
  
    [image: Deception of a Highlander]
  


  
    
      Deception of a Highlander

    

    
      
        MADELINE MARTIN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Oliver Heber Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      All rights reserved.

      No part of this publication may be sold, copied, distributed, reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, mechanical or digital, including photocopying and recording or by any information storage and retrieval system without the prior written permission of both the publisher, Oliver Heber Books and the author, Madeline Martin, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      PUBLISHER'S NOTE: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Copyright Madeline Martin

      Published by Oliver-Heber Books

      0 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

    

    
      
        Also by Madeline Martin

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      LONDON, JANUARY 1604

      The drug had taken effect. Mariel Brandon caught the young earl as he slumped forward in a state of unnatural relaxation and eased him back against the lush velvet settee. A familiar ache tightened in her chest.

      Aaron was wrong. She would never grow used to this.

      The earl’s silk doublet was cool beneath her fingertips and far superior to the fraying skirts she wore.

      She averted her gaze, unable to bear the weight of her own shame. He was younger than she had initially presumed. Not any more a man than she was a woman.

      His face would haunt her dreams. As the ones before him already did.

      Like all the others, he had fallen prey to her flirtation and allowed himself to be pulled into the private, sumptuous room in the bowels of Hampton Court Palace. The information he’d been entrusted with fell from his lips with a few kisses and a bared shoulder. The laudanum-laced wine kept her from having to make good on false promises.

      A lock of dark hair fell across his forehead. It was a reminder of why she did all this, of why she endured her lost morality, of why she let a part of herself die when she coaxed men’s secrets. And every time, she slid deeper into the shadows of sin.

      Jack. Sweet, innocent Jack with laughing blue eyes and silky black hair. He was but a pawn in the cruel game Aaron played. They all were.

      How many more men would she be forced to betray until her brother would be released? Until the threat on his life would dissipate, and she could be free from this hell?

      She reached without thinking and brushed a dark curl from the earl’s brow. Forgive me.

      “Are you growing sentimental?” A voice laced with sarcasm sounded from the shadows behind her.

      The consuming odor of Aaron’s perfume filled her nostrils, and the familiar wave of nausea gripped her stomach. Mariel fought the flare of emotion that rose within her. The fear for what his presence represented and the hatred for what he had done. The helplessness he confined her to.

      “Don’t be silly.” She let her hand fall to her side. “He’s just a boy.”

      Aaron emerged from the dark corner of the room as she turned to face him. His breeches and jacket were midnight-blue velvet, far more subtle than his usual attire.

      She gave him a coy smile and sauntered in his direction, playing the game that had been forced upon her. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Revulsion threatened her composure as she pressed her lips to his dry, powdered cheek.

      “I wanted to watch you work. I have to say, I’m most impressed.” He glanced to where the earl snored softly behind her. “How long will he be like that?”

      “He will not wake until morning. And with a wicked headache, poor man.”

      Aaron regarded her with obvious suspicion. “So long as he can never recognize you.”

      Mariel pulled the heavy blonde wig from her hairline, revealing her black tresses beneath. The cool air was heavenly against her scalp. “He departs tomorrow.”

      “And you never leave the house. I swear you are becoming a recluse, poppet. If you killed these men, you could be shopping and dancing like the rest of the girls.”

      “You know what I want.” Keeping the malice from her voice was becoming more difficult as time went on.

      “Yes, yes—your brother.” He rolled his eyes heavenward.

      “He is not yet ten,” she added with great patience. “I haven’t been allowed to see him, and no one gives me word of his welfare. Have you given him my letters?” She pursed her lips to stop her desperate words. Aaron would only use them against her.

      A slow smile curved his thin lips upward and raised the hairs on the back of Mariel’s neck.

      “You will be most delighted with my news. I have one final job for you. The benefactor paid enough to cover the remainder of the fees you and your brother have accrued.”

      Despite her wariness, her pulse raced at the prospect of their freedom. Never had she been offered the hope of immediate release. Mariel waited for him to continue, but a thick silence settled between them—no doubt intentional.

      Aaron ran his gloved finger over the glossy top of a marble table beside him. “There’s a Scottish barbarian at court presently. You need to compel him with your…” His gaze slid down her body. “…Talents.” He rubbed his fingertips together with a look of disinterest. “You must discover the location of two people: Blair and Dougal Hampton. If you can’t do this, you must kill him.”

      “I don’t kill,” Mariel reminded him gently.

      “And I am not refused.” The threat glinted like ice in Aaron’s pale blue eyes. “Do you really think I would fund your training if I only needed you to lure men to private rooms and slip them a sleeping draught?”

      Heat touched her cheeks, and she hated that he would see her discomfort, that he would know she had been so naïve.

      Under his insistence, she had been educated in foreign languages and customs. With honeyed lies served on a silver tongue, he had prompted her to learn the art of weaponry along with the ability to defend and kill using only her hands, skills taught by Aaron’s famed fighter. For her protection should something go awry, he had said. And like a fool, she had believed him.

