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Annancreag Castle, West March, Scotland, 1482


Malcolm suspected the celebration had gotten out of hand, though he was no keen judge, having himself consumed large quantities of mead and whiskey. To his dismay, his bride had disappeared. Again. He was not surprised she’d been drawn away, for she was, in his heart and mind, the most beautiful woman to set foot in Annancreag and managed to command the attention of every male in her vicinity. And she was his.


Malcolm stood, swaying slightly, and peered about the great hall. Many of the Maxwell clan had already found their beds and were scattered about the floor, unconscious. He noted, with a satisfied grin, that the Graham party that had escorted Elizabeth to her wedding still got on fine with the Maxwells, in spite of their drunken state. Yes, this marriage was good. Many had been opposed to it. The feuding between the Maxwells and the Grahams had been going strong—flourishing, in fact—since Malcolm was a child. Murder, raid, rapine. A nasty state of affairs.


Malcolm had not only brought an end to the feuding, but was fortunate enough to have it come about through a love match. Ever since the raid he’d visited on Graham Keep two years ago he’d been in love with Elizabeth Graham. He’d seen her, standing at the top of the stairs, shrieking like a wildcat, sword clutched in her fists, and had questioned all he was.


He’d called the retreat and left, taking no prisoners and no plunder for himself (though he couldn’t deny his men their rightful share). But the memory of her had been branded in his heart and he’d vowed to have her at any cost.


“Elizabeth!” he called, raising his voice to be heard over the fiddle and pipe music, and the yells of men gaming. A crash, followed by thrashing limbs, startled him. A rope had been thrown over the ponderous candelabra suspended from the ceiling by chains for the children to swing on. After a few tankards, some of the stupider men decided to have a swing. One now sprawled flat on his back amongst the platters of meat and bread.


Malcolm brushed the food off his sleeve and set off in search of his bride, more than ready for the bedding down. Though the betrothal ceremony had taken place a fortnight ago, Elizabeth had held him at bay, saving her maidenhead for their wedding night. The wait had been excruciating, but it was finally over.


The fuzziness began to clear from his brain when a circuit of the hall did not produce Elizabeth. Graham eyes followed him. The Maxwells were oblivious, immersed in their cups and sport.


“Elizabeth!”


Where was that woman? Malcolm left the hall behind, not giving another thought to the Graham men. He stepped into the courtyard. The walls were sparsely manned tonight—most of the Maxwells had joined the celebration. Malcolm’s eyes narrowed at the man-at-arms walking the wall. Was it the whiskey, or was that man unfamiliar?


“My lord …?” A hissing whisper from the shadows.


“Who’s there?” The slur of his words dismayed him—definitely the drink causing his suspicion.


“Have a care, my lord….”


Malcolm surged forth, surprising his spook and snagging a handful of rags. He yanked it around, out of the shadows and into the torchlight. It was the Musgrave witch.


He released her as if she were a viper and stepped back. “What are you still doing here? Skulking about?”


She’d arrived right before the wedding, bearing a mysterious package. An English hag, shrunken, wrinkled, and toothless. The entire hall had fallen silent, awestruck, as she relayed the legend of the Clachan Fala, the Blood Stone. They’d all heard it before, in one form or another—but apparently corrupted and incomplete. It had once rested in the scabbard that protected King Arthur’s sword, Excalibur. The legend was not clear on how the Maxwells came into possession of it, and so Malcolm had always assumed it wasn’t real. Rumors cropped up from time to time, that some Maxwell or Graham had discovered the stone, feeding the legend. Many Maxwells and Grahams alike still searched for it—raided and murdered each other under the mistaken assumption the other had it and kept it secret from them.


The witch revealed the stone to all, now nestled in an intricate gold setting. She told how the Lady of the Lake gave King Arthur the sword and scabbard, and how the scabbard, encrusted with precious gems, protected him from harm so long as he wore it. But it was stolen by his enemies. A knight from the north had come to serve the great king. He was of an ancient family that was to become the Annan Maxwells. He tried to recover the scabbard for his king, but was only able to retrieve the one stone. For his loyalty and efforts, the king gave it to the knight as a wedding gift. The knight’s bride was of the Graham grayne that eventually settled on the Eden River. Through greed and treachery, the Grahams murdered the Maxwell knight, seizing the stone.


A witch, charged with the hiding and protection of the Clachan Fala, stole the stone through witchcraft, to keep safe until a Graham and a Maxwell of the proper graynes joined again in a worthy union. It had taken nearly a thousand years for an Annan Maxwell and an Eden Graham to come together in love.


The witch’s audience had been enthralled—none could deny there was a force to the stone, a pulsing that filled the room. Malcolm had taken it in his hands and felt the power resonate in his limbs, had seen the wonder in Elizabeth’s face as she looked upon him. And knew what she’d thought—had heard her words in his head. We’re worthy.


He’d set the stone down hastily, unsettled that he’d heard her voice so clearly and yet her lips had not moved. Or had he? He’d been drinking even then.


And why was the witch not gone, having accomplished her mission? Why did she still slink about the shadows, watching?


“It’s not for you,” the witch said, plucking at his sleeve. “You protect it, keep it—for your son. He will be great.”


She’d said that before—and yet he knew—he felt it in his bones—were he to take it into battle it would serve him as the sword and scabbard had served Arthur. He would know what the enemy planned. He saw it clearly, like a prophetic vision, his own invincibility in raids and battle—against the English. Knowing instantly what the opposition planned and countering before they could even execute it.


When he didn’t reply, she said, “Mark me,” and backed away, melting into the night.


He started after her and was grabbed from behind. He let out a shout and snatched reflexively for his sword.


“Whoa-ho, my lord! Have a care—’tis just me!”


Malcolm relaxed as his younger brother, Kinnon, accompanied by several inebriated Maxwells and a dozen Grahams—not so drunk—surrounded him. They shouted advice and encouragement on bedding a woman. Mostly silent, the Grahams exchanged strange glances with each other. Malcolm turned, peering into the darkness where the witch had been—but she was gone. Warnings rattled through his foggy head, but before he could do or say anything, he was bustled back into the castle and down the hall to the bedchamber.


“Elizabeth awaits you, my lord,” one of the Grahams breathed in his ear.


