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        Scotland, 1314. After the Scots reclaim Edinburgh Castle, Alasdair MacAuley only wants to celebrate. But the revels are interrupted by an old crone who claims the castles true owner is the legendary witch Morgaine le Fee. Dared by his fellow warriors to go meet the witch, Alasdair heads down a flight of stairs—and tumbles right into another century…

      

        

      
        Scotland, 1998. American Morgan Lafayette is in Scotland to enjoy the history, not to ogle men in kilts. So when she stumbles upon a brawny man in a kilt, she is less than enthralled. She is certain he’s drunk for he claims Morgan is a powerful sorceress who has brought him to her magical kingdom! Despite her reluctance, she is intensely drawn to this handsome Highlander and the mystery surrounding him, a mystery that has the power to alter history—and her heart—forever…
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        * * *

      

      “The Last Highlander is a tremendous time travel tale that stars two wondrous lead protagonists. The brisk story line will grab onto readers from page one and not let go until the story is complete.”—Affaire de Coeur

      “With an ending guaranteed to bring a tear and a smile to your face—The Last Highlander is a quick-paced, thoroughly entertaining read. A winner!”—Writers Club Romance Group on AOL Reviewer Board

      “At times humorous, at times heart-wrenching, this unique time travel deftly combines historical facts with a shimmering romance that defies time and place…The resolution is simply wonderful, and I’m not going to give it away. You will just have to read it yourself to savor the feast Ms. [Delacroix] provides.”—Old Book Barn Gazette

      “Sensual beyond belief and romantic enough to quench even the most thirsty of those who read the genre, Ms. [Delacroix] scores a big ten out of ten with her latest novel. One peek between the covers is all it takes to hook you. An exciting delight and a marvelous read; clearly one of this year’ s best.”—Under the Covers Reviews

      “Long after the last word, you will bask in the afterglow of this fascinating story.”—Rendezvous
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      This time travel romance and romantic comedy was originally published under Claire Delacroix’s pseudonym, Claire Cross.
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      As Claire Cross, I wrote eight books and a Christmas novella, all romantic comedies that were originally published by Berkley. When I republished these books myself, I divided them between my other two author brands since I was no longer writing as Claire Cross.

      The two time travel romances and two magical romances are now Claire Delacroix books. The Christmas novella and four contemporary romances are now Deborah Cooke books.

      These books were all written between 1997 and 2005. The characters don’t have cellphones or social media accounts, and I’ve chosen not to update that. I hope you enjoy the stories as much as I do, just the way they are.

      Here’s the complete list:

      
        
        Romances with a Touch of Magic

        Once Upon a Kiss
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        Edinburgh Castle—March 1314

      

      

      “Have another swallow of the old barley bree, laddie!”

      “Aye, let us see what the lad is made of!”

      Alasdair choked on the healthy measure of whisky being poured down his throat by his gleeful compatriots. ’Twas not the first he had sipped this night and his difficulty in focusing on the faces of those about him showed the result. At one and thirty, he was no wee laddie, but he did not correct the old codgers.

      After all, this was a moment to celebrate! This very night they had routed the English and claimed Edinburgh castle for Robert the Bruce. Now, flushed with victory, they roamed in victorious exploration of their newly gained prize.

      ’Twas only a matter of time before Robert the Bruce took Stirling Castle, as well. Then, Scotland would be free, for once and for all, of England’s heavy hand.

      The men jostled each other good-naturedly, peered down darkened corridors, dashed up and down twisted stairs like children granted free rein. The goodly quantity of whisky they had imbibed did naught to aid their collective sense of direction.

      Alasdair had just noticed that this corridor seemed particularly dark and roughly-hewn when a voice rose from the shadows ahead.

      “Halt all ye trespassers!”

      The men stumbled to a dumbfounded halt. Alasdair found himself unexpectedly at the front of the awkwardly silent pack. The two torches the men held high illuminated the corridor with fitful orange light.

      A pinched old harridan of a woman confronted them with a boldness that belied her humble garb. Her white hair hung tangled about her face, and her garb was tattered. Though she looked no better than a beggar, there was an authority about her that made a man shiver in dread.

      But Alasdair folded his arms across his chest and braced his feet against the stone. He had faced foes much more deadly than this wraith of a woman.

      “This castle is ours!” he declared. ’Tis fairly won and we shall do what we will within it!”

      The men muttered agreement, but the woman shook one finger in their direction. “Morgaine le Fee will not take kindly to your intrusion,” she hissed.

      The men took a collective step back, but Alasdair could not stop himself from snorting with scorn. “Morgaine le Fee?” he echoed. “You threaten us with a child’s tale?”

      The men gathered closer to Alasdair and murmured approvingly.

      “Aye, a wee bairn’s tale is Morgaine and Arthur’s fable,” said one with newfound bravado.

      “A tale fit to frighten the wee ones, ’tis no more than that,” muttered another in agreement.

      A roar rose from somewhere deep beneath their feet at that moment, and made the stone tremble in a most unsettling way. Alasdair was not the only one to glance to his companions in uncertainty. He looked back to the woman to see her eyes alight with a strange glow.

      “Oho!” she cried and flung up her hands. “Morgaine’s dragon awakens! Your bold words have disturbed its slumber and will tempt her wrath!”

      “And who might you be?” Alasdair demanded. Even the whisky was not enough to give him tolerance of this woman’s nonsense.

      His attitude seemed to reawaken a similar attitude in his companions.

      “Aye, and how did you find your way here?”

      “There was no woman in our ranks when we arrived, so you must be of the English!”

      The woman’s glance was chilling. “I have no name that you might care to say,” she intoned ominously. “And to no country of men do I owe allegiance.” She closed her eyes and swayed slightly on her feet. “To Morgaine alone do I pledge allegiance, and it is she alone who summons me.”

      Clearly, the woman was mad.

      All the same, she evidently knew another way into the fortress that they had yet to discover. It was Alasdair’s obligation to ensure that every passageway, however narrow, was secured against any retaliation.

      “Enough of your haivering about,” he ordered when his companions fell silent. “Show us how you entered this place.”

      The way the woman’s gaze locked with Alasdair’s sent a curious chill tripping down his spine. “So, you would meet my queen?”

      “I demand only to know your means of gaining this keep.”

      The woman smiled to display crooked and yellowed teeth. “Then you must ask my lady Morgaine,” she said simply and offered her hand to him in invitation.

      Alasdair stared at the taut pale flesh of the woman’s hand, not in the least bit certain that he wished to touch her, let alone follow her.

