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      My enemies will pay for what they’ve done…

      

      Cameron MacNeil pledges vengeance on the Pict noble who killed his sister. But he didn’t expect to fall for the beautiful pagan princess – his enemy’s widow, Elise.

      

      A secret that could tear them apart forever…

      

      When danger threatens her life, Cam risks everything to keep her safe from his king’s machinations. He should be happy now his enemy is dead, but guilt cripples him at the secrets he must keep, for if Elise ever discovers the truth, he’ll lose her forever.

      

      An unwilling betrayal…

      

      But Elise has a secret of her own, one she is blood bound never to reveal. Even if keeping it means she’ll lose the only man she’s ever loved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Peggy and Frank, with love
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          THE KINGDOM OF CE, PICTLAND. SUMMER, 843

        

      

    

    
      Elise, Princess Clodrah of Circinn, stood by the side of the queen of Ce and watched her cousin, Aila, ride into the distance. She tried to quell the bubbling resentment for not being allowed to accompany Aila to Dal Riada but couldn’t quite manage it.

      She needed to travel to Dal Riada, land of the cursed Scots. It was the only way she would discover if her dearest friend Droston was still alive.

      Was he held hostage in the royal stronghold of Dunadd? Or had he, along with so many other noble Picts, been slaughtered in the massacre that had claimed the life of the king of Ce?

      The pit of her stomach churned. Droston, whom she loved like a brother, couldn’t be dead. He was alive and it was up to her to find a way to secure his release.

      Because nobody else would.

      Aila and her husband Connor MacKenzie disappeared with their band of warriors into the mist-swathed glen. Elise felt the queen give a barely discernible shiver. Elise glanced at her and saw the stricken look in her aunt’s eyes and the brief tremble of her lower lip.

      “Come,” the queen said, no hint of her inner turmoil clouding her voice, and she abruptly turned and headed back to the palace. Elise’s grandmother gripped her fingers as if she would never let her go, and Elise smothered a sigh.

      She knew why she had been forbidden to accompany Aila into Dal Riada. It had little to do with the wishes of Elise’s absent husband, Ferelei mac Uurguist, and everything to do with her aunt and her grandmother not wishing to lose another of their kin.

      “But Aila will be back soon,” Finella, not yet eleven, said, staring at the rigid back of her mother. She turned to Elise and curled her fingers around her arm. “Won’t she, Elise? Before her babe is born? She promised.”

      “Yes, of course she will.” But even as Elise comforted her small cousin, she wondered at the truth of her words. Would that Scots’ devil, MacAlpin, allow Aila to leave his realm after she willingly entered Dal Riada again?

      From the corner of her eye, she saw the warriors Connor had instructed to remain behind in Ce. Officially they were here as protection since so many of their own warriors were held hostage in Dal Riada. But it didn’t matter how Connor tried to sweeten the situation with half-truths and platitudes. Their presence served as a constant reminder that their treacherous king sought utter domination across the land.

      As the warriors bowed their heads in recognition of the women’s royal status, the glimmering of an idea began to form. Before the massacre, Pict and visiting Scot had mingled freely. Liaisons had bloomed and tears had been shed from several noblewomen at the Scots’ departure.

      But that had been months ago, in the spring. Before the bloodied alliance to join Pict and Scot against their common enemy, the Viking. Before MacAlpin had gone back on his word.

      Before Aila had taken Connor as her husband.

      During this last week, relations had been strained. The Scots were their enemy. How could they be anything else? And yet Aila, the eldest Princess Devorgilla of Ce, had fallen in love and married a Scot. A Scot who had disobeyed his king by bringing Aila back to her homeland.

      For that, the queen welcomed Connor MacKenzie and, to a lesser degree, his personal band of warriors. They were of the enemy, and yet were not responsible for the murder of the king of Ce. Extending a cautious friendship would not be seen as treason.

      Aila had known nothing of Droston’s fate. And because Elise had been so certain she was to accompany her cousin into Dal Riada she hadn’t thought to question Connor on the matter.

      But surely one of these Scots would know? Or at the very least, possess the means to discover the truth. Now that a Scot held such a powerful position in Ce, messengers would be sent at regular intervals between Ce and Dal Riada. She was under no illusion that a message from her, a minor princess of the neighboring Kingdom of Circinn, would even reach its destination. A Scot messenger would not bother. And no messenger from Ce would travel into Dal Riada without the queen’s personal authority.

      Heart thudding, Elise surreptitiously shifted her focus from the queen to the crowd that lined the path back to the palace. She would place her faith in her beloved goddess, Bride, and befriend the warrior whose glance she snared. It wasn’t as if any of them were strangers. Before the upstart MacAlpin’s betrayal, she had enjoyed their company, had flirted with them just as her fellow noblewomen had. Circumstances had changed and the fragile tendrils of trust had shattered, yet fundamentally, nothing about these warriors had altered. She knew, as did her grandmother, that none of the Scots in Ce had known anything of their king’s true plans.

      Drawn by an invisible thread—except she knew it was the benevolent power of her goddess guiding her—Elise looked up.

      Eyes so dark they appeared black bored into her. Eyes that held no respect for her status, no regret for the way his people had so brutally betrayed hers. Eyes that held nothing but undisguised contempt.

      Disbelief clutched low in her gut. Denial tumbled through her panicked mind. Not him.

      There was a mistake. Of all the Scots warriors left in Ce, how had her glance fallen upon the only one she could scarcely stand to look at, never mind anything else? Even during the spring, before the darkness had descended over Pictland, she’d been unable to speak to him as she had spoken to all the others.

