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        The Northern Coast of Scotland, 1494

      

      

      The ship was nearly gone. All that was left clung to the sharp rocks of the reef. The timbers glistened in the sun like the ribs of a carcass picked clean.

      Cairns stared at the low waves breaking on the stony shore. Around him masts, lines, and sails lay tangled up with casks and boxes and cargo.

      And bodies. So many bodies.

      He focused on the remains of the vessel that had broken apart in an instant. On a clear day in a steady breeze.

      Perhaps his friends had not drowned. Perhaps they died when the ship came apart like dry kindling. The vessel had splintered into four segments with a sound so terrible that his ears still roared at the memory.

      Wet and cold and exhausted, Cairns pulled out the leather pouch that hung around his neck. From it, he removed the broken piece of tablet. His fingers traced the ancient markings. So small you could hold it in the palm of your hand, but it held a special gift. Together, the four tablets held a terrible power. No one had warned them how terrible. There was no way for them to know.

      The stone grew warm in his hand. The power of it raced up his arm like sunlight breaking through a cloud. It drove sharply into his chest, and then came the second sight. His gaze swept across the littered shore. All along the beach, the spirits were rising from the dead. He didn’t want them to tell him how they died. He didn’t want to hear their confessions. He slipped the stone back into the pouch.

      Cairns steeled himself for the task ahead. Moving along the inlet, he trudged from one body to the next.

      None of them belonged to his three friends. He turned his face to the sea.

      Perhaps they were still alive. Or perhaps they were dead at the bottom of the ocean. It didn’t matter. Long ago, they had sworn an oath. If they survived the journey, they would each safeguard one piece of the tablet. If they lived, they would travel to the farthest corners of Scotland.

      Cairns knew what he had to do. Turning toward the mountains to the south, he began his journey.
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        “There was a star danced,

        and under that was I born.”

      

      

      

      
        
        Western Coast of Scotland

        Fifty Years Later

      

      

      The old saying danced in Kenna MacKay’s head. When a man comes to a birthing, someone will die.

      And yet, Kenna thought, if the man were a physician, right now that was a risk she’d gladly take.

      She was in deep waters, and she knew it. Not that any physician would be arriving from the castle any time soon. She was no midwife. Her prayers were frequently ignored by the saints. And she had no interest in witchcraft. Regardless, she had to convince either God or Nature to lend a hand and turn this bairn around.

      “Let’s get her to lie down with her feet pointing at the roof and her head down here.”

      The young villager looked uneasily from the woman in labor to the contraption of wood and straw Kenna had assembled on the floor, and followed orders.

      “M’lady, have you ever done this type of birthing before?”

      Kenna looked down into the frightened face of the mother. Three young children were waiting with the husband outside.

      “Aye, I’ve helped with birthing.”

      A fire pit in the center of the large room spewed too much smoke and heat. Kenna wiped the sweat from her brow and focused on what needed to be done. It was a struggle, but the two managed to move the pregnant woman into position.

      “Our bairn wasn’t to arrive till next month. The midwife promised me she’d be back from visiting her sister. I had no trouble with the others.” A contraction cut the words short. The mother’s cries were followed by the wailing of children.

      Kenna hoped her cousin Emily would be able to keep the family out of the cottage. Delivering a baby wasn’t part of the plan for their day when the two of them left Craignock Castle early this morning. But arriving here and hearing the laboring woman’s cries, Kenna had vaulted from her horse and come inside the cottage to help. That was hours ago.

      “I’ve heard the midwife say women die when the bairn is turned this way.”

      Without thinking, Kenna reached up and pressed the pouch hanging under her dress against her chest. Her mother’s lucky healing stone felt warm against her heart.

      “The midwife is wrong. She hasn’t had my schooling. I’ve been trained by the nuns of Glosters Priory on Loch Eil.” A bit of exaggeration was excusable considering the pregnant woman’s distress. Setting bones, stitching wounds, and tending to the sick at the priory’s spital house were the extent of Kenna’s training, but many women passed through the priory. They talked. They shared stories. Some had a great deal of experience in birthing, whether it was with their own bairns or with helping others. She recalled one long, involved story a woman told of turning a breech baby by raising the mother’s hips above her head. Kenna prayed that wasn’t a tall tale.

      She touched the woman’s stomach, feeling, pressing gently, speaking softly, encouraging mother and child to do right by each other. If she’d only paid closer attention, Kenna thought, to what the woman had said.

      She searched back through her memory. The contraption only helped so much. She had to convince the bairn to turn around. Kenna focused on the stretched skin of the mother’s belly. Her hands warmed. Wherever she touched, she felt the bairn move beneath her fingers. She massaged and coaxed the unborn child, whispering soothing words.

      The next contraction left the mother sobbing and clutching for Kenna’s hand. “If I die here, my babies—”

      “You will not die,” Kenna told her. “Now help me. Help your bairn. Let’s show this wee one the light of day.”

      Kenna prayed that she was doing the right thing. She hoped that her confidence in herself was not misplaced. Many considered her gifted as a healer, as her mother had been. But eight years ago, Sine MacKay died giving birth to Kenna’s twin brothers. Gifts had their limits. Childbirth had the potential of being deadly in the best of circumstances.

      Her fingers kneaded the woman’s stretched belly until they ached. Kenna made one last silent plea. Small ripples moved beneath the skin. What looked like a head pushed at her hand, making its position known before shifting in the mother’s womb.

      Kenna held her breath as the woman cried out with another contraction.

      “By the Virgin, I see the head,” the young villager shouted.

      

      Moments later, the babe was born.

      By the time the stiff skin that served as a door lifted and her cousin came in, the mother was back on the straw pallet and Kenna was handing the bairn to her.

      The neighbor busily gathered up soiled rags, but she stopped, eager to share the news.

      “It was a miracle, m’lady. Lady Kenna showed the bairn which way to go, and the wee thing minded her. Saw it with my own eyes, I did. Turned right around at her ladyship’s bidding and come out the way the Lord intended. A miracle.”

      Emily touched her on the arm and crossed the room.

      The farmer’s wife kissed Kenna’s hand. “May the Virgin bless and protect you, m’lady. May you see your children’s children.”

      Kenna took a coin out of her waistband and tucked it into the mother’s hand. A swell of emotion rose in her like an ocean wave, deep and powerful. Her voice shook as she spoke. “You must stay off your feet, do you hear me? Your labor was hard. You and your bairn both need time to recover.”

      At Emily’s dismayed glance, Kenna looked down. Her sleeves were rolled up to the elbows. Her riding dress was soiled with blood and sweat and who knows what else. Locks of hair hung loose, having escaped the once-tight braid. She led her cousin out into the fresh air.

      Greeting them, the husband wiped the sweat off his face and moved a toddler from one hip to the other. Two other children, not much older, clutched at the man’s legs and gawked up at Kenna.

      “Did she give me a son?” he asked.

      Kenna’s hands clenched into fists. “So you heard the bairn’s cry. Do you not care to ask if your wife lives or not?”

      “Does she live? Please tell me, m’lady. Does my wife live?”

      “Do you want her to live?”

      “Aye, of course. Her wee ones need her. I need her.”

      “She could have died in there.” Kenna looked at the fields beyond the hut before turning to him. “She lives today, and she lives tomorrow. And she’ll live to see the harvest if you make certain she rests now. Her work must wait, do you understand? You owe her that.”

      The man nodded. “Aye, m’lady.”

      As the neighbor came out carrying the basins and rags, the farmer and the children pushed past her and went in.

      Kenna breathed in deeply. Two lives saved. Relief pushed through her as she gazed up at the bright blue sky for some time before looking back at her cousin. “Not exactly the leisurely ride we intended. Eh, coz?”

      “What a blessing we were near!”

      “Where are the men your father sent out to escort us?”

      “While you were inside, I thought we would be here for a while. So I put them to work. Two are cutting up the fallen tree we saw down at the edge of the orchard. One was sent to the village to fetch the crofter’s sister.”

      “What about the one you sent back to the castle?”

      “Now I’m thinking he should be back in time for the christening.” Emily smiled. “I’m amazed you were able to manage it.”

      “There were moments when I had my doubts.”

      “But you’ve done this before?”

      “Not alone. Only helped.”

      “Is there much call for the midwife’s skill in a community of nuns?”

      “With the English raiding to the south, more wounded have been showing up at our gates. Many are crofters. Like this one.” She glanced at the door. “They’ve been fighting to keep their villages from being pillaged and burned, but they can’t battle an entire army. So we see a lot of poor folk coming north. They’ve nowhere else to go. And amongst them, they are a few women heavy with child. And others who are experienced as midwives.”

      Emily’s gaze swept over the southern hills. “The English are coming closer all the time.”

      Kenna had witnessed too much suffering in recent months. She pushed aside the cloud of gloom.

      “I need to wash.” She looked down at her dress. “Ruined, I think.”

      “What does it matter? Come with me.”

      Beyond the hut and down the hill, a stream weaved through a grove of trees, offering protection from any prying eyes.

      “You never told the crofter if he had a son or daughter.”

      “He had a son. But that news should be shared by his wife, not me.”

      Kenna crouched at the water’s edge, and her cousin perched on a nearby rock.

      “Helping with that birth. Watching a new life come into the world. Doesn’t it make you want to hold one of your own someday?”

      Kenna stopped rubbing the hem of her skirt under the stream’s clear water. She met Emily’s gaze. The two of them had been more like sisters than cousins growing up. But they lost something when Kenna moved to Glosters Priory six months ago. “I try to not think of it.”

      “Doesn’t the thought of having a bairn change your opinion of marriage at all?”

      “Nay. Marriage is a sentence. A life sentence.”

      “Not all marriages.”

      Kenna recalled a time not too long ago when the two of them spoke dreamily of the men who would walk into their lives and steal their hearts.

      “You no longer believe in love?” Emily asked.

      “Love? Cupid kills some of us with those bloody arrows.”

      “You don’t mean it.” Emily shook her head in disbelief. “Every woman dreams of hearing a man profess his love.”

      “I’d sooner hear a dog bark at a crow than a man swear he loves me.”

      Emily laughed. “Kenna MacKay, you never used to be so stubborn with your opinions.”

      “I’m not stubborn,” Kenna replied. “But it’s a topic I have no taste for.”

      “You do recall that I’m getting married in a fortnight.”

      “Why do you think I accepted your invitation and left the priory to be here? My plan is to steal you away, far from the clutches of your father and this ridiculous arranged marriage to Sir Quentin Chamberpot.”

      “Chamberlain,” Emily corrected, sliding off the rock and joining Kenna at the water’s edge. “And all arranged marriages need not be ghastly. Granted, he’s a Lowlander and a widower, but Sir Quentin Chamberlain is quite distinguished.”

      “Distinguished by the possibility that he still has two or three teeth left in his head?” Kenna scooped up water and splashed it on her face.

      “Come now, cousin.” Emily smiled. “He’s not that old.”

      “You don’t know that. They haven’t even allowed you to meet him, have they?”

      Kenna shook out what was left of her braid and ran her fingers through it.

      “There was no time for us to meet. The arrangements were made when the Privy Council met at Stirling in the spring. But we have exchanged letters.”

      “So he can read, too? What a catch!”

      Her cousin laughed. Kenna removed her shoes and socks and put her feet in the water. Large splotches marked her sleeves, as well as the bodice and skirt.

      “And I suppose they told you he has the muscles of Hercules and the handsome good looks of Adonis.”

      “Let’s see. Sir Quentin is not too tall, not too fat, and altogether not unpleasant in his looks.”

      “Please stop. I may swoon with envy.”

      “You are the devil, cousin,” Emily said. “He has no heir. He’s a ranking member of the Dunbar clan. He can provide me with a comfortable life. I imagine I’ll have a peaceful life once I’ve given him a son.”

      “A peaceful life? You’ll have no peace, living in the Borders. Not as long as the English king keeps insisting that our infant Queen Mary wed his son.” She stood up, lifted her skirts, and took another step into the river.

      “Careful. The current is strong. It’ll drag you down the river.”

      Kenna’s head came around. “Heed your own words, Emily,” she said gently. “Don’t be caught in this torrent they’re pushing you into. Don’t marry him. Come with me. You don’t need him or this marriage.”

      “You know that I cannot. I’ll never be as free as you. You and I are different.”

      Emily stood up and shook her skirts. They were as clean and tidy as when they’d left Craignock Castle.

      “You have the Highlands bred into your very bones. You have the independence of your MacKay heritage in your blood. My father and his father before him have been politicians, not warriors. And I’m an only child. I need to honor his wishes.”

      “And what is it that your father is gaining from this union? Has he traded you away for a caravan of gold and jewels from this buggering Lowlander?”

      “I’ve been told that Sir Quentin has agreed to send a company of Dunbar warriors to help protect our lands. Those English troops have been seen not two days’ ride to the south.”

      “An even trade to get protection for the clan. That’s nonsense. Your father should still ask for a caravan of gold.”

      Emily paused. “He is giving me away with a sizeable dowry.”

      Kenna made her way out of the water. “What is he offering?”

      “A ship.” Emily nodded slowly. “My dowry includes a ship.”

      She looked warily at her cousin. “Where did your father get a ship?”

      “I don’t know. But they have it hidden in a firth somewhere along the coast, I’m told.”

      As Kenna bent down to retrieve her shoes, a movement by the line of trees drew her attention. But she had no time to shout a warning as a hood dropped over her head and a large hand clamped over her mouth.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A work table was no protection. A fortress was no protection. A legion of armed warriors could provide no protection.

      The abbot cowered in his seat, happy to be forgotten while the two Macpherson brothers argued across the room. But at every lull in the discussion, he was certain that they must be able to hear the fearful pounding in his chest.

      If his heart stopped, at least he wouldn’t have to play his part in the Highlanders’ insane plan. Who was to say how the MacDougall laird would react to his involvement in this, forced though he was? He might very well just burn the abbey to the ground.

      The abbot looked at the tapestry of St. Andrew on the wall and said a quick prayer for delivery, however it might come.

