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Against a panorama that stretches from the wild Scottish Highlands to the glittering British court, award winning author Charlene Cross spins a tale filled with tangled intrigues and glorious love....


SCOTLAND’S FLAME-HAIRED BEAUTY


The hawk swooping after a female sparrow near her castle sent a chill of foreboding through lovely Chandra Morgan, Lady Lochlaigh. Legend said the ladybird would feel the hawk’s talons in her heart as he carried her away. Chandra, young chieftain of the Morgans, felt her fears growing for her cherished heather-covered land with its warring clans, and the omen of the hawk began to haunt her soul....


ENGLAND’S MAGNIFICENT WARRIOR LORD


Cold and wet to the bone, Alexander Hawke, Lord Montbourne, cursed his misfortune at being sent to the godforsaken Northern Highlands. The king himself had appointed Aleck guardian of Lady Lochlaigh and ordered him to find her a husband loyal to the Crown. Now, as Castle Lochlaigh stood gray and hostile before him, his infamous temper ignited at the clansmen barring his entrance, but far hotter feelings quickly flared when he beheld Chandra Morgan’s flashing eyes.


Chandra knew that here was the hawk of legend come to snare her, yet all her cunning couldn’t stop the desire running like fire in her blood...or the kisses that would brand her a traitor if she surrendered to his love....







PRAISE FOR CHARLENE CROSS’S


Deeper than Roses


Deeper than Roses has it all, passion, excitement, love, hate, betrayal and revenge. Historical romance at its best!...Once you pick it up, you won’t be able to put it down.”
—Affaire de Coeur


“This is another to add to your reading list for some excellent entertainment.”
—Rendezvous


“An exciting love story with a charming blend of adventure and tenderness.”
—Romantic Times


“I truly enjoyed Deeper Than Roses...Ms. Cross has created a story of intrigue and sensuality against the backdrop of gypsy folklore.”
–Inside Romance
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“I RUE THE DAY I FIRST MET YOU...”


“I swear you are naught but a bedeviling little witch.”


Chandra was pulled closer to him. Then his head descended slowly. Not again, she thought, her heart hammering wildly. “No!” she cried, twisting against his hold. “King James will punish you for this.”


“Punish me?” Aleck whispered just above her enticing mouth. “’Tis you who have mocked, not only me, but our king. James will not begrudge me this. Because I am English, you despise my touch. Were I Scot, would it still be the same? Whose kisses would you prefer?”


“Neither,” she blurted, knowing far and away it would be Aleck’s. But she’d die before she’d admit it.


“You speak falsely, little one. Open to me,” he rasped; then he drew back slightly to look into her eyes. Mutiny evinced itself in her gaze. “Damn your stubborn Highland pride.” He caught hold of her hair, and with a quick yank, her head fell back. Insanity, he thought, just before his eager mouth swooped, covering hers fully… .
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Montbourne Castle, Northern England June 1610


Quick strides carried the Earl of Montbourne’s chief steward along the castle’s freshly scrubbed corridors. Several centuries old, the huge stone fortress had been kept in good repair, and Felix Marlowe took great pride in his family’s contribution over the course of years toward its conservancy.


His swift feet never missing a beat, Marlowe surveyed the familiar surroundings; a wistful feeling overtook him. In less than a year’s time, the old stronghold would be shuttered and abandoned for a more modern structure, palatial in nature. The new stone edifice, being erected on the hillside opposite the castle, boasted upward of a hundred rooms, but Marlowe was not particularly impressed. To his eyes, the rising monstrosity was a blot on the lush landscape. Truth be known, had James of Scotland not succeeded to the throne of England upon Elizabeth’s death, allaying any further fears of war with the Scots, the ugly thing would not have been set under construction.


But the chief steward would never voice his thoughts openly. For generations, the Marlowes had served with quiet dignity, watching as the Hawkes of Montbourne gained in rank and distinction. First a barony, Montbourne was now an earldom. Presently, it was rumored, James planned to bestow a dukedom upon the sixth and current Earl of Montbourne. Only moments before, a messenger, accompanied by fifty men, had arrived with a missive from the king, and Marlowe wondered if the weighty packet he carried confirmed the rumor as truth.


Quickening his gait, the man rounded a corner. A dozen more steps and he stopped before the door securing his lordship’s chambers. Knuckles poised, ready to strike, the steward heard the muffled sounds of feminine laughter, followed by a deep, masculine growl. Both were drowned out as the ropes supporting the feather mattress creaked loudly, straining against the wooden side rails of the huge canopied bed.


At the sound, Marlowe flushed from his Adam’s apple to the tops of his ears. Although the earl had left strict instructions he was not to be disturbed, the steward decided that the king’s missive took precedence. With a hard swallow, he squared his shoulders and straightened his doublet. In rapid succession, his fist struck the wood; his voice rose: “Lord Montbourne … sir!”


A curse exploded from Alexander Hawke’s lips. The emerald-encrusted gold medallion jingled on its heavy chain as he jerked away from the lush body beneath him. “The castle had best be burning, Marlowe, or I’ll have your head for this disruption!”


“Th-there is no fire, milord,” the steward replied through the wood. “But ’tis of equal urgency. The king’s messenger has just delivered a letter. He waits below for a reply.”


While he viewed the tempting brunette stretched out beside him, a teasing smile lighting her hazel eyes, the young earl shrugged, then reached for the sheet at his feet. With a snap of his wrist, white linen billowed upward to float down over the couple, concealing their nudity.


Seeing his mistress was modestly covered, Aleck stashed a plump down-filled pillow behind him. “Enter,” he ordered, drawing his long, hard body into a sitting position. He leaned back against the headboard, the Montbourne crest carved into its polished oak surface. Sky blue eyes beset by thick black lashes watched as the door creaked open; the steward’s uncertain face peered around its edge. “Enter, I said.”


Marlowe shoved the panel wide. As his booted feet scraped across the stones, their hasty tread was intermittently lost in the assortment of handwoven carpets dotting the chamber’s expansive width of floor. Such appointments were rare in most castles, but not at Montbourne, for its master hated the feel of cold stone against his bare feet.


