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TORN BETWEEN DARK REVENGE AND SWEET DESIRE, THE ROOTS OF THEIR LOVE WERE…


DEEPER THAN ROSES


Emerald eyes wide with terror, auburn hair streaming, exquisite Kristiana Harcourt fled into the night. Her noble father lay dead. With his murderer, Edward MacHugh, in hot pursuit, she galloped wildly to freedom only to fall into the arms of a golden-eyed Gypsy. Born of a Gypsy mother, Logan Chandler, true Earl of Muircairn, wore many disguises. Committed to a desperate plan, he was amazed to find that his love for this proud beauty ran even deeper than his lust for vengeance.


Safe yet reviled as an alien among his people, Kristiana’s trust in her virile protector would be sorely tested. Only in the face of certain death would she discover that they shared one heart…and be forced to betray him. Returning to Castle Muircairn—a woman wed to two men; one beloved, one abhorred—her hope lay in the slender chance that Logan still lived. For only he could triumph over MacHugh’s black treachery…to reclaim the land and the love that was their radiant birthright.
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“I’LL NOT GO WITH YOU,” KRISTIANA STATED. “YOU HAD HOPED TO BETRAY ME… SELL ME TO EDWARD. I ORDER YOU TO SET ME FREE!”


Logan held her fast. “Sell you to Edward?” he questioned. “Tell me, Kristiana, if I wanted to sell you to the bastard, do you think I would have kept you with me this long? Would I have protected you while seeing to your care? Tell me, why am I here now?” He released her wrist. “Go! You’re free. I no longer wish to be burdened with you.”


“Wait!” she called, her feet scrambling after him. “Please don’t leave me! My life will be worth nothing without you!” she cried, knowing it was true. “Please don’t leave me,” she beseeched on a sob.


The fear of being left to Edward’s mercy shone in her gaze, and the wall Logan had erected around his heart crumbled. A sigh rolled through his lips. “Goddess, I fear someday, you will cause me much grief… far more than I will be able to endure.”
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For my father and mother,
Melville and Cecilia—
Until we meet again at Heaven’s Gate, I’ll hold fast to my memories of you. My love always.
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Glossary of Terms


familia: Three or four generations of one Gypsy family. This includes aunts, uncles, cousins, etc. They do not necessarily travel together.


Gajo: Singular—defined as “peasant.” Refers to a person who is non-Gypsy.


Gaje: Plural—refers to the general populace who are non-Gypsy.


Kris: The Gypsy court of law.


kumpania: The group that travels together—not necessarily related by blood.


marhime: Polluted, unclean. In reference to the Kris, when a person is banned from the tribe he becomes marhime—a non-person.


mulo: An evil spirit or vampire.


Romani: Gypsy language


Romany: The people; Gypsy culture


Romoro: Means “a little man.” Refers to a married male, who is now considered a man.


Shav: An unmarried male from the age of puberty on upward. The Gypsies believe a man is not a man until he marries, no matter what his age.


vurma: Messages consisting of cloth, bits of broken glass, twigs, stones, etc., that appear to be aimlessly left along the wayside, or draped above eye level in trees. Only the Gypsies know the vurma’s meaning.
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Prologue


Scotland—1526


Black-winged scavengers wove a relentless pattern through the clear azure sky. The constant flight eclipsed the sun’s harsh rays, casting eerie shadows on the quarry below. Patiently the legion circled, awaiting the moment of descent.


Trapped beneath his father’s lifeless form, ten-year-old Logan Chandler watched the ruthless host as it ringed the heavens. Desiring to be relieved of his mortal pain, wanting to join the spirit of the man whom he dearly loved, Logan pleaded time and again for his deliverance, but his soulful prayers remained unanswered.


An anguished groan trembled in the boy’s parched throat. Heavy, long-lashed lids briefly closed over amber eyes, and the third Earl of Muircairn—a title thrust upon Logan by his treacherous stepbrother, Edward, and the rapid blade of the man’s traitorous sword—wondered again why the mercy of death persisted in escaping him.


For nearly a day he had lain under the crushing yet protective weight of his sire. Blood still seeped from the deep gash in his side, its sickening sweet odor filling his nostrils. The red stain, which spread over the hard mosscovered ground, had become one with his father’s, linking them together forever. The young Earl of Muircairn vowed that if by some miracle he should live, he would avenge the monstrous act that had brought the late Henry Chandler to his unnatural end. Yet, at the moment, Logan hoped his pledge of revenge would soon die with him.


Becoming eager for the taste of carrion, the girding ravens escalated in number; their circuitous flight grew more frenzied. Suddenly one swooped from the heavens; its starved companions followed. Pointed talons latched onto the meaty corpse as giant wings flapped loudly, then finally settled, forming a silent arc over their prey. Sharp beaks hungrily tore at the feast set before them. Competitors all, they fought among themselves, vying for the most succulent flesh to be had.


An angry cry erupted from between Logan’s cracked and swollen lips. His slim arm struck out at the covey in a weak attempt to keep the foragers from his father’s face and neck. Startled, several feathered marauders took to the sky, their guttural croaking filling the air. Yet the greater portion stood fast.


Hostile pecks greeted the defender’s deeply bronzed skin; angry bites scored his tender flesh, drawing new blood. A tortured scream filled the air as the young earl valiantly continued to duel with his merciless foes. What little strength he possessed was quickly consumed, and the crushing certainty of doom instantly vanquished the boy. His injured arm fell to the hard earth in defeat, his enemy triumphant.


A great sob racked the young earl’s body as the victorious birds renewed their brutal attack on his dead sire’s face and neck. As Logan prayed again for his own death an everlasting blackness seemed to settle slowly around him. Mercifully it blotted out the horror of the moment, and the ghastly reality of the here and now grew ever narrower in scope. Caught in the welcome void, Logan was unaware of the loud shouts that sent the winged pillagers into the air. Nor was he aware of the beat of many feet as they traveled swiftly to his side.