      The elder brother, Alexander, strode to a north-facing window and stared out. The man was tall and broad and powerful. The abbot had once seen the African lion they kept in the menagerie at Stirling Castle, and Alexander Macpherson moved with the same lithe grace as that king of beasts. And he was equally terrifying. As gruffly courteous as he had been so far, he had the steely eyes of a man who would take what he wanted. And God help any man who stood in his way.

      “Where is he?”

      The younger one, James, was a hand’s breadth taller and nearly as muscular. With his dark red hair and piercing grey eyes, the royal Stewart blood that ran in both brothers’ veins was more pronounced in him. But there was an aura of command in each man that forced lesser mortals to attend them closely.

      “They’re coming. Give them time.”

      “I should have done this myself.”

      “Diarmad lost the bloody ship,” James replied, joining his brother at the window. “It’s only right that he should be the one to snatch the MacDougall chit.”

      These sons of the great laird Alec Macpherson clearly feared nothing, but the old priest could not pretend to be cut from the same cloth. His abbey, perched on a rocky cliff, was not half a day’s ride south of the MacDougall’s castle, and the thick curtain walls no longer provided the defense that they once did. In this modern age of cannon and gunpowder, the abbey felt more like a ripe plum on a tree, inviting pillage by any passing marauder.

      “You have to admit it’s a good plan,” James pressed. “Diarmad grabs the lass, and we ransom her back for the ship. Easy. Effective. And the good abbot here has graciously consented to act as our intermediary. Is that not so, Abbot?”

      Not trusting his voice, the old man nodded. These Highlanders were going to get him killed, pure and simple.

      “I still say we should have sailed in with a fleet of our ships, stormed Craignock Castle, and throttled Graeme MacDougall until he told us where he’s hidden our vessel.”

      “You just hate to be left out of the action. Don’t you?” James asked.

      The abbot looked from one brother to the other.

      They’d been waiting here all day, and they were likely to be here all night if the Macpherson captain and his men didn’t get a chance to spirit away the laird’s daughter. The abbot broke into a cold sweat at the very thought of it. Abducting Emily MacDougall from Craignock Castle itself. Saints preserve us!

      Alexander glared at his brother. “You’re damn right I don’t like sitting out here on my arse. That tongue-flapping MacDougall took our ship, by ‘sblood! I want it back.”

      “And we’re getting it back.”

      “That’s not the point. Our ships rule the western seas. When have we ever lost one? Never! That’s when!”

      The abbot gazed blindly at the chart of abbey lands on his table. Since the days of the Bruce himself, the Macpherson clan had been the terror of the western seas from the Orkneys to Penzance. There was a wild story that their father, along with his friend Colin Campbell, had in one day raided an English arsenal in Carlisle, sailed into Belfast harbor where they forced the Lord Mayor to feed them dinner, and then made the crossing back to Glasgow in time for supper with the Archbishop.

      But Alexander had a point. When word had gotten around that their ship had been taken, the Macpherson honor had taken a blow. And clearly, this bruising Highland warrior intended to reclaim both the ship and his clan’s fierce reputation.

      James wasn’t giving up. “You know that while the English are hammering away at the Borders, the Regent has forbidden the clans fighting amongst ourselves. We can’t draw blood going after the ship. Isn’t that right, Abbot?”

      The abbot cleared his throat. “That’s true, m’lord. But please don’t get me any deeper into this than I am already. If the MacDougall thinks I’m aiding you willingly, my head will be gracing a pike on the wall at Craignock before the tide turns.”

      “Well,” Alexander snorted, turning his hard blue eyes on the abbot. “That would be the first time the old bugger has done anything remotely decisive in the past twenty years, a fact that makes the taking of our ship even more bothersome.”

      As the older brother turned his back again, the abbot sagged in his chair. His old bones were weary, and the stress of this was not making him any younger. He shouldn’t be doing this. He should be reviewing the reports of the abbey farms, tallying the latest count of sheep and goats, and planning his annual hunting trip to Falkland.

      This was not going to turn out well. The MacDougall lass was supposed to be married in less than a fortnight. He himself was to perform the ceremony. The groom was due to arrive any time now. If the plan worked, and clan war was somehow avoided, there would still be hell to pay. And the abbot had a terrifying idea of who would be paying it.

      Shouts from the courtyard drew the attention of the three men, and the abbot dragged himself from his chair and followed the others down to the abbey’s Great Hall.

      Moments later, the door burst open and the Macpherson captain entered. Draped over his shoulder, a woman in bare feet was squirming and kicking, despite the ropes that bound her. The hood and gag did little to stop the violent sounds streaming from her mouth.

      Behind him, another warrior entered, leading a far more docile prisoner.

      “Two women?” Alexander asked. “Why are there two?”

      Diarmad dumped his writhing burden unceremoniously on the stone floor and looked at the two brothers. “This one is no woman. It’s a she-devil.”

      “I can see that.”

      “They were together. We didn’t know which one was the MacDougall lass.”

      James walked toward the two prizes. “Well, it looks like our bargaining position has improved a wee bit. Let’s just see what we have here.”

      When he pulled the hood off the calmer of the two, blonde hair tumbled down onto shapely shoulders and doe-like eyes blinked at him.

      “Well,” Alexander grumbled. “At least, you got Emily.”

      “Aye,” James said in an odd tone. “And she’s grown into a bonnie lass, I should say.”

      “What of this one, m’lord?” Diarmad jerked his head at the other woman, who for the first time ceased to fight.

      Alexander crouched beside her and untied the gag. It struck the abbot that the Highlander treated her with more gentleness than he might have expected.

      “Careful,” Diarmad warned. “She’ll bite you as soon as look at you. I’ve got claw marks up and down my arms from her.”

      Standing up, Alexander pulled off the hood. Long, chestnut-colored hair spilled out in waves.

      “Bloody hell,” he murmured.

      Violet-blue eyes stared at him with disbelief that quickly gave way to cold fury.

      “You puny, white-livered pigeon egg!” she rasped.

      Alexander glanced at James and then looked hard at Diarmad. “I’ll tell you what to do with her.”

      “Now, Alexander—” his brother began.

      “You can carry my wife to the top of this tower and throw her into the sea.”
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        “Sigh no more, ladies, sigh no more,

        Men were deceivers ever—

        One foot in sea and one on shore,

        To one thing constant never.”

      

      

      Kenna’s sins obviously outweighed any good deed she’d ever performed in this lifetime. She’d clearly bypassed purgatory and dropped straight into hell.

      This was her worst nightmare come to life. She never imagined her path would ever again cross with Alexander Macpherson’s.

      At least, not looking like such a mess.

      In her dreams, she was clothed in golden armor and holding a fiery sword, and Alexander was the one in tatters, groveling in the dirt.

      “Throw me into the sea? I’ll cut off any man’s hand before he lays a finger on me. Especially yours, blackguard.”

      Alexander crouched before her. His deep blue eyes were as striking as she remembered. The long lashes and chiseled face served to remind her why women made fools of themselves in his presence. His dark blond hair was longer. Tied in the back, it reached below his shoulders. The square set of his jaw was covered with a scruff of beard.

      There was a rakishness, an insolence about him that he’d contained the handful of times they’d met before. He wasn’t even trying now. He gave her a slow, thoroughly insulting inspection, starting with the wild mass of curls falling loose around her face, and ending about an eon later at her bare feet. She could not help but notice that his gaze passed quickly over the state of her dress but lingered far too long on her mouth and her breasts.

      Kenna couldn’t control her blush. He made her feel as though she were sitting there without a stitch of clothing on.

      “And how are you going to cut anything, wife? With that dagger of a tongue in your head?”

      Kenna tried to kick him. With the agility of a cat, he evaded the attack. She had a dirk tucked into her belt, but it was impossible to reach it with the ropes confining her. She scrambled to her feet.

      “Free my hands, coward, if you are any kind of man. Which I doubt.”

      “What were you thinking, bringing this harridan here?” Alexander barked at his men. “You saw her at my wedding. You knew what she bloody looked like.”

      “We grabbed her from behind, m’lord. And we had no idea she’d be there.”

      “Now you know. Take her back.”

      Kenna turned a fierce glare on the ones who’d kidnapped them. The men were giving them both a wide berth. “You heard him. Take us back.”

      “Will you be silent, woman!” Alexander commanded. “No one is talking to you.”

      She didn’t miss her aim this time, and her foot made contact with his boot. Excruciating pain streaked upward through her leg. She leaned against a stone pillar, waiting for the agony to abate. He seemed unaffected by the blow. She glanced at her cousin. Emily was still tied. She tried to move to Kenna, but James Macpherson held her back.

      “Send her with the abbot,” the older brother continued. “Tell the bloody MacDougall it’s a sign of our good faith in the negotiation.”

      “Negotiation?” Kenna asked him. “Still trying to find yourself a husband, Alexander?”

      “Keep her tied. And put the gag and the hood back on her. I wouldn’t want to tempt anyone with drowning her before they get to Craignock Castle.”

      “I asked a question, you rank, half-witted pignut.”

      The blue gaze swung around to her.

      “One would think that the disposition and character of someone living with nuns for six months might have improved just a wee bit. That some of their holiness might have rubbed off on you.”

      “You dare talk to me about character?”

      “That a woman living with all those religious people might have become a better person. But not you. Only Kenna MacKay could end up sounding more ill-mannered than before. And why am I not surprised?”

      “Because you’re an idiot,” she retorted, straightening up. “The only thing I needed to improve on was learning how to lower myself to converse with you, a churlish chicken-stealer so conceited that he calls himself my husband.”

      “So you acknowledge that you have a husband. That’s new.”

      “I did have one for a few short hours.”

      “You still have a husband,” he said angrily, towering over her.

      She glared up at him. “Nay, our marriage has been annulled.”

      “Nay, it has not. We’re waiting for the ecclesiastic tribunal to meet. And since I’m the one who requested the annulment, I should know when the decision will be handed down.”

      “That’s just a technicality. I’ve made my home at the priory.”

      “You mean you’ve escaped to that bloody priory.”

      “It was not an escape.”

      “Call it what you will,” he interrupted. “You escaped in the night like a thief. You broke your marriage vow and disappeared, without a care for anyone you left behind.”

      The cutting anger in his eyes made Kenna shiver. He was a head taller than her, dangerous. But she’d never feared him. She wasn’t going to start now. She stood her ground, refusing to back off.

      “So you wish to speak of marriage vows? You went to a wench’s bed on our wedding night. Break marriage vows? You shattered them.”

      “That was a misunderstanding. A prank arranged by my brother Colin.”

      “I don’t care to hear this,” she fumed. “I don’t care how you got there or how long before you realized where you were. And don’t say you were drunk. You didn’t give a damn whose bed you crawled into, just as you didn’t care a straw who you were marrying.”

      “Contracts were signed.”

      “Between you and my father.”

      “I don’t recall anyone dragging you in chains to the kirk.”

      “That’s enough, you two,” James Macpherson ordered, stepping between them. He glared from one to the other.

      Kenna felt scorched by the heat of Alexander’s gaze over his brother’s shoulder, and she did her best to return the look. He opened his mouth to say more and then snapped it shut.

      “This is not the time or place for you two to revisit your rosy past,” James said sternly.

      Kenna bit back unspoken words of anger, words pent up in her for the past six months.  Turning her back on them, she looked past the line of trestle tables at the large carved stone cross set into the wall.

      “Unfasten these ropes,” she hissed under her breath.

      Footsteps approached. A knife cut the cords. She didn’t know if it was Alexander or James. The ropes dropped to the floor by her bare feet. She rubbed her arms and looked down at the stained dress, ripped in places from the fight she’d put up when they were taken. The Macphersons’ reckless disregard for danger today surpassed even their reputation. They were pirates and privateers, but Kenna knew they would not hurt a woman. Emily would be safe until arrangements were made for her freedom. But she needed to get out of here.

      Negotiation. Captives. Extravagant dowries. The conversation she’d had with Emily earlier in the day filled the gaps in what she’d heard moments ago. Kenna realized why they were taken. The MacDougall laird had been dimwitted enough to think he could take a Macpherson ship and make it part of his daughter’s dowry. But there was no logic in that, whatsoever. Kenna wondered if Graeme MacDougall had consulted with her father about this. At least until the annulment was granted, her marriage to Alexander made the MacKay and Macpherson clans allies, and this made the MacDougalls distant kin, too.

      Facing the others again, she found James cutting the ropes off of Emily’s arms. Alexander loomed over the abbot, listening to whatever he was whispering, but his gaze remained fixed on her.

      “Send me back with the abbot,” she told him. “I’m ready to go.”

      Whatever composure Emily had been maintaining disappeared. “Nay! Please. You cannot leave me here.” She rushed to Kenna’s side. "Please, you have to stay with me.”

      Kenna hugged her cousin, troubled to find her shaking like a leaf.

      “Abbot,” James said. “We need a place to keep the two women until we make a decision.”

      Kenna shot a glance at Alexander, who was scowling at his brother. The abbot gestured to a novitiate hovering in the shadows by the door.

      “You, lad, show them up to the tower chamber above mine.”

      “Diarmad, go with them,” James ordered. “Make certain the two ladies are safely and securely settled while we finalize our arrangements here. And Abbot, can you send a nun up with a cloak and a dress and shoes that might fit Lady Kenna?”

      A born politician and peacemaker, James Macpherson had reportedly played an active role in finalizing the arrangements for her marriage to Alexander.

      “You will not cause trouble while you’re here,” Alexander warned, his sharp words directed only at her.

      A dozen retorts burned on her tongue, but she chose silence and ushered Emily after the young monk. Diarmad followed at a watchful distance.

      Kenna was relieved to go. She couldn’t stand Alexander’s scrutiny any longer. He undid her, and not just in firing up her temper. He was her husband. She’d not forgotten that. Not for an instant. When it came to Alexander Macpherson, she always felt like a young lass caught up in her first flush of infatuation.

      Prior to their wedding, she had wasted too much time worrying about what kind of wife she’d be. She lacked the skills of the legion of wenches that he’d infamously wooed and bedded. And she had none of the refined ways of the court lasses who’d been chasing him for years. After her mother’s death, she’d been raised by MacKay men. She knew how to hunt and ride a horse and use a lance and dirk and short sword, but she never cared about acquiring the courtly manners of young noblewomen.

