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“Let me go, Arion,” Lauren said, and his name slipped out almost gently.

Now there was no mistaking the change in him, a swift intent, his head lowering to hers. He kissed her, his lips claiming hers roughly, his hands coming up to frame her face.

Lauren felt all her being rise up and dissolve, shock and pleasure and complete desire. He tasted of salt and desperation; his fingers trembled against her cheeks. His lips were firm yet soft, caressing hers, and the desire in her made her free hand come up around him, pulling him closer, tangling in his hair.

He made a wordless sound, shifting again, covering more of her body, and his weight and form felt welcome, urgent. He was all hard muscles and unyielding lines, pressing into her, and she reveled in it, she wanted more …
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Prologue

[image: ]

ISLE OF SHOT, 1177

The fall of the axe just missed him, grazing off the battered links of his chain mail with enough force to push him backward, staggering against the heather and the sand.

Arion raised his own sword in defense and managed to deflect the next blow, then found his balance again and turned, ducking the third swing, the one that surely would have cut off his arm if he had not moved in time.

The Norseman had dirty yellow hair and a bloodied smile. His eyes, Arion noticed, were a pale, flat gray, the color of dead waters. The invader lifted the tremendous axe again with both hands, leaving his heart open for the taking.

So Arion took it. The Norseman deserved to die, after all, and he certainly was doing his best to kill Arion first. But as Ari lunged for the heart, something new came at him from the other side, knocking him sideways into the sand, bringing grit into his eyes and mouth and a stinging hotness to his shoulder.

The Norseman laughed out loud and shouted something in his own tongue, but Ari was shaking his head and trying to sit up, so he could stand up, so he could keep fighting. So he would not die. Not today.

The ocean behind the Norseman rolled up the beach with a steady roar, clean white foam and steel-blue waves. The loudness of it rang in his ears, distracting him, and Ari had to blink and shake his head again, trying to make the world stay steady.

Where were his men? Where were Hammond and Trevin, at least? Were they wounded? Were they dead?

He turned his head and saw the honed tip of an arrow pointing through the flesh of his shoulder, obviously where it shouldn’t have been. It perplexed him, this arrow. It dripped with blood and moved as he did, still trying to stumble to his feet. For some reason, Ari could not manage it—the sand was too loose beneath him, the world too unstable to support his legs. The pounding of the ocean grew louder, louder, mingling with the shouts of the battle all around him, all the men screaming, each voice calling for victory.…

He fell to his side in the sand, landing on the shoulder with the arrow in it, and the pain seemed distant, almost sweet.

Great, booted feet were in front of him. Filthy tunic. Reeking stench of sweat and blood and fish. A long, dark shade lapping over him: the shadow of a giant.

The Norseman was still laughing. The sand all around them was dotted with scarlet blood, soaking away into the gold, and Arion wondered why this was going to be the last sight of his life, the shadow of his enemy and the gold and the scarlet and the cold blue water beyond. It had to be fitting. There must be some deep, great meaning to it, but right now he didn’t know what. He didn’t even recall what he was doing here on this bloodied beach, this cold day.…

The shadow of the giant shifted, and as in a dream Ari watched the dark arms lift high again—exposing the heart, stupid move, he thought groggily—and the wicked length of the axe was like a rushing bird across the gold, swift and silent and—unbelievably—the end.

“MacRae!” came a shout, so close and loud that even the Norseman hesitated, and the axe bird hovered over Arion, not falling just yet.

“MacRae!”

Sand exploded around him, forcing Arion to close his eyes and turn his head away, gasping, and suddenly the new call was everywhere, everything, drowning out even the death knell of the ocean. When he opened his eyes again he saw more than just the ragged boots of the Norseman—many new legs, new people. New men, fighting off the invaders. Now there were shadows all over the golden beach, sand flying, battle cries and screams echoing off the rocky dunes behind him. There were tartans and swords and the sparking clamor of metal hitting metal. The battle continued at a feverish new pitch.

And Arion, still sideways in the sand, managed to roll over and push himself up to his elbows, trying to see who else was falling around him.

The Norseman with the dead-water eyes had moved slightly away from him, lumbering after a much smaller figure, a tartan-clad creature that darted and moved like the wind, raising a broadsword that looked too heavy for him. Yet, for all his speed, it seemed the tartaned man was going to die today too, because despite his stupidity the giant had the thick brawn of a bull, Arion knew that. The smaller man would tire before the Norseman would.

There were bodies everywhere. He could see it now, how Tartan had to jump over them sideways and backward, and the Norseman just stepped around them easily. Most of the fallen were cloaked in the skins and bright silver metal of the invaders, but there were also ones in chain mail, like himself. And a few with the tartan of the newcomer, as well.

Tartan was tiring, just as Ari had feared. A misstep on something caused him to swing awkwardly to one side, and the giant gave the same laugh as he had when he had been about to kill Ari.

Ah, well, Arion thought, remote. His arms gave up the last of their strength, and he collapsed back onto the sand. What a cold day to die.

The Norseman shouted something incomprehensible to Tartan. Arion managed to turn his head and squinted against the blood and sweat and sand, watching the finish of the unlikely battle.

The giant lifted his arms and wielded that deadly axe above him.

The heart! Ari thought, and tried to shout it, but all that came out was a rough cough.

And Tartan whirled and moved and did the thing that Ari had thought was impossible—he ducked the blow and brought his own blade up to the exposed torso of the giant, and pushed it in. Then he let go, backing away.

The Norseman seemed frozen, no longer laughing, by God. He took a few clumsy steps backward, then fell to his knees, and then onto his back.

It was one of the last things Arion saw before the darkness came and ate him up: the fallen figure of his enemy, the straight and true edge of the sword that had killed him tilting against the sky and the white waves.

Tartan was coming back toward him, long strides across the sand, sunlight behind him. But Arion du Morgan had to give in to the blackness before he could make it there.

Bliss. The finest sense of nothing; no pain, no sand, no smell of blood mingled with that of the sea.