      With rising desperation, she attempted to drag her gaze from his, but she was locked in a mutually distasteful enchantment with the glowering warrior. Every step she took brought her closer to where he stood. There was no deference in his stance despite the approach of her queen.

      Why couldn’t she break eye contact? Her stomach lurched, reminding her of the time she had been thrown from her horse as a child, and goddess help her, but her palms were sweaty. And still Cameron MacNeil glowered at her, as though he blamed her personally for the fact he had been one of those ordered to remain behind in Ce while his compatriots returned to Dal Riada.

      They drew level. She dredged up every particle of pride she possessed to stop herself from wilting beneath that condemning glare. Condemnation he had no right directing her way.

      Still his expression didn’t alter. In her peripheral vision, she saw his fingers caress the hilt of his sword, but it was his dark eyes and his granite hard features that filled her mind and imprinted upon her brain.

      With a sense of horror, she realized she was still staring, despite having passed him, and with shaming effort, she forced her attention back to reality. Her ragged breath echoed in her ears. The painful staccato of her heart thudded against her ribs. Her legs were oddly weak, and a distressing whirlpool of sensation ignited between her thighs.

      But most of all, despite how she was no longer looking in his direction, she was acutely aware that Cameron MacNeil hadn’t taken his burning gaze from her.
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        * * *

      

      Cam’s fingers tightened on the hilt of his broadsword as he watched the royal party enter the palace gates. Except it wasn’t the royal party he watched. It was Lady Elise, with her golden hair, blue eyes, and haughty demeanor every time she deigned to glance his way.

      It was clear she considered her filthy Pictish blood superior to his.

      “Christ, Cam,” Ross MacIntosh hissed. He hadn’t even realized the other man had approached. “Why don’t you draw your sword and impale the queen? It would scarcely be less subtle.”

      Cam loosened his grip on his hilt and shot Ross an irritated glare.

      “I have no quarrel with the queen.” He knew he sounded as though he meant the opposite, and yet his words were true. Six months ago—hell, as little as three months ago—such a remark would never have entered his mind, much less passed his lips.

      But the killing of the nine Pictish nobles in MacAlpin’s war chamber had shaken the foundations of his belief. To be sure, there were now nine less Picts in the country, which could only be a good thing. But the circumstances gnawed at his guts, an uneasy suspicion that, despite official word to the contrary, the Picts had been ruthlessly ambushed by his own king.

      “Her personal guard think otherwise.” Ross sounded grim and Cam dragged his thoughts back to the present and the apparent insult he had directed against the Pictish queen. “Did you not see the way they looked at you? The situation’s bad enough without you making things worse.”

      “I’ll not make things worse, MacIntosh,” Cam ground the words between his teeth. “And neither will I apologize for not going around with an imbecilic grin on my face like MacGregor.”

      Ross glanced across the dispersing crowd to where Stuart MacGregor was engaged in charming a witless serving maid to doubtless part her thighs. As if to validate his thought, Stuart looped his arm around the girl’s shoulders and led her in the direction of the town inn.

      “At least he doesn’t go around antagonizing the natives.” Ross folded his arms and glowered at Cam. “When was the last time you had a woman?”

      “None of your goddamn business.”

      “It’s my business to keep the peace here in Ce. By my calculations, it’s been more than three months. And by God, Cam, it shows.”

      Instinctively, Cam’s hand fisted and only with the greatest effort did he manage to keep from smashing Ross’ jaw. Three months? Was MacIntosh keeping a tally of every warrior’s conquests? Or just his?

      Three months? More like five.

      The harsh realization of how long it had been since he’d enjoyed the pleasures of the flesh ripped through his groin, and brought to mind a golden-haired, blue-eyed Pictish princess. The image was so visceral his cock hardened, and his glare intensified, because a heathen Pict was the last female on God’s earth he’d ever take.

      “You’re wrong.” The words were a low growl, but Ross failed to heed the warning.

      “No.” Ross sounded smugly sure of himself. “You ignored all offers the last time we were in Ce, and then as soon as we returned to Dal Riada, we were dispatched to Northumbria. I don’t recall you engaging in any liaisons before we accompanied Connor back to Ce.”

      MacIntosh had forgotten that, before their first mission into Ce, they had been fighting the Norse on the Isle of Iona. There were no women Cam would bed there, either.

      Not that he intended to remind Ross of that fact.

      “Unlike some,” Cam deliberately glanced in Stuart MacGregor’s direction, although the man had now disappeared. “I don’t parade my conquests for public consumption.”

      Ross grunted. He obviously didn’t believe a word Cam said.

      “God only knows how long we’ll be stationed here. Find a willing maid and take the edge off, MacNeil, before you combust. I doubt any of us will be welcomed in the noblewomen’s beds again, but there are plenty of others to choose from.”

      Plenty of Picts to choose from. And therefore, no choice at all.

      Elise’s hauntingly beautiful face swam into his mind, her blue eyes deceptively innocent, her smile an invitation from hell itself. Elise, who three months ago had charmed and bedded half the Scots warriors in Ce, Stuart MacGregor included, but had scarcely acknowledged Cam’s existence.

      Elise, the damned Pictish princess, who invaded his nightly fantasies and left him sweating and infuriated and unimaginably frustrated.

      Aye, there were plenty of Pictish women who had made it clear they were available for illicit liaisons. The death of their king, the upheaval in the land, appeared not to interfere with their lust for a tumble.

      But he had no interest in such entanglements with a Pict. They were the enemy, no matter how this alliance professed otherwise, and they would remain his enemy until death claimed his soul.

