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A SINFUL PASSION

Though few can equal her skill with the sword, Caledonia MacNeely fights an unfamiliar shiver when she is offered in marriage to the infamous Lord Sin. Though Callie fears this mysterious, unreachable strangerless for the dark whispers that damn him than for the heat of his touchshe is under the order of the English king. And with the fate of her troubled clan hanging in the balance, she has little recourse.

Banished as a child, Sin MacAllister learned to despise his Scottish heritage. Yet now, to unmask King Henrys foes, he must return to the hated Highlandswedded to a bewitching lass whose flaming red hair matches the fire of her spirit. A cold, hard heart has always been the key to Sins survival, but this beauty awakens in him a perilous need hes never known.
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Prologue




Outremer

The cold night wind carried laughter on it as it blew against Sins desert-blistered cheeks and dry, cracked lips. Unused to such a sound, he crouched down low in the shadows on the outskirts of the English camp and listened. It had been a long time since he had heard such.

But his hesitation cost him, as Marr rammed a barbed stick into his spine. Why do you stop, maggot? Go!

Sin turned to his Saracen master with a look so feral that for once Marr shrank back.

Barely ten-and-eight years old, Sin had spent the last four and a half years of his life beneath the harsh hand of his trainers. Four and a half long years of being beaten, tortured and cursed. Of having his morals, his language and his identity stripped from him.

At long last he had become the animal they called him. There was nothing left inside him. No pain, no past.

Nothing but an emptiness so vast that he wondered if anything could ever make him feel again.

He was death, in every sense of the word.

Rad handed him the long, curved dagger. You know what to do.

Aye, he did. Sin took the dagger in his hand and stared at it. His hand was one of a youth just barely entering his manhood, and yet he had committed sins and crimes that had aged him into an ancient.

Marr urged him forward. Finish quickly and tonight you will eat well and have a bed for your comfort.

Sin looked back at Marr as his stomach rumbled from hunger. Day to day, they fed him only enough to keep him barely alive. He had to kill for anything more than a crust of rotten bread and stale water. They knew he would do anything for a decent meal to lessen the hunger cramps in his belly. Anything for a night free of torture and pain.

From the shadows, Sin watched the English knights sitting in their camp. Some of them ate, while others played games and passed wartime stories. Their tents were bright even in the darkness. The colors were faded by the night, but still evident.

Again he heard their music and songs.

It had been so long since hed last heard Norman French spoken, let alone sung. It took him a few minutes to remember and understand the foreign words they used.

On his hands and knees like the animal they had trained him to be, Sin crept toward the camp. He was a shadow. An unseen phantom who had but one purpose.

Destruction.

He slipped easily through the English guards until he reached the largest and grandest of the tents. Here was the target for the night.

Lifting the bottom of the tent, he looked inside.

A gold brazier stood in the center of the tent, the coals from it casting shadows on the linen canvas. In one corner was a bed so large and golden that for a minute Sin thought he was dreaming the sight. But it was real. The carved dragon heads were regal and bespoke the high station of the man who slept in blissful ignorance, clutching at covers made from snow leopards and lions.

A man who had no idea his life was about to end.

Sin focused his gaze on the target. One quick cut and he would be dining on figs and roasted lamb. Drinking wine and sleeping on a feather tick instead of scratchy sand where he had to be vigilant against scorpions and asps and other things that scavenged in the night.

Suddenly a new idea came to him while the wounds and welts on his back throbbed. He looked about the tent again, noting the wealth and power of the man on the bed. This was a king. A fierce king who made the Saracens tremble with fear. One who might be able to free him from his owners.

Freedom.

The word rang in his head. If he had any soul left, he would gladly trade it for a nights sleep in which chains didnt hold him down. Trade it for a life where no one ruled him. No one tortured him.

He curled his lip at the thought. When had he ever known anything else? Even in England he had known nothing but torment. Nothing but ridicule.

He had never belonged anywhere.

Kill him and be done with it. Eat well tonight and worry about the morrow when it comes.

That was all he knew. That basic philosophy was what had gotten him through his short, hard life.

Determined to eat again, Sin crept forward.



Henry came awake the instant he felt a hand on his throat. Then he felt a cold, sharp blade pressing against his Adams apple.

One word and you die. The cold, harsh words were tinged in an accent that was a strange blend of Scottish, noble Norman French and Saracen.

Terrified, he looked to see what sort of man could infiltrate his guard and

Henry blinked in disbelief as he caught sight of his killer. It was a scrawny, frail boy dressed in Saracen rags. Reeking of hunger and with black eyes devoid of emotions, the boy stared at him as if he were weighing the value of Henrys life.

What do you want? Henry asked.

Freedom.

He frowned at the child and the peculiar, thick accent he spoke in. Freedom?

