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Dear Reader,

Congratulations, you have found my secret book! Much Ado About Marriage is the first book I wrote, but like many first books, it was hard to sell. Various publishers said it was set in a difficult time period (Elizabethan Scotland and England), was too long (126,000 words), or didn’t have enough conflict (which is Very Bad).

By the time I figured out how to correct the book, I’d already sold the next book, The Abduction of Julia, which was a Regency set historical. The book did very well and my publisher asked for more books set in that time period.

This left Much Ado About Marriage languishing in a box under my bed. Later, on a whim, I sold the book to a different publisher on the condition that it would be printed under another name. It came out with very little fanfare, sold fairly well, and then disappeared. I regained the rights some years later. After that, the book was once again relegated to a box under my bed.

Last year, as I wrote the MacLean Curse series and developed the idea for the Hurst Amulet series, it dawned on me that Much Ado About Marriage could be rewritten as a prequel for both series. And so I set to work.

The book is now quite different from the original in many ways. However, I worked hard to leave my heroine’s unique spirit intact. Fia MacLean is one of my favorite heroines and I hope you feel the same way about her after you’ve read her story, Much Ado About Marriage.

Thank you for reading my lost book!

Love and laughter,
Karen Hawkins

[image: image]



Chapter One

Duart Castle

Isle of Mull, Scotland

May 2, 1567

It was one thing to fall—it was quite another to be shoved from the ledge of a second-story window.

Thomas Wentworth landed flat on his back with an ominous thud, his head saved from the rocky ground by a thick patch of herbs. Light exploded before his eyes as the breath left his body in a whoosh, and blessed blackness beckoned.

For several long moments, he fought for breath. Just as sweet air swept in to reassure him that he wasn’t dead, a lilting voice exclaimed softly, “Och, I’ve killed him!”

Low and husky, the voice flowed over him as rich as sweet cream. The grass rustled as someone knelt beside him. “I’m cursed for certain,” she murmured. “’Tis an ill omen to kill the finest man you’ve ever seen.”

The luscious voice demanded his attention. Wincing, Thomas forced his eyes open and focused on the figure kneeling above him.

“Blessed Mother Mary, you’re alive!” She smoothed the hair from his forehead with a feather-soft touch.

The moon made a nimbus around the thickest cloud of hair he had ever seen. Luminous in the moonlight, her hair streamed in waves and curls, frothing in abandon across her shoulders.

The end of one persistent curl brushed his ear and he weakly swatted it. “Aye, I live,” he muttered, struggling to rise.

Before he could do more than lift his shoulders, the wench pressed him back to the ground. “Don’t get up ’til we’ve certain you’ve no injuries.” Warm hands slid lightly over his arms and legs.

He caught her wrists and pushed her away, the rough wool of her sleeves telling him her position within the castle was menial. He forced his aching body upright. “Leave me be,” he growled unsteadily. “I am well.”

There was a long pause and then she said, “You’re a Sassenach.” A faint note of accusation hung in the air.

Thomas silently cursed. His throbbing head had made him forget to disguise his voice with a Scottish accent.

“You, sirrah, are no simple thief.” She brushed a hand over his shirt. “Your clothing is too fine.”

A flicker of annoyance increased his headache. He had chosen his dark garments with the utmost care to blend with the shadows should anything go awry.

The thought brought a twisted smile. In truth, little had gone right with this venture. From the second he’d crossed into Scottish waters, the famous Wentworth luck had been tested to the breaking point.

First his ship had run into a gale off the rocky coast and had barely managed to get to safety. Once in port, Thomas had discovered that his horse had been severely bruised by the rough crossing and it had taken several days to find a suitable replacement.

And now this: shoved from a window and accosted by a saucy wench. ’Twas yet another delay in his carefully laid plans.

Delays caused risks, and risks were something he rarely took without exquisite preparation and consummate attention to detail. Hurried plans inevitably ended in failure. Thomas Wentworth never hurried, and he never failed.

The woman rested back on her heels, her head cocked to one side. “What are you doing so far from your home, Sassenach?”

“’Tis no concern of yours,” he returned curtly.

“I cannot agree. ’Twas me who opened the shutters and bumped you from the ledge. I have a responsibility for you now.”

He frowned. “Who are you? A housemaid?”

“I belong here, but the same can’t be said of you, Mr. Thieving Knave—or whatever you are.”

Her lilting voice tantalized even as her words challenged. Thomas leaned forward and sank his hand in the silken softness of her hair. Ignoring her surprised gasp, he tilted her face until the moon slanted cold rays across the smoothness of her cheek.

He glimpsed a small, straight nose and a pair of very kissable lips before she shoved his hand away, her voice full of breathless outrage. “Stop that! What were you doing, perched on the window ledge like a big chicken?”

Despite his aches and irritations, he couldn’t help but grin. “I prefer to think of myself as a more noble bird, like a hawk.”

“I’m sure you do. But you flew more like a chicken than like any hawk I’ve seen.”

He chuckled. “Point taken.”

“You still haven’t answered my question, Sassenach. Why were you on the ledge?”

“I don’t remember.” For emphasis he rubbed his head, which still ached a bit.

She stood, her skirts rustling. “Aye, ’tis known that Englishmen have delicate heads made of eggshells.”

“No doubt you heard that from some heathen Scotsman wielding a claymore the size of a tree.”

“Testy, are you?” She patted his shoulder in a kindly way that was more insulting than spitting at him would have been. “I daresay that’s because your soft English head is aching.”

It was tempting to challenge her, but he couldn’t allow himself to get distracted from his real purpose. He put a hand on his pocket, the reassuring crackle of paper calming him.

She eyed him and said in a voice tinged with disapproval, “You were a fool to try to enter the castle through the upper window. ’Twould have been easier to climb in through a lower one.”

Though she didn’t know it, he had been climbing out not in, when she’d knocked him from the window. “I suppose a Scottish thief would have walked in the front door and not taken a craven entry like a window?”