      She was not a suitable match for Alexander Macpherson. She’d tried to convince her father to break the contract. But his hurtful words, still fresh in her mind, only affirmed what she already knew:

      
        
        You are so flawed in your manners. So lacking in even the basic knowledge of what you need to be the wife of the next Macpherson laird. And yet fortune has somehow smiled on our clan in him agreeing to overlook your faults and take you as his wife. Now, you will do your duty for a change and cease your complaining.

      

      

      And as she’d departed his chambers, he’d called out after her:

      
        
        You muddle this chance, lassie, and you no longer have a home in Castle Varrich. You will no longer be welcome in Clan MacKay.

      

      

      So Kenna made her decision before she took the marriage vow.

      She would run since she no longer had a father. She would run since she no longer had a clan. She refused to be a pawn in Magnus MacKay’s game. So she ran.

      Emily clung to her arm and continued to cry softly all the way up the tower stairs.

      The chamber was small. The sparse furnishings included a small cot and some blankets, a three-legged stool, and a table. Kenna waited until she heard the latch drop into position on the other side of the door before checking the two windows. Three flights up, one overlooked the courtyard. The other faced the sea.

      “I cannot stay here. I have to get away from him.”

      “Please, you cannot leave me here alone with them,” Emily pleaded. “We cannot let them separate us.”

      “But I can go back with the abbot and arrange for your freedom by tomorrow.”

      “That’s unthinkable, Kenna. My reputation will be destroyed if I’m left alone in their clutches.”

      “Listen, I would never admit this to that knave in the Great Hall, but the Macphersons are not villainous ruffians. They’re as respectable a clan as you’ll find in the Highlands, and they’re doing this only to reclaim what was taken from them.”

      “Are you defending them? They kidnapped us!”

      “I am not. But I cannot be blind to the fact that their ship was stolen, either. Did you know a Macpherson ship was part of your dowry?”

      “How could I? I wasn’t included in the marriage discussions. No one told me where the ship came from, exactly. Everything I know has come to me as rumor.”

      “So typical of our fathers!”

      “But we must stay together. You certainly see that,” Emily urged. “James and Alexander may not be villains, but they’re no saints, either. We both know it. Everyone else knows it, too. When the whispering begins, my reputation will be destroyed.”

      Kenna looked about the room. She didn’t want to think that it was her husband that Emily was talking about, but she knew it was the truth.

      “Sir Quentin would turn his back on me without a second thought if he were to find out I was left alone with these Highlanders. My family needs this marriage to come about, Kenna. You must wait with me.”

      Kenna took the dirk from her belt and walked to the window.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I have a different plan.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      His brother was talking, but Alexander wasn’t listening.

      He still wanted her.

      Since the debacle of a wedding last winter, every time he thought about Kenna, his insides got so riled up that he didn’t know what to do. Seeing her today didn’t help at all.

      The union had seemed perfect. The match extended the influence of the powerful Macpherson clan, adding control of the shipping lanes of the North Minch, and the MacKays gained protection from attacks by neighboring clans while the twin sons of Magnus MacKay grew up and came of age.

      So what if it was an arranged marriage? he thought. He was doing his duty as the eldest son and the next Macpherson laird, and she had a responsibility to her clan. And there had been sparks between them from the very first meeting. He’d felt it, and he was certain she did, too.

      And it wasn’t only her striking eyes and sensual mouth and flawless skin that had captured his attention. Alexander had known many beauties in his twenty-seven years. But she had an intensity that was impossible to hide. Passion that showed through, regardless of the formality of those meetings. There were rumors of her fearlessness and her temper. Each time they met, she had been escorted by MacKay women, guided as to what to say, where to go, and how to behave. But it was impossible to hide the untamed spirit that shone in those magical violet-blue eyes.

      Only once had he kissed her, on the kirk steps after their wedding. But the surge of awareness that rushed through him, sending his heartbeat skittering, had told him everything he needed to know. Or so he thought.

      And then came the bloody prank. Thanks to his youngest brother Colin, he’d ended up in bed with the mistress of a French ambassador. To this day he was certain that nothing had happened between them. Fairly certain.

      He was sprawled half-naked next to the woman, sound asleep when the MacKay servants barged in. The news quickly spread. Alexander was embarrassed. Colin had confessed. Apologies followed. The MacKays knew it was a prank. Everyone knew it was a prank. Everyone except Kenna.

      That was because she was already gone.

      A thousand conflicting thoughts still burned in Alexander’s brain. He had been ready to go after her, find her, and bring her back. But then he’d pieced together the truth about her departure. Kenna had run off before the embarrassing prank. He learned that she had planned her escape even before their wedding.

      “Have you heard one word I’ve said?”

      Alexander turned around sharply. Everyone else had left the Great Hall. “The abbot and Diarmad will take Kenna and our terms to Craignock Castle. We get our ship back at Oban tomorrow.”

      “I knew you weren’t listening. Kenna stays here.”

      “She goes.”

      “This is no time to be pigheaded. Even though the MacDougall started this, we should be sensitive to Emily’s position.”

      “We’ll bring along a couple of nuns with us to attest that her virtue is intact.”

      “We don’t need any nuns. Kenna is blood kin to the MacDougalls. Her word that Emily was kept safe will outweigh a convent full of nuns.”

      For months, Alexander struggled with the insanity of being married to a runaway bride. At first, he’d hoped he could forget about her, but he’d been wrong. When he found out where she was, he was driven nearly mad over what he should do. Part of him wanted to ride to Glosters Priory and drag her back to Benmore Castle, and part of him wanted to burn the priory down with her in it.

      “She goes. The plan was always to kidnap the MacDougall chit. That’s all.”

      “Her name is Emily,” James retorted. “And plans change. Now that we have Kenna, we need to keep them together.”

      Kenna. Alexander couldn’t rub out the image of her standing here barefoot, her hair wild and her clothes in disarray. She inflamed him in every conceivable way. But in those moments, the idea of her long, creamy limbs tangled with his in a bed set his heart hammering, sending fiery desire to parts of him that should remain neutral. It was no use. He wanted her, and she was his wife.

      His wife. All he could think of now was that she was his. That she should be his.  Frustration welled up inside of him. He wouldn't take her against her will. He would not crush the spirit in her, but allowing her to stay in the abbey—stay in the abbey with him—was not an option. She was like a falcon, untamable. She would have to come to him of her own accord. That was the only way, even if it killed him. But she hated him. The contradictions tore at him.

      “This is a mistake, brother,” he growled. “You know better than anyone where things stand between us.”

      “That was six months ago. This is now.”

      “Nothing has changed. She doesn’t want to be near me. Near any of us,” Alexander fumed. “You know what happened when I sent her that bloody letter explaining things. I laid it all out for her. Told her my feelings for her, by ‘sblood! And what was her response?”

      His brother said nothing.

      “She burned it in front of the messenger and sent back the ashes, saying she never wanted to hear the Macpherson name again.”

      “Perhaps her feelings have changed.”

      “Did it look like that to you today?”

      “Well, I accept the possibility that you and Kenna might kill each other over the next day or two. But that is a chance I’m willing to take. I don’t care to start a clan war because we damaged the reputation of a virtuous woman.”

      “They took our bloody ship.”

      “True enough,” James replied. “And we’re getting it back, using negotiation.”

      “By the devil, James, why do you always have to be such a politician?”

      “Because we need to use our brains in this business as much as brawn. Reason is what’s called for here.”

      Alexander’s attention was drawn to the base of the stairs, where a nun was moving into the shadows and hurrying to the door of the Great Hall.

      “Then you’d best direct your reason that way, little brother, for there goes Emily.” He pointed. “And while you do that, I’ll just take my brawn up to the tower room and make sure that my troublemaking wife hasn’t murdered an old nun.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Roxburghshire, Scotland

      The twilight air hung heavy with the scent of battle and blood. Corpses dotted the greying landscape. In the center of it all, the castle rose up beside the river like a brooding beast. The high gate yawned wide at the horrors around it. And in the stronghold’s belly, the rank, dark dungeons bulged with dozens of the ill-fated.

      Sir Ralph Evers moved across the bloody ground. Wounded Scots cried out for mercy, praying for a quick death, a sword thrust to the heart.

      Before fighting his way into these Scottish Borders he had been Governor of Berwick-upon-Tweed, Commander in the North, Warden of the East March, High Sheriff of Durham. But none of these titles held a straw against what lay ahead.

      In the name of King Henry, he was the Scourge of the Borders from sea to sea. Every town and farm was his to take. Every tower house and manor was his to destroy. Every Scot he came across was his to bleed. And bleed they did, for he had no time for prisoners. Unless they had a king’s ransom to pay.

      More than wealth, more than titles, more than the gratitude of his king, he believed in power...and fear. They were the only ‘real’ things in the world. In his world.

      And he saw it in the eyes of every groveling peasant and laird that knelt begging before him.

      Horsemen appeared by the river. Donald Maxwell, with his sharp hawk’s eyes, spotted him and led his band of renegade Lowland cutthroats up the hill to where Evers waited. An old man, his white hair matted and bloody, stumbled along behind them at the end of a long tether.

      “Sir Ralph,” he said, dismounting and reeling in the old man like a stray dog. “I’ve got a prize for you.”

      Evers nodded but said nothing.

      “This one is called Cairns, and they say in the village that the old bastard possesses great knowledge of the dark arts. He even knows the secrets of the dead.”

      Evers stared at the man with little interest. These ignorant Scots. Every village they plundered had a witch or wizard. Fools. Frightened villagers spewing nonsense to preserve their lives for an hour longer. Even the entertainment of it was growing stale.

      “Well, old man,” he demanded. “Is there any truth in what they say?”

      Cairns said nothing, but his restless eyes scanned the field of dead bodies around him.

      Maxwell struck him across the face, driving him to the ground. “You will speak when his lordship addresses you.”

      The old man, on his knees, stared at the blood running from his mouth to the black earth. He glanced up only once at Evers but said nothing. Still, his wizened face, closed and guarded, bespoke secrets.

      Sir Ralph’s eyes narrowed. He knew nothing of sorcery or magic. But he knew about strength and control and power. These things Cairns had…for the moment.

      “Take him to Redcap Sly,” he told Maxwell. His master of torture. An artist of the first order.

      Whatever Cairns had or knew, it would all be Evers’s before the dismal Scottish sun rose again.
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        “If I had my mouth, I would bite;

        if I had my liberty, I would do my liking:

        in the meantime, let me be what I am,

        and seek not to alter me.” 

      

      

      “Forgive me, Sister. Normally, I would never raise a hand against any member of the church, but the desperate nature of our situation here demands drastic action.”

      The grey-haired woman, stripped of her habit, veil, and wimple, sat bound and gagged and entirely unhappy in a corner. Her furious glare told Kenna that there was no forgiveness in that old heart at the moment, no matter what the reason.

      “Where are you, cousin?” Kenna peered down at the courtyard. She’d given her word that she would not climb down the tower wall until she saw Emily clear of the building and running for the gates.

      Every blanket and rag in the chamber had been cut into strips and tied into one length of rope. They had even broken up the cot and used the woven pieces of cord that supported the straw tick. The clothing the nun brought up for her had been cut and added to the lengths she’d be using to escape the tower.

      Ignoring the woman’s fierce looks, Kenna tested the strength of the knots.

      “Finally.” She smiled, seeing her cousin in the courtyard, Emily paused for a moment to look up at the tower before hurrying toward the gates.

      “I’m eternally grateful for the clothes and the shoes, Sister. I’ll make arrangements to have them replaced.”

      The nun shook her head vehemently. Kenna moved to the window facing the sea and opened the shutter. The sun was dropping quickly toward the horizon, and the cool breeze whistled through.

      “Don’t worry about me. Even as a young lass, I was climbing greater heights than this.” Usually using good rope, she added silently, but that wasn’t going to stop her now.

      Always given free rein as a child, Kenna had enjoyed every rugged adventure she could find. After her mother’s death, she had been essentially cut loose to run wild. Her father had his boys by then and clan affairs to oversee. Only twelve years old, Kenna found plenty to occupy her time. All of it dangerous.

      She looked down at the wide ledge at the base of the tower wall. Beyond it, a high cliff dropped to a grey-blue sea.

      “This will hold my weight. Don’t give it another thought.” The assurance was more for herself than for the nun.

      One end of the line was tied to the frame of the bed that she’d slid to the window.

      Her captive’s muffled complaints grew more alarmed when Kenna dropped the coiled line out the window. It didn’t quite reach the ledge, but the distance remaining looked to be a manageable drop. She cast one final look back at the nun.

      “Wish me well.”

      Kenna climbed out and the bed shifted. On the outside, she almost lost her grip as she dropped a foot and jerked to stop, banging hard against the side of the stone tower.

      “I can do this,” she whispered, holding on tight. The shoes were too big and one slid off. She kicked off the other one, too, and started down. Her descent was slow. The wind buffeted her against the rough stone. Her hands were burning from the knotted rags and rope. As she descended, the ledge between the tower and the cliff seemed to shrink by half. Her legs wrapped around the makeshift line. Kenna snaked her way down, focusing on her next handhold and forcing back any hint of fear.

      Her plan had been made hastily. She would meet Emily outside of the walls and once they were clear of abbey land, they’d find shelter for the night and get word to the castle tomorrow. This was all MacDougall territory. Any of the crofters would surely help them. And away from Alexander, Kenna would be able to think straight.

      The thought of her husband finding them gone was a satisfying one.

      The Macphersons would not rest until they had their ship back, but they would need to find another way of going about it. Kenna would speak to her father when he arrived at Craignock Castle. That would be their first communication since the wedding—with the exception of exchanging two letters: him ordering her to return to her husband, and her refusing his directive. She did it politely, but it was still a refusal. Even so, he’d want to get involved in this. She was certain he’d known nothing of Emily’s dowry, but perhaps the MacKays could do something to renegotiate the marriage terms with the Lowlander.

      Almost at the bottom, Kenna gasped as the rope suddenly lifted and she slammed hard against the building. Cursing, she looked up and found Alexander leaning out of the window above her.

      “Are you mad, woman?” he called down.

      Kenna had heard no shouting, no call to his men for help. Perhaps his pride wouldn’t allow it.

