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        Jervaulx Abbey in Yorkshire, England

        August 1535

      

      

      “They’ve fled!”

      Arthur Courtenay, the king’s Deputy Lieutenant in Yorkshire, angrily spurred his steed past the flaring torches until the giant animal was snorting and tossing his head not a half pace away from the faces of the cowering servants and villagers.

      “Where have they gone?” His voice rasped with barely controlled fury. “When?”

      “These fools have all swallowed their tongues, m’lord.”

      Sir Arthur drew his sword, and the shoving throng fell away as he nudged the animal forward to the very steps of the abbey’s chapter house.

      “Drag the abbot out,” he shouted. “And the monks, as well. Every fat, cowardly one of them. I’ll stick their treasonous heads on pikes if they don’t come up with answers.”

      “M’lord!” The sound of one of the soldiers, calling as he ran from the small churchyard, drew the Deputy Lieutenant’s head around. “M’lord, it’s true. There is freshly packed earth behind the large crypt.”

      “What are you waiting for?” Courtenay wheeled the warhorse, forcing the fearful onlookers back even farther. “Start digging. And clear the yard of this rabble.”

      Riding into the graveyard, the Deputy Lieutenant dismounted in front of the crypt, a stone chapel-like edifice, and threw the reins at a soldier standing nearby. Wordlessly, Sir Arthur stalked around the building, but stopped and whirled when a cloaked figure reached out of the shadows for him. He knew the man.

      “You sent word too late, monk,” Courtenay rasped.

      “Three prizes have escaped us, but the treasure has not.”

      “It’s here? Are you certain?”

      “I saw the three sisters dragging the chest down here after the sun set. They must have dug that hole earlier, though, for all they did was place the chest in there and cover it.”

      Sir Arthur peered at the two men digging out the loose soil, as another stood over them with a torch. Their faces glistened with sweat and dirt.

      “You told me that you’ve searched their belongings many times these past months. You told me that none of them could be hiding anything.”

      “We did search.” The man pulled the hood of his dark cloak farther forward on his face as one of the English soldiers walked past them. “But yesterday, two messengers arrived. The first brought news that their father, Edmund Percy, is dead in the Tower.”

      “Aye, and that treacherous Thomas More will be next,” Sir Arthur spat. “His head will soon adorn London Bridge, as well. But what of it?”

      “We expected you to bring the news of their father’s death and a warrant for their arrest at the same time.”

      “I had to wait for the Lord Chancellor to issue the warrant, and then,” he angrily scuffed at the dirt beneath his boots, “never mind all of that. You failed to send me the message in time, and that displeases me. But what of this second messenger?”

      “The second one came from Nichola Percy, the mother.”

      “Do you believe she is nearby?”

      The hooded man shook his head. “From what I’ve been able to glean from the abbot and the servants, she remains in hiding in the Borders, north of the Tweed. But as you thought, she’s remained true to her daughters. In fact, she must have sent help, as well, for their escape.”

      “And you think the messenger brought the treasure?” Courtenay’s question received only silence for an answer. “But it makes no sense for her to effect their escape, and yet still send them⁠—”

      A cry of discovery brought both men’s heads around.

      “It’s here. We’ve hit it, m’lord.”

      “Bring it out.”

      The Deputy Lieutenant strode hurriedly to the side of the open grave, but the hooded man only moved as far as the shadows would allow.

      The wooden chest was lifted out of the hole. Leaning over the dirt-covered box, Sir Arthur motioned to one of the soldiers to break the latch with the end of his halberd. With a single blow, the deed was done, and Courtenay pushed forward toward the unopened box. The anticipation was obvious in every face, and even the hooded man now stepped out of the shadows.

      The Deputy Lieutenant crouched and pushed open the lid. Every man leaped back, scattering to a safe distant.

      Every man, that is, but the hooded figure who, stepping past Sir Arthur, reached into the chest and picked up the squirming, hissing snake.

      “What the devil?” Courtenay cried out angrily.

      The cloaked man threw the snake back into the grave. “Catherine Percy, the eldest of the three, has an odd sense of humor...and no fear of adders.”

      “So this is it?” Sir Arthur barked. “This is to be our treasure?”

      The man reached into the box again and picked out a rolled parchment. Opening it, he looked up and met the Deputy Lieutenant’s gaze.

      “Nay, m’lord. She also left us a map.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Balvenie Castle, Scotland

      

      

      The dowager’s gray eyes opened and slowly focused on the half armor before moving upward to the anxious face of the tall, red-haired man standing by her bed.

      “Has Catherine Percy arrived?”

      “Nay, Mother. Not yet.”

      “You will look after that young woman, John. You will honor our promise to protect her.”

      “Of course. You know the messenger brought word that she’s safe and en route. There’s nothing more that needs to be done.”

      The old woman coughed weakly and, lifting a frail hand, waved off the attentions of the young woman gliding around the bed. The invalid’s eyes never left the warrior’s face, and the attendant, her niece Susan, stepped back and picked up a piece of needlework, settling once again onto the stool beside the great curtained bed.

      “Your bride, then. I assume she’s here?”

      He shook his head. “Nay, Mother. Ellen is still two days ride away, at least.”

      “Then why are you here? To watch me die?”

      A hint of a smile tugged at the corner of the warrior’s mouth, but faded quickly. “If I recall correctly, you sent for me.”

      “Hmmph! I don’t know why I should have,” the woman grumbled feebly. “But then, I’ve no more than a handful of breaths left in this wasted, old carcass. Maybe I simply thought you’d see fit to grant me my dying wish.”

      Quietly, he took her bony hands in his powerful grip. “You’ll live, Mother. You’ll live to see us wed. In fact⁠—”

      “I don’t give a thistle puff to see a wedding.” Lady Anne Stewart’s eyes moved and rested on her niece’s face as the young woman quietly stitched away at her work. If only Susan had been more like the other women—the court ladies or better yet, the bonny little fools who used any excuse to come to Balvenie Castle and fawn over her son, fighting for his attention.

      Just then, Susan’s eyes lifted and met hers. Whether the young woman glimpsed a hint of regret or perhaps disappointment in the dowager’s face, Lady Anne didn’t know, but her niece rose quickly to her feet, flushing crimson, and with a polite curtsy stepped out of the bedchamber. Mother and son were left alone.

      The dowager let out a heavy breath. “I’ve forsaken all my other dreams, John. All I care about now is for you to bring me your wife—full in the belly with an heir.”

      “These things are not done overnight.”

      For the flash of a moment the sickly woman’s eyes sharpened. “That’s exactly when it’s done. And I’ve seen enough mistresses of yours hanging about the gates to know you’re an expert in the matter.”

      The warrior bit back his words as he released her hands.

      “Do something useful. Prop me up a wee bit.”

      So John Stewart—earl of Athol, cousin to James the Fifth of Scotland, and laird of nearly all from Elgin to Huntly—pushed his great brand and his dirk behind him and gently lifted the tiny woman into a sitting position.

      Lady Anne Stewart’s expression was one of intense pain. As she settled against the pillows, her keen eyes studied her son’s weary face. “They tell me you’ve been tearing up the countryside looking for cattle raiders.”

      “Aye. And when I get them, I’ll hang them all from the nearest tree that’ll hold the blackguards’ weight.”

      “Clever lads, I take it.” The dowager’s brow furrowed as she gave another weak cough. “The same as before?”

      “The same,” Athol growled.

      The dowager knew that for weeks her son had been scouring the glens and the rugged mountain terrain for the raiders. “There’s an easier way to stop these men.”

      His patronizing glance was fleeting, but too open to go unnoticed.

      “I don’t know that anything but a noose or the edge of a sword that will convince these mongrel dogs.”

      “I know, you think me a doddering old fool. But I have the answer. All you have to do...is...ask.”

      Athol sat down on the edge of the bed as a spell of coughing shook the old woman’s frame. A moment went by as she appeared to struggle for breath.

      “Very well, I’m asking,” he said when she’d settled again. “Give me your advice.”

      She looked at him sternly, a glimmer of satisfaction in her gray eyes. “I tell you, John, it cannot be too soon for you to marry. You need a bairn to succeed you. That’ll be the end to all your troubles.”

      “I’ve agreed, Mother. I know you’ve been impatient to see me settled. The plans are set and⁠—”

      “Plans...plans.” Her words gave way to another wrenching cough. “I had plans too. I brought Susan up here with the plan of seeing you two wed. If you would have done as I⁠—”

      “Mother!”

      There was warning in his tone, she knew. And they had been through this discussion months ago. “Well, what you say is not good enough. What good are plans when it comes to the troubles of your people? Nay. I tell you...”

      Her words trailed off, and the laird turned to the window, where the sound of shouting rose from the rain-swept courtyard below. In an instant, the shouting could be heard below stairs. Striding across the floor, he yanked open the door of the chamber in time to see his thin, gloomy-faced old steward breathlessly mounting the top step down the corridor.

      “M’lord,” the steward gasped, his face crimson from the exertion and the news. “M’lord, they’ve struck the farm at Muckle Long Brae.”

      The earl’s face darkened ominously. “Were any of our people hurt?”

      “Nay.” The steward lowered his voice with a glance at the dowager, who was peering from the bed. “But the filthy dogs burned your new barn there.”

      “And the cattle?”

      “They took a half dozen of the new blacks and turned out the rest, before setting the place afire.”

      “But what of Wat and his kin?”

      “Trussed up like hogs, m’lord. But unhurt. His oldest lad’s below, if you want to talk to him. The barn is ashes, he says, and Wat’s set out after them.”

      “Saddle my horse, and gather the men.” Outside the window, the rain had turned into a downpour. The steward disappeared down the corridor.

      “John,” the dowager called as he turned his grim visage toward her. “It’ll be a dark and rainy night, and they’ve half a day’s start on you, at least.”

      “Aye, but Wat’s after them now, and they have to travel the same as we do.”

      “But you know these mountains hold a thousand hiding places for these brazen thieves.”

      He took a step restlessly toward the open door. “Aye, and I know most of them, Mother.”

      The woman began to cough again, holding up her hand for him to wait. “Let them have the cattle, John,” she said finally. “Go and meet your bride.”

      Athol stared at her with scarcely concealed disbelief. “I’ve always respected you as the woman who brought me into this world. But you know that as earl of these lands, I take no direction from anyone—especially not from⁠—”

      “Not from your mother? From a woman?” The dowager let out a labored breath. “Well, it’s pleasant to know that you at least have enough respect for me on my deathbed to grant me leave to remain your mother.”

      “I have to go, m’lady.”

      She raised a trembling hand in the air. “Wait, John. This may be the last...the last we meet. You are my only son.”

      The set of his firm jaw bespoke his will. She knew that no matter what affection he held for her, his people’s needs would always drive his actions. “Please wait. Hear me. I know what lies behind the actions of this Adam of the Glen.”

      Athol’s eyes narrowed, and the old woman knew she had bought another moment. He stepped toward the bed.

      “How do you know anything about him? And how do you even know his name?”

      “Even if my servants failed to keep me informed, I would know.” She turned her pained gaze from Athol’s face and stared at the dark ceiling above the window. “I know for a fact what he wants, for I’ve known him since he was a bairn.”

      Athol loomed over her in an instant. “No matter how hard I’ve tried, we’ve failed in every attempt to find the hiding place of the bastard. I’ve questioned every man and woman from here to Elgin. Not one of them has known a thing about this son of Satan. Not where he came from or why he suddenly has decided make a hell of the lives of my people. And now my own mother tells me that she’s known this man all along.” He took her hand firmly in his. “Very well, Mother. What is it that you know?”

      Lady Anne Stewart’s other hand reached over and gripped her son’s arm. “Listen to me, John, and do what I say. On the grave of your father, I tell you he would be giving you the same advice if he were still alive, in spite of the wreckage that Adam has caused.”

      “Speak, Mother.”

      The dowager knew her son was a man feared by many, particularly when his people’s welfare was at stake. Now, feeling his gray eyes boring into hers, feeling the bridled power of the fingers wrapped around hers, she knew why.

      “No matter where you look for the man, he is certain to escape you. He knows these lands as well as you, John. And he knows your own people better than you would ever imagine.”

      “Aye, he knows what to steal from them.”

      “All the same. I’m telling you the truth.” Her grip tightened on his wrist. “And no matter what you do, he’ll continue with this destruction. Adam of the Glen will become bolder with every passing day. It’s no wonder that you feel him lurking around you. He won’t give up, not until...”

      A violent fit of coughing again left her gasping for breath for a few moments. Athol wrapped an arm around her shoulder and raised her higher in the bed. She shook her head at his offer of a cup.

      “Nay. There...there will be no rest, no peace until you’re wed. Not until the news of a bairn to succeed you spreads through your lands.”

      Athol stared down at her. “I don’t understand this.”

      “Adam believes he has the right to live off your wealth.” Her fingers trembled as they tightened on his arm. “The bastard son of a whore he might be, John Stewart, but what you don’t know is that Adam of the Glen is your brother.”
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      Catherine Percy listened to the tinkling laughter of the woman riding behind her.

      Ellen Crawford was young, clever, and certainly beautiful. And she was apparently to be the wife of John Stewart, earl of Athol. By chance, the two traveling parties had met just north of Stirling Castle, and Catherine had been delighted to be able to travel into the wilds of the Highlands in the company of another woman—especially one who had traveled this route before.

      Glancing back in the direction of her traveling companion, Catherine wondered to what extent she could seek the assistance of the future countess of Athol. Or for that matter, how much she could reveal to her.

      Certainly, Catherine thought, she was no longer in any immediate danger of being captured by the treacherous Deputy Lieutenant. And her sisters, too, were well on their way to safety. Any day now, Laura should be arriving at the Church of St. Duthac, on the eastern sea, and Adrianne, the youngest, was probably already settled in on an island called Bharra in the Western Isles.

      But still, in order to start the school that Catherine had dreamed of for so long, she would need the assistance of people like the earl of Athol and this future bride of his. Indeed, she knew she would need their strong and open support before any of the locals would trust a half-English spinster enough to share in what she had to offer.

      Looking about her, Catherine glanced at the unfamiliar faces of the travelers. Strangers, every one. Even after months of hiding, she still could not get accustomed to this constant dependence on others. She wondered if she could ever come to accept that she no longer had a home to call her own—no longer had a homeland to think about with pride.

      Catherine sighed. She and her sisters were exiles. Since their father’s death, they—like their mother—had been pursued and hunted across the windswept moors of Yorkshire, northward into the hills and river valleys of Northumberland, and finally into Scotland. And all because of the family’s refusal to take King Henry’s Oath of Supremacy. To accept the king as the head of the church.

      Of course, she admitted silently, there was a lot more to it than that.

      But so be it, Catherine thought stubbornly. Fate had taken them to this new land. To these rugged Highlands that their mother had long ago called home.

      Shaking herself from her reverie, Catherine reminded herself that the time for grieving was long behind her. She had to look ahead and think of what must be done. Heaven had placed Ellen Crawford in her company, and it would be foolish to waste the opportunity of talking to her about the school and recruiting the future countess in her cause.

      Determined on her course of action, she turned in her saddle and scanned the faces of the travelers who followed them on this long journey. She pulled her cloak around her as a breeze sprang up from the west. The sun had been fairly warm most of the day, but now had disappeared behind a bank of dark clouds moving in from the west.

      Not seeing Ellen, her brow furrowed. As usual, Catherine decided she must have been woolgathering and had missed Ellen somehow.

      The warriors at the head of the long column of travelers were just starting down the craggy, heather-covered ridge they’d been crossing for the past hour. Beneath them, in a valley surrounded by steep rocky hills, Catherine could see a loch—its dark silver waters as smooth as a looking glass—reflecting the jumble of clouds that where quickly converging on the weary travelers.

      Catherine searched the passing faces for any signs of the young woman. Having no luck there, she looked instead for David Hume, the leader of her own warriors. From what she remembered, the last time she’d seen Ellen Crawford, the young bride had been in deep discussion with him.

      As the last of the packhorses carrying Ellen’s trunks, and last of the travelers trailed by her, three of the kilted warriors who were accompanying Ellen stopped in response to her question about their lady’s whereabouts.

      With a sidelong smirk at his two companions, one of the three scratched his bearded chin before answering. “Sometimes Mistress Ellen simply needs to stretch her legs, mistress. If ye get my meaning.”

      “Of course. You mean she’s walking her horse,” Catherine replied. “And since I cannot find David Hume, my man must have stayed behind with her.”

      “Aye, m’lady.” She watched him throw another knowing look at his fellows. “Though I should think Mistress Ellen’s surely riding by now.”

      Frowning at the snickers coming from the two warriors, Catherine nodded curtly and pulled her mare’s head around, coaxing her along the path after the other travelers.

      “What odd manners these Highlanders have,” she whispered into the mare’s ear, a bit disconcerted at the conclusions the men had drawn over what was certainly an innocent stop.

      They were nearly halfway down the steep, winding path before Catherine saw that Ellen Crawford and David Hume had once again joined the line of travelers. Looking up the hill at the young woman, she could see that Ellen’s cheeks were flushed and her clothes somewhat disheveled.

      “It is no business of yours judging the affairs of others,” she murmured, turning her gaze back to the trail. She herself had consciously chosen her studies over such behavior in her younger years, but how Ellen Crawford chose to live her life had nothing to do with her. Odd though, she thought, for a woman about to be married.

      By the time the path widened enough to travel more than single file, the travelers had entered a thickly forested glen at the base of the ridge. Then the sky opened, and the rain, coming in on a gust of wind, prevented Catherine from discussing anything with Ellen Crawford. The rain was still falling hard when, an hour later, she spotted with weary relief the cone-topped towers of the hunting lodge at Corgarff. This, she knew, was one of the earl of Athol’s hunting lodges. Less than a day’s ride remained to Balvenie Castle.

      As they rode under the pointed arch and into the small courtyard of the tower house, the servants of the lodge bustled about the arriving throng, leading them into a well-lit Great Hall, and laying before them a sumptuous dinner. Catherine, weary from the weeks of travel, did her best to play the role of agreeable foil to Ellen Crawford’s youthful gaiety, but halfway through the dinner, she excused herself.

      Up the winding stone steps, she was led to the Ladies’ Chamber, a small and quaint combination of bedchamber and sitting room, and she eyed with longing the comfortable looking bed.