She chuckled, the sound husky and warm like good Scots whiskey. “I’ve known one or two as would. There’s more gold and silver to be had in the lower floors, too.”

“You seem to know a lot about the castle.”

“I should. I’m the laird’s—” The silence was as complete as it was abrupt. “That’s not important. What is important is that you need to improve your thieving ways before you attempt such a fortified castle.”

“I appreciate your assistance, Mistress Saucy Wench. I suppose you are a master thief, to offer such advice?”

She shook her head, moonlight flowing across her hair like firelight on a rippled pond. “Not a master. Tonight was my first effort at reiving, and ’twas not near as exciting as I’d hoped,” she said wistfully.

She was a thief? Had he heard her right?

“’Twas dull work indeed ’til I knocked you from the ledge. ’Tis amazing, but you didn’t make a sound on the way down. You fell like a great rock, with nary a cry ’til you landed in the garden. Then you went ‘oof’ like a—”

“For the love of Saint Peter, cease your prattle,” Thomas hissed, casting an uneasy glance at the looming castle.

“Pssht. Don’t fash yourself about being heard. There’s no one home but the servants; Laird MacLean’s gone.”

“Aye, he’s been traveling these last two months.”

“Nay, he returned last week.”

“What?” Damn it, my sources were wrong. According to the information Thomas had been given, the laird wasn’t to return for another fortnight.

“Aye, but then that witch sent him a letter that crossed him. He stormed out immediately to enact vengeance.”

Thomas frowned. “MacLean left again because of . . . did you say ‘witch’?”

“Aye. The White Witch Hurst. I’ve never met her, but she’s cast her spell over MacLean until he doesn’t know if he’s coming or going. She gave the local magistrate some ancient documents that lay claim to half of the MacLean lands.”

“Good God. No man would stand for such.”

“Especially not the MacLean.” She shook her head, her mane of hair fluttering about her. “But I think ’tis lust as draws him to her. I hope he has a care. She’s a powerful witch, though Duncan claims that she’s but knee high to a goat.”

“I don’t believe in witches or curses.”

“I do,” she said simply. “I believe in all sorts of magic.”

“I’m quite aware of the Scots’ love of all things mystical.”

“And I know of the English love of coin.” She shrugged, an elegant motion that dismissed him. “We both have our weaknesses.”

He clambered gingerly upright, his head swimming as he spaced his feet far apart to balance the swaying earth. Bloody hell, he felt as though he were on the deck of the Glorianna in a full gale. A warm hand tucked into the crook of his arm. “Are you well enough to be walking?” Concern filled her voice.

“I’m fine,” he said curtly, shaking off her hand.

“Very well.”

Thomas wished he could see her expressions. Since the moon was behind her, her face was in shadow. On impulse, he grasped her arm and turned her so the moonlight spilled across her.

For a moment he could only stare. His earlier glimpse had suggested she was comely, but he had never seen such beauty as he now faced. Her dark eyes sparkled, surrounded by a thick tangle of lashes, and her full lips begged to be tasted.

Perhaps I believe in magic after all, he thought numbly.

She yanked her arm free and hefted up a large bag that clunked and clanked. “I’ve wasted too much time here. If you’re of a mind to get caught, Sassenach, then stay where you are. The laird could return any time and I, for one, will not be here to greet him.”

Some foolish part of him wanted to feel her honey-smooth voice a little longer. “You surprised me when you thrust open the shutters at this time of the night.”

She’d already turned away but now paused. “I was trying to decide if I should climb out the window like a proper thief or take the stairs. After watching you fall, I thought ’twas very possible I could have dropped my bag during the climb down and broken and dented my reivings, and then all of my efforts would have been for naught.”

Her casual attitude toward her less-than-honorable profession made him smile. “You are a saucy wench,” he said with grudging admiration.

She laughed softly, the sound curling inside him and heating him in unexpected ways. “That’s exactly what Duncan says.”

For a second, Thomas envied the unknown Duncan. “What’s your name, little thief?”

“Fia.” She shifted the bag to her other shoulder. “I just took the best candlesticks. I think they’ll be easier to sell than heavy plate, don’t you?”

She turned and made her way down a faint path that led toward the black forest, saying over her shoulder, “We should hurry, for Duncan returns this morn.”

Thomas accepted the unspoken invitation and fell into step beside her. “Who is this Duncan?”

“Why, Duncan MacLean, the Earl of Duart and laird of his clan.” She quirked a disbelieving brow his way. “Surely you knew whose castle you were stealing into?”

“Of course I knew. I just didn’t think of him as ‘Duncan.’” This woman knew MacLean well enough to use his given name. Who was she, then? She’d said she was “the laird’s”—and then hadn’t finished the sentence. She must be the laird’s mistress, then.

Refusing to examine the irritation that swelled at the thought of such beauty being sullied by a possible traitor, Thomas tried to focus on the return of his good fortune. Since Fia was within MacLean’s inner circle, she would be privy to valuable information.

He stepped into the shadows of the forest, pulling her into his arms.

“Stop!”

Though she struggled, he held her easily. “I’ve a wish to know more about you . . . and this Duncan.”

“Why should I tell you anything?” She twisted, attempting to stomp his feet with her muddied boots, her bag clanging noisily.

Thomas pushed aside the wild abandon of her hair, his fingers encircling her neck. “Hold still, comfit,” he whispered. “I want to know everything about Duncan MacLean. If you tell me, I’ll release you.”

She stopped struggling. “You wish to know of Duncan? Why?”

“That’s none of your concern.”

Her mouth thinned into a stubborn line. “Everything about Duncan is my concern.”

“I can’t imagine that you care too much, to steal from him the minute he’s out of sight.” His mouth was but a whisper from hers, his thumbs resting suggestively at the delicate hollow of her throat. “Just tell me what you know; I ask for nothing more harmful than information.”