Malcolm forgot his suspicions and thought only of his bride, waiting for him. The door to his chambers was thrown open and he was pushed through, into the bedchamber.


The bed curtains were tied back. She lay in the bed, covered to her neck by a fur blanket, her hair spilling over the bolsters like molten silver. The sight of her hurt—burned his eyes, made his heart ache. The Blood Stone—an enormous blood red ruby—swelled on a table beside the bed. It transfixed him, seduced him, reminded him of the witch’s strange warning, but then his gaze fell on Elizabeth again, and it was forgotten.


He tried to say her name, but emotion choked him. Kinnon laughed, unbuttoning his doublet; someone removed his belt, his sword. Malcolm remained motionless, his eyes never leaving his bride. Awareness prickled the hair on his neck.


Something was wrong.


Though he’d left Elizabeth a maiden for this night, they’d already explored much together. There should be no cause for the terror glazing her wide blue eyes. She was not afraid of him.


But here she stared at him—eyes unnaturally wide, skin drained of color, mouth pinched. Her head shook—imperceptibly—but he stared so hard he caught it. She was trying to tell him something. Her eyes slanted sideways. Malcolm followed her look.


She was not alone.


Hidden in the folds of the curtains, beside the bedpost, stood a man.


Elizabeth’s gaze darted to something behind him, her eyes widening further, the whites glaring at him. Malcolm whirled, reaching for his sword—but his movements were clumsy and his sword was gone.


The last thing he saw, before the sword pierced his heart, was Kinnon, impaled on the door. And the last thing he heard was Elizabeth’s anguished scream, “No!”
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Graham Keep, West March, England, 1542


sixty years later …


Sisters. As women, they should be compliant, deferring to their fathers and husbands. Should they lack both, then their brothers shall guide them and care for them. They should be grateful for his loving and kind protection; for the great pains he took in administering their future.


Unfortunately for Ridley Graham he was not blessed with such paragons of sisters.


Ungrateful, devious, argumentative, surly … well, one of them was surly; these were all words that described his sisters, but never compliant or appreciative.


Ridley paused outside the door to his sisters’ bedchamber. He smoothed the fine whiskers of his beard thoughtfully, then adjusted the small starched ruff at his neck. It was nearly noon and he’d seen neither of his sisters nor his stepmother today. They were apparently closeted up together in their chambers, plotting against him. This avoidance did not bode well for what was to come.


It was their father’s fault, Ridley knew. After Ridley’s birth, Mother had suffered a succession of miscarriages. When finally she began birthing live babies again Father had come to view children differently. He loved and coddled his next three children. Never did they suffer the lash as Ridley had; never were they forced to bear Father’s mockery or derision. And this was the result. Spoiled and petulant, believing they had some say in their future.


Ridley knocked briefly and entered before being granted admittance.


He paused again just inside the door to examine the scene before him. Fayth, Ridley’s youngest sister, slouched in a chair near the fire. The light from the fire picked out the reddish strands in her hair, making it appear auburn rather than the drab brown it was. She looked more like a beardless lad in a kirtle than a lass overripe for marriage. Fayth’s head swiveled around, her dark eyes narrowing on Ridley before turning dismissively back to contemplate the flames. Ridley’s lips tightened. She’d not always been this bitter and unpleasant. When Father was dying she’d leeched onto some ruffian, claiming to love him—but Ridley knew she was scrambling to find a man of her choosing before Father died. Unfortunately—for her, that is—her paramour had been murdered in a raid. She knew the fate Ridley had planned for her and fought against it. Insufferable little bitch. He would beat that defiance out of her spine if necessary. But not now.


He turned, facing the other occupants of the room. Two women and a man.


“Father,” Ridley murmured, bowing his head to Caroline’s priest, Father Jasper Graham—a distant cousin on their father’s side.


The tall, thin man approached Ridley, hands tucked into the sleeves of his fine green robes. “This is not what Lord Graham wanted—you know this.” Father Jasper’s head was long and thin like his body, the cheeks hollowed. His large eyes were haunted, as if he found no solace in God’s calling.


“News travels fast. I only just left the messenger from Lord Annan.” Ridley shot a hard look at his young stepmother, Mona, a small woman of dark, inscrutable beauty. Her black eyes held his, condemning. Then she put her back to him and resumed brushing Caroline’s long blond hair.


“My lord,” Father Jasper implored, moving in front of Ridley, blocking his view of Mona and Caroline. Ridley hated the priest. He’d always championed Caroline, because of the vocation she strove for. Like-minded confederates, they were. The priest was probably the only person who knew Caroline’s thoughts.


“Caroline does not wish to wed. Lord Graham asked you to care for your sisters, see to their happiness. The Lord expects you to honor your father’s wishes.”


Tipping his head back, Ridley stared up at the priest, annoyed at the man’s manner. How dare he attempt to call forth a higher authority. Ridley was the highest authority on Graham lands now. And he was sick and tired of the usefulness of the Graham women going to waste.


“I have a duty—as does every member of this family.” He circled the priest and went to stand behind Caroline. Mona melted away.


Pale green eyes gazed at him from the mirror’s distorted reflection, as if she had two faces, one slightly offsetting and obscuring the other.


“I am fulfilling my duty,” Ridley said. “It is time you did yours. Alliances are essential for survival and I have but two sisters and many alliances to forge. You’ll not deny me my right to give you away in marriage.”


His sister was most unattractive—manly in every way, from her long face to her oversized body. She put on no airs, was aware of her defects, and yet still carried herself with an innate confidence that other, more beautiful, women couldn’t feign. It was unseemly.


“Look at you,” Ridley said, his lip curling. “You hag. You should thank me for arranging this marriage. Lord Annan is said to be a kind master. He has promised not to beat you and to allow you many liberties. The messenger said the ladies find his looks pleasing.”


Caroline showed no emotion, her face serene, expressionless. He was sure she practiced it in front of the mirror, this look of a martyr, of the lamb going to the slaughter.


“You know what they call you? The Pious Graham Mare. He will not trouble you overmuch with his attentions. Perhaps he will get a few heirs on you, but he will surely seek his pleasure elsewhere.”


“Who has called Caroline such a thing?” Mona asked, sliding back into Ridley’s field of vision.