      His bark of laughter rang out sharp in the heavy silence of the room. “For one so intelligent, you can be so foolish, poppet.” He shook his head. “Any whore can garner secrets, but you,” he drew a deep breath, and his eyes widened, “you are something special.”

      His face eased into a wide smile that revealed one crooked bottom tooth. “Besides, you need not kill him. You are given three months to obtain the information you need.

      “Why so much time?” Her cheeks flared with heat. Asking questions would only prolong the inevitable.

      He gave a derisive snort. “Those Scottish beasts are always wary of strangers. I’ve held the manor for years, and still, the ghastly creatures don’t trust me enough to do my bidding without question. Do you have any idea how much it costs to staff a household with English servants so far from England?” A sound of annoyance rolled from the back of his throat. “Even you might need the full three months to gain his trust. You’ll need to travel to Scotland with him, as I can assure you that he won’t stay in London long. You’ve perfected your Gaelic, I assume?”

      Before she could answer, Aaron waved his hand dismissively. “Of course, you have.”

      “What is the barbarian’s name?” The crude question sat bitter on her tongue, but she knew to reference the Scotsman otherwise would give Aaron cause to question her sympathies.

      “His name is Kieran MacDonald. You need to seek him out tonight.” He glanced around the room. “Jane is with you, correct?”

      Mariel bit back a grimace. Jane had been sent to act as her lady’s maid. For appearance’s sake, or so Aaron had claimed. But Mariel knew the truth. He wanted her always watched, especially after she had discovered where they were keeping Jack. He’d since been moved, and Jane had become her permanent shadow. As much as Mariel hated it, she knew Jane hated it more and considered the task beneath her.

      “She is outside the door. While she may follow me at your bidding, I work alone.” She lifted her chin, her heart racing with the boldness of her challenge.

      He studied her carefully for a moment. “Very well, but she will travel with you to Scotland. That is not up for debate.”

      “I wouldn’t suggest otherwise.”

      His bony knuckle rested beneath her chin and tilted her face up toward his. “Heaven help the man when he looks into your violet eyes and falls prey to the words whispered from your sweet lips.”

      She met his gaze and silently willed the impossible. “Let me see Jack before I go. Just once.”

      Aaron dropped his hand and sighed with impatience. “You are wasting time. Find the savage and secure a place for you and Jane in his party as they travel back to Scotland. I don’t care who you have to kill or seduce to get there.”

      Her heart sank low into her belly. Of course, she wouldn’t be able to see Jack. That she should have known better did little to ease the burn of disappointment.

      “I’ll make sure to give your regards to your brother when I see him next.” The edge of warning in Aaron’s tone was unmistakable.
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        * * *

      

      Mariel’s gaze swept over the crowded room once more but to no avail. Several Highlanders stood out in King James’s new court, but not one looked approachable to question about Kieran MacDonald. Concentrating on the task at hand was impossible with the heat of so many bodies in one small area. The air was thick with strong perfumes and left little room for breathing. White spots dotted her vision, and a cold sweat broke out along her brow. She needed to get outside, to breathe fresh air. Fainting would call far too much attention.

      She threw open the heavy glass door and found herself submerged in the quiet dark of night. All traces of the party were shut out as the door snapped closed behind her. The late winter air nipped her hot cheeks and turned her breath to white fog. Shadows stretched over the garden below and shrouded the various shaped hedges.

      Did Aaron lurk in the darkness?

      A shiver slid down Mariel’s spine as she imagined his eyes trained on her. Would she ever live a life where she was not constantly watched?

      Doubtless Jane stood just inside the door—waiting, spying.

      Jack would be free once she betrayed Kieran MacDonald…or killed him. Doubt niggled her conscience. Could Aaron be trusted? Would he free them when this was done? She drew a deep breath of the frigid air to steady herself. Women had been released from his clutches before; she’d seen it with her own eyes. Besides, what choice did she have? He had Jack, and if this was her only opportunity, she had to take that chance at freedom.

      Aaron had been correct in his reason for the length of time she had been granted. The Scottish did not take well to strangers, especially English strangers.

      Winning a Highlander’s trust was an impossible feat, and if she managed it, her betrayal would be all the more painful. No longer would her victim be someone she knew only for several hours.

      A hard knot balled in her throat. Completing this task would tear away the final vestiges of her morality.

      To kill a man…She gripped the coiled iron railing and let the metal bite into her damp palms. No, the option was hers and she refused to kill.

      Who were these people being sought? Blair and Dougal Hampton. Obviously, brothers or perhaps father and son. Most likely political refugees. Whoever they were, they had caught the attention of the wrong people.

      “If ye squeeze that bar any harder, ye may snap it from the wall.” A man’s voice sounded behind her, startling her from her reverie.

      “What?” she gasped and spun around to face him. She had not heard the door open.

      Chestnut hair grew past the stranger’s shoulders, and he stood a head taller than any man she’d seen in London. His eyes were black against the darkness of night as he studied her. “Why do ye cry?”

      Had she been crying? She touched her cheek and met the cold wetness of her tears.