She dropped her bag with a noisy clank and, to his surprise, melted into his arms, her lithe body flush against his. “You’re quite strong for a Sassenach.”

He tried to ignore the sensations her warm body ignited in his own. Sweet Jesu, she is a snug armful.

“Och, I think . . .” Her breath was ragged, her gaze fixed on his mouth. “I think you mean to kiss me.” Her lips parted, and the edge of her tongue moved slowly across the fullness of the lower one.

It was almost more than he could stand; the stirring of excitement grew stronger yet. She should be terrified, damn it.

Instead, she tilted her face to his as if to accept a kiss he’d not thought to offer. He knew he should try to scare her more, to frighten her into submission, for there was far more at stake here than the desires of a Scottish wench.

He should have.

But he didn’t.

All he could think about was the promise of Fia’s lips, the warmth of her in his arms, and the delicate fragrance of heather that drifted from her hair.

Thomas kissed her with every bit of passion that welled inside him, possessing her mouth as he cupped her rounded bottom through her skirts and molded her to him.

She clutched at his loose shirt, her soft, yielding lips drinking hungrily from his.

His body flamed in response and all thought fled. He slipped an arm about her waist and pulled her firmly to him, brushing aside her entangling hair to taste the sweetness of her delicate neck. He traced the contours of her back and hips, stopping to pull her bodice from the waistband of her skirt. Sweet Jesu, her skin was so deliciously warm and inviting. He pulled impatiently at the ties at her waist, his mouth now ruthlessly possessing hers.

Through a haze of raw passion, something hard and cold intruded harshly into his awareness. Suddenly he realized that a razor-sharp point, cold and deadly, was pressed against his side.

Thomas opened his eyes.

Fia regarded him with a cool smile. “’Tis time you were on your way, Sassenach.” She moved away and he saw that she held a knife that shone wickedly in the moonlight. And in her other hand, she held his purse.

Damn the wench! He had played right into her hands. “Why, you little thief!” He ached with frustrated passion and harsh disappointment.

She brightened. “I am a good thief, aren’t I?”

Cold fury raced through him. Should he lunge for the knife? No; a bloodcurdling scream would awaken the servants.

Thomas swore. “You common, thieving—”

“Och, spare me your wild words. ’Tis your own fault, laddie.”

“Do you know who I am?”

“Nay, and it matters not.”

“I am Thomas Wentworth.” He waited. Even here, in the wilds of Scotland, the Wentworth name had meaning. His family was the wealthiest and most powerful in all of England.

But apparently someone had forgotten to mention that fact to this particular maid. Fia tucked his bag of coins into her bodice. “Well, Master Thomas, ’tis nice to meet you, but ’tis your own fault ’tis come to this.”

“It’s my fault that you robbed me?”

“I had no notion to take aught from you ’til you tried to seduce me.”

He laughed bitterly. “One does not seduce a trollop. One pays.”

Her hand tightened on the knife; her delicate brows lowered. “Have a care, Sassenach. You may have a tongue as sharp as a knife, but I hold a real one.”

“You wouldn’t use it.”

To his astonishment, she quirked a brow, cool and proud. “Why should I fear a poor Sassenach who can’t even climb into a window without falling on his head?”

He stepped forward and the knife flashed wickedly in the moonlight.

She eyed him warily. “Now, I shall go my way and you will go yours. If you’re as smart as you’d like to think you are, you’ll leave before Duncan arrives.”

“I will find you, wench,” he warned.

“That’s not likely.” Still holding the wicked-looking knife before her, she grabbed her bag of loot and slowly backed toward the shelter of the forest, her eyes fixed warily on his.

He smiled with cold menace. “Tell me why his lordship returns in such haste, and perhaps—just perhaps—I’ll allow you to leave in peace.”

“As though you had the choice of it,” she mocked, but her gaze darted toward the castle, the roof faintly agleam as dawn crept stealthily into the sky.

“Come,” he urged, forcing his voice to a calmer level. “A little information for the gold you’ve stolen. ’Tis a fair exchange.”

Fia regarded him soberly. “You won’t chase me into the woods?”

“Not if you tell me what I seek.”

After a moment, she nodded. “Fine, then. ’Tis only fair. MacLean is returning to marry.”

Damn it, his sources hadn’t mentioned a marriage. “Who is he marrying?”

She smiled, and he knew her answer before she even spoke.

“Me, Sassenach.” Her lilting voice taunted. “He comes to marry me.”

And with a rattle of stolen candelabras and a mischievous smile, she turned and fled, disappearing into the woods.



Chapter Two

Fia hurried through the brush, glancing over her shoulder. The Sassenach would surely follow; he’d been too angry not to, but she had a goodly lead on him, so she was safe.

She crested a low slope and paused behind a thicket for a final glimpse of Duart Castle. The morning sun tossed pale streamers of light across the grassy slope around it. If she were there now, she would be rising to the familiarity of her own comfortable chamber with its red velvet hangings, heavy oak bed and bench, and thick carpets. She would be snug, warm, and safe—not hiding in the damp, cold woods from an irritated Englishman.

But Fia had had her fill of comfort and safety. She wanted excitement, the thrill of the uncertain, and the chance to prove herself without her cousin’s overbearing “assistance.”

She almost laughed out loud. She couldn’t imagine a more fortuitous beginning for her adventure. And what an adventure it was, too! At this very moment, tucked into a leather pouch and tied to the back of her horse deep in the woods, were her treasures—the plays she had painstakingly written over the past six years.

Fia patted her sack of silver, a bubble of excitement humming through her. Already she’d met with such good fortune. Soon she’d be in London and, if fortune continued to smile, she’d be a playwright. All she had to do was escape before Duncan returned.

Her smile faded and she turned into the woods ahead. The sad truth was that Duncan had indeed decided to marry her. “Aye,” she muttered with distaste, “he’s decided to marry you to the first qualified man as stumbles through the castle gates.”