      And MacIntosh was wrong. Cam had seen the furtive glances the noblewomen had given the Scots during this last week. Their men were held hostage in Dal Riada, and the Scots offered fresh blood and energetic bed-sport. The liaisons with the nobility would recommence. Not as they had before, out of deference to their widowed queen, but that would only add to the Picts’ love of intrigue.

      He looked toward the royal palace. It was nothing more than a glorified stronghold, but there was no doubt as to its magnificent strategic position. The view of the surrounding Highlands was unparalleled. And because of the alliance, because Connor MacKenzie had somehow, despite his lack of royal blood, managed to wed the Princess of Ce, this land was now under tacit Scots rule.

      In one respect, MacIntosh was right. They could be stationed here for months before being recalled to Dal Riada. He would die before confessing aloud, but he ached for the release only a woman could provide. And there was no Scotswoman within two weeks ride of Ce.

      The crowd had dispersed. MacIntosh had vanished. The Highland wind molded his plaid to his thighs, his shirt to his chest, as he stared at the distant mountains, their peaks obscured by clouds.

      Endless nights stretched before him, tormented by visions of a golden-haired temptress. A woman he despised by virtue of her birth and heritage. A heathen. And yet he couldn’t dislodge her from his mind.

      The famed Scots charm had bypassed him. He couldn’t flatter and tell the pretty lies women loved to hear. He wasn’t a master of the flirtatious arts he knew the princess found so irresistible.

      What the hell was he thinking?

      He was not a Pictish barbarian whose actions were led by his cock. No matter how despicably he desired Elise, he would never act upon it.

      Not that she’d accept him, even if he offered.

      His jaw clenched. He had no intention of offering, no intention of being rebuffed. Let her resume her liaison with MacGregor or sample one of the other Scots. Her merchant husband was still absent. She would soon search out another lover with whom to pass the time.

      He didn’t give a shit who she favored.

      With effort, he dragged his gaze from the distant mountains. He resented being left behind in Ce but knew it was a deliberate act on Connor’s part. To test him. To see if he could curb his temper and cool his hatred of the Picts for an extended time, as any warrior worthy of the name could do.

      Let Connor test him. He’d not disgrace the honor of his fellow warriors or himself. But he was in the heart of Pictland. Tenuous peace pervaded the land. The opportunity to hunt down the man who had raped his younger sister nine years ago was too potent to ignore.

      Personal vengeance had no place in this new alliance between their peoples. Connor MacKenzie and Ross MacIntosh would force a blood oath from him to abandon retribution if they discovered the magnitude of his obsession for justice that still scorched his soul.

      But MacKenzie was on his way back to Dal Riada. And MacIntosh would never know. Cam wouldn’t ask questions, wouldn’t draw attention to his quest. But while his fellow Scots indulged in fornicating with the enemy, he would hunt down and destroy Ferelei mac Uurguist.
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      By the time she entered the queen’s private garden, Elise had managed to convince herself she had misinterpreted Bride’s message. It was obvious her goddess had told her to approach any of the Scot warriors with her request—except for Cameron MacNeil.

      It would be likely wise to avoid Stuart MacGregor as well. Three months ago, he hadn’t been amused when she had failed to turn up in his bedchamber after an evening of harmless flirtation. It wasn’t her fault if he’d read more into her conversation than she had intended. Thankfully, his rancor hadn’t lasted more than a few hours. Only for as long as it took him to persuade another of the queen’s ladies to share his bed.

      “Well?” The queen’s tense voice intruded into her thoughts and she glanced at her aunt to see her staring at the dowager. “Will Aila return before the birth of my grandchild?”

      Relieved the queen hadn’t directed the question at her, Elise trailed her fingers over the weathered face of the stone sundial. Her aunt so often expected definitive answers from the gods, when in truth such revelations rarely occurred.

      Her grandmother sighed, her thoughts clearly mirroring Elise’s own. “Devorgilla, I can only repeat to you what I have already said. Aila will survive the birth and her child will bridge the chasm between Pict and Scot. But whether she returns to Ce before her time is upon her—is not clear.”

      The queen paced the length of the stone terrace, the only outward sign of her agitation. Then she stopped abruptly by the sundial and glared at Elise.

      “What do you see?”

      The raw desperation in her aunt’s voice pierced Elise’s heart. If only she could ease the queen’s pain. But like her grandmother, all she knew for sure was Aila and her babe would survive.

      But there was one more certainty she knew that her grandmother did not.

      “I will see her again, madam. Before the birth.” It was that certainty that had misled her into believing she would be allowed to accompany her cousin into Dal Riada. She had been wrong about that. But she knew she wasn’t wrong in her conviction.

      The queen gripped her hand. “She will return?”

      Elise dearly wanted to look to her grandmother for help but knew she couldn’t. This certainty was hers alone.

      “I only know that I will see her again. And soon. But—I cannot say if that reunion occurs in Ce or elsewhere.”

      The queen’s grip tightened. “Then look harder, Elise. Call on Bride. Ask her. Now.”

      Elise obediently closed her eyes, smothering her sigh. She knew her aunt was grieving for the king, was devastated at Aila’s decision to return to Dal Riada and desperate to be at the birth of her first grandchild. But even so, the queen knew no god could be commanded. A mortal was the conduit. Those who believed could beg favor and offer sacrifice for imparted wisdom, but even for those chosen by the gods there was no guarantee their questions would be heeded.

      But she loved her aunt. And so she opened her mind and her heart and sent blessing to her beloved Bride.