      She hung her heavy cloak on a hook by the little fire. Placing her leather satchel on a three-legged chair, she noted with curiosity the three doors to the chamber. Aside from the door she’d entered from the main corridor—where she’d seen the traveling gear of a number of their traveling escort—there was a door at each end of the room. Opening one, she peered into the Master’s bedchamber. She knew that Ellen would be sleeping there tonight, and she stared for a moment at the huge damask-curtained bed that nearly filled one side of the lavishly furnished chamber.

      Backing out and closing the door quietly, Catherine crossed her bedchamber to the other door. Moving through a small anteroom where she could see the wet gear of at least one of the warriors, she opened another door onto a landing and looked down a narrow coil of stairs. Cautiously, she descended halfway down the stone steps before the smell of the food and the noise of revelry assured her that she had little to fear regarding accommodations while under the earl’s roof.

      A few moments later, as she lay her head down on the bed, Catherine was only vaguely aware of the rain outside her window and the crackling hiss of the water dripping onto the fire.

      And then, in the space of a moment, her dreams overtook her with the suddenness of a Yorkshire mist.

      They had already arrested their father, and now they were coming after them. There were soldiers crowding the courtyard. The pound of horses’ hooves, the shouts of men, the chaos of a castle under siege.

      Catherine could hear the urgent cries of her mother, pleading with them to make haste into the fields, to hide themselves in a haycock. To remain unseen. To be silent.

      She could feel the fear clutching at her throat. She could not cry. She could not allow her sisters to sense her fear. Adrianne’s hands were cold, tugging at her arm. Together, they pushed into the piled hay.

      She stretched a hand out toward Laura, but her sister was not there. She’d been right behind her when they’d fled the house. Laura. Where was Laura?

      A hand clamped onto her arm, holding her back. Nay, she could not let them take her. Laura.

      “Laura!” Catherine sat upright in the bed and looked wildly at the figure retreating a step from the bed.

      “It’s I, Catherine. It’s Ellen.”

      It took her a long moment before she could pull herself from the shadows of the recurring nightmare. She felt her heart pounding ferociously at the walls of her chest, the sweat beading and dripping along the line of her jaw. “What? What is it?”

      “Nothing. I just came up from the Great Hall, and I heard you crying out in your sleep.”

      Catherine turned and looked groggily at the open door leading to the Master’s Chamber.

      “It was a dream.” A nightmare. A horrible semblance of the long past mixed with her present. She ran a shaky hand over her brow, wiping away the sweat. Nay, Laura was safe. Safe...as was she, herself.

      “Aye, but as long as you’re awake, I was...well, I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind sleeping in there for tonight.”

      Catherine stared blankly through the dim light at the young woman. “You...you want me to sleep with you?”

      Ellen giggled and shook her head. “Nay, I was hoping you would change rooms with me. Every time I’ve been here before, I’ve slept in this chamber. So I thought, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d be happier in here, you see.”

      She frowned, trying to clear her mind, but before she could even think of an answer, Ellen was pulling the bedclothes back for her. “If you think...”

      “You are a darling creature.” Catherine felt the younger woman grasp her by the shoulders and direct her toward the open door. “I’ll come and get you in the morning. You just go and crawl into that bed and go back to sleep.”

      Before she knew it, Catherine found herself standing in the middle of the Master’s Chamber with a sound of the door closing behind her. Nearly asleep on her feet, she pushed the thick waves of hair back over her shoulder. As she climbed into the huge curtained bed, she could hear the far-off sound of voices and hushed laughing.

      Ellen Crawford was up to some dangerous mischief, and such goings-on were incomprehensible to Catherine. True, she felt a pang of regret for being thought a fool by Ellen, but more important, she felt sorry for the good earl of Athol. Their upcoming marriage already had all the markings of a farce.

      Once again, Catherine reminded herself, this was none of her business. Her plans were to tutor the young people of Athol’s demesne, not to become the spiritual adviser to foundering brides.

      Weariness soon overtook her, though, and the sound of the rain outside dulled her senses. She was so tired, she later remembered thinking. She needed sleep. Why, the great gates of York itself could fall on her, she decided, yawning. She was not going to wake up again until the sun was coming through that window.

      In just a moment or two, slumber wrapped her in its velvet cloak, and outside the rain relented and eventually stopped.

      This time, her dream was an old one. Even as she entered the mists of sleep, it occurred to Catherine that she’d not had this dream in years. But there he was, her own knight of a thousand romances, tall and strong, coming to her after the great battle, claiming her for his own.

      For he was now her husband. The dragon lay dead in its lair, the treasure of gold and rubies and emeralds returned to the castle’s vault. Order and goodness reigned once again in the realm, and the night now offered its own promise.

      But this time the dream was somehow different. Changing. Going into a world of fantasy she’d never experienced before. She felt his body sink into the down mattress beside her, his arm slide across the planes of her belly, his large hand rest for a moment on her hip before drawing her against his warm, firm body.

      It was all so real. Catherine’s dreams often carried her to other worlds. Worlds she could see and smell and feel. Worlds that she, upon awakening, would be certain existed somewhere.

      But this was like no dream she’d ever had, and she found herself shivering as her knight’s hand moved over the thin linen of her shift to the hem. Her back arched reflexively as his long fingers gently caressed the skin of her belly and traced the curves at the base of her breasts. Her breath caught in her chest and she felt her body rise to his touch when his hand cupped the full roundness of her breast. And as his thumb drew tight circles around the hardening nipple, sparks of fire shot through her.

      So new and yet so thrilling, Catherine sighed in her state of bliss. To have a mere touch make her insides quiver so exquisitely.

      Something hot throbbed insistently against her thigh, and as her knight’s hand again slid down over her belly, Catherine’s lips opened and her breaths began to shorten. A soft moan escaped her lips. Molten liquid was flowing within her, building in pulsing waves as his fingers slid through her downy mound. She felt him move, felt his body rising. There was a whisper, inaudible, almost a growl, and then her knight’s lips were on her neck, moving, brushing against her earlobe, kissing the line of her jaw, her cheek. Catherine waited.

      His kiss was gentle at first. A brush of lips, but so real. So unlike her long recurring dreams of the two of them drifting into each other’s embrace, her body molding to his as the mist would softly steal around them. She could feel the pressure of his mouth. The groan of approval when she parted her lips. And then the knight’s tongue swept deeply into her mouth, shocking her with a reality that left her gasping for breath. Catherine’s eyes flew open.

      This was no dream. This was not her knight. As she felt his knee press between her legs, she jerked her mouth away, breaking off the kiss. She tried to push at his chest.

      “What the devil?” came the growl through the darkness.

      This was no dream, she thought again with a flash of panic as the coarse skin of a man’s chin rubbed hard against her cheek. She beat his naked shoulder with her one free hand. Grabbing at his long hair, she yanked with all her strength, but nothing could move the beast.

      His hand came up quickly, catching hold of her wrist, but she reared up instinctively and bit down with all her strength on a powerful forearm.

      The man gave an angry roar of pain and leaped back, snatching his hand away. But this was all the time she needed as she screamed at the top of her lungs.

      “Hush, you cursed she-devil,” the man shouted, leaning over her again. But Catherine went wild beneath his shifting weight. Kicking him with all her strength in the groin, she twisted to the side, clawing her way to the edge of the bed. But the villain grabbed her by the waist.

      “Wait. I’ll not hurt you, though God knows, I...”

      The door from the other chamber burst open and, David Hume, holding a torch aloft, charged in, his sword flashing in the light.

      Catherine’s eyes darted from the warrior’s naked skin to the gleaming flesh of Ellen Crawford in the open door behind him.

      “Up, you villainous blackguard. Prepare to die.”

      With a flick of his arm, her attacker tossed Catherine to the side and leaped toward David, snatching his own long sword from the floor beside the huge bed.

      “Nay, you son of a whore. You’re the dog who is about to choke in his own blood.”

      Ellen’s shocked gasp stopped the two men in their tracks.

      “John,” she whispered, her panic evident in the single word. Raising her thin chemise over her breasts in a belated attempt to cover herself, the young woman started backing out the door.

      Catherine’s head snapped around as she saw her assailant move menacingly toward David Hume. Suddenly, there was no question in her mind whose blood would be shed on this floor. The red-haired giant Ellen had called John stood head and shoulders above David and from the powerful breadth of his shoulders, Catherine was certain that he could cut her would-be rescuer in half. And from the stunned look on his face, she doubted David would even think to lift his sword in defense.

      “You—you’re John Stewart,” her warrior stammered.

      “Aye, you filthy dog. John Stewart, earl of Athol. And that wench you were keeping company with in the next chamber is none other than my intended.”

      It was sheer madness. There was no other explanation. But Catherine, in the next instant, found herself standing before the flaming-haired nobleman, blocking his approach.

      “Stop,” she pleaded. “There has to be a better way to settle this than by drawing blood.”

      Athol hesitated, and as he stared down at her, the man’s gray eyes flashed murderously. She stood her ground.

      “You see, m’lord, I’m Catherine Percy. David Hume here was entrusted with my safety, and I’m quite certain he must have had no prior knowledge that Ellen...”

      The words dried up in her throat. She stared as the blade of his long sword gleamed in the torchlight.

      “Out of my way, woman.”

      Catherine’s knees were ready to buckle, and her head suddenly felt light, but she raised her chin in defiance. “I cannot.”

      Athol advanced a step, looking past her at the man standing by the door. Taking a deep breath, she raised a pleading hand and gazed with as much courage as she could muster into a face ablaze with fury.

      “He was given the task of protecting my life until we reached our destination. And he’s done an excellent job...er, up to now. But now that the task is finished.” She paused, hoping that David would pick up her hint. “And now that his task is finished, I believe it’s my duty to see him safely away.”

      There was no movement behind her. How could men be so thick-headed? she stormed inwardly. Away! Run! Flee!

      “We are here at the end of our journey,” she pressed. “With the earl of Athol.”

      “Out of my way, woman.”

      “At the end of our journey.”

      That did it. David must have turned to flee with the speed of a falcon, dropping the torch by the doorway in his escape. Responding quickly, the earl reached out and tried to move around her. But Catherine was quicker, throwing herself against his chest.

      It was like hitting a wall of moving rock at a gallop. Her breath was knocked from her lungs. She fell with the grace of a meal sack to the floor as Athol picked up the torch and strode from the chamber.

      For a long while Catherine sat still in the dark, listening to the shouts and curses and then to the sounds of horses. She didn’t know if it was the impact of hitting the man so hard or the cumulative effect of the entire episode that had left her unable to move. The lodge was in an uproar now, and she could hear the sound of people rushing about—while the steely voice of Athol could be heard above all of them, shouting commands and cursing violently.

      What in heaven’s name had she gotten herself into? she thought groggily, trying to push herself to her knees. Thank the Lord she’d never developed a fondness for any man in particular—other than her dream-knight—nor for marriage in general. And in truth, what she’d witnessed tonight was a clear reaffirmation of that view.

      She was definitely not suited for matrimony. She could never make anyone a fit wife. She would never know how to deal with this open display of temper and this threat of violence. Nay. And what of this business of a man coming to his future wife’s bed uninvited, then not even recognizing her as someone else. She brought her hands up to her flushed cheeks and again shook her head, pushing from her mind how wantonly she’d responded to him at first, when she’d thought it was just a dream.

      She was still on her knees when the door to the Ladies’ Chamber swung open. Closing her eyes, she felt him brush past her without pausing.

      Pushing herself shakily to her feet, she stole a glance in the direction of the man who now stood by the bed. His back to her, he was muttering under his breath as he wrapped a kilt around him by the light of a wick lamp he’d evidently carried in with him.

      The earl of Athol, she thought with a pang of regret, was quite different from what she’d hoped he would be.

      The man was supposed to be an advocate of learning. She’d expected him to be a serene, subdued looking man. But his actions, his behavior, in bed and out bespoke someone entirely different. Catherine felt her heart start to race anew. Trying to force the memory of his mistaking her for Ellen Crawford from her mind, she stared at her host. He was certainly not at all what she’d expected.

      Ellen had told Catherine that the earl was past seven and thirty years of age. So even in her wildest of dreams, she hadn’t been prepared for the handsome face and the solid wall of muscle that was just now trying to pull on long, muddy boots. With flowing, partially braided red hair tumbling over a pair of broad shoulders, he looked more like an outlaw than he did the cousin of a king.

      Catherine couldn’t help but guess what silly maneuvers she might have come up with as a young maiden to get the attention of a man like him. Not that with her unassuming appearance she’d ever have had even a chance of catching his eye. But all the same, she reminded herself, it was a blessing to know that her life had taken a different route. A far more sensible one.

      She shook her head and started quietly for the door. As long as she kept her distance, perhaps they could avoid meeting again for a while. In truth, right now, the incident that had occurred in that bed embarrassed her dreadfully, and she had no doubt he must—if he had a shred of respectability in him—be feeling as terrible as she.

      Reaching the doorway, she started to breathe again. She had to put what happened behind her and, perhaps, they could pretend it had never taken place. He would not mention it, Catherine was quite certain, and she could quietly go about the task of opening her school.

      “Mistress Catherine.”

      His hard voice raised the gooseflesh on the back of her neck. She turned slowly and faced him.

      “I’ve sent for the damned priest. We’ll be wed when the cursed old fool arrives.”
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      “Wed?” The man was obviously out of his mind. “To me?”

      The Highlander turned his intense gray eyes on her. “Do you see someone else in this chamber whom I might be addressing?”

      She looked about innocently. “Nay. But I’m no judge of the soundness of your mind.”

      “Rest assured, mistress, I was speaking to you and not some apparition.”

      “You don’t know me.” This was beyond bizarre. It was almost comical. “How could you marry someone whom you have only just met?”

      “Are you not Catherine Percy?”

      “I am, but⁠—”

      “And have you not been sent up here to be my ward?”

      “Hardly, m’lord,” she responded. “I’m five-and-twenty. Hardly of an age to be anyone’s ward. Especially to one as unreasonable and brutish as yourself.”

      He stared at her, first in frigid silence, and then through slitted eyes as temper flashed across his face. “You certainly talk like some old crone. If I didn’t have first-hand knowledge—of a rather intimate nature—I would almost be convinced from listening to you that you’re some ancient creature. But I know, Catherine Percy, exactly what you are.”

      His words stung her, but she couldn’t stop the deep blush that crept into her face when his hard eyes began to study her from the tip of her head to her bare toes. Suddenly horrified that she was dressed in nothing more than a thin shift, she crossed her arms over her chest to hide whatever she could.

      He raised one eyebrow at her actions. “A bit late for coyness, don’t you think, considering all that you have willingly allowed me?”

      “There was nothing ‘willing’ in my response to your ignoble behavior, and you know it. You were trying to force yourself upon me—like some heavy-handed brute.”

      “Did I, now?” His eyes flashed a challenge. “And is this the way you fight for your honor? By moaning at the most intimate of touches? By lifting yourself to a lover’s caress? Pardon me, an assailant’s advances? By shivering at the touch of his lips against your skin?”

      By the Virgin, she had done that, hadn’t she? She brought her cold, trembling hands to her cheeks to cool the blazing skin. All she could do now was to whisper the truth. “I...I thought it all a dream.”

      She could have sworn a glint of humor softened the hardness of his glare. But it was only for an instant. “For a spinster, you certainly have interesting dreams. But tell me this, do you find fulfillment in them, as well? Or are you simply another frustrated⁠—”

      “Don’t,” she snapped at him, though more severely than she’d intended. But he was mocking her. In his roguish way, he was trying to make her feel small, insignificant, a bit licentious, even. Looking up and meeting his challenging glare, Catherine suddenly felt the urge to strike back, to wash that arrogant hint of amusement off his face. “You’re taking great pleasure in insulting me, I see. But I know what lies behind your boorish behavior.”

      “Do you?”

      “Aye. Though your male pride spurns the truth, I believe you know who is responsible for everything that took place here tonight.”

      “I have no time for this foolishness.”

      “The truth is that you are the cause of all this—though your arrogance denies it.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      His eyes had once again turned murderous, but Catherine was too riled to back down.

      “You’re a man on the threshold of marriage—a man who obviously has had previous knowledge of his intended’s body. How is it possible that you didn’t know that the woman in your bed was not Ellen Crawford?”

      “It was dark. A mistake I intend to set right,” he growled. “But what has that to do with the wench crawling into the bed of another.”

      “The connection is simple to see, m’lord,” she interrupted. “To you, a woman clearly has no more value than a mattress or a prize cow.”

      “No more than a m...?” Athol stared at her in disbelief, his words trailing off.

      “Aye. And one woman is as good as another, for all you care. So long as there’s a willing body to bear your weight, what does it matter who it is?”

      “You’re daft, woman.”

      “Am I? Look at Ellen. It seems to me she was quite aware of the man she was about to marry—a man indifferent to her.”

      “Indifferent? Does madness run rampant in your family, mistress?”

      “If it matters not a whit to you whom you lie with, then what should hold her?”

      “Even if what you say were true—and I tell you it’s not,” Athol faltered. “Well, I’m a man, for one thing.”

      “Aye?”

      Even in the dim light of the room, she could tell his face had turned pale. His brow appeared to be permanently creased with a frown, and his eyes locked on her.

      “Did Ellen tell you this?”

      “Nay, m’lord,” she said quickly, suddenly touched by the pain in his gray eyes. How Ellen could possibly have preferred someone else’s bed over this man’s was certainly a mystery. “I concluded all of this from my own observation. Though courtship and marriage is not a subject I’m well versed in, if you will recall from my mother’s correspondence, my learning⁠—”

      “Here in Scotland, we say a wee bit of learning is a dangerous thing.”

      “I know that you don’t believe that. Nonetheless, if you will allow me to continue. With regard to your faults when it comes to your relationship with Ellen.”

      Catherine paused as he took a step toward her. He looked about ready to throttle her. As she watched him, his face gradually turned as deep a shade of red as his hair, and his voice was no more than a menacing growl.

      “I shall be your husband, Mistress Percy, and I command you never to speak again of this night nor of Ellen either, for that matter. Is that understood?”

      “I didn’t come to the Highlands for the purpose of marriage—to you or anyone else, m’lord. I should have thought my mother made that perfectly clear in her correspondence. I’m here to open a school. To share my learning.”