Reaching his master’s side, Marlowe passed the packet into the earl’s hands. “Shall I await your reply?” he asked.


A distinct tightness had sounded in the steward’s voice causing Aleck to observe the man. Marlowe’s fingers fidgeted with the lace-edged ruff encircling his thin neck. A violent red hue stained his face, and anyone except Aleck would have thought the man was choking. Unable to look at his master, Marlowe had attached his gaze to the ceiling, examining it with great interest. Positive the man suffered from acute embarrassment, the earl smiled.


A man of high morals, Marlowe obviously felt a great deal of discomfort when faced with his master’s lusty habits. The man had never voiced his opinions, yet Aleck knew his steward wished he would marry again, and soon. But to Aleck, that was out of the question.


Betrothed during childhood, he’d married his intended—a girl he neither knew nor loved—at the age of nineteen, only to discover that his pale, virginal bride was frigid. Every time he had approached her, she’d immediately sustained an attack of the vapors. No words could gentle her, and after listening to her hysterical cries for close to an hour on each occasion, he would at last cease his attempts to soothe her. Quietly he had slipped from her chamber, swearing he’d come to her again, for he’d been determined to bed her. But their physical union never came to pass. She’d come to him a virgin and had left him a virgin. Alas, the jittery Elinor had died less than four months after their nuptials. Since she’d not been ill, Aleck imagined she had succumbed to her own fright.


Having endured one such disastrous marriage, short as it had been, Aleck was content to remain a widower. Over the ensuing six years, he’d had his share of mistresses to entertain him, Felicia Emory being his latest. When the time came to sire an heir, then, and only then, would he take a new bride, but she would be of his choosing. High-spirited, willing to please him in every way, she’d be one whose desires matched his own. Aleck chuckled to himself; as passionate as he was, he suspected they might never leave his bed. Truly, should he ever find such a woman, he might be persuaded to try the state of wedlock once more. Until then, he would have none of it.


The soft body next to him shifted against his side; Felicia’s hand crept across his chest to move low over his taut belly. Aleck swallowed the breath that had nearly hissed through his teeth. “Wait in the hall, Marlowe,” the earl commanded. He noticed the man still inspected the ceiling. “I’ll call you when I have drafted a reply.”


After the door had closed, Felicia sat up. The cover fell to her hips. Her voluptuous breasts pressed against Aleck’s back as she rested her head on his shoulder and fingered the parchment in his hand. “Are you not interested in what James has to say?” she asked, her throaty voice drifting into his ears. Certain their sovereign had bestowed the much-talked-about dukedom on her lover, Felicia felt her heart swell with excitement. A long fingernail broke through the wax seal. “Read it, darling. Hurry.”


Aleck also believed the letter stated he was now a duke, but he wondered at what price. James, along with his wife, Anne of Denmark, was infamous for being a spendthrift. He was equally notorious for presenting titles of nobility, at first knighthoods, then baronetcies, but the honor was not bestowed out of the goodness of the king’s heart. The title’s recipient had to pay a hefty sum for the distinction—and if he refused to accept the honor, James fined him, the figure being far higher than the original cost of the title. In order to fill his empty coffers, James, at the prompting of Lord Salisbury, had devised this ingenious plan. His sovereign was no fool, Aleck decided. No doubt a provision was attached to his dukedom. His skepticism rising, he pondered again whether he could afford James’s price.


“Well?” Felicia prompted impatiently.


Slowly the packet was unfolded in Aleck’s hands. Another sealed document lay within. He set the second one aside, his blue eyes scanning the contents of the first. With a jerk, he sat straight up; Felicia’s head hit the wood behind her. A volatile curse escaped through Aleck’s lips, followed by another.


Her hand rubbing the lump growing on her scalp, Felicia peered over at the missive. “What is it? What’s happened?”


Hard eyes turned on her. Spying the flame of wrath in their depths, Felicia swallowed a frightened gasp. She knew Aleck possessed a temper, had beheld the effects of his ire once, perhaps twice. Fortunately, his fury had not been turned on her. But never before had she seen him this angry. Unknowingly she moved away from him. “D-did James deny your appointment?” she asked, eyeing him carefully.


“No,” he said through clenched teeth. “He gives it to me, but at a stiff cost.”


“Surely, Aleck, of all those in England, you can afford his fee.” Absently she fingered the heavy gold chain resting against his chest. “Your wealth exceeds nearly all others.”


“It is not my gold he wants, Felicia.”


Astounded, Felicia stared at him. “If not money, then what has he requested of you?”


“There is no request. It’s a royal command. If I refuse, I’ll most likely find myself ensconced in the Tower, possibly in the same cell that was occupied by your late husband.”


“Harry? Surely you could never anger James the way Harry did. After all, you are one of his favorites at court.”


Aleck shot her an inquisitive look. “Favorites? Do you equate me with the likes of Hay, Herbert, and Carr?” he asked, naming the more renowned of their king’s male companions.


Felicia’s light laughter rang forth. “It was not meant as it sounded, darling. I know, as does everyone else—including James—that you are interested only in the fairer sex. I meant that he values you as a friend. Because he does, he’d never send you to the Tower.”


Glancing at the letter, Aleck did not respond, and Felicia rambled on. “James simply placed Harry there to teach him a lesson. It was to be for only a month. Had Harry not been so deep in his cups and made such a bawdy remark about Carr, he’d still be alive today. No one thought he’d take a chill and die so quickly, least of all James. No, Aleck, he would never risk losing you. Your friendship means too much to him.”


“Does it?” he asked.


“Yes, it does.”


“Well, it’s about to be tested.”


“In what way?” Receiving no response, Felicia found she’d grown weary of his secrecy. “Aleck,” she demanded, “tell me what it is that he wants you to do.”


“Our heedful sovereign has made me guardian of a Highland lass, one Chandra Morgan. She is the heiress of Lochlaigh, its lands and barony—Lady Lochlaigh, if she can be deemed such—and is chieftain of her clan, The Morgan of Morgan. James fears some sort of insurrection is about to take place and has ordered me to the north of Scotland, where I am to make certain she is married off to a man who has sworn fealty to our sovereign and the Crown. I’m not to return to England until it is done.”