      A great rosy orb of a nose appeared close by Alasdair’s shoulder when he hesitated. Alasdair did not have to look to know that that nose belonged to Iain. All the same, he did look and saw that man’s bushy silver brows working energetically up and down, and his eyes glittering.

      The man fair lived to make trouble.

      “Not afraid of witch’s tales, are ye, laddie?” he demanded.

      “I have naught to fear from a wee witch, if indeed she is even one,” Alasdair retorted. Though he led these men well, Iain still liked to rile him because of his age.

      “I, for one, would know if we sit atop a dragon or not,” Iain declared. “’Twas you who challenged her and you who should see the matter through.” Before Alasdair could answer, Iain leaned closer to whisper. “Truly, if there be no Morgaine and no dragon, ye have naught to lose. And if there be, you might ask her the fate of our bonny land.”

      Alasdair cast a quelling glance at the other man. “Any fool knows that Scotland will soon be free again. Robert the Bruce will see it made so.”

      Iain smiled slyly. “Then naught have ye to risk by asking.”

      “Dare you, we do,” asserted another.

      Alasdair did not have time to consider the matter before Iain whispered a taunt. “Unless the lad is afraid?”

      “Are you afeartie, laddie?”

      That accusation and the men’s chuckles hit a sore point. Alasdair had never shirked his duty or covered before a challenge, however unpleasant either might be.

      And he would not begin now.

      “I am afraid of naught a woman might cast my way,” Alasdair snapped, certain that this was all a bit of foolery that would cost him little. “I shall indeed meet this Morgaine!”

      The men about him crowed with delight, and a flask of whisky was shoved into his hand. Alasdair threw back his head and took a long draft of the fiery liquid under the woman’s steely regard.

      He heard his blood pounding in his ears as he reached out and took her hand.

      The witch’s flesh was as cold as the grave.

      Alasdair had noted no more than that before she began to run like a wild thing. Despite his greater height, he had difficulty in matching her pace. She led him down one convoluted path and another, and the sound of his pursuing companions fell away behind them.

      Alasdair quickly lost his bearings and could only cling to the harridan and dog her steps. She flew down a shadowed corridor and darted up a course of unevenly cut stairs but Alasdair galloped directly behind her

      And caught his breath at the cold when he stepped through the doorway at the summit.

      Witch and warrior stopped as one, the puffs of their breath mingling in the chill of the air. Innumerable stars dotted the indigo sky, their twinkling light surely just beyond the reach of Alasdair’s fingertips. The rise of Arthur’s Seat was a still darker silhouette against the blackness of the night far to his left.

      Evidently, it was to the top of some high tower they had climbed. Alasdair wondered at its age. The stone rim of the parapet was broken here, and he had a dizzying view of the drop, straight down the side of the mount to the market far below.

      He swallowed and looked skyward. A lump rose in his throat as he recalled how brightly the stars had burned on his last night at home. His heart had been heavy then with the weight of what he had wrought and what he must do to make it come right.

      Could he ever have imagined ’twould take so long?

      Alasdair deliberately looked out toward the hills, fighting against the unruly tide of emotion that set his heart to pounding. He could not bear to think what had become of those he had left behind—he did not dare to consider it.

      He had never imagined that the good fight would take so long to win. But soon Robert the Bruce would reign victorious and Alasdair’s debt would be paid.

      Soon he would be able to go home.

      The stillness of the night was disturbed when the first man stumbled onto the small landing behind Alasdair. The remainder of his companions spilled out in quick succession, their breathing heavy after their race.

      “A fair chill night it is, indeed,” muttered one man.

      “Aye, enough to steal the warmth of the drink away from a man’s bones.”

      Surely the witch’s nonsense need not take all the blessed night.”

      Alasdair met the gaze of the woman who yet held fast to his hand. A glimmer in her eye made Alasdair wonder whether she read his thoughts, his doubts, his fears.

      “It is time,” she said simply and released her grip. The men fell silent as she dug into a concealed pocket in her dress. Alasdair frowned when she shoved a plant cutting into his hand.

      Heather.

      “From the bonny hills around the Stone of Scone,” whispered the woman. “Where all grows thicker, for the old forces are stronger there.”

      Alasdair looked at the plant again and noted that the flowers were white, not the usual plum shade. Uncommon luck, his gran had foretold, whenever anyone found the rare white heather.

      Would he have uncommon fortune this night?

      The old woman pushed something cold into his other hand. “And from the regalia itself is this,” she confided as Alasdair touched the smooth edges of the gemstone.

      “The regalia?” Alasdair’s frown deepened, and he felt his own displeasure echoed in the mood of the men around him. “But what…?”

      “Morgaine said a tall man would come to this place—a man young yet bold, a man with hair of gold,” the woman intoned hoarsely. “’Twas he, she said, who should be the one to venture into the beyond. ’Twas he she would have for her very own.” The woman leaned closer, and a shiver of trepidation rippled over Alasdair’s skin.

      “You are the one,” she confided.

      “Bollocks! I will be no witch’s toy!” Alasdair squared his shoulders, well done with listening to this lot of haivers. “Summon your lady Morgaine for me. She and I have matters to discuss if she thinks to make a captive of me!”

      The woman cackled. “Nay, laddie, you must go to her!”

      “Where?”

      “Ah, my lady lurks in the hidden corners of the beyond.” Before Alasdair could ask for an explanation, the woman pointed a bony finger at his feet. “Turn thrice in this place while I chant her spell.”

      Alasdair could not keep his brows from rising in skepticism. “And then?”

      “And then we shall all have another sip of whisky!” concluded one of the men, an idea that was greeted with great approval.

      “And then…” the woman said loudly enough for her voice to carry over the men’s foolery. “And then you will have the opportunity to ask of Morgaine your questions.” She leaned closer and her voice dropped yet lower. “If you dare.”

      There was such certainty in her tone that Alasdair suddenly feared there was more to this matter than he had suspected. A shiver danced down his spine as the cold wind ruffled his hair. He stared into the mad witch’s eyes and for a fleeting moment doubted the wisdom of taking his men’s dare.

      “Are you man enough to confront a harridan?” teased one of the men.

      Alasdair aimed an unappreciative glare over his shoulder. “Man enough?” he scoffed in turn. “It seems to me that I have fallen into a company of whispering old women. Turn thrice and see myths come to life. Ask witches about the future. Dragons beneath the mount!” He spat with vigor. “Nonsense all of it!”

      His men cheered.

      Alasdair braced his feet against the parapet and nodded to the hag. “Chant your ditty, woman, and I will turn as you bid me—if only to prove this whimsy for what it truly is.”

      “Hold tight to the charms,” the woman cautioned, her tone ominous. “They might well be your only route of return.”