      She paused, distracted momentarily as he casually picked up his shirt and held it out in front of him. The shirt was still wet from his ride, and she was suddenly very aware of the sinewy musculature of the man’s rugged upper body, the effortless power in the way he moved, in his very stance. Realizing that she was staring like some moonstruck maiden, she forced herself to take a breath, and then continued.

      “M’lord, did you not correspond with my mother? Did she not explain the reason for my journey here?”

      “She did. As I understand it, the only reason why you were sent up into the Highlands was to keep you from falling into the hands of the English king and his men.”

      “True.” She watched with a pang of disappointment as he tugged the wet shirt over his head.

      “Well, your mother’s bargain gave me complete control over you and your life.”

      “What do you mean, ‘bargain’?”

      He started pulling the tartan over one shoulder. “I am to protect you. I am to provide you with food and shelter. You’re to teach my people some of your learning. But hearing you babble on tonight, I can’t say I’m too thrilled by the prospect. Ah, and you’re to obey my wishes.”

      For the first time, she saw a dim ray of hope in his words. “You see? I’m here to open a school.”

      “That was before. You’re now here to wed me.”

      The earl of Athol might be the most stunningly handsome man she’d ever seen, but that did nothing to alter her opinion that his skull must be as thick as the walls of York. Still busy dressing himself, he seemed to have lost interest in her totally. But she wasn’t about to be ignored.

      “But why me? Up to a few moments ago, you were betrothed to another. You’re still bound to her legally. I’m certain if you and Ellen were to sit down⁠—”

      “That betrothal contract is finished. Besides, at the pace my former intended and her men rode out of here—with that bare-assed cur hot on her tail—I’d wager she’s nearly halfway to Stirling by now. And knowing my temper and the compromising position she found herself in, that slut is undoubtedly thinking she’s lucky still to have her head attached.”

      “Still, m’lord, I’m certain that with time will come healing and reconciliation.”

      “This discussion is finished.” He picked up his sword and slammed it into its scabbard.

      “Nay, m’lord,” she protested, suddenly panicking as he headed toward the door. She rushed to block his exit. “I cannot become your wife.”

      “You will.”

      “But why me?”

      “For two reasons. First, your honor and chastity have been compromised tonight. The whole household knows it was your bed that I climbed into, accident or no.”

      She had a chance, she thought. Perhaps she’d been too hard on him. She softened her tone and met his gaze.

      “That’s quite noble of you, m’lord, to consider my character and the possibility of vicious rumor. But what you don’t know is that I care nothing about what others might think. I’m far beyond a marriageable age, and I cannot be wounded by false innuendo.”

      “You’re wrong in what you say. But I have no time to try to convince a woman as foolish as you.”

      She opened her mouth to argue, but he quickly raised a hand and silenced her.

      “And secondly. You’ll marry me because it was your doing that I’m left without a bride this night.”

      “My doing?”

      “Aye. Was that blackguard son of a whore not one of your men? Was it not your bedchamber that Ellen was occupying when he went to her?”

      She was breathing fire as she shot back her response. “Are you implying that David Hume was coming to my bed?”

      “Nay. That would have been no concern of mine. It’s just this. I lost the Crawford lass and you will take her place.”

      “I won’t,” she snapped. He’d been deaf to everything she’d said before. “Here you go again. I’m not some stray mare wandering on the road for anyone’s taking.”

      “Nay, you’ve wandered onto my land, so you’re mine.” He placed one hand on the hilt of his sword. “But I know you’re no mare. You’re a woman. And a virgin to boot. I can attest to that myself.”

      She clenched her fist. “My virginity is no business for you to speak of. I still⁠—”

      “I have no time for any more of this foolishness.” Athol’s gaze hardened into one of disdain. “I’ll be having a wife now. I’ll have an heir to my holdings. You’re here, you’re of noble blood—in spite of it being half-English—and you’re a virgin. That, at least, gives me the guarantee of knowing that I’ll not be passing my wealth on to somebody else’s bastard.”

      “You cannot force me to marry you. And I swear to you that you’ll not be getting any heirs from me.”

      She could almost see the challenge in the glint of his gray eyes.

      “You will marry me. And you will obey me. And you will be faithful to me, if I need to lock you in the dungeons of Balvenie Castle to be certain of it.” An arrogant smile played over the edges of his mouth. “But as far as begetting a bairn, you’ll take me into your bed.”

      She held her breath as his hand clamped on her chin and forced her gaze upward. It was so easy to close her mind to reason and fall prey to the man’s stunning good looks. But Catherine knew that could only happen if he were to shut his mouth and never utter another arrogant word. An unlikely occurrence.

      “But don’t be fooled by dreamy notions of love. I’ll have none of that. A woman like you would normally be my least likely choice for a wife. But you’re here, and you will have to do.”

      She clenched her jaws shut to stifle the fury that threatened to spew out of her. John Stewart was mad. Clearly, her only chance lay in escape.

      “It won’t be long before the priest arrives. I’ll have my men bring up your trunks. Dress properly for the wedding.”

      For the first time, the helplessness of her situation struck her. “I...I only have a small travel chest. I’m certain I have nothing appropriate.”

      She watched his gaze dip down and fix on her breasts as her heart hammered in response. “Then I shall ask the priest to join us in this chamber. It certainly will make for a quick consummation.”

      “I didn’t mean my shift. What I was trying to say is that I have no dress fine enough.”

      Catherine stopped, no longer able to continue as he stared silently down at her for another long moment. Finally, without another word, he stepped around her and left the room.

      She waited until she heard the heavy door shut, listening for a moment more, and then she sprang into action. She had very little time and certainly no options—other than to escape this wild man and somehow find her way to the place where Laura had been sent to the north. Or was it the northeast? It was along the coast somewhere, of that she was certain. She knew this was not the time to worry about her route. Once she was away from here and free of Athol, then she could search out a way.

      Forced marriage to a man like him would be her destruction. In the short moments, they’d been in each other’s company, he’d affected her senses. He’d made her mind a jumble, her body soft and willing. This certainly would not do. She couldn’t throw away a lifetime of learning for one night’s pleasure. And this would be the extent of it, Catherine thought, remembering his words. He only wanted a willing body and an heir. One night. That would be all.

      Well! He would have to find someone else. Shaking her head, she ran into the Ladies Chamber. In fact, her only chance of escape lay in leaving in the guise of someone else.

      Opening the door that led into the small anteroom, Catherine looked for the traveling bags she’d seen before. Spying them in the corner, she quietly carried one of the heavy leather bags back into her chamber.

      Rummaging through the contents as quickly as she could, Catherine guessed that the bag belonged to David Hume. She pulled out a linen shirt, yanking it over her head. It was a good thing he was a small man, she thought. The heavens were clearly smiling on her, Catherine decided, when she spotted the warrior’s discarded tartan and kilt beside the bed.

      She knew exactly what she had to do. Dumping out the rest of David’s things, she hastily stuffed what she could of her own belongings into the bag. Though clumsy in her attempt to fasten the kilt around her slender hips, with the use of a cord, she managed to dress herself in the Highland gear in just a few moments. Realizing that his boots would never stay on her feet, she quickly donned her own and then pulled David’s knee length boots over them. The combination was unbelievably heavy, but it would have to do. Making a quick knot of her hair, she shoved the black mass into David’s cap.

      Then, taking a deep breath, Catherine hoisted the bag onto her shoulder and slipped out through the anteroom onto the landing beyond.

      Peering through the darkness, she moved silently down the narrow set of stairs. A few steps down, though, she tripped in the oversized leather boots. Cursing silently as she caught herself, she pulled them up as well as she could, and continued on. Reaching an arched doorway at the bottom, she saw a door that she thought must lead outside. As she mustered her courage to run for it, though, she leaped back, flattening herself in the shadows. A portly servant, carrying a basket heaped with steaming bread, shouldered his way in through the door.

      Catherine shot a glance through the door. In the gray light of dawn, she could see the courtyard, and a part of the outbuilding where the kitchens must be located.

      And she could see a sprightly gelding standing with a little donkey beside a stone watering trough. They were both saddled, and—more important—they were unattended. The heavens were indeed smiling on her.

      Putting her head down, Catherine moved swiftly through the open door and across the rain-softened ground of the courtyard. Looking neither right nor left, she strode quickly to the gelding and tossed the reins over its head. All she needed to do was to climb up onto this horse, and make the dash across the courtyard and through the arched passageway to freedom.

      Taking one quick look around as she threw the leather bag across the steed’s neck, she could see that the only people between her and that open arch were a half dozen men and boys working on horses by the stables. She could make it, she thought joyfully. By the saints, she would make it!

      Stepping onto a stone mounting block, Catherine had both hands on the saddle when she found herself being pulled backwards by two meaty pairs of hands.

      “I don’t think we’ll be going, just yet,” one growled.

      “Get the bag,” a voice commanded.

      Trying to keep her feet under her as they hauled her across the courtyard, Catherine struggled against their hold, but she didn’t dare make a sound. From their rough handling, she had a sudden thought that perhaps they hadn’t discovered her identity. Perhaps they were simply taking her off to a dungeon. After all, she’d been caught trying to steal a horse. Her hopes continued to rise as she was dragged into the lodge through a door she hadn’t seen before.

      Her eyes were slow to adjust to the dark, but to calm her fears, she kept reminding herself that she was shrewd, she was fierce, she had a purpose. She would find a way to escape any prison John Stewart might build. At least, she was not being forced to marry the man against her will.

      “Just as I expected.”

      Catherine’s head snapped up at the sound of his voice, and she found Athol’s fierce eyes staring down at her. It took all her strength to keep her knees from buckling beneath her weight as she felt the steely hands release her.

      “Begin, priest.”
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      What the hell had he done?

      Glancing at the backs of his two men as they trailed the obstinate woman out of the Great Hall, John Stewart’s brow creased into a deep frown. By St. Andrew, what madness had overtaken him to force this poor lass to go through with such a wedding?

      Rudely dressed in the borrowed tartan, Catherine Percy had been surly but silent throughout the ceremony—until the priest addressed her. But then, like a she-devil, she’d come to life, caterwauling like some eldritch creature over the infamy of such a wedding. At that point, however, Athol’s patience had crumbled like dried parchment. His grip on her arm had been strong enough to break a bone, though she’d hardly acknowledged it at all. She’d simply glared fearlessly at him, her midnight blue eyes blazing with reproach.

      And they’d continued. She’d been left with no options. She’d been given no choice.

      Ignoring the priest who was edging along the wall toward the door, Athol sank into his chair at the dais. So much for the trust that her family had placed in his hands. So much for the protection he’d promised to give. He ran a weary hand over his face. Well, she was safe, and she would continue to be—that was all he’d agreed to. What’s done is done.

      Staring into the fire crackling in the huge open hearth, John Stewart cursed his foolish temper. He’d been so riled after discovering Ellen with that thieving escort of his ward—his wife, he corrected himself—that he’d been about to burst with the need to strike out. But with the two vile creatures already gone, Catherine Percy had been the only one left. God knows, obstinate as she appeared to be, she probably didn’t deserve marriage to him.

      John Stewart had never been fool enough to think the imminent union between him and Ellen was a love match. She’d been his mistress in recent years, and as far as he could surmise, she’d had a healthy appetite for other men before they’d met. But what he’d never suspected was that she would be discontented with his generous offer of marriage. She was from a good family, true. But as far as her prospects for marriage, his name and his wealth were certainly superior to anything she would have ever hoped for elsewhere.

      He stretched his legs toward the fire and squeezed his eyes shut. But what had he been thinking tonight? This was all a mistake. That he was certain of. And wasn’t it just his luck? Nay, he thought, cursing his temper. It wasn’t just Fortune’s wheel that had married him to Catherine Percy, a woman with the same scrupulous virtues as his cousin, Susan MacIntyre.

      When the dowager brought Susan up to the Highlands more than six months ago with the intention of marrying the lass to him, he’d been appalled at his mother’s choice. The fact that she was a dour-faced prude had not been Athol’s only objection to the young woman. She had no life in her, no interest with anything beyond her damned needlework. By the devil, she didn’t even like to hunt. He’d known old nuns with more blood in their veins. Nay, she was not the woman for him.

      So he’d erred a bit in judgment. Asking for the hand of Ellen Crawford hadn’t been the best of choices, either. But if the time had come that he was to be pressured into taking a wife, at least it could be someone that he would enjoy in bed.

      Athol rose abruptly to his feet and strode to the fire. But that was all, he thought, before he’d known the truth about Adam of the Glen.

      The devil take the man. A bastard brother! So much for the ideal marriage he’d thought his parents had been blessed with. But what was most amazing was the fact that the dowager had somehow kept the secret for all these years. That, in itself, gave Athol a completely different view of his mother’s power.

      But why had she withheld the truth from him? He knew of dozens of bastard children being raised in the households of their noble fathers. So why was this Adam treated as an exception? But more important, what claim was this devil trying to establish by raiding his lands?

      There was a great deal that his mother had left to explain. Using her frail health as an excuse, the dowager had refused to say any more, simply closing her eyes. But Athol had drawn his own conclusions. As little as it was that she had told him, at least he now had a trail to follow.

      The sound of his warrior’s footsteps at the doorway of the hall drew Athol’s attention. Thomas, the captain of his warriors, wasn’t trying to hide the pleased expression as he crossed to the fireplace.

      “Aye, Tosh.” Athol growled. “Did you swallow the yellow bird whole, or did you chew it a few times?”

      “Well, m’lord, to be truthful, I think we’ve only just got a glimpse of the bird, but the men are ready to move anytime you are. Davie’s just come back from that wee spit of a village they call Knockandhu.”

      “And what word does he bring?”

      “He says he found a few of the old folk there whose memories might be jogged, if you yourself were to put the questions to them.”

      Athol nodded his approval, but then stared at the blackened ceiling—where he knew, in a chamber above, a terrified woman sat waiting. Tosh stood and watched him, patiently awaiting his instructions.

      “First,” the earl said finally, “send one of the men to Balvenie with news of my marriage. My mother should know.”

      “D’ye want him to spread the news as he goes, m’lord?”

      “Nay. I want to make sure the Englishwoman is a wee bit more settled to her newly acquired station before we give her a chance to insult her people. Oh, and have someone speak to the priest. I want the marriage recorded properly, but he is to keep mum about the whole affair until I decide to make things known.”

      Despite his hasty action, Athol wasn’t about to announce his marriage. Until his new wife was safely and snugly ensconced behind the walls of Balvenie Castle, he wasn’t going to risk her life unnecessarily. Nay, he decided, his mother’s inference that the outlaw would end his mayhem as soon as Athol had a wife and an heir to succeed him made no sense.

      But it didn’t really matter. The truth was, Athol didn’t want the man to back off. He wanted him out there, roaming the fields where he could be caught.

      A bastard brother he might be, but as far as John Stewart was concerned, Adam of the Glen could grace a gallows as prettily as any lowborn thief.

      

      Balvenie Castle, grim and forbidding, was a formidable-looking prison.

      Catherine stared through the mist and the rain at the ominous, gray structure. Suddenly, her mount reared its head, jerking the reins in her hands, and the young woman felt a swift, hot bolt of anger shoot through her.

      A forced marriage. A madman for a husband. Welcome to the far side of civilization. No wonder her mother had left these lands so long ago and never looked back.

      Well! The earl of Athol was in for an unpleasant surprise. Catherine Percy had no intention of ever becoming a willing bride. She felt her spirits lighten a bit as they neared the arched opening into the castle’s courtyard. The man didn’t have a clue about her strength—about her perseverance. It would actually be pleasurable to dream of ways to torment the earl of Athol. She would get him for what he’d done and more. And she would get free of him. But first, she needed to focus on and assess the nature of her prison.

      Near the front of the line of warriors Athol had assigned to escort her to the castle, a horse slipped on the muddy, narrow track. Knocking the legs from under the next horse, the beast started an avalanche of man and horseflesh down the slick incline. Catherine peered through the sheets of rain at the angry men and the terrified horses struggling to their feet at the base of the hill. It was the third time since leaving the hunting lodge this morning that such an incident had occurred. For the third time, no one appeared to have been hurt.

      Amid the men’s shouting and the slow efforts to bring the wild-eyed steeds and their surly riders up from the gully, Catherine sat quietly and stared at the crenellated walls and the corner towers. The great iron portcullis had been drawn up, and a handful of stable workers were trudging down through the rain and the mud toward the party.

      The great stone castle stood on a hill at the junction of two long glens. The high curtain wall was surrounded by sloping stone walls and a deep ditch that bristled with ancient pointed stakes. Catherine was certain it must be a formidable looking place on the best of days. But today, with the gusts of wind and rain stinging her face and the horses slipping and balking with every step, she thought it was easily the bleakest, most forbidding place she’d ever seen.

      The line of warriors began to move again up the narrow path. As she crossed the plank bridge that spanned the ditch, she passed the first of the stable men. One lad peered up at her, dark red hair plastered on a dirty, freckled forehead, but said nothing and took hold of her mare’s bridle, clucking and encouraging the animal up the last few yards of the incline.

      The passage into the inner yard was dark, but in a moment Catherine joined the crowd of jostling men and horses in the stone-cobbled courtyard.

      Across from the thatch-roofed stables that huddled along one of the castle walls, servants stood peering out of the smoking doorways of what were certainly kitchens and a brew house. The well crouched in the center of the cobbled yard, and at the far end, a three-story stone building dominated the courtyard, looking as ancient and as solid as any of the Highland’s craggy peaks.

      Catherine drew in a deep breath and waved off the proffered hand of the red haired stable lad. Dismounting, she tried to wipe away some of the mud and rain that she knew covered her face. Her travel clothes were a mess, and she was soaked through to the skin. She stood motionless as the horses were taken off to the stables.

      A thin, ancient servant, drenched as well just from crossing the yard, approached her. The steward, no doubt, she decided. She glanced only briefly at his face, which was as gloomy and inhospitable as the castle itself. With only a low, mumbled greeting, he took her by the elbow, leading her across the yard and up the wooden stairs into the Great Hall of the earl of Athol.

      If Catherine had expected anything of a greeting, the absolute lack of interest in her arrival stunned her. While the servants at the hunting lodge at Corgarff had bustled about, making Ellen Crawford and the rest of the travelers comfortable, here at Balvenie Castle not a hand was raised in welcome. Left standing inside the door of the Great Hall, Catherine simply waited in vain for some sign—for any sign—of hospitality.