Her cousin had spent the last two years searching for a man he deemed worthy of her hand. Fortunately, Duncan’s idea of a deserving husband was a man of proud birth, possessing great wealth and capable of wielding both sword and pen.

With such a lengthy list of qualifications, Fia had felt sure that she would never be shackled.

But lately the political situation had changed, and Duncan had grown dark and quiet. The Scottish throne was at risk as Queen Mary made error after error, aligning herself with men believed to have murdered her husband.

No one liked the thought of such men holding the strings to the throne, which they would, once they held the capricious Mary under their complete power. The whispers had grown, and some of the clans were openly aligning themselves against their own queen. The rumblings of war had grown to a near-deafening level and some of the more powerful clans were only waiting to see where Clan MacLean stood before they declared. No one had more resources or trained men than Duncan, and few lairds were as well regarded.

But Duncan remained stubbornly mute on his position.

Lately more and more men arrived under cover of night, demanding and pleading that he take a stand.

Fia didn’t know where Duncan’s thoughts rested, since he refused to discuss it even with her, which hurt her feelings mightily. But her cousin was a wily leader of their clan, and whatever was holding his tongue, ’twas for the good of them all.

Still, lately she’d caught him eying her with a considering gaze, and twice he’d said plainly that she would be safer elsewhere than Duart Castle.

Fia feared she knew the reason why; Duncan wished her away from Duart should there be war. And if that were the case, he might become far less exacting in selecting her a husband.

She grimaced. Who needs a husband? Unless the man can sponsor my plays, I would be no better off than I am now. She hurried deeper into the woods, the woody scent of the forest tickling her nose. She knew the path well and didn’t hesitate, pausing only once to pluck ripe berries from a nearby bush and pop the sweet morsels into her mouth.

Her plan was to go down the path to the shore, where maid Mary and her husband would be waiting with the skiff. Then to the mainland, and on to London.

Ah, London! She shivered with excitement, her resolve firming even more. To take control of her own fortune, that was where she must go. Queen Elizabeth was a strong patron of the arts, especially the theater. Any playwright worth her salt would head to the queen’s court, where opportunity awaited.

It was a pity she hadn’t thought to question the Sassenach about the English court. As pompous and arrogant as he seemed, ’twas possible he’d visited it. She grimaced at her lost opportunity—though she knew from the Sassenach’s kiss, she knew that there’d be a cost to such questioning.

She touched a finger to her lips, marveling at how they still tingled. Perhaps she wouldn’t mind paying such a cost. She’d shared kisses before, but none had sent her heart racing like the Sassenach’s.

Sadly, ’twas a waste of time to think of the Sassenach, for she’d never see him again. She hurried along the path, the damp leaves muffling her booted steps. Yet still, the memory of that kiss slipped into her thoughts.

’Twould be good fortune indeed if the Sassenach were a real lord, and knew Queen Elizabeth, and could ask her directly to—

But no. ’Twouldn’t help her one jot even if he were a real English lord. ’Twas easy to see he was too self-involved to bother with a mere playwright like herself. And even if he were not so clutch-hearted, ’twas highly unlikely the man would forgive her for knocking him out of a window and stealing his purse. One or the other, perhaps, but not both, and especially not both on the same day.

She sighed wistfully. The handsome thief was probably a very pleasant companion when his head didn’t ache and his coins were still safely tucked in his belt.

“Och, Fia, you’ve gone daft,” she said sternly. “For all you know, there could be a soul as black as the bottom of a kettle beneath that handsome exterior.”

Something flickered at the corner of her vision and she paused and looked about, but nothing moved in the thick woods. A faint twinge of disappointment went through her. The Sassenach hadn’t even attempted to follow; she’d thought he had more spirit than that.

She settled the heavy bag on her other shoulder and glanced at the sky, where a growing brightness crept through the trees. The tide would be rising by now. She continued on, stepping lightly over thick ferns, fallen leaves, and broken tree limbs. Her leather boots made very little noise on the moss-covered path, each step stirring sweet pine scent into the air. A swirl of morning mist crept along the ground and the grove looked as if it had been touched with an ancient magic.

It would have been easy to believe she walked through an enchanted forest. The entire scene would have made a wonderful setting for a play, perhaps one about a fairy queen who’d fallen in love with—

A band of steel clamped about her arm. Fia gasped as she was yanked against a newly familiar broad chest.

A deep voice murmured into her ear, “Where are you off to now, my little thief? Looking for another fool to fleece?”

“Nay, I’ve reached my limit of reiving for the day.”

“I’m surprised a wench like you has any limits.” His warm breath brushed her cheek. “What? No sharp retort? No hidden knife?” The lazy voice was cutting her to shreds.

Desperation whipped her into action. With a lithe twist, Fia shoved her bag into Thomas’s broad chest and whirled to make her escape as she fumbled at her waist for her knife.

She took only three steps before his body crashed into hers, tumbling both of them to the ground. Her knife, knocked from its sheath, came to rest under a bush.

He lay atop her, his breath warm on her cheek, his huge body pressing her into the soft earth.

Fia gasped, struggling for air.

“I daresay you wish for your trusty knife, but alas, I can’t allow you to have it. Not until we’ve reached an understanding.”

“I . . .” She struggled mightily with each word. “I . . . cannot . . . breathe—”

Immediately, he raised himself on his elbows.

She gulped in the cool morning air, the spots before her eyes disappearing. Ah, much better. The only trouble was that now she was freed from his weight, she was far too aware of his warm body over hers, his thigh pressing between her legs in the most intimate way.

She drew a shuddering breath. “You nearly killed me.”

“Don’t tempt me.” Thomas’s hands slid over her throat, pushing aside her hair in what seemed more a caress than a threat.

Her panting increased at the feel of his warm skin on hers. “’Twould be a grievous error to murder me. The women of my family have a tendency to go a-ghosting if they are done away with in a foul manner.”

His gaze locked with hers. “A-ghosting?”