Strangely, as his weary young mind drifted between the realm of the living and the eternal sleep for which he had so longed, Logan thought he felt far lighter. A great weight had been lifted from him. He was floating now, being borne away. On the wings of angels? he wondered.


The ministering spirits spoke to him, but he could not understand their words. Their language seemed foreign, yet familiar, as though he had heard its lyrical sound somewhere before. The voices faded as the inviting darkness drew him into its core; Logan surrendered fully.


Gentle hands lowered the unconscious boy to the ground, and a solemn pair of obsidian eyes looked at the men circled around the injured youth. “Our blood is his blood; his blood is ours,” their leader said. “We, the Rom, will care for him and protect him. He is now one of us.”


Agreeing nods met the leader’s dark eyes; then, together, the angels of mercy lifted the lad and carried him to their small encampment, hidden deep in the wood.
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Scotland—May 1540


Great thundering hooves tore into the rich earth, riving large clumps of squat moss from their tenuous moorings. The heavy rhythm lost itself in the swirling mist, which blanketed the forest flats as horse and rider urgently bounded across the short open stretch, galloping toward the safety of the dense copse beyond. In that instant a dark cloud parted from the silvery globe peaking in the inky night sky to illuminate the slight form of a young woman.


Driven by sheer panic, Kristiana Harcourt clung to the huge steed’s back. Long, flowing auburn tresses mantled her ivory-skinned beauty, a torn shift the only protection she wore. Impatient shouts erupted in the heavy wood behind her. At the sound, bare heels struck the black beast’s flanks, driving it to its limits. Her heart hammered wildly, its rapid beat mimicking the large steed’s ground-eating strides. By all that is holy! her mind screamed in silent appeal. Please, oh please, someone help me!


Emerald eyes frantically searched for an opening in the thick forest wall. Certain she’d spotted one, Kristiana steered the winded stallion toward the dark hole. Quickly she urged him over a low shrub; the pair vanished into the compact growth. Blinded by the sudden blackness, she jerked the stallion’s leads. Sure hooves skidded to a halt. Eyes adjusting, Kristiana scoured the area, then carefully routed her steed down the steep incline.


As the pair wended their way through the tight undergrowth sharp thistles scraped against Kristiana’s bare legs, slicing into her flesh; but she was unaware of their stinging bites, for all her thoughts had been seized by the recent past. A jagged sob ascended in her throat as the terrifying scene she’d witnessed less than an hour ago filled her mind. Once more the huge sword cut downward, her beloved father, Robert Harcourt, falling under its blow. His bloodied body quivered, then the life drained from it, and he was forever still.


At the memory of it raw hysteria bubbled upward; Kristiana nearly screamed. Knowing she had to keep her wits about her, she swept the hideous image away. Again the need for escape reigned foremost in her thoughts.


An angry curse burst forth from directly above her. “Spread out and search the wood,” a menacing voice ordered; Kristiana recognized it as her despised enemy, Edward MacHugh. “The sharp-toothed vixen cannot be far. Find her!”


“Ho!” a male voice countered, and she knew it to be Richard Black’s. His ribald laughter followed. “She bit you, did she?”


“Aye,” MacHugh responded in a cold utterance to his liege man, “and she’ll pay dearly for each mark she left on my flesh. Now move—all of you—before we lose her.”


The sound of men on horseback breaking into the wood met Kristiana’s ears. Fear teemed in her breast anew, and she set her heels to her mount’s sides. As she blindly urged the stallion fully down the steep slope, then up the opposite grade, a host of unrelenting branches angrily tormented her slim body, tearing at her unbound tresses, rending a handful of silken hair from its roots. One unyielding limb nearly tumbled Kristiana from the stallion’s back, but somehow she managed to keep herself astride.


By the time horse and rider finally topped the knoll Kristiana’s entire body was tortured with pain. Convinced she could go no farther, she was nearly overwhelmed by the desire to release her pent-up tears, yet she fought to keep them from spilling forth; a steadying breath filled her lungs.


Her pursuers were not far behind, she knew, and through shimmering jade eyes she hurriedly surveyed the virgin territory surrounding her. All hope of escape seemed to have abandoned her when suddenly she caught sight of a small light flickering in the near distance, not far beyond the shielding trees. A campfire? she wondered, praying it was. Without hesitation she set the blowing steed toward the small beacon, her only hope of salvation.


Golden irises flecked with chips of green and ringed in ebony stared into the dancing flames, mirroring their warm brilliance. Dressed in Gypsy garb, a broad-shouldered man hunched down by the campfire, his muscular thighs stretching the tattered material of his tight-fitting black trousers. A light breeze ruffled his rough linen tunic, carrying the wood smoke away from his shadow-cut face. His long, darkly tanned fingers gripped one end of a sturdy stick, poking at the burning mountain of dead limbs to send a shower of sparks into the air. Rising like fireflies into the night, they were instantly swallowed by the darkness.


Thick black hair brushed against the hidden sinew of his upper back; a stray lock, having fallen forward, waved over his troubled forehead. The sharp vertical line etched between his raven-winged eyebrows stated he was deep in thought. He’d followed, watched, making careful assessment of what he’d seen. With his month-long mission now completed, he would set off on the morrow to find the encampment of his people, whom he knew were only a day’s ride ahead of him. Then, after a brief respite, he would be on his way to find his compatriot and friend. He hoped Sebastian had been able to enlist the needed number of men, the whole being skilled and eager. Soon, he thought, trusting that all would be made right in a very short time.


Suddenly the sound of crashing hooves bounding from the forest jerked the Gypsy to his feet. As though he were trapped in some macabre dream, he watched in disbelief as a huge black steed bore down on him, a half-nude slip of a girl, her wild length of hair sailing around her, mounted on its back. For one brief moment he considered whether the strange vision might be the dreaded mulo—the living dead—that his people so often spoke of in hushed whispers, for the evil being was feared greatly. But just as fast he discounted the thought, the same as he did most of their beliefs.