The boy nodded, his eyes burning eerily in the darkness. Those eyes didnt belong to a child. They belonged to a demon who had seen hell firsthand.

One half of the boys face was swollen and blackened from a beating and his lips were split and cracked. His neck was red, raw and bleeding as if he normally wore a steel collar around it that he fought against. Henry looked down to see similar injuries on both of his wrists. Aye, someone made a habit of chaining the child like an animal. And the boy had made a habit of fighting his manacles.

When the child spoke, his words stunned him even more than the boys ragged appearance. If you will give me my freedom, I will give you my loyalty until the day I die.

If those words had come from anyone else, Henry would have laughed. But there was something about this child that let him know gaining this boys loyalty was quite a feat and that, once given, it was truly valuable.

If I say no?

I will kill you.

My guard will capture you if you do and they will kill you.

The boy shook his head slowly. They will not capture me.

Henry didnt doubt that in the least. It had been quite a feat for the child to get this far already.

He looked at the boys long, black hair and black eyes. Still, his sun-blistered skin was fairer than most of those born to this region. Are you Saracen?

I am He paused. The sharpness faded from his eyes and revealed a pain so profound that it made Henry ache from the intensity of it. I am not Saracen. I was squire to an English knight, who sold me to the Saracens so that he could buy passage home.

Henry lay stunned at the news. Now he understood the poor shape of the boy. There was no telling what abuse and depravity the Saracens had heaped on him. What kind of monster would sell a child into the hands of an enemy? The cruelty of it overwhelmed him.

I will see you free, Henry said.

The boy narrowed his eyes suspiciously. This had best not be a trick.

Its not.

The boy released him and moved away from the bed.

Henry watched as the child went to squat by a wall with one hand on the canvas, no doubt ready to flee should Henry make a sudden move. Slowly, so as not to frighten him, Henry got up and left the bed.

The boy looked about nervously. They will be coming for me.

Who will?

My masters. They always find me when I escape. They find me and they

Henry saw the horror on the boys face, as if he were reliving whatever they had put him through. The boy began to pant in panic.

I have to kill you, he said, rising to his feet. He drew his dagger again and moved toward Henry. If I dont, they will come for me.

Henry grabbed the boys hand before he could sink the dagger into his chest. I can protect you from them.

No one protects me. I have only myself.

They wrestled for the dagger.

Someone drew back the tent flap. Majesty, we found The guards voice died as he caught sight of their struggle.

The guard shouted for reinforcements.

The boy let go of the dagger as guards swarmed into the tent. Henry watched in awe as the scrawny child fought like a cornered lion. Had the boy possessed any strength on his starved bones, he would have easily defeated the twelve-man guard. But as it was, they brought him down hard on the floor.

Still the boy fought so furiously that it took five guards to keep him there.

Release him.

All twelve of his guards looked at him as if he were crazed.

Majesty? his captain asked hesitantly.

Do it.

It wasnt until they let go that Henry realized the boys arm had been broken during the fight. His nose was bleeding and he had a cut on his forehead. Still, the child made no sound as he pushed himself to his feet. He merely held the broken arm to his side while he watched them warily as if expecting the absolute worst from them.

The child neither begged nor pleaded, and that told Henry much about what horrors the boy must have lived through. He stood strong and defiant before all of them.

His guards regained their feet and the captain came forward to address Henry, but he still kept a jaundiced eye on the youth. We found two Saracens on the edge of camp, Sire. I am sure he is one of them.

We are sure as well, Henry said. Boy, what is your name?

The youth dropped his gaze to the floor. When he spoke, his voice was barely audible. My masters call me Kurt.

Henry frowned at the foreign term hed learned the first few weeks they had been in this land. It was used to mean either maggot or worm. What is your Christian name?

When I served the Earl of Ravenswood, I was called Sin.

Henrys breath caught at the name, for he knew who this child was. Youre the MacAllisters son?

Again, the emptiness returned to the boys eyes. I am no mans son.

Indeed. When Henry had offered to return this boy home to his father in Scotland, the old laird had said as much. Sin was the only one of the Scottish boys whose father had refused to have him.

Not knowing what do to about the matter and having little time to deal with it, Henry had left the boy in Harold of Ravenswoods custody.

Obviously, that had been a mistake.

It wasnt often Henry felt guilt. But he felt it now. It gripped his heart with unfamiliar pain and burned in his soul. This poor, unwanted boy had been his ward and he had left him to a fate no child should ever know.

Fetch a surgeon, Henry said to his captain. And bring food and wine for the boy.

Sin looked up in shock at the order. Part of him still expected the king to hang him. At the very least beat him. That was all he was fit for. That and killing.

Dont looked so surprised, boy, Henry said. Come the morrow, we shall see you home.

