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TOR “CHIEF” MACLEOD: Team Leader and Expert Swordsman


ERIK “HAWK” MACSORLEY: Seafarer and Swimmer


LACHLAN “VIPER” MACRUAIRI: Stealth, Infiltration, and Extraction
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KENNETH “ICE” SUTHERLAND: Explosives and Versatility


EOIN “STRIKER” MACLEAN: Strategist in “Pirate” Warfare


EWEN “HUNTER” LAMONT: Tracker and Hunter of Men


ROBERT “RAIDER” BOYD: Physical Strength and Hand-to-Hand Combat


ALSO:


HELEN “ANGEL” MACKAY (NÉE SUTHERLAND): Healer




A NOTE FROM MONICA
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THE TWELVE BOOKS of the Highland Guard series span the nine-year period from 1305 when William Wallace is killed to the Scot victory at the seminal battle of Bannockburn in 1314. One of the difficulties in writing a long series like this is that inevitably some stories will overlap in time. The Striker is one of those. The book opens in 1313, but quickly goes back to those days in the immediate aftermath of Wallace’s death before Bruce makes his bid for the crown, giving new readers a chance to see what he went through, and previous readers a chance to fill in some of the gaps. As The Viper told the story of what happened to the women when Bruce was forced to flee, The Striker deals with what happened to the second prong of the attack in The Hawk.




FOREWORD
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THE YEAR OF our Lord thirteen hundred and thirteen. After nearly seven years of warfare, Robert the Bruce has waged an improbable comeback from almost certain defeat to retake nearly all his kingdom from the English and Scot countrymen who have stood against him.


The final challenge from the English will come soon, but there are still pockets of resistance in Scotland to the man who would be called King Robert I. Foremost among them is the troublesome southwest province of Galloway, ruled by the most wanted man in Scotland: Dugald MacDowell, the ruthless chief of Clan MacDowell.


Seeing Dugald MacDowell brought to heel is personal for Bruce, as it was the MacDowells who were responsible for one of the darkest moments in Bruce’s quest for the throne.


To lead this important mission, Bruce calls on Eoin MacLean, one of the famed warriors of the elite secret fighting force known as the Highland Guard, who has reasons of his own for wanting the MacDowells destroyed.


But vengeance is never as easy as it seems, and Eoin will eventually have to face the past that haunts him and return to the days before Bruce made his bid for the throne.
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St. Mary’s Church near Barnard Castle,
Durham, England, January 17, 1313


IT WAS A damned fine day for a wedding. Eoin MacLean, the man who’d devised the plan to use it as a trap to capture the most wanted man in Scotland, appreciated the irony.


The sun, which had hidden itself behind storm clouds for weeks, had picked this midwinter morn to reemerge and shine brightly on the sodden English countryside, making the thick grasses around the small church glisten and the remaining foliage on the trees shimmer like trees of amber and gold. It also, unfortunately, caught the shimmer of their mail, making it difficult to blend into the countryside. The long steel hauberk was unusual armor for Bruce’s men, who preferred the lighter black leather cotuns, but in this case, it was necessary.


From their vantage on the forested hillside beyond the church, the small village on the River Tees in the shadow of the great Barnard Castle looked pretty and picturesque. A perfect backdrop for the equally pretty bride and her knightly English groom.


Eoin’s mouth fell in a hard line, a small crack revealing the acid churning inside him. It was almost a shame to ruin it. Almost. But he’d been waiting for this day for nearly six years, and nothing—sure as hell not the happiness of the bride and groom—was going to stop him from capturing the man responsible for the worst disaster to befall Robert the Bruce in a reign filled with plenty of them from which to choose.


They had him. Dugald MacDowell, the chief of the ancient Celtic kingdom of Galloway, the last of the significant Scots opposition to Bruce’s kingship, and the man responsible for the slaughter of over seven hundred men—including two of Bruce’s brothers. The bastard had eluded capture for years, but he’d finally made a mistake.


That his mistake was a weakness for the bride made it even more fitting, as it was Eoin’s foolish weakness for the same woman that had set the whole disaster in motion.


He felt for the carved piece of ivory in his sporran by instinct. It was there—as was the well-read piece of parchment beside it. Talismans of a sort, reminders of another, but he never went into battle without them.


“You’re sure he’ll be here?”


Eoin turned to the man who’d spoken: Ewen Lamont, his partner in the Highland Guard, and one of the dozen men who’d accompanied him on this dangerous mission deep behind enemy lines. Though Bruce himself had led raids through Durham last summer, the king had had an army for support. If Eoin’s dozen men ran into trouble, they were on their own a hundred miles from the Scottish border. Of course, it was his job to make sure they didn’t run into trouble.


Opugnate acriter. Strike with force. That’s what he did, and what had earned him the war name of Striker among the elite warriors of Bruce’s secret Highland Guard. Like the striker who wielded the powerful blows of the hammer for the blacksmith, Eoin’s bold, just-on-the-edge-of-crazy “pirate” tactics struck hard against their enemies. Today would be no different—except that this plan might be even bolder (and crazier) than usual. Which, admittedly, was saying something.


Eoin met his friend’s gaze, which was just visible beneath the visor of the full helm. “Aye, I’m sure. Nothing will keep MacDowell from his daughter’s wedding.”


The information about Maggie’s—Margaret’s—planned nuptials had fallen into his hands by chance. Eoin, Lamont, Robbie Boyd, and James Douglas had been with Edward Bruce, the king’s only remaining brother, in Galloway for the past month doing everything they could do to disrupt communication and the supply routes between the MacDowell strongholds in Scotland’s southwest province of Galloway and Carlisle Castle in England, which was provisioning them. During one of these “disruptions,” they’d captured a bundle of missives, which included a letter from Sir John Conyers, the Constable of Barnard Castle for the Earl of Warwick, giving the date of Conyers’s marriage to MacDowell’s “beloved” daughter. Dugald had eight sons, but only one daughter, so there could be no mistake as to the identity of the bride.


Lamont gave him a long, knowing look. “I suspect the same could be said of you.”


Eoin’s lip curled in a smile that was edged with far more anger than amusement. “You’re right about that.”


This was one wedding he wouldn’t miss for the world. The fact that it would lead to the capture of his most hated enemy only made it more satisfying. Two debts, long in arrears, would be repaid this day.


But bloody hell, how much longer was this going to take? He was always edgy before a mission, but this was worse than usual. For Christ’s sake, his hands were practically shaking!


He’d laugh, if he couldn’t guess why. The fact that she could get to him after all these years—after what she’d done—infuriated him enough to immediately kill any twitchiness. He was as cold as ice. As hard as steel. Nothing penetrated. It hadn’t in a long time.


Finally, the appearance of riders on the drawbridge, one of whom was holding a blue and white banner, signaled the arrival of the groom.


Eoin flipped down the visor of his helm, adjusted the heavy, uncomfortable shirt of mail, and donned the stolen surcoat, which not coincidentally was a matching blue and white.


“Be ready,” he said to his partner. “Make sure the others know what to do, and wait for my signal.”