Something struck him flat across the jaw. Ari scowled, opening his eyes.

Tartan was leaning over him, the sun still behind him. Long hair the color of polished copper was coming loose from a queue, falling down in strands around him. Tartan’s hands cupped Ari’s head, supporting him.

Arion blinked, staring up at the vision. Could it be? Not a man, no … an angel, a woman with hair like copper and eyes like—

Angel leaned back, then spat in his face.

“That’s for making me save your worthless life,” she said, and dropped his head in the sand and walked away from him.


Chapter One
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ENGLAND, 1165

This was the scary place.

Lauren didn’t know another name for it, this menacing room, all thick stone walls and no windows and the smell of death hanging in the air.

She didn’t know where exactly it was, this place, this room. But the people here had peculiar clothing and glittering eyes. They were all men—big, angry men—who looked down and through her, as if she were not really here in the scary place but just her ghost was, and they had caught a glimpse of the Lauren-ghost hiding in the dark corners.

She wished that it were true, that she wasn’t really here. She wished it were just her ghost trapped here in the shadows, and not she herself.

They hated her. That was clear. They said her name in loud, jeering voices. They tossed in food to her carelessly, letting it slop on the floor. They gave her water that turned her stomach, that tasted like sweat.

There was no pallet to rest on. No furniture of any kind, in fact, although one of the walls had long, heavy chains hanging down from iron pegs embedded in the stone. Otherwise, there was only a single blanket, filthy and torn, crawling with unpleasantness. She left it crumpled in one of the corners, by the chains.

Lauren didn’t know how long she had been here—days? Weeks? She almost didn’t remember how she had come here. She had been out with Da, she remembered that. He had taken her from Shot for the very first time in her life, to celebrate her eighth birthday. Da and she and a group of men had gotten on the largest ship they had and sailed to the mainland, to visit their friends there: Clan MacBain, allied with Clan Baird, allied with Clan Ramsay, allied with Clan Murdoch, allied with Clan Colquhoun.…

An ally was a friend, she knew that. Da had many friends.

And he had been so proud of her. Lauren had behaved properly on the voyage over. She had avoided the masts and the rigging and not caused any trouble at all, just as she knew he expected of her. The sky had been as bright as bluebells, clear and warm. The ocean wind had felt wonderful on her face, as always—clean, alive. She had loved the voyage, the water rushing past her in joyous tones and vibrant colors. She was almost sad when they docked at the mainland, but that had been overridden by the excitement of everything else.

Da, leading her off the boat to the green land before them, holding her hand. Hugs all around, people exclaiming over her, the shade of her hair—exactly like her mother’s, they had said. Her smile—the image of the laird’s, they said. Like Da’s. Happy voices and helpful hands leading her forward into them, to the village beyond the docks.

Since they were the friends of her own clan, she had felt no reservations at all in chatting with them, letting them admire her and admiring them in return. Da walked beside her, talking in his low, gravelly voice, and it had seemed to Lauren MacRae that in that moment the world was simply a perfect place. She had her father, she had these new friends, she had her home back on Shot and the blue sky above her, and what could be finer than any of that?

Then it had happened. While they were still walking, before they could even reach the heart of the village, the bad men had come. They had swift horses and maces and swords, and Da and the rest had raced around, shouting. Hands yanked at her, pulling her this way and that, and it was all so confusing. She couldn’t see anything but legs and horses, everything and everyone were so much taller than she.

Da had been howling her name, and she had shouted back, trying to run to him. But then someone new took her, one of the bad men. He had clamped a hand over her mouth and lifted her up high onto his horse with him.

Now she could see everything, all right, all the chaos and the fighting and the savage dances of the swords and maces of the different men. She even caught a glimpse of Da, battling furiously with three of the bad men, still turning his head to search for her. She had screamed from behind the hand over her mouth.

And then they had ridden away and she had been helpless to escape, though she had tried very hard. She had bitten the man who held her; she had struggled and kicked even though she was on a very tall horse, and falling to the ground would probably hurt a lot.

The man holding her had muttered something and then there was a flashing pain on the side of her head, and then …

Lauren had woken up here.

It was cold and damp and had frightening black shadows, and no one would answer any of her questions. It hadn’t mattered if she asked politely, as Hannah had taught her, or if she yelled and called them names, cursing them with all the words she had secretly learned from eavesdropping on the stableboys. The men here would not speak to her. They would not even look at her, hunched up in her corner.

Except for one. Except for one boy.

He had come in with the laird—at least Lauren thought it was the laird, although she had not heard him called that. The odd laird was dressed as strangely as all the others, with no tartan at all, but rather a very elaborate tunic, with many colors and fancy stitchwork all over it. Yet for all the fanciness, Lauren was not fooled: This man was the cause of the death stench. It came from him, it washed out and away from him, rushing over to her in splintering waves.

As he walked into the cell, one of the guards bowed to him and called him “milord du Morgan.” As soon as Lauren heard that name, she knew she was going to die here in the scary place.

The du Morgans were the clan of the devil. Everyone knew that.

The du Morgan devil had come into her prison with nothing but a sneer on his face and foul words on his lips, carrying that stench. Like all the other men, he had not looked directly at her, but rather around her, at her hair, at her clothing, at her hands. The boy walked in slowly behind him, masked with the same murky darkness that consumed the rest of the room.

Lauren stood up tall and tried not to tremble, for Da wouldn’t want her to show any fear to the devil.

“Chin up,” Da would have said. “Look him straight in the eye, Lauren. You’re a MacRae. You bow to no one.”

So she had stiffened her spine and glared up at the devil, though inside her stomach had been all shivery and her fingers and toes felt like ice.

And the devil had stood in front of her and talked about her—not to her, about her—to the lad behind him, who had stood silent, with an air of unhappiness shrouding him.