Home. The vague, elusive dream of that word had haunted him all his life. It was all hed ever wanted. A home where he could be welcomed, a people who would accept him.

His father had thrown him out of Scotland, where no one had ever wanted him, and the Saracens had spurned and spat on him in Outremer, but maybe this time, when he went to England, the people there would want him.

Maybe this time, he would at last find the home he had ached for.

Aye, in England he would find peace.









    

Chapter 1




London

Twelve years later

I would sooner geld myself. Drunk. With a dull knife. Sin spoke with a slow, deadly emphasis on each word.

King Henry II stood a few feet away from him without the protection of a bodyguard or other courtier. They were alone in the throne room, and no doubt any other man would be cowering before his monarch. But Sin had never cowered in his life, and Henry knew better than to expect such behavior from him now.

Henrys face hardened. I could command it of you.

Sin cocked one arrogant brow and asked, Then why dont you?

Henry smiled at that, and the tension left his body as he closed the distance between them.

Their friendship had been forged years ago, in the dark of night, and at the end of a blade pressed deep against Henrys throat. Sin had spared the kings life and since that day, Henry had treasured the only man who had never been awed by his power or authority.

Sin answered to no man, be he king, pope, sultan or beggar. But then, there was nothing in life that awed Sin. Nothing in life that commanded him, or touched him. He was completely alone.

And he preferred it that way.

I didnt gain this throne by being a fool, Sin. Should I command you to it, I know precisely what youd do. Youd turn your back on me and head straight for yon door.

Henry looked sincere. Gods truth, you are the only man alive I never wish to make my enemy. Tis why I ask this as a friend.

Damn you.

Henry laughed. If I am damned, it is certainly for more serious offenses than this matter. The humor left Henrys face and he stared straight into Sins eyes. Now then, as a friend, I ask again. Will you marry the Scotswoman?

Sin didnt answer. He clenched his teeth so tightly that he could feel the angry tic starting in his jaw.

Come now, Sin, Henry said with an almost pleading note in his voice. I need you in this matter. You know the Scots. You are one of them.

I am not a Scot, Sin snarled. Not now. Not ever.

Henry ignored his rebuff. You know how they think, you know their language. You alone are capable of this. Should I send another, those bloodthirsty savages would no doubt cut his throat and send his head back to me.

And you think they wouldnt do that to me?

Henry laughed. I doubt if the Archangel Michael could cut your throat unless you consented to it.

Truer words had never been spoken. Still, this favor sat ill in Sins gut. The last thing on earth he desired was to be shackled to the Scots. He hated everything to do with Scotland and its people, and would sooner rot with pestilence than ever put one piece of his body in Scotland again.

I promise, my reward will be great, Henry said.

I have no need of your money or rewards.

Henry nodded. I know. Tis why I trust you so much. Youre the only man I have ever known who is truly above bribery. You are also a man of honor, and I know you would never walk away from a friend who needed you.

Sin met his gaze without flinching. Henry, as a friend, I ask you not to ask this of me.

I wish I didnt have to. I dont relish the thought of my only true ally so far from me, but I need a man I can trust, one who knows the soul of the Scots people, to lead them. The only other subject who could possibly end this matter is your brother Braden. Since he is now married

Sin ground his teeth together. He had been glad to see his brother wed, but how he wished Braden were a bachelor once more. Braden was the one who knew how to please a woman.

Sin knew war. His home the battlefield, all he had ever trusted in life not to betray him were his sword, his shield and his horse.

And he wasnt any too sure about his horse.

He knew nothing of women and their softness, and he had no wish to know aught of them.

If it is of any consolation, Henry added, she is a fetching wench. You will have no trouble siring a child on her.

Sin narrowed his eyes. He balked at the thought of siring a child, especially one simply for the purpose of passing on titles and lands that meant nothing to him. I am not a stallion, Henry.

Tis not what the rumors that circulate through my court say. Ive heard youre quite

Does this woman know what you have planned? Sin asked, cutting him off. He didnt like discussing anything personal. And most especially not with Henry.

Of course not. She knows nothing of you. Tis not her concern. She is my hostage and she will do as shes told or I will see her executed.

Sin rubbed his hand over his face. He had no doubt Henry would do just that. He also knew who would be asked to fulfill that decree. Henry, you know how I feel about a wife.

Aye, I do. But in all honesty, I truly wish to see you wed. I have valued your service, but it has always concerned me that you have nothing in life you value. I have given you lands, wealth and titles, and you spurn them as if theyre poison. All the years I have known you, you have lived with one foot already in the grave.

And you think a wife would bring me back over the threshold?

Aye.

Sin snorted. Then I shall remind you of that the next time you complain of Eleanor.

Henry laughed so hard he choked. Were you any other man, you would be dead for such audacity.

And I would say the same of you.

At least it succeeded in checking Henrys mirth.