“Aye. I’d be dressed in flowing white and keening at the top of my lungs. ’Tis not a sight you would enjoy.” She couldn’t help but give a wee grin at his expression.

To her surprise, he smiled warmly. “I can do without the keening, comfit, though the thought of you dressed in a flowing white gown is quite another matter.” His gaze boldly lingered on the fullness of her breasts, which pulled the thin fabric of her dress taut. “Especially if your ghostly gown showed off your impressive attributes in a more seductive manner.”

Fia flushed. She had bought this dress from the village laundress, a gown someone had forgotten and left behind by the river. Plain and homespun, it was the perfect disguise. She hadn’t expected the garment to fit so snugly.

The heavy purse nestled between her breasts did little to ease the strain on its lacings. The thought of the Sassenach’s gold brought her grin back in full measure. “I’m sure I’d be a pleasing ghostie, dressed in a fashionable sort of way just to tempt your fancy.” She snorted inelegantly and wished he would rise. It was difficult to converse at such a close distance, especially with a man who had such warm brown eyes flecked with amber. “I might wear ghosting white, but ’twill be a thick fabric, and ragged—so you can stop your wishful thinking.”

“Well, then, rags it is. On a wench like you, though, rags might not be so unattractive.” His breath was warm and sweet near her ear, and she shivered.

“Attractive?” She regretted the wistful tone of her voice instantly. “Just what do you mean by ‘a wench like you’?”

A smug smile settled on the Sassenach’s face. “What do you think? And don’t tell me the laird is coming to marry you, for I’ll not believe it. While ’tis possible the MacLean is on the verge of finding himself wed, he would never marry a common maid.”

“Och, you—!”

“I’m just speaking the truth. I think you are angered to be losing your protector, so you stole away with a small fortune in your sack.”

“How wise you are, my Lord Lackwit.” If sarcasm were gold, she would have just made her fortune. “Though I took some silver from MacLean, ’tis more in the line of a loan.”

He chuckled. “And I suppose you were sneaking out at dawn merely for the fun of it.”

“And to keep the servants from knowing which direction I took. I have my own silver, but cannot access it.” She’d have taken silver candlesticks from her own household goods, but they were stored in trunks deep in the castle hold, awaiting her eventual marriage.

“You are a foolishness, but a sweet one.” He ran a finger over the rough fabric that stretched across her breasts. “This, milady thief, is neither silk nor brocade.”

The sensations his wandering touch created were unbearable. Fia bit her lip to keep him from seeing her weakness, but her breasts were not so easily tamed. Her nipples hardened and peaked, as though eager for him to repeat the touch.

His grin widened. He captured one of her hands, running his thumb over her ink-stained fingers. “And this is not the hand of a lady.”

She clenched her fist. “If you wait much longer, Duncan himself will come and tell you exactly who I am. Neither of us would benefit from that.”

“I’d enjoy seeing MacLean’s face when you explain how you came to possess his best candlesticks,” he retorted. “But I suppose you’re right and I shouldn’t tarry.”

“Then leave. I’m not stopping you.”

“Oh, but you are. I came for my gold, little thief. Hand it over and we’ll part ways.” His gaze drifted over her, lingering on her bottom lip.

Fia noticed with rising trepidation and excitement that Thomas’s eyes glimmered with the heat of sun-drenched moors. She couldn’t let this go any farther. As muddled as he made her feel, if he attempted to kiss her or more, she’d not have the strength to refuse him. She’d never seen such a handsome man, and his touch instantly turned her bones to butter.

It had taken every bit of her resolve to halt his kiss in the garden, and she doubted she could do it again. She simply hadn’t had much experience with kissing and such; Duncan had seen to that. Even now she grimaced at the memory of what her cousin had done to the Duke of Argyll’s youngest son when he’d stolen a very brief kiss. But not even the handsome son of the Duke of Argyll had left her aching and breathless the way the Sassenach’s touch did.

She couldn’t allow him to kiss her again, or it would prove her undoing. Still, she wasn’t about to hand over her hard-won gold.

To buy time while she found a solution, she blurted out, “My great-grandmother is a real ghost, you know.” She could tell by the flicker of interest in his eyes that she had his attention, so she quickly pressed on. “My mam flitters across Loch Buie, howling and a-moaning, scaring the people of the village nigh to death. She wears a gray gown, I think. Or perhaps ’tis brown—”

“Cease your prattling, comfit.” His eyes glimmered with humor as he flicked a careless finger over her cheek. “I won’t be distracted from my gold.”

“Och, no. I just thought you might wish to know what the blurry figure is who waits for you when you go to sleep at night. She’s a tenacious ghost, she is, and not for the unwary.”

“I don’t believe in ghosts.”

“I do, for I’ve seen many.” She lifted her brows. “Do you believe in fairies?”

“No.”

“Pixies?”

“No.”

“Banshees? Stiths? Witches?”

His mouth began to form the word “no” yet again, and she burst out, “Och, there must be something, Sassenach! Have you never lost something and then found it in the place where you already looked? Or come to a place you’d swear you’d seen before, but ’twas impossible? Surely, you believe in magic of some sort!”

He regarded her for a long moment. “How did your grandmother die?”

Fia had to hide a grin. She could tell he wished the question back as soon as he asked it, so she hurried to answer. “’Twas rumored my grandfather killed her with his own hands.”

“Did she tell senseless stories?”

“Nay, she didn’t have the gift. To be honest, Grandmother was as demanding a woman as ever lived. Poor Grandfather could neither drink nor fight without her harping from dawn to dusk.”

“A harpy, eh?” He murmured, tracing feather-light circles on her jaw with one thumb.

Fia steeled herself against his touch. “Aye. ’Twas said her voice could freeze a running river in the height of summer. Grandfather finally lost his temper and slammed his mug upon the kitchen table, smashing it to pieces, and ordered her to leave him and ne’er return. And she did.”

