that they were completely ill-suited for each other.

      And no one had hoped for it more than the two young people themselves.

      Macpherson frowned and edged into the shade of the doorway. Everyone in Scotland knew how different they were. Elizabeth Hay had been educated and brought up in the courts of Italy and Denmark. Now a close companion of the queen, she was well-traveled, fluent in several languages, and a talented musician. In addition to being a friend of the queen, she served as the indispensable right hand of her father, the well-known architect Ambrose Hay.

      And he, himself? To the seagoing men of Scotland and England, he was Macpherson of Benmore Castle, the Black Cat of the Highlands, commander of a dozen ships that raided rich coastal towns and wreaked havoc on British, Dutch, and French traders. His chosen profession had made him a wealthy man. In seaside villages from Antwerp to Dublin, mothers evoked his name when they wanted to strike terror into their unruly whelps on dark nights. He was a Highlander. Wild, free, and dangerous. And for a wife, his closest allies believed, he would take a woman made of the same hardy stock. Not some delicate Lowland flower. Certainly not Elizabeth Hay.

      And yet here he was, sweating as the bells tolled.

      Macpherson glanced impatiently at the White Tower. Doubts ate away at him. She wasn’t coming. This marriage was not going to happen.

      A doorway opened across the Inner Close, and Queen Margaret glided over the stones of the courtyard, attended by her entourage. But he had no eyes for her. His gaze was fixed on the veiled bride at her side.

      The young laird muttered another curse under his breath and scowled at the woman drawing near. The hell he’d gone through to be here at this moment. Had she suffered, at all? The embroidered veil hid any view of her face.

      He did not speak until the queen and the rest of the bride’s escorts filed past them into the chapel.

      “M’lady,” he growled.

      “Highlander,” she replied, coming to stand before him.

      “Blast me,” he cursed, taking hold of the veil and tossing it back away from her face. “You lied.”
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        Seven Days Earlier

      

      

      Elizabeth Hay shivered involuntarily as she stared at the deer brought to bay in the colorful forest on the large tapestry adorning an entire wall of the queen’s chamber.

      “That is not you.”

      “Nay,” Elizabeth agreed. “My tale is captured on an entirely different tapestry. I’m in the one depicting the harried old sow, chased down and speared by a drunken pack of dirty Highlanders for my future husband’s amusement.”

      Elizabeth turned and faced Queen Margaret, sitting with Clare Seton, one of the ladies-in-waiting.

      The queen smiled. “I don’t believe I’ve seen that one.”

      She nodded. “I’m not surprised. They only bring it out on special occasions. Don’t want to frighten any of the maidens unnecessarily.”

      Elizabeth strode to the window, breathing in the damp air. Below, rain-soaked cotters from the nearby farms were already carting in food for the upcoming wedding feast.

      “You may be allowing your imagination to run a little wild, my friend,” the queen observed. “This is a rather dark vision of the future.”

      “A future that I’m desperate to avoid.”

      “Elizabeth, we’ve been through this.”

      “I know.”

      “Macpherson is a Highlander, as you say, but the man is acting quite honorably.”

      “An honorable act that I have no wish to be any part of,” Elizabeth said flatly, trying to keep her temper in check.

      Five years ago, she’d been ready. But where was he then? At eighteen, she was fresh-faced and eager, dreaming of the man she’d been promised to all her life. Innocent, believing in the power of love, she’d expected him to arrive and they’d wed and he’d take her to his castle in the Highlands. Trusting in life and the man who was to be her future husband, she had no fears, no insecurities. The future was an oyster with a precious pearl, ready for her to pluck.

      But Elizabeth had dreamed of a man who never came for her. Year after year, her hopes faded. Doubt took root. Rumors reached her about her intended’s legendary exploits . . . and a lass or two in every port. Sailing the seas, raiding rich towns, living a life of adventure. He was the Black Cat of Benmore. Terror of the German Sea.

      Somewhere along those years, she stopped waiting and locked her foolish dreams deep within her. Time passed and Elizabeth traveled with her father, helping him with his work and learning his art of building. As a widower and a well-known and respected architect, Ambrose Hay made his home wherever his current building project took him. Together, they’d lived and worked in the courts of Europe. For Elizabeth, knowledge became a passion. Free of the burden of a future that depended on a husband, she developed a new life. A life that was hers.

      In the end, Elizabeth learned not to want him. She wouldn’t have him. She couldn’t imagine giving up her life to be a mere laird’s wife in a pile of stones in the Highlands. Without this marriage, she’d continue to travel with her father across the world. This was the future she wanted now.

      But suddenly the Highlander had decided it was time. He’d come to Stirling, expecting her to be that naïve eighteen-year-old. Ready for him. Grateful for him. Ha!

      Earlier that morning, she’d had a long and exhausting discussion with her father on this same topic. A month ago, the two of them had a future in place. He was commissioned to start a palace in France next June and he was taking her with him. This week, Ambrose Hay wouldn’t hear of calling off the wedding. A contract needed to be honored. The family’s name was at stake. Time didn’t negate their responsibility.

      Frustrated, she’d left her father with his plans and models piled high around him, and turned to her friend for solace. During their year here in Stirling, residing in the castle while her father worked on the renovations, Elizabeth had become a companion and confidante to the queen.

      “Stop your pacing and come sit with us.”

      Elizabeth wished she could take the queen’s suggestion, but she was too agitated.

      Clare Seton looked up from her sewing. “You can’t deny that Macpherson has made an effort.”

      Elizabeth glared at her. Whose friend was she? They all seemed in awe of the late-comer. Traitors.

      “What do you mean?” the queen asked.

      “The Highlander’s squire came to the castle asking for Elizabeth again this morning,”

      “Again?” Margaret asked. “What did he want?”

      “The messages, twice yesterday and once this morning, were the same. The laird wishes to meet with her. But she won’t even send back an answer.”

      “Why won’t you meet with him?” the queen asked, turning to Elizabeth.

      “Because I know what he wants.”

      Margaret raised one eyebrow inquiringly. “And that is?”

      Elizabeth had already explained the difference the years had wrought in her, but her friend’s romantic nature would not budge. A chance at love transcended time and disappointment.

      Queen Margaret had been a pawn herself in an arranged marriage, and she now lived in permanent estrangement from her husband. The queen knew firsthand the cold reality of the marriage business. If anyone should be able to understand Elizabeth’s dilemma, Margaret should. But she didn’t because she lived on the possibility of romance.

      Elizabeth needed a different approach.

      “Macpherson and I have never met. He simply wants to see me and appraise me as he would any property he was about to acquire.”

      “You could do the same,” the queen suggested. “Perhaps you’ll find out he’s more than just the wild and uncouth Highlander you imagine.”

      Too late. Elizabeth didn’t want to find anything positive about the man or this union. The mere thought of being shipped off to Benmore Castle to live among people she didn’t know made her shudder. The idea of marriage no longer held any romance. She wanted to keep the life she had now. She wanted to go to France with her father.

      Clare stopped sewing and laid her work in her lap. Even before Clare opened her mouth, Elizabeth realized she might have to kill her.

      “The word already circulating the castle is that he’s quite handsome,” Clare offered.

      “And he’s a pirate,” the queen added with barely concealed enthusiasm. “That alone speaks of a life of adventure and excitement. A real man. And I understand he’s wealthy.”

      “Then he’ll have no trouble choosing a suitable wife,” Elizabeth responded, looking from one to the other. “He can find a woman of beauty and charm. Someone with a gentle temperament. An eighteen-year-old who would be submissive to his every whim . . . when he’s not out robbing defenseless merchant ships. Anyone, so long as I am not that woman.”

      She couldn’t care less what he wanted. She didn’t want to know what kind of wife he sought. She wished he’d just go away.

      “Come now,” Margaret said gently. “If you feel that way, meet with him and tell him just that. Tell him you release him of his responsibility.”

      She couldn’t. She’d never openly defy her father. Never bring dishonor to the family name. The Highlander would have to back away from the marriage.

      Elizabeth wrung her hands and started pacing the room, unable to understand the panic clutching at her when she thought of actually meeting with the man and making such a request. Would he agree? Could she convince him? What would happen if he refused?

      He had to be an arrogant blackguard. She’d heard the rumors. Alexander Macpherson was, by all reports, handsome and even charming. He’d been in Stirling only two days, and already there’d been talk of the man’s great height, the intense blue eyes, the smile that made a lass forget her own name. He was accustomed to having his way with women. He took what he wanted, and he wanted this marriage. Why else would he come here now? He would never agree.