“Is that all?” she asked, surprised by the vehemence of his anger.


“Is that all!” Aleck sprang from the bed to stride naked about the room. “Damnation, Felicia!” he shouted, his hand raking through the thickness of his black hair. “James knows I cannot abide the Scots, especially those in the northernmost climes. They’re all heathens—a filthy, ill-bred lot who run unclothed through the wood and over the hills.” Felicia’s laughter spun him around. “What is the source of your merriment?”


Pinpointed by Aleck’s frigid glare, Felicia tried to swallow her giggles, but they continued to bubble forth.


“Do not mock me, Felicia,” he warned, stopping at the bed’s edge. “Why do you laugh?”


“You speak of unclothed heathens, while you yourself prance about the room without so much as a stitch to hide behind. As for mocking you, perhaps it is not I but James who is laughing the loudest.”


“What, pray tell, is the source of his merriment?”


“Did you not hear yourself just now, maligning the Scots? When at court, you are equally vocal, though, fortunately for you, in a far more diplomatic manner. James knows you are loyal to him, that you would lay down your life for him. He also knows you oppose a united Britain. But remember, Aleck, his birthplace is Scotland and he was king there long before he was made ruler of England. Maybe he is sending you to the Highlands for a dual purpose.”


“Which is?”


“As his loyal subject, you are to quell the insurrection you mentioned. He knows that if anyone can prevent the clans from rising again, it is you.”


“And?”


“Which would you prefer by way of punishment? The Tower or chasing off to the wilds of Scotland?”


Aleck dropped his taut backside onto the mattress. “So, he means to teach me a lesson, does he? Perhaps I shall turn the tables on him.”


“What do you mean?”


“He can keep his dukedom. I am more than satisfied being an earl. And I can easily survive a month in the Tower. I’m not a weakling like Harry was.”


Felicia’s thoughts spun wildly. She certainly didn’t want Aleck to be thrown into the Tower, but even less did she want him to give up his dukedom. To be a duchess meant more to her than anything. She hadn’t flirted and teased, used every contrivance she could think of in order to find her way into his bed, simply because she thought he might be an exceptional lover. That he was, and discovering such became an added bonus, but Felicia’s main desire was not for the man himself, but for the power he exercised at court. He was already one of James’s favorites, and as a duke, he would be even more revered. Felicia hoped to share in that honor by becoming his wife.


Unfortunately, her schemes to trap him had been constantly thwarted. She couldn’t use the excuse of being with child to extract a proposal, for Aleck was far too careful. He never came to her without protection. Not until today.


Tutored by an exuberant Frenchman who had found his way to court less than a fortnight ago, Felicia had applied what she’d learned to Aleck. His desires raging out of control, her erotic overtures driving him nearly insane, he had forgotten to sheathe himself. According to her calculations, today was the day, the time for her to conceive. That was why she had arrived this very morn from London. Had not that pompous steward come banging on the door, pulling them apart before they were completely together, she was certain Aleck’s seed would already have found its mark.


“Aleck,” she said pensively. “Would it not be wiser to do as James has requested?” He opened his mouth to protest, but she waved him off. “Listen to me, please. There has been talk that the plague might hit London again.”


“There is always talk of the plague hitting London. It has yet to come—at least, during the last several years.”


“True, but if it does, and if you are in the Tower, you will not survive. I could not bear to lose you.” Her agile fingers trailed coaxingly over his shoulder. “Especially when it is mere stubbornness that keeps you from doing what James wants. Go to Scotland, marry the girl to the first man who swears fealty to our king, then ride back to England as fast as is humanly possible. I’ll be here awaiting your return.”


Aleck’s brow furrowed. Mayhap Felicia was right. The thought of breathing fresh air, even if it wafted over the likes of Scotland, seemed far more appealing than the stagnant dankness inside the Tower. Besides, how long could it possibly take to marry the twit off? A day? A week? Certain that the entire expedition could be completed inside of a month, Aleck came to a decision. But it had not been Felicia’s words that prompted him to make his choice. For some strange reason, he’d suddenly felt compelled to see his mission through, and it had nothing to do with James or a dukedom.


He turned a quick smile on Felicia. “Will you await me in this very bed?”


“I await you now.” She lay back on the feather mattress. The sheet slid away, exposing her nudity. “Come,” she cajoled, arms opening to him. “I’ll give you a taste of what you will be missing.”


Aleck regarded Felicia’s ripe, womanly body and her enticing pose. “Tempting, but I fear our union will have to wait.”


“Why?” Felicia asked in a near screech as she sat up again. “What is so pressing that we cannot enjoy this next hour together?”


“According to the letter, fifty of our king’s finest men stand ready in the courtyard. We are to strike out immediately. It is by James’s orders.” He placed a light kiss on her lips, then rose from the bed. “When I return, Felicia—less than a month from now, I hope—I shall be eager to find you as you were a moment ago, ready and waiting. We can enjoy an entire summer together, if you like. Right now, I must see to other matters.”


Felicia watched while Aleck searched through the hanging cupboard, selecting his clothing and laying items across a chest, then she fell back onto the bed. Thwarted again, she thought, her frustration growing. But all was not lost. Aleck would soon be a duke. And shortly after his return, a little less than a month hence, she would be his duchess. Again, according to her quick calculations, the time would be right for her to conceive. He’d not escape her.


She viewed his handsomely proportioned form with admiration. Already she yearned to have him beside her, his passion flaring out of control. But she was willing to wait. Long ago, Felicia had learned that to place demands on Aleck Hawke, sixth Earl of Montbourne, meant an inevitable end to their relationship. He was not a man to be ordered about, not even by his king. Knowing as much, Felicia decided that her lover desired a dukedom more than he’d let on. Why else would he dash off to a place he could not abide? Unless...


“How old is your new ward?” Felicia asked. “Thirteen, fourteen?”


“Seventeen.” Aleck’s head popped through the top of his loose, flowing shirt and he tucked its tails into the waistband of his tight-fitting doeskin breeches, then tugged at the legs to straighten them. “Why do you ask?”