      The hard lines of his face softened as he regarded her with a tenderness that made her long for the ability to speak candidly to him, to be comforted by him. But she was no ordinary woman with ordinary fears that were able to be soothed.

      She dragged her gaze from the warmth of his stare, severing the delicate connection between them and kept her silence.

      “Will ye tell me yer name?” He moved closer, and a subtle breeze carried the light masculine spice of his scent toward her. She breathed deep before she realized what she was doing.

      “Mariel Brandon.” Her response came automatically and without thought. Her heart slammed erratically within her chest. She had given her real name. For the last two years, she had maintained an alias, her own name nothing more than a memory. Yet here, in the face of a foreign stranger, she had announced her true name without hesitation.

      “Mariel,” he repeated in his hypnotic burr. The corners of his lips tugged up in a ghost of a smile.

      Something about him gave her a reassuring sense of solace and made him feel somehow trustworthy. Doubtless, he could help her find Kieran MacDonald. She drew a slow breath around the sudden tightness in her chest. Like so many before him, she would have to use this kind man to her benefit. And she hated herself for it.

      “Perhaps you might help me.” She stared up at him, keeping her gaze innocent.

      The golden glow of the lights from inside the palace spilled onto the balcony and highlighted his strong features. His jaw was hard, too sharp for his sensual mouth, and his nose appeared bent as if it had been broken before. He wore a kilt belted around his waist and a simple jacket over his plain white leine, the garb of a Highlander.

      His eyes searched hers; his thoughts were impossible to discern from his impassive expression. “What is it ye need?”

      “I’m looking for Kieran MacDonald.” It was a direct approach, but Highlanders were a direct sort of people.

      His face did not reflect any kind of recognition. “Why do ye seek him?”

      “I heard he returns soon to Scotland and hoped to secure passage with his party.” She glanced down, unable to meet his gaze. “I cannot stay in London any longer, and I have nowhere else to go.”

      “I hate to add to yer sadness, lass, but I dinna think he will take ye.”

      Mariel’s heart raced. So he did know him? “Why do you say that?”

      “Because I’m Kieran MacDonald.” His eyes narrowed. “And I’m curious how ye came to know my name.”
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      Kieran regarded the dark-haired woman with a hard stare. Her mouth fell open, and he regretted the bluntness of his demand. She was a courtier, not a prisoner of war.

      Some habits were difficult to leave behind.

      Still, she had asked for him by name. He could not leave that be.

      Color spread across her cheeks. “I overheard several Highlanders speak of you earlier.” Her voice was soft with a huskiness to it. While most English spoke in harsh, clipped tones, her words sounded almost melodic.

      She lowered her eyes demurely and tucked her lower lip between her teeth. He was being ridiculous with his suspicions. She had not sought him out. She hadn’t even seen him when she came onto the balcony.

      Irritation bristled along the back of his neck. Coming to London always set him on edge, but even more so now given the circumstances.

      Still, if Colin and Alec were discussing their plans in full earshot of the court, he would have some choice words with them.

      “I dinna remember seeing ye earlier. What did the men speaking look like?”

      She tilted her face toward him, and the light spilling from inside the palace caressed the smoothness of her skin. “Would you have remembered me?”

      Her wide mouth curved into a coquettish smile. Almond-shaped eyes the color of heather gazed up at him from beneath a veil of thick, black lashes. He did not have to glance down to know her breasts swelled enticingly above her gown or how her bodice hugged her slender waist. He had noted those features earlier. No, Mariel was not the kind of woman any man would miss.

      He grunted in response and turned his attention to the garden below. He didn’t have the patience for flirtation, not when this unwanted trip to London had been such a waste of his time. Subtle questions had rendered far too little information and thus far, no one had seen Hampton at court. Kieran ground his teeth against the angst of his frustration.

      She shifted closer, and the smooth fabric of her skirts brushed his naked calves. He turned his attention to her and found her wide gaze fixed on him, her expression earnest.

      “I’m afraid I’ve upset you. This was not how I wanted my introduction to be.” Her brow furrowed. “Perhaps we might start over?”

      Before he could respond, she offered her hand and gave him a brilliant smile that would have felled the most stoic of men. “I’m Mariel Brandon.”

      Though he felt ridiculous, he played along with the charade. He inclined his head in her direction. “Kieran MacDonald, laird to the MacDonald clan.”

      The back of her hand was white as cream against the darkness of night. He glanced around to the neighboring balconies. If Alec saw him acting like some frilly courtier, he would never live it down. Her tiny hand all but disappeared in his grasp as he placed a kiss above her knuckles. Her skin was warm silk beneath his lips, her delicate rose scent enticing. His gaze shifted to her mouth. Without a doubt, he knew her lips would be soft and sweet and hot.

      Mariel’s hand lingered in his as he straightened. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said. “You’re from Scotland, correct?”

      “Is it so obvious I’m no English?” He teased.

      She gave an exaggerated stare that dragged from his chest up to his face. “Quite. I assure you, no Englishman was ever so tall as you.” Color rose in her cheeks, and she pressed her hand against the side of his arm. “Nor so strong.”