“Suitors, who want our wealth and name, and will wed a dray horse to get it.”


“Oh, you are foul,” Fayth hissed behind him. “If father were alive—”


“Father is dead!” Ridley nearly trembled with fury. “I am the master now. I hold your future in my hands. You will obey me, or you will be penniless.”


“I choose poverty, then.” Cool as water and fair as spring was Caroline’s voice, like the Virgin herself addressing her people. “I will go with Father Jasper and enter a convent.” She rose to her full, unnatural height, towering over everyone in the room except the priest. Father Jasper joined Caroline, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder.


Ridley shook his head, laughing at himself. He’d set himself up for that one. “Sorry, Carrie, you’ll not get off that easily. You are to wed Lord Annan in a fortnight.”


She stared down her nose at him, managing not to look the least bit haughty. Only saintly. She did not speak.


Ridley grew impatient. It was always this way. Caroline could weigh him down in silence. He wanted to know her intentions and she would reveal nothing until she was ready. She was no saint, but a conniving demon.


“You pig!” Fayth spat. “You won’t marry me off to the highest bidder. Father said I could marry as I pleased. He promised.”


Ridley rounded on his little sister, as diminutive as Caroline was tall. Fayth’s fists balled at her sides and her face flushed. She was the complete opposite of Caroline, unable to hide her emotions—or stop a single thought from escaping her lips.


Giving in to the urge that had plagued him for the past five years, Ridley slapped Fayth, knocking her flat. Mona screamed and Caroline gasped. Ridley whirled in time to catch the horror he’d surprised Caroline into revealing before she quickly masked it with calm reproach.


She went to Fayth and knelt beside her, speaking softly. Fayth’s breath hissed through her nose and teeth, murder in her eyes. But she had shut her mouth. Perhaps force was the way to deal with her.


“Ridley, please,” Mona said, taking his arm and steering him toward the door. “I will talk to them, calm them.”


Ridley allowed her to lead him, smiling to himself. He looked down into his stepmother’s beautiful face, her troubled brow, her deep velvety eyes. Always the peacemaker. He’d been in love with her since his father had brought her home and presented her to the family. She was a Musgrave and common, but still, he had seethed with jealousy, imagining her in Father’s bed—the old skeletal frame of Hugh Graham rutting on her. It had made him sick. And mad with want for her. Now Father was gone. He could not marry his father’s widow, but he could keep her as his mistress, if only …


“I know their manner vexes you,” Mona whispered. “But you must not blame them. Your father indulged them and allowed their natures to grow strong. They’ll be a match for any man and since their wit is sharp, perhaps they’ll win respect, if wed to the right men.”


“Respect. It is not their place to be respected. It’s time for them to become meek and gentle in preparation for marriage. My rule is nothing compared to an irate husband’s. They will be beaten dead within the first year of marriage. Caroline will certainly hold her own in a fight, but will end up the worse for it—mark me.”


“You’re right, of course. I will speak to them. I think this marriage to Lord Annan is a fine thing and Caroline will come to see that, too.”


“Tell Caroline that if she refuses, I’ll give her the poverty she desires. She’ll live alone in the tower. Under guard. She can live out her days as a dried-up old nun if she wishes—but she will do it alone. I’ll not even allow her Father Jasper.”


Mona nodded. She started to turn away but he caught her arm.


“Tell her Lord Annan is a papist … and that she can bring Father Jasper.”


“Aye, my lord.” She strained against his grip.


He pulled her into the corridor. “You can save them both, you know.” He dragged her against his chest, burying his face in her hair, inhaling the musky scent of her. “Tell me where it is and I will send them both abroad. I’ll buy Caroline’s way into the finest convent and Fayth can marry a plowboy if she desires. It’s all in your hands.”


She wrenched free, her face twisted in revulsion. “You’ll never have it, so long as I live and breathe!” She scurried back into the room, closing the door behind her.


Caroline stared at herself in the mirror, trying not to give in to the terror gripping her heart. She’d known this day would come. Though Father had promised her she would never have to marry if she didn’t wish to, and Ridley had mouthed his assurances that he would force no unwanted unions upon them, she’d known Ridley was not to be trusted. He’d always been a sly boy. Ten years Caroline’s senior, he had nevertheless been her hero when she was a child—that is, until she discovered how he despised his three siblings. Caroline, Fayth, and their little brother Wesley had all been close to each other and to their father. But Ridley had stood on the outskirts of the family; even Mother had rejected him.


For years it seemed to Caroline that Ridley was only biding his time, enduring Father’s instruction and advice with a patronizing smile, waiting for the day he could take charge and do things his way. And now Ridley was Lord Graham. The day Father died Ridley had installed a reformed minister in the castle’s chapel, displacing Father Jasper. He’d been trying to force conversion on Caroline. Wesley had capitulated, still retaining some residual hero worship toward his big brother, and wanting to believe everything was for the best. But Fayth and Caroline held out. And now they were both to be married off in political alliances.


Mona returned. She began twisting Caroline’s hair into a thick plait. “Lord Annan is Catholic. Ridley says you may take Father Jasper to Scotland.”


The silence drew out, heavy.


“It is true that some husbands are harsh,” Mona said. “But for most women matrimony opens a door to many possibilities.”


“It didn’t for you,” Fayth said.


Mona’s mouth thinned. “You’re father’s and my … relationship was not typical.”


Caroline didn’t know if this were true or not, but she did know her father had treated his children far better than his wives. Caroline’s mother had cried incessantly for years, then one day just stopped, and never shed another tear. She stopped speaking or running the household. Caroline had been forced to take over while Mother spent her days in the solar, creating tapestries that depicted horrifying scenes of death and dismemberment. When she’d finally passed away, quietly in her sleep, it had been a relief to all, most especially Father. Caroline caught her lips trembling and tightened them. She would not cower from Lord Annan. She would not cry.


Mona leaned close and whispered, “Surely marriage is a better thing than remaining under Ridley’s rule? He will force you to repudiate the true religion, else imprison you. Your new husband will allow you to worship as you please. His people say he is fair.”


“He’s a Maxwell,” Caroline said. “The Maxwells loathe us—his people won’t accept me.”