Felicia scrutinized her lover momentarily. A leather jerkin slipped over his head; muscular arms covered in white linen punched through the side openings. He smoothed the leather over his flat belly, then banded a wide leather belt around his narrow waist. “I was just wondering,” she stated.


“Do I detect jealousy, Felicia?” Aleck commented, dropping onto the arm of a sturdy chair. In four swift moves his stockings and thigh-high leather boots were in place. He stood and moved toward the bed. “Do not worry about my fidelity to you,” he said, retrieving the two letters, tucking them into his waistband. “You are the fairest of all my mistresses, and I have not yet tired of you. As for the Lady Lochlaigh, she is most likely big-boned, toothless—a fright to behold! Let’s hope she has some redeeming qualities or I’ll never find her a mate.”


Have not yet tired of you. The words rolled through Felicia’s head. Would he? she wondered, vexed by the thought. “I shall pray for your swift return,” she said, a tempting smile crossing her face. She stretched sinuously, hoping to seduce him. She wanted him to stay, at least a bit longer. “I shall miss you. I already ache to hold you.”


Aleck watched the serpentine movement of her body. While doing so, he remembered that in the moments prior to Marlowe’s pounding on the door, he hadn’t protected himself. Had his steward not interrupted them, his mistress might now be with child. “It will make our reunion all the sweeter,” he said, his suspicions growing. She’d driven him nearly insane with her expert lips and teasing tongue, a first for Felicia. Where had she learned to excite a man so? And from whom? “Farewell, Felicia.” Offering a wave, he strode to the door.


“What? Not even a kiss?”


“You’ll receive one on my return,” he said over his shoulder. “Be waiting, just as you are.”


Peeved because she couldn’t entice him, couldn’t even elicit his kiss, Felicia did something she’d promised herself she’d never do. She issued a threat. “Should I get bored, Aleck, I might return to London. After all, there are others who seek my attention, Whitfield being one,” she said, knowing there were years of animosity between the two.


Placing his hand on the latch, Aleck cast a hard look on his mistress. “You are a free woman, Felicia. You may do as you wish. If you desire another man—Whitfield included—then go to him. I’ll not stop you. But be aware, should you decide to leave, you will never return. The decision is yours.”


Not giving Felicia the chance to respond, he was out the door. While he and Marlowe made their way down the corridor toward the stairs, Aleck gave the man instructions. “Pack the clothes I’ve laid out. You know what else I’ll need. But before you enter the chamber, knock. Otherwise, you might be wearing a brass urn for a hat. The Lady Emory says she wishes to stay. She has my permission to do so, but she is to be moved into another apartment while I am gone. However, should she leave here for any reason other than illness or death, then attempt to return, she is to be barred from entering Montbourne.” He saw his steward’s startled look. “Do not trouble yourself over the woman. Just keep the gates closed to her.”


“I’ll do my best, sir.”


“I know you will, Marlowe. Now, tell the king’s messenger that I’ll be leaving shortly to fulfill my duty. I go to see about extra provisions.”


At dusk, Aleck, with fifty of James’s men at his back, left the gates of Montbourne Castle. In less than an hour, the entire company had crossed the border into Scotland. As his large steed galloped beneath him, torches held high by nearby bearers to light the narrow road ahead, Aleck was amazed by his own haste. Strangely compelled to drive himself and the king’s men late into the night, edging ever closer to the northern climes, he thought not about his mistress but about the Lady Lochlaigh instead. Was she beast or beauty? In a few days, he would discover the truth.
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Lochlaigh Castle, Northern Highlands June 1610


Wings outstretched, a hawk soared high above the Morgan stronghold. Sitting atop a fallen log, Chandra Morgan viewed the magnificent hunter as it searched relentlessly. The great wings folded, and Chandra tensed. Her deep blue eyes watched as the large bird swooped, its target an unsuspecting sparrow that had flown into the hawk’s path. Entranced by the drama in the sky, she prayed that the small bird would somehow escape.


Talons poised, the hunter took aim, only to miss its mark as the sparrow flitted first up, then down. The hawk pursued its quarry, the sparrow’s wings fluttering wildly in its desperate attempt to escape. A stand of trees loomed mere yards away. Exhausted by its harrowing flight, the tiny bird plunged toward the protection of the leaves.


“She made it, Devin!” Chandra cried in jubilation as the great hunter swept the treetops, then winged toward the clouds once more. Thwarted, the hawk made its way north, quickly fading from view. “The ladybird escaped him.” Devin Morgan’s laughter met her ears. Three years older than herself, Devin, her third cousin once removed, had been Chandra’s constant companion since childhood. “You make light of me,” she accused.


“’Tis hard to tell from here if the wee creature was male or female, but yes, it escaped.” His brown eyes studied the beauty beside him. “You think of the legend. Why?”


“I don’t know,” she said with a shrug. “Watching the hawk brought it to mind. ’Tis supposed to be a bad omen when the winged hunter flies above the castle.”


“Were that true, ill fortune would befall us most every day of the week. ’Tis only a myth, Chandra. The legend has no substance.” The pine boughs whipped furiously as a cold wind swept through the meager stretch of forest where he and Chandra sat; she shivered violently. “Cold?” he asked.


Chandra decided the reaction had been induced not by the abrupt chill nipping the air, but by the sudden foreboding that had filled her. Were she to voice such a thing to Devin, she knew he would laugh, then say that the premonition was caused by talk of the legend, and that she was too superstitious by far. In turn, she’d have to agree. She was too superstitious by far. Although she tried, she was unable to quell the mysterious feeling.


Not sharing her thoughts with Devin, Chandra drew her plaid atop her head. The excess cloth settled around her shoulders, and she scanned the sky anew. Dark clouds fomented in the not too far distance. Deciding that she was being childish and silly, she quickly attributed her apprehension to the approaching storm. “The rains will soon betide us again. We’d best go back or we’ll be drenched through and through.”