      Return? Surely he was not going anywhere? Alasdair frowned, but the woman began to drone a verse in Gaelic that was vaguely familiar to him. At her imperious nod, he started to turn in place.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Alasdair’s annoyance rose as the air seemed to swim about him. Curse the strength of that whisky! He closed his eyes tightly.

      Thrice.

      “Wish!” hissed the witch.

      Alasdair wished with all his heart and soul to see the future of his beloved Scotland, to see the freedom he fought to ensure his son would inherit.

      He stumbled then, the woman’s chanting faint in his ears. His heart stopped cold when his steadying foot encountered naught at all.

      He had stepped off the parapet!

      Alasdair swore vehemently as he fell, bouncing off the walls of the staircase. He roundly cursed his companions, who did naught to aid him as he tumbled. Blithering fools! His neck would be broken for their foolish dare!

      Alasdair landed at the foot of the stairs with a thump so resounding that it stole the breath from his lungs. His hands flew open. The gem danced away and the heather crumbled to naught, though but a moment before it had been green and fresh.

      Then his head cracked on the cold stone floor and Alasdair knew no more.
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        * * *

      

      “Hoy!”

      “Stop, lad!”

      “Hold up!”

      A dozen besotted men stumbled down the stairs in pursuit of their fallen companion. They rounded the last corner and burst as one into the hall below, half afraid to see the bloodied sight each and every one anticipated.

      Naught greeted their bewildered eyes but the dancing shadows cast by their blazing torch.

      Alasdair was nowhere to be seen.

      That was enough to sober the most drunken of them all.

      “But where…?” Iain whispered as the others carefully checked the corridor.

      After a flustered search, the men faced each other once more, their eyes dark with suspicion.

      “Perhaps he but plays a prank upon us,” muttered Iain skeptically. “Alasdair is not above a trick.” The others turned on him, unanimous in their conclusion that this was no jest.

      “Then where has he gone?”

      “There is no sign of the lad!”

      “And where is the old crow?”

      It was the first that they noticed she was no longer among them.

      One of the younger men ran to the parapet again, his footsteps slower as he descended to the expectant group. His eyes were wide when he came into sight. “Gone as if she had never been!” he whispered.

      A chill fell over then, and they glanced at each other in trepidation. There was no other escape from the parapet—unless she had taken flight.

      “They will think us mad.”

      “Or that we played foul with Alasdair.”

      “Robert the Bruce will be ill pleased. He favors the lad, ’tis well known.”

      That thought was not received well, and more than one frown darkened a brow in that huddled group.

      “He was a good man.”

      “A fine soldier.”

      “A man of determination and honor.”

      “And a man with nary a whisper of his past,” Iain concluded. The men exchanged worried glances. “What did we know of Alasdair MacAulay, in truth?”

      “All the more reason to hold our tongues,” advised an older man.

      The men nodded slowly, then their glances lifted to the heavy stone walls around them. Suddenly the castle they had considered no more than a strategic site seemed alive. Danger lurked in every shadow, and the men instinctively drew closer to each other.

      For if the doughty Alasdair could be taken so readily, what caprice of Fate left them untouched?

      A woman’s laughter echoed suddenly, carrying from everywhere and nowhere at all.

      “Morgaine le Fee!” Iain muttered.

      “She comes for us!”

      It took no more than that to set the entire group running for the gates.
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        * * *

      

      Some time later, they halted, panting, in the same camp where they had lain the night before. The spot seemed haunted by Alasdair’s measured tones, and more than one could fair see him crouched in the midst of them as he described his plan of attack.

      “Look!” Iain whispered and pointed to the high mount of Edinburgh’s keep.

      Every heart sank like a stone as a line of ascending torchlights pronounced the English reclamation of Edinburgh’s prize.

      They had failed.

      And the English would not succumb to the same deception again.

      What would this turn in the tide mean for the course of Robert the Bruce? For the freedom of all Scotland? Could the witch have stolen more than Alasdair this night?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Edinburgh, September, 1998

      

      

      By their sixth day in Scotland, Morgan was beginning to suspect that this trip had not been one of her better ideas.

      It had sounded so good—using a plump advance to research her book on site in Scotland. But far from the relaxing meander Morgan had envisioned, the trip had become a nightmare in military precision. Vacation with Blake and Justine was proving to have a more demanding schedule than Morgan’s working life.

      Which just didn’t fit any of Morgan’s plans.

      As they trudged through Edinburgh Castle in the wake of a kilted guide, Morgan thought their relative positions said it all.

      Her brother-in-law Blake was right behind the tour guide, his pencil and notebook at the ready, interpretative guidebook—heavily marked with florescent yellow Highlighter—tucked in his windbreaker, Day-Timer and map stashed in the opposite pocket. He pushed his wire-frame glasses up his nose and obediently looked as bidden, his profile reminding Morgan of a hawk on the hunt.

      Six-foot-two and so lean that his Adam’s apple looked like a golf ball lodged in his throat, dark-haired Blake was a font of information on bonnie Scotland, as he was on everything else.

      Blake was certainly not Morgan’s idea of a knight in shining armor, though she had learned the hard way that her romantic ideals were unrealistic at best. Her brother-in-law was good-hearted, if overly driven, but she supposed a successful corporate player had little choice. And organization had proven to be an addictive habit for Blake.

      Justine, poised, elegant and groomed with a precision Morgan had long ago given up trying to emulate, strolled beside her spouse. Justine exuded tranquility in the most harried circumstance, a trait that balanced surprisingly well with Blake’s intense drive. Her Mona Lisa smile and easy assurance had been known to calm the most stressed mother of the bride and had given her catering business a definite edge in the wedding market.

      Justine carried the camera, changing lenses before her husband even asked, and she had the enviable talent of finding their location the minute Blake cast the map over his shoulder in disgust.

      But then, Justine had always been the Problem Solver.

      In contrast to her composed sister, Morgan could get lost in an elevator. Her hair was unruly, her makeup and finesse nonexistent, her culinary skills meager and her inability to be punctual an old joke.

      Morgan had the same coloring as her older sister and the same fine-boned build, but while Justine was tall and slender, Morgan was petite. Morgan’s hair, instead of being straight and thick, was a disorderly tangle of curls that fell to her waist. Like Justine, she had green eyes, though hers tipped up at the outer corners.

      Justine often said that her sister looked like one of the little fairies from Morgan’s own detailed illustrations come to life. Certainly, Morgan would rather have lived in one of the delicate paintings she created for children’s books than the modern world that she often found so challenging.

      Morgan was the Artist. It was a role that fit her fairly easily, at least when she wasn’t feeling inadequate in comparison to her sister.