“Pathetic,” ridiculed the devil, squinting his narrow demon eyes at her. “Notice well, Arion, the surly demeanor of it. Notice well the pagan color of its hair, the paleness of its skin. It is an inferior creature, all in all. Hardly worth the effort of securing it.”

Lauren realized that she was the “it” in his words. She kept her head up, eyes forward, just as Da would have told her to.

“Mac-Rae,” the devil smirked, making her name sound long and drawn out, a distortion of the syllables. “This is all they have to unite with their allies, this dismal female. And see how it quakes, Arion. See the weakness of its stock. Our enemy has come to a sad end indeed, to pin their hopes on this wretched child.”

“I am not quaking,” Lauren had said then, the first time she had dared address the devil.

But he ignored her words, just as all the others had.

“Simple,” the devil mocked, dressed in his strange finery, holding a hand up to his nose, as if to block out her smell. “Weak. Common. Learn well from this, Nephew. See how easy it is to control your enemy.”

The boy had not stopped staring at her, and so at last Lauren released her futile gaze on the devil-laird to glare back at the devil’s nephew. He, at least, was meeting her look.

He was almost no longer a boy, Lauren could tell. He had the same lanky frame as her cousin Quinn, who was five years older than she. This boy was probably the same age, if the devil’s family aged as mortals did.

His hair was coal black, and his eyes were dark and troubled.

“Our king thinks to placate us with the division of Shot,” said the devil in a voice that deepened the cold in the room tenfold. “He grows weary of our island war, he says. So he panders to the Scottish king, and they drink their wine and congratulate each other on the peace they think they have scraped together. But know this, Arion: Their maps and lines and proclamations do not alter the truth. The Isle of Shot lies nearer to the coast of England, not Scotland. Our ancestors were there before the Scots. No matter who orders us to peace, the du Morgan family claims all of the island, and nothing will stop us from fulfilling that claim. Certainly not this feeble creature here, this little nothing.”

“I am not afraid of you,” Lauren had lied then, trying to inject scorn into her tone.

The devil casually crossed to her and slapped her hard across the face, sending her reeling back against the wall. She thought she heard the boy exclaim, but her head had struck the stone and she wasn’t certain. Lauren stayed there, dazed, as the shock of it wore off.

“A very little nothing,” the devil said coolly. “And so easy to kill. Remember, Arion. Someday all of Shot—and all the power it represents—will be yours. This insignificant thing here is what you will need to dispatch to make it so.” He turned away from her, to the boy. “Alas, however, not today. But someday. Someday soon.”

The du Morgan devil had left then, and the boy had followed, throwing just one more glance at her over his shoulder before he was gone.

That had been today, Lauren was fairly certain. Time was tricky here in the scary place, and she couldn’t count it out right, since it was always dark. But she thought that visit had been today.

The lamp they had left her was almost out of oil. She could tell by the way the flame grew puny and thin, a bare blue light against the heavy darkness. Soon it would be gone completely, and the blackness would take over everything. The death air would grow bolder in the darkness. Death was afraid of light.

Lauren sat down against the wall with her arms wrapped around her knees, shivering from the cold and the fear and the misery that ate away at her. She kept a fold of her tartan pressed up against her face, her cheek, breathing in the faint scent of Shot and trying to find some of the bravery she was sure must be hidden in it.

She was going to die here. What an awful thing, to die, and never see the sky again, or touch the warm sand, or swim in the ocean. Never again sleep in her corner room at Keir Castle. Never hold a starfish again, never watch dolphins weaving through the waves, never climb another tree, never see Da or Hannah or any of her family again …

Except for Mama, up in heaven. Mama was there. Surely that had to be something.

She must have slept some, for when she lifted her head the flame from the lamp was completely gone, and the only light seeping in came from the uneven sliver of space between the door to her prison and the floor.

Lauren lowered her head again and closed her eyes, clutching the fold of tartan over her mouth, trying to hold on to her memories of her home.
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Voices came to her in a dream.

One of them was heavy and muttered, a man’s tone. But the other was softer, womanly and sweet. The rhythm of that voice was so familiar to Lauren that she opened her eyes in the dream, the longing spreading through her in a painful ache.

“Mama?”

The lock to the cell door let out a squeak, the same sound as it always made when the key was fitted in and turned. Lauren looked over at it quickly, her heart racing. This was no dream. No, this was still the nightmare. The room was just as dark as before, and she was just as chilled. Her limbs were stiff and numb.

If this was death coming for her, she wasn’t ready. But she was too cold to stand and fight.

The door opened. Light flooded into her prison, a blinding glow, outlining the figure framed in the doorway with a radiant blur. Lauren blinked rapidly, then found the strength to stand, her back against the wall. She raised her fists.

“Oh, little girl,” said the woman’s voice, the one from her dream. It was still soft and gentle, and seemed to carry an undertone of music. The figure came forward, and the blur became the shape of a lady in a gown, holding something in her hands.

“Who are you?” Lauren rasped, flattening back to the hard stone wall.

“Don’t worry,” the lady said, and the music in her words became more pronounced. “Don’t worry, little girl.”

When she was close enough, Lauren saw something of her face, lovely and strange, like a pixie caught down here in the dankness of the dungeon. Her eyes were large and vague; her hair fell to her waist in soft black waves.

“Don’t worry,” the woman crooned, lilting. She carried a tray. On the tray was a bowl of something that smelled like food.

Lauren’s stomach betrayed her, a growl into the silence of the room.

The woman smiled. “See? I knew you would be happy to have me come.”

She glanced around the cell, as if expecting to find a fine banquet table upon which to set her tray. Her gaze back to Lauren suggested puzzlement, then humor. She knelt and placed the tray on the floor, looking up again.

“Who are you?” the lady asked, repeating Lauren’s own words back to her, but putting her faint song to them.

Lauren shook her head, wary, and tried to ignore the aroma of beef broth drifting over to her.

“Are you lost, little girl?” the woman asked now. She rose and stepped around the tray, moving toward Lauren. Her fancy gown trailed behind her, the color of summer clouds trimmed with silver. “How did you come here?”