      The distant call of birdsong faded. The summer breeze stilled. Her breathing slowed and her heartbeat echoed in her ears. And into her mind flowed the vision of…

      Cameron MacNeil.

      Shock punched through her and she gasped in disbelief. Her eyes snapped open, to be confronted by the unblinking gaze of the queen.

      Goddess. Why had she thought of Cameron MacNeil? Now of all times when she was trying to help her aunt? And why hadn’t she managed to hide her reaction, the way she had learned to hide her true feelings so well over the last few years?

      “Yes?” The queen’s voice was scarcely above a whisper.

      Again, Elise closed her eyes and attempted to reach the plateau of calm required. But the Scot was still there, invading her mind, preventing her from communicating with Bride.

      Panic snaked through her, coiling in the pit of her stomach. Bride didn’t always answer her call, that was true enough. But never had anyone slid into her mind and severed the connection. It was—outrageous.

      “Elise?” Her grandmother’s voice was mild and yet there was a distinct undercurrent of curiosity. As if, goddess forbid, her grandmother sensed what had occurred.

      “I only see,” her voice faltered. She couldn’t lie to her grandmother, but she certainly couldn’t tell the absolute truth. “The Scots.”

      Her aunt made a noise of disgust and released her hand.

      “The Scots encroach everywhere. I don’t need the gods to tell me this. I want to know if I will ever see my daughter and son again.”

      “Madam,” Elise was compelled to say. “My lord Talargan is well. Connor MacKenzie gave his word the prince would remain unharmed.” Talargan, Elise’s cousin and Aila’s brother, was a valuable royal hostage. His wellbeing was of paramount importance.

      Unlike Droston, whose heritage, while noble, was certainly not deemed worthy enough to use as a means of negotiation.

      The familiar rage at such injustice bubbled deep inside and she dragged in a deep breath in an attempt to smother it. The rage was ancient, a remnant from her younger self, and it did no good to rail against that which couldn’t be changed. Droston had her love and her undying support and she wouldn’t desert him when he needed her most.

      One of the queen’s ladies approached to inform her that a messenger had arrived. With an impatient flick of her hand, the queen motioned him forward and took the sealed parchment.

      There was a silence as she read the contents. Then she looked directly at Elise and unease fluttered in her breast at the look on the queen’s face. Was it bad news from Elise’s mother? Had something happened to one of her four sisters or their children? Had there been word on her father, who was also held hostage to MacAlpin’s greed and ambition?

      “Elise.” Only someone closely attuned to the queen’s tightly controlled emotions could have detected the note of sympathy in her voice. Elise’s unease heightened, her stomach knotting, fingers gripping together. “Your husband is returned from the Eastern Empire. He is already on his way to Ce.”

      The unease solidified, became a fist, and gripped her throat in a remorseless vise. She remained standing, remained perfectly still. Even managed to keep her face utterly devoid of expression.

      But inside, the scream pummeled against her skull, filled her brain, and threatened to erupt from her tightly compressed lips.

      Ferelei had been gone for four months. She hadn’t expected his return to Pictland for another two months at least. And now he was on his way to Ce to collect his wife. And once she was back in Fib, in the stronghold Ferelei called home, she would have no chance of discovering whether Droston was still alive.

      She had less than two weeks—perhaps a lot less than two weeks—before her husband arrived. It left no time in which to carry out her tenuous plan of charming a Scot into sending a message to Dal Riada. Even if a message was sent today, it would take at least two weeks to reach Dunadd, the royal stronghold of the Scots.

      As the unfairness of the situation thundered through her mind, a mad, shockingly seductive idea surfaced. What if, somehow, she managed to persuade a Scot warrior into taking her to Dunadd?

      Ferelei’s fury would be boundless if he arrived in Ce and she wasn’t there. A wild, fantastical hope illuminated the darkness in her soul. Would his anger be so great as to fatally damage his heart? Could she possibly achieve, by this one outrageous act, not only Droston’s freedom but also her own?

      The hope withered before it had time to fully bloom. Ferelei would never release her in so satisfactory a manner. He would ride after her, overtake her, and challenge any Scot foolish enough to voice dissent at his right to reclaim his wife.

      And should his aged appearance mislead the Scot into thinking such a challenge an easy victory, he would be cruelly slaughtered. Although, thank the merciful Bride, Ferelei’s cock had been nearly useless for the last five years, his sword arm was still as fearsome as it had ever been.

      “Perhaps,” her grandmother said, “we can persuade him to allow you to remain in Ce for the summer, Elise. It would be,” she paused for a telling moment. “A kindness to us all.”

      Ferelei cared nothing for kindness. But he did care for the good favor of the royal houses of Pictland. It was a slender hope, but all she had.

      It still didn’t help with her plan to discover the fate of Droston. Unless Ferelei could be further persuaded to not only allow her to remain in Ce, but for him to return home to Fib.

      She forced a smile to her lips. Pride forbade that she show her aunt or grandmother how deeply she feared her husband. Despite her pride, she knew they were aware her marriage was far from happy. But that was scarcely a revelation. Few noble marriages were based on love.

      They were likely more curious as to why she had never taken a lover during Ferelei’s frequent absences. But of course, they would never ask. And she would never tell.

      “I will give sacrifice to the goddess for such a favor.” She curtsied, suddenly desperate to be gone, to be alone with her thoughts. Although since word of the king of Ce’s murder, she was never alone. Now she was tailed everywhere by a hulking bodyguard who neither smiled nor spoke, and whenever she remained within the palace confines, she was surrounded by a dozen or more of the queen’s ladies.