      Then he began to pull her up, and panic seized her.

      She loosened her grip and slid down, quickly reaching the last knot. She had to jump, but the drop to the ledge seemed so far now. And with every second, the distance was increasing. But she wouldn’t be hauled in like some salmon on a line.

      Below her, the narrow ledge waited. She could do this. Once down, she was fast enough to get away before he came down the abbey steps and out through the courtyard. So long as Emily was already clear of the gates, their plan would work.

      The rope shifted, and she hit the building again, jarring her shoulder.

      “By the Virgin,” she prayed. “Don’t let me break a leg.”

      Her landing was far from graceful. She landed on a rock, rolling her ankle and sending her sprawling.

      “Shite, shite, shite,” she cursed, feeling pain shoot right to her hip.

      Breathless from the impact of the fall, she tried to gather her strength. A dark image appeared above her.

      She blinked. “Oh, Satan’s hairy arse.”

      Using her makeshift rope, the beast was speeding down the side of the building. He appeared to have wings, and she guessed he’d be on top of her in seconds.

      Kenna scrambled to her feet, but the pain in her ankle told her she wouldn’t be outrunning him. Her second choice was the cliff. She peered past the edge at a small opening of water among the rocks. She could certainly break her neck going that way.

      He landed beside her with the ease of a cat.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      Her heart pounded violently in her chest, but she refused to look at him. Stretching a hand instead toward the colorful western sky, she replied casually, “This is far too beautiful an evening to stay locked up in a tower room. I decided to come out for some air.”

      “Air? Is that what you are after? Well, I’ll give you air then.”

      He grabbed her hand. She spun around, shoving at his chest. There was no escape. Instead, he snaked his arm around her and pulled her hard against him.

      Suddenly, the ledge was behind her, and they were flying. Alexander never let her go.

      No experience in her past could match the feeling in Kenna’s stomach. A scream that she later realized belonged to her echoed off the craggy bluffs speeding by, but there was no crunching of bones at the bottom. No spattering of brains on the rocks. Just a quick cut downward through the surface of the pool, the shock of cold water, the sharp taste of brine in her mouth, and then the rapid ascent to sunlight.

      Clutching at him, Kenna gasped for air, coughing up seawater. She couldn’t catch her breath. Her heart was still lodged in her throat. The water was cold, but the air was colder on her face.

      He pushed the hair out of her eyes and pulled her to him.

      Her coughing subsided and Kenna’s gaze fell on the muscles of his neck. She glanced up past the droplets of water clinging to his lips and then to his eyes. Their gazes locked, and his arms tightened around her as his kicking legs kept them afloat.

      Alexander Macpherson had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen in her entire life, and they were staring intently at her now.

      Kenna felt a jolt deep in her belly; she read hunger in that face. Flustered by the way her treacherous body responded to him, she still could not bring herself to push him away.

      “Was that air enough for you?” His voice was low and washed over her like silk.

      Her gaze flitted upward toward the top of the cliff.

      “And you say I’m crazy? You’re absolutely out of your mind.” Her hands encircled his thick neck. She wanted to strangle him. “Your life might not have any value, but mine does, and I have no death wish. But more importantly, know this. I successfully escaped from you in this world; I have no desire to have you follow me into the—”

      He crushed her lips beneath his, silencing her. Kenna’s hands fisted and wedged between them. But her cheating body wouldn’t muster the strength to push him away. It had been so long since she felt that delicious spark she'd only ever felt with him. Shockwaves shuddered through her. His strong body pressed against her own. She wanted to be even closer. With an inaudible sigh, Kenna gave in, leaning into him, into the kiss. Her hands clenched his shirt as she welcomed the feel of those hard lips.

      She knew the moment a sense of urgency seized him. His hands wrapped tighter around her, one clutching at her back, the other cupping her bottom. The pressure of his lips increased and Kenna melted deeper into the kiss. His tongue was soft and hard and she instinctively opened to him when he started sampling, tasting, learning the texture of her mouth. And her tongue responded to his, tentatively at first, but becoming bolder by the moment as his taste, his scent, the pressure of his body, dazed her mind. She had never experienced this kind of heat, the raw desire growing within her.

      His breath was ragged when he abruptly ended the kiss. He stared into her eyes, and she burned with embarrassment for she couldn’t hide how much she’d enjoyed what had just happened.

      Taking her hand, he swam to the edge of the rocky pool.

      Nothing more was said. So what was she feeling? Disappointment that he’d ended it too soon? Confusion over her body’s reaction? Embarrassment because of her response? Her anger was gone. Kenna’s mind churned to make sense of what just happened, to get a grip on her whirling emotions. He didn’t like her. She hated him. Why would he kiss her? Why did she respond that way?

      Alexander climbed onto the rocks, pulling her up behind him. She forced back a gasp of pain as her ankle refused to support her weight. The dress, soaked with cold seawater, sagged on her body. Looking down, she was mortified to find the linen blouse was molded to her breasts, her nipples poking through the cloth. Pulling the dress up the best she could, she followed him, trying not to limp. The rocks were wet and slippery and he caught her around the waist as she slipped. Alexander half carried her to a stony stretch of beach.

      Just as they reached it, Kenna was surprised to see four riders, leading two additional horses, appear at the far end of the beach. Her cousin Emily was one of the riders, and her horse’s bridle was held by James Macpherson. She sent Kenna a despairing look.

      “The abbot and Diarmad are on their way to see the MacDougall,” James told them. “We should get on the road, as well.”

      Kenna stood in the cold sand, staring at them and shivering. Darkness was only a couple of hours away.

      “Now?” she demanded. “You have no right to endanger Emily’s safety…”

      Whatever else she was going to say withered on her lips as Alexander stripped off his shirt and walked to his horse.

      His waist was narrow, his shoulders wide. His skin was bronzed from the sun. Kenna watched the muscles ripple across his powerful back and suddenly felt warmer. He wrung out his shirt and pulled it back on.

      One of their men dismounted and brought a horse to Kenna, ready to help her. She shook her head and stepped back.

      “Nay, I am not going anywhere.”

      “You heard James,” Alexander said, climbing onto his horse. “We’re getting on the road. Now.”

      “I cannot travel like this,” she said. “My dress is soaked. I have no shoes. I need to change my clothes.”

      “You missed your chance for all that.” He tossed her a tartan blanket. “You can fashion an arisaidh of sorts from this, I imagine.”

      It was the same plaid that Alexander wore. She threw it back at him. “You’ll never see me wearing that. I want a dry dress.”

      “Take yours off. I’ll wring it out for you.”

      She sputtered and then stared at him in disbelief.

      Alexander motioned to the others. “Go on, all of you. We’ll catch up.”

      Emily sent her a desperate look over her shoulder as they rode off.

      The evening sun broke through a cloud. Beams of light framed the man and the massive charger. But Kenna would not allow herself to be intimidated by the two beasts.

      He grabbed her mare’s bridle.

      “I’m cold, truly,” she said. The wet blouse felt like a sheet of ice against her flesh.

      Alexander’s gaze strayed from her face to her breasts. He reached down for her. “I know how to warm you. You’ll ride on my lap.”

      She reached for her belt and was happy to find she still had her dagger after the fall. She took it out and flashed it at him.

      “You ever try to hold me that close again,” Kenna threatened, climbing onto the horse, “and you’ll have more holes in you than a tinker’s vow.”
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        “Would you have me speak after my custom,

        as being a professed tyrant to their sex?”

      

      

      

      Alexander wished his horse could match the speed of Kenna’s tongue.

      She cursed. She complained. She called him all sorts of names. She repeated how brilliant it would be once she was back at Glosters Abbey, so she never had to lay eyes on him again.

      He would have believed her if it were not for their kiss. He’d surprised her, and her response had been enthusiastic, in spite of herself. It killed him to end it so abruptly. But he had his answer.

      Alexander led their group. Kenna and Emily rode behind him. James and their two men brought up the rear. They were still on MacDougall land, so they could not stop at an inn nor at any crofter’s cottage where Emily might be recognized, either. The full moon had risen over the distant Trossachs. The temperature continued to drop and the air was downright cold. He was relieved that Kenna had accepted a blanket from James when they’d caught up to them. He wanted her to learn a lesson for acting so foolishly, but he didn’t want her to catch her death.

      Kenna spurred her horse ahead until they were riding abreast. “Why the devil are you moving so fast? We can’t keep pace.”

      A moment before, she had been complaining that he’d been going so slow that they were in imminent danger of being attacked by lame bandits who might be lurking about on foot.

      “Slow. Fast. Climbing a tower wall. Kenna MacKay, I don’t believe you could ever have any difficulty keeping pace with me.” And that includes in bed, making love, he added silently.

      His compliment silenced her for a couple of moments, and he took the opportunity to study her. The blanket was partially draped over her head and wrapped around her shoulders. But most of her curls were dancing in the wind, as free as her spirit.

      The day had been a long one for Kenna and Emily. Diarmad told him how he and his men had followed the two and their escorts from Craignock Castle through the countryside and how, at a crofter’s cottage, Kenna had delivered a bairn and most likely saved the mother’s life.

      She was obstinate and independent to a fault. But Alexander was impressed all the same. Of all the women he knew, not one could go through that and a kidnapping and an escape attempt and a long ride in a torn wet dress looking like hell, and still keep their head up and ride beside him like royalty. None but his mother, Fiona Drummond Macpherson. He’d heard plenty of stories from his father. Alexander wondered if the two women had any idea how close in spirit they were.

      “We’re hungry and thirsty,” Kenna said finally. “We should stop.”

      “I know a place not too far from here where we’ll set up camp for the night. We’ll eat then.”

      She looked around at the rolling heath of gorse and scrub pine. Below them, a river disappeared into a forest of tall pine. “I don’t want to be sleeping out with wild animals. We should ride straight to Oban.”

      He shook his head and smiled. “I don’t care what you want or don’t want, wife. Have you forgotten that you’re the prisoner here?”

      “Nay, ogre. I’ve forgotten nothing. And your lack of consideration for anyone but yourself makes me think of strangling you with my bare hands.”

      “I like the sound of that. Do your worst, lass.”

      “Really?”

      “The last time you tried to strangle me, you ended up kissing me. So I won’t object.”

      Her eyes flashed like the blade of a dirk in the light of the moon. He remembered the weapon that she kept at her belt. She reined in and rode with her cousin for a few moments, but he was happy when she came up beside him again.

      “Emily wishes to ride straight to Oban, too,” Kenna pressed.

      “We’re staying overnight in the forest.”

      “Consider her reputation, blackguard.”

      Alexander slowed the pace of his charger and glanced over his shoulder at the other woman. “We need to stop soon. This darkness can hide many dangers.”

      “There’s no worse outlaw out here than you,” Kenna needled him. “Show some courage, Alexander. I’ll protect you.”

      “I’ve heard enough. We’re stopping now.”

      Turning down the hill, Alexander led them into a wooded glen beside the river. He dismounted on a flat area covered with soft pine needles. He could hear the burbling water through the gloom.

      Everyone had climbed down from their horses but Kenna. She was leaning down and speaking to Emily. It was not hard to read her thoughts. In a moment she would be taking off into the night. He approached them and took hold of the mare’s bridle.

      “I’m warning you, lass.”

      “Warning me?”

      “Aye, that I am. I’ll be coming after you if you make a break for it. And I’ll be catching you. And then there will only be the two of us in these dark woods.”

      “You cannot scare me.”

      “The sky will be our blanket, wife. The soft earth, our pillow.” He let the suggestive words linger between them. “Would you like me to explain more?”

      “I don’t care to hear any more of your dreams. And so you know, it’s a nightmare, to my thinking. Nay, I’m going nowhere.”

      It wasn’t his imagination. Her voice had thickened.

      “Climb down, Kenna.”

      “I’m tired of you ordering me about. I’ll get down when I’m ready.” She tried unsuccessfully to jerk the mare’s bridle out of his grasp.

      Alexander saw Emily’s jaw drop open, looking from one to the other.

      “Emily, will you be kind enough to help my brother with the food we brought from the abbey? I need a moment alone with my loving wife.”

      The young woman nodded and hurried off.

      “Don’t take orders from him, cousin,” Kenna called after her.

      “Would you like me to help you down, lass?”

      Still holding the horse’s bridle, Alexander reached for Kenna’s ankle. Her cry of pain was unexpected.

      “What have you done?” He felt her calf and ran his hand down the silky skin to the swollen ankle. She winced again but didn’t cry out.

      “Nothing.”

      “It was that mad climb down from the tower window.”

      “You shook me loose from the rope. It was your fault.”

      Alexander would have liked to argue who was at fault, but he guessed that would take all night. “Let me help you down.”

      “Nay, villain. Go away. I can manage by myself.”

      She threw off the blanket and swung her leg over to the other side of the mare. She was sliding off when Alexander came around and caught her by the waist, helping her land gently on both feet.

      “Let go of me. I tell you I don’t need your help.”

      She took a step and winced.

      He swept her up into his arms, holding her against his chest. Her mouth was so close. He stared at her lips. He wanted to taste her again.

      “Both ankles or one?”

      “One,” she whispered. “Put me down. I can walk perfectly well.”

      James had already started a fire. Emily had a blanket spread next to it. Alexander carried the squirming bundle and deposited her there. He crouched down and reached for her leg. She pushed the skirts over it.

      “Leave me alone. I’ll see to it myself.”

      “Not till I make sure it’s not broken.” He reached for her leg again.

      She tried to kick him with her good foot.

      “Why must everything be a struggle with you?” He leaned across her lap and took hold of her leg. She punched him in the back. He pulled the skirt up and in the light of the fire saw the dark bruise on the ankle and the side of her foot. There was no blood, no protruding bones. He touched her shin above the ankle. “Does this hurt?”

      “I’m a healer. I know what’s wrong, what to do. I don’t need your help,” she growled at him.

      “Does this hurt?” he asked again, pressing his fingers along the bone again.

      “It does not.”

      “How about now?” He gently flexed her toes.

      “So you think you’re a physician now?”

      “Answer me.”

      “Nay, it doesn’t hurt. And I’m able to put my weight on it. My ankle is tender, but nothing is broken.”