Lauren said nothing, only watched the lady frown, faint and refined; she lifted one slender hand and wrapped her fingers around a lock of Lauren’s hair.

“Oh,” she said breathlessly, staring down at it. “Like … roses and sunset … melted together. I like roses. Do you, little girl?”

She seemed not to care that Lauren didn’t reply, only moved her perplexed look back to Lauren’s face. Her head tilted, studying her, and Lauren could only stare at her in return, appalled and captivated and starving.

“I have a mouse in my room,” the lady said, slow and melodic. “A little brown mouse. I have named him Simon. Don’t you think that’s a good name?”

Now she appeared to want an answer, so Lauren nodded, wide-eyed. The lady watched her seriously, then shook her head, as if coming out of a daze. She took a step away from Lauren, straightening her shoulders.

“My name is Nora. I have brought you food. But you mustn’t tell Uncle Ryder.”

Lauren darted a quick glance down at the tray, then up to the lady’s dark eyes.

“Promise,” Nora said sternly. “Promise you won’t tell him.”

Lauren licked her lips. “I won’t.”

“But I don’t know,” Nora said, fretful now. “I don’t know you. How can I believe you? You might trick me. You might tell him anyway. And then he would come.…” Her voice faltered and ended in a sort of moan; her eyes rolled up and then closed. “No,” she whispered. “No, no, Uncle.”

Her body began to sway back and forth, slow and graceful. The moan grew higher and higher in pitch, became a chant that raised the hairs on the backs of Lauren’s arms.

“Blood and sea and sand and swords and song … tra le la, le la …”

Lauren edged sideways, moving away from her, still staring.

“No!” the lady cried, and one of her hands darted out and grabbed Lauren by the shoulder.

Back by the doorway a guard peered in. “My lady?”

Nora opened her eyes.

“Go away,” she said sharply, without turning around. “I am telling this girl about my mouse Simon. You must go away. You agreed to.”

“Hurry,” urged the guard, and then vanished again.

“Uncle Ryder doesn’t know I’m here, of course,” Nora said, smiling. “He would be so angry. But I had heard of you. Arion told me of you. I thought you would like some nice food.”

And Lauren, who thought she might fall down with the hunger, managed to do nothing, only stand there with the lady’s hand clenched on her shoulder. Nora kept smiling her curious smile down at her.

“Come.” She lightened her grip and pulled Lauren forward, toward the tray.

Lauren walked over to it almost reluctantly, though her stomach felt hollow and pained, and her mouth was watering from the delicious smell of good food. It seemed years since she had last eaten, and that had been just stale bread and a hard rind of cheese.

“Look,” Nora invited, dipping down and lifting the bowl of broth. “Isn’t it wonderful? I made it myself, just for you.”

Steam wisped off the top of the liquid, curling magic in the stark darkness. It wafted up and filled Lauren’s senses, hot and rich and meaty. It blocked out the smell of everything else: the dirt and the filth, and, most important, the death. Her hands reached out to take the bowl.

“Don’t forget.” Nora’s voice was singsong. “Don’t forget, little girl. You mustn’t tell.”

“No,” Lauren agreed, and accepted the bowl. It heated her fingers, delicious warmth.

Nora was smiling, generous and beautiful, and Lauren felt an immense gratitude to her, whoever she was, this sad pixie person. She wanted to thank her suddenly, she wanted to shower her with words of appreciation, but her mouth would open only for the fragrant soup, and so she placed the rim of the wooden bowl to her mouth and tilted it toward her. The incredible broth slid past her lips, salty goodness over her tongue.

“Nora!”

Lauren jumped and dropped the bowl. It fell to the floor and all the wonderful broth spilled out, an arc of liquid splashing against the stones, streaming away.

“Nora!” called the same voice, young and anguished, and someone new rushed into the cell, the boy from before. He came between them and pushed Nora away from Lauren with both hands.

Nora took the force calmly, stepping back. The boy then turned and kicked the bowl that had held the broth across the room, so that it skidded and clattered up against a wall. He whirled back to the dark-haired woman.

“What were you doing?” he asked, furious and hushed. “How could you?”

“She was hungry,” Nora replied, serene.

“One of the dogs,” the boy began, and then stopped, shaking his head. “If Ryder discovers it—Nora! She’s just a child!”

Lauren watched, spellbound, as the woman looked down at her and raised one eyebrow. Her look hinted at laughter.

“What’s this?” The guard appeared again, gruff and huge, filling the doorway. “What’s amiss, my lord?”

The boy spoke to him carelessly, but there was no denying the authority in his tone, even though he was so young. “It’s nothing. I have a message for my sister, that’s all. Leave us now.”

The guard eyed the three of them, but he nodded and bowed out, leaving the empty, open doorway in his place.

“The broth you made was spilled in the buttery,” the boy whispered to Nora, taking a step toward her. “The dogs came to lap it up. One has already died! The other two looked as though they would soon follow. What did you do to it?”

“It is savory,” said Nora proudly.

“It is poison,” the boy hissed back. “When Uncle Ryder finds out, he’ll kill you himself! She’s a hostage! She mustn’t die!”

Lauren brought both hands up to her throat, gagging. She turned away from the two of them and spat on the floor, trying to rid herself of the last of the taste. Suddenly the boy was at her side, his arm tight around her shoulders.

“How much did you drink?” he asked urgently.

Lauren tried to pull away from him but he wouldn’t let her, holding on tighter.

“How much?” he demanded.

“A sip!” She tore away from his grip, panting. “You won’t kill me today, du Morgan!”

Amazingly, the devil’s nephew smiled at her then—a true smile, swift and glad, as different from the lady’s as the sun was from snow.

“No, not today,” he agreed, and the gladness was in his voice as well.

“Ari?” It was Nora, now suddenly trembling, fear and panic clear in every line of her. “What—what has happened? I don’t understand—”

“All is well.” The boy walked to her, speaking quickly. “I think we can mend this. You need to go back to your chambers, Nora. Go now.”