      And Morgan finally had a chance to build a fire under her artistic career. This book was a turning point for her—if it was on time and brilliant, she could be looking at years of good work. Morgan had bet the farm to gather the folk stories she needed right here in Scotland, in order to give this book her best shot.

      But that hadn’t quite made it on to Blake’s agenda. Not out of malice or bad intentions—Blake just didn’t understand anything that didn’t come with a decimal place. It wasn’t in his nature to sit still and listen to the voices in the wind.

      Morgan’s other objective—and her ulterior motive for inviting Justine and Blake along—had suffered pretty much the same fate. Morgan was running zero for two and wasn’t happy about that.

      Having a child was the one goal that so far had eluded Blake and Justine, and that was the one thing they both wanted most of all. Morgan was convinced their hectic lifestyle lay at the root of their fertility troubles. And she hoped that a niece or nephew would fill a little hole in the void that love had left in her life.

      Now, it seemed almost a joke to remember her conviction that a leisurely vacation would solve everything. She had talked Blake and Justine into taking a vacation they would never get around to booking themselves, but victory had ended early.

      Morgan looked longingly towards the city below, wishing she could escape the Scottish Invasion, as she had come to call it, and wander through Edinburgh on her own.

      As though he had heard her thoughts, Blake Macdonald wound his way back to her, Justine trailing behind. He leaned toward the sisters and spoke in a low voice, tapping his perfectly sharp pencil on his Day-Timer as he checked his watch.

      “It’s eleven-oh-nine. This tour should be finished by half past the hour. We’ll have an early lunch here in the castle so we don’t have to pay admission again to hear the one o’clock gun.”

      Justine walked her fingertips up her husband’s arm. “Then, we could go back to the bed-and-breakfast for a couple of hours to relax before dinner,” she suggested with a provocative smile.

      Finally! At least something was going to plan! And Morgan could have some time to herself. Three was definitely a crowd when conception was on the agenda.

      “Great idea,” Morgan concurred. The tour guide cleared his throat and eyed them sternly.

      Blake frowned. “Don’t be ridiculous, Justine. There’s not enough daylight in this country to risk wasting any of it. Besides”—he consulted his notes while the women exchanged a glance of exasperation—“we can zip down High Street and make the last tour of Holyrood House before teatime.”

      “Then, we’ll go back to the room and put our feet up?” Justine suggested more gently.

      Blake shook his head. “We have to have high tea at this hotel on Princes Street, Justine. All the books say so. Then, we’ll wander down to the Grassmarket…”

      Trust an accountant to make every moment count, Morgan thought mutinously. She had an idea that Blake’s understanding of “wandering through the Grassmarket” would differ enormously from her own.

      “And now, ladies and gentlemen, take a look down the rock wall of Edinburgh Castle,” their kilted guide instructed in his brisk brogue. The band of tourists looked as bidden and Blake craned his neck to see.

      Morgan, though, tipped her head back and watched the Scottish flag—the white cross of St. Andrew on a pale blue field—flutter overhead against the azure sky.

      She closed her eyes, dismissed the real world, and thought of medieval pennants and banners flying above fairy tale turrets. In her mind’s eye, Morgan saw knights in shining armor, riding proud-stepping horses with ribbons braided in their manes.

      “It was here in March of 1314 that a small band scaled the rock, then entered a hidden passageway,” the guide declared. “That night, they easily routed the English and reclaimed the keep in the name of Robert the Bruce.”

      The guide rolled the “r” of the Scottish hero’s name with gusto. “Not four months later, the English were soundly defeated at the Battle of Bannockburn. If you visit Stirling Castle, the battlefield and site of the reclamation of Scottish independence are not to be missed.”

      The guide cleared his throat. “As many of you may have heard, there was a referendum this month in Scotland. The Scottish people voted overwhelmingly in favor of re-establishing a Scottish National Assembly. This will effectively make Scotland an independent nation by the turn of the millennium, bringing the legacy of Robert the Bruce full circle yet again.”

      Morgan did not have to look to know that Blake was scribbling a notation in his Day-Timer. No doubt, they would soon be bundled into their teeny rental car and headed for Stirling.

      Blake flipped to a map of Scotland, frowned, then whispered confidently to Justine. “Up at six, out by seven, we could be in Stirling and tour the castle before lunch tomorrow. We have to go to Bannockburn!”

      He tapped his pencil decisively. “We’ll do Bannockburn in the afternoon—it probably has an interpretative center—hmmm…we could still make Perth for dinner.”

      “Blake!” Justine murmured through her teeth with a pointed glance to her sister. She dropped her voice, but Morgan still heard her words. “How will Morgan meet anyone if you keep rushing us on?”

      Blake blinked owlishly at Morgan, clearly not having considered this side of things. Morgan shrugged, assuming her sister was talking about the research for her book.

      It was to be a children’s volume of Scottish fairy tales, one that Morgan would both compile and illustrate. The book was destined to be part of a new hardback series and, with luck, she could be entrusted with further volumes.

      Morgan hoped to collect some unusual stories on site, but she didn’t think Edinburgh was the place to do that. “I don’t need to meet anyone here,” she said. “In fact, the smaller towns will be better for finding folktales.”

      Blake grinned once more. “See? No problem. Stirling in the morning, then.” He snapped his notebook closed and nodded with the conviction of a man who has just successfully settled a dispute.

      Justine exhaled in a way that told Morgan there was a problem and that Blake’s thinking on the issue would shortly be straightened out.

      The guide cleared his throat portentously. “Now, ladies and gentlemen, we shall return to the keep proper and descend into the vaults.” The older man, in full dress of the Sutherland Highlanders, turned a corner smartly and summoned his brood of sightseers with a flick of his wrist.

      “These vaults date from the sixteen century and are best remembered for their use as prisons for foreign prisoners of war in the late seventeen century. If you look carefully, you will see initials carved by the prisoners, mostly Frenchmen, in the very walls during their incarceration…”

      Blake clicked his teeth. “Nothing like a little gory detail,” he whispered in his terrible imitation of a Scottish accent. He winked and trotted behind the group, alert and attentive. Justine raised a slender eyebrow and singled out a man from the group with a glance.

      “He keeps looking at you,” she whispered. “He’s alone and he’s cute. Why don’t you hang behind and see what happens?” Justine winked conspiratorially and sailed after Blake.

      Morgan didn’t even look at the man in question.

      Nor did she follow the tour.

      Now she understood who Justine expected her to meet! But Justine knew! Morgan fumed silently, then pivoted and stalked to the outer wall of the keep. She wanted no part of anyone’s matchmaking schemes and Justine, of all people, should know why!