      “I can’t,” she cried out with a plaintive look at the queen. “If only for my father’s honor, I can’t be the one who breaks this contract. But I don’t want to go through with this wedding.”

      She paced the chamber, feeling as trapped as the deer in the tapestry. Each time she passed a window, she stopped and looked out at the workers, the walls, and the mist-enshrouded mountains beyond. The rain had been falling for two days, from the moment Macpherson arrived. Queen Margaret and Clare had their heads together, and they were whispering steadily.

      “Elizabeth,” the queen said finally. “Let’s be clear on this. You want the Highlander to back out of this contract.”

      “That’s it, Your Highness.”

      “But you understand that it’s crucial for both of you to emerge from this with your honor intact,” the queen continued. “Whatever happens, you don’t want to start any rumors that might tarnish your reputation or his.”

      The situation was impossible. She forced herself to take a full breath. Tarnishing her reputation was not an answer. Her father’s honor mattered. She felt helpless about what to do. Clare and the queen quietly exchanged a few more words.

      Clare was the one who spoke up. “Perhaps we can play to the Highlander’s sense of honor.”

      A last shred of hope. Perhaps he had a sense of honor. Would he listen to her plea? She doubted it. She couldn’t risk it.

      “What if Macpherson believed your affections already lay with another man?” the queen suggested. “Nothing scandalous. But what if he thought you were in love?”

      “But I’m not. How could I conjure such a person out of thin air? And how would I make him believe such a thing?”

      “We’ll change places,” Clare said.

      It was impossible. Clare Seton was the queen’s lady-in-waiting and betrothed to Sir Robert Johnstone, a wealthy Lowlander. People knew her. Her family was well-connected at court.

      “You’re certain that Macpherson has never laid eyes on you?” the queen asked.

      “Never,” Elizabeth replied. She hadn’t gone anywhere in public since the day he’d arrived in Stirling. Desperate, she looked on in anticipation as the two women exchanged a conspiratorial look.

      “This afternoon, I’m to meet with Sir Robert,” Clare told her, “at Cambuskenneth Abbey.”

      Elizabeth knew her friend was to be married at summer’s end. It was a love match, to be sure, and hardly the same situation as she was facing. She waited, not liking where this conversation was going.

      “I think the plan is brilliant, Clare,” Queen Margaret said, picking up the thread. She turned back to Elizabeth. “You will go and meet the Highlander where he’s staying, introducing yourself as Clare Seton. While you’re there, you will weave tales of anguish. You’ll tell him that ‘Elizabeth’ has stolen your betrothed.”

      “That won’t do,” Elizabeth cried, understanding the game they were trying to arrange.

      “Time is pressing, and Clare’s plan is what we have.”

      The queen paused and glared at her, making sure Elizabeth was paying attention.

      “You will accompany the laird down to the abbey. Hearing your tale of woe, he’ll deny that romance because she belongs to him. You will tell him his eyes will prove her words true. That Elizabeth is in anguish over the upcoming wedding. She is meeting with her paramour this very hour at the abbey across the river.”

      “No!”

      “Hush.” The queen tsked her to silence. “At the abbey, Clare—pretending to be you—will be waiting with Sir Robert. When the Highlander sees ‘Elizabeth’ with the man she loves, he will be overcome and release her—er, you—from the engagement.”

      “But none of that is true.”

      The queen rolled her eyes. “Help us here. Help us rescue you.”

      Elizabeth bit her lip. This had to be the most ridiculous plan she’d ever heard. It would never work.

      “When they reach the abbey,” Queen Margaret said to Clare, “I expect you to be putting on a tragic show of love and loss.”

      “I can do that,” Clare said.

      “But I can’t,” Elizabeth blurted out. “This is far too complicated.”

      “Why? What can go wrong?” the queen asked.

      A thousand things, she thought. “Macpherson is a warrior. This is certain to bruise his honor, and we don’t know how he’ll respond. What if he decides to approach them? Engage Sir Robert in a fight? What do I do if—?”

      “I’ll make sure my guards will be there to keep anything from getting out of hand,” Margaret told her. “That is not a worry. But for this plan to work, you must do your part. Before he even sees them, you must convince Macpherson to take pity on ‘Elizabeth Hay’ and back away from this marriage. You’ll need to do the lion’s share of the work at the tavern and along the way.”

      So she must pretend to be someone else. Lie about a non-existent liaison. Fool this man with a ruse he might see through in a moment.

      This was a hopeless plan. Elizabeth was in real trouble.
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      Two days he’d been stuck here, and Macpherson was getting damned tired of the place. The inn where he was staying, just down the hill from the castle, was a ramshackle affair, but it was the best one in the borough, boasting fairly clean rooms, an actual bed, a reasonably honest innkeeper, and the best ale for twenty miles. He needed to be in Stirling, but the Highlander had no interest in staying with anyone who kept houses here. So he’d let the entire inn.

      As Alexander sat at a long table in the empty taproom finishing his letter, one of the shutters of a window looking out onto the street banged loudly. The wind coming in from the southwest was rising. If he were at sea, he’d be taking in sail and preparing for a squall.

      He looked over the letter. He was no lawyer, and certainly no poet, but it would have to do. Corking the inkhorn, he gestured for his squire David to return the writing implements to the innkeeper, who’d just carried in a fresh cask of ale from the cellars. The day had been uncomfortably warm with hard rain occasionally blowing through. Alexander thought for the fiftieth time how he wished he were breathing the fresh salt air from the deck of his ship or the clean mountain air from the ramparts of Benmore Castle.

      He couldn’t wait to leave the Court. The very air here suffocated him. The sycophants, panderers, fops, the cowards pretending to be warriors, the games, the women dressing to lure their friends’ husbands, the painted smiles, the fluttering eyes. This was the place where virtue went to die. Summoned numerous times by the king to Falkland Palace, he was well-schooled in the poisoned atmosphere of the court. Stirling Castle was no different. And his intended was comfortably embedded in this festering climate. No wonder she couldn’t allow herself to give notice of his requests.

      The wiry young squire returned and stood waiting a few paces off while the Highlander read over the letter one more time and then folded it.

      “Take this to the White Tower,” Alexander ordered. “I want it hand-delivered to Mistress Hay.”

      “You know, m’lord,” David said cautiously, “I shan’t have any more luck getting this message to the lady than I did before.”

      Alexander glared at the young man. “You need to impress on the queen’s guard that this is important. The blasted wedding is only seven days off. The letter must get to her now. Tell him, or whoever you talk to, that the content of this is vitally important to . . . to my intended. Now get your skinny arse up that hill to the castle.”

      “Aye, m’lord,” David said, rightly sensing danger in his master’s tone.

      Taking up the letter, he bolted for the open door, nearly running down a shape that moved into his path from the street.

      “Beg pardon, m’lady.”

      Alexander looked up in surprise at the woman coming into the taproom. The hood of her light cloak had tipped back, revealing golden blond hair bound in a thick braid that disappeared down her back. Her dress of deep green was belted with a sash of black velvet that matched the color of the cloak. This was not the baker’s daughter, come to deliver the bread for supper.

      She did not look right or left but went directly to the innkeeper, who seemed as surprised as the Highlander.

      “Don’t know what I can do for you, mistress,” the man said. “But the inn is closed for the next sennight.”

      “Closed?” she repeated, perplexed. “But I was told that the Macpherson laird is staying here.”

      “Aye.” The innkeeper nodded toward Alexander. “There’s the very man himself.”

      The blond head swung around, noticing him for the first time. “Oh!”

      Above her high cheekbones, large alert eyes fixed on him. Wide, full lips pressed together as she studied him. The lass was young, pleasing to look at, but from the set of her shoulders and the hands clasped tightly together, he decided she was a woman on a mission. She started toward him.

      Alexander stood. “What can I do for you, mistress?”

      She didn’t see a bench protruding from beneath a table until it was too late. Alexander dove toward her as the woman’s arms flew out to arrest her fall, and he caught her just before she hit the stone floor. As he lifted her back onto her feet, he realized he was holding her in his arms a bit longer than he should. And he wasn’t complaining.

      Pressed against his chest, she was all curves beneath the cloak and layers of clothing. Alexander’s head filled with the most tantalizing scent he’d ever smelled on a woman. A combination of roses and . . . something else. Citrus flowers. Sweet memories of sailing in the Mediterranean flooded back to him.

      With her feet once again on the floor, she tried to step back, but there was nowhere to go. They were wedged between two tables. Her attempt at sliding past him resulted in his chin brushing across the top of her head. The softness of the golden hair startled him.