      She should be used to it. She had grown up with such strictures. And yet in Ce with Aila, she had always enjoyed a measure of freedom her own mother had never allowed her. As a Princess of Circinn, even as the youngest princess of five, she had never been allowed a moment to herself.

      She had become an expert at eluding her companions.

      And look at what her fierce desire for independence had cost her. Ten years ago, she had slipped on the wet rocks and tumbled down the crag into the river. Her leg had snapped like a twig, her skin and muscle ripped to shreds.

      The memory rushed through her mind, as horrifying as if the events had occurred just the other day. If not for Droston, her childhood accomplice in their daring adventures, she would have drowned in those treacherous rapids.

      He had saved her life. She would do everything within her power to ensure she saved his. And the first step was to ensure Ferelei didn’t insist on her returning to Fib.

      She lost her bodyguard with a simple maneuver she’d used many times in a variety of ways as a child. Instructing him to remain in the passageway, she entered a chamber filled with ladies embroidering and gossiping. And then she discreetly slipped into the adjoining chamber and left the palace through an alternative route.

      With luck, he would never know.
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        * * *

      

      As Cam left the monastery, located some distance from the palace and the local village, he was forced to concede it was as serviceable as any in Dal Riada. Not that its presence made any sense to him. Why would a heathen people like the Picts maintain a house dedicated to the one true God?

      Of course, the monks were nothing like the ones in Dal Riada. They were irreverent and appeared far too fond of material luxuries, but he couldn’t fault their knowledge. Damned if he’d confess any of his sins to them, though.

      A mirthless grin twisted his lips at the thought of confiding his murderous intentions against one of their premier warriors. But, without asking direct questions or mentioning a particular name, he had learned one thing—no warrior with origins in Fib was currently within the boundaries of the royal Kingdom of Ce-eviot. Ferelei mac Uurguist, the bastard, was likely still at sea plundering any ship unfortunate enough to cross his path.

      Unwilling to return to camp—unlike last time, no offer of palace chambers had been extended to the Scots—he tramped up the slope where he knew, beyond, was a secluded copse. It would be a welcome relief to be rid of the constant presence of Picts. He’d be in peace to consider strategies as to how to persuade MacIntosh to let him travel to the southern Pictish Kingdom of Fib, where Ferelei would return sooner or later.

      He eyed the massive boulder that sat on the rim of the slope. Its ancient pagan carvings caused an eerie shiver to scuttle over his arms. Wasn’t it sacrilegious to build a monastery in the center of such a stone circle? Without thinking, he reached out and brushed his palm across the surface of the rock. It was warm and oddly soothing. Unnerved by such errant thoughts, he snatched his hand away, took another step and nearly collided into the crouched form of Lady Elise.

      Heart pounding, he glared down at her. She’d been completely hidden by the boulder until he’d almost fallen over her. And the way she was staring up at him, her blue eyes wide with shock, gave the impression she imagined he’d crept up on her unawares on purpose.

      The thought irked him.

      “What are you doing there?” His voice was harsh, his Pictish raw. She was fortunate he hadn’t crushed her delicate hand under his boot. It was sheer chance that he had not.

      She sat back on her heels, her hand now safely clasped by her other on her lap. Her jaw was tilted at an angle as she looked up at him, and her sky-blue gown, so unlike a Scotswoman’s gown, hugged her curves and gave an unobstructed view of her tempting cleavage.

      Lust gripped low in his groin, twisting like a serpent. His shaft thickened and it was all he could do to prevent a groan from escaping his dried throat. He couldn’t even look at her for a moment without wanting to lift her skirts and thrust himself into her. Despite her heritage. Despite the fact she had never given him the slightest indication she was interested in him.

      With damning reluctance, he dragged his hot gaze from her creamy breasts and the illicit fantasies of burying his face in her scented flesh. He battled the urge to pull her to her feet and trap her against the boulder, and instead focused on her face. And saw only her parted pink lips, so tantalizingly on level with his damn unruly cock.

      Insane images of gripping her head and ramming into her wet, willing mouth hammered in his brain. The vision burned behind his eyes, obliterating all else. The haughty Lady Elise, on her knees before him, as he pumped his hot seed down her slender, royal throat.

      Infuriated by his lack of control he folded his arms across his chest. It did nothing to curb the rabid need clawing through his groin or help cool the fervid fantasy incinerating his mind. But at least he was no longer tempted to reach out and slide his fingers through her shining hair.

      Much.

      She still hadn’t answered him. But then, why should she? She was a princess and he a foreign commoner. Doubtless, she considered his question impertinent. He should turn and walk away. Leave her.

      The tip of her tongue moistened her lips and he could no sooner turn and walk away than he could summon up a witty remark on their unexpected meeting. So he did what he did best and glared at her.

      She shivered, as if a breeze chilled her, but for once the wind didn’t race across the mountains. Perhaps he’d imagined it because a rose blush heated her cheeks and she certainly didn’t look cold.

      “You startled me.” She spoke in Gaelic, her voice soft, her accent enchanting. Her blue veil framed her face, giving her a deceptive air of innocence. “Scots do not normally wander so far from the delights of the village.”

      Was she accusing him of something?

      “We haven’t been confined to the village, my lady.” He sounded as if he was being deliberately antagonistic when all he’d intended was to convey he was breaking no royal command. Even when he attempted to keep the peace when confronted by a Pict, he appeared incapable of conversing in a civilized manner.

      Not that he’d had much practice. He avoided them whenever possible and during the last week, none had gone out of their way to speak to him. His surly reputation from three months ago had obviously lingered in the locals’ minds.