      She had beautiful feet. Dirty, but beautiful just the same. “I need to wrap it.”

      “You don’t need to do anything. I told you I can see to it, myself.”

      She squirmed, trying to push him away from her lap. Alexander looked up and found James and Emily looking at them as if they were watching a pair of jesters. He let the hellion have her way and stood up.

      “Will she allow you to wrap her leg?” he asked Emily.

      “I believe she will.”

      “It must be tight.” Alexander walked away to the line of surrounding pines. Simply touching her foot, wrestling with her on the blanket, he was aroused. On the surface, he may have been arguing with her. But in truth, he couldn’t stop from imagining the pleasure there would be in stripping her of her wet clothes, washing her feet, her legs, every inch of her.

      The problem was that he hadn’t had a woman since their damned wedding. And the mistress of the French ambassador didn’t count. He couldn’t remember.

      He’d ended up in the wrong bed that first night, but he had sworn to be true to her. And he meant it. Kenna might have run away from him, but they were still married.

      Alexander walked into the woods, trying to focus his thoughts on his ships, on plans for the clan, even on lectures from his father on everything from hunting to horses.

      Anything but her.

      He thought of his duty as master of the Macpherson fleet. Every month, Spanish ships were returning from the New World bulging with silver and gold. They were sweet fruit waiting to be picked, and he had been picking them. His brother James was following another path. Like their uncle Ambrose Macpherson, James had chosen to pursue the life of a diplomat. Colin, the youngest, was overseeing the Lindsay clan affairs with his wife Tess, but he was also ready to take charge of the Macpherson fleet when Alexander succeeded his father.

      In the days before his marriage to Kenna, Alexander’s father had reminded him that it was time to assume the mantle as the next Macpherson laird. He would have done it already if Kenna had stayed. But when she left, he had asked his father to wait while he figured out what needed to be done.

      An annulment was one answer. They had influence enough with the bishop. But six months ago, he couldn’t do it. And he couldn’t do it last month, though he made Kenna believe that he’d requested it. It was a matter of loose ends, unanswered questions, wounded pride, and Macpherson and MacKay clan welfare. Walking away from this marriage meant defeat. He wasn’t ready then. He wasn’t ready now.

      Insane as it might seem, he still had hope. They might still make a marriage work.

      Alexander found himself standing at the river’s edge. With the heavy rains of the previous four days, it was a raging torrent. Branches and timber raced by, carried by the speeding current.

      If someone fell in…

      If someone who was a good swimmer decided to run away…

      Kenna could be halfway back to Craignock Castle by the time anyone realized she was missing. Alexander marched back to where they’d made camp. Perhaps a time would come when he’d stop worrying if his wife was going to run away or not. But tonight was not it.

      Six horses stood tethered at the edge of the clearing. One of his men was looking after them. Alexander knew another would be keeping watch in the darkness. Everything seemed peaceful around the fire. James and Emily sat with their backs to him, speaking quietly. Kenna, sitting against a tree, had a blanket wrapped around her. Her foot was now wrapped in strips of cloth. She watched him suspiciously as he approached.

      “Do you need to go anywhere, do anything?”

      She looked up, pretending all innocence. “Go where? Do what?”

      “You know.” He motioned to where he’d walked from. “Do you need to relieve yourself, woman?”

      “Now?”

      “Now.”

      “When I’m ready, I’ll go.”

      “If you need to go tonight, you’ll do it now.”

      She glared at him. “What are you about?

      He crouched down, looking into her eyes. “Don’t tell me it hasn’t crossed your mind. Walking into the woods? Disappearing?”

      “Without Emily? Without a horse? Limping on a bad ankle?”

      “An abbey tower couldn’t hold you.”

      “In that case…” She smiled, peering around him at the woods. “I believe you should stay awake all night and worry about it.”

      “I’m not worrying about it,” he said.

      “Good. Then go away. You’re blocking the heat of the fire.”

      Alexander walked back to his horse and retrieved a length of braided rawhide. No one, including James, said anything when he returned to Kenna a moment later.

      Her eyes widened. “What are you going to do with that?”

      She tried to squirm away when he looped the cord around the tree and reached for her hands.

      “Get away from me.”

      Despite her size, she was far stronger than he’d imagined. But Alexander had her hands tied behind her back before she could cause him permanent bodily damage.

      “You won’t get away with this. I’ll kill you in your sleep.”

      “Which reminds me.”

      He reached inside her belt and found the dirk. But he took his time. Their faces were just inches apart as his hand rested intimately against the warmth of her belly. A flush rose into her cheeks. He saw her gaze move down to his mouth, but then her eyes narrowed.

      “You come this close to me again tonight,” she told him, “and I’ll make you my wife.”

      Shaking his head, he took the dirk and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Sir Ralph Evers followed his squire down the winding torch-lit stairwell from a tower chamber. “Anything out of him?”

      “Nothing, sir. Can’t get him to say a word. Redcap says he thinks there ain’t much more the old codger can take.”

      Ducking under the low round arch of the doorway, Evers stepped into what was once an attractive Great Hall. Now scores of men huddled in groups or lay on the filthy, blood-soaked rushes that covered the floor. Some were bound; others were too whipped to make a difference.

      “The stench is getting worse,” Evers said, letting his gaze sweep across the room—searching for any remaining hint of defiance.

      “Aye, m’lord. Got dead ‘uns mixed in.”

      “Good. Keep it that way. It will remind the living ones that they’re next.”

      The man motioned to a dead body near them. “This one, soon as he saw the end a-comin’ for him, had a bushel full to pass on.”

      “Anything of interest?”

      “Aye. Swore that Cairns talks to the dead. Knows all their secrets. Says the codger talked to his dead wife. And their lad that drowned in the river. Claimed the old man told him things only his dead kin could know.”

      Evers nudged the corpse with his boot, hoping there was some life left in him. He had more to ask him. Vacant eyes stared back.

      This was the same thing he’d heard from others since Maxwell brought in the old man.

      In a murky, torchlit antechamber beyond the Great Hall, Redcap had strapped Cairns over a barrel. Blood was pooling around him on the floor. In the burly torturer’s hand, a whip dripped red.

      Seeing Sir Ralph Evers enter, Redcap Sly shook his head in disappointment before kicking the heap of skin and bones.

      “Tell his lordship the secret behind yer trickery and ye might receive his mercy.”

      There was no answer. The old man’s breathing was labored. This room reeked worse than the Great Hall.

      Evers glanced one more time at Cairns. Like all the others, the man was a fraud.

      “Finish him,” Sir Ralph ordered.

      Redcap Sly ran a hooked blade across Cairns’s throat. Not even a scream of pain followed. Nothing.

      Cairns’s body slid to the floor. Lifeless eyes stared up at Evers.

      Evers turned to leave but stopped at the sight of a collection of items on a block of wood. Prayer beads, acorns, a hand-carved whistle, small knives.

      “Any of these belong to Cairns?” he asked.

      “The small pouch there. A paltry piece o’ stone in it. Hanging around his neck, it was.”

      Evers snatched up the pouch and walked out. He had stayed long enough in this Borders hell-hole. It was time to cut loose and move north. In the Great Hall, he paused by his captain in charge. “Finish them all. We’re moving north at dawn.”

      Stopping beneath a torch ensconced on the wall, Evers pulled open the pouch. He reached in, only to jerk his fingers out.

      The stone burned him. He shook it out of the bag, and it dropped to the floor. He crouched down.

      Just a light-colored stone with markings carved on it. He picked it up. It was still hot to the touch.

      He turned as the sound of cries and pleas filled the hall. His men were moving among the prisoners, putting an end to their miserable lives.

      A movement near him drew his eye. A man stood beside the dead Scot he’d passed before.

      It was the dead Scot. No chains. No shackles. Just staring at him.

      Before his unformed question could take shape, Evers had his answer. One of his soldiers walked by and stepped through the specter. No living man. A shadow. A ghost.

      Beyond him, others were sitting up, rising from their bodies, standing, staring at him.

      Evers strode back to Cairns’s corpse.

      “I know you cannot deny me in death what you refused me in life. Speak.”

      A dark wisp, Cairns’s spirit hovered over its shell.

      “Tell me about this stone. What is it? And are there others like it?”

      And Cairns told him about the four who walked away from a shipwreck fifty years ago. Each carried an ancient tablet. The first talked to the dead. The second, a healer, could bring a man back from the edge of death. The third knew the secrets of anyone’s past. And the last, a prophet, saw into the future.
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        “I charge thee on thy allegiance.”

      

      

      

      Kester, the MacDougall’s captain of the guard, had his hand on the hilt of his short sword, awaiting the laird’s command. The abbot kept his gaze on Emily’s father, knowing that the next few moments would determine his fate. He sent a prayer skyward to St. Andrew.

      The abbot could wring his hands, deny his involvement, and bow his head until his neck ached. What the Macphersons had dared to do was inexcusable. But he himself had done nothing wrong. He was but the bearer of bad news.

      Still, that could be enough to make him an accomplice in the eyes of the MacDougalls.

      The Macpherson warrior had left him to his fate outside the gates of Craignock Castle. Watching the man disappear into the night, the abbot realized Diarmad was not about to allow his own head to adorn a pike when there was a cleric to sacrifice.

      The MacDougall, three clan elders, and the captain were conferring in the laird’s private chambers when the abbot had been led in. It was late. Coming through a subdued Great Hall, he’d felt dozens of eyes following his every step. Trenchers of food had long ago been emptied and taken away. Dogs gnawed on scraps and bone beneath the long tables. They’d probably be gnawing on his bones tomorrow, the abbot thought.

      After hearing the cleric, Graeme MacDougall didn’t say a word, but sat with his fist wrapped around the cup of ale as if he were choking someone’s life out of it.

      The abbot did not move. He barely breathed.

      “Where are the men who escorted the lasses?” one of the elders finally demanded of Kester.

      “They came back after the two went missing. I sent them out again with the search parties. We knew nothing of this. Just assumed Lady Kenna wandered off, with Lady Emily in her wake. We had no suspicion of foul play till this moment.”

      “Where are they now?” the other elder asked.

      The abbot shifted his gaze from the laird. “I don’t know. On the way to Oban, I should think. They were to leave immediately after I started here.”

      “What route were they taking to Oban?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How many of them are with the lasses?”

      “Five that I saw. But there could be more. Many more.” The abbot decided to not mention that Diarmad had accompanied him to the gates of Craignock.

      “Are all three Macpherson brothers with them?”

      “Only the two eldest…that I saw.”

      The elders began to speak all at once. The abbot said nothing, waiting for the laird to speak.

      “Were any of their ships sitting off the coast?”

      “We can go after them.”

      “If they had enough men, they would have laid siege to Craignock.”

      “They must have only a few ships.”

      “We set a trap in Oban.”

      “Nay, they’re laying a trap for us.”

      “Laird, I told you it would bring disaster taking the Macpherson ship. If you’d only—”

      “Enough!” The laird slammed his cup on a table beside him, sloshing ale on the scarred wood surface. He addressed the abbot. “Emily and Kenna. How do they fare?”

      “Very well, m’lord. They’re being kept together, and they were in good health and spirits when I took leave of them.”

      The MacDougall looked down, twisting a large gold ring on his finger. The ruby inset glittered in the torchlight.

      “And how did Alexander Macpherson react when he realized he’d kidnapped his own wife?”

      “They were both astonished, m’lord.” Saying less was the best course, the abbot decided.

      “You say we can have Emily returned tomorrow?”

      The old man nodded. “They’re only after their ship. On that, Alexander was perfectly clear.”

      Before anyone could speak, the laird waved a hand, requiring silence. He and Kester exchanged a look. “No action will be taken against the Macphersons. The ship will be returned. We will have my daughter back.”

      The abbot breathed more easily.

      “Word of this is not to leave this chamber,” the laird ordered. “Is that clear?”

      “Aye, laird,” an elder replied. “But what about Sir Quentin Chamberlain? What of Emily’s dowry?”

      “I negotiated my daughter’s marriage contract. I will make whatever adjustment we need to make in her dowry. I always had my doubts that the Macpherson ship would have worked out, anyway. And I’m certain Magnus MacKay would have objected to it, too.”

      The other clan elder spoke up cautiously. “But what if Sir Quentin learns Emily has been in the hands of these Highlanders?”

      “There is no reason he should know of it. We don’t expect him for another sennight,” the laird told them. “And you will spread the word that my daughter has gone to Glosters Priory with Kenna for a few days. They will be back soon.”

      It all seemed settled. There was some grumbling, but not one of them was brave enough to speak out. A serving lad appeared and whispered in the laird’s ear. MacDougall nodded and then directed him to take the abbot to the Great Hall and find him some supper.

      Satisfied that disaster had been happily averted, the abbot followed the lad out into the corridor, only to find Diarmad waiting to enter the laird’s chamber. The warrior nodded at the stunned cleric.

      Pausing at the top of the stairs, the abbot stared at the broad back of the Highlander. And before the door closed, he would have sworn he heard laughter.
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        “ …what we have we prize not to the worth

        Whiles we enjoy it, but being lacked and lost,

        Why, then we rack the value, then we find

        The virtue that possession would not show us

        While it was ours.”

      

      

      

      Dresses the colors of spring glimmered with needlework of gold. The jewels the women wore caught every ray of light, blinding with their brilliance. Their faces were bright as the moon. Their voices soft. Their movements deliberate and refined. They crowded the Great Hall, standing in groups, whispering and sending scornful glances in Kenna’s direction.

      The men in the hall formed a single line before her, their faces hidden behind masks. Her father stood beside her, nodding when it was time for each of them to approach and present himself. She looked down at her wet dress, torn in places, and stained nearly black at the hem. Her feet were bare and filthy. Strands of hair fell across her face.

      “Choose one,” her father ordered.

      “But I’m already married,” she told him. “I’m married to Alexander.”

      “He cast you off. Sent you back. He doesn’t want you.”

      Her throat tightened. Sadness clamped down on her heart, but it was no surprise. She’d fought him, deserted him, and said so many false things…all the while knowing that he was the only man she would ever want.

      “Choose one for your husband and do it now, Kenna. We will not move until you have done so. I’ve grown tired of this foolish independence.”