Henry paced a small path in front of Sin and fell quiet. By his face, Sin could tell he was thinking of something long ago.

When the king spoke, his voice was thick with nostalgia. I remember well the night you held that dagger to my throat. Do you remember what you said?

Aye, I offered you my loyalty if you would grant me my freedom.

Yea, you did. And I need your loyalty now. Philippe is on my heels trying to wrench Normandy and Aquitaine from my hands, my sons are yapping for their own slices of power, and now this Highland clan attacks the few Englishmen I have guarding my northern borders. I cannot continue to be attacked from all sides. Even a raging bull can be brought low by a pack of hungry dogs. And I am tired of it. I need peace before they kill me. Will you help me?

Inwardly, Sin cringed as he heard the four words he had never been able to deny. Damn his blackened soul for it. It was the one piece of his conscience that hadnt been destroyed, and Henry knew it.

Sin growled low in his throat. Surely there had to be a means to escape this wretched event. And surely he

Sin almost smiled as the thought occurred to him.

Twas perfect, and as insidious as he himself was.

Aye, Ill marry the wench, but only if you can find a priest who will sanction it.

Henrys face blanched.

Sin smiled evilly. In the last nine years, he had been excommunicated five times. The most recent one carried a papal ban so severe that it should have him roasting out eternity right by the devils side.

The pope himself referred to Sin as Satans Most Favored Spawn.

Henry would never find a priest who would dare allow Sin to take part in a sacrament.

You think you have me, dont you? Henry asked.

I think nothing of the sort, Henry. As you said, I know the Scots and know they would accept nothing less than a sanctified marriage. I have merely given you the conditions of our union.

Very well, then. I accept your terms and intend to hold you to them.







    

Chapter 2




Are we going to escape this time, Callie?

Caledonia of the Clan MacNeely pulled her baby brother to a stop in the narrow corridor where they were making their way out of King Henrys castle.

She knelt beside his little body. If youll be keeping your words to yourself we just might, she whispered.

Callie smiled to soften her harsh words, and straightened the brown Phrygian cap on his small head. His face still held the baby-fat cheeks and bright, trusting blue eyes of the toddler he had been not all that long ago. Now, remember, were English servants, which means if you open your mouth, theyll know were Highlanders for sure.

He nodded.

Callie tucked Jamies orangish red curls back under his cap. His hair was the same shade as her own. But that was all they shared, for Callie looked like her dearly departed mother and Jamie favored his own mother, Morna.

He looked at her now with blue eyes steeled by determination, and with a sagacity no lad of his tender age should possess. At six years, the boy had seen more than his fair share of tragedy. God willing, he would see no more of it.

She kissed the lovable little demon lightly on the brow and rose to her feet. Her stomach knotted with nerves, she led him slowly down the lone corridor toward the spiral stairs that should exit by the rear of the castle.

At least that was what shed been told by the maid who had been helping them plot their escape. How she prayed her newfound friend hadnt lied to her or betrayed her.

They had to get out of this place. Callie could stand no more. If she had to stomach another Sassenach leering at her or making crude comments about her wild Scottish heritage, she would have his tongue for it.

But it was what they did to Jamie that truly made her blood boil. The son of a laird, he was equal to the highest-born of the English. And those beasts made him serve them like the lowliest of peasants while they mocked and belittled him. She could stand no more of her brothers tears; no more of watching the knights rough-handle the young lad and cuff his ears.

The English were animals!

Ever since King Henrys men had killed her guards and captured the two of them as they traveled to visit her sickly aunt, Callie had been trying to find a way for them to escape and make their way home.

Yet, for all her careful cunning, these wretched English beasts were truly spawns of the devil. No matter what she tried, it seemed one of them always saw through her escape and stopped her.

But this timethis time, she would succeed.

She knew it.

Tightening her grip on Jamies hand, she paused at the top of the stairs. She pulled back the corner of her linen veil and cocked her head to listen.

Nothing.

It appeared no one was about to challenge them. They were free!

The maid, Aelfa, had promised her that once they left the stairs, the back door opened just a few feet from the postern gate that the servants used during daylight hours to travel from the castle into London. The maid had sworn to her that no one would stop her once she reached it.

Callies heart pounded in sweet expectation. She rushed down the dark spiral steps at a breakneck speed, with Jamie one step behind.

Freedom!

She could taste it. She could smell it. She could

Callies thoughts scattered as she tripped and fell over something on the stairs.

She felt her body pitch forward and all she could do was extend her arms in hopes of catching herself. But instead of falling, she felt strong arms wrap about her and pull her against a chest as hard as the dark stone walls surrounding her.

Faster than she could blink, the man released her to stand on the stair above him.

Gods blood, woman, watch where youre going.

Jamie opened his mouth to speak.

