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Two households, both alike in dignity,

In fair Verona, where we lay our scene,

From ancient grudge break to new mutiny,

Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean.

From forth the fatal loins of these two foes

A pair of star-cross’d lovers take their life;

Whose misadventured piteous overthrows

Do with their death bury their parents’ strife.

The fearful passage of their death-mark’d love,

And the continuance of their parents’ rage,

Which, but their children’s end, nought could remove,

Is now the two hours’ traffic of our stage;

The which if you with patient ears attend,

What here shall miss, our toil shall strive to mend.

—William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, Prologue



Prologue

[image: image]

Dunscaith Castle, Isle of Skye, 1599

The ground shook with the heavy pounding of hooves as the score of warriors approached Dunscaith Castle. Their leader, Roderick MacLeod, Chief of MacLeod, urged his mount ahead, surging across the rocky crags at breakneck speed. He had to reach her before …

Just then a great roar rose above the thunder of the horses, and with it hope shattered. Rory cursed, knowing that the jubilant cries of the crowd could mean only one thing: The warning had come too late.

Refusing to accept what he already knew, Rory pushed the mighty destrier harder, climbing faster up the steep pathway. Finally, horse and rider crested the hill, at last giving vision to the cruel spectacle orchestrated by Rory’s most despised enemy.

Not a furlong below them, Rory’s sister sat atop a horse, slowly winding her way through a crowd of jeering villagers. She looked so tiny, so painfully alone among the madding crowd. Her hair, a thick, glorious halo of riotous curls, shone like white gold in the mid summer sun. But neither the magnificence of her hair nor the remnants of her once fey beauty could distract the villagers from the conspicuous black patch that covered one eye.

Even from afar, Rory could see Margaret’s pain. The rigid line of her spine, the nearly imperceptible shaking of her hands as she clenched the reins of her maimed horse, the slight flinch as the taunts pelted her pride like stones.

He could make out only snippets of their hateful words. “Face … hideous … one-eyed … mark of the devil …”

Rory pressed on, though the damage had already been done.

None but the MacDonald of Sleat could be capable of sending her away with such a monstrous procession. Sleat had gone to great lengths to shame his sister, mocking her misfortune with outrageous cruelty. For Margaret, who’d badly injured an eye in a horrible riding accident only a few months after arriving at Dunscaith, sat atop a one-eyed horse. A horse that was led by a one-eyed man and followed by a one-eyed dog.

It wasn’t enough that Sleat had decided to repudiate the handfast and send Margaret back to her kinsmen. He did so in a manner designed for one purpose only—to strike right at the heart of the MacLeod pride in a way that could only demand retribution.

Damn Sleat, the devil’s spawn, for dragging an innocent woman into a feud among men.

Rory’s heart wrenched as a small tear slid down Margaret’s pale cheek from behind the black patch. She wobbled, as if searching for strength. When she found none, her chin slumped forward to her chest.

Blood pounded in Rory’s ears, rage finally quieting the cruel voices of the MacDonald clansmen. A piercing battle cry tore from his lungs as he raised his claymore to rally his clansmen. “Hold fast!” he roared the clan’s motto. “To a MacLeod!”

Sleat would regret what he’d done. The MacLeods would be avenged.



Chapter 1
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That mighty stronghold of the west
 In lonely grandeur reigns supreme;

A monument of feudal power,

And fitting haven for a king.

—M. C. MACLEOD

Loch Dunvegan, Isle of Skye, July 1601

Isabel MacDonald had never thought of herself as lacking in courage, but over the past few days she’d begun to reconsider. The long hours of travel, with little to do but think, had tested her mettle. What had seemed in Edinburgh a well-conceived plan to help her clan, now, as they neared their final destination in the farthest outreaches of Scotland, felt more like a virgin being led to the sacrifice. An analogy, she feared, that was disturbingly close to the truth.

Huddled among her MacDonald clansmen on the small birlinn, Isabel felt strangely alone. Like her, the other occupants of the boat remained both watchful and silent as they approached their enemy’s keep. Only the droning sound of the oars, plunging into the black depths beneath them, pierced the eerie quiet. Somewhere ahead of her in the loch beyond lay Castle Dunvegan, the impregnable stronghold of Clan MacLeod.