      By the time Alexander was able to look into her face, the woman’s earlier appearance of determination was gone. Her face was flushed, and she was making a great production of rubbing a bruised knee even as she straightened her dress and cloak.

      “Perhaps we should start again,” he said, not trying to hide his amusement. “As I said, I’m Alexander Macpherson. What can I do for you, mistress?”

      Her gaze was slow to rise to his face, but when it did he was caught by the color of her eyes. They were blue, but not the azure shade of a clear Scottish sky. They were dark blue, like the sea off the coast of Morocco.

      “My name is . . .” She paused and cleared her throat. “I am Clare Seton.”

      The name meant nothing to him, so he waited for her to say more.

      “I serve as a companion to the queen. One of her ladies-in-waiting.”

      Finally. The lass must have been sent by Elizabeth Hay. His haughty intended was at least acknowledging that he’d arrived in Stirling.

      “I’ve come on behalf of your future bride,” she continued.

      His curiosity was aroused by the appearance of this young woman. Why would Elizabeth refuse even to accept a message carried by his squire but now send this lass? Either something was amiss, or here was yet another reminder of how unversed he was in courtly ways. In either case, now might be a good time to keep his nose in the wind.

      “And what of it?” Alexander leaned back against the trestle table and crossed his arms.

      “If you’d be kind enough to take a walk with me, everything will become clear.”

      Remaining where he was, he looked at her steadily and saw her squirm under the scrutiny.

      “Only down to the river. Well, actually . . . to Cambuskenneth Abbey,” she stammered. “It’s not too far. Not a mile down the hill.”

      “Why?”

      She looked away before saying in a lowered voice, “To meet with Elizabeth.”

      Alexander let her words float in the air for a moment before replying.

      “Why not meet me at the castle? Or come here herself?”

      “It wasn’t possible. She had some business to attend to.” The young woman was twisting her hands before her. “She was certain you wouldn’t mind joining her at the abbey.”

      He didn’t mind, but he wasn’t about to admit it. Indeed, he was impatient to get this business over and done with. He’d walk from here to Edinburgh if he needed to. His ship was waiting at anchor off Blackness in the firth, and he was ready to be on it.

      Besides, he mused, it would be best to do the deed in person, rather than leave her to read it in that letter he’d sent off.

      But he didn’t like being ignored, and something in him—the devil probably—was enjoying seeing this Clare Seton squirm a wee bit. He only wished it were Elizabeth Hay herself. Still, he wondered what they’d told this one to expect from him.

      “Actually, I do mind,” he said flatly, turning away from her.

      “But . . . but is it really asking too much to meet with your intended before the wedding?” the young woman stammered.

      “Exactly what I’ve been thinking for the last two days,” he replied, pouring himself a bowl of ale. “Is it beneath her to see my squire? She repeatedly sent him away without even a word.”

      “I am sure she meant no disrespect.”

      “And I mean no disrespect now. But if she wants to see me, she can come to me.” He picked up his ale, dismissing her.

      “You’re being unreasonable.”

      “Am I?” he said sharply. “You have my answer. Be on your way.”

      No sound of rustling skirts. No steps retreating toward the door. Only the creaking of the inn’s sign outside, swinging in the gusts of wind. Perhaps she wasn’t so frightened, after all. He drank down the bowl, pretending she wasn’t there.

      “Please reconsider it,” she asked in a soft voice.

      He glanced over his shoulder at her, surprised by the note of dejection in her tone. Her head was held high, but she was strangling two fingers with the leather tie from her cloak.

      “Even if you don’t care to meet with her, I need to go to the abbey, and I assumed you would accompany me. I didn’t bring an escort.” She unwound the tie from her fingers, seeing she’d drawn his attention to it. “I would truly appreciate it if you . . . if you’d come with me.”

      Alexander looked into her eyes for a long moment. She was lying. She’d come here for some other reason. He was the master of a dozen ships. He was the laird of Benmore Castle. He’d learned early on the need for being able to see through a man . . . or woman. He could recognize when a person was lying. And that was exactly what she was doing. But why?

      His gaze moved downward, taking in the pulse jumping wildly on the smooth column of her neck. He was becoming intrigued with this Clare Seton and whatever her game was.

      “I can understand if you don’t care to meet her. But I know Elizabeth quite well. Perhaps you’d be interested in asking some questions about the woman you intend to marry.”

      Alexander tossed the bowl on the table.

      “Very well, mistress, since you need an escort. And frankly, I’m getting tired of sitting here waiting.” He gestured toward the door. “Lead the way.”
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      Queen Margaret would love him. Clare Seton might reconsider her nuptials. Every lady-in-waiting in the White Tower might drool over him. But not I, Elizabeth thought.

      Well, perhaps a little.

      She was twenty-three years old and she’d been navigating the courts of the world since she was a girl, but this afternoon—for the first time in her life—she was finding that she was not immune to men. At least not to this Highlander.

      But why now? Why did he need to be so handsome? Intensely blue eyes, the lines of his face and jaw so perfectly carved, his nearly black hair tied neatly in the back and falling past his shoulders. How different he was from the genteel courtiers who wore the latest German fashions and fluttered about the women, attempting to woo one or the other with sweets and poems no doubt written by some Italian. Nay, this Highlander would have no time for any of that. With shoulders as wide as any draught horse, he was so tall he needed to duck to go out the inn door. A bit rough in manner perhaps, but Alexander Macpherson was beyond handsome and he was all man. And Elizabeth didn’t miss the way others took notice as they walked past.

      “Don’t be a fool,” she murmured to herself.

      The wind was buffeting her, and the rain that began again almost as soon as they left the inn was falling harder now. Before they left the borough, it was coming down in sheets, driven nearly sideways by the gusts. She couldn’t remember a storm so powerful.

      Her cloak and hair were whipping about her. Elizabeth peered ahead as they descended toward the cluster of cottages huddled along the banks of the River Forth. Once they reached the bridge leading to the abbey, they might see Clare and her fiancé at any time, if they were still out braving the weather. In any event, she needed to be alert. But the man striding beside her was definitely a distraction.

      The Highlander suddenly reached out and pulled her against him as a donkey cart coming down the hill behind them came dangerously close to her.

      She slipped, and her face pressed against his side. His tartan against her cheek did nothing to soften the hard, muscled body. The scent of wool and leather and man filled her senses. This was the second time he’d caught her. She righted herself and pulled away.

      When she looked up at him, Macpherson was glaring at the farmer in the cart, who appeared to be laughing to himself as he continued on his way.

      She needed to clear her head. She needed to keep her mind on why she was here and what she intended to do. Before they reached the abbey, she had to convince him that he was better off walking away from the upcoming nuptials.

      “Elizabeth and I have been friends for a year now,” she said over the wind, encouraging him to ask questions.

      “The Setons are an old family,” he said, ignoring her comment. “You’re a respectable lot, despite being Lowlanders.”

      This was not the direction she wanted the conversation to go.

      “Now that I think of it,” he continued. “I’ve met a few of you in recent years.”

      Disaster, Elizabeth thought in panic. She knew almost nothing of Clare’s family.

      “How about Elizabeth?” she asked. “I’m told you two have never met.”

      He was looking at the sky, which was becoming darker and turning an odd shade of green. The torrential rain had already formed muddy streams in the road. Aside from the frown on his face, the Highlander seemed unaffected by the elements.

      “Allow me to tell you about Elizabeth,” she repeated over the gusts.

      “No need. Tell me about yourself.”

      Her foot disappeared into a water-filled gulley, almost to her knee, and he caught her again as she pitched forward. It was impossible not to notice the power and the ease with which he lifted her and set her on her feet. It was also impossible not to notice that he was slow to release her. For an insane moment, his handsome face came perilously close as he adjusted her hood and pulled her cloak around her.

      “How long have you been in the service of the queen?”

      “A year,” she answered. “And I’m to be married end of the summer.”

      “Who’s the lucky man?”

      “I don’t think you know him. He’s a Lowlander.”

      Truth and lies suddenly became a jumbled knot in her head. She tried to remember what she planned to say to him and what she’d already admitted.

      “I assumed that,” he responded. “What’s his name?”

      “Sir Robert Johnstone.”

      “I know him.”

      Damnation. Hellfire.

      Why didn’t Clare say anything about this? How could it be that she didn’t know? How could Elizabeth take the Highlander to the abbey and show him a man he knew and a woman who was pretending to be her? It wouldn’t work. She was doomed.