      Kieran had never been one to fall prey to flattery, yet he felt warm at Mariel’s words.

      Tempting though it was, he was not fool enough to think she was wholly interested in him alone. Beautiful women flirted when they wanted something, and clearly, this one wanted to go to Scotland. He eyed her warily. “Ye said ye want to accompany me back to Scotland. Why?”

      The playful grin melted from her lips. “I have no ties to keep me here.” Her gaze dropped to the garden below. “Everything I held dear is lost to me, and everyone I love is either gone or out of reach. I have no friends and no one to care for me or about me. Not anymore.” The sadness he’d seen before burned deep in her luminous stare. “Going to Scotland will allow me a freedom I can never have here a chance to start over.”

      “Ye can go anywhere in England to do that. Why Scotland?”

      She leaned closer to him, her mouth softening and her gaze pleading. “I am in danger if I stay in England,” she whispered.

      The lass’s head barely came to his chest. What kind of danger could she possibly be in? He took in her wide-eyed desperation and furrowed brow.

      “Please,” she said gently. “I’m not safe anywhere in England.”

      “What is it ye’ve done to bring on such danger?” He held his hands at his side, fighting the urge to reach out to her.

      Her fingers pinched one another, and she inhaled what seemed to be a pained breath. “I owe a man more money than I could pay, and he’s ruthless in his pursuit to collect what is owed.” Her head lowered as she glanced down at the ground. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have told you that, but there’s something about you.” She met his gaze once more. “Something I trust.”

      Her smile was apologetic and suddenly shy. As if proving his point, Mariel waved her hand in the air, and the shy smile became too broad and bright to be heartfelt.

      “Enough of me. Tell me of Scotland. I’ve heard no other beauty compares to the Highlands.” A wistful note tinged her words.

      “Aye,” he said. “It’s verra lovely. What ye see depends on where ye are. Skye, where I live, is on the coast, and there are deep blue seas lined with jagged cliffs. The wind blows so fiercely that the waterfalls on those cliffs flow upward and rise to the heavens.” He looked down at her and winked. “Ye’d probably blow away.”

      “Skye,” she repeated. “Even the name is beautiful. Like one could spread their wings and fly into the crystal blue nothing.”

      She drew an invisible pattern on his forearm with her slender finger. The movement was subtle and surprisingly intimate. No longer did his thoughts linger on the beauty of his homeland. Instead, he found his gaze fixed on her parted lips. He wanted to feel her full mouth beneath his and her slender body against him.

      His finger rose of its own volition and stroked the hollow of her cheek. She tilted her face up toward his.

      “Take me with you,” she whispered.

      “What would ye do on Skye?” His voice was deep with desire.

      She rested her hand on his chest, her fingers burning his flesh through the layers of cloth. “I could be your mistress.”
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        * * *

      

      Mariel waited for Kieran’s ready acceptance, but it did not come. Had she misjudged his interest?

      “I dinna need a mistress,” he said and eyed her warily.

      Frustration pricked her. She had acted too quickly, was too blunt, and now she would lose him if she didn’t smooth this over.

      Her eyes swept over his powerful frame. “I don’t doubt your lack of need,” she said with a smile. “But I know I could make you happy.” Her finger trailed down the smooth fabric of his leine, following the carved planes of his chest beneath. “Very happy.”

      His hand folded around hers and stilled the teasing gesture. “I said no.”

      He was slipping away. She let her hand drop to her side and regarded him with a composure she did not feel. “Are you newly married?”

      Kieran snorted as though he found the prospect distasteful. “I am no married.”

      “You have a mistress already, then?”

      “I have no mistress either,” he replied.

      Her heart tripped with fear. “You are in love.”

      The corner of his lip lifted in a sardonic smile. “I dinna have time for love. Nor do I have time for a wife.” He gave her a pointed stare. “Or a mistress, aye?”

      His rejection stung no matter the reasoning. She was suddenly grateful for the allotted time. There might be a need for it after all.

      If she had not already pushed him away.

      Mariel forced a chuckle to lighten the heavy mood. “Then perhaps I can console my broken heart with your friendship. Come. Let us go inside before my dear maid becomes anxious over my absence.” A statement all too true, unfortunately.

      If he did not follow now, she instinctively knew she would lose his interest forever. His rejection was not an option; her failure was not an option. Not with so much at stake.

      No longer was Jack’s life the only one at risk, but now Kieran’s as well. If Mariel could not perform the task, the sympathetic Highlander would lose his life rather than his secrets. She met his dark eyes, and her heart flickered with sorrow.

      Despite his obvious suspicion, Kieran pushed open the glass-paned door and motioned for her to walk ahead of him.

      The uncomfortable warmth of the room was stifling as they left the cool silence of the night behind them. Yawning hearths glowed with red-hot embers on either side of the room lined in green silk an opulent expense meant to block out the cold. Mariel’s palms tingled with sweat.

      She covertly scanned the crowded room for familiar faces. A habit borne out of necessity.

      Jane appeared at her side and held out a plain metal goblet of wine. Her cheeks were flushed, and her amber eyes sparked with what could only be rage. Apparently, she had been informed of the new assignment as well.