An icy wind swept over the loch, sending a chill deep into her bones. Eilean a Cheo, she recalled the Erse name for Skye. The “Isle of Mist”—what a prodigious understatement. Cursing her inappropriate traveling attire, Isabel wrapped her fur-trimmed cloak—the only warm garment she was wearing—tighter across her body in a futile attempt to warm herself. But her garments provided such scant protection from the elements, she might as well have been sitting here in a sark.

Given her perilous task, the foul weather seemed somehow fitting.

Isabel had been promised in handfast to the powerful MacLeod chief. Ostensibly, the handfast was a union brokered by the king to end two long and bitter years of feuding between the MacLeods and the MacDonalds. In reality, it was a ruse to gain her access to their enemy’s keep and, if all went according to plan, his heart.

No wedding would follow this handfast. When Isabel found what she came for, she would repudiate the handfast and return to her life at court as lady-in-waiting to Queen Anne as if nothing had happened, secure in the knowledge that she had helped her clan.

Assuming, of course, she wasn’t discovered.

In retrospect, passing the days by thinking of the different ways a spy could be punished probably had not been the most efficient use of her time.

Sensing Isabel’s unease, her cherished nursemaid, Bessie, reached down and gently squeezed her clenched fingers.

“Don’t worry, poppet, it won’t be that bad. You look as if you are headed to the executioner instead of to a handfast. It’s not as if your bridegroom is England’s old King Henry.”

He might as well be. If Isabel’s perfidy was discovered, the result could well be the same as the fate doled out to many of Henry VIII’s wives years ago. She would expect no mercy from a fierce Highland chief. She could only trust that King James, a man who’d welcomed her into his household like a daughter, would not see her tied to a vicious brute. “I’m fine,” Isabel assured her, plastering a lighthearted smile on her face. As fine as she could be, she thought, given that she was about to be handfasted to a stranger.

It was thoughts of the man whom she must deceive that were partially responsible for her growing apprehension over the past few days. Her attempts to glean more insight into the MacLeod chief’s character had proven largely unsuccessful. The king claimed he was an amiable enough man … for a barbarian. As the king considered all Highlanders barbarians, the description did not concern her overmuch.

Her father was equally circumspect, calling the MacLeod a “formidable enemy” with a “good sword arm.” Hardly reassuring. Her brothers had been a little more forthcoming. They described the MacLeod as a cunning chief who was well respected among his clan and a fierce warrior who was unmatched on the battlefield. But she’d learned nothing of the man.

Too late, she realized Bessie was still watching her. “Are you sure nothing is wrong, Isabel?”

She shook her head. “It’s only that I’m freezing and anxious to get off this boat.”

Isabel watched with trepidation as Bessie’s graying brows gathered over the elfin nose that made her aged face appear strangely youthful for her two and forty years. God’s breath, Bessie saw too much. Those omniscient green eyes peered directly into her soul. Isabel knew that her nursemaid suspected something was afoot. From Isabel’s hasty decision to handfast a man she’d never met to the inappropriate traveling attire her uncle had insisted she wear, Bessie had not been fooled by Isabel’s vague explanations.

Isabel met Bessie’s questioning gaze, imploring her silently not to ask what was really bothering her. The temptation to confide in the woman who’d cared for her like a mother was overpowering, but she dared not risk it. Only her father, brothers, and uncle were aware of her true purpose in agreeing to this handfast. It was safer that way.

For once, Bessie relented and pretended that she did not know that something beyond the nerves of a soon-to-be bride were at work. She squeezed Isabel’s hand again. “I’ll call for a bath as soon as we arrive, and you’ll feel much better.”

Isabel managed a smile. Dear Bessie thought every problem could be solved by a long soak in lavender-scented water. “That sounds divine,” she murmured. But as soothing as a warm bath would feel to her aching, travel-weary bones, Isabel knew that her problems would not be so easily solved.

It had all seemed so straightforward a few weeks ago when her father, the MacDonald of Glengarry, had suddenly appeared at court. Her initial surprise and excitement at his unexpected visit, however, had quickly turned to wariness. Her father had never shown much interest in her before, so there had to be a catch. If he was in Edinburgh, it had to be for something important. And she had never been important.

Until now.

She’d been shocked but enormously pleased by his request. Her father had sought out her help! She’d been so thrilled by the prospect of his approaching her with such an important mission that she had jumped at the opportunity to help without much considering the particulars of her task.

It was not the first time Isabel’s eagerness to impress her family had landed her into tricky situations—Bessie could attest to that. But even now, she could not regret her decision. Already her brothers were more relaxed around her, even going so far as to tease her about some silly nickname at court. Her father, too, seemed different. He actually looked at her for longer than a moment.