“You can’t do this,” Fayth said, impassioned. Fayth had always thrown herself wholeheartedly into the feud with the Maxwells, but since her betrothed had been murdered by one, her hate consumed her. “Run away! I’ll help you. Anything—death is better than sharing a bed with a Maxwell!”


The blood feud between the Maxwells and the Grahams had been thriving for generations. Caroline wasn’t even sure what had started it, only that they had raided and murdered each other since she was a child. The Maxwells were Scots—godless barbarians. Her husband would rape her and be unfaithful. She would live in a hovel, dress in rags. Hysteria churned in her gut, but didn’t show on the surface.


Mona touched Caroline’s shoulders. “This marriage will bring peace to the clans. No more raids, no more death. You will finally heal a wound that has been open and bleeding for three score years.”


Caroline blinked.


Mona raised her voice, for Fayth’s benefit now. “Besides … the Maxwell man Ridley holds for ransom is nothing as I expected … he seems quite civilized. He is Lord Annan’s brother, Sir Patrick. I’ve spoken to him—he tells me Lord Annan is very honorable. The ransom Ridley set for Sir Patrick’s return is too steep for Lord Annan. His brother’s safe return is all he requested when negotiating the marriage.”


Fayth snorted, then jerked, touching her bruised jaw gingerly. “How do you know?”


Mona didn’t answer, but Caroline knew Ridley would tell their stepmother anything she wanted to know, being thoroughly besotted with her. Poor Mona. She should be the only one benefiting from Father’s passing, but Ridley kept her like a prisoner.


“Just think,” Mona said softly. “You will be the reason Lord Annan is reunited with his brother. An auspicious beginning, to be sure. ’Twill not be so bad. You’ll see. A better lot than mine.” Mona looked over her shoulder at Fayth, who had wandered back over to the fireplace. “And a much better match than the one Ridley has in mind for your sister.”


Caroline sighed. Perhaps Mona was right. Surely ending the feud was a good thing. Lord Annan sounded like a reasonable man. She was allowed to keep Father Jasper. And Ridley was right—she was no prize. Four-and-twenty this past winter, she was no longer young. Nor was she beautiful. Lord Annan would seek his pleasure elsewhere. She could continue as always. Perhaps children would be a comfort. Mona claimed Caroline possessed hips well suited for bearing many large children and that death in childbirth would not be such a danger to her as it was to most women.


Mona returned to plaiting Caroline’s hair. What if this marriage did not bring peace? What if the fires of reform engulfed Scotland and her husband repudiated God? How would she be better off than under Ridley’s rule? An idea occurred to her. Upon seeing her, Lord Annan would be as disappointed about the marriage as she was. Perhaps, if he were truly a reasonable man, he would be willing to renegotiate the marriage contract.


Perhaps …
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Annancreq Castle, West March, Scotland


Robert paced the length of the empty hall, hands clasped behind his back. It was strangely silent for midday. Trestle tables lined the wall, ready to be set up for the dinner hour. The air was redolent with the scent of pork, beef, and other game, roasting for the upcoming feast honoring the keep’s new mistress.


Her party had been sighted from the tower nearly an hour ago. The entire castle had been in an uproar with last-minute preparations, but now, with her arrival imminent, they were all in hiding where they would watch the first meeting between Robert Maxwell, Lord Annan, and Caroline Graham, unseen.


Robert wished he could join them. A shadow passed over the sun and he raised his head to the high slit windows that lined the hall. They allowed in little light. Torches usually supplemented the sun’s light, and the candelabra that hung from the ceiling was lit at dusk, but for this occasion Robert had commissioned fine glass lanterns that hung in place of the torches. As an Englishwoman, she would be accustomed to finer things than he could provide. His stomach turned again with unfamiliar nervousness. He wanted very much for his bride to be pleased with her new home and husband. He wanted her to feel immediately at ease, for them to become friends. He didn’t imagine finding love in this union, but friendship, affection, respect, all were possible, and hoped for.


The clatter of hooves in the bailey brought him up short. He took a deep breath and started for the doors, rehearsing his greeting in his mind.


It wasn’t his bride-to-be, but his little brother. Damn, but it was taking her a long time to climb the hill Annancreag sat upon. He’d hoped to get this confrontation with his brother over long before now … or much later—now was not the best of times. Alexander Maxwell strode toward him, face flushed from riding hard, red-brown hair escaping the club at his neck to fly around his face. He looked like a Hon on the rampage. He looked like their father.


Arms folded across his chest, Robert said, “Good day, Alex. Come to greet Mistress Graham and give us your blessing?” He hadn’t seen his brother in weeks—not since their last falling out over Robert’s precarious truce with the neighboring Johnstone laird.


Alex stopped abruptly in front of Robert. “I came to find out if it were but a rumor—and here I learn it’s true? You’re marrying the Pious Graham Mare? Was that her party I passed outside the gates?”


Robert frowned at the cruel sobriquet. “Aye. Do not speak of her so.”


“So it’s true …?” Alex shook his head in disbelief, as if he simply couldn’t accept it.


“Aye.”


“I cannot believe you would marry our father’s murderer.”


“Mistress Graham did not murder our father.”


“Her people did!”


Robert gritted his teeth, weary of having this same argument with Alex and never getting anywhere. “What did you expect? Father murdered scores of Hugh Graham’s people—it’s amazing he lived so long as he did!”


Alex waved a hand in disgusted dismissal.


It was useless to try to make Alex see reason, so Robert said, “The betrothal is tomorrow morning and after the banns are said, we will be wed.”


“Why?”


Robert sighed and paced away from Alex. “You know why. This really isn’t a good time to discuss this. She will be here any minute.”


“Thank the Lord! Then I am not too late!” Alex’s footsteps echoed across the stones as he followed Robert. “You cannot marry a Graham. To bring one of their kind into this family is … is … well—it’s blasphemous. Father would never forgive you.”


Robert tried to find the calm patience he always practiced with his brother, but with everything else on his mind today, patience was in short supply. “Father is dead and I am now responsible for Maxwell lands and all the people on them. Far too much blood has been shed and property lost in the name of this blood feud. For my people’s sake, I am ending it by marrying Mistress Graham.”