Callie quickly covered his mouth with her hand and did her best English accent. Forgive me, milord.

It was only then she dared look at him.

Being on the tall side, she was used to standing eye level with most men. But where she expected to see his head, she saw only wide, muscular shoulders encased by darkness.

Her heart pounded. For those were very large shoulders indeed.

Callie frowned at his black clothes. Never before had she seen a man not of the Church dressed all in black. And this man was definitely no priest.

His mail, coif and surcoat, which were darker than pitch, bore no markings on them whatsoever.

How very odd.

She tried to take a step back, but Jamie on the stair behind her and her narrow perch on the step prevented it.

She felt trapped all of a sudden, trapped by the knights powerful presence, which seemed to seep into her very bones. This was a dangerous man. A deadly one. She felt it with every instinct she possessed.

She dared to look up his tanned, strong neck, which bore a deep scar, then over his handsome face, to see the eyes of the devil himself. Those midnight-black eyes burned with intelligence and fire. They seared her with an eerie light that made her tremble.

Callie swallowed.

Never had she seen such a man. Without a doubt, he was the fairest of face and form shed ever beheld. His features were well defined and sculpted, his jaw strong and perfect and dusted by just a hint of manly stubble.

Hair as black as his clothes fell past his shoulders in the style of her Highland brethren. And as she stared at him, she saw the tiniest of flaws on his face. An almost invisible scar above his left eyebrow.

But it was those black eyes that held her captive. Those deadly eyes, so dark that she couldnt even see the pupil in them, which terrified her. For they were cold and empty. And worse, they were narrowed on her with far too much interest.

Remembering that she was garbed as a servant and that the man before her was obviously a lord of some standing, Callie decided she had best make a hasty retreat.

She bobbed a quick curtsy to him, grabbed Jamies hand and ran down the last few steps and out the door.



Sin frowned at the door as it slammed shut. There had been something very strange about what had just happened. And it wasnt the powerful, unexpected lust he had felt the moment those green eyes had met his gaze.

Nay, his instincts had been honed from years of training. They were trying to tell him something.

But all he could focus on was the image of the womans Cupids-bow mouth, and the strange disappointment he felt over not knowing the color of her hair.

Indeed, her light blue veil was an abomination that did nothing for the green of her eyes or the fresh sun-kissed skin of her face.

She had been beguiling.

Captivating.

And refreshingly tall.

Standing well over six feet, he had seldom met a woman so close to his own height. Though she had been a bit too slender for his tastes, her breasts had appeared ample enough to satisfy even his lustful brother Braden.

And her eyes

Vibrant and warm, they had sparkled with vitality and intelligence. They had

They had been too bold, he realized with a start. No servant met a lords gaze, and most especially not his, with such pride and unyielding directness. She hadnt cringed from him, which meant she obviously didnt know who he was.

There could only be one person at King Henrys court who wouldnt recognize him.

The Scotswoman.

And she was headed for the back gate.

Cursing, Sin bolted after her.



Callie stopped abruptly as a group of knights came between her and the gate. There were six of the demons, to be sure. Six of them armed from training and on their way into the castle.

Of all her unfortunate luck!

Jamies hand trembled in her own. She gave a gentle squeeze to comfort him.

They would simply have to try and brazen it out. Aye, with any good fortune at all, the knights would pay her no heed and would let her pass without thought.

Lowering her gaze, she skirted the men and made for the gate.

Well, well, one of the men said as she drew near. What have we here?

A fine serving wench, another responded. One to serve our needs finely.

The others laughed. Ah, Roger, you truly have a way with words and with the peasants.

Callie quickened her steps.

One of the men cut her off.

She stopped dead in her tracks and dared a quick look to see the hunger burning in the mans brown eyes.

Forgive me, milord, she said, the title sticking in her throat. It was not in her nature to grovel or cower, and if not for her brother, she wouldnt deign to do so now.

But she had to get them out of here.

Ive work to be aboot. Callie cringed as she heard her brogue slip.

Aye, that you do, he said, his voice low and husky. And I definitely have a need for you to tend. He reached down with one hand to adjust the sudden bump in his chausses.

Callie clenched her teeth in frustration. She was caught now. Still, she wouldnt give up without a fight.

The knight grabbed her and pulled her close for a kiss.

Before his lips could make contact with her own, she kicked him hard in the little bulge he seemed so very proud of.

He let go of her with a curse.

Her only thought survival, Callie seized the hilt of his sword and pulled it free of the scabbard.

The men laughed at her. Youd best be putting that down before you hurt yourself, little one.

Callie rotated her wrist and spun the sword expertly around her body. The only thing Ill be hurting is one of you. This time, she didnt bother disguising her accent. Now I suggest you remove yourselves from me path.

The humor left their faces.