Unfortunately, he was not the only one.

The back of her neck prickled with awareness. Her uncle was watching her. Again. Since leaving Dunscaith Castle a few days ago, Isabel had often felt her uncle’s heavy stare boring into her back. He unnerved her. Whenever she turned, he was there, watching her with those hard, unblinking eyes.

She’d tried to pretend that she didn’t notice, but his oppressive presence made it impossible. She couldn’t stand the constant staring any longer. Willing herself not to be intimidated, Isabel turned to face him.

“How much longer, Uncle?” she asked, hearing the slight tremble in her voice. Her uncle, the MacDonald of Sleat, hadn’t missed it, either.

He frowned and crossed his thick arms forbiddingly across his chest. A ruddy freckled countenance and graying red hair that receded determinedly from a high broad forehead gave him an older appearance than was suggested by his six and thirty years. Isabel could not help focusing on the center of his face, where one too many drams had left his tremendous nose bright red and bulbous. Overall, he presented quite an imposing figure. Sleat was a great bear of a man, his large frame heavily padded with thick muscle and blanketed with a generous layer of dark red hair. Her nose wrinkled with distaste as his strong scent floated toward her. He even reeked.

Her eyes flickered over his heavy features, searching for a connection. It was so difficult to believe he was related to her mother. Isabel had been told that except for their like coloring, her late mother, Janet, was the very antithesis of her much younger brother. Whereas Janet had been a willowy, delicate beauty, brutish Donald Gorm Mor was far from a handsome man.

He was, however, a powerful one. And her clan desperately needed that power if it were to have any chance of survival.

Uncomfortable under her uncle’s heavy stare, Isabel waited, trying not to fidget, for his response. She looked to her father, but he seemed just as annoyed by her show of nerves as her uncle. She would get no relief in that direction. Her father needed her uncle, and her uncle needed Isabel.

His next words reminded her of that fact. “Do not disappoint me, daughter.”

Her chest twisted. That had always been the problem.

“I thought you were made of sterner stuff, little niece,” Sleat added. “Yet here we are not yet in sight of the castle and you quiver like a scolded bairn. Make yourself ready.”

Isabel knew what he was trying to do—shame her into being brave—but it wasn’t working. She knew what she was up against. Only a fool wouldn’t be nervous, even if only a wee bit.

“Look, my lady, there it is now,” one of the clansmen whispered softly, momentarily dropping an oar and pointing across the loch before them.

Isabel forced herself to follow the direction of his finger. Slowly, she lifted her gaze to the castle that was to be her new home—or, if she was caught, her dungeon.

It wasn’t so bad, she tried to convince herself. There was nothing outwardly sinister about Dunvegan Castle, unless one considered imposing stone walls that seemed to reach clear to the menacing heavens. Perched high on the steep rocky cliffs of the seashore, long, angled curtain walls hugged the edge of the bluff, connecting a tall square keep on the left with a smaller turreted tower on the right. And if the structure weren’t forbidding enough, the smaller tower appeared to be adorned with gargoyles.

It was a bleak fortification built solely for the purpose of defense that bid no welcome. The castle seemed invulnerable to an attack or, more important, to a rescue. Once she entered, there was no going back.

For a moment, Isabel imagined she heard the sound of fairies laughing through the wind as the birlinn glided toward the rocks at the foot of the sea-gate stairs. She’d heard tales of the mystical creatures who lived in the forests about the castle, and it was even rumored that the MacLeods had fairy blood. She usually dismissed such stories as the superstitious meanderings of old folk—believers in the old ways. But on a ghostly night like this, the idea did not seem quite so far-fetched.

Shaking off her fanciful imagination, she told herself it was probably just the haunting tones of the pipers bearing her greeting to Dunvegan.

But even so, she closed her eyes and said a quick prayer for strength.

It never hurt to be safe.

She drew her cloak protectively around her shoulders. The wispy hairs on her arms were sticking straight up. Every instinct clamored against this course of action, but she had no choice. The survival of her clan rested on her shoulders. Or, perhaps more accurately, on her face.

Isabel frowned. She might have been chosen by her uncle for her beauty, but she would succeed by her wits and raw determination. She’d always considered her face a nuisance. It had not helped her win the respect of her father and brothers in the past, but maybe now it would prove valuable in that regard. If she could use her charms to disarm, to entice, to seduce, to blind her husband from seeing her true purpose, then it would all be worth it.