Alex’s hand cut violently through the air. “This will end nothing! Our sire’s blood stains their hands! Grahams are treacherous—their word means naught. You saddle yourself with an ugly wife and for what? So she can betray you by supplying the Grahams with intelligence—by telling them how to hurt us—where our weaknesses he!”


“Our weaknesses lie in illiberal fools who insist on murder and theft to avenge some slight they cannot remember! I do this for Patrick—as you are well aware. You ken the ransom Ridley Graham asks is impossible for me to gather. With this alliance he has agreed to release Patrick immediately after the wedding.” Robert lowered his voice and added, “And I will not tolerate any more insults to Mistress Graham. Are we clear?”


Alex’s lips drew into a thin line as he obviously held back the rest of his diatribe. He inhaled deeply and some of the redness faded from his cheeks. “Forgive me … I’m most distressed.” The apology was a surprise, even offered so grudgingly. Alex never apologized. He must be desperate to change Robert’s mind to resort to such tactics as asking forgiveness.


Robert’s brows raised in interest.


Alex slid an arm around Robert’s shoulder, turning him toward the fireplace. Rowan, Robert’s father, had been uncommonly tall, a trait he had passed on to his surviving children. But Robert was the tallest of the lot and now looked down on his brother, whose russet head was bent in thought as he led Robert across the hall.


“There are other women … beautiful women, who would be more than happy to wed the Maxwell laird. Women of good stock that would make fine wives—”


Robert shrugged off his brother’s arm. “I have always known that my marriage must be political and I have long resigned myself to it—but I’ve not spent thirty-five years refusing the women father tried to force down my throat only to give in to you! This is a good marriage and it will end the constant raiding—the senseless death. And there are other aspects to the union between man and woman than what goes on in the bedchamber, Brother. Our own mother was no beauty and yet Father never had reason to regret their marriage.”


This was the wrong thing to say and Robert realized it as soon as the words left his mouth.


Alex’s skin flushed crimson. “Our mother was beautiful. How dare you compare her to that pious old nag? She was a fine woman—finer than any English whore!”


Robert couldn’t remember the last time his brother had so infuriated him. His hand shot out so quickly Alex hadn’t time to duck. He cuffed the redhead hard. “Jesus God! I don’t care if Mistress Graham looks like a horse’s ass, she’s to be my wife and I’ll not—”


A gentle throat clearing interrupted Robert’s impassioned speech. His voice was still echoing through the cavernous and deathly quiet hall—or was it his words merely echoing through his mind? Alex, rubbing his ear, stared past Robert, wide-eyed.


Robert grabbed Alex’s shoulder. “Is it …?” His voice was little more than a rasp.


Alex nodded, a smug smile spreading across his face.


Robert’s heart sank. So much for setting her at ease. The first words she heard from his mouth were him calling her a horse’s ass. No point trying to explain, it would only make matters worse and introduce Alex’s opposition to the marriage. He would give her no reason to change her mind.


He squared his shoulders and turned, fixing his expression into polite welcome.


A small group stood at the opposite end of the hall, just inside the door. As he advanced toward them he noted two were quite tall—one a man, a priest, by his vestments, the other, a woman. He paused, astounded by the woman’s size. Though he immediately continued toward the group, the sharp eyes of the woman had caught his hesitation. Caught it and assigned meaning to it. Meaning he had not intended, for at that moment, he knew she was his bride.


Henry, Robert’s steward, dashed through the doors behind the party, looking thoroughly bewildered. “My lord,” Henry wheezed, mopping his shiny pate. “Allow me to present Mistress Caroline Graham.” He waved a hand at the tall woman and stepped back.


She was enormous. Not taller than he was, but then, he was uncommonly tall. The top of her head was level with his eyes. An unattractive headdress covered her hair, equalizing their heights and preventing him from determining the color of her hair. Nothing of her body was visible, hidden as it was beneath a voluminous gray velvet cloak.


It was her eyes that held him captive. A green so pale it reminded him of firs sparkling with winter frost. Her eyes were large and framed with lashes so blond that she would appear lashless had they not been luxuriously thick and long. Her brows were a bit darker, arching delicately over the wide eyes, eyes that stared at him with surprising directness, without a trace of condemnation for his ugly words.


She held his gaze a moment longer, then dropped into a curtsy, lowering her eyes. “My lord.”


Robert realized he was gaping, that he’d not spoken a word to her. He reached down, expecting her to place her hand in his so he could raise her, but she didn’t move. He touched her shoulder briefly. “Prithee, rise.”


She complied. Her hands, encased in fine kid gloves, folded calmly at her waist.


“It is my pleasure to welcome you to Annancreag, your new home. I hope you will find it comfortable and come to love it as I do.”


She inclined her head gracefully, a shadow of a polite smile on her lips. “I thank you, my lord.” Her hand swept to the side, indicating a young man he’d not noticed. “This is my brother, Wesley Graham, and my chaplain”—her other hand glided toward the tall priest on her left side—“Father Jasper.” Standing there, with her hands spread, she reminded Robert of a painting of the Virgin he’d seen once.


Robert exchanged polite greetings with the men, noticing that Wesley seemed markedly hostile. Robert had heard of Wesley—he was making a name for himself as something of a slippery reiver. Wardens on both sides of the border would like to string him up.


Robert looked for Alex, realizing courtesy demanded he introduce his little brother, and was relieved to find him gone. He was mucking this up admirably without Alex’s help.


Robert nodded to Henry and a table was set up near the fire. “Come, have refreshment after your journey.”


Mistress Graham, her brother, and the priest all followed him while the rest of her servants were taken to the kitchens where they would be closely guarded while they ate. Despite his desire for peace, he could afford to take no chances.


When they were all settled about the table with tankards of ale, Robert asked, “How was your journey? I trust your passage across the border was safe and unmolested?”


Wesley didn’t reply, only glared at him.


It was Mistress Graham, sitting on his right, who answered. “Aye, my lord. Your men met us at the edge of your lands and escorted us. We thank you for your care.”


“And I’ll thank you to continue your care,” Wesley said. He was a young man, mid-twenties, perhaps, with dark brown eyes, wildly curly brown hair, and a thin downy beard. He resembled his sister slightly with his thin, rather long face, but the resemblance ended there. He was of average height and, for a man, slightly built.