      Elise didn’t deign to answer, but he saw her grip her fingers together on her lap. Then his glance slid from her lap to the ground. Ice stabbed through his chest. God in heaven, she was kneeling at a pagan altar in front of the standing stone.

      His fists clenched as he fought the urge to make the sign of the cross. He looked at Elise and she was staring at him as though she had done nothing blasphemous.

      But then, she likely didn’t think she had.

      The silence screeched in his ears. He couldn’t fathom why he still stood there, gazing at her like a dumbstruck boy. And so he once again glowered at the glittering crystals and smoking incense arranged in a five-pointed star design she had been—what, worshipping at before his arrival?

      Elise moved to stand up, her normally elegant deportment marred by a slight stagger, as if the muscles in her right leg had cramped. Only when she stood before him did it belatedly occur to him that he should have offered her assistance.

      MacGregor wouldn’t have missed such an opportunity to worm into her good favor.

      “I’m sure you can wander wherever you please,” she said. “But there is nothing of interest here, only the copse.”

      MacGregor, Cam knew, would have a ready response to that comment. Unfortunately, Cam couldn’t think of a single word. At least, none that conveyed flattery.

      God Almighty, why did he have this despicable need to flatter? His lack of social graces had never plagued him before.

      “And this.” He jerked his head at the ground. That she could so casually conduct pagan rituals within sight of the monastery made him feel ill. Why did the monks allow the people to continue with their ancient ways? Such practices would never be tolerated in Dal Riada.

      “What of it?” There was an edge of defensiveness in her voice, as if she knew what she did was wrong. Once again, her blue eyes snared him, and once again, the urge to walk away thudded through his brain.

      It was none of his concern what Elise did. Connor MacKenzie might be the tacit king of Ce, but he hadn’t outlawed the old beliefs. MacAlpin might covet all of Pictland, but he was still king of only Dal Riada.

      But Cam had never possessed diplomacy. And he couldn’t shake the unease that polluted his blood. An unease so potent it vied for supremacy with the lust still burning his body.

      The question refused to remain locked inside his head. “Is this some kind of demon worship?”
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        * * *

      

      Elise stared at the black haired, dark eyed Scot warrior who glowered down at her, as though her very existence offended his sight. Yet if that was so why did he continue to converse with her? Why didn’t he turn and go on his way? And why did his angry countenance cause her nipples to strain against her bodice and illicit desire to spiral between her thighs?

      It was hard to focus on his words when his closeness caused such havoc with her senses, but demon worship?

      “I don’t believe in your demons, Cameron MacNeil.” And she didn’t believe this conversation, either. After steadfastly ignoring her three months ago, and during the last week, he now appeared rooted to the spot and had said more to her than she had ever heard him utter to any of the queen’s ladies. “This is an offering to my goddess.”

      Not that Bride appeared to be listening. Surreptitiously Elise pressed her thighs together, in an effort to stifle the distressing tremors fluttering through her. This was the reason she couldn’t speak to him. Because whenever he drew near, her body behaved like an untouched maid of thirteen. And it had been eight years since she had been thirteen and believed the touch of a man would bring her nothing but delight.

      But why did she feel this way with Cameron MacNeil? None of the other Scots warriors affected her, no matter how many pretty words they whispered in her ear.

      For a moment, she thought he was going to take issue with her response. The Scots were rigid in their beliefs, but he had no right to criticize. They were in Pictland, not his barbarous Dal Riada. And what did it matter if her request to Bride teetered on the precipice of sacrilege? She would do anything her goddess demanded if, by so doing, Ferelei’s arrival in Ce would be prevented. Permanently, if possible, but indefinitely would do.

      Cameron MacNeil continued to glare at her, his eyes smoldering with black passion. She tried to ignore the prickles of awareness that burned her flesh beneath his gaze. But her chest constricted, and it was hard to breathe, never mind engage in conversation with him.

      That he desired her was obvious. That he hated the fact he wanted her was also painfully obvious. She could only hope he had no idea of the effect he had on her.

      “Why are you out here alone, my lady?” he said, still speaking in his bone-meltingly accented Pictish although it was apparent to them both, she was more fluent in his language than he was in hers.

      But how did he manage to inject so much venom into such a mundane question? If he loathed conversing with her people to this degree, then why did he continue to torment her with his unwelcome presence?

      As if to belie her thoughts, her treacherous gaze drank in the way his unbound hair whipped across his face in the Highland breeze. The way his white linen shirt stretched across his broad shoulders. How it molded against his powerful chest beneath the length of plaid slung over his shoulder.

      His presence tormented her. But despite that, it was not unwelcome.

      Fire flooded her veins, warming her cheeks. Goddess, she was blushing like a maid. No man made her blush. She was immune to their charms, no matter how much she enjoyed their company. And even if Cameron MacNeil awoke long dormant desires within her, it was nothing but a cruel contradiction—for she certainly did not enjoy his company.

      Her heart hammered an erratic rhythm as she watched him step closer to her. The sky receded. The earth fell away. He filled the world and stole the air, raised the heat, and made it hard to think, to reason.

      He was so close she could feel his uneven breath across her face. Could see the deep brown of his eyes, the intriguing thickness of his lashes. For a fleeting instant, his features softened, and she saw beneath the simmering hatred he appeared to hold against her people. And in that moment, the gaping chasm of want and loneliness that corroded his soul slammed through her breast.