      The Great Hall itself was a fine, old-fashioned chamber with some green and gold wall hangings and a number of tapestries of French design covering the various walls. At the far end of the hall, a huge hearth yawned behind a dais, and trestle tables and benches formed a large square around the open center. Rushes covered the floor and a few old dogs lay curled up in the corners and under benches. Aside from the tapestries, the walls were adorned with the heads and antlers of a huge assortment of animals, hanging alongside weapons she could not even identify.

      But the oddest thing, Catherine thought, listening to the water drip off of her clothes into the rushes at her feet, was that there was not a soul in the hall. Though the fireplace was prepared with great logs for a fire, no one had even bothered to light it. There were no serving folk preparing for the night’s meal, no crofters or warriors waiting to speak with the earl’s steward or administrators, no clerks busy at the benches. The Great Hall of Balvenie Castle was cold and empty and silent.

      For the first time today, Catherine felt like crying. Feeling the chill of the Hall settling into her bones, Catherine shuddered at the incredible sense of emptiness she was suddenly feeling.

      But the time for such sentiments was short-lived, for a grunt from the steward brought her head around. Behind the thin old man a short, heavyset servant wearing an unceasingly perplexed look on his face was carrying her travel chest and the rest of the meager possessions she’d brought along.

      “Have you no serving woman coming along to wait on you?”

      “Nay, but I can look after myself.”

      “We’ll just see about that,” the steward grumbled, starting toward the arched entry into a round stair tower, his porter on his heels. “This way.”

      Seeing no purpose in objecting—the Great Hall certainly offered no comforts—Catherine silently followed the two men up the stone steps. The dark, narrow corridor that greeted them on the next floor was hardly a surprise. It was as dismal as what she’d seen below.

      Catherine followed them past a number of oak, ironbound doors that she assumed must lead to the quarters of the earl and his family. At the far end of the corridor, the two men turned into a seemingly endless gallery that she assumed must be above the kitchens and the brew house. Finally, they reached another narrower corridor, and the two men turned into an open door. Catherine stopped and backed up to allow an old woman carrying a basket half full of firewood to step out first. The serving woman’s bleary eyes traveled up and down as she appraised Catherine’s wet and disheveled condition. Finally, the old woman simply shook her head and, clucking like an old hen, disappeared along the semidarkness of the corridor.

      Catherine looked down and ran a hand over her wet skirts. Soaked and covered with mud, she was a sorry sight indeed.

      “Jean, one of the serving lasses, will be up to see to your needs.”

      Catherine looked up and met the steward’s cool gaze. The other man had already wordlessly dumped her things inside the room and was heading back down the hall in the direction that they’d come.

      “And Mistress Susan sends word she’ll be coming to see you, as well, before supper.”

      Catherine simply nodded. She was cold, tired, and miserable. But clearly, that meant nothing to this dismal-looking man who was very plainly disappointed with his master’s choice in a wife. His face still creased in a frown, the steward finally turned to go.

      Catherine waited until the steward disappeared down the hall before stepping toward her chamber. Obviously, now that he had her inside the castle’s curtain walls, the earl of Athol had little fear of her escaping. There were no guards posted in the corridor. No bar or lock on the door. Apparently, she was free to roam the keep.

      As she looked up and down the corridor, the absolute stillness of the place only added to the chill that had settled into her bones. Resisting the urge to fight against anything and everything she was expected to do, Catherine forced herself across the threshold of the small chamber.

      Her time would come, she reminded herself. Catherine pushed the door shut behind her and leaned heavily against it as she gazed about the room. Well, she thought with a sigh of relief, at least they hadn’t put her in his chamber.

      A tiny, new-lit fire flickered in a low, narrow hearth, and the room was still cold and damp. The wooden shutter on the window would surely do nothing to keep out the wet, whistling wind. The plastered walls of the small chamber were free of any hangings, and the simple, narrow bed lacked a canopy or any curtain that might add even the slightest refinement or comfort to the sparsely furnished room. Catherine let her eyes take an inventory of all that surrounded her. Other than the bed, a small chest and a single stool were the only other pieces of furniture.

      But she was used to this, she thought, pushing herself away from the door and walking toward her belongings by the fire. The years of happiness and comfort she’d been blessed with for nearly all of her childhood had abruptly ended when her father had been branded a traitor to his king. Living the life of a fugitive with her sisters and her mother, Catherine had learned long ago how to make do with what she had—and to seek happiness in her dreams. Dreams of a better future. And in dreams and plans of teaching all she’d learned in a school of her own.

      The soft tap on the door was followed by the unceremonious entry of a young serving woman. Jean, no doubt. Catherine realized suddenly that she was still standing about in her wet traveling clothes. But watching the young woman cross the room carrying a large two-handled ewer gave Catherine a dim hope of warm water to wash away some of the grime of her travels.

      “Mistress Susan said ye might be needing this.”

      “I’m obliged to you.”

      As the servant placed the ewer on the stool with an odd glance in her direction, Catherine considered the so far faceless Mistress Susan. This was the second time her name had come up since she had arrived at Balvenie Castle. Other than the earl’s name, the only other information she’d been able to gather about the family had come from Ellen Crawford, and no mention had been made of a Susan.

      Nonetheless, the earl’s former intended had been quite outspoken in expressing her disappointment with Lady Anne Stewart, the dowager Countess Balvenie. From the way Ellen had described her, Catherine’s impression was that the earl’s mother was a sickly and yet personally overpowering woman who still very much controlled Balvenie Castle and, for that matter, her son as well.

      “Also, mistress said to tell ye that Lady Anne takes an early supper in her chambers, of course. So it’d be best for all if ye’d clean up as quick as ye can and be ready to pay the countess a visit before she calls for her food to be served.”

      “Very well,” Catherine responded quietly. She was not about to return the servant’s snappish tone. Then, as she undid the tie of her soaked traveling cloak, the serving woman reluctantly crossed the chamber to take the heavy garment off her shoulder.

      “You’re Jean, I take it.”

      “I am,” she replied, eyeing with overt surprise the plain, unembroidered, dark wool dress that Catherine was wearing beneath her cloak. As the servant stood waiting, Catherine noticed the questioning look on her face. A frown quickly replaced the look. “If ye step out of the dress, I’ll take that to the kitchens, as well, for washing.”

      “I’m very grateful for your kindness.” Catherine leaned down and opened her travel chest, taking out a clean shift, a blouse, and the only other dress she had in her possession—a modest, well-made woolen garment of deep blue. Walking quickly to the ewer of water on the stool, she looked hesitantly around for a cloth of some sort to wash herself. Realizing what Catherine needed, Jean promptly dropped the cloak in her hand on the rush-covered floor and opened the single chest in the room.

      By the time she’d stepped out of her dress and removed her boots, Catherine’s teeth were chattering. Standing in her chemise as Jean rummaged through the chest, she realized that even her undergarment was soaked and covered with mud to her knees.

      “Most of the household still doesn’t know yet, mistress, but I was told by Mistress Susan that ye are the master’s new bride.”

      Catherine accepted the cloth out of the younger woman’s hand. Gritting her teeth and dipping the linen into the cold water in the ewer, she fought back the urge to deny it. Like it or not—for the time being, anyway—she was his wife.

      “I don’t know why the men are so slow to bring up your things, m’lady.”

      Catherine hurriedly ran the cloth over her face and her skin, trying to get as much of the grime as she could. “Everything I have is already here, Jean.”

      A cloud of confusion again darkened the woman’s eyes. “But we were told⁠—”

      “I am Catherine Percy.”

      The name evoked no glimmer of recognition in Jean’s face.

      “Before your master took me as his wife, I was to work with the good fathers at Elgin Cathedral. To start a school here.”

      Slowly the look of confusion was replaced by one of panic. The woman’s hand suddenly flew to her mouth. “By the saints, mistress, I don’t think...why, Mistress Susan...and Lady Anne...”

      The young maid’s eyes suddenly cleared—perhaps at the vision of Catherine’s blue lips—and she hurriedly moved to the fire, stacking more pieces of wood on the growing flames and racing back to her.

      “Mistress, you’ll catch your death in that wet shift. Here, out of that thing and let me get you dry.”

      Catherine was too cold to argue. So, nodding obediently, she quickly pulled off the wet garment. A moment later, dry at last, she appreciatively accepted the soft blanket that Jean had yanked from the chest and was wrapping around her.

      “Sit by the fire a wee bit, m’lady,” Jean said, moving the stool closer to the fire and placing the ewer on the floor. “Ye’ll warm up in no time.”

      Settling before the hearth, Catherine watched the maid moving about the chamber, taking her few possessions out of her bag and airing them on the bed. There was an attentiveness that bordered on concern in Jean’s manner now, and it was an attitude that had certainly been absent before.

      Clearly, Catherine realized, her new husband had not even bothered to inform his household as to the identity of his new wife. But it was also interesting how greatly, and how openly these people were prepared to dislike her, thinking she was Ellen Crawford.

      “I’ll be back to dress ye in a wink, mistress. I need to be running along for just a moment to tell Mistress Susan about...about...supper.”

      “Thank you, Jean. I can manage to dress myself, if you have other duties.” The serving lass wanted to warn her mistress about the mix-up; Catherine could understand that perfectly. But then, as the young woman leaned down to pick up the soiled clothes, a question popped into Catherine’s head, and she asked it before Jean could escape. “About your Mistress Susan. Is she...I mean, does she run the household?”

      “Aye, mistress. That she does. Since Lady Anne has taken to her bed, Mistress Susan has taken charge of the castle.” Jean lowered her voice to a whisper. “And I don’t mind telling ye that she does a fine job of it, too. The serving folk are much happier taking directions from her. She’s a great deal easier than Lady Anne and her tantrums. But then, she came up to Balvenie Castle to do just this sort of thing. My understanding is that she was trained for it from the time she was a wee lass.”

      “So Mistress Susan hasn’t been living at Balvenie Castle all her life?”

      “Nay, mistress. She only came here last summer, before the harvest. She was brought up here by the countess herself, to marry the master.”

      

      The sun had only been winning its struggle with the rain clouds for about an hour when the burly, bristle-bearded miller led Athol and Tosh along the Kettles Brook. Behind them, where the broad creek tumbled into the Spey at the village of Rothes, the rest of the earl’s men waited, happy for an hour’s respite from a day of hard, wet riding.

      “I know where my old man likes to fish, m’lord,” the miller tossed over one broad shoulder. “We’re not far, now.”

      Athol frowned and stared at the man’s bald head, shining and beaded with sweat from the walk. Hopefully, the miller’s father would have more information to share than the others he’d spoken with. They’d offered little enough.

      The ancient, wizened little priest and his equally aged housekeeper at the village of Knockandhu had been more than happy to sit before a morning fire and share with Athol their memories of his father. With a gentleness and diplomacy that would have shocked those who knew him well, though, he’d finally gotten them down to business. Aye, the earl had spent a great deal of time, in the old days, at the little hunting lodge he’d kept there. They both recalled the hunting parties with Duncan, the laird of Ironcross Castle, and his family as well, joining in the festivities. Aye, the earl was a lusty, great-hearted man. That they agreed on wholeheartedly. But when it came to the rumors of the laird keeping a mistress there, they’d been vehement in their response. Nay, he’d kept no mistresses at Knockandhu. The earl was not that kind of man.

      And then later, in the hovel nestled snugly against the eastern slope of Corryhabbie Hill, Athol had spoken with a blind old woman who’d kept sheep there for longer than anyone remembered. It was she who’d supposedly cared for the earl after a boar had torn a hole in his side large enough to put your fist in. She’d smiled when Athol had delicately mentioned that there were still rumors abroad that she’d cared for more than just his wounds. Alas, nay, she’d said. He was a good and handsome man, and a generous laird, but he’d never been more than a friend to her, though she was as handsome a lass as any in those days, if she did say so herself.

      The keeper of the Inn at Dalnoshaugh had no more to offer than the others, though he did recall the lass asked about, the one who’d drowned herself there in the river all those years back. That incident had nothing to do with the earl, though. In fact, the bridge keeper knew for a fact that the lass had been carrying the bairn of a godless, murdering outlaw whom the earl had subsequently searched out, caught, and hanged from the bridge there, bless his heart.

      The mists rolling in around Cairn Uish were just beginning to blanket the descending sun when the miller turned to Athol and pointed ahead. There, beneath a great old oak overhanging the stream, an older, frailer version of the miller himself sat sleeping, fishing pole across his knee, a basket of trout beside him.

      “Hullo, Wink,” the miller shouted as they neared. “Wake up, old man.”

      The older miller raised his head and turned his head only slightly, picking up the end of his line and baiting the hook before tossing the line back in the water.

      “Up, Wink, you’ve got folk here that want to be speaking with you.”

      “Quiet down, you fool,” the old man spat out of the side of his mouth. “D’ye want to be scaring off yer supper?”

      “Never mind that,” his son said as they came alongside of him. “The Laird of Balvenie himself has been traipsing all over the countryside looking for you, so get your carcass up.”

      Wink, who’d probably been the miller at Rothes when John Stewart’s father was a bairn, turned his bristly face toward the visitors, and gave Athol an appraising look.

      “Aye,” he said without rising. “Ye’ve got the face of old King Jamie, rest his soul, but ye’ve got your father’s height, too. Come and sit, m’lord, if ye’ll not mind yer own soil for a place to be restin’ yer arse.”

      Waving away Tosh and the miller, Athol took a seat on the grass, resting his back against one of the thick, gnarly roots that protruded from the ground.

      “Ye’ve come to ask me about my daughter and yer father, have ye not?”

      Stunned by the directness of the old man’s question, Athol nodded. “Aye, Wink. I’ve heard some things.”

      “Well, none of them are true, and you can all go to the devil.”

      Wink’s son shouted from the distance. “Watch your tongue, old man.”

      “I’m not saying anything against your kin, miller.”

      “I told him, I’m telling you, and I’ll tell anyone else who comes to call. My daughter was a good lass, a bit bold perhaps, but a good lass.”

      “Will you tell me what happened?”

      “Aye, it’s simple enough.” The old man yanked in his line and dropped the fishing pole on the ground between them. “Yer good father came up to Rothes when Makyn was just a lass. They were building the church in the village, and the earl come up to see the doings. That’s when Makyn asked him.”

      “Asked him what?”

      “She wanted to be a nun, the brazen thing. So the laird gave her a bag of gold to get a good place at the cathedral at Elgin, and she went off without so much as a ‘by yer leave’ to her own father.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Aye, that’s it.”

      “Then what of all the talk?”

      “It was all wickedness and lies, I tell ye.” Wink glared at the earl. “They were all jealous that the laird would be so good to her and not to them.”

      “So there was no bairn.”

      “Nay, m’lord. There was no bairn.”

      “And your daughter went to Elgin.”

      “Aye, m’lord.”

      Athol’s look of barely concealed skepticism was met with a look of anger from the old man.

      “She’s still there, for all I know. I told the other the same thing. Go and look for yerself.”

      Athol stared at the man for a moment. “What other?” he asked quietly. “Has another been here before me?”

      The aged miller looked away quickly. Clearly, his tongue had revealed more than he’d intended.

      “Who has been here, miller?”

      Wink hesitated a moment, mumbling to himself before turning and looking the earl directly in the eye.

      “Adam, m’lord. Adam of the Glen. Why, the lad asked near the same questions that ye’re asking now. I’m telling ye, the lad’s keen to know the name of any mistress the laird might’ve had. But I sent him on his way, m’lord. That I did. Yer father kept no lasses here.”
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      So why did he marry her? Catherine wondered. He could have had Susan and made everyone happy.

      She frowned at the slender shoulders and tight braids curled beneath the starched cap of the young woman walking half a step before her. These were the same corridors that Catherine had traveled earlier, and the deepening of the gloom into night did nothing to improve their character. The only architectural relief was a narrow ledge that ran along the wall, beneath the occasional slit windows that looked down on roof of the kitchens and the courtyard. Jean walked just ahead of the other two, carrying a flickering taper and occasionally glancing back inquisitively from one woman to the other.

      Well, Catherine thought, it was no wonder that—even after knowing that she was not Ellen Crawford—Susan MacIntyre had had little to offer her but the most indifferent whisper of greeting.

      Catherine furtively studied the other woman again. It was interesting to see how, in appearances anyway, she and Susan were so similar. Though Susan appeared to be a few years younger, they were both of medium height, with black hair and fair complexions. Susan had a sprinkling of freckles across her nose, but her tightly pursed mouth and downcast eyes allowed no hint of humor to break the somber look of her. Even her dress, black and plain, was modest to the point of primness, its neckline high with a collar of linen to hide any glimpse of skin. She appeared to have a taste for a fashion that made her look much older. Of course, Catherine knew she was somewhat partial to that style herself. She’d been taught early on that it was much better to have people remember you by your wit rather than the fanciness of your dress.

      Lady Anne Stewart’s chamber lay in the southwest corner of the castle. As they passed into the wider corridor, Catherine’s eyes took in the fine tapestries hanging on the whitewashed, plastered walls. This section was clearly finer than the wing where Catherine had been placed, but even if it were her nature to complain, she was not about to. No doubt John Stewart’s chambers were nearby, and she was grateful for the distance.

      From the few words she’d been able to drag out of Susan, the earl’s mother had become bedridden for the first time in her life, early in the summer, after a cough began to weaken her. But as the weeks had passed, the castle physician had shaken his head, speaking of the kink and then, the ague. And as the body of the aging woman grew thin and frail, Susan said, the dowager’s spirit had grown weaker. Now, for more than a fortnight, the physician had been telling all that the end was not far away.

      It occurred to Catherine that it was sad to meet someone under these conditions. No matter what mistakes Lady Anne might have made in raising such a stubborn son, she still commanded great respect in Catherine’s mind, as one who had lived so long in such ruggedly wild country. She frowned as they neared the dowager’s great oak door, thinking how, under different circumstances, they might even have developed a good and lasting relationship.

      Putting such thoughts aside, Catherine followed Susan quietly into the large, darkened chamber. The thickly perfumed air of the room struck Catherine like a slap in the face. Remaining by the entrance, she watched Susan whisper some orders to the two waiting women positioned by the dowager’s bed. An ancient woman-in-waiting that Susan called Auld Mab sat silently listening by a wide hearth. From where she stood, Catherine couldn’t see past the heavy, French damask bed curtains, or make out anything of the figure stretched beneath the embroidered bedclothes. Instead, she let her gaze drift about the huge chamber. The fine furnishings were lavish and comfortable, and Catherine might have been impressed, were it not so grim. Darkness hung like a shroud in the room, and the heavily curtained windows seemed to be intentionally holding out all light, and all fresh air, as well.