      “Thank you, Jane.” Mariel took the goblet with a smile but would do no more than put the cup to her lips. It was never wise to lose one’s head while on assignment. “Kieran, would you like Jane to get you something to drink?”

      “I dinna care for English wine.” His response was curt, an indication that he still bristled from her folly outside. She may have lured him to her side, but she was still far from her goal.

      Jane bobbed a curtsey and disappeared into the crowd, doubtless to find another of Aaron’s men to relate Mariel’s progress.

      Several unoccupied chess tables stood near a large window, and an idea came to her. “Do you play?” she asked, nodding toward the table.

      Kieran’s eyes followed the direction she indicated. “Aye.” His response was flat, and his face unreadable.

      “Then let us play.” She grabbed his hand to pull him in the direction of the table. His palm was calloused and hard beneath her fingers. For all his noble status as laird, the man worked hard with his hands.

      Mariel sank with grace into the dainty chair. “Jane has my purse. Perhaps we could wager something of a different nature?” She did not meet his gaze as she positioned the board, setting the yellowed ivory pieces in front of her and the chipped onyx before him. Would he take the bait?

      “What did ye have in mind?” Caution laced his tone.

      “If you win, I’ll leave you alone since I fear that is what you desire.”

      He did not protest. “And if ye win?”

      Mariel settled back in the chair and surveyed the board. “If I win, you take me to Scotland. Both me and my maid. All expenses covered.”

      A frown tugged at his lips. He would need a little goading.

      “Afraid I’ll beat you?” she challenged playfully.

      Kieran’s eyes narrowed as he settled in the seat opposite her. The delicate chair looked like a child’s toy beneath his massive frame. “Yer move.”

      The tension in Mariel’s shoulders eased. Once she won the game and secured her passage to Scotland, she would have to come up with a way to gain his trust enough for him to speak openly with her. That would be the difficult part. She knew from experience that men did not part easily with their secrets. Their innermost thoughts were shared with other males of a close acquaintance or the women they slept with.

      Since Mariel was not a man, that left only one option.

      She pushed her pawn forward two spaces. Kieran was not completely disinterested. She had not imagined the desire in his eyes. Her pulse fluttered with unaccustomed nervousness as she waited for him to make his move.

      She must win this game.

      “I hear King James is trying to establish his own Bible,” she said. Men typically liked to talk when they played chess.

      Kieran grunted and pushed his pawn forward. He kept his large, tapered fingers planted on the piece and surveyed the board.

      Mariel let her gaze wander over Kieran, noting the small creases lining his brow. He was a serious man, one with heavy responsibility. Though the clothes he wore were not ornate, they were sewn well and with fine material. He was a proud man of simple taste.

      “Shakespeare is going to be presenting one of his plays for the king tonight.” She fingered the smooth indentions on her knight and moved it into position.

      Kieran shifted his rook forward and did not respond.

      Mariel slid her bishop across the board.

      The dark wool of Kieran’s jacket stretched over his powerful arms as he nudged another pawn ahead. Several white scars slashed across his hand.

      She breathed out a sigh and captured his rook.

      With a start, she realized the intensity of his stare was fixed on her. Not on the tops of her breasts as most men were wont to do, but on her face, carefully studying her.

      She returned her gaze to the board and tried to focus on the game for the next several moves. One final move of her rook placed the piece within reach of his knight. The very knight that protected Kieran’s king.

      “Ye can take the piece back if ye like,” Kieran said and indicated to the piece.

      The move looked like a mistake on her part and left her rook open for capture.

      She smiled sweetly. “That wouldn’t be fair.”

      He was hesitant when he captured the sacrificial rook as if he somehow felt bad for playing on what he assumed to be an error she had made. His fingers curled around the defeated piece, and his eyes widened slightly. No doubt a realization of what he’d done.

      Victory surged through Mariel like a balm for her ragged nerves. She’d accomplished her goal and won her passage to Scotland. Jack would be safe.

      She slid her queen into position and lifted her fingers from the smooth chess piece. “Checkmate.”
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      Kieran stared down at the chessboard in amazement, studying the pieces to discover an error. He found none. No one had ever beaten him at chess and certainly not in only nine moves.

      Mariel appeared disinterested in her incredible victory as her extraordinary violet gaze skimmed the room once more. She had done that throughout their game. Being in full view at court left her on edge.

      Despite her distracted state, his guaranteed win had become his greatest defeat. And to a most unexpected opponent.

      He had underestimated her, and that arrogance now placed others at risk. Frustration tightened the muscles along the back of his neck. Bringing her to Skye was dangerous, not only for her but also for his people. Too many secrets filled his home. Too much balanced on the edge of discretion to make a stranger welcome.

      Honor pressed Kieran. While he had agreed to take Mariel to Scotland in the unlikely event that she won, he had also made another promise to his people. One of greater import and severity. One that her presence in his home would jeopardize.

      His ready trust had once been abused, and he paid for it still on a daily basis. He would not repeat that mistake again.