Isabel sat up a little straighter on the hard wooden bench. This was her chance to prove herself. She had to take it. She forced her chin up and took a deep breath.

She was a MacDonald, and no one could stop her.

Certainly not her clan’s most reviled enemy, Rory MacLeod. Her soon-to-be handfast husband. Her temporary handfast husband.

Determined, Isabel turned and met Sleat’s fierce stare.

“I’m ready, Uncle.”

         

Alone in the mist-shrouded moonlight, Rory MacLeod strode vigorously back and forth across the deserted barmkin, his muscles taut with anticipation. His MacDonald bride approached somewhere in the darkness below. He paused long enough to peer over the battlements, searching for a glimpse of the birlinn in the murky black haze. But there was still no sign of the accursed MacDonalds and his unwanted handfast bride.

It still seemed impossible. For every day of the past two years, Rory had kept his vow of vengeance to destroy Sleat for the dishonor he’d done to Rory’s sister Margaret and the MacLeods. But today the feuding would come to an end.

Temporarily, at least.

One year. That’s all he owed the king. And when the year was done, Rory would resume his plan. He wouldn’t rest until Sleat was destroyed and the MacLeods once again held the Trotternish peninsula, land seized by the MacDonalds that rightly belonged to the MacLeods.

Rory drove blunt, battle-scarred fingers harshly through his shoulder-length hair. He’d been damn close to bringing down his enemy—until Sleat had run to the king, and James had decided to interfere.

But if King James thought to end the feud with marriage, he was sorely mistaken. Not after what Sleat had done to Margaret. The hatred between the clans ran too deep.

Rory’s eyes traveled up to the tower where Margaret slept. Could it be only three years ago that his beautiful, bright-eyed young sister had ridden away from Dunvegan, bound for Dunscaith Castle, the happy young handfast bride of the MacDonald of Sleat? It seemed impossible that so much could change in such a short time. Margaret had returned to Dunvegan a sad shell of the sweet, naïve, yet spirited little sister he remembered.

Not long after Margaret’s return, the MacLeods had attacked the MacDonalds at Trotternish with fire and sword. And so it began, two long, bloody years of feuding. The MacDonalds called it Cogadh na Cailliche Caime, “the War of the One-Eyed Woman.” Even the ridiculous epithet riled his anger.

Rory resumed his pacing. Although every fiber of his being rebelled against this alliance, he had no choice. The unrest in the Highlands made it look as if King James could not control his own kingdom. When the subject of marriage had first been broached by the king, Rory had refused to consider the proposition. The years of constant fighting had taken a toll on his clan, but he resisted being tied to a MacDonald—even to end the bloodshed. But James would not be gainsaid. So Rory had come up with a solution, one that would not see him tied forever to his enemies. He rejected marriage to the chit but negotiated a handfast. Unlike a wedding, the temporary bonds of a handfast were easily undone.

Rory rubbed his stubbled chin. That the MacDonalds had not demanded marriage was strange, especially after the devastation brought about by his sister’s handfast. Perhaps Sleat was not as interested in ending the feud as he pretended. Did he, too, seek a way out of the alliance? If Sleat was up to something, it likely involved his new bride.

Rory would be wary of this Trojan horse.

A voice floated out of the darkness, interrupting his private rampage. “You have the look of a caged lion, Chief. I assume your bride has not yet arrived?”

Rory stopped pacing and turned to see his younger brother Alex striding toward him across the barmkin from the old keep. Rory cursed the MacDonalds again, this time for what they had done to Alex. Rory noticed the same roguish grin, but the thin veneer of lightheartedness could not hide the dark shadows under Alex’s eyes and the hard lines around his mouth forged in a MacDonald dungeon.

“No,” Rory said. “There is no sign of them yet, but I’m sure ’twill be soon enough.”

Alex grunted. “MacDonalds at Dunvegan. It defies belief.”

“Aye, but not for long,” Rory promised.

Alex turned to meet his gaze. “Do you really think Sleat will dare show his face?”

Rory’s mouth fell in a grim line. “Count on it. He’ll not miss the opportunity to taunt us with his presence by taking refuge in the protection of Highland hospitality. He knows we are honor bound to do him no harm while he is at Dunvegan.”

Alex sighed and shook his head. “Poor Margaret.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve seen to Margaret. She’ll be kept far from Sleat.”