Swift of foot, the Gypsy leapt from the stallion’s path just as the black beast skidded to a bone-crushing stop; it reared, great hooves wildly pelting the air. The wraith tumbled from its back straight into the Gypsy’s arms.


The force of her fall almost drove him to the ground, but his powerful thighs locked, keeping him upright. She was no specter, he decided, gauging her weight to be nearly seven stone.


Kristiana moaned, a feeling of lightheadedness overtaking her; then she gazed up into the most exotic pair of eyes she had ever seen. Like a cat’s, she thought, noting how they shone golden in the firelight. Oddly, she felt protected in this man’s strong embrace. Truly he was her savior.


“Help me,” she implored, her voice naught but a weak whisper. Her hand rose; shaky fingers lightly brushed the handsome stranger’s smooth-shaven cheek. Her head spun crazily, her desperate flight having taken its toll. “Do not let them find me. Please hide me… please…”


Kristiana’s words perished on her lips as a wave of blackness mercifully enshrouded her.


With an ardent glow the Gypsy’s fascinated eyes traversed the young goddess cradled in his arms. Beautiful, he thought, his gaze tarrying momentarily at her full, firm breasts, partially hidden beneath the thin material of the torn shift. Disregarding the strict law of the Rom, which stated the lower half of a woman’s body was polluted—marhime—he eagerly scanned her small waist and her sleek, satiny thighs, exposed for his appraisal.


Once he’d viewed her perfection, his mind reaffirmed she was indeed human, and as he shifted the slight weight in his arms he felt his manly desires stir; a husky groan escaped his throat. By the gods! What was she doing here, nearly nude, alone in the wood?


Abruptly men’s voices rose out of the copse from which his goddess had just ridden. A skeptical frown marred his brow, and he wondered if she was part of some conspiracy to trap him. His calculating gaze raked over her anew, but this time it shone with the glow of suspicion.


The shouts grew louder, closer, and again the girl’s plea rang forth in his head: “Do not let them find me… please hide me!” Resolutely the Gypsy’s long strides carried him, his small burden held securely in his arms, to a covered cart. Cursing his fate, he deposited the young beauty on the rough-planked bed, mounding fur rugs over her limp form, hiding her from view. He then loped toward the huge steed, which stood several yards away, grazing. He snatched up a thick limb to firmly strike the stallion’s rump. The startled beast charged from the clearing, heading away from the direction whence it had come.


Galloping hooves struck the ground full force, a dozen riders aiming themselves toward the campfire. Apace the group drew to a rumbling halt.


“You, wanderer, rise before your superiors and show your respect,” an authoritative voice commanded.


The Gypsy remained squatted by the campfire. Sparks erupted into the air as he jabbed the blazing wood with the stick he still clasped. Frightened, several horses rolled their eyes and reared. A few more neighed loudly and pranced away from the rising embers. Curses rolled through taut lips as the men fought to control their steeds. The Gypsy bit back a smile and slowly came to his full height, tossing away the small limb as he straightened. Eyes hard, he gazed at the man who had issued the command; instant recognition took hold. Swine, he thought, but wisely he kept his tongue.


“You are encamped on MacHugh lands,” Richard Black stated brusquely, still trying to settle his horse. “Who gave you leave to do so?”


The Gypsy viewed the man at length, measuring him carefully. “I beg your forgiveness, sire, but I thought these woods were part of the Harcourt barony,” he returned, affecting a thick Romani accent. “Lord Harcourt has always welcomed my people on his lands.” Noting the man’s hand had settled over the head of his axe, the Gypsy swallowed hard. “Truly, sire, I would not have trespassed had I known otherwise.”


“They are now MacHugh lands,” another voice returned. Its owner urged his horse forward; the Gypsy tensed. “I give no man leave to trespass on what is mine. You make a nuisance of yourself by doing so, wanderer.”


Dormant hatred flamed to life inside the Gypsy; he fell back from the firelight. From behind lowered lashes, their dense fringe hiding his golden eyes, he inspected the man closely. “I most humbly beg your—”


“Enough!” Edward shouted. “You are the least of my worries, wanderer. I seek my betrothed. A young woman on horseback—did you see her pass this way?”


Betrothed? the Gypsy questioned silently. Bruised, scratched, her shift torn, the girl had obviously been ill used. Once again her piteous plea echoed in his head, and a vivid image formed in his mind, depicting what she must have suffered.


The vision caused the Gypsy’s hatred for the one called MacHugh to burn ever stronger. “No, sire,” he lied freely. Though he’d tried to smother the emotion, rage had tinged his voice. He bobbed his head like a dutiful servant, showing mock submissiveness. “No one has passed this way. I have been here all evening, and you are the first I have seen.”


“He’s most likely poached himself a hare or two while dallying in the wood,” Black stated, drawing his axe from the wide leather strip banding his waist. “If MacHugh so desires, I’ll separate the thieving cur’s head from his shoulders and be done with him.”


As the Gypsy debated whether to rush the cart for his two-handed claymore, hidden in the furs next to the girl, or to continue playing the downtrodden fool, a loud crashing noise sounded in the wood where he’d set the stallion running.


“Leave him!” Edward shouted as he turned his steed toward the disturbance. “We’ll deal with his infractions later.” In a whisper of time the dozen men had exited the clearing, chasing after the riderless horse.


The instant the group had disappeared the Gypsy extinguisbed the campfire, then raced toward the cart. Moments later he had harnessed the old mare to guide her through the wood, away from MacHugh and his men. As his eyes strained in the darkness to see the narrow trail ahead he wondered why he believed it imperative to save the nearly naked girl from her fate, whatever it might have been. Alone, he could have escaped easily, but with MacHugh’s betrothed along his chances were significantly reduced.