“Go? But … the little girl—she’s lost, Ari, she needs our help. And I’ve brought her some soup, you see—”

The boy took the lady by the shoulders, nearly as tall as she. “Forget about this girl, do you understand me? Forget her. She’s not lost. I’m taking her home now, in fact.” His voice turned soothing. “All is well, Nora, all is well. Go back to your chambers.”

Nora blinked, staring down into his face. The boy spoke on, the rhythm of his words steady, repetitive.

“Go as fast as you can, but walk, do you understand? Walk the entire way. If anyone stops you, tell them you must be back in your chambers to prepare for confession. Tell them the priest is waiting for you. But stay there. Don’t go to confession. Wait for me. Do you understand, Nora?”

“Walk,” the lady echoed, sounding relieved. “Back to my chambers.”

“That’s right,” said the boy, and pushed her lightly to the door.

“Yes.” Nora left the room, talking softly, as if to herself. “Confession, you see. I must go and confess.…”

The boy faced Lauren. “You. Come with me.”

“Unholy demon!” Lauren circled away from him. “Touch me and I’ll send you back to hell, where you belong!”

The boy stopped and considered her, unsmiling. “I won’t hurt you.”

Lauren let out a disbelieving laugh, slowly covering the perimeter of her cell, trying to reach the open door before he noticed.

“I won’t,” the boy repeated. “You have to trust me.”

“Why should I?”

“MacRae!” he said, impatient. “Do you want to get out of here or not?”

“Not with you,” Lauren replied, and sprinted for the door.

She almost made it. She had actually taken one full running step past the opening before he grabbed her and pulled her to him, clapping one hand over her mouth and the other across her chest. She fought, twisting and kicking, but he was older, and bigger, and stronger.

“Stop!” he grunted in her ear. “Stupid girl! I’m trying to save you!”

She kicked him again, then stomped down hard on his foot. His indrawn gasp told her that she had, at least, inflicted some pain.

“Lauren MacRae!” He bit off her name, furious. “If you want to see your father again, you had better do as I tell you!”

Lauren paused, all of the violence in her stilled at the mention of Da.

Slowly the boy loosened his grip, testing to see if she would run again, and when she didn’t, he let her go completely. She whisked around to see his face, to catch the untruth lurking there.

“I know where he is,” the boy said seriously. “I’ll show you how to reach him. But you must obey me. Do exactly as I say.”

The lie wasn’t there. Or rather, she couldn’t see it. In this young man’s face she could detect only the appearance of sincerity. She could tell now that his eyes were not brown, as she had thought, but rather a very dark green, like the deepest part of the ocean, strangely beautiful.

He gazed back at her, just as serious as before, and then something odd happened. Lauren was looking up at him, at the youthful face that was already molding into the features of a man, and she felt a curious thing in her heart. She didn’t have a name for it—heat and moment and a hard beating—and it all coalesced into something almost like … trust.

“Come on,” the boy named Arion said softly, and reached out and took her hand. “Come with me, MacRae. I can save you.”

He could take her back to Da. He was the devil’s kin, but he held the key to reaching Da, the only key. And they both knew it.

So she let him lead her down the cramped hall of the dungeon, past many blackened doors set low to the ground, past torches that offered surly light, past puddles and pitted stones. The smell of death penetrated everything here.

When she looked over her shoulder for the third time, the boy leaned down to her. “The guard is gone,” he murmured. “Nora probably gave him coin. But he’ll be back soon. We have to move faster.”

They climbed very steep stairs and crept through dark, empty hallways, ducking into shadows, and once—when voices sounded abrupt and near around a corner—into an empty room, hiding behind tables and chairs.

But no one came, and soon they were going again, down smaller and smaller hallways, to another room with an open window. The boy pulled her over to it and Lauren was shocked to see that it was night out, a silver-blue night with a faint handful of stars above.

He moved to the wall and placed his hands on it, and the wall moved—opened up! Just like a door!

Lauren was still gaping at this wizardry when he grabbed her hand again and pulled her into the emptiness where the wall used to be. It was very black, blacker even than her cell had been. Lauren stopped in spite of herself, thinking of traps and guards and the devil waiting ahead for her.

“MacRae,” the boy whispered, mocking. “Are you a coward, like the rest of your family?”

Lauren stepped briskly into the unknown, shoving past him until a tug on her tartan turned her in the other direction.

“This way.”

They walked and walked, and even through the blackness Lauren wanted to break into a blind run, to get away from the smothering blanket of it, but the boy took up the whole space ahead of her, and she would not prove his taunt by running. She bit down on the inside of her cheek to choke back a hated whimper of fear. But her pace did not falter.

And then there was another door, and this one revealed the sky and the stars and blessed, fresh air. They left the tunnel and Lauren saw that the wizardry had taken them to a clearing in the woods, and the new door looked for all the world like a regular wall of rock, set back into a hillside. Behind them—not so very far behind—was a tremendous castle, looming with dark menace through the trees.

“Go down this path and follow that star there, do you see it?” The boy pointed to one of the sparkles in the sky, one that danced with red and green and gold. “Follow that for miles, and stay away from people until you reach the second village. You’ll find your father by sunrise, if you hurry.”

She gazed back at him, cloaked in the wooded, leafy starlight.

“Why did you do this?” Lauren asked.

Something in his face turned bitter, a look that held the shadow of a wearied adult.

“Just go.”

“Why?” she persisted.

There was a long stretch of silence between them, and his eyes grew shuttered, the corners of his mouth grim. She didn’t think he would say anything more, but then he did. His words fell flat around them.

“Don’t think it was for you, MacRae. I did it for my sister. I did it for Nora. She must think you’re a danger—I don’t know why. You were only our uncle’s hostage, to be exchanged for one of our own. But you’d be no use to us dead.”