      She gasped. A shiver trickled along her spine at the eerie certainty that she had just glimpsed the true man beneath the warrior. For one brief moment, his façade had cracked. And even though now, once again, his countenance was as forbidding as it had always been, she knew the truth.

      His air of fury and his curt words were not intended as a personal affront against her or her people.

      It was an act of self-preservation.
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      Cam heard Elise gasp, saw her eyes widen in fear and her body stiffen in preparation for flight. In the second his lust-fogged mind registered her responses, he also registered how close they were. How he loomed over her, his shadow encompassing her diminutive figure. That she felt threatened was clear. That he hadn’t noticed until this moment was despicable.

      With a muffled curse, he stepped back, putting distance between them. If he’d pressed any closer, she would have felt his cock digging into her belly. The thought of his cock digging into any part of her inflamed him further and his scowl intensified, even as his pulses hammered with desperate need.

      “I wanted a moment by myself.” Elise’s voice was breathless as though terror rendered her all but incapable of coherent speech. His self-disgust deepened, twisting his gut at the notion he’d managed to intimidate a woman. A man could sink no lower. And this was why he avoided situations where charm was a requisite. The Scotswomen of his acquaintance were used to his ways. Foreigners were not. And then Elise spoke again. “To commune with my goddess.”

      It took him a moment to realize she was answering his question. He had forgotten he’d asked her anything. What the hell had he asked her?

      He focused on the pagan symbol on the ground. Again, an eerie shiver inched along his spine, a strange unease that whatever Elise had been doing, she had been invoking the wrath of God.

      “You shouldn’t wander the countryside alone.” He made it sound like an accusation. It was an accusation. She was a princess. She shouldn’t traipse the land unattended, like a common serving girl.

      “Are your fellow Scots warriors not to be trusted, then?”

      He backed up another step. None of the warriors Connor had instructed to remain behind in Ce would take a woman by force. They merely had to smile at a woman, and she would open her legs for them, whether she was a serving maid or possessed royal blood in her veins.

      Elise was clearly not referring to any of the other warriors. And besides, she had firsthand experience of MacGregor’s charms, and who knew how many others who remained stationed in Ce.

      She was questioning his integrity.

      “You can trust each of us with your life.” Even as the words snarled from his mouth, he recognized how she could see the hypocrisy. Whatever had occurred in MacAlpin’s war chamber, no Pict believed their people had betrayed the alliance. As far as they were concerned, the Scots had attacked without provocation. Why should Elise believe Connor MacKenzie’s men were any different? That he was any different?

      Why did he give a shit what she thought?

      Elise gazed at him as though he was some type of fascinating insect. “Theoretically then, I should be perfectly safe without my personal guard to watch my back.”

      “I don’t speak for the integrity of any Pict.”

      Her eyes widened in clear affront, but he hadn’t intended it as an insult. It was simply the truth.

      God damn it, why couldn’t he think before he spoke? He never saw how his comments could be taken the wrong way until it was too late. He gave her a stony stare, waiting for a counteraccusation. And whatever she said, he would accept in silence. There couldn’t be any danger in maintaining silence.

      “I wouldn’t ask you to, Cameron MacNeil.” She sounded haughty. But then, she was a princess.

      He remained silent. She waited, clearly expecting a response. Her breasts rose and fell with distracting purpose, as if she had been riding.

      A fractured breath escaped his clenched teeth. Too late, he tried to envisage her on a horse, but instead all he could imagine was her riding him. Her golden hair tangled around her shoulders, naked breasts inches from his mouth. Her fingers gripping his shoulders for leverage and, most torturously, her tight cleft hugging his thrusting cock.

      Her faint scent of late spring flowers drifted on the breeze, tormenting his senses, and underlying that, he caught the evocative musky hint of woman.

      His balls ached with lust, heavy with frustrated release. If he didn’t get away from her soon—now—he feared he might drag her into his embrace and silence her horrified protests with his mouth and hands and body.

      “No Pict would dare raise his hand against me.” There was a sharp edge in her voice, but she still spoke in Gaelic, and the potency of her words was lost beneath her enchanting accent.

      “Are no Picts starving?” Hell, he hadn’t meant to answer her. But it appeared even when he kept his mouth shut, he was more than capable of annoying her.

      She blinked, as if his question made no sense. “What?”

      “People will do a great deal to put food in their family’s bellies.”

      This time the look she gave him suggested she thought he might have lost his mind.

      “Are you truly saying, Cameron MacNeil, that a Pict would harm me because his family was starving?” She sounded incredulous. He wished to God she would stop addressing him as Cameron MacNeil. Coming from her lips, wrapped around her exotic accent, it was like a sensuous slither of silk across his throbbing shaft.

      “I’m saying…” What the devil was he saying? All he could see was Elise looking at him. Focusing her entire attention on him. But she wasn’t smiling. Wasn’t flirting. Wasn’t inviting him up to her bedchamber. She was looking at him because she thought he was insane. “I’m saying that a desperate Pict wouldn’t think twice about taking you for the right price.”

      “Taking me?” She repeated his words as if they were utterly obscene. “That may be the Scots way, but I can assure you that we Picts—”

      Was he not making himself plain?

      “For the Norse.” He glared at her. “Do you know nothing of politics?”

      She blushed, and the vision was so captivating, he clenched his fists to stop his hands from cradling her face. She didn’t blush because she was attracted to him. It was because, this time, he’d managed to deeply offend her.

      “Indeed.” Her voice chilled the air. “I’m well versed in the political situation, MacNeil. The Vikings are not in the habit of bribing Picts to abduct royal hostages.”

      Aye, he’d insulted her all right.