The Sassenach’s brows snapped together. “That’s a bit harsh.”

“So everyone thought. When he realized what he’d done, he wept for twenty days and twenty nights.”

“He must have loved her after all.”

“Och, nay! ’Twas just that he could never drink from a mug again as it reminded him too much of the whole affair. He said ’twas enough to sour even good whiskey.”

Thomas laughed, his laughter rumbling in his chest. Fia’s breath caught in her throat. He was beautiful, all black hair and golden skin. A subtle heat spread through her and made her move restlessly.

His laughter died and he regarded her through suddenly heavy-lidded eyes. “You are nothing like your grandmother, my sweet. You have a voice like pure honey. Indeed, I would like to hear you moaning in pleasure with that luscious voice of yours.”

It was all she could do not to twine her arms about his head and pull his firm mouth to hers. But the pressure of the bag of gold between her breasts reminded her of her purpose.

“You should be worrying about the MacLean and nothing else,” she admonished desperately. “We have no time for this.”

His eyes gleamed and he gave her a smile of such incredible sweetness that her heart lodged in her throat. ’Twas almost a crime to make such a handsome man and loose him on the world without warning.

He shifted to one side, his warm hands sliding to her shoulders and then to her breasts. All coherent thought fled her mind.

“The laird be hanged,” he murmured. “My sources say he is not to return so soon, and besides, I begin to think you might well be worth the risk.” His mouth lowered toward hers, and Fia felt herself drawn toward his lips—beautifully carved lips that would taste as sweet as warmed honey. She closed her eyes and waited . . . and waited . . . and waited . . .

She opened her eyes and saw his mocking expression.

She flushed.

His grin was irritatingly smug. “I will have my purse.” His gaze locked on her mouth as he slipped a finger under the front of her gown.

She gasped, fighting a maelstrom of shivers. “I’ll give it you! Just let me up!”

For one agonizing second she didn’t think he’d agree, but then he stood and pulled her to her feet. “My purse, Fia. Now. Else I will come and get it.”

Flushed from head to toe, Fia reached into her gown, halting as she saw his obvious interest. “Turn your back.”

“Modesty?” From a woman like you? The unspoken words hung in the silence, loud and bruising.

Fia bared her teeth in the semblance of a smile. “Very well, Lord Thomas. Watch if you must.”

He was tall and handsome beyond belief, with a smile that could drop one’s heart into one’s shoes, but he was no gentleman. Had she written this scene, Thomas the Handsome would have fallen to his knees and promised to take her to London. He would have found a sponsor for every one of her wonderful plays and would have fallen deeply and desperately in love with her.

Alas, this was not one of her plays.

She yanked open the front of her dress, her fine lawn chemise on display for the world to see as she removed his purse. Fia tossed it to the ground and pulled her bodice closed, tying the laces as quickly as she could.

In the quiet of the glen, his breath sounded almost labored. “You tempt me, wench, but I dare not tarry.” He glanced about the clearing. “Where is your horse? Or were you going to steal one on the road?”

Fia shot him a baleful glare and picked up her bag and knife. “Of course I have a horse. Only a fool would travel by foot when a mount is available, and—” She frowned. “Where’s your horse?”

“Now, there’s the rub, comfit. Some damned hound has chased it away, so I need yours.”

Some damned hound? Sweet Saint Catherine, let it not be . . . “Ah, and just what kind of dog chased away your horse?”

“’Twas an ugly cur.” His face showed suspicion. “Why do you ask?”

“No reason. Was . . . was this cur brown in color, with only half an ear?”

His gaze narrowed. “Aye.”

She winced. “Was his tail slightly bent at the end?”

“Aye,” Thomas stated grimly.

“And his left eye . . . was it but half-open?”

“’Tis a dog well known to you, I see.” His tone was grim.

“Och, no! I have never seen such a dog, though I must admit he sounds like a poor, sad little beastie. I daresay he’s very sweet . . . when not chasing off horses.”

“God’s blood, you are the unluckiest wench I’ve ever encountered.” He sounded thoroughly disgusted. “You owe me a mount, milady thief.”

“The dog isn’t mine!”

“No?”

Fia became intensely interested in rubbing an ink stain from her fingers. “Not really. ’Tis possible I may have seen him in the garden once or twice.” She glanced at him from under her lashes. “And I may have fed him a mite now and again.”

She could hear his teeth grinding. He would have naught but stubs left if he made it a habit to abrade them so often.

“I will have your horse,” he stated.

“Hmph. ’Tis unfortunate you are forced to become a horse thief because of a poor, abused pup. A good thing we have no wayward cows about, else you might commit murder or worse.”

“I’ve had about enough of you for one day, mistress.”

“La, how high and mighty! What are you, a prince?”

“Nay, I am but an earl.” He gave an insultingly brief nod. “The Earl of Rotherwood, at your service.”

An earl. An English earl. He must be a member of the court, then! Fia said a short prayer of thanks to the saints for delivering such an Englishman. She could already see her name written in flowing script across the playbill.

“Why did you pray for an Englishman?” Thomas demanded in an outraged tone.

Fia winced. ’Twas her greatest fault to speak every thought out loud. “I-I’ve just always had a liking for earls. Duncan is one and . . . I am just. . . used to having one about.”

Thomas rubbed his temple. “Sweet Jesu, you make my head ache. Just give me your mount.”

“You’d regret taking her. She’s a Scottish horse, and she’ll have naught to do with an Englishman.”

“I can handle her. Where is she?”

Fia decided Lord Thomas’s attractiveness faded even as they spoke. While he was blessed with beauty of face and form, ’twas obvious his Maker had been forced to scrimp when it came to the man’s temperament. That was the real tragedy—he would have made a wondrous character for one of her plays had he possessed but a measure more charm.

She nodded her head toward the clearing. “Thunder is tied to the big tree in the glen. Just follow the path.”