“Wesley, please,” Mistress Graham said, but the priest raised his eyebrows and examined Robert closely, awaiting his answer.


“Don’t please me,” Wesley said. “You heard what he said—he said you looked like a horse’s ass. I want to know if he plans to treat you like one!”


“’Tis a fair enough question,” Robert said.


Mistress Graham showed no sign that his words had wounded her. “Very well,” she said in the same cool, polite tones she’d spoken in since he’d met her. Initially, he’d found her voice lovely, soothing, but already the controlled calm grated. He had no wish to hurt her feelings, or humiliate her, but what other effect could his words have had? And yet, she appeared genuinely unaffected. As if she didn’t care one whit what he thought of her.


“Well?” Wesley prompted.


“Mistress Graham is to be my wife, and as such, she will be treated with dignity and respect. I will honor and care for her to the best of my ability. She will live in comfort and always be protected from harm.”


Wesley looked insolently around the hall, snorting. He took a long drink of ale, but didn’t meet Robert’s eyes.


“And that is all that could be expected of you,” Mistress Graham said.


Robert fought the urge to give her a cross look. It should also be expected that he not yell out his intended looked like a horse’s ass. She should be insulted. “Mistress Graham—Caroline, I hope you’ll accept my apologies for what you overheard … you know not all that came before and so what you heard was completely out of context.”


Wesley propped his chin on his knuckle and stared at Robert with sarcastic interest. “Illuminate me on the context in which saying my sister’s face looks like a horse’s ass is a compliment.”


“Perhaps it is a very fine horse,” Caroline said.


Robert was startled into laughter. Caroline, however, appeared neither amused nor angry. She was … serene. As if human emotions were beneath her. Robert’s smile faded. He had concluded that her nickname was just some ridiculous misunderstanding. Perhaps she’d been teased as a child for being so long and it had stuck. Though she still wore her cloak, Robert was certain she was not fat. Her face was not unattractive, skin luminous and pale, and tinted pink from her journey. And her eyes—were arresting, the loveliest he’d ever seen. She had a wide mouth, but it was well formed, with a generous bottom lip—plump and pink. He’d then thought that maybe she was likened to a horse because of her teeth—but no. From what he’d seen when she spoke, her teeth were not overlarge. In fact, they were straight and startlingly white. Though not the most beautiful woman Robert had ever seen, she was nevertheless gentle to the eye. He was well pleased with his intended’s appearance. Sharing a bed with her would be no chore.


But now Robert had to admit that perhaps there was some truth to the nickname. Pious. He slid another look at her and fancied she would look right at home with a golden halo painted around her head. The image conjured uneasy feelings that he could not name. He looked away abruptly.


Wesley glared at his sister, but she showed no sign of noticing.


“I find your sister’s appearance most pleasing.” When Wesley rolled his eyes in disbelief, Robert sighed. “It’s true that I heard … rumors about her. But it’s obvious that’s all they were: rumors. Perhaps the horse analogy is due to your great length? For I can think of no other explanation.”


Caroline gave him another of her detached smiles. “You are most kind.”


Though nothing in her voice or manner indicated it, Robert felt she humored him—as though she assumed he lied. Irritation surged to the surface now. “I am being honest, not kind.”


“Of course,” she said.


“Aye—of course. I wouldn’t lie. If I didn’t like the look of you, I wouldn’t say a thing.”


But even his bluntness didn’t surprise a reaction from her. She merely inclined her head.


The priest cleared his throat loudly.


Robert tore his gaze away from the pious Caroline with fathomless eyes.


“My lord,” Father Jasper began. His expression had changed from the hard regard of before to a cheerful smile. It did a great deal to soften his skeletal features. “Lord Graham asked me to deliver the contract to you to be signed. It will be sent back with Master Wesley.”


“Aye,” Wesley said, standing. “I regret that I cannot stay to see my sister settled. I must leave on the morrow, so I hope we can settle this matter tonight. I’m expected to report that the betrothal is … binding.”


Robert looked at Caroline, perplexed, but she was no help, blinking serenely back at him. It was understood that a betrothal was more binding than the actual marriage ceremony—which was no more than a formality. Indeed, many couples consummated their union after the betrothal. He stood now, understanding. Ridley wanted consummation. For they couldn’t hold the ceremony until after the banns had been said. This was fine with Robert; the sooner Ridley was convinced of the marriage’s permanence, the sooner he would release Patrick.


“I had planned to have the betrothal tomorrow, followed by a feast—but if Mistress Graham is not opposed …?”


Caroline unfolded her long length from the bench. “We may proceed at your convenience, my lord.”


Robert managed not to grind his teeth. Why did her polite acquiescence nettle him so? She was more than he’d hoped for and from all appearances she would be simple to get along with. He rubbed his forehead wearily. Lack of sleep must be the culprit. He hadn’t been sleeping well since Father passed on. It hadn’t affected him before, but his judgment was clearly faulty. Caroline Graham was exactly what Annancreag needed.


Robert turned to lead them to his chambers. To his surprise, Caroline laid a hand on his sleeve. He looked down at it. She had removed her gloves. Her hands were long and slender, delicate and white. He imagined they were also very cold.


“My lord, might I have a word with you, alone, before anything is signed?”


“Caroline,” Wesley said, a warning in his tone.


Caroline gave him one of her beatific smiles. “Fear not, Wesley, I’ll not try to talk him out of marrying me.”


“Let us talk,” Robert said, leading her to his chambers. This was encouraging. He felt an odd surge of hope. Perhaps there was something more to her after all.


Inside his chambers a fire blazed and wine was set out on the tabletop, quill and inkpot beside it. He offered her refreshment, but she refused, her hands clasped lightly at her waist. He poured a cup for himself and leaned against the stones of the fireplace.


“You wanted to speak with me alone?” he asked, watching her intently. The urge to see her remove the cloak and headdress like a butterfly shedding its chrysalis seized him.


She stepped farther into the room. Each step was measured, controlled—no rushing for this one. “It’s about our impending marriage.”


“Have you changed your mind?”


“No. My mind was never taken into consideration.” The firelight played over her high cheekbones. Her eyes were clear, colorless. “What I fear is that this union will not mend the feud between our families.”