Noting that she was still plagued by misgivings, caused by thoughts of the old Morgan legend, Devin bounded to his feet. “Aye, we should go back.” He extended a hand toward. Chandra. “’Twould not do if The Morgan of Morgan appeared in front of her clansmen soaked and looking like a drowned kitten,” he teased, trying to lighten her mood. “A chieftain must be fierce, strong.” His fists beat against his slim chest. “At least, she should seem such, even if she’s not. Besides, caught in the frigid rains, you might take a chill. These harsh climes are not favorable to the health of a genteel lady such as yourself.”


“You mock me, Devin,” she said, playfully swatting his outstretched hand. As she pulled a strand of lustrous red hair away from her face, tucking it under the plaid, her bare feet hit the cool earth. “If you did not amuse me so, I, as your chieftain, would have you cast from the clan—banished forever. But, since you have the ability to make me laugh, I shall keep you at my side.” Her smile faded as melancholy overtook her. “It is not often I am given to merriment. Not lately.”


Devin beheld the despondent look on Chandra’s exceptional face. Tears shimmered in her eyes, which she tried to hide. His cousin thought of her beloved father, he knew. Since Colan Morgan’s untimely death, Chandra’s natural exuberance had faded nearly into extinction. Faced with her grief, plus the added responsibilities of being chieftain to the clan Morgan, she had fallen into a depressed state. She desired to be a good leader, hoping to live up to her late sire’s faith in her, but Devin knew she was unsure of herself. Likewise, her uncle’s constant interference did little to reaffirm Chandra’s position, and he wished the man would keep his advice to himself.


As he saw it, Cedric—no actual relation to Devin—was a power-hungry man who wasn’t to be trusted. But he’d kept his thoughts to himself, for Chandra respected her kinsman, even sought Cedric’s counsel. Why, Devin didn’t know. But to speak adversely of the man meant raising Chandra’s ire, and Devin didn’t wish to feel the effects of her quick temper, nor the lash of her sharp tongue. He’d be flayed to ribbons!


He looked at Chandra more closely. Always mindful of her moods—for Devin loved her more than as the brotherly figure she thought him to be—he realized he must do something to lift her sagging spirits, lest she slip further into the depths of her gloom.


“Ho!” he cried, mischief dancing in his eyes. “A court jester—is that what I am to you?” He gathered three sturdy sticks from the ground. “Shall I juggle for you, then?” The dried foot-long limbs flew into the air in a haphazard fashion. Watching the missiles descend from aloft, Devin ducked, wrapping his arms protectively around his head just before they bounced off his linen-covered back. “What next?” he asked, spying a renewed sparkle in Chandra’s gaze. “I know. I’ll tumble for milady.” Not wanting to embarrass Chandra or himself, he pulled the tail of his knee-length plaid upward between his legs to tuck the extra material against the folds belted at his slim waist “Ready?” he asked, rubbing his hands together.


Suppressing her laughter, Chandra watched while Devin clumsily sprang hand to foot around the small clearing. Seeing his direction, she blinked. “Devin! Watch out for the—” Too late! He disappeared over the edge of a small ravine. She took off at a full run. Stopping where her cousin had vanished, she peered down the slope. “Devin?”


“You could have warned me sooner,” he snarled, pulling himself from the midst of a squat shrub. Gaining his feet, he looked at his bare legs to note a wealth of ugly scratches. “I’ll be scarred for life. And not even one wee chortle from milady. My efforts were wasted.”


Chandra’s crystal laughter rose into the air. “You are a fool, Devin,” she said, her mirth subsiding. Her cousin’s bare feet trod the soft ground, moving up the side of the shallow chasm, and she extended a hand, helping him over the crest. “But a wonderful and caring fool.”


Devin drew a ragged breath into his burning lungs, basking in the brilliance of her perfect smile. Another breath crept into his chest, but it was not enough. A spasm struck. Covering his mouth, he coughed fitfully, turning away from Chandra to lean against a nearby tree. His fingers clenched the rough bark until finally the seizure had passed.


“Why do you exert yourself so?” Chandra asked, her tone admonishing. In truth, she was angry not at Devin, but at herself. She should never have allowed him to frolic about when he’d risen from his bed only a fortnight ago, a good stone lighter in weight than what he had been. Looking at him now, she thought he might be lighter still. “You know you are not completely well.” The cold wind beat through the pines again. She scanned the heavens to see that the heavy, gray clouds were nearly upon them, and her gentle hands fell from his back where they had tried to soothe him. “Come, we must make the hall before the rains hit.”


Devin pulled himself upright to look down on his cousin. Concern lit her face, yet the worry he saw there was not for herself, but for him. A quick smile curled his lips. “This cough is naught but a nuisance,” he said, drawing a full, cleansing breath. “I’m well and stout. To prove it, I’ll race you to the castle gates.”


Devin sped off toward the centuries-old stone fortress, sitting atop the opposite hill. Damn him! Chandra thought. He would kill himself yet.


Pulling her skirt up between her legs as Devin had done with his plaid, she tucked it in at her waist. The loose ends of her own plaid were thrown over her shoulder to trail down her back. Her skilled feet flew over the ground as she took off after him through the short span of forest, to descend the barren hillside as it sloped away from the trees.


A quarter of the way down, she overtook him, then slowed her pace. “I’ll race you, but only to those rocks,” she said, pointing toward the outcrop at the bottom of the hill.


“Done,” Devin rasped. “But only if you run like the wind. You hold back, Chandra. ’Tis not fair that you purposely lose.”


To punctuate his statement, Devin pushed himself all the harder, leaving her a stride or two behind. More certain than ever that he would kill himself, Chandra decided to end the race. They were mere yards from the rocks, and with the speed and grace of a red deer, she loped past him. “You’ve lost,” she called over her shoulder when she’d reached their goal. “Give up the cause.”


Devin stumbled to a halt. Clutching the pitted limestone, he gulped in volumes of air, trying to catch his breath. Chandra’s concern grew. Her mind commanded her feet to stop, but their momentum carried her beyond the jutting rocks, down a steep embankment, and out onto the flat plain.