“Excellent. Meanwhile, I suggest you hie yourself back to replace the candelabras before it’s discovered that both you and they are missing.”

That would never happen. She’d decided on this path and one way or another, she would take it to the end. Still, she was loath to lose her horse, loath to lose her newfound gold, and, strangely enough, loath to see Thomas leave. “You’re off to London, I suppose.”

He paused. “Aye.”

“You’ll need a guide through the Scottish countryside. I could lead you, and—”

“Rob me the first time I look elsewhere than my pockets? I think not, my little Scot. Though the idea of having you warm my blankets makes the offer most attractive.”

The pig. “I’ll be warming no man’s blankets, thank you.” Fia sniffed. “’Tis time you left, for I’ve tired of you.”

Thomas’s mouth hardened into a harsh line. “No doubt you expected to wrap me about your little finger as you did MacLean. I am not such a fool. Good-bye.” Disapproval evident in his every move, Lord Thomas the Proud turned and strode into the shadowed woods.

For several long moments, Fia stood where she was. Had she been a heroine in one of her plays, perhaps Rosalind, the banished duke’s daughter who’d bravely dressed as a boy to make her own way in the world, she might have followed Sir Thomas into the forest and tried to trick his gold from him once again. But she wasn’t Rosalind, and the thought of facing Thomas once again seemed a dangerous proposition.

She kicked a rock down the path. “Well, arrogant sir, you’ll not get far on Thunder. That much I’m sure of.” That would be worth seeing, too. All Fia had to do was wait.

With a smile, she shouldered her burden once more and began to walk.



Chapter Three

Whatever image the name “Thunder” conjured up, this was not it.

Thomas had never seen a more pitiful horse. Its dull, pale brown coat was rough and completely bare in places. A straggly mane hung in limp strands on a gaunt neck.

Worse, some romantic fool had plaited the sparse mane with colorful wildflowers that drooped piteously, as if hanging their heads in shame.

He regarded the thin, knobby legs and the swollen body with a disbelieving eye. ’Twas a wonder the horse could even stand, much less walk. “Excellent. I’ve stolen a horse not even fit for a tannery.”

The beast slowly turned her head and measured him with a look of acute dislike.

“God’s blood, everything about that wench is cursed.” Thomas wanted nothing more than to turn and walk away, but he needed this ugly mount to reach his ship by nightfall. “Easy does it, old girl.” He patted her neck, wondering if she could bear his weight.

Encouraged, she attempted a spirited snort, only to end up wheezing and coughing so hard, Thomas felt obliged to thump her soundly on the back.

The relentless ache in his head increased. He could only be thankful Robert wasn’t nearby. One of Thomas’s closest companions, Robert MacQuarrie enjoyed a jest more than life itself and wasn’t above exaggerating common circumstances into a tale of mirth. If Robert ever saw Thomas on this broken-down old nag, he would hear about it for the rest of his life.

He sourly rubbed the lump on his head. Robert wouldn’t have to exaggerate to make a mockery of this particular foray. Everything had gone awry that could go awry, and it had all been made worse by a fey Scottish wench.

Thomas glanced back at the forest with a sharp sense of regret. The thought of her made him burn, which surprised him. He wasn’t a man to linger where fate did not wish him, but . . . damme, she was lovely. Full lips and mysteriously dark eyes were indelibly etched in his memory, and he feared her luscious breasts would haunt his dreams for many a night.

He reminded himself grimly that she was naught but a beautiful thief with a penchant for causing trouble. She had already shoved him from a window, stolen his money, and she and her mystery mongrel had been indirectly responsible for the loss of his horse.

“Well, Thunder, ’tis just the two of us. If you carry me well, I promise to put you out of your misery and sell your hide to the first tanner we meet.”

Thunder yanked her head about and glared at him.

Thomas eyed her with growing unease. Surely the stupid horse didn’t understand me. God’s blood, I’m becoming as fanciful as that wench. But as much as he tried to deny it, events were teetering on the verge of disaster. He had to get back to his ship, and quickly.

He didn’t relish the situation. He was a Wentworth, and, as his father had told Thomas countless times during his brief childhood, Wentworths never failed. His father would have died alone and bootless before throwing a single leg over such a decrepit animal.

But he wasn’t his father, overly focused on appearances and pedigree. If Thomas wished to succeed, he was going to have to ride the pathetic beast. Gathering his resolve, he collected the reins and swung into the saddle. There, he set his heels and urged Thunder on with a click of his tongue and a gentle nudge of his heels.

The mare twitched nary a muscle.

Thomas tightened the reins and tapped the horse’s sides more firmly.

Again, nothing.

This time, Thomas planted his heels as firmly as he could.

Thunder bolted forward, only to come to an immediate halt, jerking Thomas forward in the saddle. “You bedeviled, worthless bag of bones—”

She swung her head around, showed her teeth, and lunged for his leg.

He yanked his legs tighter to her sides and out of reach.

She glared at him.

“So that’s the game you play, eh?” Thomas smiled grimly. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with, you scourge-ridden old nag. I’m the most powerful earl in England, and I’ll not be denied.”

The words hit his own ears flatly. He sounded far too much like his father, blast it.

Thunder apparently agreed, for she bared her yellowed teeth and flattened her long ears, suddenly looking like a donkey.

That was it. Grasping the reins tightly, Thomas planted his heels into Thunder’s bloated sides and yelled, “Hie!”

The mare hunched her shoulders and began to swell.

“What the—”

In a swift move, the mare dropped to her knees and threw herself onto her side.

“Oof!” The wind flew from his lungs as Thomas went down with a bruising blow to his hip and an incredible pressure on his leg.

It took him a full moment to realize what had happened. He was trapped beneath a fat, hide-bare nag, his leg held as securely as though shackled in iron.

“Move, you ill-begotten, mangy bag of bones!” he roared.

Thunder bared her teeth over her shoulder and lunged. Thomas stared at his torn sleeve in amazement, then bellowed in rage.