      Kenna tried to prove him wrong. She needed no protection from him. She tried to take a step. Her feet wouldn’t budge. She tried to raise her arms. They were bound to her side. She was a captive.

      The next man in line approached. “Will you have me, lady?”

      She could see nothing of his face, but only the crown sitting askew on his head. “Nay. You are just a prince’s fool.”

      The next one approached. “Will you marry me, great lady?” he drawled each word as if they were a collection of yawns.

      “You are duller and more false than a January thaw.”

      The next man was too cheerful in his question.

      “Nay,” she dismissed him. And the one after. And the dozens after that.

      She did not want another husband. He might have sent her back, but they were still married. Alexander told her that. It was not too late.

      The last man in the room finally stood before her. Before he could ask for her hand, her father spoke first.

      “Take her. She is yours.”

      Kenna struggled against her invisible restraints. “I won’t belong to another, Father. I’m already married.”

      Tears blurred her eyes. She shook her head, trying to get away as he approached. She struggled to push him away. But her hands would not move. They were tied, bound now behind her back.

      Startled, Kenna opened her eyes and gazed up at the blue sky through an opening in the trees. She was outside. There were no lines of men. Her father wasn’t there. There were no clusters of women ridiculing her for the way she looked.

      It was odd to imagine she’d come to think of Alexander as her escape. Six months ago, marrying him would have put an end to Magnus MacKay’s authority. But was she happy with the arrangement?

      She wasn’t. Especially, not after the talk with her father.

      Alexander lay sleeping on his side an arm’s length away. They were sharing the same blanket. She looked at his unshaven face and long lashes. No man had the right to look as attractive as he did. Her gaze moved down his face, and she recalled the havoc the touch of his lips caused in her body.

      In her dreams, she’d wanted him to come for her. During her months at Glosters Priory, Kenna dreamed he would pursue her, know her, accept her for who she was, and fall in love with her. Then she would go with him to the farthest corners of the world. But he’d never come. He’d sent a messenger instead.

      Perhaps she’d been too impulsive, burning the letter without reading it. But it was his fault. A man shouldn’t send a letter saying, Sorry, dear. I drunkenly bedded a wench on our wedding night, or whatever else he wrote. If that, in fact, was the content of the correspondence.

      Anger rose in her. Her hands were still tied behind her. Her shoulders and arms were sore from sleeping this way.

      She glared at a bird, singing loudly on a branch above them.

      “Fly away, bird, or I’ll be plucking your feathers the moment I’m free.”

      Kenna struggled and managed to sit up. Aches in the rest of her body matched the pain in her arms. She was getting too old to be jumping off towers and cliffs the same day. She looked for her cousin. There was no sign of her.

      “Emily?”

      She couldn’t see James Macpherson or the other men traveling with them, either. And the horses. Where were the horses?

      Everyone was gone. They were alone.

      “Wake up, mammet,” she growled at her husband.

      He mumbled something in his sleep and rolled onto his back.

      “They’re all gone, Alexander. Where did you take Emily?”

      The coals in the fire were still smoking. They couldn’t have been gone too long. Kenna stood up, but she couldn’t take more than a step away from the tree. Her hands were restrained.

      “My husband,” she said scathingly. And he’d kept her tied up all night.

      She assessed the object of her anger and balanced her weight on the sore ankle before delivering a kick to his hip with the other. “I said wake up, you puny—”

      The breath was knocked out of her as she hit the ground. One moment she was delivering a kick and a curse and the next, she was down on the blanket with Alexander’s weight partially covering hers.

      “My wife. I can’t put into words what a joy it is to wake up to your caresses and endearments.”

      This was too close. He could surely feel the thrum of her heart. “Untie my hands, you villainous pignut.”

      “Must I?” He pushed the hair out of her face and gently cupped her cheek. His thumb caressed her bottom lip as he looked into her eyes.

      Kenna forgot to breathe and his knee slowly slid upward between her legs. She lost track of the terms of abuse she was planning to deliver. The weight of his body felt perfect. A delicious tingling spread to unthinkable places.

      “I like you when you’re submissive like this.”

      Her knee was intended to connect with his groin, but he was too quick. He rolled them until she was straddling his lap.

      “You don’t need to unman me. Speak to me. You can be on top. I won’t argue.”

      “Untie me, you qualling measle,” she demanded. “Everyone’s gone, including Emily. What have you done to her? Where did they all go?”

      A moment later, she was free. He moved across their camp. She stretched her sore arm and limped after him. The others were definitely gone.

      Alexander disappeared into the woods. Kenna noticed a bag left by the fire. She rummaged through it. Another blanket, some dried meat, and oat cakes.

      He came back carrying a sword in its sheath. He strapped the weapon to his belt.

      “Where is everyone?” she asked again. “Where is Emily?”

      “James must have taken her, and not too long ago.”

      “But why? Where are the horses? We have to go after them.”

      “They’ve taken those, too,” he said.

      “Why? There has to be a mistake.”

      “I don’t think so.” He looked around the camp. “We’ve been abandoned…for some reason.”

      She threw up her hands in frustration. “But why would anyone do such a thing? Are they insane? Weren’t they afraid I might cut your throat while you slept?”

      “The thought must have crossed their minds. James left my sword where the horses were tied, out of your reach.”

      He crouched by the fire, pawing through the food.

      Kenna couldn’t believe how calm he seemed in light of everything. Deserted with no shelter and still on MacDougall land. After what the Macphersons did yesterday, she wouldn’t be surprised if there were a price on Alexander’s head. “Emily wouldn’t go with them without putting up a fight. She must have been kidnapped.”

      “She was kidnapped. Yesterday,” he reminded her, looking amused. He took a bite of dried meat. “But from the looks of things, she didn’t put up a fight or call for help.”

      “Maybe she did. You sleep like the dead.”

      “And what about you? Did you hear her?”

      Kenna hadn’t. She recalled last night before falling asleep, she’d found it peculiar that Emily appeared to be so comfortable with James Macpherson. Would her cousin do that? Run away with a Highlander? Would she abandon her? No, none of that made sense.

      “Emily has a reputation she protects fiercely, never mind an upcoming marriage. I wouldn’t even be here if she hadn’t refused to be alone with you and your brother.”

      “Her reputation is safe. The abbot saw you two were together. That will be enough until we hand her over to her father in exchange for our ship.”

      “The MacDougalls won’t return your ship unless I’m returned. Don’t forget, I was kidnapped, too.”

      “You overestimate your value. You were taken by your husband.”

      “That’s still kidnapping.”

      “Not in the eyes of the Macphersons or the MacKays. Your father suggested many times that I should ride over to Glosters Priory and reclaim my wife.”

      Her father would say that. Magnus MacKay had only two things he valued, keeping his sons safe and protecting his clan’s future. He needed the Macpherson warriors. And Kenna was just a marker in the exchange. As far as he was concerned, she had no voice in what was to become of her life.

      “I’ll not be a sack of grain to belong to the highest bidder.”

      “That’s exactly what I told your father. I said Kenna is more like a Scots grey or a bearded collie.”

      “So I’m a chicken…or a dog?” She could hurt him. She wanted to hurt him. She wanted to hurt someone. She moved toward him, hand outstretched. “My dirk. I want it back.”

      He pushed to his feet, backing up. “Only a fool would hand Kenna MacKay a weapon when she’s this unsettled.”

      “And a bigger fool would think he’s safe in the wilderness, no matter what scheme my father or your brother has been devising to bring me to my knees. It won’t work.”

      Kenna was surprised to see the hilt of the dagger stretch toward her. She paused in taking it, searching his face for any sign of a trick.

      “James might have had the best of intentions, but there’s danger here.”

      She took the weapon and tucked it in her belt. Limping into the woods, she realized this was the first time he’d trusted her.

      Kenna tried to not place too much importance on it. Right now she needed privacy, which she found under a tree close to the river.

      The two of them, alone together. What was everyone thinking? What did they hope to accomplish? That all their past trouble would just vanish? Alexander and Kenna couldn’t string two sentences together without fighting.

      She stood up and shook out her skirts. The dream she’d had wouldn’t leave her. And what if she did somehow clamp her mouth shut? Cut back on insults that seemed to come so naturally when she spoke with him?

      Remembering Alexander’s weight on her made Kenna’s heart race, even now. She wasn’t immune to his looks or to the way he had with women. He knew exactly what to do, what to touch, how to make her skin tingle and have her breaths catch in her chest. And he’d returned her dirk.

      She touched her mane of hair and cringed at the thought of how bad she must look. No better than a fairy woman, the Bean Nighe even. A nightmarish sight, to be sure. Her wild hair. Her ruined dress. All she was missing were webbed feet, a great tooth protruding from her mouth, and breasts hanging to her knees.

      Kenna walked to the river and stepped out onto some rocks. The surging waters ran deep and fast all around her. The current was too strong. She leaned down and washed her hands and face. The sane decision would be for Kenna to walk back in the direction they’d come. She could take shelter in some crofter’s cottage while Alexander moved north. His brother and the men would come back for him once they had the ship.

      A movement across the river caught her attention. More than a half dozen men emerged from the trees at the water’s edge. They carried bows and English halberds. All were armed with short swords. She crouched low on the rocks. Perhaps they wouldn’t see her.

      She was wrong.

      “We can ford upstream,” one of them shouted in English, moving quickly upriver. The rest followed on his heels.

      Her first thought was to warn Alexander. There was no way the two of them could fight off so many.

      She stood up and turned to see him coming toward her.

      “Kenna.”

      She recognized the urgency in Alexander’s hushed voice. He must have seen them, too.

      “Go. Run,” she told him. His fate would be much worse than hers, she imagined. With her bad ankle, she would only slow him down.

      “We go together,” he said, lifting her by the waist and plunging them both into the rushing current.
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        * * *

      

      Gold and revenge. They were the only things that gave a man real pleasure. And, of course, a good fire.

      Sitting on horseback beside Sir Ralph, Donald Maxwell felt, even at this distance, the heat of the flames rising above the roof of the burning tower house. He breathed in the smell of scorched wood and thatch and flesh.

      He’d gotten back to Evers too late to take part in this raid, but what he had learned was worth three days of hard riding.

      “The healer was the wife of Magnus MacKay, a laird far to the north.” Maxwell turned in his saddle and nodded toward the blue mountains in the distance. “She’s the one Cairns told you about. She had a carved stone, and it passed on to her daughter Kenna when the lass married the son of the Macpherson laird, half a year since.”

      “Where is she now?”

      “I sent a raiding party to bring her back. The lass has been in a priory—”

      “I don’t care where she’s been or who she’s married to. I want the stone.”

      “My men know what you want. They’ll bring it.”

      “Where is she now?” Evers asked again.

      “Near Oban.”

      “Good. Send word to them. They’re to come back with the stone or not come back at all.”
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        “Speak, Count, ‘tis your cue.”

      

      

      

      “You think I’m a child…or a fool.”

      Emily paced the room James Macpherson had taken at the ferryman’s inn. Her meal, barely touched, sat on the table.

      James shook his head. “That’s not it, at all.”

      She huffed and stared out the tiny window at the windswept grey waters of the sound. Along the coast, Oban’s cottages huddled together out of the salty winds of the sea. She could chew his head off. She’d fallen victim to the Highlander’s crafty charm. She was a fool, she thought angrily.

      Because of her gullibility, Kenna was in danger.

      “You told me they could mend their differences with a few hours alone.”

      “I meant it. There’s a great deal they need to discuss, and they’ve never had a chance to do that.”

      She waved him off. “I believed your tales that Alexander hasn’t been the same since Kenna left him.”

      “Anyone who has spent any time with my brother will swear to that.”

      Emily continued to pace. James had played to the romance in her heart, knowing she’d soften at the prospect of her cousin out of the priory and happily settled into marriage. She would not be caught again in his snares.

      “You led me to believe that it was up to us to give them another chance.”

      James Macpherson nodded. “And that’s what we’ve done.”

      Like an obedient sheep, she’d followed his lead as the sky lightened along the eastern horizon. Trusting him, she’d crept silently away. She’d ridden on, leaving Kenna and assuming the Macpherson men would do right for Alexander and her cousin.

      “You lied to me.”

      “I may have omitted one or two things,” he replied.

      She stopped, facing him. “You told me you left them a horse.”

      “True, that was a lie,” he admitted. “But if we’d left them a horse, they would have arrived here ahead of us. Sharing a mount, there’d be no time to talk. We needed to slow them down.”

      “And now she’s in danger of English raiders.”

      “Alexander can take care of them both.”

      Arriving at the inn, James heard talk of raiding parties being seen farther north than ever. Some were rumored to be in the same area where they’d left Kenna and Alexander.

      Now James intended to go back for them.

      “There’s no point in waiting any longer for my kinsmen. I’m coming with you,” she announced. “As it is, Kenna will never forgive me. If anything happens to her, I’ll never forgive myself.”

      “That’s out of the question. You’re not coming with me. You’re going back to Craignock Castle as soon as your father’s men get here.”

      All the politician’s charm dropped away when James issued a command. And what he was telling her now was certainly an order.

      Emily matched his glare. “What about my exchange for the ship? Where is it?”

      “Well, that business is settled. I suggest you rest. I suspect the MacDougalls will arrive any time now.” James edged toward the door. “I’ll watch outside for them.”

      Something was wrong. He’d fooled her once. She wouldn’t allow it to happen again. Emily moved to the door, blocking his exit. “You really do take me for a fool.”

      His expression hardened, but the arresting grey eyes avoided meeting hers.

      “Talk, James Macpherson, or by God I’ll put on a show that will make my cousin Kenna proud,” she threatened.

      “You’re two different people. Be happy with who you are. You’re much easier to reason with.”

      His words were intended to be a compliment, but Emily didn’t perceive it that way. She took a threatening step toward him, her tone sharper than before. “What is this business that is settled?”

      “Now, listen to me. None of this involves you. Let me go by.”

      “I’ll set the inn on fire if you go out this door.” She poked his chest. It was like jabbing a rock. She did it again, enjoying the thrill of standing up to him. “I’ll scream ‘murder’. I’ll steal a horse and ride back to where you deserted my cousin.”

      “I didn’t think it was necessary to keep you in the dark. I don’t know why I should be the target of your wrath. Your father could better explain when you return to Craignock.”