      She’d tried to tell Queen Margaret the plan would be a disaster. She wouldn’t listen. Elizabeth swore she would kill Clare the next time she caught up to her.

      When her foot slid on the rock, all she could think was that the damned thing was smooth, it was slick with mud and rain, and it had no right being in the middle of a good dirt cart path. She cried out. As she flailed wildly with both arms and feet in the air, time seemed to slow to a crawl until her face was only a splash away from hitting the ground. How he was able to scoop her up before she landed was a mystery. But before she knew it, her face was nestled into the crook of his muscled neck. Her lips were pressed against warm, taut skin. His scent filled her, and the urge to let her body sink into his nearly numbed her sense of reason.

      “You don’t get out much, do you?” he asked. “Some wind and a wee bit of water, and you’re helpless as a bairn. I can’t imagine how many servants it took to convey Elizabeth Hay down this hill.”

      A tingling warmth shot through her. Finally, he’d mentioned the name of the woman he was to marry.

      As he put her down, Elizabeth drew back, pulling her cloak tight against the driving rain. With her eyes riveted on the increasingly treacherous cart path, she began to walk, and he fell in beside her.

      Panic again seized her as they reached the bottom of the hill. She needed to set up the ruse now if there was any hope of it working. And that hope was fading by the moment.

      “Elizabeth comes this way often,” she said as they started into the ragtag riverside village. “Sometimes daily, I believe. There is . . . well, I should just tell you. She meets someone.”

      “Is Sir Robert in Stirling?” he asked, ignoring her.

      “He is. But I’ve just told you that your intended meets a—”

      “Where is he staying? I’d like to pay him a visit.”

      Was he deaf? Could he think more than one thought at a time? Apparently not.

      Despite the storm, a surprisingly large number of people crowded the road to the bridge. Carts and a stubbly flock of newly shorn sheep slowed their progress. The bridge was just coming into view. Elizabeth’s blood ran cold. They were almost at their destination, and she’d done nothing to set up the ruse Queen Margaret and Clare devised.

      But the plan was shite anyway. Nothing was working. She might as well turn around right now, climb back up that muddy hill to the castle, and put on her wedding dress. What madness had caused her to think any of this could possibly work?

      And what a delightful way to start their long, long, long life together. They weren’t even married yet, and she’d already lied to him. Told him she was someone else. Damnation.

      She needed to face it. She needed to tell him the truth. If there were no options and she was going to marry him, she simply needed to accept her fate—pirate husband, a hovel in the Highlands, death as a hunted sow, and all.

      “Mam . . . Mammy . . . Mam!”

      Elizabeth’s head came up as two wet and muddy urchins ran up and attached themselves to her legs. She leaned down and looked into their dirty faces.

      “What’s the matter? Have you lost your mum?” she asked gently, looking around, hoping the real mother was nearby.

      A young lass, perhaps a head taller than the two appendages still clinging to her, hurried over. Instead of dragging them away, however, the girl took her hand, nearly tugging her off her feet.

      “Come home, Mama. Himself is waiting, and you know how he is.”

      “What? Who is waiting?” Elizabeth asked, finding herself being pulled toward an alleyway. She looked over her shoulder at the Highlander. “These children must be lost. Let me see if I can help them find their—”

      The rest of the words were lost as a lean hand clamped onto her arm and turned her around. “Blast you, wife. Why are ye not at home? And what are ye doing nuzzling with the pirate?”

      Elizabeth gaped up into the soot-smudged face of a tall, wiry blacksmith.

      “But . . .” she managed to blurt, “but I’m not your wife.”

      “Don’t ye be starting with that. We’ve been through this afore, ain’t we? Now, stop shaming us and get ye home.”

      She glanced at the Highlander, who was looking on with surprise at what he surely must see as a mistake unfolding before him. The three children continued to tug on Clare’s skirts and cloak, crying out and making demands. The man claiming to be her husband was wearing a heavy leather apron, and the grip on her arm testified to his trade.

      “Let me go,” she cried.

      Rather than releasing her, the man began to drag her away.

      Elizabeth could not understand how this was happening, but it was clear enough that she was in dire straits. She looked back in desperation at Alexander Macpherson. He was standing with his hand on the hilt of the dirk sheathed at his belt, looking at the children and villagers who were beginning to crowd around him.

      “Do something, Highlander. Please! I’m not his wife.”

      No one seemed willing to get involved, Macpherson included. He was simply standing with a look on his face that she could not decipher.

      When two of the castle’s guards suddenly appeared at the edge of the throng, Elizabeth dug her feet in and cried out to them. The crowd grew silent and parted, but the men made no attempt to approach.

      “Help me,” she begged. “You know me. I’m one of the queen’s ladies-in-waiting. Tell this man to let me go. There is something gravely amiss here.”

      The guards looked at each other, and Elizabeth thought they actually looked amused. Fury and indignation began to crowd out her fear. When they all got back to the castle, she’d make sure there would be hell to pay.

      “Your name, lass?” one of them asked, holding his hand up to shield his eyes from the rain.

      Elizabeth gaped at them. They knew her. They surely knew her. But she couldn’t say her name. If she said it now, the Highlander would hear, and all would be lost.

      “Clare . . . Clare Seton,” she responded more quietly than she’d cried for help.

      The guard looked at her and shook his head. “We saw Mistress Clare at the abbey just now. Can it be there are two of you?”

      The queen assured her that the guards would be there to protect her. That they would be told of the plan. Something must have gone wrong. Had she been set up by her own friends?

      Over the heads of the crowd, Macpherson was watching attentively, standing as still as a bronze statue. She heard laughter from some of the throng of people around her.

      The smith was still holding her arm. The rain continued to pour down, battering her face. Struggling against his grip, she felt cold fear wash down her back.

      Her gaze darted back to the Highlander. A look of suspicion had edged into his features. He was clearly waiting for her reply to the guard’s accusation.

      It was no use. The ploy hadn’t worked anyway. She had to give it up. Speak the truth.

      “Very well,” she finally called to the two castle men. “I’m Elizabeth Hay. You know who I am. Order this man to release me.”

      The guards moved off before she finished speaking

      “Where are you going?” she shouted. “Help me. Stop!”

      The horror that came with the realization that they were not going to help her lasted only a moment. The panic that replaced it instantly turned her blood to fire.

      Turning on the blacksmith, she struggled, trying to wrench her arm free.

      The man’s grip slipped and she fell backward, skidding along in the mud and scattering a half-dozen sheep. But there was no time for escape. The smith had a hold on her again before she could even get her feet under her.

      When he pulled her upright, Elizabeth saw that the road had erupted in a brawl. The Highlander appeared to be fighting the entire village. Two brutes who’d been waiting for the trouble to start were Macpherson’s primary foes, trading blows with him while village women and children swarmed around him.

      The world had gone mad.

      “The de’il,” the blacksmith muttered, his eyes wide with panic. “What now?”

      Suddenly, he was dragging her toward the river as fast as he could go, and Elizabeth realized she was getting farther and farther from the only person who could help her. Screaming for the Highlander as she fought to get free, she saw him disappear beneath the mob and the two huge men.

      Her abductor stopped only when they reached a boat, tied to a stake at the edge of the flooding river. The three children pretending to be hers were gone. It was now just Elizabeth and the blacksmith, if that was truly what he was. No one would ever know what became of her.

      The smith shoved her into the boat, and she sprawled in the bottom, stunned by a knock to her head as she landed. Before she could react, he’d pushed off and leaped into the boat himself.

      Even as he struggled against the wind to get the oars into the locks, the fast-moving current was carrying them away from the shore and quickly downriver. The boat rocked and shuddered in the raging waters, which poured in over the sides.

      Furious with herself for thinking lies and trickery would succeed, Elizabeth cursed her decision to go along with the queen’s plan. What was happening was simply divine retribution. She’d been out of her mind, and she was now paying for it.
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      She was no blacksmith’s wife.

      The panicked woman’s scream cut through the roar of the wind and shouts of the villagers keeping Alexander from getting to her. And that was exactly what they were doing. Not fighting him as much as holding him back while the sooty scoundrel dragged Elizabeth away.

      And she was Elizabeth Hay. Even though they’d never met before today, she matched every description he had of her. Besides, he could easily imagine some bored court chit doing something this outrageous—pretending to be someone else just to meet him covertly.

      But why they had to venture out in a gale was still a mystery.

      “Help me, Highlander,” she shrieked over the caterwauling and the weather.

      Whatever was going on, the blacksmith was dragging her out of sight toward the river.

      Enough of this.