Lamont nodded, but didn’t wish him luck. Eoin didn’t need it. When it came to strategies and plans, no one did them better. Outwit, outplay, outmaneuver, and when necessary, outfight. MacDowell may have gotten the best of him six years ago, but today Eoin would even the score.


“Bàs roimh Gèill,” Lamont said instead.


Death before surrender, the motto of the Highland Guard—and if they were lucky, of Dugald MacDowell as well.
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She was doing the right thing. Margaret knew that. It had been almost six years. She’d mourned long enough. She deserved a chance at happiness. And more important, her son deserved a chance to grow up under the influence of a good man. A kind man. A man who had not been made bitter by defeat.


None of which explained why she’d been up since dawn, running around all morning, unable to sit still. Or why her heart was fluttering as if in a panic. Panic that went beyond normal wedding day anxiety.


She hadn’t been nervous at all for her first wedding. Her chest pinched as just for a moment—one tiny moment—she allowed her thoughts to return to that sliver in time over seven years ago when everything had seemed so perfect. She’d been so happy. So in love and full of hope for the future. Her chest squeezed tightly before releasing with a heavy sigh.


God, what a naive fool she’d been. So brash and confident. So convinced everything would work out the way she wanted it to. Maybe a little anxiety would have served her better.


She’d been so young—too young. Only eighteen. If she could go back and do it all over again with the perspective of age . . .


She sighed. Nay, it was too late to change the past. But not the future. Her thoughts returned to the present where they must stay, and she focused, as she always did, on the best thing to come out of that painful time. The thing that had pulled her out of the darkness and forced her to live again. Her five-year-old son, Eachann—or as they called him in England, Hector.


Eachann had a small chamber adjoining hers in the manor house that had been their home in England for the past four years, since her father had been forced to flee Scotland. But she and her son would be leaving Temple-Couton for good this morning. After the wedding ceremony, they would remove to Barnard Castle with her betrothed—her husband, she corrected, trying to ignore the simultaneous drop in her stomach and spike in her pulse (two things that definitely shouldn’t happen simultaneously!).


Instead, she forced a smile on her face and gazed fondly at her son, who was sitting on his bed, his spindly legs dangling over the side and his blond head bent forward.


The soft silky curls were already darkening as the white blond of toddlerhood gave way to the darker blond of youth. Like his father’s. He was like his father in so many ways, looking at him should cause her pain. But it didn’t. It only brought her joy. In Eachann she had a piece of her husband that death could not claim. Her son was hers completely, in a way that her husband never had been.


She smiled, her heart swelling as it always did when she looked at him. “Do you have everything?”


He looked up. Sharp blue eyes met hers, startling again in their similarity to the man who’d given him his blood if nothing else. Eachann nodded somberly. He was like his father in that regard as well, serious and contemplative. “I think so.”


Stepping around the two large wooden trunks, Margaret glanced around the room to make sure. Just below his small booted heel, she spied the corner of a dark plank of wood.


Following the direction of her gaze, Eachann attempted to inconspicuously kick it farther under the bed.


Frowning, Margaret sat on the bed beside him. He wouldn’t look at her. But she didn’t need to see his face to know he was upset.


“Is there a reason you don’t want to take your chessboard? I thought it was your favorite game?”


His cheeks flushed. “Grandfather said I’m too old to play with poppets. I need to practice my swords or I’m gonna end up a traitorous baserd like my father.” The little boy’s mouth drew in a hard, merciless line, the expression a chilling resemblance to her father. Why is it that she’d never noticed the negative aspects of her father until they appeared in her son? “I’m no traitor! I’ll see that bloody usurper off the throne, and Good King John restored to his crown, if it’s the last thing I do.” Another chill ran through her. St. Columba’s bones, he sounded exactly like her father, too. His head tilted toward hers. “But what’s a baserd?”


“Nothing you could ever be, my love,” she said, hugging the boy tightly to her. This was one word that she wasn’t going to worry about correcting.


If she needed proof of why she was doing the right thing, she had it. She loved her father, but she would not have her son warped by his disappointments. She would not see Eachann turned into a bitter, angry old man who thought the world had turned against him. Who reveled in being the last “true” patriot for the Balliol claim to the throne, and the only significant Scottish nobleman who still had not bowed to the “usurper” Robert the Bruce.


Margaret understood her father’s anger—and perhaps even commiserated with him about the source—but that did not mean she wanted her son turned into a miniature version of him. Despite Eachann’s “traitorous bastard” of a father, Dugald MacDowell loved his only grandchild. Indeed, it was her father’s mention of having Eachann fostered with Tristan MacCan—his an gille-coise henchman—so the lad could be close to him that gave Margaret the push to accept Sir John Conyers’s proposal.


When the time came next year for her son to leave her care—God give her strength to face that day!—Sir John would see to his placement and not her father. Being a squire to an English knight was vastly preferable to being fostered by a man so completely under her father’s influence, even one who was a childhood friend. Her son’s safety came above everything else.


“Chess pieces are not poppets, my love.” She pulled out the board etched with grid lines and the lovingly carved and painted wooden pieces. Some of the paint had begun to flake off on the edges, and the carefully painted faces had faded with use. She’d taught Eachann to play when he was three. He played against himself mostly, as despite prodigious efforts otherwise, she’d never had the patience for it. But he did. Her son was brilliant, and she was fiercely proud of him. “It’s the game of kings,” she said with a bittersweet smile. “Your father played.”


That surprised him. She rarely mentioned his father, for various reasons, including that the memories pained her and mention of him drew her family’s ire. They all tried to pretend that the “traitorous bastard” never existed around Eachann, but if the eager look on the boy’s face was any indication, perhaps they had been wrong in that.


“He did?” Eachann asked.


She nodded. “It was he who taught me to play. Your grandfather never learned, which is why he . . .” She thought of how to put it. “Which is why he doesn’t understand how useful it can be to a warrior.”


He looked at her as if she were crazed. “How?”


She grinned. “Well, you could throw the board like a discus, or use the pieces in a slingshot.”


He rolled his eyes. She couldn’t get anything past him, even though he was only five. He always knew when she was teasing. “Don’t be ridiculous, Mother. It wouldn’t make a good weapon.”


His expression was so reminiscent of his father’s she had to laugh so she didn’t cry. If anyone needed proof that mannerisms were inherited, Eachann was it. “All right, you have me. I was teasing. Did you read the rest of the folio Father Christopher found for you?”


They’d been reading it together, but he’d grown impatient waiting for her. Like with chess, her son had quickly outpaced her hard-wrought reading skills.


He nodded.


She continued. “King Leonidas was a great swordsman, but that’s not what made him a great leader, and what held off so many Persians at Thermopylae. It was his mind. He planned and strategized, using the terrain to his advantage.”


A broad smile lit up Eachann’s small face. “Just like you plan and strategize in chess.”


Margaret nodded. “That was what your father did so exceptionally. He was one of the smartest men I ever knew. In the same way that you can look at the chessboard and ‘see’ what to do, he could look at an army on the battleground and see what to do. He could defeat the enemy before he even picked up a sword.”