      Catherine heard the dowager cough weakly behind the curtains. The thought struck her that, between the smoke from the burning logs on the hearth and the closeness of the unaired sick chamber, it was a wonder that the older woman could possibly take in a full breath. Catherine could hardly breathe herself.

      A low croak cut through the darkness. “Come close.”

      When no one else moved, Catherine realized that the raspy words spoken from behind the curtains were directed at no one but her.

      Wiping her wet palms on the skirt of her dress, Catherine threw a hesitant glance in Susan’s direction and acknowledged her nod before approaching the canopied bed. As she came near, the two attendants and Susan all backed away to a respectful distance. Clenching her jaw, she prepared herself for the worst. Hadn’t Jean told her that the dowager’s wish had been for her son to wed Susan? Catherine could feel the mother’s disapproval hanging in the air like the sword of Damocles above her head.

      “Closer, I said. Come closer.”

      Catherine stared at the gleaming amber stones of the rosary laced between the bony, wrinkled fingers of the older woman, and took another half step.

      “Closer!”

      So be it, she thought. Lifting her chin, she walked around the side of the bed, her gaze meeting and holding the piercing gray eyes of the aged woman. The sharpness of that look, the intensity that radiated from those eyes, bespoke intelligence and will. John Stewart had his mother’s eyes. A long moment passed in silence as Lady Anne continued to examine her. And then she heard the noise.

      Catherine first thought it was a cough. Then she feared that a spell might be coming on the ailing woman. But as the dowager continued to gasp for precious breaths, Catherine realized that the old woman was laughing at her.

      Absolutely appalled, Catherine watched Lady Anne’s shoulders begin to shake as a tear ran down the side of her pale, wrinkled face. Feeling her cheeks flush hot with embarrassment, Catherine had no doubt whatsoever that she was indeed an object of derision for the dowager.

      “It is a very great pleasure meeting you, too, m’lady,” Catherine put in, trying to keep her tone civil. “And may I ask what I’ve done to be the source of such amusement for your ladyship?”

      The dowager held up a bony hand as her laugh turned into a fairly credible sounding cough. She turned her face to the side, genuinely struggling to catch her breath. The thought of waiting for the others to come to the dowager’s aid never entered her mind, and Catherine quickly slipped a steady hand behind the frail woman’s back and moved her into a sitting position. It took only an instant to reach behind the old woman and prop her up with a couple of the down-filled pillows.

      It still took a few more moments and a sip of some greenish liquid that Susan brought in a cup before Lady Anne’s breathing became a bit less labored. Backing up a half a step, Catherine stood and waited until the dowager became calm again. Taking hold of Susan’s wrist with one hand, the frowning older woman turned her gaze on Catherine, and raised an accusing finger in the newcomer’s direction.

      “You might as well know now, Catherine Percy. You will never do.”

      She didn’t have to ask. It was clear that dowager was referring to her son, the earl. Catherine clasped her hands tightly before her before looking up again and meeting the other woman’s gaze. She had been talked to honestly and directly.

      “And would you throw another fit if I were to tell you that I find your words a blessing? That I have no intention of becoming your daughter-in-law?”

      “You lie.”

      “Let me burn in hell if I do.”

      The frown on the dowager’s face slowly disappeared, replaced by the hint of an amusement around her gray eyes.

      “Leave us.”

      Catherine had already taken a step back before she realized that the ailing woman’s words were not directed at her. Without a word, Susan and the two women in waiting slipped out of the chamber, closing the door behind them.

      “That worthless messenger my son sent failed to tell me that the earl had not married the Crawford wench as he had planned. The fool just said that the master had married and that the new countess was coming.”

      Catherine could see that Ellen’s and Lady Anne’s lack of affection was mutual.

      “And Susan also tells me that you’re the spinster daughter of that dear, restless Nichola Erskine.”

      “Nichola Percy,” Catherine said. “She took my father’s name when they wed.”

      “Aye, of course,” she snapped. “I might be dying, young woman, but I’m not feeble-minded.”

      When Catherine said nothing, Lady Anne continued.

      “Although I haven’t seen her for years, I still remember her quite well. She was a bonny lass, that Nichola Erskine, though far too spirited for her own good. Smart as a whip, too. But it doesn’t appear you have inherited much from her.” Catherine blushed in spite of herself as the dowager’s gray eyes again scanned her hair, her face, her attire. “Och! A shame, really, that you’re not at all like her.”

      Catherine’s eyes flashed. “If I may be so bold as to correct you, m’lady. Contrary to what you just said, there are many who believe I’ve been blessed with my mother’s talent for languages and her patience for learning, in general. And in spite of the world’s overwrought regard for things as trifling as someone’s looks, my mother’s claim to fame in England has been her great learning. And the desire to teach what we have learned is a passion that we also share.”

      Catherine paused, trying to decide if she was being a bit snappish. Nay, she decided, just informative.

      “Very well, my pert young mistress. I see you do have something of her in you. But I know nothing of this ‘learning’ business. Your conduct appears to me to be temper. And more than a wee bit of willfulness.” She looked hard at Catherine’s face. “Come closer.”

      Catherine stared, confused about the nature of the order.

      “Pick up that wick lamp and come here beside me.”

      Silently, Catherine did as she was told.

      “Sit.”

      Carefully, Catherine lowered herself onto the edge of the bed.

      “Ah! I see it now,” the dowager whispered, lifting her head with effort off the pillow and staring keenly into Catherine’s face. “You have her eyes, lass. Those same eyes of midnight blue.” She leaned back with a loud sigh. “Praise heaven for that, at least. There’s hope, after all.”

      Catherine was now totally perplexed by the old woman. Putting the wick lamp down on the small table beside the bed, Catherine turned her attention back to the sickbed. Her voice sounded unsteady even to her own ears. “Hope for what?”

      “For making you into a countess, Catherine Percy. For getting John to abide by his vows as well as beget an...” She abruptly stopped mid-sentence and looked into Catherine’s face. “Was there a priest present when you two wed?”

      “Aye, m’lady. But I was forced!”

      “A priest, that’s good. Now, I know there has been no four days of waiting, but did you two consummate the marriage?”

      “Nay, m’lady. And if I have my way, we never shall.”

      “Och, the devil take him! That’s no good at all.”

      The dowager coughed for the first time since the two of them were left alone. Following Susan’s practice, Catherine moved to the other side of the bed and brought a cup to the ailing woman’s lips. The dowager took a sip and then pushed aside the foul-smelling brew. It occurred to Catherine that the old woman suddenly seemed to have no time for being ill, never mind dying.

      “Knowing my condition, my son will not stay away for more than a few days at a time. So he’ll be back. And soon. I’ll have Susan move you into his chamber.”

      “I’m quite happy about where I’ve been placed, m’lady.”

      “Are you, mistress?” the dowager said, one eyebrow shooting up in surprise.

      “Aye,” Catherine replied, looking intently at the woman. “I have no intention of moving.”

      “Is that so? Well, that room was intended as an insult when we thought you were that slattern, Ellen Crawford. It was never meant to be a sanctuary for Nichola Erskine’s daughter.”

      “Still, m’lady. I can assure you⁠—”

      “You can assure me of what?” Once again the gray eyes flashed with intelligence and challenge. “The only thing I want you to assure me of is a healthy bairn...a good, strong lad for the earl to raise as an heir.”

      “Really, Lady Anne.”

      “D’ye really think you’d be happy living in that drafty little mouse hole, while your husband lives in the grandest of chambers, just across the keep? And will it make you happy to fast quietly in your chamber while he brings mistresses from court to sit in your place beside him in the Great Hall? To please him in his bed?” Lady Anne hitched an eyebrow at her. “Are you certain you’re Nichola Erskine’s daughter?”

      Catherine’s back stiffened at her words, but she chose not to respond to the final barb. “I have no intention of becoming either a laughingstock or a martyr, m’lady. But I do intend to send a letter to the Pope himself, requesting an annulment of this travesty of a marriage. And I have grounds for such a request, since that priest and the saints above were witnesses to the fact that I was forced to take my vows. There were no contracts of betrothal, no reading of the banns.” She felt the heat rise in her face. “And there was no consummation.”

      “You’re a silly lass, aren’t you? And a dreamer, at that.”

      “Lady Anne, I have no wish to stay wed to your son.”

      “It is not becoming to see Nichola’s daughter play the fool.”

      It was getting more difficult by the moment just to stand there and take the dowager’s insults. But walking out on an ailing woman would serve no purpose. Lady Anne had some prior connection with her mother, and Catherine could use at least one ally here at Balvenie Castle. “Lady Anne, I understand you’re concerned about your son and the future of your family.”

      “Are you so simple? So naive? Are you a fool after all, lass?”

      “Is there some purpose in calling me names?”

      “Aye, there is. And if you’ll give me a few more moments, I’ll come up with more.”

      Catherine’s hands were fisted at her sides, but she forced them open, laying them flat on the bedclothes as she tried to calm her temper. “M’lady, I still⁠—”

      “It is you, child. Don’t you understand? You’re the one I’m thinking of, now.” Lady Anne untangled one hand from her rosary and reached over, placing it on Catherine’s. “You! The one with no dowry. The one whose home now belongs to that baboon, Henry of England. You, lass, the one with a price on her head.”

      Lady Anne motioned toward the cup, and Catherine brought it again to her lips. The old woman began to take a sip, then curled up her lip in distaste and pushed the cup away.

      “I want you to tell me what cardinal, what bishop, what lowly curate even, will go for you to the pope? None that I know. I’m telling you, Catherine, you wouldn’t be able to get even a poor-mouthed friar, his bony arse showing through a threadbare robe, to take such a frivolous document to Rome.”

      “Everything you say, about my family, my worth, it is true for one who’s in search of a husband.” Catherine heard the sound of her voice rising in the stuffy room, but she had no desire to restrain it. She would get her point across, if she had to shout it from the towers. “But the truth is that I have no need for one and never wanted one. I’ve always desired a life of study, and I would be quite prepared to retire to some convent if I cannot open a school, as my mother wrote to you and the earl. So even if what you say is true—about no one being willing to carry my request to Rome—I shall still defy your son’s wishes. I shall never be a wife. If I have to lock myself in that chamber that you’ve assigned me until the Lord sees fit to take my spirit, I’ll stay there until the earl of Athol forgets he even made that horrible mistake.”

      There was that rasping, airless sound again. That mortifying croak of a laugh no doubt intended to make Catherine feel a bit insecure in her position.

      “Well, my dear. You’re in for a lesson, and it won’t be in Greek, I’m quite certain. But it will surely prove more useful to you than anything the Ancients have to teach you.”

      “And may I ask what this lesson might be?”

      As Catherine stared at the dowager, the older woman’s eyes glistened with a light that suddenly made her look much younger in age. “Nay, lass, you may not ask anything more. Now be on your way, and send those useless women back.”

      Lady Anne closed her eyes, dismissing Catherine, who turned away from the bed. As she crossed the chamber, she considered the dowager’s last words. She was almost to the door when the raspy voice again cut through the darkness.

      “Catherine?”

      “Aye, m’lady?”

      “I take back what I said before. You may do, after all.”
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      He knew it. It was just a matter of perseverance.

      John Stewart watched his bride slip quietly into the darkened Great Hall. She would not see him sitting in the shadows by the wall, he was quite certain of that. Only the flickering light of the dying fire behind the dais illuminated the Hall, and he smiled as she directed a quick and somewhat nervous glance toward the empty laird’s seat. Two dozen men were sleeping on the benches, but none even stirred when one of the dogs lifted his head and growled at the intruder before yawning and laying his head down again.

      She turned and hurried into the passage leading toward the kitchens.

      Well, she would find little to sustain her there, Athol thought. He’d made certain of that earlier, directing the cook and the steward to lock away everything after the meal was cleared from the long trestle tables. And she was not to be fed. That had been his command. If she didn’t find his company—or for that matter, the company of his people—good enough to join them down in the Hall for meals, then she could damn well starve.

      He’d arrived at Balvenie Castle before midday yesterday, and this was the first time she had stepped out of her bedchamber, ignoring all invitations.

      Glancing in the direction that she’d disappeared, he told himself that she’d be back. He was certain of that. But as the moments passed, the earl became a bit uneasy. Though the cook and the serving folk who slept in the kitchens were, for the most part, an amiable lot, Athol couldn’t imagine they were, as a whole, very fond of this haughty, reclusive newcomer. Nay, he thought, sitting back and waiting. None would lay a hand on her.

      John Stewart had, at first, been surprised that his ailing mother had placed his bride in the drafty old east section of the keep. This western section of the castle, where he had his own Great Chamber, had been rebuilt by his grandfather, and though a bit old-fashioned, it was far more comfortable than the crumbling buildings where Catherine had been deposited. In fact, he was even more surprised that the newcomer hadn’t been chained to his bed, knowing his mother’s obsession with him begetting an heir.

      Well, it was time to do just that. By next summer, he could have a bairn bouncing on his knee.

      The movement by the door drew his eyes. As he knew she would, Catherine entered the Hall again, bending to pat a dog’s head before moving quietly from table to table, looking for food.

      

      Catherine pressed the heel of her hand against her growling belly. She’d thought Balvenie Castle would hold much worse torment than an empty stomach, but this was bad enough.

      Jean had been very apologetic when she’d come to Catherine’s chamber with no supper last night, but she simply couldn’t defy the earl’s wishes. Catherine knew that he’d come. How could she not? With all the ruckus he and his men had raised in the courtyard earlier, there was no ignoring him. And knowing he was here had stiffened her will to rebel. He wanted a wife? Well, let him get one elsewhere. He wouldn’t have her. Just as she’d told Lady Anne, she would stay locked away as long as she must—until such time as he forgot that she even existed.

      But she still needed to survive. So now, with the castle silent and sleeping, she’d decided to venture out and collect water and food. And if there were an opportunity for escape, she would take it.

      But nay, the woven iron bands of the portcullis cut off any chance of disappearing beyond the curtain wall into the Scottish night.

      And her foray into the kitchen had been fruitless, as well. The expansive room, dominated by a huge double-arched hearth, had been crowded with sleeping bodies. Feeling her way back through the dark to the Great Hall, she’d been very careful not to step on any sleeping dogs, nor on any tartan-wrapped warriors, either.

      Catherine moved stealthily along the trestle tables. From the fading light of the fireplace, she could see only a half dozen bowls and a pitcher or two remaining out. Remnants of the night’s drinking, she realized, picking up an empty bowl and sniffing it. And there was nothing of dinner itself, as far as she could tell.

      Anxiety joining with the hunger already gnawing at her stomach, Catherine took a deep breath and tried to stop her knees from trembling. She wiped her wet palms on her dress beneath her cloak and reminded herself that she was no thief.

      Even the dogs had a right to search for food.

      

      John watched her reach for a pitcher sitting beside the ear of the warrior lying on the next trestle table. The container was empty; he’d made sure of that himself. And her disappointment with that discovery showed up as she pushed back the cloak’s hood from her head and brought a hand to her brow.

      This was the closest she’d gotten to him, and the fireplace nearby cast her face in a soft, amber glow. From where he sat in the shadow against the wall, his legs sprawled beneath the table before him, John knew she could not see his eyes watching her. She had a fine profile, he thought: the straight nose, the full lips, the high cheekbones that had flushed crimson at his inconsiderate words when he’d first met her in the hunting lodge at Corgarff.

      And then she turned fully in his direction. Athol ceased to breathe. Those eyes. How could he have forgotten those eyes, so dark in this light, but so beautiful. She was staring at him—or rather, at the food on the bread trencher in front of him. Come a bit closer, he thought. Let me see the blue of those eyes.

      Catherine took a hesitant step toward him and stopped again. She pushed her cloak back over her shoulders, and his eyes wandered over the ample curves of her shapely body. Suddenly, his mind became engulfed with memories of her in his bed. His hand on the silky skin of her hip. The way she’d moaned against his lips. The perfect fit of her breast in his palm. The way she had risen to the touch of his fingertips on her belly.

      He should have known immediately that she wasn’t the perpetually overeager Ellen Crawford. Nay, he admitted silently, from the first moment he’d climbed in that bed, he’d sensed something different there. Something infinitely better. But he’d been away from Ellen for so many months, and he’d never expected someone else to be in his bed. Certainly not this woman. And from the moment he’d stretched out beside her, he’d had only one thing on his mind.

      He saw her take another step forward and her hand accidentally tipped a bowl sitting beside the ewer on the next table. She grabbed for it swiftly, and the thing made no noise. It must have had a few drops of ale in the bottom, for he watched her raise her hand to her lips. Athol felt a tingling surge in his loins as her delicate tongue licked the drops from her finger.

      Perhaps he hadn’t made such a bad choice, after all, he thought, His eyes fixed on her, his brain conjuring images of all that he would like to do with that mouth.

      

      Finally, she thought. The drops of ale were bitter on her tongue, and Catherine moved carefully toward the next table. It was the closest to the wall, and she could see that there was indeed food on the trencher.

      Her eyes flicked over to the motionless warrior slouched on the bench behind the table. He was leaning back against the dark, paneled wall. From what she could see, he must have fallen asleep with his supper still before him. She dared herself to take the last step that would put her within reach. All she needed to do was take the food and run.

      She clenched her jaw, trying to build enough courage to act. His face was hidden in the shadows—his broad chest crossed by the same red and green tartan worn by nearly all of Athol’s warriors.

      Her stomach made a loud, complaining sound, and suddenly Catherine knew that her decision had been made for her. She reached out with both hands and grabbed for the trencher.

      With an incredible speed, the warrior’s hands shot out and clamped on her wrists. A strangled gasp of panic escaped her lips, and Catherine found herself being tugged toward the table.

      “Stop. I thought you were finished.”

      He stopped pulling her but didn’t release her, and Catherine found her throat clamp shut as the face moved out of the shadows and into the light.

      “So you’ve decided at last to leave your self-imposed confinement and join me down here for some supper.”

      She couldn’t think straight. His gray eyes were dark in the firelight, but she could feel them piercing her soul.