Fool! The word shot through his mind as a hard edge set itself along his firm, angular jaw. By his own actions he might have ruined everything. But as he thought of the attractive young woman now under his care he decided she could very well be the essential element he’d been seeking all along. Through her his plans might finally come to fruition.


She had fallen straight into his arms, hadn’t she? A gift from on high, as it were. Clever enough to know she’d been given to him for a purpose, he was not about to refuse such a boon. Considering just how he might best use her to his advantage, thereby enabling him to secure his revenge, Logan Chandler—Balo, as he was now called by his mother’s people—steadily headed the rickety cart deep into the night.


Kristiana awakened with a start. Fighting her way through the thick covering of furs, which threatened to smother her, she levered herself up onto her elbows. Wide green eyes searched through the darkness. Confusion knitted her brow as she tried to discover something familiar about her surroundings. Fear seized her, for she was unable to fathom where she was or how she had gotten there. The perpetual swaying motion told her she was moving, and the crude boards beneath her, coupled with the rumbling sound of rolling wheels, indicated she was being carted along. But to where? And by whom?


The remembered image of exotic golden eyes erupted in Kristiana’s mind. The Gypsy! she concluded, only to wonder where he was taking her.


Then, born of suspicion, another thought struck her, and Kristiana’s heart lurched. Maybe it was not the Gypsy, but Edward MacHugh who controlled the reins, the cart headed back to what was once her beloved home. There, in what had become a place of carnage, he would undoubtedly use her at will. God in Heaven! Were that true, she would sooner die.


Her eyes closed, and an agonized groan flowed from her throat. To think that only two days ago her world had been one without strife, one filled with gaiety and laughter. One she longed for now. Time slipped backward in her thoughts, and Kristiana found herself reviewing the sequence of events leading her to this very moment.


Less than a week ago her father had abruptly informed her of Edward MacHugh’s forthcoming arrival at Harcourt Castle, whereupon the contracts for her betrothal to the man would be signed, their marriage to take place within the month. Once given the news, Kristiana felt an all-encompassing dread fill her soul. Inexplicably, thoughts of escape had raced through her mind; the urgent need to run had nearly overpowered her. But, like the dutiful daughter she had always been, she had quietly listened to the arrangements that were to be set forth. All the while a silent appeal had gone up to the heavens, Kristiana praying for some miracle that would absolve her of her fate.


At seventeen she was well past the age to marry. In fact, she would have already been wedded for nearly three years if the young man to whom she’d been promised since birth had not succumbed to an illness only days before their planned nuptials. Hoping Edward MacHugh—who, she had learned, had lost his young wife in childbirth, along with his newborn son, during the past winter—would look upon her as being too old, too temperamental, too slender of hip, too boyish in appearance (which was totally untrue), or too independent for most men’s tastes, so that she could remain unwed, she had found herself sadly disappointed.


As Kristiana had stood in the courtyard Edward MacHugh—several years less than twice her age, and considered by most an extremely handsome man, with rich brown hair and a fine muscular build—had passed through the castle gates. A vanguard had preceded him, pennants flying, while close to fifty men had followed at his rear. Hunting hounds had run close to the trotting steeds’ hooves; a tethered falcon had sat upon his sleeve. Pompous, she’d thought as she’d viewed him.


Then, when he’d first looked upon her, his deep blue eyes had shone with an unmistakable gleam, feral in nature. Worse yet, he’d done little to hide his ruttish desires. In return, Kristiana had been filled with immediate revulsion. But his lack of warmth had unnerved her the most. An unmistakable coldness claimed him, which bespoke a deadly ruthlessness; and Kristiana had felt certain that if ever he were crossed, the man would show no mercy toward the person he thought had betrayed him. Unfortunately, she’d never voiced her concerns to her father, and to Kristiana’s dismay, in hours of that first meeting her intuitive feelings had sprung to life.


On the evening of the second day, as they all supped in the great hall, Kristiana had seated herself next to her Aunt Penelope, her father’s widowed sister, and Penelope’s unmarried daughter, Letitia, a petulant girl of sixteen, whom Kristiana tolerated only out of respect for her father and her aunt. She’d purposely chosen her position so she would not have to sit directly under Edward’s satyric gaze, nor would she have to endure the constant brush of his leg against her own, as she had the night before.


Being just a short distance away from her father and his guest of honor, she had heard Robert Harcourt’s and Edward MacHugh’s voices rise in anger, then erupt with abundant fury. The two men had bounded to their feet. As Kristiana remembered the moment her father’s irate words rang again in her head.


“You scurrilous bastard! Get thee from my house and away from my lands,” he had shouted, his face flame red with ire. “You’ll not use my daughter to appease your lewd desires. Nor will you lay claim to what is to be her inheritance. The betrothal is retracted.”


What had prompted the outburst Kristiana could not say. However, she suspected Edward, his noble veneer having fallen away, had finally exposed his malignant self. Faced with the truth, her father had reacted as would any father who desired to protect his beloved offspring.


The rest was clouded in Kristiana’s memory. But she knew swords had been drawn on both sides, Robert’s men fighting Edward’s, the two men fighting each other. Then jade-green eyes had watched in horror as Edward’s blade struck the fatal blow to her sire; her terrified scream had pierced the thick air of the great hall to echo again and again in her ears.


At that Edward had turned on her, his unyielding hand clamping itself around her wrist, and he had dragged her reluctant form up the stone steps. As Kristiana frantically fought against his hold she’d gazed over her shoulder, viewing the bloodbath below. Her father’s men lay dead or wounded, the rest dropping their swords in surrender; her aunt and cousin were nowhere to be seen. Then the sight had been blotted out, Edward turning the corner, aiming her toward her bedchamber.


Inside her room vicious hands had torn at the outer layers of her clothing, rending them to shreds, Edward’s heavy body forcing her onto the coverings of her bed. The back of his hand had struck her jaw when she’d dug her nails into him, her teeth sinking into his arm. Only a well-placed knee had saved her from his brutal attack. Doubled over in agony, Edward had rolled from the bed, retching with pain.