      “I canna take ye to Scotland, Mariel.” He stood to leave, hoping she would not press her hand.

      Hoping, but not expecting.

      She rose quickly from her chair. Too quickly. Her look of nonchalance could not hide her anxiety. “Oh?” She folded her arms over her chest. “Did I not hear you correctly when you agreed to play?”

      “Nay, I did agree to play chess with ye.” Though it had just begun, he knew the conversation would not go well for him.

      “And did you not hear me when I told you the wager?”

      “Aye, I heard the wager.” He’d heard but had not expected to have to honor it.

      She motioned to the board. “Do you think I have in some way cheated?”

      He gritted his teeth. “Nay, I dinna think ye cheated.”

      “Then the men of court were correct.” She turned away from him. “Highlanders are not honorable men.” Her eyes met his as she glanced back over her shoulder. “I confess I thought more of you.”

      Pride squeezed against reason and shoved common sense from his thoughts. He caught her hand and pulled her to face him once more. “The English are the ones who are no’ honorable.”

      One perfectly groomed eyebrow lifted at his words. “I’ve never had an Englishman lie to me the way you just did.”

      “It isna lack of honor that keeps me from agreeing to this, but fear for yer safety. I dinna think ye understand how difficult life on Skye can be.” He eyed her soft, milk-white hands and continued, “Ye would need to work hard to earn yer place.”

      Mariel’s gaze wandered to the chessboard. “Perhaps you underestimate me, Kieran.”

      He regarded her with silence. She was full of surprises, he would give her that.

      Kieran studied her upturned face and, for the briefest of moments, allowed himself to entertain the idea of accepting her as his mistress. Having her in his bed would make him the envy of the Highlands. He kept his gaze from trailing down to her bodice, but he knew what lay there. The very idea of having her be his, of being able to pull her into his arms, of being able to kiss her, touch her—it was too damn tempting.

      Kieran folded his hand around his defeated king and let the sharp edges of the chess piece bite into his palm as he tried to clear the images fogging his mind. Wanting her was a waste of energy.

      She could never be his.

      He would never allow her to buy his protection with her body. Too recently he had seen what the abuse of man could do. And it made his body burn with rage.

      He gave her an appraising look. “If ye are able to work for yer keep in Scotland, then why did ye offer to become my mistress?”

      “Working for my keep in London is not possible. There are no options for a woman, save marriage.” Mariel rose on her tiptoes and peered over the elaborate hairstyles of several women to where King James stood with his bushy beard and velvet frippery.

      “King James and Queen Anne were married by proxy,” she said. “However, when our queen tried to depart for Scotland, she encountered storms and was unable to travel. King James was beside himself with misery and wrote sonnets in her honor. Unable to take her absence any longer, he gathered his men and set sail for Oslo, where he plucked her from its barren shore and bore her safely to Scottish soil.” Mariel gave a little sigh. “Is that not the most romantic story you’ve ever heard?”

      Kieran didn’t bother commenting on her diatribe. What a man’s passionate notion toward his wife had to do with Mariel’s offer to be his mistress made no sense. Besides, the king’s chivalrous effort seemed like a waste of men, time, and funds, but some fools considered themselves romantic. That James was such a fool came as little surprise.

      “There is a woman by the door with blonde hair in a pink gown,” Mariel continued without turning her head. “Did you notice her when we came in?”

      He glanced toward the door and immediately spotted the woman. The frivolous gown framed a curvy figure and drew attention to her heavy bosom, while the arrogant tilt of her chin indicated how very important she thought herself.

      He had not noticed her when he entered, but then, what man would see the haughty blonde when he had Mariel on his arm?

      Kieran felt her eyes on him, and he realized she was waiting for an answer. “I dinna see her when we came in,” he confessed.

      “Then you are the only man who did not.” With a wry smile, she leaned closer to him. Her light scent tickled his senses and coaxed the arousal he fought to keep at bay. She spoke softly, her words meant only for his ears. “Do you see how King James looks at her?”

      He turned and found the king staring at the blonde as though she were spit-roasted game and he, a starving man.

      “That’s his mistress, Lady Glamis,” Mariel explained. “His wife, for whom he’d made such a production of loving, is in another palace while Lady Glamis travels with him.” She tilted her head to the side, musing. “Not so very romantic, is it?”

      “No’ all men are that way,” he replied carefully.

      Mariel gave a small shrug that suggested she did not agree with what he’d stated but hadn’t the desire to argue. “Lady Glamis is free to come and go as she pleases, and when our king tires of her, she will do well for herself with the gifts he has bestowed upon her. Queen Anne, however, is doomed to a loveless marriage with a faithless husband. No,” she said with finality, “I’ll take a mistress’s freedom to a wife’s unloved misery any day if those are my only options.”

      “Besides,” she added while he absorbed what she had told him. “Is it such a bad thing for a woman to want a man without the attachment of marriage?” She lowered her head and slanted her eyes up at him from beneath her long lashes.
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        * * *

      

      Mariel knew her brazen question had been a risky move. However, she had not imagined the glint of interest in his eyes or the subtle way he glanced down her body when he claimed to have not noticed Lady Glamis. If she were going to seduce Kieran, she would have to break down his hardened exterior slowly.