Though Eachann’s father had favored a battle-axe like his illustrious grandfather for whom he’d been named: Gillean-na-Tuardhe, “Gill Eoin (the servant of Saint John) of the Battle-axe.” He’d been good with it, too. But she didn’t want to mention that. In spite of her son’s auspicious name, harkening to one of the greatest warriors of ancient times, Hector of Troy, Eachann was small and had yet to show any skill—or love—of weaponry. Her father had begun to notice, which was another reason she had to get her son away. She wouldn’t mind if Eachann never picked up a weapon and buried himself in books for the rest of his life. But Dugald MacDowell would not see his grandson as anything but a fierce warrior. Another MacDowell to devote his life to a war that would never end.


But she wouldn’t let that happen. The constant conflict that had dominated her life—that had torn apart her life—would not be her son’s.


She stood up. “Why don’t you put your game in the chest, while I go to tell Grandfather we are ready.”


He gave her a nod and hopped off the bed. She was almost to the door before she felt a pair of tiny arms wrap around her legs. “I love you, Mother.”


Tears filled her eyes as she returned the hug with a hard squeeze. “And I love you, sweetheart.”


Certainty filled her heart. She was doing the right thing.
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Three hours later, Margaret had to remind herself of it. As she stood outside the church door, her father, son, and six of her eight brothers gathered on her left, and Sir John on her right, flanked by what seemed like the entire garrison of Barnard Castle, it didn’t feel right at all. Indeed, it felt very, very wrong.


Were it not for the firm arm under her hand holding her up, she might have collapsed; her legs had the strength of jelly.


Sir John must have sensed something. He covered her hand resting in the crook of his elbow with his. “Are you all right? You look a little pale.”


She had to tilt her head back to look at him. He was tall—although not as tall as her first husband had been—and the top of her head barely reached his chin. He was just as handsome though. Maybe even more so, if you preferred smooth perfection to sharp and chiseled. And Sir John liked to smile. He did so often. Unlike her first husband. Wresting a smile from him had been her constant challenge. But when she’d succeeded, it had felt like she’d been rewarded a king’s ransom. Sir John’s life also didn’t revolve around battle—thinking about battle, planning about battle, talking about battle. Sir John had many other interests, including—novelly—her. He talked to her, shared his thoughts with her, and didn’t treat her like a mistake.


Then why did this feel like one? Why did the very proper wedding, with the seemingly perfect man, feel so different from the improper one, with the wrong man that had come before it?


Because you don’t love him.


But she would. By all that was good and holy in heaven, she would! This time it would grow, rather than wither on the bone of neglect to die. She was being given a second chance at happiness, and she would take it, blast it!


She drew a deep breath and smiled—this time for real. “I was too excited to eat anything this morning. I’m afraid it’s catching up with me. But I’m fine. Or will be, as soon as we get to the feast.”


Sir John returned her smile, she thought with a tinge of relief. “Then we must not delay another moment.” He leaned down and whispered closer to her ear. “I don’t want my bride fainting before the wedding night.”


Her eyes shot to his. She caught the mischievous twinkle and laughed. “So I’m expected to faint afterward?”


“I would consider it the highest compliment if you would. It is every groom’s hope to so overcome his bride on the wedding night that she swoons.” He nodded to indicate the soldiers behind him. “How else am I to impress the men over a tankard of ale?”


“You are horrible.” But she said it with a smile. This was why she was marrying him. This is why they would be happy. He made her laugh in a way she hadn’t laughed in a long time. His humor was just as wicked as hers had been. Once.


Following the direction of his gaze, she scanned the large group of mail-clad soldiers. “Is that what you talk about when you are all together? Aren’t you breaking some secret male code by telling me this?”


He grinned. “Probably. But I trust you not to betray me.”


Not to betray me . . .


A chill ran down her spine. Her gaze snagged on something in the crowd. Her skin prickled, and the hair at the back of her neck stood up for a long heartbeat before the sensation passed.


It must have been Sir John’s words, unknowingly stirring memories. Unknowingly stirring guilt.


Tell no one of my presence . . .


Pain that not even six years could dull stabbed her heart. God, how could she have been so foolish? The only good thing about her husband dying was that she didn’t have to live with the knowledge of how much he would have despised her for betraying him.


“Margaret?” Sir John’s voice shook her from the memories. “They are waiting for us.”


The priest and her father, who had been talking, were both now staring at her, the priest questioningly, her father with a dark frown. Ignoring them both, she turned to Sir John. “Then let us begin.”


Side by side, they stood before the church door and publicly repeated the vows that would bind them together.


If memories of another exchange of vows tried to intrude, she refused to let them. Of course it was different this time. This time she was doing it right. The banns. The public exchange of vows outside the church door. The only thing they wouldn’t have was the mass afterward. As she was a widow, it was not permitted.


If she secretly didn’t mind missing a long mass, she was wise enough not to admit it. Now. She wasn’t the wild, irreverent “heathen” from “the God Forsaken” corner of Galloway anymore. She would never give Sir John a reason to be ashamed of or embarrassed by her.


When the priest asked if there was anyone who objected or knew of a reason why these two could not be joined, her heart stopped. The silence seemed to stretch intolerably. Surely that was long enough to wait—


“I do.”


The voice rang out loud and clear, yet for one confused moment, she thought she’d imagined it. The uncomfortable murmuring of the crowd, and the heads turned in the direction of the voice, however, told her she hadn’t.


Sir John swore. “If this is some kind of joke, someone is going to regret it.”


“You there,” the priest said loudly. “Step forward if you have something to say.”


The crowd parted, revealing a soldier—an exceptionally tall and powerfully built soldier. Strangely, the visor of his helm was flipped down.


He took a few steps forward, and Margaret froze. Stricken, her breath caught in her throat as she watched the powerful stride that seemed so familiar. Only one man walked with that kind of impatience—as if he was waiting for the world to catch up to him.


No . . . no . . . it can’t be.


All eyes were on the soldier wearing the blue and white surcoat of the Conyers’s arms. She sensed the movement of a few other soldiers, circling around the crowd in the churchyard, but paid them no mind. Like everyone else, her gaze was riveted on the man striding purposefully forward.


He stopped a few feet away.


He stood motionlessly, his head turned in her direction. It was ridiculous—fanciful—his eyes were hidden in the shadow of the steel helm, but somehow she could feel them burning into her. Condemning. Accusing. Despising.


Her legs could no longer hold her up; they started to wobble.


“What is the meaning of this, Conyers?” her father said angrily, apparently blaming Sir John for the conduct of one of his men.


“Speak,” the priest said impatiently to the man. “Is there an impediment of which you are aware?”


The soldier flipped up his visor, and for one agonizing, heart-wrenching moment his midnight-blue eyes met hers. Eyes she could never forget. Pain seared through her in a devastating blast. White-hot, it sucked every last bit of air from her lungs. Her head started to spin. She barely heard the words that would shock the crowd to the core.


“Aye, there’s an impediment.” Oh God, that voice. She’d dreamed of that voice so many nights. A low, gravelly voice with the lilt of the Gael. Oh God, Maggie, that feels so good. I’m going to . . . “The lass is already married.”


“To whom?” the priest demanded furiously, obviously believing the man was playing some kind of game.


But he wasn’t.