      “I know,” he said. “You didn’t want to bother with the folk who would be naturally inquisitive about their new mistress. You only wished for my attentions, is that right?”

      She simply could not find her voice. The nearness of him—his hands holding her fast— was the most unsettling. Her face was burning, and yet there were chills running down her spine. It was like some raging fever, but not like any fever she’d ever endured before.

      “You locked yourself away.”

      The odd hint of regret in his voice surprised her. She tore her gaze away, and stared at his mouth. His lips were full and sensuous. She had felt the press of those lips, and she forced back the memory as the heat flooded into her belly.

      “I didn’t. I thought...you...”

      He let go of her wrists, and Catherine straightened immediately. Despite all her strong words to Lady Anne, just one moment in his presence was all it took for her to melt, to become soft and willing right before his eyes. What was wrong with her?

      “It’s a relief to know that you had enough sense to decide against starvation.” He leaned forward and pushed the trencher of food across the table. “Why not sit down and eat?”

      She didn’t stir. She couldn’t. Not until she could control her own unexplainable response to him.

      “No longer hungry? Or is it, perhaps, that you don’t trust me?” As she continued to remain silent, he cocked an eyebrow and studied her. She felt the heat about to burst through the skin of her cheek. “You’re blushing.”

      “Nay,” she managed to whisper. “It is anger that you see.”

      She saw his eyes soften a bit. “This is better than I hoped. You’re angry with me because I left you on our wedding night. Before we had a chance to consummate our union.” He paused just long enough for Catherine to feel another rush of heat flood her cheeks. “It’s a Highland custom to wait half a week, but I promise to make up for any slight you may have felt. In fact, why not carry this food back to my bedchamber. We can start⁠—”

      “I’ll eat here.” She sat down quickly, pulling the trencher and the goblet toward her. She lifted the cup to her lips. The wine was heavenly compared to the bit of water she’d had over the past two days. She drank again.

      “I would slow down on that, if I were you. I wouldn’t want you blaming the wine when you end up in my bed this night.”

      As she placed the cup on the table, though, he produced a pitcher of wine from the bench beside him. Without hesitation, he filled the goblet to the top.

      “On second thought, since this is your first time, perhaps it might help you to⁠—”

      “Could you please stop talking this way?” The wine must have gone to her head, she thought, since she no longer felt any fear of the man sitting before her. But, looking into those eyes, sparkling with amusement, she wondered if she’d ever truly feared him.

      “Talking what way?”

      “Talking nonsense. Talking matrimony and consummation. We both know that the vows we took meant nothing. So why pretend? Why carry on with this farce?”

      She’d expected him to argue—or even lose his temper as she’d seen him do before. At least, she’d hoped for him to say something—anything. But he said nothing. Instead, he looked at her with a charming gleam emanating from the depths of his eyes. Catherine knew for certain then that she was in trouble.

      And then her stomach growled. It was not even one of those small sounds that one can overlook. Nay, this was the kind of growl that can be heard above the din of a London fish market. The kind that would wake one’s sisters from a sound sleep. The kind that allows one no opportunity for salvaging her dignity.

      So she simply smiled sheepishly, shrugged her shoulders, dropped her gaze, and reached for the cheese on the trencher before her.

      “The mutton is particularly good, I believe.”

      Catherine didn’t look up, certain that he would be leering at her suggestively, ready to remind her of what this food might cost her later, but he again proved her wrong in her assumptions about him. He was quiet for a while, and when she glanced up at him, Athol smiled and leaned back against the wall.

      Moments later, she surveyed the empty trencher before her. The mutton had been particularly good. As was the bannock bread, and the capon, and the cheese. She sipped the wine and looked over the rim of the goblet at his handsome face. She wished he would say something, engage her in conversation. As if reading her mind, John Stewart began to speak, talking about Balvenie Castle, about its colorful past. He spoke of how his family came into possession of the castle after the Black Douglases fell from grace after losing to the king’s forces at Arkinholm.

      Listening to the resonant tones of his deep voice and sipping the wine, Catherine became swept up in the history. His knowledge was vast and his tales vividly detailed, and Catherine soon found herself in a world of chivalric knights and ignoble villains, of beautiful heroines and unending love affairs.

      “So after the wedding of my great grandsire John Stewart, the first earl of Athol, to Margaret of the fallen Douglas clan, a condition was set that one red rose would be rendered each year on St. John the Baptist’s Day...”

      Catherine found herself drifting into the realm of her dreams. She could see her knight stepping into a large and empty hall. And her, waiting for him there in the middle, the rays of sun slanting in through the high windows, the golden light pooling around her. In his hand, he held a rose. A rose the color of blood, the color of life. Her knight, stepping closer, offering her the token. A token of love. She smiled, raising her hand to him.

      Catherine drifted out of her dreams as John Stewart’s voice stopped. Her eyes took in the chiseled features of his face—the high forehead, the small web of wrinkles etched into the corners of his eyes, the thin line of a scar along his left cheekbone. She let her gaze wander along the strong line of his jaw, to the cleft in his chin, and finally to the full lips. There was a gentleness now in his face that warmed her, lulled her. She looked into his gray eyes and was suddenly lost in a world far more real and sensuous than any she’d found in her dreams. She lowered her gaze again to his mouth and found it as inviting as any forbidden fruit.

      Catherine started as the cup slipped in her fingers, and she put it down. She must have had too much wine.

      “I thank you for sharing your...” She pushed herself shakily to her feet, and gestured vaguely at the table. “Your food. Your company.”

      He came to his feet, as well, and suddenly her head was spinning with thoughts of his earlier suggestions. She started to gather up the trencher and the cup on the table. “I’ll...I’ll just take these to the kitchen.”

      “No need.” The weight of his large hand on hers checked the flurry of movement. His hand was so warm, so strong. “We have serving folk with little enough to do. But I believe Jean would be offended if she knew I let you wait on yourself.”

      Letting go of the cup and the trencher, Catherine pulled her hands out of his grip. “Then, I’ll retire to my chamber.”

      “I hope I haven’t bored you.”

      “Hardly, m’lord. It’s late.”

      “Very well. I’ll walk you to your door.”

      She studied him for another moment, trying to calm her beating heart. What had she to complain about? He could be dragging her to his chamber—ravishing her. He was simply being courteous. She felt her face burn as a realization emerged from the turmoil in her brain. Disappointment. There, lurking in some shadowy recess, disappointment that he was not taking her burning body. Why shouldn’t he want her?

      By the saints, she argued silently, perhaps she should have wed when she was sixteen. This craziness, this eagerness she felt for the man was far, far too unsettling.

      “Can I not walk my own wife to her chamber door?”

      “Aye, you...I do not...” She faltered and then gathered herself. “Aye, of course.”

      John Stewart came around the table, lighting a taper at the remnants of the fire in the hearth. Wordlessly, the two worked their way out of the hall and up the dark, circular stairwell. Her mind was racing as they passed through the same dismal corridors she’d traveled earlier, and Catherine saw nothing of them. His presence beside her was terrifying and thrilling, and her heart was hammering so loudly that she was sure she could hear it echoing off the walls as they walked.

      “And why is it, Catherine, that you were not wed when you were younger?”

      His elbow brushed against her arm, and she felt the fires spread from the point of contact up through her shoulder and into her chest.

      “I’ve always been keen on learning.”

      “And your suitors objected to so much knowledge in a potential wife?”

      “You did. I mean, you do.” She paused an instant, hoping that he would correct her, but he ignored her answer. She glanced hesitantly at his direction and found his eyes roaming lazily over her face. His gaze fixed on her lips, and she forced herself to breathe. “As you already know, I’m not the type of woman that one seeks as a wife. Even aside from my learning, which is for some reason enough to frighten off most men, I’m also opinionated and willful and...well, I think you understand.”

      “Nay, I do not. Do you have more that’s wrong with you?”

      The passage narrowed at the turn, and Catherine brushed against his chest as they moved into the section of the castle where her chamber was located. She stumbled a bit and he reached out for her arm. His hand lingered a moment longer than it needed to, and her mind reeled at the effect of his touch.

      “Nay. I have other qualities as well.”

      “Do you?”

      She gave him a sidelong glance and found a smile softening the weathered features of his face.

      “Well, I suppose I’m not beautiful or desirable the way some other women are.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Of course. A man might even look at me as something of a burden. As a woman suitable for some convent, where they don’t have to look upon her face.”

      “And what blind fool planted that seed in your head?”

      “You yourself called me an old crone.”

      “That’s not true.” They stopped at her door. “If I remember correctly, I accused you of talking like one. By the devil! So you’re trying to rile me, are you?”

      She leaned against the doorjamb and lifted her chin in challenge. “As I said before, being beneath of attentions of men, I have been able to hone other abilities.”

      “Other qualities, you mean, such as stubbornness, and willfulness. And the desire to teach?”

      He actually did understand, so she rewarded him with a smile. But his response made her forget to breathe. He took a step toward her and gently ran the tips of his fingers across her lips.

      “You have the most enchanting smile. A bewitching one.” She waited, shivering with anticipation of what could come next. The memory of his lips against her own suddenly flooded her senses. She’d thought it was a dream, then, and there was something dreamlike in this moment, as well. “Take me inside your room.”

      Catherine thought she shook her head, but she wasn’t completely certain.

      “Then come to my chamber.”

      She smiled. “I told you before, I’m not who you want me to be. I’ve a dream of being a teacher, of sharing what I know.”

      “One doesn’t need to sacrifice one dream to pursue another.” His hand reached out and touched her face, the backs of his fingers caressing the line of her jaw, the side of her neck. “Take your mother. From all I’ve heard elsewhere—in addition to being a learned lady, she was a fine wife and mother.”

      “Aye, but⁠—”

      “I know, lass. You don’t have to say it. There are no men living who are as worthy as your father. But still, is it not a shame to lock away the passion that’s a part of you? A part of us?”

      “I express my passion through my teaching.” She’d always thought that was true. And it was true. She was certain of it—at least, until she’d met John Stewart. But she couldn’t let him see through this weakness. Not when he was the cause. “The enthusiasm that I feel⁠—”

      He silenced her with the gentle touch of a finger on her lips. “Nay, Catherine. I’m talking of desire. Of the hunger that men and women feel for each other. Of the heat that you felt when I first came to your bed at the lodge.”

      Her mind searched for a logical reply, but her heart drummed in revolt, giving her away. “That was a⁠—”

      “I can see through you, lass. Try as you might, this outer skin that the rest of the world sees cannot hide from me who you really are. I see the real woman beneath.”

      “You do not know me.”

      “Oh, but I do. Better than you think.” He leaned toward her. All she could see were his full lips as they brushed against hers. “And I think it’s time you started learning about yourself, as well.”

      “But I know all there is to...” The whisper died on her lips as his mouth took possession of hers. Her hands fisted and then fluttered open against his chest. As he pulled her tighter into his embrace, she felt herself melting, her lips parting, yielding to his, her body molding to him. She didn’t know what boldness had taken control of her being, but she found herself rising on tiptoe as her arms encircled his neck. She felt, rather than heard, his groan of approval as her body pressed instinctively against his.

      He drew back only slightly. “There can be no pretense between us.” He nipped at her lower lip and gazed again into her eyes. “We have only passion.”

      She wanted to fight. This was madness. It was sweet and wild, and she had no idea what would come of it. Aye, it was madness, all right. Even during the most vivid encounters with her dream-knight, Catherine never had felt what she was feeling now. Her senses were so alive, so ready for his next touch. This time there was no sense of panic when his tongue swept into her mouth, and she moved in his arms to accommodate him.

      Catherine was vaguely aware of her own surprise and exhilaration at the rising need within her. And somehow, somewhere, she must have given him a sign, for suddenly she felt his hand beginning to roam over her body. His fingers found their way inside her cloak, caressing the sides of her breasts. When he pinned her against the door with his hips, the feel of his hardening manhood elicited a gasp from her. No longer was there any fear. Only a sense of incredible wonder.

      “I want you, Catherine,” he murmured against her throat. “I want to bed my wife.”

      “But you care nothing for this wife. I’m nothing but a willing body, John Stewart, the same as the last one, or the next.” Even to her own ears, her objection sounded weak, and her body betrayed her by arching against him. A muscular thigh pushed between hers, and she found herself gasping at the sweet pressure.

      “Let me show you the ways of passion,” he said and she closed her eyes as his hand boldly cupped her breast through her dress. “Let us put aside the words and do what both of us want so much to do.”

      He didn’t deny what she’d said. But for the life of her, she couldn’t move away.

      “I want you to know the sweet nectar of passion.” His one hand pulled up the weight of her skirt, and she held her breath as it sought her waiting middle.

      “Nectar or venom, it means my ruin.” She gasped as his fingers found her womanhood. His lips pressed against the skin of her neck, shocking her with their coolness.

      “But to be ruined in such ecstasy.” His voice was a breath in her ear. “Let go of it, Catherine. Get ready to take flight.”

      She didn’t know what he meant, but the way his palm was cupping her—the maddening pressure that was building within her as he continued stroking her with his fingers—her own breaths were now coming in gasps.

      “Aye, lass. If this is ruin, let it be a heavenly wreck.”

      More! More! her mind screamed. Every bit of her body cried to be touched. An insatiable need was rising, pulsing through her body, forcing her hands around his neck, and drawing him tightly against him. In the midst of this frenzy, she felt his hips press more intimately against her middle. There was a shifting of her weight in his arms.

      “This would all be so much easier if you’d let me take you inside.”

      She shook her head. That would mean surrender. Not only in body, but in soul, as well. But still, she didn’t want him to stop. Placing her lips against the side of his throat, she hoped that he’d understand.

      “This is madness, Catherine. And you’re not helping me in any way that you should.”

      “I know.” She felt him pull back slightly and glance down the corridor. They were standing in a dark and empty hall. Only the flickering of the taper in the sconce beside her door shed any light. The household had been asleep long before she’d dared to leave her room. But still, the inappropriateness of what she was letting him do to her started creeping into her head.

      But then, as if reading her mind, he lowered his head and kissed her again. As if he could read her desire, the magical touch of his fingers against her flesh began anew.

      She gasped and stifled a cry against his neck as she suddenly found herself lifted effortlessly and carried across to the opposite wall. There he lowered her onto the ledge that ran beneath the windows.

      “Not exactly a window seat, lass, but it’ll have to do.”

      She tightened her hold around his neck. “I’ll fall.”

      “Aye. Right into the courtyard.” He pushed her skirts up, and she shuddered as he slid his hands along her thighs and over her hips. Stepping forward, he pressed himself between her knees. “But you won’t fall. I won’t let that happen, Cat.”

      She’d never done this. She’d never dreamed of really doing this. But still, as he pressed his hard body ever closer, she knew that she wanted this to happen. She knew that she trusted him.

      “Wrap your legs around me, Cat.”

      She did what he asked as he reached between their bodies, pulling up his kilt.

      There would be pain. She knew there would be pain. But when he touched her so gently with his fingertips—first probing and parting the folds of her womanhood—she lost the last shred of her control. Her release was sudden and explosive, and she buried her cries against his shoulder.

      Her mind had not yet cleared when he entered her. Vaguely, she felt the tearing, but the pain was dulled by the waves of pleasure that continued to roll through her. He was deep within her, and she began to feel him. Slowly, at first, and then with gathering speed, he began to move. Catherine’s mind began to take flight once again. To have him fit so perfectly inside her body. To feel his breaths so warm on her neck, in her ear. To hear his heart drumming so solidly in his chest. His thrusts were long and powerful, driving both of them to near madness. This was indeed rapture, she thought, as the bliss once again enveloped her.

      Catherine held on. His shirt grew damp beneath her palm. She kissed his cheek, and tasted the sweat there.

      Ever higher they rose, Catherine matching the driving beat of his body with her own, until once again, as ecstasy obliterated all thought within her, she felt his straining body go suddenly rigid, and she knew, somehow, that they soared in the same brilliant sky.

      Moments later, as he placed his forehead against her cheek and softly kissed her damp skin, Catherine felt the first flicker of hope brighten her spirit.

      Perhaps marriage to John Stewart would not be so bad, after all.
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      Standing motionless against the wall, Susan wished that she could cease breathing altogether. The two of them had no suspicion of her presence, and that was just the way she wanted to keep it. She was simply a lost soul, hidden and desperate amid the shadows of an ancient keep. And she would remain silent.

      What she’d come upon had shocked her; that was true enough. In fact, Susan’s surprise had quickly turned to envy as her understanding of what she was witnessing became clear. Now, to see the two of them gathered so peacefully in each other’s arms after the wild abandon of their lovemaking, made her all the more resentful of the two.

      The mewing of a cat behind her, by the entrance to the circular stairwell at the end of the corridor, startled Susan. But it also attracted the attention of the Englishwoman. She watched as Catherine Percy lifted her head off John’s shoulder and peered into the darkness. Susan stepped back farther into the shadows when she realized the other woman’s eyes had detected her there.

      Expecting a cry of alarm at the discovery, Susan was stunned when Catherine quickly pulled herself out of John’s embrace. With only a murmur inaudible to Susan—and without so much as another glance in her direction—the Percy woman went around him, quickly disappearing inside her room.

      Taking yet another step back toward the stairwell, Susan watched the look of disappointment steal over the earl’s face as he stared at his wife’s closed door.

      Very well, she thought. Now perhaps you’ll know how I feel!

      

      The bright sunlight poured in through the two windows of the earl’s Great Chamber. Sitting behind a large work desk, John Stewart dismissed his warrior before turning his attention to the three monks standing before him. Their gray robes were covered with the evidence of long, hard miles.

      “And you claim to know my wife,” he said abruptly.

      The clerics glanced confusedly at each other before answering.

      “Your wife? Perhaps there has been some misunderstanding, m’lord.” The most heavyset of the three, Brother Bartholomew, appeared to speak for the other two. “We are here in search of Catherine Percy. And we were told that Balvenie Castle⁠—”

      “By whom?” Athol put in sharply. “Who told you the whereabouts of Catherine Percy?”

      “She did herself, m’lord. Mistress Catherine told us she was coming here.” The man dabbed at his sweating upper lip with his filthy cuff. “As we told your men, m’lord, we’re from Jervaulx Abbey, in Yorkshire. About the same time as Mistress Catherine and her sisters left the abbey, many of us fled, as well. We had word that the king’s men were almost upon us. The king’s Deputy Lieutenant had already looted an abbey to the south. We were next. We had no choice but to run, m’lord.”