“Damn King James for his interference,” Alex swore.

Rory smiled dryly, having had the very same thought only moments ago. Even in the darkness, he could see the frustration etched on Alex’s face. Like him, Alex detested the untenable position James had put them in. “ ’Tis only for a year,” Rory offered, “and then we will resume our negotiations with Argyll for a more powerful alliance.”

“Suggesting a handfast was a stroke of brilliance,” Alex agreed. “But repudiating the lass will not sit well with the king. I hear she is a great favorite of both James and Anne.”

Rory understood Alex’s concern, but it could not be avoided. “ ’Tis a risk. But one that I’m willing to take. James demands an end to the feud, but the clan still thirsts for revenge against Sleat. And although I may be outlawed and our lands declared forfeit, the king has not sought to enforce his power against me. When the time comes, I will think of a way to mollify him.”

“You always do,” Alex said ruefully. “For some odd reason, the king seems to show you favor—despite your being put to the horn.”

Rory shrugged. “The lass will not be harmed. At worst, I will have to go to Edinburgh to explain.”

“And if you are imprisoned?”

“It won’t come to prison.” He caught Alex’s skeptical look. “This time. James is only flexing his muscles, and I’m fulfilling my duty. I agreed only to a handfast.”

Alex thought for a moment. “I wonder why the king agreed?”

Initially, Rory had wondered the same thing. “He seemed confident that a marriage would eventually take place. I did not dissuade him of his err.”

“I don’t envy you your position,” Alex said. But his grave expression was broken by the grin that spread across his face. For a moment, Rory thought he was looking at the brother of his past. “Though perhaps I should,” Alex continued. “I hear she is a great beauty, charming, and witty. When our cousin Douglas was at court, he said that he had never seen her like. The courtiers even had a name for her, the Virgin Siren—luring men to death with her innocence and beauty. Our Scot improvement over England’s aging Virgin Queen. I for one am anxious to behold such a paragon of virtuous innocence and irresistible beauty. What will you do if you are attracted to her?”

Rory quirked a brow. His brother should know better. “A beautiful face will not turn me from my duty.”

“It would turn me.”

Rory laughed. Alex had a well-known weakness for a pretty lass, but he knew his brother too well to believe that. Honor and duty were just as important to Alex as they were to him. “There is no requirement that I spend any time with her. I’m sure I’ll barely notice her,” he said dismissively. “Besides, no one could be as beautiful as the rumors suggest. Or as innocent. She’s spent the last year at court, after all. But it makes no difference to me what she looks like or how witty and charming she may be. When I marry, it will be for the clan.”

As if on cue, a guardsman shouted, “A birlinn is approaching, Chief.”

Striding purposefully with long, muscular legs toward the sea-gate entrance, Rory glanced back over his shoulder at Alex and brought an end to their discussion. “We shall see for ourselves if the rumors are true. My temporary bride has arrived.”



Chapter 2
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First thou wilt reach the Sirens, who bewitch

All human beings who approach their shore …

—The Odyssey, 12:42

The soft orange glow of the torches formed a long bright snake illuminating the dark night as the parade of MacDonald clansmen wound up the steep stone stairs of the sea-gate. Already aching from the uncomfortable boat ride, Isabel was well past exhaustion as she stumbled up the path behind a young clansman.

“This way, my lady. Careful where you step. These rocks are sure to be slippery in this weather.” Willie of Dunscaith smiled at her, his blue eyes wide with admiration.

Isabel shook her head with chagrin at Willie’s besotted expression. She could only hope the MacLeod was as easy to impress.

She would never understand the ridiculous effect she seemed to have on men. It was always like this, she thought with considerable frustration. Silly gaping grins, shy fumblings, or sly, lecherous stares. Her brothers were the only young men she knew who didn’t act witless around her. She was tired of being seen only on the outside. Just once she would like to meet someone willing to look beneath the pretty shell and see inside—virtues as well as faults.

Yet Isabel was keenly aware that the very thing that annoyed her was the only reason she’d been chosen to help her family. She’d fought for her family’s attention for so long, it hurt to have them finally value her for the thing she valued least.

She snuffed the pang of disappointment and turned back to Willie, smiling. “Thank you, Willie, I’ll be sure to tread carefully.”

She continued her climb up the steep stairway leading from the loch to the sea-gate. From a purely defensive position, it made sense that the only entry to the castle was from the sea, where the MacLeod could easily observe friend or foe; but it certainly did not make for easy travel. The landward side of the keep was completely inaccessible, perched high above a steep gully. Thus, for the final portion of their journey from Dunscaith, they were forced to journey by boat.