      Judging from the heat of his gaze, that exterior had just been chipped.

      Her question did not need a reply when the answer hung so heavy between them.

      “It’s warm in here,” Mariel said in a soft tone. “Perhaps we should continue our conversation outside.”

      Without waiting for his answer, she slid her hand against his elbow, so the curve of her bosom brushed against his arm. Kieran took a step back, and his broad shoulder bumped against the back of a man with cropped blond hair behind them. The slender courtier whipped around to face Kieran. His throat was so crowded with a stiff neck ruff that he had to turn his entire body.

      Mariel’s blood ran cold. She knew the man’s face. Worse still, he would know hers.

      “You made me spill my wine,” the courtier slurred. He pointed to the ruby drop that beaded on his ornate doublet. Kieran cast the thin man a look of rude nonchalance before turning back to Mariel.

      “I was speaking to you, barbarian.” The man pressed a lazy finger into Kieran’s cheek, and his bleary gaze drifted to her face. Recognition flickered in his unfocused eyes. “Hey,” he murmured. “I know you.”

      Her stomach clenched. Her heart slammed against her chest.

      She was caught.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Several courtiers nearby eyed Mariel with interest. The drunk man’s finger lay pressed against Kieran’s reddening face still.

      “I think ye should remove yer finger before I break it,” Kieran growled.

      The man pulled his attention from Mariel to Kieran. He loosed a high-pitched laugh and placed his free hand next to his ear with an exaggerated motion. “What’s that? I don’t understand Erse. Perhaps if you spoke English⁠—”

      Kieran’s fist slammed into the man’s bony chin and sent him crumpling to the ground.

      The chatter of voices ceased, music fell away mid-note, and the clink of coins from the card tables stilled. A roomful of hundreds of people skidded into an unnatural silence. Every eye was drawn to the out-of-control Scottish beast and the hapless courtier he’d brutally assaulted. To make matters worse, the man did not rise from his pile on the floor.

      While Kieran did not seem to notice the commotion he’d caused, Mariel did. Any attention drawn to him was aimed at her as well, something she could ill afford in a court where she had made naught but enemies.

      “Kieran,” she said in a quiet voice and placed her hand on his forearm, “perhaps it’s best we go now.” She caught Jane’s shocked gaze from across the room and nodded her head toward the door.

      “And I was finally starting to enjoy myself,” Kieran muttered under his breath. A white-haired dowager gasped and stared incredulously at him. He turned away from the unconscious man and tucked Mariel’s hand in the crook of his arm as gallantly as any gentleman.

      Mariel dropped her eyes to the floor and tried to keep her head turned toward Kieran to shield her face. Her heart beat wildly and every nerve was on edge. Where one person knew her, there could be more.

      The heavy thump of Kieran’s boots on the polished wood floor filled the tomblike silence of the room. Upon their exit, a wave of voices roared to life behind them. It was not difficult to guess what they were saying.

      Relief eased the tension in her shoulders. Though he would never realize it, Kieran had saved her by accosting the man. Were the courtier not so drunk, he would have doubtless recognized her more quickly.

      Too many things could have gone wrong.

      “You’ve created quite a stir,” she said as they strode through the quiet hall. Candles flickered on either side of them, illuminating prized pieces of art and furnishings. “I’m afraid you may not receive a warm welcome at court tomorrow.”

      “I dinna intend to be at court tomorrow, or London for that matter.” They rounded the corner to the final few steps that led to the sprawling front lawn.

      Jane waited by the doorway with Mariel’s sable cape in her hands.

      “We leave for Scotland so soon?” Mariel allowed Jane to drape the fur over her shoulders.

      Kieran did not reply as they stepped out into the frosty night once more. Mariel glanced behind them to ensure no guards followed --- for either of them.

      Thus far the hall behind them was clear, but she steered them toward a shadowed corner of the lawn just in case.

      “Yer maid isna a verra good escort.” Kieran looked over his shoulder to where Jane stood against the door with her back facing them.

      Mariel pulled in a deep breath of icy air to calm her nerves and offered him her most seductive look. A look that left her gaze heavy-lidded and her mouth soft. She took a bold step closer, so her body whispered against the heated wall of his chest. So close that his scent tugged at her awareness. A sensation fluttered in the pit of her stomach, and bumps of excitement prickled her skin.

      “Jane understands when I want to be alone.”

      His indifferent stare held her gaze. “Ye want to be alone?”

      In the soft glow of the moon, his eyes gleamed like inky pools. They captivated her, drew her with the power of her own seduction, the challenge of his resistance, and the success of earning his affection.

      Her hand rested on the fine wool of his simple jacket. “I want to be alone with you.” She wanted the heat of his lips against hers and his strong arms wrapped around her body. In a world of feigned lust, the heady rush of the true emotion left her reeling.

      Intoxicating though it was, she did not know if she liked it.