      Oh, now Morgan saw the signs she had ignored. How often had Justine “accidentally” invited one of Blake’s coworkers—always a male coworker—over while Morgan was there? How often had the sisters “bumped into” an old friend who just happened to be a single man while they shopped together? An old friend who just happened to be a single man.

      Morgan gritted her teeth. Trust Justine to have a scheme of her own! Trust Justine to think she knew best!

      There were moments when being the younger sister was a distinct disadvantage. Morgan glared out over the city, certain she could happily live out her life without having her older sister—or that woman’s husband—try to improve it.

      Morgan was never going to be dumb enough to get involved with a man again and that was that.

      A crisp wind made her jacket snap and tousled her hair, as she looked down on the city of Edinburgh arrayed in the dappled sunlight. The sounds of the city that rose to her ears were so muted that they might have been passing through a layer of cotton batting.

      She was alone, as she hadn’t been since coming to Scotland, and slowly her usual even temper returned. It was easy to forget Justine’s meddling and Blake’s organizing with a view like this. Morgan took a deep breath and studied the maze of streets below as the tension eased from her shoulders.

      This was the Scotland she had come to see.

      Edinburgh was unspeakably old and deliciously romantic. Mist still clung to the distant valleys, which Morgan could see but not name. Down below was a labyrinth of countless nooks and alleys, little passageways that led to secret courtyards and hidden doorways. Wrought-iron signs creaked in the wind and lace curtains fluttered from opened casement windows. Morgan eyed the way the fortress walls rose steeply from the rock face and deliberately let her imagination take flight.

      What secrets did these heavy old stone walls keep locked within themselves? What great plays of power had they witnessed? Had lovers once trysted in that alley below? There must be a dozen ghosts rattling through these old stone corridors.

      She stared down the rocky outcropping and remembered the guide’s words. What kind of men had scaled this rock face? The artist within Morgan painted a starry night in her mind’s eye and a luminous moon riding high above the determined silhouettes of the climbing men.

      Rough men, and strong, in kilts that showed their legs to advantage. Their faces would be somber with determination. Maybe one would carry the blue-and-white flag they intended to plant atop the high tower, another would glance down in apprehension. Dangerously gleaming dirks would be clenched in their teeth for the battle that awaited them at the summit.

      Morgan shivered with delight. The past was always more romantic than the present. She tried to put her brother-in-law in the ranks of the rebels and laughed aloud. They might have had accountants in the fourteenth century, but Blake would have been lost without his Day-Timer.

      Morgan strolled toward a small tower, letting her fingers skip across the old gray stone. A sunbeam danced amid the shadows inside the tower room, the narrow band of light creeping through an arrow slit.

      The narrow vertical opening would frame a perfect picture of the city. Far, far below, thousands of daffodils were blooming in the park alongside Princes Street, the memorial to Sir Walter Scott rising in dark Gothic splendor from the midst of the flowers. On the other side of the street, the bright awnings above the shop windows fluttered in the morning breeze.

      Perfect. There were even red double-decker buses cruising along the street at intervals. If she timed it just right…

      Morgan studied the Polaroid camera that Blake had declared “idiot-proof”—a label Morgan had already challenged twice—making sure she wasn’t going to waste another shot.

      Just as Morgan raised the viewfinder to her eye and a bus slid into the perfect place, somebody moaned.

      Morgan froze. Was her vivid imagination playing tricks with her?

      The moan came again, echoing from below.

      Ghosts?

      Once more she heard it, this time a very human sound of pain. Morgan’s eyes grew used to the shadows and she saw the stairs within the slender tower.

      “Hello?” Morgan peeked down the stairs, but could not see their end.

      “Oh, my bleeding head,” a man muttered, as though he hadn’t heard her.

      Blood? He must have fallen and hurt himself!

      Maybe she could help. The stairs were tightly curled and narrow—it was easy enough to see how someone could have lost his footing.

      “Are you all right?” Morgan called out, starting down the stairs.

      The only answer was another very miserable moan.

      Morgan looked back over her shoulder, but there was no one in sight. She couldn’t leave him if he was bleeding! Morgan gripped the rail and descended purposefully.

      She found a man sprawled on the floor, cradling his head, but there was absolutely no sign of blood.

      He looked as though he had stepped right out of her imagination. Morgan froze and gaped.

      His hair was a dark gold, his hands were strong and deeply tanned. He was wearing a kilt and Morgan understood for the first time how masculine a garment it was. His legs were superbly muscled, tanned and dusted with golden hair.

      A second glance showed, however, that he was less fastidiously attired than most of the men in kilts Morgan had seen since her arrival. In fact, even calling his garment a kilt was a loose usage of the term. It was plaid, woven in earthy hues of green and deep red, shot with the occasional line of white, but wasn’t pleated with anything close to perfection.

      It looked like he had just wound it around his waist and tossed the end over his shoulder. It was far from pressed and more than a bit dirty. His lace-up boots were encrusted with mud and he had shoved his linen shirt sleeves up to the elbow, revealing tanned, muscular forearms.

      All the same, he was the most assertively masculine man Morgan had seen in a long time. The little tingle within her that had been in exile came awake with a vengeance.

      He glanced up and impaled Morgan with a bright blue glance, a slow smile stealing over his firm lips.

      The tingle became a roar.

      “Well, well, well,” he mused in a voice as languid as honey in the sun. “I have not seen you about before.”

      The intensity of that look stole anything Morgan might have said right from her mouth. He could not have been called a handsome man, but he had a rugged appeal, even with several days’ growth of beard.

      Perhaps because of it.

      Certainly, there was the air of the rogue about him. And Morgan knew plenty about rogues. She took a cautious step back.

      His jaw was solidly square, his nose had a kink in it that told Morgan he had lost one fight in his life, and a long-healed scar graced his cheek. Morgan found herself wondering just what kind of troublemaker he was.

      But his eyes blazed blue with breathtaking intensity. His slow smile made Morgan feel feminine and incredibly desirable.

      Even Matt had never looked at her like this.

      Morgan had a weird certainty that this man wouldn’t do anything by half-measures and her skin tingled at the prospect. She realized with sudden clarity exactly how long it had been since a man had touched her.

      To the minute.

      His gaze danced openly over her dark green tights and hiking boots, lingered with some puzzlement on her purple Polartec fleece and green Gore-Tex jacket, then lighted on her face with what could only have been astonishment.

      Morgan bristled at the disapproval she sensed from him. She looked like a tourist and she knew it, but this sort of clothing was practical for traveling. And it wasn’t as though she was the first American tourist he had ever laid eyes on!