Eoin is alive.


“To me.”


Margaret was already falling as he spoke. Unfortunately, Sir John wasn’t going to get his wish: the bride would faint before the wedding night after all.




2


[image: Images]


Stirling Castle, Scotland, late September 1305


ARE YOU SURE about this, Maggie?”


Margaret took that as a rhetorical question. She was sure about everything, as her oldest friend well knew. “Have you ever seen anything like this, Brige?”


Margaret’s question was a rhetorical one as well. Of course her friend hadn’t. Like Margaret, Brigid hadn’t traveled more than twenty miles from her home in the Rhins of Galloway in the remote southwestern corner of Scotland. A place that was so far away it seemed almost another world. God’s bones, it had taken them nearly two weeks to travel here with carts, and it wasn’t a journey she was anxious to repeat anytime soon.


If she was successful—when she was successful—she might not be going back at all. Though the gathering at Stirling was an attempt to make allies of Scotland’s rivals for the crown to form a unified force against England, her father had another purpose in being here. He intended to propose a marriage alliance between Margaret and young John Comyn, the son of John “the Red” Comyn, Lord of Badenoch. It was her job to win over the young lord and make him eager for the match. As winning over men was something she’d been doing since she could talk, she would probably be betrothed in a fortnight.


Margaret spun around. “Isn’t it magnificent? Look how high the rafters are! The Hall is so large I’m surprised the ceiling does not come tumbling down. How do you think they built it to stay up there like that?” She didn’t bother waiting for an answer, she was already racing across the room to examine the enormous fireplace. “I can stand up inside!” she said, ducking under the colorfully painted mantel.


Brigid laughed as she peeked back under. “Careful,” her friend warned, suddenly sober. “The embers are still glowing from this morning. You’ll light your skirts on fire.”


“That would make an impression, wouldn’t it?” Margaret said with an impish smile. “No one would forget me then. The girl who caught her skirts on fire.”


“No one will forget you anyway,” Brigid said with a fond—if slightly exasperated—shake of the head.


But Margaret wasn’t listening; she’d already moved on to the next discovery. Since they’d arrived at Stirling Castle a few hours ago, it seemed every minute had been filled with them. She’d barely taken time to wash—in the finest tub she’d ever seen—change her clothes, and run a comb through her still damp hair before she’d dragged Brigid off to go exploring. They could rest tonight.


Margaret put her hand on one of the walls. “It is plaster! I wasn’t sure. The painting of the arms is so exquisite I thought it might actually be a shield! Can you believe they painted the whole room with this brick and vine pattern? There isn’t a surface that hasn’t been decorated in here. I’ve never seen a more colorful room. And look at these curtains.” She moved toward one of the windows and pulled the heavy scarlet velvet around her. “It’s fine enough to make a gown.” Glancing down at her plain dark brown wool kirtle, she grinned. “Actually it’s finer than any of my gowns. What do you think? Will someone notice if we take it?”


Brigid shook her head with amazement. “Can you imagine using fabric as fine as that for curtains?” Suddenly, her face drew tight with consternation. “Do you think our gowns will be very different from the other ladies?”


“I should hope so,” Margaret said with a proud squaring of her shoulders. “We are wearing some of the finest wool in all of Scotland. There are no finer weavers than from Galloway. I should think the other ladies will be very envious indeed.”


Brigid bit her lip, not looking convinced. This time it was Margaret who shook her head. Her friend worried about the silliest things. They were just gowns, for goodness’ sake!


Margaret walked past the wooden screen of the dais into an antechamber. “Look at this, Brigid. It’s some kind of private solar. Holy cross! Do you see these candlesticks? They must be solid gold!” She plopped down on one of the benches around the edges of the room. “There isn’t a chair without a pillow in this place. I believe I’m going to be busy when I return to Garthland Tower making cushions for all the benches.”


“You shouldn’t blaspheme, Maggie, and you don’t sew.”


Margaret replied to this minor detail with a stuck-out tongue. Leave it to Brigid to point out the realities. But maybe that’s why they were such good friends. Brigid was the riggings to her sail. She didn’t let her get carried away. Well, too carried away. As for the blasphemies, her brothers said far worse. If anyone was going to hell, it was them.


“Very well, I shall have Marsaili make them then.”


“I don’t think she likes to sew any more than you do.”


“Well, at least she knows how,” Margaret said, grinning.


She stood and walked over toward a table. On it was some kind of checkered board arranged with tiny carved pieces. She picked up one of the figures to examine it, noticing that it appeared to be made out of ivory. There were all kinds of different-sized figures in two colors. Some were arranged on the board, and some were off the board on opposite sides of the table. “Maybe this room is for the bairns,” she said. “It looks like some kind of a game.”


“That’s a fine-looking game for a child.” Brigid frowned when Margaret picked up another piece. “Do you think you should be touching that, Maggie? What if someone gets upset?”


Margaret looked at her friend as if she were daft. “It’s just a game, Brige. Why would anyone care about that?” She picked up two of the biggest pieces. “Look at these—they are adorable. It looks like they have crowns. They must be a king and queen.”


Brigid wrinkled her nose. “They look scary to me.”


Margaret shook her head. “They should go in the middle.” Realizing there wasn’t a space in the middle in the checkerboard pattern, she improvised and put the queen in the center of the four spaces. “Well, the queen will go in the middle and the king will have to stand to her left.” She grinned and moved the pieces around. “With all these men on horses around them.”


“I take it the queen is you?” Brigid laughed. “Ruling over the men like you do at Garthland?”


“Well someone needs to,” Margaret said matter-of-factly. “As much as my father and brothers are away, nothing would ever get done if I didn’t take care of all those ‘minor details.’ ”


They looked at each other and burst out laughing, knowing that Margaret handled far more than the “minor details” for which her father liked to give her credit.


Brigid picked up a few of the pieces to examine them, and then a small flat piece of wood that Margaret hadn’t noticed before. It had something written on it.


“What do you think this says?” she asked.


Margaret looked at the lettering and shrugged. Like her friend she had no idea.


Not knowing how to play the game, they giggled as they took turns arranging the pieces in humorous formations.


“Do you hear something?” Brigid said. “I think someone is coming.” She gasped in horror. “It can’t already be time for the midday feast? We aren’t ready!”


“I’m sure we still have plenty of time. It can’t be that late—”


Margaret stopped, turning as a group of men walked into the antechamber. There were at least a half-dozen of them, but they seemed to be following one man. At least she assumed they must be following him, as he had the noble bearing of a king and was one of the most richly attired men she’d ever seen.


Probably a good ten years older than her eight and ten, he wore a dark green velvet mantle lined with fur, secured by an enormous jeweled brooch of silver. His surcoat was so richly embroidered it also looked jeweled. He was tall—about six feet—and sturdily built with dark hair and a neatly trimmed short dark beard.


“Friends of yours, Carrick?” one of the men asked with a speculative lift of his brow. He gazed at Margaret with unabashed interest, his eyes lingering over her hair. “Not the entertainment I was expecting, but I’m not complaining.”