The days of travel had definitely taken their toll. Isabel’s body ached in places that she had never before noticed. Her feet were nearly frozen, the ridiculously thin slippers her uncle ordered her to wear providing neither protection from the dampness nor traction on the slick stairs. Sleat had attended to every detail of her appearance, every article chosen not to illustrate court fashion or for practicality, but to entice.

At last she reached the top of the sea-gate stairs. Looking up, she frowned. She would never be able to escape without being seen. There had to be another way out. And if she wanted to leave here in one piece, she’d better find it.

The feeling of foreboding only increased when she glimpsed the armed MacLeod clansmen lining the wall, still as the carved pieces of a chessboard, guarding patiently as her party approached. Isabel eyed them warily. Even from a distance she could see that their bodies were poised like lions ready to pounce—almost as if they were hoping for an attack.

Her nerves were already on edge, but Willie’s next words shook her to her core. “Come, my lady, your betrothed waits to greet you.”

A massive shadow moved to block the doorway ahead. The blood drained from her face.

Good God, he was huge.

She couldn’t see his face, but his herculean shape and proud stance left no doubt that he was a powerful warrior to be feared.

Warily, Isabel followed her father and uncle through the arched entry and up yet more stairs to where the MacLeod waited. She wanted desperately to fall back in cowardly retreat but willed her feet to keep moving forward. With each footfall, he appeared taller and more broad shouldered. He even towered over her uncle, who was one of the largest men she had ever seen. Never before had she beheld such raw strength. No one at court could compare. His well-muscled physique was beyond intimidating. She was not surprised that her uncle had found it so difficult to vanquish the MacLeod chief.

Dread consumed her. How could she defend against this? Her skills would be practically useless against such a man.

But he was only a man, she reminded herself. Just like any other. With the same needs, the same desires, and the same weaknesses. Isabel swallowed hard, thinking about what she might have to do to ply those weaknesses.

Passing through the sea-gate, they followed the MacLeod through the dark courtyard and into the stone entry of the square keep. Relieved to be out of the icy, all-pervading mist, Isabel took a moment to warm herself, rubbing her hands together until her fingers tingled with sensation.

She stood half-hidden behind her uncle, father, brothers, Bessie, and the rest of her MacDonald clansmen. Her position afforded her a good vantage point from which to observe the MacLeod, although his face was still obscured in the shadows of the flickering candlelight. When he turned toward her uncle, she could just make out the strong angle of his cheekbone and squared jaw.

As if meeting in battle, the two clans had unconsciously formed two groups, facing each other from opposite sides. The MacLeod stood at the pinnacle of his men, with a pack of fierce-looking warriors at his flank. An aura of absolute authority emanated from him as he confronted her uncle chief to chief.

Isabel heard the grumbling from behind him as the MacLeods recognized her uncle. She could well understand their anger. Privately, she thought it warranted. After the abominable way her uncle had repudiated the handfast to Margaret MacLeod, she wondered that the MacLeod had not taken a dirk to him the moment he entered the castle. She glanced at the MacLeod chief again. No, he looked far too controlled for that. But some of his men didn’t. A few of the MacLeod warriors looked as if they were itching to put a blade through her uncle’s heart. She took note of the way they looked to him immediately for direction. In some silent form of communication, with one small movement of his hand, he quieted the men behind him.

Clearly his men obeyed him without question, but whether it was from fear, as with those who followed her uncle, or from loyalty and respect, she did not know.

Ignoring her uncle, he dipped his head in a short nod as he addressed her father. “Welcome to Dunvegan, Glengarry. It has been some time since we last met.” He paused, both men no doubt remembering their last meeting over a battlefield. “I trust you had an uneventful journey.”

The MacLeod spoke in Erse, the language of the Highlanders and Islanders. It was a tongue now disfavored at court and the Lowlands in favor of Scots, a dialect of English. His proud, strong voice reverberated powerfully in the small stone entrance hall. He spoke with the assurance of a man who was accustomed to giving orders—and to being obeyed.

Her uncle did not demonstrate such control. Obviously annoyed at being ignored, he cut off her father before he could reply. “MacLeod. Thank you for your most gracious welcome. Our journey was indeed uneventful, if unseasonably cold.”