      “I asked whether you were all right,” she repeated in her best facsimile of Justine’s businesslike tone. “You said you were bleeding.”

      His eyes narrowed assessingly, though he did not answer her directly. “Well, I would well recall a lass as bonnie as you, that much is for certain.” His words rolled in a brogue that was delightfully Scottish and totally unaffected, and to her own dismay, Morgan couldn’t think of a single thing to say.

      He then winked with devilish charm. “Be a good wench and fetch me a wee dram of whisky.”

      Whisky! Now Morgan smelled the telltale whiff of the liquor and guessed how he had come to fall down the stairs.

      Her tone turned harsh but she didn’t care. “You don’t seem to have hurt yourself too badly for falling down drunk!”

      His smile flashed unexpectedly and he fingered his head. “Ah, lassie, you are only thinking as much because you have not got the ache between your ears that I have.”

      Morgan bristled at further confirmation of his state. “You’re lucky to only have a headache to show for your drinking,” she charged, hearing the heat of an old wound in her words.

      The man whistled under his breath, then winced. “Bold as brass. That will not be earning you much in your trade.” He eyed her legs again with open appreciation, then shoved himself to his feet.

      Morgan was dismayed to realize how much he towered over her and darted up another step so she could at least look him in the eye. When his fair brows drew together, she wasn’t at all certain this was a good place for her to be.

      Maybe trotting down these stairs had not been the best idea. She did have a tendency to act first and think later. Morgan glanced around and realized the only way out of the small chamber was back up the stairs.

      “Do not be getting skittish on me now, lass.” He pushed his hand through his hair, his blue gaze fixed determinedly upon her, and his voice rumbled in a most unsettlingly confidential way. “You have got to know that I was only thinking of your fortunes. Fetch me a wee dram and I will see you have a roll unlike any other, and coin for your own as well.”

      His bold wink left no doubt as to what kind of roll he meant.

      Of all the nerve!

      It wasn’t reassuring in the least that Morgan was still simmering from that first glance. She sputtered for a moment before she managed to take refuge in indignation. “How dare you talk to a perfect stranger like that?”

      To Morgan’s dismay, he laughed, the rich sound filling the tower room. “You must be the most cheeky whore I have yet to meet,” he murmured, a grin still lingering on his lips.

      “I am not a whore!” Morgan snapped.

      He blinked, then his fair brows drew together. He shoved a hand through his hair, leaving it tousled in a boyish manner at odds with the severity of his expression. “Nay? What manner of spouse would let a woman run about dressed as you are?”

      The idea of a husband telling Morgan what she could or could not do struck a nerve and she heard her own voice rise. “If I had a husband, he wouldn’t tell me what to wear!”

      “Would he not, then?” The man’s sapphire gaze was assessing, though he seemed to muse as much to himself as to Morgan. “And why would he be listening? Why, a man could just toss a wee lass like you over his shoulder…”

      Morgan’s mouth went dry as he stepped closer, a sensuous gleam in his eye.

      “Morgan!” Justine’s call came at the perfect moment.

      “Here!” she cried in response. With one last glance at the man, Morgan scampered up the narrow steps.

      But in her hurry to escape, she slipped.

      Morgan yelped, clenched her camera and gritted her teeth. She bounced off two stairs before landing with a thumpity-thump all the way at the bottom again. The jolt of her landing made her camera go off, because her finger was still on the shutter.

      The flash was blinding.

      “Ach! The light!” The man swore vehemently under his breath, but Morgan had a few curses of her own.

      Another shot wasted! Morgan shoved the camera back into her bag in frustration, hating that she was so useless with mechanical things.

      She didn’t even have a chance to think about what Blake would say before the kilted man squatted down beside her. He braced his arm against the wall above her shoulder, effectively trapping her in her ignoble sprawl. Morgan couldn’t take a breath, he was so close.

      His blue, blue gaze was fixed upon her again and Morgan’s mouth went dry. She was far too aware of the tanned strength of those legs, let alone how close they were to her own. Beneath the tang of the whisky, Morgan could smell the musk of the man’s skin, and her traitorous toes curled inside her boots.

      She really could pick ’em.

      “Are you all right, lass?” he asked with surprising gentleness.

      “I have to go,” Morgan said hastily, but he did not move.

      Then the Polaroid clicked and the sound of the emerging picture echoed loudly in the tiny room.

      Her companion glanced pointedly at her bag, his eyes bright with curiosity. “What manner of sorcery made that light? You had only a wee box in your hand.” He cocked his head at the sound of the whirring. “It hums like some fey insect in there!” He reached out a hand. “Let me see, lass.”

      Morgan’s fingers closed proprietarily over the straps of her bag. Was he a thief? The last thing she was going to do was display her recently acquired camera to this man! “No! It’s just a camera.”

      “Just a what?” He looked, remarkably, as though he did not know the word, though his eyes shone with intelligence.

      Where had this man been for the last century?

      “A camera. You know.”

      His firm lips twisted. “Nay, lass, I know of naught that can blaze that brightly with such speed. Let me have a look at it.” He leaned closer with obvious curiosity. Morgan inched backward, convinced he was trying to trick her.

      It was disconcerting how quickly she found the stairs at her back.

      Morgan swallowed and looked up at the determined man leaning over her. “You can’t see it,” she insisted and hitched the bag higher over her shoulder. “You have to let me up.”

      The way his gaze darted over her made Morgan’s blood heat in a most troubling way. He might have spoken but Justine’s cry carried from overhead.

      “Morgan!”

      The man’s head snapped up. “Morgaine!” he whispered. His gaze blazed into hers. “She called you Morgaine!” His voice was low as though he barely dared to voice her name. “Why?”

      “Because it’s my name. Morgan Lafayette.”

      Alarm flickered through those blue eyes. “You are Morgaine le Fee!” he hissed through his teeth.

      Before Morgan could make sense of that, he lunged to his feet. He jumped backward—as though he were suddenly leery of her—and seemed surprised to find a solid wall behind himself.

      Morgan took advantage of the chance to scramble to her feet.

      His gaze flicked between the wall and Morgan. Evidently he was seeking escape routes just as she had a minute earlier. If Morgan had been more composed, she might have found the change of roles funny.

      “Sealed up the passage, have you?” he demanded suspiciously, then his eyes narrowed to sapphire slits. “I suppose that is all the proof a thinking man needs of your powers.”

      Morgan had never met anyone whose eyes so clearly revealed their thoughts, even ones as inexplicable as his seemed to be.

      “And I must pass you to escape,” he mused. “Some sort of test, is it, then?”

      A test? What on earth was he talking about?