Margaret didn’t realize what the man meant at first. She was too surprised to hear the identity of the young nobleman. This was the infamous Earl of Carrick and Lord of Annandale, Robert Bruce? From her father’s description, she’d been expecting a forked tongue and devil’s horns, not this impressive, handsome young man.


Entertainment? Her eyes narrowed back on the man who’d spoken. The man was older than the earl, shorter, and not nearly as handsome, although there was a brute strength to him. His eyes were fixed speculatively on her chest. He couldn’t think . . .


He did! The man thought they were bawds! She almost burst out laughing. Wait until her brother Duncan heard this! He was always telling her she was as wicked as a French strumpet.


Carrick shot his companion a quelling stare and turned to Margaret and Brigid. “Are you lost, lasses? Did you become . . . uh, separated from someone? One of the ladies, by chance?”


Obviously the young earl was just as surprised to find them in here, but more subtle in his wondering of who they were. If she wasn’t mistaken, he thought they were tiring women to one of the noble ladies in attendance—which offended her more than being thought a strumpet. The MacDowells were one of the oldest clans in Scotland. They been ruling this country—at least the southwest part of it—before these Norman lords crossed the channel to England.


But she had to concede that Brigid might have had a point about their gowns.


She straightened her spine, lifted her chin, and met the young earl’s stare with a bold challenge. “We are not lost, my lord. We were exploring the castle before the feast. We just arrived this morning with my father.”


He quirked a brow, obviously surprised. “And who is your father?”


“Dugald MacDowell, Chief of MacDowell of Galloway,” she said proudly, knowing exactly what kind of reaction that would provoke.


She wasn’t disappointed. More than one man swore at the revelation that she was the daughter of their enemy. The earl hid his surprise well, though she could tell he was. “Lady Margaret,” he said, with a short bow.


Margaret wasn’t as adept at hiding hers. “You know of me?”


His mouth seemed to twitch, as if he were fighting a smile. “I suspect there are very few who haven’t heard of the ‘Fair Maid of Galloway.’ ”


Margaret frowned. She certainly hadn’t. And why did she have the feeling there was more than beauty that he’d heard about?


The man who mistook her for a strumpet spoke. “Ah hell, Carrick. Look at that.”


When he pointed in the direction of the game, and all the men started cursing, Margaret suspected Brigid had been right about something else, too.


She bit her lip. Perhaps touching the game hadn’t been such a good idea.
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I have him! Eoin knew just what he had to do to win.


He didn’t smile much, but he couldn’t prevent the one that lifted his mouth as he strode purposefully across the courtyard and into the Great Hall of Stirling Castle.


For two days he had been locked in a fierce battle of wits with Robert Bruce, the young Earl of Carrick, over a chessboard, but the answer had come to him last night, and victory would soon be his.


A victory that would bring him one step closer to the real reward.


He still couldn’t believe it. His illustrious kinsman—his and Bruce’s mothers were half sisters—was considering Eoin for an elite secret guard that Bruce was forming in the event he made a bid for the throne.


To have been singled out and chosen by Bruce was an honor for any young warrior, let alone the twenty-four-year-old third son of a Highland laird, as Eoin’s father, Gillemore MacLean, Chief of MacLean, was quick to point out with a puff of pride.


But that wasn’t why Eoin was so excited by the prospect. His kinsman hadn’t given him many details, but those that he had were like holding out sweets to a bairn. A secret, highly specialized elite guard used for reconnaissance, intelligence, strategy, and special—in other words, the most dangerous—missions? For a man who had lived, breathed, even slept “pirate” warfare since he was seven years old and had helped his older brothers get back some fishing nets stolen by lads from a neighboring clan (after the lads had been good enough to fill it for them, of course), the prospect of bringing that style of warfare to a war against the most powerful army in Christendom was a challenge too great to resist. That Eoin would be fighting alongside a handpicked group of the most highly skilled warriors in all of Scotland was like sprinkling sugar on top of a trifle—heaping the sweet upon the sweet.


He was determined to win a position in the secret guard as a battle tactician, and besting his kinsman at chess—Bruce was known for his skill with the game—would help him in that regard. That the game was relatively new to Eoin, while Bruce had been playing for years, didn’t concern him. Thinking two, three, or four steps ahead was something Eoin did all the time on the battlefield. Once he’d learned the rules, he could look at the board and see the moves played out in his head. Again, just like with battle—except that in the case of Highland warfare, there were no rules.


He smiled again.


“Satan’s stones, Eoin, slow down!” His foster brother, Finlaeie MacFinnon, jogged up next to him. “I haven’t seen a smile on your face like that since MacDonald fell into the cesspit.” Eoin’s smile deepened, remembering how he’d loosened the boards of the wooden seat over the barrack latrine just enough for the tyrant who’d been given the responsibility of training them by their foster father, Angus Og MacDonald—and who’d made every minute of two years miserable—to fall in. Almost better than seeing Iain MacDonald covered in shite was the fact that he’d never known it was Eoin who’d been responsible. “What are you so happy about?”


Eoin shook his head. “Nothing.” The most difficult part about this group Bruce was forming was that it was secret. He couldn’t even confide in his closest friend. He glanced over at Fin, taking in the red-rimmed eyes, tousled hair, and disheveled clothing. Eoin’s nose wrinkled from the stiff stench of spirits. “Long night?”


Fin grinned. “You might say that. And an even longer morning. The lasses at court are quite welcoming. Not that it would interest you.”


Eoin told him to do something that was physically impossible. He liked lasses as much as his foster brother did—when he had time for them. Right now he had too many important things on his mind.


“Maybe you’re just saving yourself for that bride of yours?”


“Damn it, Fin, she’s not my bride.”


“Not yet, but don’t tell me your father isn’t working on it.”


Eoin couldn’t; it was true. His father was doing everything he could to secure a betrothal between him and Lady Barbara Keith.


“You’re a lucky bastard, Eoin. I’d give my left bollock to have the Marischal of Scotland’s daughter as my wife. With your skills and a marital connection to Scotland’s top military commander, you’ll be in a fantastic position if the war resumes.”


When the war resumes, Eoin thought. For despite Edward of England’s intentions, rather than end the Scottish “rebellion” with the brutal killing of William Wallace a few weeks ago, all he’d done was incite it.


That’s why they were here. The great lords and magnates of Scotland had gathered at Stirling to “come together” to see what could be done to respond to this latest act by Edward.


But the likelihood of Bruce and Comyn (who represented his exiled uncle King John Balliol) coming together to agree about anything for any length of time was about as likely as the Mamluk sultan and the pope agreeing to share Jerusalem. Eoin knew the gathering was more about the two temporary allies gathering support and taking stock of potential allies when the next grab for power came. And it would come, there was no doubt about that. Hatred ran too deep between the two branches of the descendants of Prince Fergus to ever be reconciled.


The MacLeans were in a difficult position. Although Eoin’s father had every intention of fighting alongside their kinsman Bruce, he was also trying to avoid more problems from the MacDougalls—the Lord of Argyll was technically their overlord for their lands in Lorn—who were firmly aligned with the Comyns, by appearing undecided.


“Lady Barbara is a lovely lady,” he said. “Any man would be fortunate to have her as a wife.”