The loud neigh of a horse filled her ears; Chandra spun round to see its great, black hooves pummeling the air scant inches above her. A virulent curse shot upward as its rider tried to regain control with a harsh tug of the reins. Eyes rolling, the frightened beast obeyed the command; its forelegs struck the ground less than a yard from her.


Over the stallion’s bobbing head, blue eyes immediately crucified blue. “Wench,” the man gritted through his teeth, “do you have so little regard for your life that you dash aimlessly about these miserable hills with no thought to your safety? You could have been trampled!”


Sassenach! Chandra’s mind screamed in Gaelic. Her gaze fired past the Englishman who’d spoken to view the legion behind him. Mother of God! Invaders have descended upon us! What was she to do?


“Answer me, wench!” the leader’s voice boomed. “Or are you a simpleton? If so, that would explain your indifference to your existence.” He appraised her wealth of lustrous red hair, now freed of its plaid covering, then surveyed her perfect features. Finally, his eyes raked her womanly form to linger with masculine interest on the shapely curves of her bare legs. “Though I don’t know how anything can survive in this scarred and dreary land.”


Several snickers rose up from the men behind him; his own lips cracked into a wide, even grin. The devil, he was, Chandra thought, though unable to deny his attractiveness.


Swathed in leather, he was broad of shoulder and lean of hip. And very tall. Or so she imagined. Atop his noble head, thick black hair shone like ebony, even in the gloominess of the day. His chiseled features, including the dimples set in each cheek, appeared to have been sculpted by the hands of a master. He was possibly even more handsome than the evil Lucifer himself.


Chandra was tempted to cross herself, but wisely she held back. Fear him she did, but she’d not show her alarm. Then, as she stared at the man who had maligned her and her homeland, the wind whipped around them all. The first few drops of rain pelted the earth.


It was Chandra’s turn to smile as she watched the man shiver. Cursing, he fixed his helm on his head and pulled his heavy cloak around him.


“I am no simpleton,” she responded, her voice low and even, her shoulders squared. “Being a Morgan, I run these hills at will, as do all the clan Morgan. ’Tis you, Sassenach, who have little regard for your own life, and the lives of those who follow you. Unless you leave here, and leave here quickly, you will remain forever in this ‘scarred and dreary land.’ Be gone, or the scavengers will soon be picking your bones clean.”


A dark brow arched as Aleck looked down at the young woman who’d threatened his life, and the lives of his men. What harm she alone could cause any of them, he was unable to say, but he felt certain it was minor at best. Intrigued by her courage, false as it was, captured by her beauty, its quality unmatched, he thought that if he must remain in this hellish land for very long, he would gladly spar with a high-spirited lass such as her. Only her, he corrected silently, knowing he’d happily take her to his bed.


His interested gaze tracked along her smooth legs once more, and he imagined their satiny length wrapped around his waist, her slender hips undulating beneath his own. In this dismal clime, he would welcome a soft, willing body beside him, keeping him warm the night through. In truth, though she was obviously of peasant stock, the ripe young creature standing only a few feet away fascinated him greatly. As for the woman he’d left behind, what was kept secret from Felicia would in no way upset her.


He leaned an arm across the pommel of his saddle. “I’m sorry, lass, but the scavengers will have to find another offering to dine on, for neither I nor my men will become their banquet. Nor can I leave these lands. Not until I’ve finished with the king’s business. Tell me, is the Lady Lochlaigh in the castle proper?”


“What do you want with her?” Chandra asked, eyeing him suspiciously.


“’Tis the king’s business, as I’ve said. The Lady Lochlaigh must learn of it first. But after I’ve informed her of my mission, I’d very much like to renew our own acquaintance. What is your name, lass?”


Knowing chuckles rumbled forth from the men nearest him; Chandra stiffened. English swine! she silently deemed them all, glaring her hatred. “Morgan,” she snapped finally.


Aleck’s lips twitched. “Morgan Morgan—an interesting name, but not very creative.”


“But it is hers,” Devin said as he stepped into view. Slowly he made his way down the small incline to stand beside his cousin. “’Tis mine as well. What is yours, Sassenach?”


Their gazes locked, masculine eyes momentarily assessing one another. Then the newcomer placed a protective arm around the young beauty’s shoulders. To Aleck, the gesture proclaimed that the two were wedded, or at least betrothed. Inexplicably, his disappointment soared. He viewed the smaller man again. His challenging look dared Aleck to trespass. Aleck knew he could easily defeat him, stealing the lass away, but other matters were far more pressing.


“Forgive my bad manners,” he said with a slight bow of his head. “I’m the king’s servant, the Earl of Montbourne. These good gentlemen are the king’s men. Now, if you will excuse us, we ride to the castle to see the Lady Lochlaigh.”


“But she will not see you!” Chandra exclaimed.


“Then we shall wait in the hall and feast on her food until she grants an audience. Good day to you.”


Chandra surveyed the procession of men as they slowly trailed past Devin and herself. At a command from the one who called himself Montbourne, the line of mounts uniformly struck a quick cadence up the barren hillside. The abrupt change of pace, she realized, served to display their fearlessness. Audacious they might be, but they were also fools, for Chandra was certain her uncle watched the whole from the battlement. One false move and they would all be dead. “We’d best get to the castle,” she heard Devin say.


“Aye,” she responded, not taking her eyes from the man who had pronounced himself James’s emissary. The sporadic drops of rain grew in number. “Come, there is work to do.”


A steady rain had begun to fall by the time Chandra and Devin slipped inside the secret passageway, its entry hidden behind a pile of boulders. The corridor exited into the cellars of the north tower, its spiral stone staircase carrying them up through the castle’s outer wall. “Take yourself to your quarters and change into some dry clothing,” Chandra ordered, dodging the stores of grain and supplies warehoused there while moving toward the door that led to the inner ward.


“What do you plan to do about the Sassenach and those who ride with him?” Devin asked.


“I go to find Cedric. Surely he will have the answer.”


“If he has not already killed them,” Devin interjected. “Take care, Chandra. Do not let him persuade you to act in haste.”