      “So you left with Mistress Catherine and her sisters?”

      “Aye, very nearly, m’lord. We have only our feet to carry us, though. We couldn’t keep pace. But still she’d insisted that we join her at Balvenie Castle. With her hopes of opening a school—under your direction and close to Elgin Cathedral—she thought that the three of us could prove a great advantage.”

      Athol’s expression clearly conveyed his doubt. “What do three English monks have that could possibly be of value to us here?”

      Again, Bartholomew spoke for the others. “We have a long and traditional connection with the bishops at Elgin Cathedral. Why, I was myself a pupil of Sir Andrew Forman—bless his soul—when he was the Commendator of the Abbey of Cottingham in England. I also was privileged to have known Bishop Schaw and Sir Alexander Stewart, too. Aye, we were all greatly saddened to hear of his passing this summer.”

      “Is that so? And your connections to the Percys?”

      “All three of us have served as tutors to Mistress Catherine and her sisters, m’lord. Of course, teaching those girls was something which we did out of respect to Lord Edmund Percy, their father, a great patron to our abbey. Naturally, the rest of our pupils at the abbey were the sons of our gentry.”

      Athol sat back in his chair. “No doubt a spoiled and undeserving throng of young jackals.”

      “Ah, well.” The man again wiped his lip and then his brow with his sleeve.

      “And what marvelous secrets do you three teach? That the Scots eat their young? That the heavens only smile on English soil?”

      “Nay, m’lord,” Bartholomew gasped, as the others shook their heads in support. “Nay, of course not. Well, out with it. I care naught that you can throw the names of the Elgin bishops at me. What are your special areas of expertise, and why should I allow you stay here, living off of me and my people when I can use any priest from Elgin to do the same damned thing?”

      The heavyset man began to nod at the man on his right. “Well, Brother Egbert here teaches elementary and advanced arithmetic, m’lord.”

      “This had better include map drawing if you wish to spend so much as a night on my land. By the devil, now that I think of it, there are two tutors at least that I know of at the cathedral quite proficient in arithmetic.”

      Brother Bartholomew started to address his concern, but Athol raised a hand to silence and glanced fiercely at the pale, silent man half hiding behind his more corpulent companion.

      “I was speaking to Brother Egbert,” the earl snapped. “Can you not speak for yourself, monk?”

      “Aye.” The man nodded slowly. “I do teach map drawing also, m’lord. Though you’ll have no need of me teaching that subject.”

      “Nay?”

      “Nay, m’lord. Mistress Catherine is very proficient in the topic herself, and her hand’s as steady as Vespucci’s ever was.”

      “So you’re telling me I won’t be needing you?”

      Brother Egbert nodded somberly.

      “Probably none of you are worth having.”

      Brother Bartholomew was quick to jump in again. “I, myself, teach geography, m’lord.”

      “And I suppose you’re one of those to mix fact and fiction, delving into astronomy and philosophy, while you’re at it.”

      The clergyman nodded cheerfully. “Aye. And Mistress Catherine complements my expertise, covering astrology and even navigation. She’s always been an excellent student. At the abbey, she would often tutor those lads who would listen to a woman.”

      “And is there any reason why Lady Catherine cannot teach anything you can teach?”

      “Well, I...ah...” Brother Bartholomew’s face turned a deep shade of red. “Nay, m’lord.”

      “I thought not.” Athol turned to the tall, lanky man who had separated himself from the others, and now stood by one of the windows. “And what is it that you do? It’s Brother Paul, if my memory serves?”

      The man nodded. “I teach Greek, and modern languages, as well.”

      Athol leaned on his elbows and stared blankly at the man. “Hardly important, wouldn’t you say?”

      “To a humanist’s way of thinking, the languages are crucial, m’lord.”

      Brother Paul’s gaze swung to the doorway, toward the woman who had just spoken the words.

      John Stewart’s eyes followed. He’d wanted to see her since long before sunrise, and now he let his eyes drink her in. She was so beautiful standing there, her furrowed brow clearly conveying the gravity with which she held this subject. But her deep blue dress, so prim and unassuming, could not hide from his mind’s eye the perfection of her breasts or the silky skin of her long, firm thighs. As he gazed at her, his mind was flooded with other memories of last night.

      Damn! She’d bewitched him. After returning to his chamber last night, all he’d been able to think about was Catherine Percy, and how her passion had—like the molten rock of the Vesuvian Mount—burst through that “old crone” facade the moment he’d touched her.

      Scowling at the thought of the three interlopers in the chamber, Athol tore his eyes away from his wife and redirected his attention to the clerics. He wondered briefly how long she’d been there, listening to him question the monks. Again today, she’d refused to join him for the morning meal in the Great Hall, but at least now he knew she was aware of the events outside her chamber. And she’d seen fit to leave her sanctuary to rescue her friends.

      Her friends. She wasn’t here to see him, but to protect these cowering English dogs. Feeling his anger begin to smolder at the thought, John Stewart turned his darkening gaze back on her. “I’m certain that our crofters’ lads are all lying awake dreaming of a profession in the king’s service abroad. But aside from them, would you explain to me what use something as difficult as Greek would be here in the Highlands?”

      The monk named Paul opened his mouth to explain, but Athol’s raised hand quickly silenced him.

      “You had your chance. I directed this question to my wife.”

      “To read the Scriptures in their original form.” She took a step into the room. “To enable us to clarify the corrupted Latin texts that have come down to us. To understand the ancient philosophers who have been lost to us for ages, and are now just beginning to be found in the Greek manuscripts. To help us study the ancient geography and the natural history and the mathematics as the ancients wrote it.”

      “But this is much more than one needs to learn at such an elementary level.”

      She took another step, and he noticed the dark circles beneath her eyes. He wondered if she’d been crying, or had simply suffered through the same restless night he himself had.

      “But my plans, if you’re willing to hear them at last, are not only to open an elementary, but a grammar school for older ones, as well. Between the tutors from Elgin Cathedral and the four of us, we can prepare many students—from your lands and from those nearby—for higher education, perhaps even for the university, if you wish it.”

      “And are you so naive that you actually believe many of my people or even those of the neighboring lairds will have such lofty goals? How many damned priests do you think the Highlands can hold?”

      “Clearly, it could use a few more, m’lord, but that’s beside the point. I might be lacking in knowledge of your people, but I’m not a simpleton. What we can offer here does not limit a student to a life as a cleric. Those days are passing, m’lord. A well-rounded education here would deepen one’s understanding of life.”

      Athol stifled his urge to laugh, and forced himself to frown into her openly challenging expression. Her intelligence might be a wee bit deficient, but the weariness in her face had now evaporated, and he could not help but think how stunningly beautiful she was in daylight. The midnight blue eyes that he’d considered engaging by candlelight, now had become irresistible. But for a court-educated Englishwoman, her ideas about fashion in both dress and coiffure were decidedly old-fashioned.

      Athol shook off the thought and turned abruptly to the three clerics, who were staring hopefully at his wife. “Out, you three.”

      Catherine was quick to come to their rescue. “Do they have your permission to remain here at Balvenie Castle?”

      “That depends.” He looked suggestively in her direction, which in turn brought immediate color to the flawless ivory of her cheek. “Aye, that depends on how well you and I can negotiate our differences over this potential school.”

      John Stewart knew he was being a villain, but he had every intention of using this school to conquer his new wife’s resistance to him. Starving her out of her chamber had worked better than he’d expected, but he was far from through. And looking at the rebellion blazing now in the blue of her eyes, Athol could see that she was not yet ready to give up the battle.

      However Catherine wanted to play this, he was willing to accommodate her and eager to begin. The quick tumble in the corridor last night—as momentous as it might have been to her—had only served to whet his appetite.

      He was now ready for full engagement.
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      With a startling speed, the black cat’s claw tore at the flesh of the outstretched hand. The Deputy Lieutenant roared in anger as he brought the bleeding flesh to his mouth.

      “The devil take them! Where did this fiend came from?”

      The cloaked figure moved confidently to the hay pile and picked up the perched cat by the scuff of the neck. Lifting it up until they were face to face, he boldly stared into the animal’s eyes. With a loud hiss, the cat twisted and tried to free itself of the man’s grip.

      “It’s a new mother.” He threw the animal on the dirt floor of the stable.

      “I don’t see it.” The Deputy Lieutenant, nursing his injured hand, used his other to pull at the bundles of straw against the wall. “I’m starting to think this was all a bloody lie. Just a tactic to buy themselves some time. That blasted map was nothing more than a hoax. Here we’ve combed two counties and searched five abbeys, just to finally find ourselves in a crumbling old barn with a she-devil of a cat. We look like dolts, I tell you. They’ve played us for fools.”

      “It’s here.”

      “Bloody hell, I say! Where is the cursed thing?”

      The cloaked man waded farther into the straw, then knelt and reached into a hole in the floor. An instant later, he withdrew his hand with round balls of mewling black fur. “Kittens.”

      “Damn you! Are you telling me that this is another one of these women’s pranks? Kittens instead of the treasure we’ve been tearing up the countryside looking for.”

      “Here. I knew it would be here.”

      Laying the kittens back in the straw, the cloaked man pulled a leather package out of the hole.

      “We have another map,” he said, drawing out a rolled parchment.

      

      Catherine hadn’t expected to be totally left alone with him.

      Glancing over her shoulder as the door of the outer chamber was closed behind the last departing monk, she tried to gather her courage before turning and facing her husband.

      It had been a long and difficult night, lying there numb and isolated in her small bed. Her mind had continually drifted back to the image of Susan standing in the darkness of the corridor. Surprisingly, the shame of being caught had not been so much the tormenting factor as the knowledge that, by giving herself so freely to Athol, she had completely broken another woman’s heart. It was obvious Susan MacIntyre was still in love with John Stewart. What else would drive a woman to take shelter in the darkness?

      Later, when she’d been able to push past her guilt over Susan’s future, the thoughts of her own weakness had driven her to tears. What she had felt in his embrace had been incredible, but how could it be that she’d been so willing? How could she have allowed herself to be so easily seduced? Her life would never be the same now; she knew that.

      A marriage was consummated. She was now his wife and beyond all hope of annulment. And as much as she’d wanted to turn her back and flee Balvenie Castle, the possibility that she might already be carrying Athol’s child made such an escape unthinkable.

      By the break of dawn, Catherine had finally cried herself to sleep, convinced that she was ruined forever. But by midday, Jean had brought up the news of the three monks’ arrival at the castle. Then Catherine’s spirits had begun to rise. And as she’d been getting herself ready to come down here, she found that she’d even given herself the permission to hope.

      Catherine turned finally to the man sitting behind the desk. He was sitting back, his arms resting on the sides of his chair, his leather booted legs stretched out before him. And he was eyeing her with an expression she could not quite identify.

      Perhaps, she thought, they could look past what had occurred. Quite possibly, now that the deed was done and they’d consummated their marriage, Athol would leave her to open the school and pursue her original plans. As for her own behavior, now that she’d, well, tasted the forbidden fruits of passion, she’d be able to put behind her the fanciful thoughts she’d entertained for so long. In fact, now that she was thinking of it, perhaps John Stewart was not as incredibly handsome as she remembered him to be. After all, the wine last night had certainly been the true cause of her weakness.

      Catherine gazed at her husband and knew that her last thought was, of course, total nonsense. Dressed in a brilliant white shirt beneath his tartan, Athol still was the handsomest man she’d ever encountered in her life. But so be it, she thought. She was down here to discuss the school. Nothing would distract her.

      “Shall I have some food brought up for you?”

      She watched him push back his chair. “Nay, m’lord. I had enough last night to keep me for quite a while.”

      “It pains me to hear that.”

      “Nonetheless, m’lord, I’d just assume we begin talking about the school. Now that my old tutors have arrived, it might be an excellent time for me to continue on to Elgin Cathedral. Jean tells me it’s only a day’s ride, and⁠—”

      “Did I hurt you last night?”

      “Nay.” Her answer was quick, escaping her lips almost as a surprised whisper. But she couldn’t stop the heat from spreading into her face. “M’lord, about the school. It will also be helpful if you would advise us on what building we could use.”

      “Why have you been crying?”

      “I haven’t been.” Nervously wrapping her arms around her waist, Catherine watched him slowly come to his feet. “Do you think it would be best if we were to find a place by the cathedral in Elgin?”

      “You don’t lie well, Cat.”

      Unconsciously, she backed up a step as he came around his desk. Her heart was now drumming loudly in her chest. “Perhaps, going back and forth to Elgin would make things too difficult. But still, if there’s an abbey, perhaps, nearby?” Her words trailed off as he closed the distance between them.

      “Why did you leave me so abruptly, last night?”

      He stopped a half step away, and drew one of her hands from her waist. Her eyes darted in every direction, avoiding his face.

      “Perhaps...the neighboring lairds?”

      “I was concerned about you, Cat.”

      “Were you?” she whispered, immediately angry with herself for even responding.

      “Aye. I was.”

      Her breath caught in her chest as his hand lifted her chin and he looked into her eyes. Catherine found herself struggling weakly against what she knew would come next. His head bent slowly, and he sipped her lips.

      She would die, Catherine thought, if she couldn’t wrap her arms around his broad back and draw him closer. Clenching her hands into tight fists, though, she held back. He had too much control over her. Too much of John Stewart and, Catherine knew, she would be forfeiting all her dreams.

      He pulled back slightly and looked into her face. “Where is my passionate Cat? What have you done with my fiery wife?”

      She burned with heat as he traced her cheek softly with his thumb. “I thought that since we’ve already done what...”

      “You thought that was enough, making love once in a corridor.” He paused, waiting.

      She nodded. “I thought your interest...in this...in me...I...”

      “You thought wrong, Cat.”

      As his arms began to slide around her, panic quickly exploded in Catherine’s brain. She pressed her hands against his chest, and separated herself from him. “I’m down here to talk of the school.”

      “Fine, we’ll talk of the school,” he answered calmly. “But only after you kiss your husband.” He reached for her again.

      She pulled back and looked incredulously into his face. “A kiss? You’ll let me present my case about the school after a kiss?”

      He nodded innocently. She knew she would be a complete fool to believe him, so she didn’t. Still, seeing no harm in the act, she quickly raised herself to her toes and placed a quick peck on his lips.

      “Now, about the school.”

      “That was no kiss, lass,” he growled.

      “And why am I not surprised that you said that?”

      “Just stating a fact. That was no kiss.”

      He was making fun of her; she could see the amusement lurking in his eyes. “This has to be the oldest and most childish method anyone could use to lure a woman into his arms.”

      He placed his hands on her shoulders, bent his head, and looked directly into her eyes. “Aye. But do you have a better suggestion? Perhaps you’ll be teaching improved methods in that school of yours. But before we can get to that, I still want you to kiss me.”

      Again, having him so close, Catherine felt herself melting inside. “But why? Why would you want a kiss?”

      He smiled into her face, and she felt her heart beating louder than the thunder of any summer storm.

      “Do you realize, you forget your words whenever I’m near?”

      “It’s not true.”

      Liar, she thought, taking a step back and coming to a halt against the door.

      “Liar,” he whispered, closing the distance between them.

      By the Virgin, what was she to do? Placing his palms against the door on either side of her head, he trapped her. Turning her eyes upward, she met his smoldering gaze.

      “One kiss?”

      He nodded. “One kiss to set the skies on fire, and then we talk about the school.”

      Suddenly, the humor of the situation struck her, lightening her mood. In all of her life, she had only twice kissed a man, and on both occasions, John Stewart had been the recipient. The thought that he was talking to her now as if she were some type of expert was truly amusing.

      “Very well. If you’re not willing to do what I ask—” his hands dropped onto her shoulders, “then I can find other uses of my time⁠—”

      She held her breath as his fingers slid over the soft wool of her dress and brushed lightly over her breasts. Without another thought, Catherine stood on tiptoes and closed her mouth tightly over his. As his tongue rubbed against hers, she knew that a simple kiss would never satiate their unquenchable desires.

      His hands, moving as if drawn to each sensitive part of her, roamed her body—touching her, feeling her, caressing her through the dress that felt now like the finest gossamer. She moaned softly, running her fingers through his hair, drawing him closer.

      “This time, Cat, I take you to my bed.” He lowered his lips to her throat.

      “Nay.” She shook her head, but she didn’t fight him as he raised her hands above her head, holding her wrists with one hand and mouthing her breasts through the dress. “We can’t. Not until you honor your word and first hear about the school.”

      With his other hand, he brought her body hard against his hips. “If not the bed, then my desk or the chair will have to do. Some things cannot be put off, Cat.”

      Indeed, they can’t, she thought, feeling the pulsing heat course through her. Catherine already felt herself shivering with the thought of having him inside her again.

      “Aye,” she whispered. “But...”

      The sharp knocking on the door left her scurrying out of his arms. Slipping around him, she tried to pull out of his grasp, but Athol held her wrist firmly, keeping her within arm’s reach.

      “M’lord.”

      The knocks became pounding of a fist on oak, and Catherine used her free hand to tuck the loose tendrils of her hair behind an ear. Athol’s eyes, still riveted on her, scorched her with his desire.

      “M’lord.” Catherine recognized the voice. It was the scar-faced warrior Jean called Tosh.

      “What is it?” Athol released her and angrily yanked open the door.

      “That wolf, Adam o’ the Glen, is a-hunting again, m’lord. Some of the farmers have spotted some of his pack to the south, where the trail leads up out of Glen Rinnes o’er Corryhabbie Hill.”

      Without so much as a glance backward, John Stewart strode from the chamber. Catherine listened with great concern and confusion as her husband’s shouts rang out to the men who had gathered in the Great Hall. Running to the window overlooking the bustling courtyard, she peered out as Athol and his men stormed out of the keep and onto the waiting horses.

      Even from this distance, Catherine had a clear gauge of his anger. And it was frightening to know that what she saw was a perfect match of the earl’s temperament that first night—when he’d discovered his future wife in the arms of another.

      This Adam of the Glen must offer a real danger to her husband’s people. Well, whoever this Adam was, Catherine thought, she wouldn’t want to be the man when Athol got a hold of him.