The words came out as rote and unthinking as they were. But they were also true. Barbara Keith was pretty, well mannered, demure, and modest. A real lady, and everything he admired in a woman—just like his mother. Were it not for Rignach, daughter of the former Lord of Carrick, his father would never have become one of the most important and respected Highland chiefs. His father liked to jest that without her they’d be just as wild and uncivilized as those backward barbarian MacDowells, who were probably still living with their animals in long houses and worshipping pagan gods.


Having had the misfortune of crossing paths with Dugald MacDowell once, Eoin didn’t doubt it. He could give the Vikings a lesson in ruthlessness and barbarity.


“Aye, I’m sure she’ll make you a perfect wife,” Fin said dryly.


Eoin’s gaze sharpened. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


Fin shrugged. “You don’t want to be bothered, and she won’t bother you. But you better wear a warm mantle when you bed her.”


He shot him a look of warning. Eoin was used to his friend’s talk about the women he bedded—or wanted to bed. Though distasteful, he usually ignored it. But speculating about the woman who might be Eoin’s future wife was another matter.


Even if he was probably right. Lady Barbara was a bit . . . frosty.


Fin put his hand up. “Don’t get all prickly. I don’t mean anything by it. One can’t have everything, I suppose. That’s why so many men have lemans. A wife for money, position, alliances, and heirs, and a pretty mistress to fuck and suck your cock. Too bad the two never seem to go together.”


Eoin winced. “Christ, Fin, do you have to talk like that?”


Fin just laughed and shook his head. “You are more of a prude than a nun in a harem, Eoin. If you ever relaxed long enough to sit around the fire at camp with us, rather than hunch over an oil lamp with those maps of yours, you’d know that is how most men talk.”


He was focused, damn it, not prudish. “I’ll relax when the war is over.”


Fin made a sharp sound. “I doubt it. All you ever think about is battle. You’ll just be planning for the next one.”


His friend was probably more right than Eoin wanted to admit. He was saved from a response, however, when they passed from the Great Hall to the solar where he and Bruce were playing and he noticed a wall of men blocking the doorway. They seemed to be gathered around something protectively.


“Wonder what that is all about?” Fin asked.


Eoin frowned. “Let’s find out.”


They pushed past the first few men when Neil Campbell, one of Bruce’s closest friends and advisors, said something to the earl and nodded in their direction. Bruce turned. There was a strange expression on his face; he seemed to be trying to prepare him for something.


“Cousin, I’m afraid . . .”


Eoin didn’t know whether it was Bruce’s expression or the fact that he called him cousin, which he didn’t usually do, that caused him to turn and look to the left where the game was set up. Or at least where the game had been set up.


Bruce was saying something, but Eoin was too busy storming across the room to listen. “Bloody hell!” He looked in disbelief at the destroyed game. The pieces had been moved. His eyes narrowed. Not just moved, they’d been purposefully positioned into the design of a heart. He turned in outrage to his kinsmen. “By God, who did this? If this is some kind of joke . . .”


He’d kill them. Two days, damn it. And he’d been a few moves away from victory. He pictured the pieces in his head, trying to remember where they’d been placed.


“It was an accident,” Bruce said.


“Accident?” Eoin picked up the piece of wood etched with the words Do Not Touch. “Did the idiot not read the sign?”


An uncomfortable silence fell across the room. Vaguely, Eoin was aware that someone had come up beside Bruce.


His gaze shifted, and he received the second blow of the morning. This one far more devastating. He felt like he’d been clobbered in the head with a poleaxe; stunned and more than a little dazed, as he stared—gaped probably—at one of the most sensual looking creatures he’d ever beheld.


She smiled, and that clobbered-by-a-poleaxe feeling dropped to his chest. “I’m afraid the idiot is me. I didn’t see the sign until it was too late.”


Ah hell. The discomfort in the room became clear. Although she did seem to be taking the offending words with surprising good humor. Most lasses he knew would be stricken with embarrassment. Instead it was he who felt the heat on his face. “I apologize for my ill-mannered words.”


She waved him off with a deep, husky laugh that made his bollocks tighten. “I’ve been called far worse by my brothers. I’d never seen the game before, and didn’t realize it was so important.”


Sensing she was amused by that fact, he frowned.


His cousin, always the gallant knight, rushed to reassure her. “And I was just assuring Lady Margaret that it was nothing.”


Eoin hoped his eyes didn’t widen as much as it felt like they had at the word “lady.” From the look of her, he’d assumed something else entirely.


Very little about the lass conjured up the image of a lady. Her gown was plain, simple, and cut low and tight enough around the bodice to have made a tavern wench proud.


Her beauty wasn’t quiet and restrained like a lady’s, but bold and dramatic. Too bold and dramatic, the lass would draw attention, particularly masculine attention, wherever she went. Her lips were too red, her mouth too wide, her gold-hued eyes too seductively slanted, her breasts too big—not that he couldn’t appreciate that particular excess—and her hair was red. A vibrant, dark red that wasn’t plaited modestly behind a veil, but rather left loose to tumble around her shoulders in a wild disarray that was more appropriate to the bedchamber than the king’s solar of a royal castle.


Aye, the bedchamber, which is exactly what he thought about when he looked at her.


But probably the most un-ladyish thing about her was the boldness in her gaze. There was no reserve, no modesty, and in a room full of important men, she was perfectly at ease, as if she belonged there. It was bloody disconcerting.


“Lady Margaret is Dugald MacDowell’s daughter,” Bruce added.


The Fair Maid of Galloway? Christ, that explained everything. Eoin had heard of the lass, who was reputed to be every bit as wild, unruly, and outrageous as the rest of her clan. Despite her youth, she lorded over her father’s lands when he was gone like a queen and had done so for years since her mother died. “Maid” was often said with irony, as the lass was reputed to be free with her favors.


Somehow he recovered enough to bow and mumble, “Lady Margaret.”


“This is the young kinsman I was telling you about, my lady,” Bruce explained.


She responded to Bruce with a wry grin, but her eyes hadn’t left Eoin’s. “I think the game was a little more serious than you let on, my lord Carrick.”


Eoin was pretty certain his flush deepened. Bruce laughed. “Everything is serious to my young cousin here. Don’t pay him any mind. Besides, he should be thanking you.”


She broke the connection with Eoin and turned her slanted catlike eyes to Bruce. One delicately arched brow lifted. “Thanking me?”


Bruce flashed a broad grin. “Aye, for saving him from the embarrassment of losing. I had him beaten, although he didn’t know it yet.”


Lady Margaret laughed and turned back to Eoin. It felt as if every nerve ending in his body stood on edge as her eyes fell on him again.


“Is that so?” If he’d ever heard a more husky voice in a woman he couldn’t recall it. “And do you agree, my lord?”
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Margaret didn’t know what to make of the young warrior standing before her. She must admit, she’d been taken aback when he’d stormed into the room just as the other men had been doing their best to assure her that touching the game—the chess—pieces was “nothing.” She didn’t know whether it was his fury or his handsome face, but something had made her heart beat a little faster. All right, a lot faster.