“I won’t,” she said, noting his cautioning look. Although she often sought her uncle’s counsel, she did not always heed Cedric’s advice, despite what Devin assumed. What her cousin deemed a lack of confidence was actually her need to be prudent in all that she did. If she ever lost her temper with Devin, it was because she was weary of being caught between her cousin and her uncle, the two standing in constant opposition to the other, and not because she favored Cedric, as Devin thought. Knowing all too well how her uncle felt about the English, she would weigh his words carefully. Only then would she act. “Just pray I am not too late.”


Her plaid safeguarding her head from the rain, she lifted her skirt, now untucked from her waistband, and scurried out the heavy wooden door at the tower’s base into the inner ward. Reaching the stone steps leading to the battlement, she ran them to the top, then walked swiftly to where her uncle stood. Red-faced, he shouted at the English rabble who waited not far from the gate. Keeping herself from the view of those below, she listened to the exchange.


“The Lady Lochlaigh does not wish to see you,” Cedric stated hotly. “Take your English hides back across the border while you still have the chance.”


“It amazes me, sir,” Aleck called upward, “that you would know what is in the Lady Lochlaigh’s mind when you have not left the spot where you stand since I rode up this hill. I am here on the king’s calling to deliver a letter from James to The Morgan of that ilk. Only she may see it first. Therefore, I suggest you find your chieftain and tell her I have urgent business with her.”


“If it is so urgent, mayhap you will consider entering the castle alone. I would be most happy to carry the missive to my chieftain personally.”


Aleck assessed the man who appeared to be no more than four or five years older than himself. Should Aleck enter the Morgan stronghold alone, he was positive he’d never leave the place alive. In his mind’s eye, he saw James’s letter riding high on a silver platter, alongside Aleck’s head. His short burst of laughter rose through the heavy mists. “It is not that urgent,” he said, a cool smile on his lips. “If I enter, so do my men. Now, find your lady and give her my message. I will not leave these heathen lands until I see her.”


“Damn your English eyes!” Cedric shouted, sounding even more incensed. “I said begone with you!” James’s emissary remained fixed, as did his men. Cedric slipped his claymore from the scabbard resting along the length of his back. The blade rose high and a band of archers rushed to the battlement. Bows and arrows ready, they awaited the command to let their deadly missiles fly. “Prepare to die!” Cedric bellowed.


Chandra’s eyes widened. She wanted the Englishman and his soldiers away from her lands, but she did not want them dead. If Montbourne was truly James’s emissary and the clan Morgan murdered him, then woe unto them all. Much like the clan Gregor, who, by James’s orders, had been stripped of its lands, homes burned, its name declared extinct—all because of its disobedience to the Crown; she feared the Morgans would suffer a similar fate. That she could not allow. Not after her father had sworn fealty to their king.


“Uncle!” she cried softly, not wanting her voice to carry below. “Cease these hostilities.”


Cedric turned her way. Beneath his harsh frown, his dark eyes examined her, then he waved off his men. Striding across the wet stones, he faced her. “Niece, they trespass and refuse to leave. There is only one way to deal with them. They’ll all be buried by nightfall.”


“The one at the fore says he was sent by James. If so, Uncle, we risk severe punishment should we kill him. We could not defend ourselves against the avenging army that would be sure to follow him. I do not wish to see my clansmen slaughtered, all because of one man.”


“’Tis more like fifty!”


“One or fifty, it does not matter. They were sent by James.”


Cedric’s jaw clenched. “Then what is it you want me to do?”


Seeing his anger, Chandra knew he thirsted for blood, for he hated the English, hated James, but she would not allow her uncle’s abhorrence to destroy them all. “Tell him that you go in search of the Lady Lochlaigh and will request an audience. Let him sit in the rain until dusk, then allow the whole into the castle. Feed them cakes and gruel. Give them no wine, only water. When the time is right, I will make my appearance as the Lady Lochlaigh.”


“If that is your wish, so be it, but our own men will be armed and ready. Should even one Englishman make a false move, they’ll all be slain.”


“Arm the men, but temper yourself, Uncle. I do not want bloodshed, if it can be avoided. Those are my orders.”


“And I will attest that she gave them,” Devin said from behind her.


Over Chandra’s head, the men’s gazes collided with animosity; then Cedric strode to the wall. Following Chandra’s instructions, he informed the Englishman that the Lady Lochlaigh would be sought out, an audience requested. However, until a response came from her lips, the one-and-fifty men were to remain outside the castle gates.


“Your hospitality is unmatched,” Aleck called up to his adversary, a distinctive edge to his voice. He blinked the water droplets from his eyes. “Cannot you at least offer us shelter from these cold rains?”


“If you do not desire to wait, England is that way,” Cedric snapped, pointing to the south. “Otherwise, keep your positions.” His orders fulfilled, Chandra’s uncle turned away from the wall. Motioning the archers from their posts, he again strode toward his niece. “The sentries will keep an eye on the swine,” he said, his lip curling. “It may come to pass, Niece, that you’ll regret we did not finish them off while we had the chance. By your own resolve, you have put us all in jeopardy. Will you not reconsider?”


“No, Uncle. I stand by my decision.”


“Then whatever follows lies solely upon your shoulders,” he said, loud enough for those nearest them to hear. Obviously, he wanted his clansmen to know he stood in opposition to her. “To make certain none of us comes to a quick end, I go to order the men ready.”


Chandra watched her uncle descend the stone steps. As she fretted over her decision to admit the men into the castle, her teeth worried her bottom lip. Cedric was displeased with her, she knew. But, under the circumstances, she’d had no other choice. She’d not spur James’s ire.


“Do not let his words upset you.” Devin’s gentle hands settled on her shoulders. “More than two hundred people, Morgans all, reside inside these walls. The Sassenach has only one-quarter that many with him outside. There is no cause for alarm.”


“Except that they will eventually be inside with the rest of us. That, Devin, is what worries me. Should Cedric react too swiftly to anything this Montbourne says or does, I fear a great slaughter will result.”


Her cousin frowned. “Aye,” he said. “Knowing your uncle, the English will all be dead.”


“So will we,” Chandra stated, again thinking of James. “It might be best that I remind Cedric—the others, also—to contain his anger.”