      Father. Kenna’s words came back to her. They were nothing but brainless, senseless property in the eyes of their fathers.

      “My father will never see me again unless you explain.” She rose up on her toes, looking him directly in the eye, making certain he understood she meant every word.

      He stared back long enough that Emily felt a kick deep in her belly. Something changed in his gaze. Their faces were a hand’s width away, and time froze in the room. They both felt it. The argument was forgotten.

      James broke the spell and moved to the window. The sea breeze pushed through his dark red hair. Emily studied his broad shoulders. Her gaze moved uncontrollably down his back to the narrow waist and along the length of his kilt to powerful calves that disappeared into boots. The warmth rising into her face was unexpected.

      “The ship,” he said finally. “The Macpherson ship was never part of your dowry. That was only part of the plan. It was a ruse to bring Alexander to Craignock.”

      Emily covered her burning cheeks with cold hands. She was embarrassed by the thoughts rushing through her a moment ago. Sir Quentin Chamberlain. She repeated the name in silence. Her future husband.

      “I’m relieved about that,” she managed to say. “But I’m certain there’s a great deal more you haven’t told me.”

      “Our ship was never actually taken. The kidnapping was simply to bring Kenna and Alexander together. If they reconcile, then that puts the MacKay and Macpherson clans back on their arranged path. We accomplished exactly what we intended. The only complication is the English.”

      She pressed her fingers to her temples, trying to shut her momentary lapse of judgment and focus on what was at stake. “Alexander knew nothing of all this?”

      “Nothing. Those two are so bull-headed that if either one knew, then the plan was doomed. And we carried it off brilliantly, when you think of it. I don’t believe Alexander or Kenna suspected a thing.”

      “So this is not another Macpherson prank?”

      “Absolutely not,” he said defensively. “The clans stand to lose a great deal if those two go through with an annulment. We had to try, and your father was most agreeable in allowing us…allowing me to use your wedding for the plan.”

      “My father…allowing you…and at my wedding,” Emily repeated. Her head was beginning to pound. “Why wasn’t I told?”

      “Very few people know the truth. We couldn’t chance failure.”

      “Failure? What kind of success would it be if Kenna stabbed one of your men at the river yesterday? And you know that was a strong possibility. Because I wasn’t told, I didn’t stop her from climbing down the wall at the abbey, where she could have fallen on her head and died. And that was a possibility, too.”

      “Well, there’s still the distinct possibility that she’s already stabbed Alexander and he’s strangled her in return,” James offered. “But these were hazards our families were willing to take.”

      “Our families. Our. Including the MacDougalls. And you still don’t believe there was anything wrong in keeping me ignorant of the plot? You had so many chances to explain.”

      Before he could answer, a knock on the door drew their attention.

      “A company of MacDougall warriors. They’re at the tavern on the harbor.”
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        * * *

      

      The current was strong. The rushing water broke Alexander’s hold on Kenna as soon as they were dropped at the first bend of the river. She was carried ahead, bobbling under and above the racing stream. Alexander’s ribs and legs banged against submerged objects as he sailed by them. The sword at his belt threatened to pull him under or snag on branches lodged in the rocks, but he wasn’t about to let the weapon go. He tried to stay afloat and avoid smashing into the boulders. Suddenly, he could no longer see her.

      “Kenna!” he shouted over the roar of the water.

      Urgency seized him. He knew she was a good swimmer. That much he’d learned when they jumped off the cliffs at the abbey the day before. But neither knew what the next bend in the river would bring. She could bang her head against a rock and go under.

      “Kenna!” he shouted again, swimming with the current and scanning both shores for some sign of her.

      The river became narrower and deeper, and he felt himself drop down a number of levels. Where the current passed between large rocks, the flow of the water was stronger and faster.

      With its roots pulled loose from the bank, a tree stretched across the river ahead. He was relieved when he spotted a slight figure holding on to the very end of one limb.

      “Kenna!” he shouted, gliding in long strokes toward her.

      She turned and stretched out a hand toward him. The water was pushing him away from the tree. In a moment he’d sweep past her. He swam across the current, trying to close the distance to her. But the river had a mind of its own, pushing him away.

      “Stay there! Work your way to the shore,” he shouted as the water carried him past her. “I’ll find you.”

      To Alexander’s dismay, she let go of the tree and disappeared beneath the surface.

      “What are you—” The breath was knocked out of his body as he slammed against a large boulder. He felt his left arm go numb as his shoulder struck another half-submerged rock beside it. He hadn’t been watching, hadn’t seen it coming. He was nearly on top of another boulder and he winced, awaiting the next smashing blow.

      “Don’t worry. I have you.” Small arms wrapped around him from behind. She stretched her legs out, planting her feet against the boulder and pushing them away from the obstacle. “Lean against me. I’ll pull you to shore.”

      Alexander was relieved to have found her. At the same time, he wanted to laugh out loud. He coughed out a mouthful of water.

      “I’ll carry us to shore,” he corrected. “I’m saving you.”

      “Say what you will,” she cried in his ear. “But let’s not waste any of your strength. If you panic, I’ll have to drown you and go off on my own.”

      Alexander heard her grunt as she managed to swing him around and wedge the two of them against another fallen tree limb. He glanced toward the shore. There appeared to be an eddy beyond the tree. They were not far from the water’s edge.

      He turned in her arms. “Hold on to me.”

      “I am holding on to you,” she shouted. “If I let you go, you’d probably crack that thick head of yours on one of these rocks.”

      “Have it your way. I’ll hold on to you.” He looped one arm tightly around Kenna’s waist and used the other to work his way along the tree toward the shore.

      Alexander’s shoulder throbbed. The two of them managed to work together until their feet touched the riverbed. A moment later, they dragged themselves out of the water.

      Once ashore, Kenna sank to her knees on the muddy bank. Alexander reached for his belt and found the sword still attached.

      “You can drop that weapon.”

      They looked up. A soldier stood a few steps away, short sword raised.

      He turned his head, calling to someone beyond the line of trees. “Over here, lads. Come see what the river coughed up for us.”
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        “And in her eye there hath appeared a fire.”

      

      

      

      Kenna could see one man, but how many more were beyond the trees? Jumping back into the river no longer seemed a viable option. The soldier was too close.

      By the Virgin, she wouldn’t allow the English to take them. Still on her hands and knees, she stole a glance at Alexander. His expression told her he had no intention of surrendering, either. His hand moved to the hilt of the sword. She reached for the dirk and gathered every ounce of strength left in her body. She leaped for the Englishman, dragging one leg behind her.

      The soldier’s eyes widened, and he swung his sword in her direction. Alexander was on him before the man could even utter a cry for help. Cut down, the soldier crumpled at her feet.

      “Wait here,” he ordered, pushing her behind a tree.

      His eyes met hers for only an instant. He was a warrior ready for battle, and he would protect her to the last breath left in his body.

      “As soon as I’ve led them away, go back in the river and let the current take you as far as you can go.”

      Voices. She peered out as soon as Alexander plunged into the undergrowth along the bank. Four men came out into the clearing, the first one nearly stumbling over their dead comrade. Seeing Alexander in flight, they leaped after him and the chase began.

      She picked up the short sword of the dead soldier. It was no heavier than the ones she used in practice with the MacKay warriors. The river was only steps away. She turned and followed the shouts. There could be more of them ahead, but she couldn’t leave him here. She wouldn’t let him die. They’d exchanged vows of marriage, regardless of the mockery they’d made of it for the past six months. Kenna wouldn’t be able to live with herself if anything happened to him because of her.

      The sound of fighting brought her to a clearing. Three men were down. Alexander was deflecting the blows of the last one, a huge soldier swinging a massive sword.

      Blood covered Alexander’s shirt. His left arm hung limp and was clearly of no use to him in battle. The Englishman drove him back and he stumbled over a root. As the soldier raised the weapon over Alexander, Kenna shouted, rushing in. But she stopped short as someone grabbed a fistful of her hair from behind, yanking her backward. Then she felt the edge of a blade against her throat.

      “Drop it.”

      Alexander’s sword ran upward through his foe before the blow could fall, and the giant collapsed on her husband’s body.

      “I said drop the sword.”

      The man was a Scot, a Lowlander by his accent. Kenna wondered how many more of them were left.

      She dropped the sword at her feet as Alexander shoved the dead body away and stood up. He saw her and whoever it was holding a knife to her throat.

      “I’m taking the woman,” the Lowlander threatened. “If you follow, she’s dead.”

      “You’re not taking her anywhere,” Alexander told him. “She means nothing to you and she belongs to me.”

      “If she’s the one we’re looking for, she means a great deal to me.”

      He started to back away. Kenna stumbled and the man jerked her upright. As he did, she pulled the dirk from her belt and stabbed backward at him, hitting him in the thigh and again in the belly. She felt his grip loosen.

      Wrenching herself free, she turned to face him. But before she could strike again, he suddenly stood up straight, a peculiar look on his face. Dropping his knife, he reached back over his shoulder.

      When he fell dead on his face at her feet, she saw the hilt of a short sword protruding from his back. Behind him, a boy stood looking at them, his face flushed with anger. He couldn’t have been more than eight or nine years of age.

      “There’s more of them nearby. I seen ‘em. Follow me.”

      He started off in a direction away from the river. Alexander joined her and took her hand. He was covered in blood, but she didn’t know how much of it was his.

      “The lad’s our best chance,” he told her.

      He was badly hurt. Fresh blood was seeping through the shirt on his side. His steps dragged, but they kept the boy in sight.

      Kenna wrapped an arm around him, encouraging him to lean on her. Then, just ahead, water shimmered through the trees. By the time they reached a stony beach, the boy had shoved a small skin-covered fishing boat into the water.

      “Is he going to die on you?” he asked, as Kenna helped Alexander climb inside. Blood dripped onto nets in the bottom of the boat.

      “Nay, we’ll have no dying today,” Alexander answered. “You’re a brave lad. What’s your name?”

      “Jock.” He pushed the boat away from the shore and climbed in. He nodded at the brooch on Alexander’s kilt as he fitted the oars into the pins. “You’re a Macpherson. I’ve seen the crest on yer ships’ flags.”

      “Aye. And I can see you’re a smart one, at that.”

      Kenna searched the shoreline for any sign of anyone following them. None that she could see. A dense fog was rolling in from the northern hills out over the water. When she offered to take the oars and row, the boy bristled and then turned back to Alexander.

      “You’re too far south and with none of your people.”

      “True. But how about you? You are too young to be out on your own. Where’s your kin?”

      “Down the loch on the south shore. Knipoch. Before those accursed English came, my cousin and me fished up and down the bay. But one of them fen-sucking devils cut him down, day before yesterday.” He looked with loathing back toward the shore they’d left. “So I been watching them. Staying just ahead of ‘em. Warning the crofters and the fishing folk when I know they’re coming close.”

      Kenna was relieved when the fog rolled in, enfolding them, shielding them from men or beasts that might be lurking on the shores. The wound in Alexander’s side continued to bleed. She tore out a section of her shift and pressed the fabric against his wound. He pretended there was nothing amiss, continuing to talk to the boy.

      “How many have you seen?”

      “All told, more than twenty. That’s as much as I can count,” Jock explained without apology. “But they move in packs. Five or six, usual. Don’t know if there’s more inland.”

      “That was a Scot helping them.”

      The boy spat over the side. “Aye, devil take him. Word is a filthy Lowlander called Donald Maxwell leads ‘em. Has other renegades fighting for him. But he has English gold, they say. It’s his people what’s doing the burning and killing, blast ‘im.” He paused, glancing at Kenna. “And asking about a woman.”

      “What woman?” Kenna asked.

      “They’re offering English gold for the wife of Alexander Macpherson. A MacKay woman.” Jock looked at her. “They’re looking for you.”
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        * * *

      

      At the first bend of the road south of Oban, James found the MacDougalls waiting for them. Ten of them, all on horseback. Emily sat astride her horse in front. He’d been restless to leave, but he should have known that she wasn’t finished with their argument.

      The calm and compliant Emily MacDougall that he’d met at Alexander and Kenna’s wedding six months ago and again yesterday was gone. She was still beautiful to look at, pleasant to speak to, and there was an aloofness about her that kept James safely at arm’s length. Before, her spirit was subdued. Not the woman for him.

      Now, a day later, James didn’t know what to do with this hellfire. Actually, he knew exactly what to do.

      He spoke directly to Kester, the leader of the men sent to escort the laird’s daughter back.

      “If I’m not mistaken, you’re taking the wrong road.”

      “We’re coming with you,” Emily answered instead.

      He addressed the warrior. “You have orders from the laird. I suggest you escort Lady Emily directly to Craignock Castle.”

      Emily nudged her mare forward and positioned herself between James and Kester. “You will speak directly to me when your conversation involves me.”

      James studied her. The clear voice, direct look, the confidence. If there were a low-hanging tree branch in sight, he would have thought she’d struck her head once or twice, for she was even bolder than the woman he’d spoken to earlier at the inn. And if he thought she was beautiful before, Emily MacDougall was magnificent now. The protective shell was shattered. The real woman now sat before him.

      Fighting the urge to sweep her off her horse and drag her back to the inn, James looked off at the whitecaps checking the grey-green firth. The MacDougall men outnumbered them two to one. In any event, making love to her now might not be the most political of strategies.

      He addressed Kester. “I’d like to have a private word with you.”

      The aging warrior glanced at his mistress first and followed only after Emily nodded her consent.

      James rode back around a small grove of scrub pines.

      “I’ll not play games here. My brother and his wife may be in danger. I need to get to them as fast as I can,” the Highlander explained. “Graeme MacDougall and I agreed to the arrangements. You must take the laird’s daughter back.”

      “Aye, m’lord. I agree with everything you say. But Lady Emily makes sense. She wants to travel the same road you’re taking. It leads to Craignock and the abbey. And this way, our swords will be at your service until you reach your brother.”

      “I don’t need your swords. And I don’t need the worry of a woman traveling with us.”

      “We can keep her from harm,” Kester said. “And she’s going to do it anyway, with or without your leave.”

      James fought back his anger. “Who do you answer to? Isn’t it your responsibility to get her back to prepare for her wedding?”