      Suddenly Morgan recalled his demand for whisky and understood. The man was drunk as a skunk! No wonder he made no sense!

      Trust her to find the only drunk in this place and to find him attractive! Hadn’t she learned her lesson?

      Morgan reached for the railing, determined to not make the same slip twice—in more ways than one. “Well, at least you weren’t hurt by your fall. Perhaps you’ll think about this the next time you have a whisky.” Morgan smiled brightly. “I’ll just be going now.”

      And she fled up the stairs.

      “Wait!” he cried with such dismay that Morgan halted to look back at him and saw that he was about to follow after her. His eyes were bluer than blue, the appeal within them as clear as crystal, and he certainly didn’t look drunk.

      Something within Morgan melted with dangerous ease.

      “What are you wanting from me, Morgaine?” he asked huskily. He put one foot on the bottom step, revealing those bronzed legs to singular advantage.

      Morgan’s mouth went dry. Her impish mind immediately recalled the offer he had already made, before she forced herself to remember where she was.

      And what kind of man he was. A drinker, a troublemaker, possibly a thief, apparently a womanizer.

      A man a whole lot like Matt.

      His question alone should have been enough to remind her of those last ugly months with Matt. How often had Matt asked her what she wanted of him?

      And how seldom had he listened to her simple answer?

      Hundreds of broken promises flooded through Morgan’s mind, the memories alone enough to make her heart ache once more. She blinked her tears away, tears not for Matt but for her own stupid trust, and squarely met the stranger’s gaze.

      Been there, done that, Morgan reminded herself forcefully. And never again.

      “Nothing,” she said firmly, though she might have been answering Matt rather than the attractive stranger below. “I don’t want anything from you.” She waved a hand toward the top of the stairs, wanting to make sure he understood she wasn’t alone. “They’re waiting for me.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Morgan turned and ran as though her life depended upon it.
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      The bump on Alasdair’s head throbbed as he watched the delicate marvel of Morgaine le Fee dance up the stairs. Aye, she was all he had heard of her and more, an enchantress of the highest order. What manner of woman would flaunt such shapely legs before the eye of a red-blooded man?

      Incredible as it seemed, Alasdair had indeed been sent to confront a powerful sorceress within her own den. He thought furiously, but there was no other explanation. It did not help at all that the whisky, the fall and Morgaine herself had left his thinking all tapsal-teerie.

      His first idea, that she was a whore hired by the lads to muddle his wits in good fun, had been a reasonable one given her garb. But then the other details had not added up.

      If the bite of her tongue—another attribute held to be Morgaine’s, he reminded himself—had not made the truth clear, then that flashing box had made her identity obvious. That Morgaine had hidden it away after he had caught a glimpse of it only hinted further at the power of its sorcery.

      And every laddie knew that Faeries had eyes the shade of new grass.

      Alasdair liked to think that there was a more sensible explanation for his plight, but he had a terrible feeling it was not to be.

      For what mortal woman could have been so fetchingly beautiful as she? Just the sight of her made a heat unfurl in Alasdair’s loins—the unnatural power of it should have told him sooner who stood before him. Like a blood-red rose Morgaine was, delicate and alluring, yet the barb of her viper’s tongue was as brutal as the rose’s hidden thorns.

      Aye, he should have guessed the truth sooner.

      ’Twas fortunate for Alasdair that she’d had her dark tresses bound back. Had her hair been loose, who could have guessed what havoc she might wreak! He remembered well enough the tales of what might happen when a sorceress unbraided her hair.

      Aye, Alasdair would do well to recall the manner of foe he had engaged. She was a wily one, one who caught men in the net of her allure and never set them free. Already she had sealed off the passageway that led to his compatriots and so seamless was the barricade that Alasdair knew it must have sorcery at its root.

      ’Twas clear enough that he had already riled Morgaine with his accusation that she might be a whore. He was a fool and then some! Alasdair could think of a thousand options of how she might torment him, each lovingly detailed in his gran’s tales, and he liked not a one of them.

      He was in a mess of trouble, there was no mistake. Alasdair took a deep breath and shoved a hand through his unruly hair, wincing as his fingers brushed the bump on his skull. The only way out was the same way the enchantress had gone.

      But what cruel fate awaited him at the top of the stairs?

      “Morgan! There you are!” A woman’s voice rose above, drawing Alasdair’s gaze reluctantly upward once more. “Are you ready for lunch?”

      ’Twas clear enough that the only way he would ever see the mortal world again would be to convince Morgaine to send him there. Perhaps he had only to ask her of Scotland’s fate. Alasdair had no idea, but one thing was evident.

      He could not afford to let Morgaine le Fee out of his sight.

      Alasdair took a deep breath, swallowed his trepidation, then climbed the stairs two at a time. After the shadows below, the brightness of the sunlight made him blink.

      How long had he slept?

      A castle was spread before him, its towers and turrets of fantastical design. Alasdair immediately spied the sorceress, her shapely legs snaring his gaze with beguiling ease. He deliberately looked to those Morgaine met, and found a pair of men attired in garb strange to him, yet similar to her own.

      Well, he had never been one to avoid a deed, however unpleasant it might threaten to be. Alasdair stalked in pursuit, determined to see this matter settled as soon as possible.

      He had obligations to fulfill, after all.
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      To Alasdair’s surprise, the threesome was engaged in a dispute by the time he reached them.

      To his further astonishment, one of the “men” proved on closer inspection to be a woman, flaunting that same shocking garb as the enchantress herself. She looked enough like Morgaine to have been her sister, but there was a polish about her that the enchantress did not share.

      ’Twas as though this pair copied the garb of their queen to win her favor. The man tapped a curiously slender quill on a pad of uncommonly fine vellum. A clerk, Alasdair concluded, though his implements could only have been wrought so fine by dark sorcery.

      These must be Morgaine’s advisors. All leaders gathered a cadre of like-minded men about them, in Alasdair’s experience. Perhaps including the woman, whose function Alasdair could not discern, was a concession to Morgaine’s own gender.

      It seemed his eye was already bewitched by her, for his gaze kept dancing back to linger on those boldly displayed legs. Alasdair could not seem to stop it. She had fine legs, that was true enough, but still his attraction for her was unsettling.

      Could Morgaine have already cast a spell over him?

      “But I thought we were going to Stirling tomorrow,” Morgaine was saying as Alasdair drew near. She looked confused and he paused to eavesdrop on this unexpected development.

      “Stirling?” The man frowned and shook his head with disdain. “There’s no reason to go there, nothing to see at all.”

      That was true enough to Alasdair’s thinking—Stirling was the last of the royal burghs still held by the English, after all. Why would a right-thinking man want to go there, unless it was to attack? Alasdair warmed to the lanky man, despite the unnatural contraption fixed over his eyes.