Taking advantage of his acute misery, Kristiana had fled her room, then scampered down the ancient corridors and along the secret passageways leading from the old stone fortress known to her as Harcourt Castle. After she’d found her way outside into the torch-lit courtyard, she’d spotted her father’s great war steed being led toward the stables by one of Edward’s men. Her shrill whistle had pierced the air, and the great black beast had responded. Breaking from his custodian’s hold, he nearly trampled the man. In seconds the huge horse had found his way to Kristiana’s side. Through the use of the bed of a nearby cart, she’d bounded onto his wide back, then fled through the open gates and out into the blackness of the night.


A maelstrom of raw emotion whirled inside Kristiana as the terrifying memories became too much for her to bear; the door to the recent past slammed shut. Had she a key, she would lock them away forever. Yet that was impossible. Only death could ever relieve her of those painful remembrances. For the moment she wanted to live, for somehow she hoped to seek her revenge.


Her thoughts restored to the here and now, she listened for any sounds suggesting who guided the cart. No indication came forth, and she debated whether she should leap from the small vehicle, setting her feet at a full run, or if she should stay fixed. If Edward’s men rode beside the wooden transport, she would undoubtedly come face-to-face with them; there would be no escape for her.


Again she listened carefully, her sensitive ears searching for any signs of movement other than the cart’s. While doing so she moved her cramped leg, and the touch of cold steel instantly greeted her. A sword, she decided, gauging its total length to be nearly five feet. Gingerly she touched its well-honed, double-edged blade, and despite her caution, the instrument drew blood.


Her breath hissed between her teeth, and Kristiana jerked her hand away. Her injured thumb slipped between her soft lips, the gentle stroke of her tongue soothing the cut’s sting. Had she the power to lift the heavy blade, she would gladly run it through the blackguard who drove the cart. Once done, she would grab the reins and flee her captors anew.


But the notion seemed an impossibility, especially when the huge sword was only a few inches shorter than herself. Perhaps, she decided, if one weapon lay hidden in the furs, there was yet another. One that would more readily serve her needs.


Taking extreme care, Kristiana searched through the covers. Luck shone on her, for a quillon dagger, which was more like a small sword, lay next to the huge claymore. Excitement and fear coursed through her as her fingers curled around the iron hilt, her hand pressing firmly against the horn grip-plaques. Slowly, quietly, she pulled it from the furs; then, rolling onto her belly, she inched up onto her knees. The dagger held firmly in her perspiring hands, she aimed its point toward the front of the cart.


Logan’s thoughts were still consumed by how he could use Edward’s betrothed to his advantage when the press of hard steel met his sinewy back. He stiffened; every nerve in his body set itself on alert. “If you are intent on using that thing, goddess, then be quick about it,” he said, hoping she lacked the courage to see it through. “But make sure my death is what you want. Act in haste, and you might again find yourself in the arms of your betrothed.”


“The murdering bastard is not my betrothed,” Kristiana stated in a harsh whisper, the dagger’s blade pushing harder against the wall of muscle.


Logan winced as the tip cut through his tunic to prick his skin. If he reacted too soon, he was sure to die. Talk to her, he told himself. Make her listen. She’s bound to waver in her purpose. He drew a steadying breath. “It’s his blood you want, goddess, not mine. Put the dagger away. I mean to help you, not harm you. Without me you’ll be hard pressed to escape the man who’s filled you with such hatred.”


Kristiana didn’t know whether to believe him or not. “How can you help me?” she asked, her weapon held steady.


“I believe I already have. MacHugh and his men are off chasing your stallion, while we are headed in the opposite direction.”


“You know his name?” she questioned, uncertain if he was simply telling tales so he could get her to drop her guard and lower the deadly quillon. Suspicious of his words, she tried to see if Edward or any of his men were close by, but she found her view blocked by the surrounding wall of canvas. “How do you know him?” she asked.


“He threatened me, as did his liege man, for trespassing on MacHugh lands.”


“They are not MacHugh lands! They belong to my father, Lord Har—” Kristiana fell silent, for again the grisly sight of her sire’s lifeless body leapt into her mind’s eye. A sob jerked forth from the depths of her soul, and her hands began to shake uncontrollably. Silent tears slipped from her eyes, her restrained grief spilling forth with them.


Logan sensed the loss of her bravado, then he felt the insistent dagger falter. He saw his chance, and the reins fell from his grip; his lithe form set itself into action. Twisting away from the unsteady blade, he grabbed her wrists with one hand, then forced the dagger from her fingers with the other. The discarded weapon fell into the furs.


Anger and fear fast replaced the deep sorrow that had overwhelmed Kristiana. Like a spitting, clawing wildcat she fought against the stranger’s harsh hold. Logan felt the bite of her nails as they sank into his flesh, and with a strangled oath he caught hold of her arms and dragged her through the small opening bordered by patched canvas and rough wood.


As the two struggled with each other on the small seat—Kristiana’s hands striking out wildly, Logan’s head ducking their blows—the moving cart jolted over a rut in its path. The sudden lurch threw the dueling couple off balance. Realizing they were tumbling from their perch, Logan shifted his whole body, hoping to cushion his attacker’s fall. His back hit the ground with a loud thud; the air whooshed from his lungs as his squealing charge landed atop him. Fighting to draw new air into his chest, Logan released the nearly nude girl and shook his buzzing head to clear it.


Kristiana was not yet certain whether he was friend or foe. Aided by the moonlight, she watched the Gypsy closely. Noting the dazed look on his handsome face, she saw her opening to freedom; she bolted. Headed back the way they had come, her bare feet traveled along the lane as fast as they could carry her. Straightaway her sensitive ears caught the sound of a hard tread behind her. A great force hit her; she tumbled to the ground. Before she could react, her pursuer’s long frame slid over her, covering her completely.