The bitter shadow on him grew deeper, and for an instant she saw an image of the man he would grow into—hard planed and masculine, unforgiving and severe. The menace of the castle behind him seemed to suit him perfectly.

“I can’t watch her all the time. I’d rather risk having you free and gone than my sister punished for taking your life, even if you are a MacRae. Now go. And don’t ever come back, or I may kill you myself.”

Lauren turned away from him and began to run down the path, through the scattered leaves on the ground, into the obscurity of the night.


Chapter Two
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ISLE OF SHOT, 1177

He won’t die.”

Lauren MacRae leaned back in her chair, stretching out the ache of combat that still lingered in her shoulders, and then added, “Although, he should.”

The other woman in the room spoke mildly down to her embroidery.

“Be more charitable to him. It might easily have been him saving us, you know.”

“No, I don’t know that. I’ll tell you why.” Lauren pushed out of the chair, already impatient with rest, and paced around the chamber. “If it had been us out there yesterday morning, being slaughtered by a boatload of Vikings, du Morgan would have merely turned away. He would have let those Northmen do his dirty work for him, and then most likely thanked them kindly when it was over. It would save him a parcel of trouble to have us dead, and don’t think he doesn’t know that.”

“You are too harsh.”

Lauren shrugged, not replying because the only things now on the tip of her tongue were unkind. Hannah was her best friend in this world, and Lauren did not wish to be unkind to her. So instead she walked to one of the windows of her father’s private solar, gazing out to what surely had to be her favorite view of Shot.

The woods, deep and dark and filled with green mystery.

The slope of the hills that turned into mountains, varied and rugged with granite and quartz.

The shoreline, deceptively calm and flat.

The ocean. Cold, endless. Sparkling indigo and green and silver.

And it was hers, all of it. Well, hers and her people’s. The Isle of Shot belonged to the Clan MacRae, and had since the beginning of time. No English edict was going to change that. No English devil family could alter it. The MacRaes were here first, no matter what the English said, and so Shot would always rightfully be theirs. It was as true as the rhythm of life itself, sometimes stronger, sometimes fainter. But always there.

Too bad for her, right now the pulse was at its fainter wane. The threat from the outside had begun to wear on them all. But she was not ready to give up yet—not ever.

“How is he doing?” asked Hannah now, her voice just as gentle as always.

Lauren turned around and stared at her blankly.

“Our visitor,” Hannah reminded her, looking up from her sewing. “Our guest. The Earl of Morgan.”

“Oh.” She turned back to the window. “I’m sure he’s fine. Elias said he would recover. That’s good enough for me.”

“Indeed,” agreed Hannah. “But perhaps you should go see for yourself.”

Clever Hannah, always finding her sore points. Hannah knew that Lauren didn’t want to spend any more time with the Englishman than she had to. He was most likely awake now, and demanding answers.

Lauren lifted one hand to the glassed window, tracing the outline of lead that held the panes together. Let him wait. Let him worry. Just a bit longer.

“He was defending our land, after all,” said Hannah, after a pause. “He almost died for it.”

“You know he thinks it’s his land.”

“And you know it isn’t. So what does it matter? His blood was spilt for Shot. The blood of his kin, as well.”

“And the blood of my kin!” Lauren pushed away from the window and started pacing again, giving in to the anger simmering in her with each strong step.

“Oh, Lauren.” Hannah’s voice was soft with sorrow. “Your father’s death was a terrible loss to us all. But don’t you think it might be time to let go your hatred of this family? We have a new worry to consider. We have a new enemy to vanquish from our home. It was not the du Morgans who killed your father. It was not the du Morgans who injured Quinn. It was the Vikings.”

Lauren bowed her head, wanting to block out the words, wanting to block out the truth of it all.

Da, murdered by these foul invaders not yet a week ago. Her cousin Quinn, next in line to lead the clan, so seriously injured from the same battle that it was thought he might not recover.

Lauren had never been like other girls she knew. She had never willfully maintained the fantasy of a soft, sheltered life. She was a daughter of Shot, and of Hebron MacRae, the finest laird ever to head the clan. Her mother had passed away when she was young, so Lauren had grown up in the footsteps of her father, playing in the untamed woods of the island, learning to hunt and fish and even scuffle with the boys. Not for her, the confines of embroidery and looms and cooking and the safety of the walls of Keir Castle. She could shoot an arrow as straight as anyone; she was one of the swiftest in the whole clan. And, Da would say, laughing at her exploits, one of the most dauntless.

For some reason, she had thought herself inured to death, ready for it. She had thought it just a natural part of her world. What a naïve child she had been after all, even after she had grown up. All along she had thought she was so hardened, fit for anything. Yet last week Lauren realized for the first time that her life had been wildly protected—as if she had walked and walked but never strayed from the charmed luck of a fairy circle. Last week she had finally gone beyond the circle, and stepped into a harsh new world.

When the truth came, when they had carried the laird’s bloodied body back to the castle, all Lauren had felt was a shaking terror, followed by a profound fury.

Da was gone. Forever.

“War is never particular about whose blood it claims, dearest,” Hannah said, almost reading her thoughts. “Your Da understood that. You know he would have done anything to protect you, and to protect our home. The fact remains that this new Earl of Morgan and his men came across a threat to all of us yesterday, and they moved to halt it. You cannot fault them for that.”

Lauren said nothing. She flicked a bright strand of hair out of her eyes, blinking down at the blue slate stones of the floor.

“And it could be that thanks to this English knight,” Hannah continued, “Shot is secure another day. We didn’t have a sentry for that stretch of beach.”

“We’ve never needed one before! I can’t believe those raiders made it past the rough currents offshore there!”

Hannah watched her, all calm and genuine benevolence in her chair, her hands no longer busy with the thread and cloth. Her fine silver hair was lit by the sun, her brown eyes held nothing but warmth. “But they did make it past the currents. And we have du Morgan to thank for at least slowing them down enough to repel them.”