Her foot hit the first step, and Devin followed. “What of the Sassenach?” he asked. “If he’s kept waiting, isn’t his own anger bound to grow?”


“I’m certain of it, Devin. Especially since he has such an exceptional opinion of the Highlands. A stint in the elements will undoubtedly make him even more desirous of his beloved England. Good fortune may have it that when we finally open the gates, he will already have departed.”


“But he might not.”


“That is a chance I shall take.”


At dusk, the rustic gates leading into Lochlaigh Castle slowly creaked open. Having sat for hours in the cold rain, looking at naught but the gray stone fortress or the equally colorless landscape surrounding him, Aleck watched as a squat little man slipped from inside the ancient stronghold. Bare legs bowed beneath his stout trunk, his hips and thighs draped in what Aleck assumed was the Morgan plaid—a weave of green, yellow, and red—the man dodged the puddles that lay like miniature lakes on the soggy ground, striding toward the waiting troop.


“The Morgan apologizes for the delay and bids ye welcome now,” he said, stopping before Aleck. “A meal awaits ye and yer men in the hall.”


Now. The word exploded inside Aleck’s head, and he gritted his teeth. Contempt shone in his eyes as he stared down at the man, for he could barely control his temper. His clothes were sodden, while rivulets of moisture trickled down his back; he was chilled to the bone. His already low opinion of the Highlanders had deteriorated even further. Crude, moss-headed provincials, he thought in irritation, deciding each one needed to be taught the meaning of civility.


Taking hold of his emotions, for he refused to behave as discourteously as did the clan Morgan, Aleck smiled politely. “Thank you, my good man. Please, if you would, lead the way.”


The stout little Scotsman spun on his heel and signaled to the guards at the gatehouse. The scarred panels swung wide. Following the man as he again dodged the puddles, Aleck and the troop of fifty soon passed under the portcullis, into the upper bailey. As the line of men advanced through another set of gates into the lower bailey, Aleck was aware that no fewer than a hundred sets of eyes watched the procession. Their owners stood along the battlements and on the stone stairs leading to the former’s heights, as well as around the perimeter of the yard itself. Heavily armed, each man kept to his post, his hand positioned on his weapon. The entire scene boded ill for Aleck and his men.


The riders halted near the stables. Remaining vigilant, Aleck and the others cautiously dismounted, then twenty-five warriors followed him to the entrance of the hall, the rest staying behind to attend the horses. When he’d passed through the aged doors, Aleck noted that the place stood strangely empty, but he imagined that he and his men were being closely watched, just as they were outside. His gaze swept the hall anew, observing that it was clean. The appointments, however, could at best be described as paltry.


Along the drab stone walls ranged long trestle tables, not a length of damask covering their exposed tops. Wooden benches sat beside them, their rough boards looking dangerously harsh. Briefly Aleck thought of the hoard of bare-legged men who occupied this place, their plaids the only protection they wore. A quiet chuckle escaped him. Undoubtedly their legs and rumps were scarred from the trove of splinters that greeted them each time they sat down to eat.


The tableware was no better than the furnishings. Instead of pewter or silver, the trestles were set with stained wooden bowls and cracked wooden spoons, not a morsel of food to be seen. Like his men, Aleck was tired, wet, and hungry, yet it did not surprise him to see there was no provender awaiting them. Where bad manners were shown in one area, they were bound to extend to another, and Aleck’s conceptions about the Scots were quickly reaffirmed: They were and always would be an uncouth lot.


“Take yerself a place at one of the tables,” said the man who’d escorted them into the castle. “Yer food will be here shortly.”


“What of the Lady Lochlaigh?” Aleck asked. “Will I see her shortly?”


“Ain’t got no idea. She’s seein’ to matters concernin’ the clan. When she’s through, I suppose she’ll send for ye. Go, take yerself a seat.” The man strode off without waiting for a response.


Gritting his teeth, the Earl of Montbourne motioned his men to the benches. At the same time, the outer doors to the hall swung open. Shaking the rain from their heads, the rest of the troop tracked across the stone floor, joining their companions. However, one made his way toward Aleck.


“The horses have been rubbed down, watered, and fed,” Sir John Farrell told him once he’d reached Montbourne’s side. His dark brown eyes scanned the tabletops. “’Twould be nice if I could say the same of us.”


Aleck looked at the knight. Approaching the age of thirty, he was one of James’s most trusted soldiers. “My thoughts exactly,” Aleck agreed. Then he asked, “What think you of this situation?”


Farrell glanced around the empty hall. “It makes me nervous. The fellow at the battlement seemed extremely desirous of spilling our English blood. I would not be surprised if, while we ate, he and the others fell on this place and assailed us all.”


“I feel the same, Sir John,” Aleck acknowledged. “Tell your men to keep alert, for we might soon have to fight our way out. Otherwise, this dismal hole might become our tomb.”


“They will be ready for whatever is to come,” Sir John promised, “and so will I.”


“Well enough.” With impatient hands, Aleck untied the knotted strings that secured his cloak. “Let us hope they allow us enough time to fill our bellies and renew our strength.” He viewed the back of the hall. “This interminable waiting is testing my forbearance. Are we expected to prepare the food ourselves?”


Across the length of the hall, Chandra Morgan peered around the edge of the stone curtain that separated the large room from the entrance to the kitchens. Eyes centered on the one called Montbourne, she saw that he briefly looked her way.


“I wonder what they are close in conversation about,” Devin commented from behind her, watching the two Englishmen over her shoulder. “’Twould be interesting to know.”


“Aye, it would,” Chandra said, a slight frown creeping across her brow. Then she smiled. “However, it shouldn’t be too hard to find out.” She turned to Devin. “Is the food ready?”


“Aye. The kettles have been standing on the back tables for nearly an hour. The gruel has grown cold and lumpy, and has the consistency of paste.”


“Good.” Chandra peeked around the stones once more to see the sodden cloak swing from the Englishman’s shoulders; he tossed it onto an unset table. Water dripped from its hem onto the floor. He slipped his helm from his head and tossed it atop the cloak, then raked his fingers through his long, damp hair. “They deserve no better—the arrogant lot.”
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