Still winded, an impatient Logan leaned back on his knees. His thighs straddled her hips, and he flipped the young spitfire onto her back. His superior weight held her as his hands claimed her wrists, pinning them to cool earth. His golden gaze raked over her indignant features. “Right now, goddess, I wish I had left you back in that glade to fend for yourself.”


“So do I,” Kristiana snapped, struggling against his hold. She bucked her hips, trying to dislodge him to no avail. As he stared down at her, his dark countenance only inches from her own, his hot breath fanned her face, and Kristiana felt an odd fluttering in the pit of her stomach; it frightened her. “Get off me, you… you Gypsy cur.”


Logan’s face turned to stone. “ ‘Gypsy cur?’ ” he questioned in a low growl. “I suggest you still your tongue. By maligning me and my heritage you risk losing my protection.”


Angry tears glistened in her eyes. Why he would not release her, allow her to crawl into the wood like some wounded animal and curl into a tight ball to wail away her pain and misery, she did not know. He’s cruel, she thought. As cruel as Edward MacHugh!


Her enemy’s remembered attack raged through her anew, and Kristiana fought all the harder. Unable to fend the Gypsy off, she foolishly lashed back with the only weapon she had at hand: her words. “Cur! Filthy beggar! Thief!” she cried out in fury, wanting to be free of him.


Ineptly her soft body writhed beneath Logan’s, and as he held her fast to the ground his frigid gaze ran over her from her face to her waist; then it slowly moved upward again. Abruptly it stopped its ascent.


Bathed by silvery moonbeams streaming through the breaks in the trees, her youthful breasts heaved with the force of her struggles, threatening to spill from the thin material that barely covered them. One perfect globe had nearly exposed its peak. As he saw it raw fire singed along Logan’s veins to erupt into a torrid blaze in his loins. Suddenly his cold anger was consumed by hot desire. At once he fought to control the carnal urges flaming through him. Fearing he might lay claim to the fiery vixen who squirmed beneath him, Logan leapt to his feet; his resisting charge came up with him.


His hand secured her wrist, and he pulled her toward the cart, where it had stopped several yards down the narrow path. “Rather than cursing me,” he gritted between his teeth, “I should think you would be praising me as you would your Lord and Savior.”


“That’s blasphemy!” she cried, her feet scrambling to keep up with him, her free hand trying to loosen his hurtful hold.


“Is it, goddess? I saved your ripe little body from the bestial tortures MacHugh had been planning to inflict upon it.” His long fingers still banding her wrist, he halted next to the cart. “I should be given high praise for sparing you the terrible agony we both know you would have suffered. But no! Instead I receive nothing but black curses from your hateful Gajo tongue. You condemn me and loathe me, like all of your people, because you think I am different—a cur, a thief—and we cannot forget filthy beggar, can we, goddess?”


Kristiana ignored the angry light in his eyes that rightly condemned her. Having had a Gypsy nurse, whom Kristiana loved dearly, attend to her needs all of her life, she would never malign Mala’s race as a whole. It was this particular Gypsy whom she feared and loathed. Or so she thought. “I did not ask for your help!” she insisted. “I am quite capable of taking care of myself.” It was a lie, she knew.


“I remember it differently,” Logan lashed back, his mind again hearing her anxious plea as it had escaped her lips, begging him to help her. Another scene erupted inside his skull, and he knew that if MacHugh had ordered it done, his head would have rolled across the glade, severed by a deadly axe—all because of her! The thought made him even angrier, and he silently cursed himself for ever having become involved in her plight. “Since you think you are so very capable of fending for yourself, I will gladly cart you back to your intended and his loving embrace.”


Remembering how Edward had tried to force himself on her—his hands brutally pawing at her, his lips greedily searching out her own—Kristiana suddenly felt nauseated. “No!” she wailed, fearing the Gypsy would really do it. Again she tried to break free of him, but he held fast. Both of her wrists now caught in his strong hands, Kristiana ceased her struggles and sank to her knees. Tears streaming from her eyes, she gazed up at the Gypsy. “Please don’t take me back to him,” she pleaded. “He killed my father and tried to… to rape me.”


Hearing her plaintive words, seeing the raw panic on her beautiful face, Logan felt his heart twist. Her pain immediately became his own, and his anger drained from his body. A new sort of fury filled him. Hot hatred burned deep in his soul, and it was directed at Edward MacHugh. Masking the seething emotion from the young woman at his feet, he gently lifted her from her knees to cradle her in a comforting embrace. “Hush, goddess,” he crooned softly. “Put your fears to rest.” His long fingers smoothed back the silken hair draping itself across her face. “I’d never allow you to suffer the bastard’s cruelty again. If you will let me, there is a place where I will take you… where I had intended to take you all along. You’ll be safe there. No one will find you, least of all MacHugh.”


Kristiana pulled away slightly to view the Gypsy’s handsome face, and as she stood under his tender regard she realized he had never meant her any harm. She’d provoked his anger, his hostility. And she had done it with her words. “I… I am sorry for the horrible things I said. Had I known you were trying to help me, I would never have done what I did… said what I said. Please forgive my rudeness.”


As he stared down at her upturned face, her luminous jade eyes reflecting the moonbeams, Logan felt his breath catch. His golden gaze lowered to her softly parted lips, and he felt the urgent need to taste them, explore them with his own. Steadying himself, he drew a ragged breath. “Let’s be going,” he said in an oddly taut voice. His quivering hand fell away from her hair where it had played. “Before long dawn will be upon us. While we are still able, we need to use the cover of night to keep our movements secret.”


Kristiana followed her protector to the front of the cart. “Where do we go?”


“Far away from here.” His hands spanned her tiny waist. The feel of her shapely body through the thin shift almost undid him. “Climb inside, goddess.”


“My name is Kristiana,” she said over her shoulder, her foot lifting free of the ground.