One of the braver men unsheathed his sword. They stared at one another for several seconds and she knew the thought in his mind. He assumed her weak. Ineffectual.

Well, she was all woman, to be sure, but her father had seen her well schooled in the art of swordplay. There wasnt a knight born who would touch a Scot when it came to war. Not even when the Scot was a woman.

Get her, Roger, the knight shed kicked said as he limped his way to the others.

Roger smiled evilly. Believe me, I intend to. He licked his lips as he raked a lecherous look over her. In more than one way.

He attacked.

With the flair of a seasoned warrior, Callie parried his thrust. If the man wanted a fight, she was definitely the one to give it to him.

Run, Jamie! she said to her brother.

He didnt go far before one of the other knights grabbed him.

Cursing her ill fortune, Callie engaged her enemy. She was one move away from disarming him when a cold, familiar voice gave her pause.

Drop your sword, milady.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the man from the stairs. Yet what stunned her most was the way the other knights reacted to his presence.

They actually shrank away from him.

Roger looked to the black knight and sneered, Stay out of this. Tis no concern of yours.

The black knight arched a brow. Given how the lady just humiliated you with the fact shes the better swordsman, I seriously doubt you want to test my steel. He gave the man a goading stare. Or do you?

She saw the indecision on Rogers face.

Let it be, Roger, one of the knights said. You know hed love a chance to kill you.

Roger nodded slowly, then lowered his sword and stalked off.

Callie turned to face the man who terrified the others. He stood as still as a statue and watched her with a guarded look that betrayed nothing as to his thoughts or mood. The light breeze stirred the tendrils of his black hair and he stared unblinkingly at her.

Aye, he was a deadly one, to be sure. She doubted if old demon Red Cap himself would be more fierce to face.

She held her sword steady.

The black knight smiled coldly. I see you know how to handle a mans tool.

Several of the men snickered.

Her face flushed bright red at his crude comment. I dont take kindly to your insults.

No insult intended, milady, I assure you. I admire a woman who can hold her own.

She couldnt tell if he was sincere or mocking. His body and tone gave her no indication.

Now drop the sword.

Nay, she said firmly. Not until my brother and I are free.

Milady? Callie recognized the voice of the maid who had helped her with their disguises. The lass stepped out of the shadow of the castles doorway to look at her. Do as his lordship says, milady. Please, I beg you. Youve no idea who he is, but take me word for it. The last thing ye be wanting to do is cross his lordship.

The black knight held his hand out. The sword.

For some unknown reason, she almost complied. But one look at Jamie and she knew she couldnt cede their best chance. She took a step toward the black knight.

She angled her blade straight for his throat, and to her amazement he didnt budge or flinch. He merely stared at her with those black, soulless eyes. Calm. Patient. Like an adder waiting for its prey to come close enough for it to strike.

She paused.

Then, before she could blink, he stepped forward with an amazing speed, caught the tip of the blade between his forearms, and flipped her sword out of her hands. It arced high into the air, spinning as it fell. He caught the hilt easily in his hand, then twirled it about once before burying the blade deep in the ground beside him.

His smile was even colder than before. Didnt your mother ever tell you not to tempt the devil unless you were willing to pay his fee?

Callies fingers stung from having the hilt torn from her grasp, but she said nothing. In truth, she didnt know how to respond. All she knew was that he had defeated her. No one had ever disarmed her before.

And he hadnt even drawn his own weapon. The humiliation of it stung her deeply.

Now, what do you think we should do with this scamp? the knight holding Jamie asked.

A good whipping should suffice, followed by cleaning out a cesspit or two.

Nay! she shouted, but they paid her no heed.

All the knights laughed except the black knight. His eyes blazed furiously at the others. Release the boy, he said with that same calm tone.

Come now, my lord. Can we not have a bit of fun with him?

He turned his fearsome, obsidian stare to the knight who had spoken. My idea of amusement is disemboweling those who contradict and annoy me. What say you that you and I have a bit of fun?

The knight paled, then instantly released Jamie. He ran to Callies side and balled his fists into the coarse material of her skirt.

Did you see what he did? Jamie asked in a loud whisper. Aster would die to know you let an unarmed Sassenach take your sword away.

Shhh, Callie said softly, holding him to her side with one arm as she faced the black knight.

The mans gaze never wavered. I think tis time you return to your room, milady.

Callie lifted her chin in a worthless sign of defiance. He knew as well as she did that he had bested her. This time.

But next time, she would find a way to beat these Englishmen, and get the two of them home where they belonged.

Holding her head as high as she could, she turned and headed back toward the castle, with Jamie still clutching her skirt.

The maid held the door open for her and actually flinched as the black knight drew near.

He followed them back up the stairs. And even worse than the strange hot and cold feeling running through her body was the way Jamie kept glancing back at the knight with worshipful awe showing clearly on his young face.