He pushed away from the fireplace. “And if it doesn’t?”


“Then we will both be trapped in a cold and loveless marriage.”


“It is not required that we love each other. My only hope is that we can live together in harmony and friendship.”


She paused several beats, her eyes never leaving his face. “You seem to be a reasonable man. I have a proposition for you.”


“A proposition?” Intrigued, he set his wine aside and paced the room slowly, coming back to stand in front of her. “Very well. What is this proposition?”


“It has not escaped your notice, I’m sure, that I’m well past a marriageable age.” She stood so still, like a statue, an ice queen.


“Are you warm? May I take your cloak?”


“No, my lord. There is a reason I’ve not been wed. My father promised my sister and me that we could wed as we choose—or not at all. I chose not to wed. I planned to enter a convent upon Father’s death, but my brother …”


Robert’s fingers were at her throat, deftly unhooking the cloak. He swept it off her shoulders.


No more than curious by his actions, she began to speak again. “As I was saying, my brother’s intentions are noble and therefore I agreed to do my duty. However—Lord Annan? Is there a problem?”


Robert inspected her headdress. She backed away several steps. No, Mistress Graham was not fat. Nor was she thin, exactly. A partlet filled the square neck of her gown, not allowing him the tiniest glimpse of skin. Her gown was plain, but very fine. Silk, in a soft mossy green that set her eyes aglow. She was a big girl, with generous proportions—wide hips, a narrow waist. The bodice of her gown made it impossible to fathom if she even had a bosom. Her narrow arms seemed very fragile. He thought he detected a tremor in them, but her hands were clasped placidly at her waist.


“Aye, there is a problem … this thing on your head—I should like to see your hair.”


She didn’t answer him immediately, apparently considering his request. Then she reached up and pulled out several pins, removing the monstrosity. She held it between her hands and began to speak again. Robert had stopped listening. He returned to the fireplace and watched her, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.


He’d not been wrong when he thought she would look at home in a halo—for that was exactly what her hair was—a golden crown that glowed warmly in the firelight. It was plaited and wound about her head in thick braids that glistened like spun metal. He had never pondered the things he wanted in a wife, for they seemed obvious. A competent woman to run the household. A godly woman to see to the moral and religious education of their children. A strong woman who could bear children without harm to herself. A firm and resolute woman to defend the keep when he was away.


These were all qualities that were necessary in a lord’s wife, but apart from these he had never considered what he desired in a wife—for himself, not for his people. Perhaps he had refrained from such imaginings because he knew it would be impossible—that he would be opening himself wide for disappointment and unhappiness. But quite suddenly, as he stood before the fire, gazing at his betrothed, he desired Caroline Graham.


“What say you, my lord?” she asked in that calm, untroubled voice.


He’d not been listening to her. He met her questioning gaze and that feeling of unease returned. Yes, her looks suited him, but her manner distressed him inexplicably. Though he’d spent little time in contemplation of it, he had still never envisioned such a cold union as he could foresee with Caroline. His own parents had shared a warm and enduring friendship, and he’d imagined he would find this as well.


But perhaps he was being hasty. He’d only just met the lass. She would surely thaw as they came to know each other. He hoped.


“Forgive, my lady. My mind was elsewhere. What were you saying?”


Completely unruffled by the fact he’d been ignoring her, she began again. “Rather than go through with a betrothal and marriage ceremony, why not handfast? Then, in, say, a year—or less, if our union has not brought peace between our families—we will be free to dissolve the union. I will enter a convent and you can remarry a more suitable woman.”


“Handfast?” Robert repeated, brow furrowed. The only way for her plan to work was if they did not consummate the marriage. Though considered imperfect without the kirk’s blessing, handfasting was nonetheless binding if the couple followed it up by lying together. “Why not just go through with the betrothal? What difference?”


She gazed steadily at him. “You know what difference, my lord.”


He shook his head, turning his back on her. “No. Ridley will not release my brother unless our marriage is consummated.”


“That is easily faked.”


Robert turned slightly to look at her. Not so pious as she appeared. “You would lie?”


“The Lord accepts that equivocation is sometimes necessary.” Her expression remained unclouded, but she had raised her chin a notch.


He came to stand in front of her, hands clasped behind his back. “But I want a wife—I need a wife. I fancy you. You’ll bear strong children.”


“A fine brood mare?”


He sighed. “I didn’t mean that.”


“Of course you didn’t.”


There it was again! She patronized him. Oh, one day she would make a venerable abbess—but damn it, he wanted her skills here, in his home. They held each other’s gaze for a long moment. He wanted time to think this over, but time was currently in short supply. The fact remained that if he got her into bed, she was his, handfast or wed in a church—it mattered not. A betrothal was difficult to dissolve, whether consummation had taken place or not—but a handfasting, so long as the couple did not lie together, was a simpler matter.


He was not a cruel man. If she were miserable, he would allow her to enter a convent. But it was apparent she wanted no ties with him and to be unspoiled—and he intended to spoil her. Divorce might be the fashion in England, but to Robert, it was distasteful.


“What of my brother Patrick? What if Ridley refuses to release him when he hears of this?”


“Ridley wants consummation. This Wesley will believe occurred.”


“But what about you? If we fake consummation, as you suggest, will that not prove problematic for you to explain later—should you choose the veil?”


She gave him another of her perfectly polite, yet empty smiles. “You would, of course, do the honorable thing and tell the truth. We could sign a secret statement so that later you would be free to wed again.”


Since she was quite serious, he held in his incredulous laughter. He paced away from her, clearing his throat. When he was certain he could speak without showing amusement, he said, “Mistress Graham, does this … arrangement not seem a trifle one-sided to you?”


One golden brow arched slightly. “How so?”


How maddening! And fascinating. How could she possibly think he’d agree to such an extraordinary plot? He turned slowly, thoughtfully, so she’d think he truly considered it. No need to antagonize her. “Well, first I must change the terms of the original agreement with Lord Graham—an act that could jeopardize my brother’s chances of freedom and destroy the peace I’ve worked so hard for.” He paused, but unlike most women he knew, she did not take the opportunity to interject her arguments. She only watched him, calm, confident; as if her silence were a testament to her reason. “Next, I must willfully lie before God, claiming I am taking you as my wife, and promise to wed you proper before a priest sometime in the future. Third, I do not get to lie with you. And last, in the event I must give you up, I must also declare to the world that I lied before God and didn’t bed my wife.”