He placed his free foot squarely on the horse’s back and pushed with all his might. The horse grunted, but the shaggy head didn’t even move. He tried yet again, but his efforts elicited only a heaved sigh from the horse.

Thomas lay back panting, his struggles leaving him as breathless as the fall from the window. It was unbelievable. He, Thomas Henry Wentworth, the fifth Earl of Rotherwood, scion of a long line of immaculately bred, impeccably comported, and extremely dignified English nobility, was pinned in the cold mud beneath a fat, wheezing nag.

Things could get no worse.

A sudden noise had him straining to see over Thunder’s heaving sides, and Thomas found himself gazing at the mangiest, most flea-bitten mongrel ever to put four paws to earth.

It was that dog. Her dog. Which meant—

“Och, imagine that.” The honey-rich voice was laced with amusement. “Here’s a horse just a-lying about the wood with nary a rider to be seen.”

He should have strangled her when he had the chance.

Fia peered over Thunder’s side, her hair a riotous mass about her shoulders, her lips parted in feigned amazement. Peeking from the safety of her skirts was the scrawny, ugly dog. Half of one ear was gone, the jagged edge pointing straight into the air, while his narrow muzzle was adorned with a ridiculous grin.

Thomas looked about for a good-sized rock.

“Why, ’tis Lord Thomas! You poor man, have you gone and hurt yourself yet again? Scotland’s not been very kind to you, has she?”

Thomas clamped his mouth shut. He’d be damned if he’d let her see how angry he was until he was in a position to do something about it. Like putting his hands around her lovely neck and choking the grin off her face.

“Och, ’tis a pity. First you hit your head in the garden, and now your backside is like to be just as bruised.” Husky and inviting, her voice quivered with laughter.

Strangling was too quick. First, he would lock her in a dungeon and starve her. Then he would strangle her.

“If you’ve come to gloat, be gone,” he ground out. “I’ve no need of your company, nor of that hellhound of yours.”

“Sweet Mother Mary, is that the way you speak to someone who has come to help you?”

“Help me? Like you helped yourself to my gold?”

“You can keep your gold.”

He scowled at her. “Oh? Have you found some other innocent to fleece?”

“No, though I have to wonder that you call yourself an innocent. You were climbing into MacLean’s castle through a window; I’d say that was evidence that your intentions were hardly pure.”

He sent her a sour look. “I refuse to engage in a debate with you. I’ve other, more pressing issues at hand.”

She quirked a brow, and he noticed how the morning sun lit her hair to a deep, rich brown. He reflected with satisfaction that he had never liked brown hair, especially unruly brown hair.

Thunder reached out and pushed her nose against her mistress’s hand.

“There, you sweet beastie. You are the best horse in all of Scotland, are you not?” Fia crooned as she lovingly stroked the horse’s nose.

“That is the most disgusting untruth I have ever heard,” Thomas stated flatly.

Fia patted Thunder’s neck. “Thunder, don’t mind the Sassenach. Some of his manners must have leaked from his head when he cracked it in the garden.”

“I have perfectly good manners, when they’re warranted.”

“Hmm.” Dropping to the forest floor, Fia maneuvered herself so Thunder’s head lay comfortably in her lap. Her horse, Thomas reminded himself grimly. Which was lying on his leg. Her dog padded to the other side of Thomas and sat regarding him with what could only be described as a huge grin, his long tongue lolling out one side of his muzzle, his ragged ears perked in interest.

Thomas wished his leg would simply rot off so he would be free of the whole lot of them—lackwits, every one.

“You’re not helping matters, Sassenach. If you’re nice to Thunder, she’ll be nice to you. She’s had a hard life, the poor bairn. Her master beat her and made her work from dawn ’til night, so she tends to hold a grudge.” Fia’s silky voice crept into his ears and tried to lull away his anger, but Thomas would have none of it.

As a child, he had endured his share of beatings. It hadn’t affected him in the least, other than to make him determined never to treat any child of his with such sternness.

“You really should stop that,” she said.

He glared at her. “Stop what?”

“Grinding your teeth so. It can’t be good for them. I had an uncle once who had nary a tooth in his head. ’Twas piteous; he could eat naught but pap.” She frowned. “Or soup; he could eat that. And he did take bread soaked in milk for his Sunday supper. I once saw him try to eat a piece of manchet, but it took him two hours just to gnaw down one bite. Even then he couldn’t eat mo—”

“Forget your toothless uncle, and get this damned horse off my leg!” Thomas snapped.

The dog growled, and Thomas snarled back.

Fia raised her eyebrows. “You’ve the devil of a temper, haven’t you? ’Twas a simple observation that you seem addicted to grinding your teeth.” She nodded wisely. “I think you should see a specialist when we get to London town.”

“We?”

“Aye.” She met his gaze, calm and cool. “If you wish Thunder to rise, you must promise to take me to London.”

It was a ludicrous idea. He was on a mission, for God’s sake, though she didn’t know that. “No.”

Fia shrugged, her lovely eyes shadowed with disappointment. “Fine. Do it your way, then. But be aware that MacLean may arrive any moment, and we have yet to make our escape from the main grounds of the castle.”

“I don’t—”

“Meanwhile, Thunder here has quite a temper. I’ve seen her lie this way for hours when she gets into one of her moods, never moving though ’twas snowing or raining buckets.” Fia stroked the horse’s neck. “Didn’t you, poor beastie?”

Thunder snorted her agreement.

Thomas rubbed his pounding temple. Sweet Jesu, he would give all he possessed to be gone from here.

Fia regarded him from beneath her lashes. “Of course, if you would be willing to assist me to London . . . and make one or two other small efforts once we arrive, I might be willing to get Thunder off your leg and show you a shorter path to the shore.”

Try as he might to resist, the velvety voice laid a steady assault against his anger. With great reluctance, Thomas admitted that he might indeed need Fia’s help to reach his ship before dark.
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