      “Mariel…” Kieran gently removed her hand from his chest and stepped back. “I canna take ye to Scotland.” His lips thinned into a stubborn line—a silent command not to be questioned. The command of a man who did not know the persistence of a woman like Mariel.
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        * * *

      

      Kieran took one look at Mariel’s set jaw and knew she would not accept his decision not to take her to Scotland.

      “We had a deal, Kieran.” She lifted her chin, and her eyes flashed in the muted light of the moon.

      “We did, and now I am saying I canna take ye. It is far too dangerous a journey, and life on Skye is harder than anything ye’ve been exposed to here.”

      “You don’t know what I have lived through, what cruelty I have endured. Surely, nothing on Skye can be so vicious as what lays in the shadows of London.” She caught his hand with icy fingers. “Despite your hesitation to honor your agreement and take me to Skye, I can sense you are a man of your word. There are far too few in this world we live in.”

      She gazed up at him with the naïve hope of a child, as if silently pleading with him not to disprove her trust. Something in his gut twisted. He had been correct. She had been subjected to the abuse of men.

      He wanted to give her his trust, to allow her to come with him so he could protect her against the sadness that never left her exotic gaze.

      “Please.” Her voice was soft in the semidarkness. “If I become too much of a burden, you can leave me along the way.”

      “I would no’ leave ye,” he said firmly.

      She gave him a slow smile. “Thank you, Kieran.”

      He stilled. Had he just agreed she could come? He muttered a curse under his breath. Damn his arrogance. It could cost him more than he was willing to pay.

      How could he have agreed to let her come to Skye? The wager had been agreed upon under the assumption his win was guaranteed. It was supposed to have released him from her company so he could continue his search. Thus far he had been unable to locate Lord Hampton and was starting to question if the whoreson was in London at all. Perhaps Alec and Colin had been more successful.

      Mariel closed the distance between them once more and drew his attention with her heated gaze. “I promise you won’t regret this.”

      He wanted to step back from her, but the tone of her voice lured him like a siren’s song. She tempted his curiosity.

      Her slender hand settled on his chest, and the pressure of her fingers sparked a heat in his veins.

      Kieran gazed down at the dark-haired beauty, torn between drawing her to him and walking away forever.

      Unbidden, his hands slid down her back and circled her narrow waist, neither holding her to him nor pushing her away. He should release her and leave yet found he could not. Not when he wanted to trace the delicate curve of her neck with the tip of his tongue to sample if she were as sweet and soft as he’d imagined.

      Mariel eased her body closer against his, so her supple breasts pressed against his chest and swelled over the top of her bodice, milky-white in the light of the moon and tempting as hell.

      Her red lips were moist and parted, teasing his resolve with unspoken promises. “Kiss me, Kieran.” Her breath was sweet against his mouth, and her black lashes fluttered closed.

      White-hot desire flashed through him and singed the fraying edges of his control.

      The woman could tempt a damn saint.

      He trailed the back of his hand down her cheek, and his resistance cracked. Her skin was silk against his calloused thumb. He lowered his head to hers and let the heat of her lips whisper against his.

      The scent of roses tugged at his crumbling resolve and baited his lust. She would be soft and luscious beneath his mouth.

      It was only a kiss, but without a doubt, he knew the heat of her mouth against his would only serve to whet his desire further. He would not be able to still his hands from gliding over what was hidden from view or from pulling her against the parts of him she made ache.

      With an incredible act of willpower, he straightened, released her, and took a step back to address her from a safer distance lest he give in to temptation.

      “If ye still want to come, meet me here tomorrow morning at nine o’clock, aye?”

      He turned to leave when her hand on his forearm stopped him.

      “Why did you not kiss me?” she asked.

      Kieran studied her face and desire tugged at him once more. “Do ye always get what ye want, Mariel?”

      Her eyes trailed the length of his body with a shrewd expression. “Only if I know how to get it.”

      With a swish of her skirts, she turned and walked away, leaving him staring after her with the hollow ache of regret.
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        * * *

      

      Mariel’s gaze scoured the crowds swarming the manicured lawns of the palace while she waited for Jane to bring the two small traveling bags. Nervous anticipation churned her stomach. She would see Kieran soon.

      Excitement had been the culprit of her lack of sleep the night before. She had been haunted by the way he’d brought his lips so close to hers and the way he’d teased her with a kiss that did not follow. His scent lingered on her skin and tangled with the memory of his warm hands around her waist.

      Mariel shielded the sun from her eyes with the flat of her hand and looked over the sea of faces once more, confirming what she already knew. Kieran was not there.

      A young, gawky squire strolled past her. She waved her hands. “Oh, excuse me,” she called.

      He wheeled around and gazed at her through a fluff of blond hair. “Yes, my lady?”

      “Have you seen Laird MacDonald?” The boy probably didn’t know who Kieran was, but perhaps he could direct her to someone who did.

      The boy’s brow furrowed for a moment. “Do you mean the man who punched—” He cleared his throat. “Er…yes, I have.”

      “Marvelous.” She breathed. “Can you direct me to him, please?”

      The boy rubbed the back of his thin neck. “I’m sorry, my lady. He left an hour ago.”
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