“Not to the world, my lord. Surely no one beyond the West March will take note.”


He did smile, couldn’t help himself. But she was not jesting. “Think you marriage to me will be so disagreeable?”


“I find you quite agreeable, my lord. But I am not suitable for marriage, as you will soon discover for yourself.”


She was so self-possessed. He’d never met a man so completely in control of himself, let alone a woman. She was untouchable, like a marble statue. He raised his hand to touch her, more out of curiosity than aught else, to see if her skin was hard and slick like stone. He trailed a finger down the line of her jaw, under her chin.


She blinked rapidly. Blood rushed to her cheeks. She took a step back, breaking contact. “My lord?”


She was warm and soft. And she had momentarily lost her composure.


He dropped his hand, studied her. “What do I get out of the agreement?”


“You’re correct that if the peace fails I am the winner. But if it succeeds—I’ve lost far more than you.”


“Explain.”


She took a deep breath, as if bolstering herself for some unpleasant task, and tilted her chin. “If I do go through with this marriage, docile, as women are expected to be, what would I gain? I am surrounded by enemies, people who hate me because of my surname. I am your chattel, to do with as you please, to mistreat however you choose, to abuse if you wish. I will run your home, care for your people, bear your touch and your children, and stand by silently while you commit adultery. Any woman could do this as well as I. And truly, I’m not suited for it. I am difficult and prone to argue. I do not like being beaten and because of my size, you will find it a challenge. I tend to enrage those who attempt to discipline me.” She smiled gently. “I think, in the end, you will feel fortunate indeed to have had the foresight to agree to my proposal.”


Robert was speechless. She had described marriage as he knew it succinctly—but never had he viewed it as a woman might. Most unpleasant. But he had been judged unfairly. And he didn’t like it.


He folded his arms over his chest. “No.”


The corners of her mouth tightened imperceptibly. She averted her gaze. “Very well. After all, I am only a pledge.”


He hadn’t thought she could become colder, remoter, but she proved him wrong. She seemed to detach herself from the moment, staring blankly before her, awaiting her fate.


Damn.


He circled her, inspecting her stance, the golden hair—she smelled fresh, roses and rainwater. She didn’t move, didn’t acknowledge him. So, this was what it would be like. She could be cold and resentful. He didn’t want her to feel powerless, to see herself as his chattel. He wanted a partner and companion. He was feeling slightly magnanimous and decided perhaps they could reach an agreement satisfactory to both.


When he was in front of her again, he leaned forward, placed a finger on her chin, forcing her to look at him. She didn’t pull away this time, held herself stiff.


“Aye, Caroline, you’ll have your handfasting.” Her eyes widened slightly and he smiled. “My gift to you. But with this gift comes the understanding that when we pledge ourselves, you are the one speaking false. I do not make promises idly. If I vow before the Almighty to take you to wife, I mean to do it.”


Her eyes narrowed. “If you choose to rape me, there is, of course, nothing—”


“I’ve never raped a lass and I don’t intend to start now.”


“I’m afraid I don’t understand, then.”


He let his finger trail across the silken skin of her jaw before stepping away. “’Tis simple, really. If you wish to be a nun, then all you must do is resist me.”
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Caroline didn’t know how to respond to Lord Annan’s remark. Why ever would he say such a thing? He’d given her what she wanted, therefore she was loath to argue it further, and yet his assumption that this was a game unsettled her. She was still at a loss for words when he threw open the door and called for his incompetent steward, Henry, to fetch Wesley and Father Jasper.


He’d agreed and that was all that mattered. The rest could be managed. She’d anticipated various reactions from him, but in the end, she’d not expected him to grant her the handfasting—however, Caroline had never been one to let the odds stop her from trying. Battles had been won against incredible odds—and logic, calm, and reason were formidable weapons. The chattel speech had turned the argument in her favor. That one usually infuriated Ridley.


Lord Annan turned back to her. His mouth tilted slightly at the corners, the lines beside his eyes deepened. It was obvious he found the situation, and her request, laughable. It was also abundantly clear he was doing nothing more than humoring her. She supposed she should be thankful for that—an indulgent husband was preferable to a tyrant. And yet his confidence that she would be unable to resist him annoyed her. Such arrogance.


“Should we not compose the statement?” she said.


“Do you write?”


“Yes.”


“Good. You come up with something and I’ll sign it. But later.” He smiled, smug. “No need for anyone to know but us … unless it becomes necessary, of course.”


This was absurd. She wanted to explain that he should not view this as a conquest, but men were ever thick when it came to pride in their sexual prowess. To have such an unattractive woman show a lack of interest in lying with him must have been a blow. How remiss of her not to consider that. Her father and brothers had always been confident that every wench in the keep would welcome their advances and reacted with affronted anger when rebuffed. She did not wish to anger Lord Annan. This was all so very tiresome—how had she managed to bungle it? She’d meant him to focus on the convent aspect, to be repulsed by her wanting to be a nun. In the future she would be clear about her chosen vocation.


Lord Annan paced the perimeter of the room, arms folded across the considerable breadth of his chest. She had never imagined he would be larger than she was, so his size had been a shock. She quickly noticed he was a man of motion—full of energy. He did not stand still for long periods and seemed to think on his feet. He was silent, so she allowed her thoughts to wander—a technique she used for maintaining composure.


Much of Caroline’s life had been spent ignoring derogatory remarks in reference to her appearance; she paid little heed to them now and they caused her no distress. She’d long since discovered there were facets to life other than die admiring approval of men. She had value and knew it, even if a great many people remained unaware. Even her father had teased that she would one day make some lucky man a fine dray horse. This troubled her not, for she spent many happy hours with her father, reading to him and playing chess. He had valued her presence in his life—had accepted her, faults and all—and this gave Caroline the strength and courage to accept the body God had given her. She’d long ago concluded that she was more suited to a life of contemplation than of matrimony. A life in which she would be appreciated for what she was, rather than denigrated for what she wasn’t.
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