Tell me, Callie said over her shoulder as she neared the top of the stairs, why is everyone so afraid of you?

For the first time, she heard just a hint of bitterness in the black knights voice. Everyone fears the devil. Dont you?

Callie scoffed at his words. You are a man, sir. Not the devil.

You think so?

I know so.

Truly? he asked, his voice edged by humor. Are you a witch, then, to be on such familiar terms with the devil?

Callie paused at the top of the stairs and whirled to face him, angered over such a question. People had been burned and hanged for less. No doubt these English would love to see her executed as a witch. I am God-fearing.

He stood so close to her, she could smell the warm, clean scent of his skin. Those black eyes seared her with their probing intensity, and when he spoke his tone was low. Lethal. I am not.

She trembled at that. For there was no doubt he meant it.

To her dismay, he reached out and touched her cheek. The warmth of his hand surprised her, and it raised chills over her entire body as he traced one finger near her ear. She couldnt believe the tenderness of his touch, the way his fingers felt feather-light against her skin. It did the strangest things to her body. Made her throb and ache with a need shed never before encountered.

Then he gently pushed back her veil to run his hand just along her hairline, where she felt him crook his finger around one of her curls and pull it free of the linen.

His gaze narrowed on his hand, and one corner of his mouth curled in disgust.

Red, he said, his voice scarcely more than a growl. I should have known.

I beg your pardon? she asked, confused as to why something as simple as her hair color would elicit such a heated response from him when nothing else had.

A shuttered look came over him as he dropped his hand from her face and took a step back.

Aelfa, he said to the maid. Take her to her room and see to it she stays there.

Aye, milord, the maid said, dropping to a low curtsy.



Sin didnt move until after he saw the Scotswoman enter her room.

You should have let her escape.

In truth, it had been his momentary intent. Only his loyalty to Henry had prevented it.

Well, that and the small fact that he knew hed never have to marry her. Not even Henry possessed that much power or money.

Still

Sin felt just a tiny stirring of regret as he recalled the way she had disarmed Roger.

The wench had spirit. Hed give her that much. But that kind of spirit before ones enemies was more curse than virtue.

He should know.

Shaking his head at the dismal memories he refused to think about, he headed down the narrow corridor to his own room, which turned out to be next to hers.

Sin clenched his jaw at Henrys audacity. No wonder the man had become king. His tenacity would rival a mules. Still, it was no match for Sins.

He opened the door to his room and moved toward the spartan bed by the window. He spent a large amount of his time at Henrys court and, unlike the other courtiers who lived in Henrys hall, hed never cared how luxurious his bed was. So long as it had a frame big enough to hold him and came with a blanket, it was enough for him.

As carefully as he could, Sin pulled his surcoat and mail hauberk from his body and placed them over the small trunk at the foot of his bed. Then he inspected the damage her sword had wrought on his forearms.

Oblivious to the pain, Sin unlaced the sleeves of his aketon as he headed toward the washstand. After draping the padded garment over a simple wooden chair, he poured water into the bowl and washed the blood from his forearms.

Reaching for a cloth, he heard a commotion outside in the hallway.

His wounds forgotten, Sin grabbed his sword from the bed and threw open the door.

Three of the royal guards were dragging the boy from the Scotswomans room, while a fourth guard held the woman back. The boy wailed like a dying harpy and the woman fought like a feral cat.

What goes here? Sin demanded.

The guard closest to him blanched, then said hastily, His Majesty wants the boy moved to another location.

Nay! the Scotswoman snarled. Youll not take him from me for them to abuse. Havent you done enough to the lad?

Please! the boy wailed as he kicked and fought against the knights so fiercely that one of his shoes was thrown off. Dont let them take me. I dont want to be beaten or hit anymore.

Anger welled inside Sin at the boys words.

The woman struggled even more furiously against the guard holding her. If she continued, shed end up bruised and bloody. As would the boy.

Release him, Sin ordered.

Everyone froze at his words.

Milord, the guard holding the woman said, we are acting on the kings orders.

Sin directed a cutting glare to the man, who shrank back a full two steps. Tell Henry I said it would be fine.

And if she escapes with the boy? another guard asked.

I will take custody of them. Think you she will escape me?

Sin saw the indecision in the guards eyes as he weighed whose wrath he feared moreSins or Henrys.

In the end, the man released the boy, who ran quickly to his sister.

I will tell the king what you said, the guard responded, his resentful words weakened by the note of fear in his voice.

Yea, Sin said dryly, tell him.

As the guards left, Callie looked up at the black knight who had saved her brother from being taken. His kindness to them was beyond measure.

It had been on her mind to thank him, but as her gaze darted over his body, she couldnt speak.

Indeed, twas all she could do not to gape.