      With a roar, he tossed a clinging assortment of villagers clear of him. One of the two bruisers in the mob came at him. Alexander’s fist connected with the square jaw and the monster went down. Shoving the next attacker into the advancing crowd, he ran for it, jumping across the shafts and traces of a donkey cart and racing in the direction of Elizabeth’s cries.

      As the flooded bank of the river came into view, Alexander saw the boat carrying the blacksmith already out in the raging current. At first, he saw no sign of Elizabeth, but then the top of a golden head appeared above the gunwale.

      The gusting rain blasted his face like needles as he ran along the water’s edge. The boat was spinning out of control. The smith was clearly no waterman. They were far from shore and about to disappear around the river’s bend.

      Alexander knew this waterway. Looping through the low, flat land beneath the castle, it quickly grew wider between here and the Firth of Forth. Turning his back on it, he cut across the bulge of land formed by the loop of the river. Moments later, he reached the bank once again.

      The boat hadn’t yet come into view around the bend. Branches of trees, barrels, and whole sections of a dock or a bridge floated by. A battered coracle flipped and skidded across the surface, carried by the wind. The storm was so wild now that he couldn’t even see the other riverbank. Without hesitating, he dove in and began pulling himself into the middle.

      As his strong strokes carried him through the churning, wind-chopped froth of brown, Alexander realized this was yet more confirmation that she could be no one but Elizabeth. Their upcoming wedding was big news in Stirling. Someone had clearly decided to kidnap the bride, assuming that Alexander would pay handsomely to recover his future wife.

      Whoever was the brilliant mastermind behind the plan obviously didn’t think it through very well. After all, he was the pirate Alexander Macpherson; he was the one who demanded payments. The Black Cat of Benmore paid no one.

      Swimming hard, he rose to the top of a swell just as the boat swept into view. Elizabeth was up, trying to fight her captor, but the smith shoved her back down. Her head sank below the gunwale. The craft tipped as it turned in the current, and Alexander thought for a moment it was about to swamp.

      As it reached him, the boat was still moving quickly. Reaching up over the side, he grabbed the man’s leather apron and toppled him into the water. The man’s momentum took them both under, and the current carried them beneath the boat.

      Alexander lost his grip on the man’s shirt and took a solid kick to the chest, pushing him down deep in the river. The Stirling folk called this Abhainn Dubh, the Black Water, and with good reason. He could see nothing.

      Kicking upward, he was ready for battle. As he broke the surface, he was next to the boat, but there was no sign of the kidnapper. Taking in air, he spun around in the water and spotted the blackguard swimming hard for the shore.

      Bloody Lowlanders. No fight in them at all.

      With his heart pounding in his chest, Alexander grabbed the side of the boat and started to pull himself up.

      He saw the oar swinging at his head at the same time that he saw Elizabeth’s dismayed face. It was too late. He heard a hard cracking sound. An instant later, the world went black.

      

      Damnation. Disaster.

      “Oh, my Lord! What have I done?”

      The oar dropped into the river, and Elizabeth grabbed for the Highlander’s shirt and tartan before he could slip back into the torrential waters. As she tried to pull him in, a gust of wind hammered her from behind, nearly pushing her overboard.

      He was heavy. They say the dead weigh more than the living.

      “Come on, Highlander,” she panted. “Wake up. Don’t be dead.”

      Elizabeth felt him slip back a little, but she wasn’t about to give in. If he wasn’t dead, she couldn’t let him drown. Pulling, tugging, she staggered as the boat rocked madly under her feet, taking more water.

      She stared in horror at the depth of the water in the bottom. They were doomed.

      “Why do you have to be so damned big?”

      Bracing herself, she heaved just as a wave lifted his body. Managing to get his head and his arms into the craft, she paused to catch her breath. The wind was whipping her wet hair into her eyes, and she pushed it back with one hand even as she clung to his tartan with the other. She had no idea how she could get him into the boat, and he was pulling that side dangerously low.

      Macpherson groaned.

      “Thank the Lord!” she gasped.

      She had to save him. He’d come out into a raging river to rescue her, and this was his reward.

      “I didn’t mean for this to happen. I’m so sorry. Really, I am.”

      Reaching over him, Elizabeth took hold of his thick belt. She was starting to feel as if the heavens were beating on her. The gusts continued to batter away. She was soaked to the skin and feeling exhausted, but she couldn’t think about that now. She was responsible for him. She was responsible for getting him into this mess.

      “We can do this. But you must help me,” she pleaded to the warrior, tugging again to no avail. “Wake up, you great ape!”

      Breathing heavily, Elizabeth rested her face against his head, and she saw the swelling and the cut above his temple.

      “I did that. I know I did that,” she whispered in his ear. “But you’re not going to let a wee bump get you down, are you? Show me some of that Highland spirit.”

      He groaned again and a booted ankle hiked up over the side. At the same time, the boat tipped further, and she froze as more water poured in.

      “We’re going to drown,” she muttered. “But at least we’ll do it in the safety of the boat. Keep on coming.”

      Reaching to help him, she grabbed hold of the kilt. The boat pitched again and the wool cloth pulled up over his legs. Sprawled across his back, Elizabeth found herself looking at a bare, muscular arse. She blinked, unable to tear her eyes away.

      “No time for that,” she murmured, righting herself and hauling him by the belt.

      This time it worked, and Elizabeth fell backward as he rolled himself in over the side.

      Unfortunately, it worked far better than she expected. His head rested like a stone on her chest, his hair in Elizabeth’s face. His body covered the rest of her, pinning her down and immersing all but her face in the sloshing water at the bottom of the boat.

      “Nay, Highlander. This will not do.”

      

      His head hurt. He wanted to sleep. But the troublesome sea beast had dragged him into the deep. The creature had to have a dozen hands and feet. Kicking him, squeezing him, pinching him, poking him in the ribs, tugging at his hair. He tried to get a grip on the attacking appendages, but the Kraken had too many to contain.

      “Highlander!”

      Someone was shouting in his ear. He couldn’t answer, not until he’d tamed the fiend.

      Feet. He trapped a pair of them. Hands. There were too many. He growled when the creature latched its teeth onto his ear. He lifted his head and forced his eyes open.

      He was nose-to-nose with a woman.

      “At last!” she yelled into his face. “We’re drowning. We need to get off this boat. Oh, Lord. Focus your eyes.”

      The small boat, the woman, how he’d come to be here—it all came back to him in a rush. The troublesome creature of his dream was no Kraken. It was Elizabeth.

      “Please tell me that you’re awake.”

      His head was pounding. Why did she insist on yelling?

      “Quiet, lass,” he barked, matching the sharpness of her tone. “I wasn’t asleep. You took an oar to my head.”

      “I didn’t know it was you.”

      Before he could respond, her face sank back beneath the surface of sloshing water. She came up a moment later, sputtering and butting him in the forehead. He thought his brain was about to explode.

      “Are you trying to knock me out again?”

      “Nonsense, you ignorant beast. I’m drowning.”

      Drowning? Everything around him was still foggy. He blinked, repeating what she’d said.

      Of course. They were still in the boat. The two of them were sprawled in the bottom, and she was trapped beneath him, working hard just to keep her face above water. The blasted thing was nearly full of water.

      It would only take one more powerful wave. Then the craft would go to the bottom, and they’d be left floating in the river.

      “Where are we?” He pushed himself back onto his knees. “How long was I out?”

      She sat up, clutching the edges as he looked around. A gust of rain slapped him in the face. They were in the middle of a full-blown tempest.

      “I don’t know,” she replied, trying to pull her legs out from beneath him. “I was too busy saving your life to pay any attention.”

      Once they were out of this mess, he’d have a few things to lecture her on, starting with that point.

      Alexander squinted toward the river’s edge on either side. The river had widened out considerably, though with the sheets of rain and near darkness, it was difficult to see exactly how far they were from either bank. The wind was howling, kicking up waves and threatening to send them under at any moment. They had to be below the abbey, but how far was hard to say.

      “Where are the blasted oars?” he demanded, looking around him.

      “It was them or you,” she replied over the wind. “I decided to keep you.”

      Perhaps he’d not be too harsh in his lecture.

      They struck some half-submerged timber, and the current shoved the boat sideways. That was all it took. They swamped, and Alexander grabbed her arm.

      “Swim ashore,” he ordered. He pointed to what appeared to be the riverbank.

      He had no opportunity to say anything more. The boat sank beneath them, disappearing in the black water and leaving him kicking to keep his head above the surface. Fighting the current, he looked for her. She was nowhere to be seen.