      The device was wrought of two wire circles, hooked securely to the man’s ears and linked over his nose. Some torture tool of Morgaine’s devising, Alasdair concluded, feeling sympathy for the man when he pushed it further up his nose.

      It must be fiercely uncomfortable.

      “Nothing to see?” Morgaine echoed. “But you just said you wanted to visit Bannockburn!”

      “Visit the site where Scottish independence was lost forever?” The man rolled his eyes. “Morgan, there’s no way I would go there!”

      Now, there was the sound thinking of a Scotsman! Alasdair himself could not have been convinced to visit such a place, wherever it might be.

      But Scottish independence was hardly lost forever. Alasdair conceded that ’twas not unreasonable for an advisor of Morgaine—who clearly supported the English—should appear pessimistic about Scotland’s success in the current bloody fight.

      “Don’t be ridiculous!” Morgaine argued. “Bannockburn was the site of a Scottish victory! The guide was just telling us so.”

      “Morgan!” The man looked down his nose at the enchantress. “What are you thinking? The guide just told us that the Scottish were soundly defeated at Bannockburn.”

      The advisor’s manner was quite bold, to Alasdair’s thinking.

      The other woman shook her head. “Honestly, Morgan. Didn’t you pay any attention?” she chided. “Remember—we’re going to the Palace of Scone tomorrow.”

      “Where the Kings of Scotland were once crowned,” the male advisor added with gusto.

      Aye, that was true enough. Robert the Bruce himself had been crowned there but a few years past.

      Still, the manner of these advisors was still inexplicably forthright. Alasdair could only conclude that this pair must be close to the enchantress to challenge her so openly, especially when she looked distressed. Were they not terrified of her reprisal?

      “You’ve got this backwards, Blake,” Morgaine insisted. She fanned through a book with an ease that belied the volume’s obvious value, then began to read aloud.

      “After the effort to reclaim Edinburgh Castle from the English in 1314 failed…”

      Morgaine’s voice faded and her dark brows pulled together in consternation. “But that’s not what he just told us!” She looked to her companions. “And it’s not what I read in this same book this morning!”

      The woman rolled her eyes. “For the last time, Morgan, you’ve got to keep real life separate from your imagination.”

      “But it said…”

      “Morgan, you have to pay attention,” the woman interrupted crisply.

      Morgaine closed her mouth firmly, but Alasdair knew she was not pleased.

      The man pushed the device up his nose and glanced around himself, his face lighting up when he spotted Alasdair. “Ha! We’ll ask a real Scotsman for Scottish history,” he declared and beckoned to Alasdair. “Excuse me, sir, could you answer a question about your homeland for us?”

      A real Scotsman. That was Alasdair. Alasdair stepped forward with pride at the advisor’s astute appraisal.

      Morgaine turned slightly, her vivid emerald gaze lighting on Alasdair. Her eyes widened slightly, as though she were alarmed to find him so close at hand, and Alasdair’s gut clenched.

      The force of his attraction to her was no less the second time—it could only be magically invoked. Alasdair was suddenly achingly aware of how delicately wrought the sorceress was.

      Had she guessed his weakness for petite women and somehow taken this form to deliberately tempt him? Oh, he could toss her over his shoulder and find a quiet corner to show her a thing or two, that much Alasdair knew!

      But Alasdair needed to court Morgaine’s favor if he meant to escape her kingdom and ’twas clear that a liaison was not the way to do so.

      Alasdair summoned his best memory of fine manners and bowed slightly to her. “My lady Morgaine,” he murmured.

      “Morgan!” the other woman whispered with undisguised delight. “Who is this?” She gave Alasdair a perusal that was openly assessing, and he felt awkward at the obviousness of her approval.

      Then she looked to Morgaine and arched a questioning dark brow. To Alasdair’s amazement, the sorceress blushed like a young girl and that heat returned to his loins right on cue.

      There was nothing softer or sweeter, to Alasdair’s mind, than a woman’s unwitting blush. Had she guessed his vulnerabilities so completely as that?

      “We, um, we just met, in the tower there,” Morgaine said, with markedly less than her earlier assurance. Her cheeks turned steadily more crimson when she dropped her book, though the woman advisor seemed quite pleased by this news.

      “Aye, that we did,” Alasdair contributed, certain his urge to help the faltering Morgaine was purely due to his need to earn her good will. He stooped and scooped up the volume, presenting it to her with a slight bow.

      Their fingertips brushed in the transaction and an unholy tingle danced along Alasdair’s flesh. He made the mistake of glancing into those beguiling green eyes and found himself marveling at the thickness of her dark lashes.

      But wait! Alasdair could not be feeling gallant toward an enchantress who held his fate within her cruel grasp. He forced himself to tear his gaze away, though the deed was more difficult than expected.

      Morgaine fumbled with her book and Alasdair knew her discomfiture was due to the failure of her attempt to charm him. Faith, but she had a rare power! He would have to doubly brace himself against her allure.

      “You’re a real Scotsman,” the man commented.

      “Aye and proudly so,” Alasdair confirmed and squared his shoulders with pride. It was a relief to turn his attention to the advisor, though the weight of Morgaine’s gaze was heavy upon him. “I am Alasdair MacAulay, pledged to the chief of Siol Tormod, and sworn to the hand of Robert the Bruce, King of Scots.”

      To his amazement, the advisors stared at him for an instant, then laughed aloud. Alasdair glanced to the sorceress to find even her lips twitching.

      There was naught amusing about his name!

      “Bravo!” The man clapped his hands. “I didn’t know they hired actors to bring history alive here. What a wonderful idea!” He turned to the female advisor, who nodded agreement.

      “Very convincing,” she added with a gracious smile. “And your costume is so authentic!”

      Alasdair frowned Morgaine, uncertain what to make of this. The smile she was fighting to hide won the battle and curved her lips as she met his eyes. She touched the man on the sleeve, her gaze unwavering from Alasdair.

      “Go easy on him,” Morgaine said quietly. “He fell down the stairs and hit his head.”

      Her soft tone undermined Alasdair’s resistance to her charms. He forced himself to watch the advisors. What the enchantress said was true enough, but the pair made more of this revelation than Alasdair expected. They nudged each other knowingly, exchanged a wink, then offered him bright smiles.

      The man pushed the torture device up his nose once more. “But all the same, you must know your Scottish history. Can you settle this dispute for us, for once and for all? What happened at Bannockburn?”

      “Bannockburn?” Alasdair racked his brain but could not remember anything of a place with such a name. It did not help his memory to
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