His bare, tawny shoulders were as wide as they had appeared beneath his mail. His body was hard and well defined, the muscles flexing with every breath he took.

But what held her gaze captive were the numerous deep and angry scars crisscrossing the bare flesh. He looked as if he had survived untold battles and attacks. The sight wrenched her heart.

And it was then she saw his bleeding forearms. Youre hurt.

He glanced down at the blood. So it appears.

Have you someone to tend it?

I have myself.

He started back to his room, but Callie followed. Would you like for me to send in my maid?

Nay, he said in that emotionless tone as he paused in the doorway and glanced from her to Jamie, then back to her. He gave her a meaningful glare that was no doubt meant to intimidate her into cowering like the others. Though it did send a tremor down her back, she was a long way from cowering. Much like he must have been, shed been taught to let no man see her fear of him.

The knight stepped back. My only wish is to be alone.

But your wounds

Will heal, he snapped.

Och, but the man was insufferable. Fine, then, let him rot.

Callie turned about, retrieved Jamie from the hallway, and returned to her room.

But she didnt stay there. How could she? There was no doubt in her mind where the black knight had gotten his wounds.

Her sword.

Of course, he wouldnt have been hurt had he not stopped her from escaping. Still, he had saved her and Jamie from the others. Whether she liked it or not, she owed him.

And Callie had never been one to remain indebted to anyone. Gathering her sewing kit and a small bag of herbs from her trunk, she ordered Jamie to stay with Aelfa, then opened the door.

Determined to owe him no more, she went to face the devil in his own lair. She only hoped he didnt gobble her up.







    

Chapter 3




Sin heard the latch on his door rattle. Instinctively, he pulled the dagger from his boot and balanced it between his thumb and forefinger, waiting to see if it needed to fly into the chest of whomever was trespassing.

The door opened a hair to show him a pert little nose, followed by the profile of an angel. An angel who paused while she stared at the wall opposite him.

Sir? Sir BlKnight? Are you in here?

Sin tucked the knife back into his boot. Given how this is my room, where else would I be?

She still hadnt looked inside, and she chose to ignore his sarcasm. Are you decent?

Sin snorted. There are many, milady, who say I havent a decent bone in my entire body.

And there are many who say its drafty here in the hallway. What I want to know is, are you dressed?

Im as dressed as I was the last time you saw me, which means you should go back to your room, posthaste.

She didnt. Instead, she opened the door wider and, to his immediate dismay, stepped inside.

Her gaze scanned the room until she found him, sitting on the bed. And when those light green eyes focused on his bare chest, Sin could swear he felt a riveting shock from the bottom of his feet to the top of his head. His groin drew tight and hot with a need so profound that he actually ached from it.

What the devil was the matter with him? He wasnt some callow youth, to swell at the sight of some winsome maid. He had conquered his body and his lust long ago.

But for some reason, his control slipped every time she came near him. Worse was the knowledge that she could be his. All he had to do was go to Henry and he could have her.

If he dared such.

Oblivious to the havoc she caused him, she crossed the floor to stand in front of the bed.

What are you doing here? he asked sharply.

She took his words in stride. Im here to tend the wounds I caused.

Sin fingered the makeshift bandage on his left arm. It was far from a perfect wrap, but it would suffice.

Besides, the last thing he needed was for her to come any closer to him than she already was.

Then you have no fear, milady. You werent the cause of my wounds.

She frowned. You didnt get them when you disarmed me?

Aye, but it wasnt your actions that caused them so much as my own.

She waved his words away with her hand as she set a dark brown leather bag and a small basket on the bed beside him next to the piece of white linen he had been using for bandages.

You are arguing just for the sake of it, and I shant listen anymore. Now stop your fussing and let me see about those wounds before they fester and rot your arms off.

Sin stared at her incredulously. He couldnt remember the last time someone had dismissed him so flippantly, but he was relatively sure he must have been in swaddling when it happened.

She reached for his right arm. He quickly moved it out of her grasp.

Why would you care whether or not my arms rotted off? he asked as she again tried to capture his arm. I should think you would be wishing for it as opposed to trying to prevent it.

She paused and gave him a peeved glare because he wouldnt hold still. Because you saved Jamie.

And you think you owe me?

Aye.

He snorted again. The foolishness women could get into their heads. Still, it was the first time in his life anyone had ever wanted to tend a wound of his.

He found it strangely comforting, and that thought made him angry.

He didnt need comfort. Ever.

He shot to his feet and sought to put some distance between them.

She pursued him across the room like a herding lioness.

My lady, if you had any idea who and what I was, youd know better than to be alone with me in my room.

Her eyes fluttered to his face and for the first time he saw a bit of trepidation. Then she reached again for his arm.

Sin groaned as he realized she wouldnt leave him alone until he submitted to her treatments. Fine, then, the sooner
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