      Starting for the door, Catherine decided that there were too many unanswered questions about the affairs of her husband. Nay, the idea of reentering the seclusion of her small chamber was quickly losing its appeal.

      Hurriedly climbing up the circular stairs, Catherine knew exactly what she wanted.

      The truth about John Stewart. A glimpse of the man’s soul. Some explanation why—for the life of her—she could not resist him. That was what she needed.

      And what better source for all of this than the dowager herself.
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      The open fire cast its glow against the line of rocks, stretching Adam of the Glen’s shadow to monstrous proportions. Scowling into the darkness, the brigand chief was beginning to wear a path before the men cowering on the far side of the fire.

      “And you tell me, two mounts this fine were simply turned loose and left to wander down the path into Glen Rinnes—with no one watching?” Adam’s cold gray eyes focused on Robyn. “You don’t suppose the beasts were carrying an invitation to a hanging at Balvenie Castle.”

      The burly outlaw shrugged. “It all fell out just as we told ye, master. The animals were just trotting about, as free as can be. Granted, the two were very thirsty and ye can see, they’re both worn out with wherever they’ve come from. But there was no one tending them.” The man turned to the rest of the group, and they all nodded in agreement. “We searched high and low, master, thinking there must be a good pocketful of coins to go with the animals, but there wasn’t a soul that we could see.”

      Adam restlessly kicked a branch into the fire. “Is that when you were chased by Athol’s men?”

      A man, slouched against a boulder on the outskirts of the group, now spoke up. His pockmarked cheek carried the brand of a thief, and his eyes never looked straight at Adam.

      “Nay, master. It was Ren and me that drew ‘em off. Some of the farmers were a wee bit shy about letting us take the sheep. But we had ‘em off and away up into the hills before the laird’s men appeared. They were mightily loath to leave their horses behind.”

      “Good thing for them, too, master,” Robyn growled with a deep, mirthless chuckle. “For we’d have ta’en the whole lot of ‘em if they’d followed Jock and Ren up into the hills.”

      Adam came to a stop before the fire. “Did he come after you himself—or is the vile creature still too smitten with the new bride to leave her side?”

      “Nay, master. He was there quick enough. But we hid in our usual place and watched him and his men rush by, ne’er the wiser. No woman was holding him back, though, so far as we could see.”

      Adam turned abruptly to Sykes, a red-haired, freckled lad crouching before the fire. “And about this new bride, lad. I want you to trick her out of that keep, d’ye understand? Whatever it takes to pull it off, Roy, bring her to us.”

      The boy’s hands started to rub nervously across his knees. “‘It will nae be a simple task, master. She doesn’t even leave her own room long enough for a body to cast an eye on her. It’ll take a bit of magic, I’m thinking, to trick her into the open.”

      Adam’s movement was quick. The sound of the sword ripped from the sheath had not even penetrated the men’s brains before the sight of the blade arcing through the night air flashed before them. Dropping to one knee as he turned, the brigand chief cleaved the fire in two, the explosion of sparks showering even the men sitting farthest from the center. Leaving his blade in the very center of the embers for a moment, Adam didn’t move until the outlaws quieted.

      Then, raising the smoking steel high in the air, he turned and faced them.

      “On this blade I swear to you all that I’ll deal with the devil if need be. My sole purpose in this miserable life is to make life hell for the villain who is laird of these lands.” His fiery eyes swept over the faces of his men. “We’ve been attacking his farms—burning his barns—scaring his people half to death. But none of this will hurt him as much as the day we take his new wife.”

      Moving around the fire, Adam held his sword out over the heads of his followers. He stopped before the red-haired boy.

      “Whatever ruse is needed, Roy Sykes, you use it. But bring the woman into the open. We’ll be waiting, and then I’ll truly teach John Stewart the meaning of vengeance.”

      

      Catherine accepted the blanket from Jean as she stepped out of the small wooden tub. Sitting on the small stool by the fire, she wrapped her shivering body inside the cocoon like warmth and let Jean fuss over her dripping black ringlets.

      “You have the most beautiful hair, mistress.”

      Catherine just nodded vaguely, her mind intent on the activities of the afternoon and the time she’d spent in Lady Anne’s sick chamber. The older woman had been nothing if not direct in her greeting.

      When she’d entered the airless bedchamber, Catherine had exchanged a quick glance with Susan, who averted her eyes immediately, giving Catherine no hint of what the poor woman was going through. Since it was clear that Susan and the two waiting women were not going to leave the chamber until the dowager dismissed them, Catherine had approached the heavily curtained bed. Auld Mab was standing over the dowager and watching Catherine intently.

      Without even a moment’s pause, Lady Anne had simply opened her gray eyes and asked if Catherine and the earl had consummated their vows yet.

      Mortified, Catherine had stared for a moment. Though Susan and the two waiting women were absolutely silent, she could feel their eyes riveted to her back. Auld Mab’s wrinkled face had threatened to crease into a smile, but the old woman fought it back.

      What answer could she give? Catherine wondered. That the earl of Athol had indeed charmed her out of her virginity? That she’d been so eager for him that they’d never even made it to a marriage bed? That they’d made love in a corridor with Susan looking on?

      Instead, Catherine had bowed her head in embarrassment, and the dowager had immediately sent Auld Mab, Susan, and the others out of the room.

      Apparently, her open discomfort before had been answer enough for the older woman, though it occurred to Catherine that perhaps Susan had already told her, and Lady Anne was just seeking confirmation. Whatever the reason, the dowager had not repeated her question once they’d been left to themselves.

      “I’ll be back in a wink, mistress,” Jean said, and Catherine absentmindedly watched the serving woman go out the door, only to return a moment later with something draped over her arm.

      Drifting back to her thoughts of the afternoon’s encounter, Catherine considered again what she’d learned about her husband from his mother.

      First of all, she’d been surprised to learn that John Stewart was a university educated man. His accomplishments were many, and his mother had been more than happy to share what she knew of his exploits serving the Scottish kings at Flodden Field and later quelling unrest here in the Highlands. But for the most part, Lady Anne had dwelt on Athol’s interest in his own people, and on his interest in education. He’d spent a number of years in his youth studying the classical writers in France.

      The devil take the man, Catherine thought for the hundredth time, for giving her such a difficult time of it before the three monks, when he himself was apparently an advocate of the same things that they all believed in. Why, according to his mother, the man even read Greek. But then, Catherine decided as she thought of it, there had to be a reason for her own mother to pick Balvenie Castle as the destination for her travels.

      Still lost in thought, Catherine was only vaguely aware of Jean unwrapping the blanket from around her and pulling the chemise over her head.

      The information and the stories of John’s childhood had been quite entertaining, and Catherine had been delighted to see the dowager become quite animated, brightening visibly as she spoke. Even now, though, as she recalled the talk, Catherine could feel the odd tug of jealousy in her breast at Lady Anne’s references to a Joanna MacInnes of Ironcross Castle. The dowager had hinted that there had been some trouble regarding the two, but the older woman had been quick to add that the young woman was now Joanna Kerr, so all of that was now just ‘water down the brae.’

      Back in her own chamber, Jean had informed her that the reason why John Stewart had not wed years earlier was because of presumed arrangements which he’d had for the hand of Joanna MacInnes. Hard as it was for her to understand, Jean told her, Joanna had picked a Lowlander for a husband, and the earl had been left with no wife or bairns at all. Until now, of course.

      She rose to her feet as Jean pushed a dress over her head.

      Catherine could only guess at her husband’s pain. For a man with his looks and position in life to wait this long to choose a wife, he must have clung for years to his love of this Joanna MacInnes.

      Standing still as Jean continued to tighten the laces of the dress on her back, Catherine frowned into the fire as she recalled the end of her talk with the dowager.

      Lady Anne’s agreeable expression had quickly turned to a sneer when Catherine mentioned the name of Adam of the Glen. No matter what she’d asked, or how insistent she’d been to learn the reasons for her husband’s actions at the news of the man, the dowager had simply refused to answer, demanding that Catherine not be meddling in business that was none of her concern.

      That had been end of their discussion. As abrupt as the dowager had been in receiving her earlier, she’d been just as abrupt in dismissing her.

      At Jean’s soft command, Catherine sat down again on the stool and watched absentmindedly as the other woman slipped a pair of soft leather shoes onto her feet.

      Tonight—she’d decided upon returning to her chamber—she was going down to the Great Hall to join in taking a meal with the rest of the household. Having learned that her husband had returned, Catherine knew that dinner might offer just the right opportunity to get answers to at least some of her questions.

      If there was one thing that she was certain of now, Catherine knew that she had reached a point of no return in this marriage. Though she’d long ago given up her dreams of marriage, she had never thought that life would take her to this castle in the Highlands of Scotland. Her only salvation now lay in her ability to reform this roguish husband of hers. Some dreams she would not give up, and Athol would understand and agree to what she wanted to accomplish if it killed her.

      But this meant she would have to first conquer her own weakness for the man. And to do this, she’d sought the help of Jean.

      “Up you go, m’lady.”

      Catherine gazed with curiosity at the serving lass’s pleased expression. “What’s the matter?”

      “I’d say the matter is, one look at you and the laird will be the one forgetting his words. And his head, too, for that matter.”

      Looking down at herself, Catherine immediately covered the exposed skin of her neck and chest with her hands. “Jean!”

      “Nay, don’t be doing that now, d’ye hear me?”

      Catherine reluctantly let Jean pry her hands off the low, square neckline of the dress. “But you can see so much. And the dress is so white but for the golden threads.”

      She stared down at the beautifully gold-embroidered dress that flared out below the waist, showing the even more elaborately embroidered underskirt.

      “Aye. It looks wonderful with that bonny, raven hair of yours. And all that creamy skin spilling over like that. I’m telling ye, mistress, ye will have your school and everything else ye wish from the earl. All ye’ll need do is be asking him.”

      “Still,” Catherine replied, shaking her head. “I know I said I wanted to look less severe, perhaps even pleasing to the eye, but now I feel like a...a...”

      “A wench?” The serving woman frowned deeply and straightened the bell-shaped sleeves of Catherine’s dress. “Nay, mistress. I know of no wenches wearing white and gold such as this. Ye look like an angel, like an innocent dressed in her wedding dress. And from what I heard from some of the men, ye were a wee bit less than ladylike, wearing that Hume rascal’s tartan and lashing priest and laird alike with that tongue of yours—not that anyone would be blaming ye.”

      As Catherine opened her mouth to argue, Jean lifted a folded tartan from the bed and shook it open. Carefully, she draped Stewart of Athol’s plaid over one shoulder.

      “Well, I didn’t really think ye’ll be needing this on such a lovely evening. But then, we can’t be standing around and arguing all night, as I know the master’s already gone into the Great Hall to meet the guests.”

      “Oh?”

      “Aye, and it would be best for all concerned if ye were to join him while the rest of the company’s still sober.”

      Catherine nodded, happily running her fingers over the soft wool of the tartan. As she turned toward the door, she paused and pushed her thick, loose hair back over her shoulder.

      “Now, are you certain I don’t need to braid this?”

      Jean shook her head firmly and lit a taper at the fire. “Be on your way, mistress. And hurry, before I change my mind and take that tartan away.”

      With a smile of appreciation, Catherine let herself be gently prodded into the corridor.

      “Now, as ye requested,” Jean said, closing the door behind them, “we’ve not told the laird ye are coming. Though some of the crofters and the master’s council have been coming each day since word spread, ye must remember most of those down there will not make a move to accept ye until he has introduced ye as his own. As the new Countess Balvenie. So when ye get to the Hall, don’t be shy. Ye must simply go and take your place beside him.”

      Nervously, Catherine pulled the tartan higher on her chest.

      “Nay, mistress, don’t be doing that.” Jean stopped her and rearranged the tartan. There was far too much skin showing there, from Catherine’s perspective, but she didn’t fight the serving woman. “All will work out, mistress. Trust me. All will come about just as ye wish.”

      Catherine nodded as they turned down the corridor again. But after taking a couple of steps, she came to a halt and stopped Jean with a hand on her arm.

      “This dress? Where did this dress come from?”

      The woman’s mouth turned up mischievously. “We plundered Ellen Crawford’s trunks. The master had paid for trunks of clothing to be made and sent up from Stirling.”

      “But—”

      “Lady Anne directed that they be left in the stables.” The woman shrugged her shoulders. “We thought, ye get the husband, it’s only fitting ye get the clothes, as well.”

      “But, I can’t take these.”

      “Ye’d better hurry, mistress. At this pace, dinner will be over before ye get there, and I cannot swear that those blackguards down there will be fit company for ye for too much longer. And ye’ll soon see, mistress, the laird is his most agreeable during his dinner.”

      Not the most, Catherine thought with a shy smile as they continued on. There were a few moments right in this corridor last night when John Stewart had been quite agreeable.

      

      Athol laughed heartily as he picked up the pitcher and filled Susan’s cup with more wine. Since returning to Balvenie, this was the first chance he’d had to hear about her trip to nearby Ironcross Castle a fortnight earlier.

      “This is priceless news, Susan, to be sure. But tell me, what did Joanna do when her husband dropped like a stone to the floor?”

      “M’lord, she started crying out to the midwife to forget about the birthing and see to him, instead. I had to see to him myself while she gave birth to the second bairn.”

      “Twin girls.” Athol shook his head in disbelief, enjoying the warm feeling the news had given him. Looking back at Susan, he placed an affectionate hand on her shoulder. “I’m glad you were there, lass. With the two elder boys being the scamps that they are, Joanna must have been relieved to have you beside her, especially considering her own husband was of no use.”

      “Oh, he did come around soon enough, m’lord. And as soon as he had his hands on those bairns, there was no moving him from the mother’s side.” Susan glanced back at the trencher of food before her. “The good health of the twin newborns even had Joanna’s grandmother, Lady MacInnes, showing better spirits than she’s been in, of late. I only stayed until Mistress Joanna was up and about, for I wished to come back here to be by Lady Anne’s side. Before I left, though, both the laird and his wife insisted on you coming to Ironcross to visit them as soon as you’re able.”

      Smiling at the thought, Athol took a sip of his wine. Actually, that wouldn’t be a bad idea, he thought. As agreeable as Catherine was turning out to be, it might actually be a pleasure to take her to Ironcross Castle and introduce her to Gavin and Joanna.

      He smiled again at the thought of the meeting. After all, they would be expecting Ellen Crawford. It might be very interesting to see what those two would say, being introduced to his prim and proper looking wife.

      Och! Knowing them, they’d probably see it as a hopeful sign. That perhaps he was not beyond saving, after all. By the devil, that would take a bit of the fun out of it!

      

      Nobody so much as turned a head in welcome.

      Standing in the shadows beside the large doorway into the Great Hall, Catherine glanced somewhat wistfully at the merry groups of people crowding the long tables. The huge fire behind the dais was crackling, throwing a golden light over the room. Clumps of laughing men and women, all dependents of the laird apparently, gathered in the center of the room, as well, enjoying the evening. Dogs and children alike were roving about, stealing food where they could and running beneath the trestle tables. Unlike her first glimpse of the Hall on the day she’d arrived, the place was now alive with conversation and good-humored activity. Letting her eyes travel from one table to the next, Catherine was amazed by all the faces, still new to her.

      In the far corner of the Hall, though, Catherine spotted the three monks from Jervaulx Abbey sitting among the castle folks of Balvenie. It warmed her heart to know that, though Athol had not given his final consent regarding the school, he’d still allowed them to stay. Perhaps, at least, she could interpret this as meaning that he was considering the request with favor.

      A throng of warriors milled about in front of the dais, and Catherine stood on tiptoe to see her husband. Deep in her heart, she could feel that something was changing in her attitude toward the man. A feeling she had no desire to name was joining the physical attraction she had no inclination to admit.

      The group of warriors moved off toward a table, and as Catherine’s eyes caught sight of him seated in the great carved chair, she felt as though her throat were being squeezed shut.

      John Stewart’s hand lay on Susan’s shoulder. A hearty laugh she’d never have thought him capable of rolled across the floor to her. Standing alone by the door, Catherine suddenly felt more alone and unwelcome than she’d ever felt in her life.

      Unable to move, she stared at the two. Susan, dressed in an embroidered gown of deep green, appeared to be in total bliss. As she continued to speak to the earl, the young woman paused only to reach for her wine, turning and smiling coyly at the Highlander over the rim of her cup.

      For the first time in her life, Catherine found herself entertaining the idea of tearing another woman’s eyes out.

      Forcibly quelling such a reaction, Catherine took a step farther into the shadows. It wasn’t his actions that had her dashing away the odd tear, so much as her own response to what she’d witnessed. There was certainly nothing surprising in what he was doing. She was a fool to forget his warnings so soon. John Stewart had cautioned her not to be lulled into any dreamy notions of love. He’d said so quite clearly—in word and action. How openly he’d reminded her that a woman such as herself would never be his first choice for a wife. He was only looking for an heir and nothing more.

      And after what had happened last night, perhaps that desire had been fulfilled already.

      Catherine brought a hand to her mouth. Her lips were trembling. A few short moments of passion in a deserted corridor, and she’d thought his heart might have warmed to her? Whispering under her breath, she cursed herself for being so weak.

      Though she threw one last look in his direction, she couldn’t see him clearly because of the tears burning her eyes. Turning abruptly toward the door, Catherine quietly made her way out of the Hall. She’d been so much better off when she’d contained her fantasies to her dreams. For all those encounters she’d had with her knight, he’d never once hurt her the way she was hurting now. She’d never once felt the pain of white hot metal piercing her chest as it was burning her insides now. She’d never before felt the agonizing venom that was now spreading through her veins.

      Blinded by her tears, she started into the darkened stairwell. By now, Jean was no doubt finding something to eat in the kitchens, and Catherine would be glad for the solitude. She needed to get away from the crowd to sort out her feelings. Most important, she needed the time to rebuild the wall of dreams behind which she’d been able to hide for her entire life.

      Her foot had not yet left the lowest step when the strong hands grabbed her from behind. Catherine never even had a chance to cry out before she felt herself being lifted by the waist and turned in the air before being lowered gently to earth—face to face with her husband.

      Perhaps it was from fear, or perhaps from the shock of having found herself in his arms in the dark landing. Whatever it was, Catherine found herself staring into his piercing gray eyes, unable to breathe.

      “So you’ve decided, Catherine Percy, to join me, at last. And are you prepared to let your people bend their knees to their countess?”
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