      “I need no reminders from you who it is I serve. I’ve known this lass here since she was a wee bairnie. In some ways, I know her better than the laird himself does. And I know it’ll serve no purpose in crossing her when she has her mind set on a thing.”

      “Even when she’s wrong?”

      “She never is. It’s her nature to think things through. She’s not one for foolhardy decisions. Unlike her cousin, Lady Kenna, she leans toward caution. If she says, ‘we travel this path, Kester’, then I follow.”

      The man was a fool. He didn’t see that this stubborn, troublemaking sprite was different from the docile lass he knew. James had no time to worry about any of this now. If Kester wanted to put Emily’s life in danger by traveling into a region rumored to be crawling with English soldiers, it was his choice. As for himself, he and the Macpherson warriors would not wait.

      “Have it your way. You must answer to the MacDougall. I did my best to warn you.”

      The two rode back around the bend. The Macpherson men were the only ones waiting.

      “Where is Lady Emily?” Kester asked.

      “She took the men and rode ahead. She said we can catch up to them when you’re done talking.”
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        * * *

      

      Sir Ralph Evers looked across the Tweed River at the massive stone structure with the clusters of cottages and shops huddled close to its walls.

      This abbey had history. A Scottish king had died within sight of this place…and the coronation of an infant king had quickly followed within its walls. More important, this abbey was known far and wide to be the richest of any in Scotland.

      Evers assessed his prize. The place was braced and ready for an assault, but it would do no good. They would take the abbey if he had to burn the place to the ground.

      “I want every jewel and every pound of gold in their vaults,” he said.

      “We’ll take possession of the abbey, m’lord, but these monks are a hard lot,” his captain warned.

      Maxwell agreed. “They’ll never tell you where the vaults lay. Where the gold is hidden.”

      “Take the abbey. Kill the abbot.” Evers turned an icy gaze on his men. “Then bring me his body. He will tell me everything I want to know.”
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        “What fire is in mine ears? Can this be true?”

      

      

      

      The north shore of the narrow loch rose quickly to rugged foothills covered with gorse and dotted with rock outcroppings and twisted trees. In protected places, dense groves of tall pine spread out, green and dangerous. Good places for lookouts to hide.

      Kenna’s gaze swept from the stony beach to the wooded hillside. Thick mists clung to the high grassy elevation beyond. A soft rain was falling—chilling her and adding weight to the dress still soaked from her time in the river.

      “You can’t be taking the road to Oban,” Jock warned them. “To be sure, the English will be waiting for you.”

      Kenna and Jock helped Alexander out of the boat and through the shallow water to shore. She had questions for the boy about this Donald Maxwell but doubted he knew more than he’d told them already. She definitely didn’t know the man. Never heard his name. She didn’t understand why anyone—especially a renegade Scot—would be working with the English to find her. Unless it was ransom they wanted. But why not Emily, rather than her?

      In all the years of running wild in the Highlands, she’d never thought even once about kidnapping.

      Jock was staring at Alexander’s shirt. The wound was bleeding badly again. “And the hills are too high for climbing.”

      “The fishing huts are just through these trees?” Kenna asked.

      “Aye. Tumbled down, mostly. Put up before Noah and his animals, they say. Some folk who fish here in season use them now and again.”

      She had to get Alexander under cover where she could see to his wound and do whatever she could to stop the bleeding.

      “I can take you to my folk at Knipoch.”

      “Nay, lad. We’ll be fine,” Alexander managed to say. “From here, we’ll follow the loch down to the sea. I’m thinking we’re not a day’s walk from Oban.”

      “Aye, that’s about right.”

      Alexander reached into his sporran and held out some coins. Jock backed away.

      “I didn’t help you for gold. And I’d never give you over to no English pissling or Lowlander, neither. I’ll not say a word to anyone, not even to my kin.”

      “We know. Take it, lad.” He gave the coins to Kenna, who put them into the boy’s hand. “Be on your way now.”

      Kenna pushed the boat off, and Jock rowed away into the fog. Trudging out of the water, she found Alexander sitting on a boulder. He looked pale, his face drawn. Blood was running through the cloth he held to his wound and dripped steadily from his fingers.

      Panic arose in her, causing her heart to drum loudly in her ears. She’d never been squeamish at the sight of blood, but now she felt vaguely ill and wet and cold. She’d sown up many wounds at the abbey. She’d looked after many men. But none were this badly hurt. And none had been Alexander.

      She glanced out into the fog. Perhaps it wasn’t too late to call Jock back. They should have gone with him to Knipoch. But she understood Alexander’s thinking. He didn’t want to lead the devil to the door of helpless fisher folk.

      Now was the time to be strong. She’d use whatever shelter they could find, and she’d tend to his wounds. They were too exposed here. There was no assurance that those pursuing them didn’t have a boat. They needed to get away from the beach.

      How the feeling between them had changed, she thought. Whatever had kept them apart was behind them now. At this moment, all that they had was each other. Alexander saved her life fighting the English raiders. Kenna was his only help now.

      “Don’t forget your promise,” she told him. “No dying on me today.”

      “If you start fretting and whispering sweet nothings in my ear, wife, I’ll know I’m a dead man.” He stretched his right hand for her to take. “Where’s the she-devil I married.”

      “Right here. Though I don’t know why I shouldn’t be running even now.” Kenna helped him to his feet. “I’m staying to help you for only one reason.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “I’ll not have some weedy, plume-plucked Englishman killing you. I’m the only one who has the right to do that.”

      “There’s my woman,” he said, leaning on her heavily as they walked.

      Kenna led him inside the protective line of trees. Three low mounds of earth and stone, with doors cut into the sides, sat in a circle. The cottages. Two of the roofs had caved in. Near the third, several drying racks for fish had been erected, but they too were in various stages of ruin. She looked and listened for any sign that other people might be around, but only the sound of sea birds and a small stream tumbling toward the loch disturbed the silence.

      The best hut had a patch of skin fashioned as a door. Pulling it aside, Kenna peered in. Several piles of dry seaweed and straw used as bedding were visible. A fire pit contained charred wood, and the place was dry and reasonably clean. No one had been here for quite some time, but no animals were taking shelter in it.

      Wincing, Alexander stooped and followed her in. He lowered himself onto a log by the doorway and leaned back against the stone wall.

      “Now tell the truth.” The short walk took too much out of him. His words were drawn out and he had to pause to catch his breath. “Are you truly a healer? Or are all those rumors coming from Glosters Priory…are they just tales to justify your stay there?”

      “Just hush and save your strength.”

      “Oh, do you have plans for me?”

      Kenna removed a slab of wood from the only window, allowing in air and light. She quickly searched the cottage for anything that might be left behind. Kicking at the bedding, she raised some dust but found a battered wooden bowl by a wall behind one of the piles of straw.  Anything else of use had been taken. She hurried out to the stream to wash and fill the bowl with water.

      By the time she returned, Alexander had pushed the tartan off his shoulder and was struggling to remove his shirt. She went to him, pushing his hands away. The cloth was plastered to the wound. She peeled the shirt gently from the skin and pulled it over his head.

      The shirt slipped from Kenna’s fingers to the floor. Tears burned the back of her throat. The wound in Alexander’s side was a ragged stab. The gash was as wide as her hand, and it went deep. He’d lost so much blood. There was nothing she could do.

      She sat back on her heels and stared at the wound. She didn’t want to look into his face. She didn’t want him reading her thoughts.

      “Drink this.” She held the bowl to his lips.

      “So those tales were all lies,” he teased. “You’re no healer. You have no talent. They kept you there to tend the sheep and milk the goats.”

      “The nuns at the priory would have welcomed me even if I had no…no…no aptitude.”

      He labored to speak. “Or perhaps Magnus MacKay had to send…gold to the priory…to put up with you, since you obviously can’t take care of a wee scratch like this one.”

      Alexander couldn’t quite muster a smile. His tolerance for pain was impressive, but she saw his vitality draining out of him with every passing moment.

      Kenna’s gaze searched the hut again. There was no chance she could find a needle or thread. And she knew nothing of the damage done inside of him. But she had to save him, help him somehow.

      His eyes started to drift shut. She was losing precious time. The light from the window fell on the straw across the hut.

      “Help me. Walk with me to that bedding.”

      His eyes fluttered open. “Are we finally to make love, wife?”

      “Nay.” She pressed her lips against his fevered brow. “It’ll be easier for me to desert you if you’re away from the door.”

      With her help, he managed to get to his feet and took the faltering steps. “But I’ll come after you. In this life or the next.”

      “Why? Still for the good of the clan?”

      “Nay, lass. I’m getting used to you…as you get used to a wart.”

      He sprawled out on the bedding—his breathing as labored as if he’d climbed a mountain. She rolled him onto his back.

      “Not a bad response for an ape. You’re learning. But I’ve always been a good teacher.”

      No answer. Blood continued to run down his side, disappearing into the straw beneath him. Fetching the bowl, she tore off another piece of her shift and dipped it in the water, cleaning around the wound.

      He closed his eyes. His breathing became shallower. Kenna couldn’t stop the tears. She knelt beside him, her hand on his heart.

      “Don’t do this. Do you hear me? You can’t die on me.”

      His eyes remained closed. There was not even a hint that he could hear her. The beat of his heart was growing weaker.

      Prayers, calls for guidance, searching her mind for distant memories of days when her mother was alive filled her mind. Many times, Sine MacKay went away to heal a child or see to a sick cottager or a wounded warrior. Staying in the shadows, Kenna often followed her and watched her as she performed miracles. Sine always wore the stone fragment. She always held it as she prayed.

      The skin near Kenna’s heart was growing warmer. Thinking of her mother, she reached for the leather pouch hanging around her neck, feeling the tablet within. This was as far as she’d gone in relying on the stone before. But it wasn’t enough. Her husband was dying. There had to be more. Kenna opened the pouch and dropped the stone into her palm. Her fingers closed around it.

      Power surged up her arm, but she held on to the relic. Heat released in bursts through her body, the intensity of it seizing control of every limb. Alexander disappeared and other images danced before her eyes. Her mother’s face. Others whom she didn’t know. Women and men with black and brown faces. Old and young. They spoke to her all at once, but the words came at her in unknown tongues. They flowed around her like a melody to decipher. The music became louder. Kenna’s struggle became desperate. She needed to understand what she had to do.

      Kenna reached out and her fingers brushed against Alexander’s skin. All at once, like the cessation of a summer storm, the voices and the words became orderly. She closed her eyes and a sense of calm filled her. Fear gathered in a diminishing space and then suddenly was gone. The music of the words became clear and understandable. She knew what to do.

      The stone slipped from her fingers onto her lap, and Kenna laid both hands on Alexander’s chest. His skin was cold, his heartbeat faint.

      She flattened her palm on the skin below the bleeding wound at his side. Slowly, she moved her hand around the gash, circling it. Two shafts of light, one coursing up from her feet and another down from the top of her head combined into one. It swirled around her heart and flowed out through her arms and hands. Her fingers vibrated on his skin, conducting the force from her body into his.

      As the power flowed, she saw in her mind’s eye where the sword cut through and ripped the flesh within. Kenna felt where the pain was sharpest and the damage worst. She followed the path of the blade through the sinew and muscle. She saw things in her mind that were beyond reason.

      With a feathery touch, she placed her hand over the wound. She closed her eyes and willed her mind and heart to pass on the restoring light.

      The voices became one: Heal this man. Heal this man.

      Her hand warmed, then it iced, and then it grew warm again. She didn’t know how long she sat still, allowing the power she’d unleashed to run through both of them, to heal him.

      The voices became encouraging whispers.

      Finally, when Kenna opened her eyes, the bleeding had stopped.

      The wound was closed.

      This was no traditional treatment, nothing she’d been taught by the nuns. Everything she’d known before changed at this moment. No longer would she be limited by the experiences of those healers around her. And whatever this power was—be it magic, dark arts, or witchcraft—Kenna welcomed it. It was a gift from her mother. And it was saving the life of her husband.

      She pressed her palm against Alexander’s heart. The beat was stronger, his breathing more regular.

      The sword wound wasn’t the only injury to his body. Kenna’s fingers traveled over his chest, up his shoulders, and down his left arm. She found exactly where each blow had fallen. Using the same touch, circling the injury, feeling the rush of light through her, focusing the heat and cold and heat, she used the power in her.

      She unclasped his broach and belt, removed the sword, and laid it at his side. She pulled off his boots. His kilt, still wrapped around his waist, was wet from the river and soaked with blood. Leaving the tartan draped across his mid-section, she continued to search for points of pain. Her hand traveled down one leg and up the other, past the worst wound and to his chest and down the arms and to the fingertips.

      Even as she searched, she could hardly ignore the powerfully defined muscles, the skin so soft that she wanted to press her lips to it. His chest was broad and magnificent, and a slant of soft hair that thinned as it moved down to his navel disappeared beneath the fold of the kilt. His legs were long and muscled.

      Kenna couldn’t stop touching him, memorizing every dip and valley, every scar. The fluttering deep in her belly made her pull back her hands. She sat back on her heels, studying the body of her husband, realizing that this was no longer a journey of healing but one of passion.

      She slipped the tablet back into the pouch.

      “Kenna.”

      She jumped. His eyes were open. He was watching her. Her face burned with embarrassment. She didn’t know how long he’d been awake.

      “The bleeding…the wound at your side…it’s better.”

      “Pain,” he whispered.

      “Where? Tell me.”

      “Come closer.”

      He hadn’t moved. She inched closer. “You need to rest. Your body needs time to recover.”

      “It’s too much. I’m suffering.”

      “Where?” she asked, her knees brushing against his bare skin. He closed his eyes, his fingers moving weakly across the bedding. Kenna took his hand. “Show me.”

      Alexander took her hand and brought it ever so slowly to his chest. She flattened her palm, his hand covering hers. He guided her hand down to his stomach, moving it lower.

      By the time Kenna realized his intention, it was too late. Her hand was under the kilt. His arousal was silky and hard. She jerked her hand away.

      “You are the devil, Alexander Macpherson.”

      His eyes were closed, but a smile tugged at his lips.

      “That’s where you need to be healing me next.”
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