      “In Viken, the practice of stealing their neighboring kingdom’s royal daughters is widespread. What makes you think they won’t extend that practice here, by whatever means they can?”

      Elise glared at him. It was the first time he’d ever seen a less than pleasing expression on her face. Unfortunately, it did nothing to lessen the rampant need still thundering through his blood.

      “Nothing whatsoever.” She tilted her head at him as though he had just emitted a particularly offensive odor. “After all, is that not precisely what the Scots have done?”

      How had he managed to so thoroughly raise her ire? All he’d intended was to warn her of the danger she could face by wandering the countryside alone. No matter how well protected Ce-eviot might be, in such troubled times spies could infiltrate anywhere. After all, he knew only too well it was not only the Norse who used abduction as a way of securing a valuable foreign bride.

      “And yet still you take the danger lightly.”

      She stepped toward him. For a second, he thought she was going to strike his face and to his disgusted disbelief, the prospect didn’t anger him. But she didn’t touch him. She merely gave him a look that should have withered his cock but instead caused his balls to ache with tormented denial.

      “You are in my way,” she said in a voice as haughty as any he had heard the queen of Ce use. He waited for her insult and tried not to notice how she only reached his shoulder. How her eyes sparkled with anger. How her breasts quivered with every uneven breath she took.

      He didn’t move immediately. She was of royal blood, but she wasn’t his princess and he’d be damned if he’d allow her to speak to him as though he were a peasant. But that wasn’t the reason he didn’t obey her implied command. He was incapable of moving. As if, by stepping toward him, she had woven a pagan enchantment around him rendering him immobile.

      Her eyes darkened, swallowing the blue and her lips parted in tempting invitation. Would she push him away if he reached for her? Struggle if he crushed her against the roughness of the standing stone?

      Protest if he claimed her mouth with savage intent?

      The moment shimmered, a glimpse of infinity, where sanity and madness hovered on the horizon. Sanity won. Barely. He pulled back and allowed her room to pass. But she didn’t pass right away. She appeared immobilized by desire.

      In his dreams. The notion caused a mirthless laugh to escape. Elise started, as if she’d just awoken from a trance.

      “My lady.” He offered her a bow but maintained eye contact and saw the way she blushed once more. He hadn’t imagined her the type to blush. Couldn’t recall ever seeing her do so before and yet this afternoon she had done nothing but.

      Damn it, everything she did beguiled him. The sooner she was back in the palace the better.

      The sooner she was out of temptation’s reach, the better.

      She glared at him, as if she considered his show of respect nothing but a mockery, before sweeping past him, a proud tilt to her jaw. Gritting his teeth, he fell into step beside her, hands fisted by his sides. So now, instead of fighting for his king, he was reduced to ensuring a pampered princess came to no harm.

      Elise came to an abrupt halt. “There’s no need for you to accompany me.” She didn’t look at him and for a lingering moment, he allowed himself to admire her proud profile. The remnants of her blush still stained her cheeks and he knew her eyes would likely be glinting with fury.

      “I’ll see you back to the palace.” Did she think he’d allow her to return by herself? The chances were, she was perfectly safe here in Ce-eviot, but he wasn’t going to risk it. If her self-indulgent ways caused her harm, it wouldn’t be because he’d neglected his duty.

      Finally, she turned to him. There was an odd expression on her face. “Why?” she said at last, and although her voice was far from friendly, it no longer held that note of regal disdain. Did she truly not know why he was duty bound to ensure she returned to the palace unmolested?

      Unmolested. The irony echoed through his brain. She was probably right. No Pict in Ce-eviot would dare accost her. He was the only one she was in danger from.

      The notion irritated him, despite the fact he’d never take an unwilling woman. And she was a Pict. The reminder slid through his brain as though he might have forgotten her heritage for a few insane moments.

      He would never forget her heritage.

      “Because if anything happened to a precious princess of Pictland, who do you think would be blamed?” He sounded feral and couldn’t help it. “Whatever our personal feelings over this alliance, we can’t afford any more bloodshed between our peoples.”

      Her lips compressed in clear affront and with a sense of despairing inevitability, his gaze fixed on her mouth. He’d only told her the truth. Why would she take offense? Was it because his manner was too abrupt, because his words lacked the flowery phrases that fell so easily from the tongue of MacGregor?

      And why the hell did he keep comparing himself unfavorably with Stuart MacGregor?
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        * * *

      

      Even hours later, as Elise accompanied the other noblewoman to the feasting hall, her temper still simmered. It was intolerable that a man, that Cameron MacNeil, had so ruffled her composure. How dare he imply she was ignorant? How dare he look down his arrogant Scots nose at her? She could trace her ancestry back for a thousand years. She knew the history of her people, the stories of their gods and could trace the intricate and interwoven lineages of all the members of the royal houses in Pictland.

      She knew of the practice of abduction for the purposes of maintaining tenuous peace between one clan and the next. It had happened often enough in the past in Pictland. More often than not, the abducted princess would end up marrying her captor. It was hardly a revolutionary or astounding notion, although the practice in Pictland had been abandoned some generations ago.

      It was no surprise to learn the Vikings undertook a similar strategy. Indeed, it wasn’t even shocking to discover that they might one day extend that practice into Pictland, although she fervently hoped not.

      But the idea, the very suggestion that a Pict would assist in capturing and handing over a royal princess to their deadliest enemy—that enraged her. No doubt the Scots wouldn’t think twice about betraying their own. But the Picts were not Scots and Cameron MacNeil had no right to utter such slander against her people.
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