Lauren stood with her hands on her hips, scowling out the window. She didn’t want to agree to this, no matter how true it was. She didn’t want to give the Englishman any credit at all. He was another enemy, that was it. He was another threat to her family—a very particular one to her.

And she had lost so much of her family already.

“Lauren.”

Just that. Just her name, and Hannah knew that she could not help but bend to the understated command in the syllables.

“I’ll go to him,” Lauren said, curt. “I will.”

“You know we cannot keep him here much longer. His people have already sent demands for his return. Best to see to him now, don’t you think?” She waited, then added, “It’s what your father would have expected of you.”

The sunlight flickered and disappeared behind a bank of clouds the shade of new steel. All the colors before her shifted to match that tint, enhancing the autumn seduction of the view.

Behind her she heard the patient silence of Hannah, her friend, her adviser.

Lauren let out a sigh. “Very well. I’ll go now.”

“Be kind to him,” Hannah reminded her, as she was walking out of the room.

“Oh, aye,” Lauren replied softly. “Depend upon it.”
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Arion du Morgan lay sleeping in the pallet they had provided him, drifting in and out of awareness with a slow steadiness that seemed to match the sluggish pace of his heartbeat, gradually growing stronger.

Where was he? His memory was pained and dim—blunt flashes of faces and voices, potions of hot liquid, and a searing pain in his shoulder.

Blood. Sand.

He had been out on patrol with a small party of men. Aye, that was right. They were walking for stealth, because Hammond had said it would be better to walk that strange length of beach than to ride, and Ari had listened to him because Hammond knew this land far better than he did. Hammond had been born on Shot, while Ari had spent nearly the whole of his life on the mainland. This was his first visit to the island as the new earl since his uncle had died four months ago.

They had been walking on their patrol, had rounded the corner of a thick woods and heavy dunes, and then there were the Vikings, bold and astonishingly careless in their arrival, their longship in plain site from the shore.

And then, Ari remembered, all hell had broken loose. He and his men had been spotted, and there was nothing left to do but fight or die.

Dying had surely seemed the most likely outcome. There had been only eight of them, after all, and countless, countless Vikings.…

After that, things got blurry. But he wasn’t dead; he couldn’t be. His shoulder hurt too damned much for that. Definitely alive—or was this hell?

There was something heavy and bulky tied around his shoulder and under his arm. Bandages, many of them. Dead men didn’t need to be bandaged.

He remembered more. He remembered attempting to get up, trying to leave this place and search out his men. But the people here had stopped him, whoever they were—demons or angels—and gradually Ari had come to understand that his men were safe, all seven of them. They had repeated that to him enough so that he had surrendered again to the sleeping potions.

Arion tried to sit up now and immediate, unpleasant waves of blackness rolled up into his vision. When they receded, he was sprawled flat again, breathing hard, twisted awkwardly across the pallet. Slowly, carefully, he straightened himself out.

The room that held him was small but had a window which let in the fresh ocean air. Too nice a breeze for hell, he would think. There was also a great, tall ceiling, with heavy beams of wood crisscrossing the arch of it. The shadows up there seemed to shift and float in peaceful grace, silent spirits, guardian angels, perhaps, watching him … so this might be heaven.…

The door opened. Still dazed, Ari turned his head to look and watched as one of the angels from above took shape and form and glided forward into the chamber, a vision of celestial copper-haired beauty in—surprisingly enough—a tartan.

Arion frowned. It was significant, that tartan. Perhaps even more so than the angel herself, who had walked over to him lying flat there on the hard pallet and stood silent, examining him with sober radiance.

The tartan was fixed and pinned in intricate folds over one of Angel’s shoulders with a brooch of silver, then wrapped around her waist to fall in warm lines almost to the floor, covering the gown beneath. It was a deep, subtle blue, with blurred lines of emerald and teal and violet running through it. A hunting tartan, designed to disguise the form it covered in the patchwork pattern of the forest.

And that meant that this woman was no angel at all, but a hunter.

“Awake?” she asked, a single word she managed to imbue with a rich variety of inflections: scorn and disdain, danger and threat.

He sat up fully despite the streaking pain that stabbed through him and the black waves that rushed back. Ari gritted his teeth, fighting them, and felt a slow victory when they began to dissolve. He was bare chested, blankets around his waist, clearly unable to hide the fact that his breathing was strained. But Angel’s eyes did not shift from his face.

Reality came back. He knew now where he was, and who she was. There could be only one possible answer. At the very same moment, Arion realized that he was nude, that his sword was nowhere to be seen, and that this enemy of his had a heavy silver dagger tucked prominently into the folds of material at her waist. It would take her no time at all to draw it—and he had no doubt that she knew how to use it.

She watched him steadily, unmoving, and Ari thought she must have sensed at least some of his comprehension, for now a slow smile curved her pretty lips, one that held no humor at all.

Angel took one step closer, keeping the smile. Her hair fell loose and free, untied from the queue she had worn on the beach—yesterday? today?—and it now covered her shoulders and back in an unbelievably rich cascade of color. It framed her so perfectly, waved and satiny in the sunlight. A breeze came and stirred it, shimmering copper, and the light showed him her eyes now, too, hauntingly familiar, the color of …

“Whiskey,” he said.

She actually looked surprised, if only for second.

“Have you any, Lauren MacRae?” Arion asked, leaning back against the wall behind him.

She stood frozen, staring down at him.

“I have it right, don’t I?” Ari asked now, moving his own glance away from her, as if unconcerned. The blankets around him fell away further, exposing not just his torso but his stomach as well, and even lower. “You are Lauren MacRae, are you not? Or is it Lauren Murdoch by now?”

Angel gave him a frigid smile—wholly at odds with the warm halo of her hair—and crossed to a table Ari hadn’t noticed before, by the door. When she turned back she carried a flask. She pulled out the stopper for him and handed it over.

“Enjoy,” she said, but the tone of her voice said, Choke on it.

He offered back his own smile, dry, then took a long draw from the flask.