“A beautiful name for one who is equally beautiful.” As his sure hand slid over the curve of her hip to settle on her rounded bottom, boosting her up into the cart, his gaze met her bare thigh. Steeling himself, he swallowed the masculine groan that promised to roll from his lips. “Go inside,” he ordered, “but take care you don’t step on my dagger. On a peg you will find a clean tunic. Put it on. Then, if you wish, you may ride outside with me, but only for a short while.”


Gazing down at her tattered shift, Kristiana blushed. With all that had happened she had never once thought of her indecent mode of dress. Ducking inside the canvas, she gingerly searched for the dagger. Finding it, she moved it back into its former position next to the deadly claymore.


A frown crossed Kristiana’s smooth brow as she considered why the Gypsy was so well armed. According to Mala, the Rom, although persecuted at every turn, were generally a peaceful society. Never had Mala mentioned that her people lent themselves to violence. Rarely did they strike out in their own defense, except through petty thievery—a chicken here, a small lamb there, or a coin or two that would get them through the day. Undeniably they were nothing like her own people, the Scots, who warred constantly. What little Kristiana did know of the Rom told her they were the sort who would employ their tongues, quickly talking themselves out of the danger that threatened them. So why did this particular Gypsy feel it necessary to hide a store of weapons inside his cart?


“Goddess,” she heard him call to her, “did you find the tunic?”


“Yes,” she lied, rapidly feeling around for it. “I’m changing into it now.”


As her groping hand settled onto the rough material she felt the dip of the cart, her protector having climbed to the driving board. Throwing her shift over her head, she dropped it to the furs, then she hastily donned the linen shirt. His scent was on it, clean and masculine. Then she noted that the thing fell way past her knees, and the sleeves swallowed her hands. Although it scarcely fit her, the garment offered her far more modesty than her shift ever had.


Easing her way through the canvas opening, she settled onto the small seat next to the Gypsy and smoothed the tunic down over her knees, her embarrassment still evident.


“Thank you.”


Logan gazed down at her. Spying her maiden’s blush, he was relieved she was now covered. But the thought of his shirt brushing against her ivory skin caused him nearly as much misery as having seen her almost nude. The reins slapped against the mare’s rump as he set the cart into motion. His eyes now centered on the lane, he tried to ignore the sweet young woman beside him. Not succeeding in the least, he heard her ask: “Do you, perchance, have a name?”


“Besides that of Gypsy cur?” he countered with an edge to his voice, wishing again he hadn’t involved himself in her plight.


Startled, Kristiana gazed up at him. “I already asked your forgiveness for my disparaging remarks… for calling you such foul names. I hoped you had excused my bad manners. If not, I beg you do so now.”


“Balo,” Logan said.


“What?” she asked, thinking he had cursed her.


“My people call me Balo. That is my name.”


“Balo,” she repeated, now liking the sound of it. “It is a good name,” she stated. Then, upon his gentle prompting, she spoke briefly about what had happened to her and her family over the past several days. On a jagged breath she fell silent.


“Hush, little one,” Logan whispered. “Dry your tears and think of it no more.”


His words seemed to ease her pain, and as the cart swayed down the endless trail Kristiana found herself fighting back her yawns. Before long her head found a resting place against the Gypsy’s strong arm; she slept soundly.


Viewing her, Logan smiled to himself, then he gently shifted her weight so she was pillowed in his lap. Again he contemplated why he had chanced all he had worked for in order to save her from MacHugh. Perhaps it was because they were kindred spirits, Edward being her hated enemy as well as his. But if it ever came to a choice between the girl and his desire for revenge, Logan knew his needs would come well before hers.


Fourteen years separated Logan from that long-ago day when Edward’s blade had taken the life of Henry Chandler and had nearly taken his own. In that time Logan’s thirst for his stepbrother’s blood had grown stronger, not weaker, as some would have hoped. Time had healed his physical wounds, but not those that still lay open deep within his soul. His thirst to avenge his father’s death had to be slaked, and nothing—not even his unexplained feelings for the lovely young woman who had made him her protector—would stop him from fulfilling that one desire, a desire that burned in him constantly.


Galloping horses raced back into the glade where the Gypsy had camped. Torches held high, Edward MacHugh and his men surveyed the deserted area.


Reins of the riderless stallion bound around his fist, Edward forcefully cursed his luck. “The beggar tricked us well. No doubt he has her in his cart. Spread out and find their trail—make haste!”


After a few minutes Richard Black returned to his liege’s side. “We found wheel tracks heading into the wood, but we cannot tell where they lead. Lacking daylight, we are bound to search endlessly with no results.”


Edward cursed again. “Then Richard, what do you suggest?”


“I say we return to the fortress for provisions, fresh mounts, and an hour or two of rest. At first light we can be on them again. It should not take long to find the pair, especially when they go by cart.”


“At first light it is,” Edward agreed. “But remember, Richard: When we find them, the Gypsy bastard is mine.”
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At dawn a tired Logan guided the mare and cart off the main path and headed down a narrower trail. The passage led to a small meadow and the last known encampment of the kumpania of Gypsies with whom he occasionally traveled.


When he reached the open campsite Logan found no trace of his mother’s people. Nothing remained except the charred patches of earth where their campfires had once burned. At one of these blackened spots he would start his search for his familia, the four generations of his assorted relatives, and in particular his mother’s brother, Yokka, and Yokka’s wife, Rupa, who were his adoptive parents. By one of the dead fires lay the vurma, telling him in what direction the ever-traveling community had gone.


As the cart slowly circled the meadow Logan’s eyes briefly examined each scorched ring of ground until he saw the sign he’d been searching for. This time the vurma was a scattering of bone fragments, but it could have been bits of broken glass, colorful threads, strands of cloth—even a heap of stones—that would appear to have been strewn aimlessly alongside the dead ashes. The secret message, which only the Rom could read, told Logan the kumpania had headed eastward across the Trossachs, moving toward Stirling.