He was dressed in a fine velvet surcoat like the other noblemen in the room, but he might as well have been wearing chain mail and wielding a long broadsword. Everything about this man bespoke warrior. It wasn’t just his size, which was formidable (he was even taller and more powerfully built than the Earl of Carrick), but the fierce intensity that seemed to radiate from him. When he walked, it was with the long, powerful strides of a man ready for battle. With eight brothers, all of whom were or would be warriors, and a father who’d spent the better part of the last twenty years on the battlefield, she recognized the type well enough.


Men—even fierce, angry ones—didn’t usually intimidate her. Usually. But something about seeing all those muscles bunch and the fury burning in his piercing blue eyes had made her pulse dance.


Although as she looked at him, waiting for him to respond, she realized the dancing could be a result of something else. Like maybe the surprisingly silky-looking honey-brown hair—streaked with enough sun-bleached chunks to recall what must have been the blondness of youth—that fell in careless waves to a clean-shaven, squared-off jaw with a slight dent, those striking eyes set below a seemingly perpetually furrowed brow (as if he were always concentrating), and sharp, carefully delineated features so finely carved they could have been chiseled from granite.


Lud, he’s a handsome one. She’d always thought Brigid’s brother, Tristan, the most handsome man she knew, but he’d never made her pulse race like this—even when Tristan was stealing a kiss, which had happened on more than one occasion. He’d also never made her skin prickle with a strange heat. Actually, her entire body seemed to have gone up a few degrees in temperature since he’d entered the room.


The young warrior seemed to be measuring his words carefully. Clearly, he didn’t agree with the young earl’s boast, but also wasn’t going to contradict him in front of her and his men. “I agree the game was almost over,” he finally said.


Dear lord, that voice! Deep and gravelly, it seemed to rub over her skin and sink into her bones.


Bruce laughed and clapped him on the back. “A very politic answer, cousin. But I suspect you know very well you had me trapped. I’d wager you are reconstructing the board in your head right now.”


The young warrior—Eoin MacLean, Bruce had told her—simply shrugged.


Bruce laughed again and shook his head. “Do you know the truly appalling part, my lady? I’ve been playing chess since I was a lad, and MacLean here just learned. Still he’s one of the best players I’ve ever competed against.”


“I should like to know how to play this ‘Game of Kings,’ isn’t that what you called it?” she asked Bruce innocently, although the hint of mischief in her gaze told him she knew exactly why he’d made that point to her earlier. Game of Kings—he being the king.


The Earl of Carrick was every bit as bold as she’d heard. She liked it, although she would never admit as much to her father. He would die before he saw a Bruce on the throne.


Bruce’s equally mischievous smile told Margaret she was right about his intent.


She turned to MacLean. “Perhaps you would teach me one day?”


The surprise in those skin-prickling blue eyes, and the sudden silence in the room, told her that once again she’d done something wrong.


Devil take it, what is it this time? She’d barely been at Stirling Castle for a few hours, but already it was clear it was a long way from Garthland Tower.


No matter, soon enough she would find her footing. Margaret never doubted that for a moment.
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EVERYONE IS STARING at us,” Brigid whispered as they entered the Hall a short while later.


Margaret had noticed the sudden silence in the bustling room and felt the eyes turned on them as well, but her reaction was the opposite of her friend’s. Used to presiding over many tables at Garthland as hostess, she did not shy from attention. Actually, she rather liked it. Entertaining—being entertaining—was part of her duties as chatelaine, and she made sure no one left the castle without enjoying themselves. It helped that it came naturally to her.


Unfortunately, the same could not be said of her friend. Brigid was shy and reserved. Two words that weren’t likely ever to be applied to her, Margaret thought with amusement.


After the initial pause, conversation had returned, so Margaret was able to reply to her friend in a normal tone as they wound their way through the crowd in search of her father and two eldest brothers, Dougal and Duncan. Given her clan’s importance, she knew their seats would be near the dais.


Taking her friend’s arm, she drew her tightly against her side. “Of course they are! Isn’t it wonderful? We have made an impression already. We are going to have such fun, Brige.”


Brigid, however, did not share Margaret’s ease at being the center of attention, and her friend’s expression suggested that fun was definitely not something she was having.


Margaret gave Brigid’s arm an encouraging squeeze. “Oh come now, Brige, smile. It’s nothing to worry about. We are newcomers. It’s only natural that they are curious.”


Brigid didn’t look like she believed her. “Perhaps we should have worn veils as Beth suggested?”


The serving girl who’d been assigned to help them dress for the feast had been shocked when Margaret had said they would just be wearing circlets.


Margaret hadn’t paid her much mind. She only wore a veil to church, and even then she didn’t like it. But gazing around the room, she saw what Brigid had: they were the only women who were bareheaded.


“So we can blend in with all the others?” Margaret gave her friend a cheeky grin. “What fun would it be if we were all the same? This way we shall stand out.”


“I think we are doing that anyway with our gowns,” Brigid said glumly.


Margaret had to admit, the finery of the ladies at court far exceeded her expectations. She’d never seen such an array of luxurious fabrics and fine embroidery. But they were just gowns. Pretty ornament was still just that: ornament.


“You look beautiful, Brige. You could be wearing a sackcloth and you would still outshine everyone in this room. Whether garbed in velvet and jewels or in a woolen kirtle and plaid, it’s what’s inside that matters.” Brigid gave her a look as if she didn’t know where she got her strange ideas. “You will have your pick of suitors. Have you seen anyone that interests you yet?”


As soon as her father had told her of his plan to bring her to Stirling to secure an alliance with John Comyn, Margaret had begged him to let her bring Brigid along with her as her companion. Lord knew there were precious few men to choose from as potential husbands near their home. Except for Margaret’s brothers, of course, but they didn’t count. This was the perfect opportunity to find someone for Brigid, and Margaret wasn’t going to waste it.


Heat rose to her friend’s cheeks, and her gaze lowered. “We’ve only just arrived, Maggie.”


“Yet we’ve met a dozen young men already.” The image of a tall, dirty-blond-haired warrior rose to her mind, but she quickly pushed it aside. He might have attracted her attention, but her interest must be fixed elsewhere. “Although I hope you have not set your sights on the Earl of Carrick, as he is already wed.”


Brigid let out a sharp laugh, which had been Margaret’s intent. “You are horrible, Maggie. Can you imagine what Father and Tristan would say?”


Brigid’s family was just as staunchly loyal to King John Balliol as Margaret’s, meaning that none of the men they’d met today, assuming they were with Bruce, were suitable suitors.


“I imagine exactly what my father and brothers would say. ‘Are you out of your wee mind, lass? I’d sooner see you marching down the fiery aisle of Hell to wed Lucifer himself,’ ” she said in a mock imitation of her father’s voice.


As they neared the dais, she could see that she’d been right: her family was seated at the table just below to the left.


The girls were still laughing as the men rose to greet them. When her eldest brother, Dougal, asked what was so funny, Brigid couldn’t seem to meet his gaze, but Margaret, knowing her humorless brother wouldn’t understand, replied that it was nothing. She imagined her family would hear of their earlier encounter soon enough.