The whiskey was good. Better than good, it was incredible, spicy and warm and smooth. But he was careful to stop after two swallows, because he knew he would need his wits to stay sharp around his adversary.

She was stunning. He couldn’t think of a better word for her than that—stunning. She was exquisite and delicate and shone with all the wonderful colors he could have ever imagined on a woman—pale golden eyes and lustrous copper hair and alabaster skin tinted with pink … dark brown lashes and brows; her lips blood rose, full and erotic. He couldn’t believe this was the child he had seen all those years ago, a thin brat grown up to be—a goddess.

But it was she. He knew it in bones, in his soul. Now that his head had cleared some he recognized the same bold spirit he had seen in that small girl, glowing like a living flame in the woman here in front of him. This was Lauren MacRae of the Clan MacRae, and thus one of his most hated enemies.

Ari wanted to laugh with despair and anger. Who could have guessed his enemy would have grown up to be so ruthlessly fair?

He had to pretend to take another swallow of the whiskey to cover his body’s reaction to her: total greed. Quick, raging desire. He wanted her, wanted her so badly that he couldn’t even look at her face for more than a few seconds at a time. It was crazed, it was deep and shadowed and endless, passion as he had never before known—or even suspected. He had to disguise the shaking of his hands.

This was insane. He must have injured his head in the battle. There had to be something wrong with him, something that could explain this tide of emotion that quickened through him and boiled up to his skin, this complete craving for her.

If she discovered this fault in him she would not hesitate to use it against him. And Arion realized, to his aggravation, that he would probably have to let her, that he wouldn’t be able to stop her one bit. Just the thought of touching her—even her hand, her wrist, the soft, supple flesh of her arm—brought forth a torrent of dark fantasies. He closed his eyes, fighting it.

Her voice floated out into the room, velvet and smoke, utterly feminine.

“What were you doing on my land, du Morgan?”

His eyes opened again. Lauren MacRae kept her face impartial, only a glint of something cold and hostile in the lovely amber of her eyes telling him how she really felt: she loathed him. It was so obvious, and so utterly appropriate that he wanted to laugh again, but he didn’t.

“Your land?” Arion murmured. “Pardon me. I was under the impression it was mine.”

“You could use a lesson in geography,” she replied pleasantly, and the glint grew colder. “The Isle of Shot belongs to the MacRaes.”

“Odd. I seem to recall something about my family being here before yours.”

“You are, no doubt, delusional. Perhaps I should confine you for your own good. Keir Castle does not have a dungeon, of course—we are not English barbarians—but I am positive I can discover a sufficiently unpleasant location for you.”

Arion did look at her now, full on. “Was that a threat, MacRae?”

She gave a graceful shrug. “I don’t have to threaten. You are in my home now, du Morgan.”

Her smile was not even guarded, just clear, gorgeous spite. If the circumstances had been at all in his favor, he would have given in to the urge to lie back and admire her gall and her beauty.

“Your home,” he repeated lightly. “Forgive me, MacRae, my head must be muddled. When did you become the leader of your clan?”

He meant it as a casual insult, but he could see his barb went deeper than that, that he had truly wounded her. Seeing it in her caused a similar sensation in him—his heart clenched up, a stabbing ache, pain that he had pained her.

Arion was staggered by his reaction. He could not allow her to control him like this.

“My cousin is the laird,” she finally said, her face showing none of her distress. “I speak for him.”

He was surprised in spite of himself. “Your father?”

“Dead,” she answered flatly.

Ari nodded, understanding now the source of that hurt in her. “I’m sorry.”

“Aye, I’m sure you are,” she said scathingly. “Very sorry indeed.”

He could only shrug, knowing she wouldn’t believe him. He couldn’t blame her, so he changed the subject.

“I want to see my men.”

“Your men are safe enough.”

“Take me to them.”

She had her composure back now, a careful smile on her face that couldn’t quite disguise the icy anger behind it. “I think not, du Morgan. You’ll just have to believe me, because you are staying here.”

He sat up straighter. “Am I your prisoner, MacRae?”

“Why not? Perhaps it’s your turn to play hostage.”

“That would be,” he said softly, letting his own threat come through in his voice, “very, very foolish of you.”

“Oh, think you so?” Her smile faded but the coldness almost sparkled around her now, sharp and winter bright. “Think you so indeed?”

Arion narrowed his eyes. “Hold me here against my will and you risk a war, not only with my family on the other side of this island, but with my country. You know that both Henry and William have issued edicts against either of our families taking any more hostages. We have a truce.”

“Truce. Is that what you call it?”

“Why,” he drawled, “what do you term it, MacRae?”

“Injustice! Your ‘truce’ was only begun after I had been taken by your family as a child.”

“Taken—and freed, MacRae. Or have you forgotten that part?”

She stilled, staring at him, unreadable. “No. I have not forgotten.”

Ari met her look, caught again in the colors of her, the strange notion of this beauty grown from that little girl. They had met so briefly at Ryder’s castle—yet Arion remembered this aspect of her over all else: reckless bravery and wary intelligence, thoughts upon thoughts, the true depths of her mind hidden behind that amber gaze. Then her chilling smile returned, and he saw only the woman once more.

“Yet I think you’ll agree, du Morgan, that it is indeed our turn to take one of you. In the interest of fairness, after all.”

“King Henry will not tolerate your hate.”

“Your king,” she said mildly, “is much too far away from Shot to aid you now, in case you had not noticed. All your English forces are too far. And my family has subdued yours for centuries.”

“I heard it was the other way around.” He was deliberately baiting her, though he knew it was not wise. It was the thwarted passion in him, perhaps, that made him say, “I heard my family has defeated yours.”

“Mainlander,” she scoffed, and he didn’t need to see her eyes to catch the derision there. She turned away from him, walked to the window. One of her hands swept out in a fluid arc, gesturing to the view.

“All you can see before you belongs to my clan. Everything from here to the shore, from the woods to the far mountains, is
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