In the month since Logan had last seen Yokka and Rupa he had learned from other traveling bands of Rom that his own community had journeyed a great distance, but they were now close by. In fact, Logan knew they had used this same campsite, where he had last left them, no more than a day ago. By late afternoon he should be able to overtake the group. He would then decide what to do with his young charge.


Logan’s stomach emitted a loud rumble. Deciding he needed to find a more secluded area and procure some food, he guided the mare from the meadow and on through the wood to a small clearing hidden in a stand of pines. A short distance away a stream rippled, offering its clear, sweet liquid.


Looking over his shoulder, he gazed down at his ward. Nestled in the bed of furs where he’d placed her long ago, she slept soundly, so Logan quietly leapt from the cart and unharnessed the aged horse, then led her toward the water.


He passed along the stream’s bank, down a ways from where he’d left the cart and allowed the mare to drink. After he thought she had had enough he urged her up the slope into a grassy area to graze. Tethering her to a small shrub so she would not wander too far, Logan headed back upstream. Along the way he picked some edible berries, placing them in a leather pouch secured to his belt. When he reached a spot the Rom considered suitable for bathing he stripped off his clothing and plunged into the fast-flowing stream, a cake of soap in hand.


The cold water invigorated him, and Logan smiled to himself. This was one Romany custom he followed gladly. To those who understood little or nothing of the Gypsy way of life, his mother’s people appeared ill-kempt and dirty, but Logan knew otherwise. The aspect of filth was a ruse purposely used in order to keep others away, for in fact the Rom were an extremely fastidious people who were governed by strict laws of cleanliness. To break even one such principle was akin to committing a mortal sin for those who proclaimed to be Christian in their belief.


As Logan stood waist-deep in the stream he closed his eyes and breathed in the fresh morning air. Rays of golden sunshine bathed his face and shoulders. He relaxed, and all his cares—their heavy weight borne since childhood—seemed to drift away momentarily on the light breeze caressing his body.


Not far from the stream Kristiana stirred from her sleep. Realizing the cart no longer moved, she turned onto her stomach and gazed through the opening in the canvas. The Gypsy was gone, and as she came to her knees she noticed the mare was missing, too.


Panic suddenly rifled through her. Scrambling from beneath the covering of canvas, she climbed down from the cart. As her feet hit the solid earth she turned in circles, gazing in all directions. Seeing neither the Gypsy nor his mare anywhere, she felt certain he had abandoned her. He had promised to help her, protect her, take her to a place where she would be safe. Confused she wondered if this was the place he’d mentioned to her last night, for it was naught but an empty glade.


Dismayed by the knowledge that she was now on her own, she felt her shoulders slump in defeat. Abruptly her stomach protested its hollow state; her mouth felt as dry as spun flax. Left without food and water, she was bound to die. Blackguard, she ranted silently, scuffing her bare toe against the hard ground.


Then her ears caught the gentle sounds of a flowing brook, and as she limped off toward it she partially retracted her thought about the Gypsy’s character. At least he had deserted her in a place where she could linger indefinitely, never mind that she was lost and unprotected!


Moving under the archway created by the pine’s sweeping boughs, Kristiana halted. There profiled before her in the middle of the stream stood the most magnificent male she had ever laid eyes upon. Sunlight glistened off his deeply bronzed skin; water droplets sparkled like diamonds as they descended the ripples in his muscular arm and back. His handsome face turned itself toward the blue heavens, and his broad, lightly furred chest rose and fell as he breathed deeply.


His long-lashed eyes were closed, and Kristiana assumed he was praying. Had she come upon some pagan ritual only the Gypsies were entitled to see? Feeling more than a bit nervous about the possibility of being caught studying him, she turned, intent on secretly heading back to the cart.


“It’s not necessary to run off, goddess,” Logan stated, a chuckle rumbling from deep inside his chest. “I’ll soon be finished with my bath. If you like, you may take yours.”


Kristiana’s face flamed red. “I do not like,” she snapped, silently questioning how he’d discerned she was there, for he hadn’t batted an eye. “I came to quench my thirst.”


“Is it simply water you seek? Or do you thirst for something else?”


In a determined gait Kristiana had set a course for the stream. But as his words, uttered in a deep seductive tone, had drifted through his lips, she skidded to a stop. Blinking, she stared at the man. “W-what do you mean?”


“I was merely wondering if your eyes have drunk their fill of me.”


Her jaw agape, she watched as he stretched. His head rolled along his shoulders; then he turned and started moving toward her. Slowly more of his body revealed itself. “Stay where you are,” she cried, mortified by his lack of inhibition.


Logan noted her embarrassment and chuckled. “Turn your back toward me. The morning air is cool, and the water cold. If I stay in the stream much longer my legs will lose all feeling.”


As he spoke he still moved toward her; his lean hips rose ever higher as the water dipped lower on his sinewy form. Briefly she noticed a white scar slashing downward at the outer edge of his narrow waist. Then, believing she was about to see far more, she whirled and shielded her eyes.


His bare feet padded lightly over the soft grass as he passed her. Soon he was dressed. “You may turn around now. I am fully covered.”


The heat in Kristiana’s face seemed to perpetuate itself, for the vision of his superior male body refused to die away. Afraid the Gypsy would espy the telltale admiration lingering in her eyes, she kept her back to him. “I’d like to bathe,” she stated in a polite tone. “Alone, if you please.”


Logan’s golden gaze followed the length of her tumbled auburn hair, which ended below the curve of her shapely hips. Downward his eyes swept, past his rough linen tunic to survey her slender ankles, stopping at her bare feet. Soft and white, they were accustomed to being covered and protected, unlike those of the Rom. “As you wish,” he said, knowing she would be despised by his people for her life of ease. But she would be scorned no matter what her circumstances, for she was Gajo—an outsider, a peasant—and not of the superior Romany culture. “Do not tarry, for we must soon be on our way.”
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