      “Elizabeth,” he shouted as her head popped up a few yards away. As quickly as she appeared, she went under again.

      Swimming hard, he closed the distance. She surfaced, her arms flailing as he reached her. When she started to go down again, he grabbed the back of her cloak and drew her up.

      Gasping for breath, she wrapped her arms around his neck. She was digging her feet into his thighs, trying to climb his body.

      “Go easy, lass. Float with the current,” he ordered, trying to loosen her death grip on him.

      “I don’t know how to float,” she cried, holding even tighter. “I can’t swim!”

      Of course. What need would a pampered royal castle dweller have for so basic a survival skill?

      A wave washed over them, pushing both their heads underwater. She was practically sitting on his shoulders by the time he managed to fight his way to the surface. Spinning her in the water, he threw his arm across her chest. As he began kicking for the shore, she continued to fight him. But from the diminished depth of the scratches she was carving into his arm, he knew she was beginning to tire.

      “I have you, Elizabeth,” he said in her ear. “Trust me.”

      She heard him and stopped fighting. Turning her head, she looked over her shoulder at him. For a brief moment, their gazes locked. Her face had taken on an ashen hue; her lips were blue and trembling. Her body was still locked in a spasm of fear.

      “I promise. I won’t let you drown,” he said.

      He felt her begin to relax against him, letting him support her.

      A curtain of rain and wind-whipped waves surrounded them, but Alexander did his best to keep the water from washing over her face and adding to her fright. Avoiding debris, he swam in the direction of land, or what should have been land.

      They moved across the current that was carrying them quickly downriver. All he could see was brown choppy water flowing over what should have been fields.

      After two days of hard rain and then this tempest, the flooding river had widened past its normal bank. Forests beyond were merely a murky black blotch in the gray-green light. He could see nothing of the pine-covered mountain ridge to the north.

      His boots touched the bottom, but the current was still strong in the shallower water. He was in thigh-deep water before he judged it was safe to release Elizabeth. Her eyes were wide as she took in the landscape around them. The wind—even stronger now—pummeled them, and Alexander held her hand as they waded through the moving lake of water toward the black forests and higher ground.

      Daylight was fading fast, but even in the stormy twilight, nearly everything was inundated for as far as Alexander could see. In the distance, he could make out the crown of a brae, standing like a tiny island against the flooded meadows.

      “This isn’t easy travel. You’re doing well,” he encouraged.

      “Thank you for not taking my head off.”

      “We’ll have time for that later,” he said, looking ahead and pretending to ignore the look she sent him.

      “I apologize for lying about my name.”

      Alexander glanced at her. Her cloak streamed out on the current. The green dress was ruined, black with water and mud. The braid had come loose and her hair whipped around her in the wind. The woman was a mess. Far different from the flawless beauty who’d come through the tavern door not so many hours ago. And still, despite everything she’d endured already, Elizabeth was showing a toughness he would never have expected.

      “I am also sorry for not receiving your messenger,” she continued.

      He didn’t want to think about any of this now. His priority lay in finding shelter. He pushed on. The ground beneath the fast-moving flood was soft and treacherous. They were both slipping and fighting to keep their heads above water. By the time they reached the protruding hill, the light was gone and she was dragging. Rushing water was piling up against a boulder at the base of the hill. Holding on to it, he helped her up onto solid land.

      “And I apologize for splitting your head open with the oar.”

      He had to give her credit for that one. She swung that wood as well as any Highland lass could have done.

      Together they made their way up the slope. Shielding his eyes against the wind, he looked around him to get his bearings. He could see nothing of the countryside that he knew had fallen victim to the encroaching river. The storm showed no sign of easing. Alexander wondered if this refuge would be covered by the rising river before morning.

      A thatched roof appeared beneath the crown of the hill. They nearly stumbled against it before they even saw it. It was a sheepcote with three crumbling turf walls and a thatched roof that had caved in long ago.

      Elizabeth sank onto a block of stone outside one corner of the building. “Is there anything I have forgotten to apologize for?”

      Alexander crouched down and felt around the area along a side wall where the roof still provided a little protection. The corner was small, but large enough for the two of them, relatively dry, and out of the wind.

      “Well, do you have anything to say?” she asked, standing up when he came out.

      “Aye.” He took her hand and led her to the entrance of the hovel. “Welcome to your new castle.”
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      If only he knew how she now perceived the Highlands and the Macpherson’s ancestral home after all her travels.

      “Aye, m’lady,” he said. “Welcome to your future.”

      Oh, Lord. Perhaps he did know.

      Still, Elizabeth didn’t need any prodding to get in out of the raging tempest. The place smelled of sheep, which was curiously comforting. As she sat in the dry corner, however, her sense of relief at being out of the wind and rain quickly gave way to misgivings about their predicament. The plan, as poorly conceived as it was, could not have gone more wrong. She was trapped now in the middle of a flood with her Highlander, pirate, rescuer, and soon-to-be husband. The two of them, alone on an isolated mound of mud. Her reputation was ruined. France was gone. Her dreams of independence were lost. Elizabeth wished she could believe in one shred of the happily-ever-after that Queen Margaret imagined.

      She frowned, watching Alexander pull down handfuls of thatch and wood battens from their roof. She remained silent, realizing he was attempting to start a fire.

      Even though it was midsummer, she was chilled to the bone. Water was dripping from her chin and nose, and every bit of clothing on her was soaked and filthy. She pushed the hair out of her face and stared, fascinated by her future husband.

      He was crouched by the opening of the sheepcote. As he worked, drawing sparks from a flint with his dirk, the wet shirt stretched across the bulk of his muscles, molding to his broad chest and shoulders like a second skin. His hair had come loose and draped down his back. The kilt hung heavy around his legs. She knew those legs were all muscle and sinew: hard, sculpted, powerful. Elizabeth’s gaze was uncontrollably drawn to them anytime he crouched. Her mouth went dry. The marriage bed would be the least of her hardships. And his face. His face.

      Shite and hellfire. He was watching her inspect him.

      “You’re shivering so hard, lass, your teeth are going to fall out.”

      She tried to keep her teeth from chattering, without success, and emptied her mind of all images of his body. Also without success. She kept her eyes on the tiny flames he was urging to life. Considering the open end of the building and occasional blasts of wet wind swirling through, she didn’t hold out hope that his efforts would do much to warm her up. He didn’t seem affected by any of it.

      Just a normal day in the Highlands.

      “Take your clothes off. You’ll be warmer naked than wearing all those wet things.”

      Naked. Images of the two of them naked—for warmth—made delicious heat rush into her belly. Oh no, that wasn’t happening.

      “I’m perfectly warm.” She pressed her back against the wall. To prove it, she took off her cloak and laid it over her drawn-up knees. It only worsened the miserable dampness.

      He broke up one of the pieces of wood into slivers and added it to the fire. As he blew on the tiny flame, Elizabeth shivered and pulled the garment up to her chin. Hopeless. She’d die of a chill before the night was over.

      She froze as something crawled onto her shoulder. Wind, rain, and death by chill were instantly forgotten. Her body caught fire. She knew what it was before she saw it out of the corner of her eye. A snake.

      Not just a small snake. A monster. Long and brown, its eyes glistened. A black tongue shot out and its head swayed threateningly. An adder. She was a dead woman!

      Elizabeth leaped up and away from the wall, screaming. It was still on her shoulder, its tail wrapping around her neck, its demonic eyes looking into her face.

      She pushed at the creature’s head as she threw herself at Alexander, who was standing now by the fire. Before she could reach him, the adder dove toward her neck and found an opening above the collar. Its head disappeared and the rest was quickly following. She screeched and tore at the neckline of her dress, ripping open the stitches. Blinded with terror, she yanked and pulled, fighting her clothes.

      Alexander had her by the shoulders. “What’s wrong?”

      “An adder,” she screamed. “In my dress! Get it out!”

      Grabbing the neckline in both hands, he tore the garment open with a single motion and shoved it down her arms.

      The adder had found the top of her shift and was quickly moving down between her breasts.

      “Be still. Let me get it.”

      She couldn’t. She was spinning and jumping, trying to shake the creature free. The Highlander’s hand went down the front of her shift, and she felt his arm against her breasts. And then, the monster was gone.

      “I have it,” Alexander told her. “Calm yourself. You’re fine.”

      She opened her eyes and stared down at her exposed breasts. It was gone. It was really gone. He was holding the snake by the head, and she saw it wrap its body around his arm like a whip.

      Elizabeth pulled up the shift to cover herself. Her body shook violently.