The MacLeod leveled his gaze at her uncle. “Sleat. I don’t recall sending you an invitation.” It was not a welcome. “Though you were expected.”

The MacLeod stood with his legs spread and his hands clasped behind his back, to all outward appearances completely relaxed. But on closer inspection, Isabel could see the slight bulging of his forearm muscles and a tension in his legs. He was prepared, ready to pounce on her uncle at the slightest provocation, but maintaining complete control.

Sleat frowned. Clearly, he’d hoped to take the MacLeod by surprise. Isabel knew enough of her uncle to understand that he did not like to be thought of as predictable. His mouth curled in an angry sneer, furious to have been deprived of his fun. “I simply could not miss the opportunity to share in this joyous occasion. Surely this joining means that our differences belong in the past. We will look to a brighter future. The king demanded my presence to seal our new alliance. Did he not mention so in his missive?”

Watching the silent battle of wills between these two chiefs from behind her kinsmen, Isabel couldn’t fail to notice that the MacLeod hadn’t bothered to look in her direction. She experienced a twinge of disappointment. Apparently he was not as anxious for this match as she had been led to believe.

A reluctant bridegroom would certainly make her job more difficult. The circumstances were less than ideal, but surely he should show a slight bit of interest in her. They were to be handfasted, after all—man and wife in everything but name. Isabel herself felt a perverse need to see his face, to look upon the man to whom she would be joined—to the man she must seduce.

At that moment, the MacLeod stepped into the light and his face slipped out of the shadows. Her heart slammed into her chest and seemed to stop beating. Her eyes widened in disbelief. If she dreamed for the rest of her life, she would never have been able to conjure the perfection of his face.

The Norse ancestry of his clan was obvious in the MacLeod’s height and coloring. The Highlands were filled with braw men, but he towered over most, standing a good hand above six feet.

His straight chestnut hair was streaked with heavy chunks of golden blond that shimmered in the candle-light. The thick golden mane was cut bluntly at his shoulders and swept over a strong brow as it fell dramatically across his left eye from a high arched cowlick. Long thick lashes framed eyes the color of dark sapphires. Bronzed skin set off his chiseled features—high cheekbones and a classic aquiline nose above a wide mouth—to perfection. A hint of dark stubble shadowed the square jaw of his otherwise clean-shaven face. When he opened his mouth to speak, white teeth flashed against tanned skin. He was glorious. Incomprehensibly, Isabel felt drawn to this man. And for once, she was the one gaping.

“My, he’s a handsome one, poppet,” Bessie whispered in her ear. “If I were a young lass …”

Isabel dared not respond with anything other than a nod, as she doubted her ability to speak coherently, but oh, what a delicious understatement.

Pulling her eyes from his face, she innocently feasted on the rest of him. He was dressed in traditional clothing: the great plaid, the breacan feile, of soft blues and greens over a midlength shirt of saffron linen, the leine croich. The plaid was belted at the waist by a leather girdle and fell in soft folds to his knees. It was secured at the breast by the silver MacLeod chieftain pin. His powerful, muscular legs were bare except for soft leather boots.

He was every inch the warrior. Every inch the chief. It was impossible to imagine him dressed in anything else, certainly not the elaborate costume of court that she was used to with its lace ruff, puffed slops, loose canions, and fancy embroidered doublet with peascod. The traditional dress of the Highlands suited him to perfection. Realizing that her mouth was open, Isabel slammed her lips closed.

Attraction was something she hadn’t considered.

The MacLeod seemed oblivious to her interest, as his narrow gaze was still fixated on her uncle. He took an intimidating step closer.

“James did not mention that your presence would be required,” he said in hard, clipped, emotionless tones. “But it makes no difference. You will enjoy our hospitality until the handfast ceremony is complete.”

Her uncle well understood the custom and obligation of hospitality among the Highland and Island clans—or he wouldn’t be here. By tradition, he would be safe while under the roof of the MacLeod. MacLeod’s honor demanded it, and a clan chief lived by his honor.

Isabel could see her uncle’s anger build at the MacLeod’s quick dismissal. “Of course, we will leave at the conclusion of the celebration.” Sleat gave the MacLeod a knowing, lecherous look. “You will no doubt want to have some time alone with your new handfast bride. Speaking of which, where is your sister Margaret? I’m surprised not to see her here to welcome us.”