It was then that she noticed the young man standing next to her father. Fair of hair and coloring, he was gazing at her with an expression that could only be described as dazed. Slightly taller than her father, who stood a few inches under six feet, he was only a fraction of his width, with the long-limbed coltishness of youth. From the lack of significant stubble on his jaw, she guessed he was a year or two younger than her own eight and ten.


His identity dawned as her father was making the introductions. John Comyn. This was the Lord of Badenoch’s son and heir, and the man to whom her father would see her betrothed. She’d known he was young, but . . .


Quickly covering any disappointment she might be feeling—so what if he didn’t look much older than her sixteen-year-old brother, Uchtred? He was a fine-looking young man, and more important, the son of one of Scotland’s greatest lords!—she took the seat that had been set out for her between the young lordling and her father, and spent most of the first course of the meal trying to make him relax.


He was shy, and seemed perhaps a little in awe of her, but Margaret was good at drawing people out. She asked him about his family. He had two sisters, Elizabeth and Joan, both of whom were here, and he’d served as a squire for his great-uncle King John Balliol before he’d been exiled to France, but now was with his father at Dalswinton Castle. She discovered that they shared a love of horses, and when he described the prized jennet that’d been his eighteenth saint’s day gift (she hid her surprise at that), she found herself genuinely interested and enjoying herself.


It wasn’t until the platters of roasted fowl were brought out for the second course that she felt the weight of a gaze upon her. Turning to the table directly opposite theirs—just below the dais to the right—she found herself looking into the penetrating blue-eyed gaze of Eoin MacLean.


She felt a jolt as if something had just taken hold of her. It raced up her spine and spread over her skin in a prickling heat.


It wasn’t the first time Margaret had caught a man staring at her, but it was the first time she’d found herself flushing in response.


It wasn’t embarrassment for what had happened earlier . . . exactly. At Garthland there was nothing wrong with a woman asking a man to teach her how to play a game. Lud, it wasn’t as if she’d asked him to teach her how to swim naked! Yet that’s how every man in the room had looked at her.


Although maybe naked wasn’t something she should be thinking about when she was looking at Eoin MacLean, because she couldn’t help wondering what his chest would look like when it wasn’t covered in velvet and linen. He had such broad shoulders and his arms were very large. He must be exceedingly muscular.


The warmth in her cheeks intensified. She suspected it was wicked thoughts like that that had made her blush in the first place. It wasn’t embarrassment, it was something more akin to awareness. Aye, definitely awareness.


And if the intensity of his gaze was any indication, he felt it, too.


The connection was so strong it seemed they did not need to talk to communicate. She smiled cheekily, lifted her brow, and shrugged her shoulders as if to say she didn’t understand it either.


Unfortunately, Margaret had forgotten they were not the only two people in the room.


[image: Images]


Eoin noticed her the moment she entered the Hall. He wasn’t alone. It seemed as if the entire room held its collective breath as the two young women appeared at the entrance. But it was the indecently sensual redhead to whom all eyes were turned. The pretty, pale blonde beside her seemed to fade into the background; she was just like every other woman in the Hall.


But Margaret MacDowell was different. Like a wildflower in a rose garden, she did not belong. And it wasn’t just because of the soft tumble of hair that was streaming down her back rather than being covered by a veil, or because in a room full of ladies dressed in velvets and jewels she managed to look more regal in a simple wool gown and brightly colored plaid. Nay, it was far more elemental. She was carefree and unabashedly happy in a room of modesty and reserve. She was wild and untamed in a sea of constraint and conformity.


But either she was unaware of the attention or she did not care about it. She met the silence—half of which was admiring and half of which was condemning—not with a dropped gaze and maidenly blush of shyness at being the focus of so many, but with the confident, take-no-prisoners grin of a pirate captain seizing a ship, and the jaunty walk to match.


But if the comments he’d overheard so far were any indication, winning over this crew—at least the female half of it—wasn’t going to be easy. Gossip about what had happened earlier already had made it’s way through the Hall, and it was clearly disapproving. He’d had to fend off a half-dozen questions from his sister Marjory before the first tray of food arrived. Even his reserved and above-gossip mother had listened intently to his replies.


But he made it clear that the matter was over. He wasn’t going to teach the lass to play anything. Although Eoin couldn’t help admiring Lady Margaret’s brash confidence, and undeniably her bold beauty held some appeal—all right, a lot of appeal—a lass like that spelled trouble. The kind of trouble he had no interest in pursuing, no matter how hard certain parts of him stirred.


That had been a surprise. His reaction to the lass was as fierce, primitive, and physical as it was unexpected. He usually had better control. He frowned. Actually, he always had better control. No lass he’d ever met had stirred his blood with a look and a smile that made him wonder whether she was as naughty as she looked.


But even if she weren’t the daughter of a man who would likely be his enemy soon—which was reason enough to look the other way—Margaret MacDowell with her smile that promised mischief and devil-may-care attitude was undoubtedly a demanding handful, and Eoin’s hands were firmly wrapped around his battle-axe.


Still, as the meal progressed he found his gaze sliding in her direction more than once. God, that hair was incredible. And her skin was flawless—so powdery soft and creamy it looked unreal. But it was those knowing, slanted eyes and sensual mouth that taunted him.


He’d been mildly surprised to see her seated beside young Comyn. It soon became apparent why, however, as the lass went out of her way to charm and dazzle the clearly uncomfortable and out-of-his element youth. Not that Eoin could blame the lad. Eoin was four and twenty—definitely not a stripling lad where lasses were concerned—and his bollocks tightened every time he heard that husky laugh all the way across the aisle.


But if her barbarian of a father thought the Lord of Badenoch, the most powerful man in Scotland, would tie his precious heir to a MacDowell, he was even more out of his mind than Eoin thought. Badenoch might hold the ancient clan in high regard on the battlefield, and value them as allies, but he would look for a bride for his heir among the highest nobility of Scotland—hell, probably of England.


If the half-in-love look on young Comyn’s face was any indication, however, the son might be having other ideas. From the deepening frown on Badenoch’s face as he looked down on his son from the dais, he appeared to have noticed it as well.

OEBPS/images/common1.jpg





OEBPS/images/common2.jpg









OEBPS/images/common.jpg









OEBPS/xhtml/cont.html


CONTENTS



[image: Images]



Acknowledgments



The Highland Guard



A Note from Monica



Foreword



Chapter 1



Chapter 2



Chapter 3



Chapter 4



Chapter 5



Chapter 6



Chapter 7



Chapter 8



Chapter 9



Chapter 10



Chapter 11



Chapter 12



Chapter 13



Chapter 14



Chapter 15



Chapter 16



Chapter 17



Chapter 18



Chapter 19



Chapter 20



Chapter 21



Chapter 22



Chapter 23



Chapter 24



Chapter 25



Chapter 26



Chapter 27



Chapter 28



Chapter 29



Epilogue



Author’s Note



About Monica McCarty






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
MONICA
McCARTY

e Qtpiker

Pocket Books
London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/9781501108754.jpg
%
S
x .
e ~
T
i

'
- “McCarty’s gift lies in writ ong characters into
‘wildly entertaining and often unéxpected scenarios”

—The Washing gton Post