      “It’s not an adder.” He brought the vile creature closer.

      “Don’t,” she shrieked, stepping back. But her back immediately hit the wall, and she turned around, certain she was about to be attacked by a dozen other snakes. She had nowhere to go. No place to escape to. She’d never been so near a snake. Perhaps there were more of them already on her! Slapping at her skirts, she tried to pull the dress back up. The entire front was torn open. She held it closed over her chest.

      “Since you live here,” he was saying, “you should learn the difference.”

      “I don’t live with snakes or sheep.” She sounded shrill, but that was only natural under the circumstances.

      “You live in Stirling. You can’t lock yourself behind palace walls.”

      “I don’t lock myself behind anything. And this is not a stroll in the gardens. This is the country. And I hate the country.”

      “Look at the blasted thing. It can’t hurt you, lass.”

      “This is madness. Everyone knows an adder can kill you.”

      “I tell you it’s not an adder.”

      The Highlander was holding the snake up, but he wasn’t bringing it any closer. The creature was wrapped around his wrist. Clearly, he wasn’t going to get rid of this killer until she paid attention.

      Even as she forced herself to look, Elizabeth had to admit that he’d been quite heroic coming so immediately to her rescue. Twice now, on the river and now here.

      “So what is it then?”

      “A slow-worm.”

      She looked at the size of it. It was at least twice the length of her arm. She’d felt it trying to encircle her waist.

      “That is no worm.”

      “A slow-worm,” he said again. “It can’t hurt you, but you were right to be afraid. And you were right to be thinking it was an adder. Unless a person got a good look at it, anyone might make the same mistake.”

      Unexpectedly, a sense of warmth flowed through her. The Highlander was not ridiculing her for the way she’d responded. She looked up into his eyes, beautiful and serious in the fading light.

      “So how can you tell one from the other?”

      He brought it closer. This time, the urge to run screaming out of the hovel was not entirely overwhelming.

      “He has none of the adder marks on his back,” he explained. “You see? He has a dark stripe, no black lightning. He can still give you a good bite, but he’s not poisonous.”

      She looked over her shoulder, still wondering if there were more of them. “What is he doing here?”

      “Trying to get out of the rain, like us.”

      Elizabeth shuddered, sure now there would be more unwanted visitors. The Highlander went outside and heaved the snake down the hill.

      “Why did you do that?” she asked, feeling relieved but, at the same time, oddly sorry for the thing.

      “It was you or him. I chose you.”

      The pirate charm. All the talk was true.

      Alexander went back to poking at the struggling fire, and Elizabeth looked down at the revealing rents in her dress. He’d handled her breasts in fetching the snake, but not once had she seen him leer at her or comment on it.

      She clutched the dress over her chest and shivered. She was really cold, but she doubted the muddy wet cloak at her feet would offer any warmth.

      “How long do you think the storm will last?” she asked as he rose to his feet.

      “No way to tell. I’ve seen gales like this take days to blow themselves out. It must have been terrible for the folk inland.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “All this water came from upriver. And even if the rain stops now, the flooding could get worse before it recedes. And that’s not even taking into account the tide.”

      Elizabeth considered that. What it all meant was that she and the Highlander were going to spend some time together. Perhaps Nature was giving her the opportunity that she’d lost back at the village. No more pretending. No more lies. Now she had a chance to reason with him, to show him that she’d never make him a good wife. This was her chance to get him to release her from the marriage contract. And her reputation be damned. Enough people witnessed how she’d been caught up in this quandary.

      Piling a few more pieces of splintered wood on the fire, Alexander moved to her dry corner and sat down on the packed dirt floor. Leaning his back against the wall, he kicked off his boots and stretched out his long, muscular legs. She forced herself not to stare.

      “Come and sit.” He patted the ground next to him. “I promise to keep you safe from snakes and any other vermin.”

      “I’m fine where I am,” she replied, not trusting herself. Her voice had taken on a husky tone.

      The night sky outside had developed a strange hue. It was brighter than the blackness of a moonless night. Still, even with the light given off by the flickering tongues of flame, it was difficult to see his face.

      Elizabeth suddenly felt the need to talk. If she was going to make good use of this time together, she needed to correct any misunderstandings now.

      “I want to explain why I came to you at the tavern,” she began. “Why I pretended to be Clare Seton.”

      His gaze was fixed on the fire.

      “It was a foolish plan, I know that now. But . . . but the idea was to make you see Clare and her intended and think she was me and . . . and to make you believe that my heart belonged to someone else.”

      He looked up at her. “Why? What did you hope to accomplish?” His tone was civil, but his expression was indecipherable.

      “I wanted you to walk away from our marriage bargain.”

      “What was wrong with meeting me in person? Why couldn’t you simply tell me?”

      Reason. Of course, that would have been the logical thing to do. But how could she explain to him that such a thing took courage and at the time she didn’t trust him to initiate the break? That the stakes were so high and she wasn’t thinking straight?

      “I should have,” she said finally. “That would have been the wiser course of action. I don’t want to marry you.”

      There. It was out. She’d told him the truth. At least, part of it. She didn’t tell him about not wanting to defy her father, about the future she imagined for herself. He was staring again at the fire. She studied his face. There was no change in the relaxed way that he sat against the wall.

      He glanced up at her, and something in his expression told Elizabeth that the man was relieved.

      “Then . . . you’re fine with this?”

      His eyes sparkled in the dark.

      “Aye,” he said, lifting a knee and resting an arm on it. “Why do you think I was so impatient to see you these past two days? I even sent a letter to you with my squire this afternoon. He passed you with it when you came into the tavern.”

      “What did the letter say?” she asked, wanting him to say it. She didn’t want to assume anything.

      “I feel no sense of duty toward the agreement binding us together. That deal was made decades ago, and both families have already profited from it. And in return for my freedom, I’ll provide a sizable sum of gold for you to do with as you please.”

      “You don’t want to marry me?”

      “Blast me if I do. You don’t want to marry me, and I don’t want to marry you either,” he responded, looking like he’d just won the prize pig at the fair. “You can choose anyone you please, so long as it’s not Alexander Macpherson.”
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      If this were a ceilidh, Alexander was happy enough to lead Elizabeth in a dance that she’d need a fortnight to recover from.

      A moment later, however, his enthusiasm began to wane. She stared at the fire, and he thought perhaps he’d been too abrupt telling her the truth.

      Perhaps it was the timing. For five years now, Elizabeth had been of marriageable age. But he’d put off going after her. He’d found so many excuses to postpone doing what was expected of him. The fact that he was a Highlander and she a Lowlander was only the beginning of the chasm that separated them. Their traditions, their upbringing, the lives they’d chosen, all set the two of them worlds apart. He knew of too many Highland lairds whom the king had forced into political marriages with Lowland court women. And none of them seemed the happier for it. His betrothal to Elizabeth had been arranged by their family, but she’d been reared like the rest of them.

      Odd that the Spey River just below Benmore Castle had been rushing with the spring floods as well, when the Macpherson clan elders had come to speak with him about marriage. As laird, Alexander was expected to produce heirs. He knew what they wanted, but he had no wish to bring an ill-chosen spouse into their midst. And with her courtly upbringing and expectations of luxury, he was certain Elizabeth Hay would never do. Contract or no, the time had come to set the woman free. And so he’d come to Stirling.

      Alexander watched her go to the threshold of the sheepcote with her cloak and shake it ferociously. He told himself that he should be happy. The matter was resolved, and far more easily than he’d expected. As soon as this blasted storm was over, he’d take her back to her life in the queen’s company, finish his other business, and be on his way.

      There were plenty of fine lasses in the Highlands. Far more suitable ones.

      She lifted her face to the unrelenting rain and wind, and Alexander found himself admiring her parted lips, the beautiful lines of her neck. She held the cloak to her chest and he remembered the feel of her silky skin, the fullness of her breasts as he’d pulled that lucky slow-worm from her shift.

      Elizabeth was a striking woman. He couldn’t argue that.

      Still, irritation niggled at him. She’d attempted to deceive him, to trick him into walking away from the wedding.

      Don’t be a fool, he told himself. He wanted to break the contract as much as she did.

      But why should she want to break the agreement? He had a great deal to offer. And it wasn’t only his name and his wealth. Women thought him attractive enough. Blast him if there wasn’t a chieftain’s daughter in the Highlands who wouldn’t gladly come to his bed if he winked at them.

      But Elizabeth was no Highlander.

      By the devil, he’d torn the front of her dress wide open and not taken her to bed. Her glorious breasts, the dark tips, tilting, begging to be tasted. It had taken a great deal of control to keep his eyes on her face and not on her chest. He’d wanted to toss the worm all the way to Peebles and then come back and press his lips to every curve. What would she do if he licked the salt of the river off every inch of her silky skin? His thoughts about sex, his body’s immediate response to her, had come on too fast.

      As she rolled up her cloak and came back in, a bundle of thatch lifted and blew away, leaving a gaping hole overhead. He hoped the roof would survive the storm. He worried about her. She’d been through a lot already. She didn’t need to spend the night in the rain.

      She stood looking down at the tiny fire. He decided he needed to add more pieces of the broken battens if the flames were to give off any heat. Maybe she would even take off her dress and let it dry. As he began to get up, Elizabeth picked up a handful of thatch and put it on top. Immediately, the fire sizzled and went out.

      She looked at him, alarmed, recognizing her mistake.

      “Oh my Lord, I smothered it. Can you start it again?”

      It was an innocent mistake. But there was a skittishness about her. He wondered if he was having the same effect on her as she was having on him.

      “It’s no use. Everything is too wet.” He patted the dirt next to him. “This is the only dry place.”

      She walked to the opposite corner of the hut and felt the ground. She seemed determined to be contrary. He frowned. Not a trait he allowed on his ships. Or maybe she was trying to keep her distance. She should know his intentions by now. He wouldn’t take advantage of her if he wasn’t to marry her.

      She reached up to test the roof above her, and a section of it tumbled down on her head.

      “Damnation,” she cursed, jumping back and spitting out dirt and thatch.

      Served her right. Alexander remained silent, watching in amusement as she brushed off her dress and hair, stamping the ground around her for fear of some creature coming down with the rest. Her cloak lay forgotten at her feet. Despite himself, his eyes lingered admiringly on the front of her dress, torn and hanging open in front. Her gaze caught his as she turned away to gather it. He knew. She remembered what he’d done for her. What his hands had touched.

      He looked up as a gust of wind blasted the building, threatening to tear away what little protection they had left. She picked up the cloak and hurried to where he sat.

      “The storm is not easing, is it?”

      Alexander didn’t answer, nor did he repeat his invitation to sit. She remained standing near him, and he could see her shivering badly. She was sure to get a chill before the night was through.

      Something dropped on her head, and she fell to her knees beside him.

      “What is it?” she cried, batting at her hair. “Please! Get it off of me.”

      He ran his hand over her wet hair and brushed away the piece of straw. He breathed in the smell of rain and earth and woman. Don’t be a fool, he told himself again.

      “What was it?” she asked, straightening up.

      He stared at her trembling lips.

      “You don’t want to know.”

      He took her hand in his. It was ice cold.

      “Give me the other one,” he ordered.

      For the first time, she didn’t complain and did as she was told.

      “How could you possibly be so warm?” she asked.

      Settling down next to him, their shoulders barely touching, she let him rub her hands between his. Her fingers were long and elegant.

      “Who is she?” Elizabeth stared at their joined hands. “The woman you’re planning to marry?”

      “There is no woman right now,” he replied. “I wanted to end the agreement between us before deciding on someone else.”

      He paused but didn’t let go of her hands.

      “But I’ll have to choose one soon. I have a responsibility to my clan.”

      “Why did you wait so long?”

      Alexander wasn’t going to pretend he didn’t understand what she was asking. The age one married was much more important a matter for a woman than a man. And he should have acted sooner.

      “I was hoping you’d choose to marry someone else,” he admitted. “Decide on a husband from among the men in your circle. Courtiers and knights. Serving Queen Margaret, you must have a constant line of suitors.”

      The words had sounded reasonable a month ago, but now they left a sour taste in his mouth.

      She made a sound that resembled a snort. “And that way, you wouldn’t have to offer a settlement.”

      “You have no reason to think so ill of me,” he protested. “I was and I am still planning to provide for you.”

      She rolled her eyes and pulled her hands away, leaning back against the turf wall. It wasn’t about the money. She’d been well provided for. He’d done her wrong to wait this long. She’d had a right to be set free sooner. He was happy that she didn’t move away.

      “Why not send a letter before?” she continued. “Or a representative from your clan? Why did you come to Stirling without telling me your plans? Everyone is preparing for a wedding.”

      He should have done all that, and long ago. But he hadn’t. Alexander looked at her upturned face. At the direct gaze. At the perfect symmetry of eyes accented by her high cheekbones. Rumors of her beauty had reached him over the years. He had to admit that part of his reason for not releasing her was his vanity. It made him proud that others knew she belonged to him. But there was also his own prejudice regarding what he imagined to be her upbringing.

      That was why he’d come. To see for himself. But her refusal to meet with him—not to even accept a message from his squire—had affirmed his decision.

      “I felt I needed to explain in person,” he told her, unwilling to share all that was in his mind, especially now that he knew how she felt. “And you? You could have sent an emissary or a letter.”

      “I couldn’t openly defy my family’s wishes. And besides, you know as well as I that most bridegrooms would have taken offense at such a rejection. That wouldn’t have made for a comfortable way to begin a marriage, I shouldn’t think.”

      She drew her knees to her chest, and they sat in silence for a while. She was shivering and Alexander fought the urge to gather her to his side and warm her with his own body. He was the one to speak first.

      “I assume that part of your ruse regarding Clare Seton and Sir Robert Johnstone is true.”

      She nodded. “Aye. They’re to be wed at the end of summer.”

      He hesitated but then decided to ask the question that kept edging into his mind.

      “Is there someone else that you have set your eyes on?”

      “No one,” she admitted, sounding surprised. “Because our impending union was well known, no one has sought my hand. What Scot would risk drawing the wrath of the Black Cat of Benmore on himself? And frankly, I can’t see such a thing happening now.”

      Now it was Alexander’s turn to be surprised. How else could he describe the strange sense of relief he felt at her words? But at the same time, he would want her to marry, if she chose to.

      “Then what did you have against our marrying?” he asked, despite himself.

      She rested her chin on her knees and stared out at the driving rain. He needed to know. He refused to doubt his decision. Going their separate ways was easier for both of them.

      “Say what’s on your mind,” he encouraged. “This may be our only chance to clear the air and walk away free people.”

      “I was afraid,” she told him.

      He frowned. “Afraid of me?”

      “Not of you.” She met his gaze and held it. “I was afraid of the change in my life. I am three and twenty and accustomed to the independence I have, to go and do as I wish. I cherish the comfort and freedom that I would lose.”

      The comfort of court life. He couldn’t give her that in the north.

      “Of course, I was afraid of your reputation as a pirate, as well. I imagined you to be a hard man. But I was also afraid of your people. I thought of my future as an unwelcome stranger. I know nothing of where you live in the Highlands. I could only imagine my life alone at Benmore Castle, surrounded by hostility, while you sail the seas . . . and perhaps die an early death doing it. What would be my fate then?” She shook her head.

      Although this was a reputation he reveled in, her words hurt. For decades, the men in her family had seen fit to entrust Elizabeth’s future in his hands, pirate or no. But she didn’t share that trust. She didn’t think he was capable of providing for her, protecting her—now or in the future.

      And she knew nothing about the Macphersons, the kindly folk who’d been waiting for decades to welcome Elizabeth to their midst. They knew the rising fortunes of their clan had been founded upon the exchange made with Ambrose Hay’s father. They were eager to accept her on that alone. She clearly had no idea that Benmore Castle was one of the great fortresses of the Highlands. Not modern, to be sure, but still a place that Alexander took pride in. And rightly so.

      Whatever he did, however easy he could make her life in the Highlands, in her mind it would never match the elegance that she’d known.

      “You were afraid you’d be marrying a barbarian,” he said curtly.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You said enough.”

      Alexander couldn’t hide the tone of disappointment in his voice. This is exactly what he’d feared. Exactly what he’d heard from those lairds who’d ruined their lives with women of Elizabeth’s upbringing.

      “But you’ve not said what you have against me,” she reminded him, in the same sharp tone. “Why didn’t you want to marry me?”

      The bluntness of her words had torn down the curtain of courtesy. Alexander knew he had to say what was on his mind or he’d forever regret not speaking.

      “I didn’t want to marry you because I knew you’d be unsuitable as a wife.”

      “Unsuitable?” she repeated, her eyes rounding in protest.

      “I knew you’d be unprepared for Benmore Castle,” he asserted. “You’ve lived your entire life in court. I doubted you’d be capable of adjusting to our ways.”

      “You think I’m spoiled and weak.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You said enough.”
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