Isabel sucked in her breath as a deadly silence settled over the room. She stared at her uncle in disbelief. How could he be so cruel as to mention the MacLeod’s sister? But if her uncle thought to provoke the MacLeod, he was to be disappointed. The MacLeod chief didn’t move a muscle. The man at his side, however, was not so restrained.

“You bastard.” He lunged forward but was prevented from moving farther by the steel restraint of the MacLeod’s arm.

She hadn’t noticed the man before, but he could have been the MacLeod’s twin. She squinted into the soft light. Perhaps he was a wee bit fairer of coloring. He was also not quite as large of build, albeit still impressive. Though handsome, his face lacked the imposing authority of the MacLeod’s. Must be a brother, Isabel thought.

Confirmation came quickly.

“I’ll see to our guest, brother.” Rory MacLeod smiled, though it did not reach his eyes. The cold intensity of his gaze was enough to freeze Loch Carron in midsummer.

By now, the undercurrent of hate flowing between the two men was palpable, the MacLeod’s cold and controlled, Sleat’s smug and cruel. Thankfully, Isabel’s father intervened, preventing further offense from her uncle. Her brothers moved forward to be introduced. Isabel waited, both impatient and anxious. Her first impressions of the MacLeod had done little to ease her dread. Though his handsome face might make her task decidedly more palatable, her attraction to him was an unexpected complication. She could not delude herself: This was not a man to be ruled by lust. Still, she was anxious to gauge his reaction to her. Could she find a chink in his steely armor?

She took a deep breath. It was time to find out.

         

Rory clenched his fists at his side in a fury born of pure hatred. Sleat’s predictability didn’t make it any easier to welcome his enemy into his keep. If it weren’t for the sacred obligation of Highland hospitality, Sleat would be a dead man. He would deal with the blackhearted whoreson later, when he could calm the fire raging in his blood.

“These are my sons, Angus, Alisdair, and Ian,” Glengarry said.

The lads came forward in birth order, shaking Rory’s hand one by one. Rory appraised Glengarry’s sons with calculated interest. In a few years, these young men would be powerful Highland warriors—a force to be reckoned with. To a man they were tall, well built, and, he supposed, uncommonly fair of face.

In other circumstances, he might well be proud to have these men as brothers. But with what he planned to do to their sister, Rory knew he would be creating powerful enemies. Unfortunately, their anger could not be avoided. He had a responsibility as chief. His path was chosen, and it didn’t involve marriage to a MacDonald.

The time had come. He could ignore her no longer. Glengarry grasped her hand and pulled her out from behind her brothers. “And my daughter, Isabel MacDonald. Your betrothed.”

For one shocking moment, the steady hand of time stilled. He felt as if he’d been slammed across the chest with the heavy steel of a claymore. All he could do was stare at the most beautiful woman he’d ever beheld. The Greeks had gifted him not with a horse, but with Helen.

Tiny perfect features were arranged flawlessly on a canvas of soft white skin. Her nose was small and dainty, her eyes large and tilted seductively. He’d never seen eyes that color before; they were the most unusual blue. Wait—he squinted harder in the dim light. They weren’t blue; they were violet. Like Skye heather. Dense black velvet lashes swept upward and grazed fine arched brows. Sensing his stare, she nervously flicked her tongue out to moisten full, sensuous red lips surrounding tiny perfect white teeth. Those lush lips could drive a man wild with prurient imaginings.

Her face was framed by shimmering dark copper gold tresses that looked unbelievably soft and lush. A vivid image of those locks fanned out across a pillow behind her head sprang to mind before he could prevent it.

An unexpected surge of lust hit him straight in the groin.

The swift strength of the reaction knocked him from his stupor. Rory tore his eyes from her face.

He reached out to take her hand and felt a shock run through his body as their skin touched. Her fingers were like ice, and he was more than tempted to warm them with his own.

“My lord, I am most pleased to meet you,” she said with a sultry voice, drawing his eyes to her once again. It was a mistake. Isabel pushed back her cloak and curtsied, bowing slightly forward.

Rory thought he might choke. Alex coughed uncontrollably at his side. As she leaned forward, Rory was served the most delicious view of bosom that he had ever been fortunate enough to behold. Her firm, round breasts were near bursting from the tight, low-cut bodice of her gown. The creamy white skin, softly pink from the cold weather, begged to be touched … or kissed. The surge of lust he’d experienced before was nothing compared with the bolt that struck him now.

Her dress was on the edge of indecent, by no means as modest as the traditional loose-fitting Scottish arisaidh, yet he was glad she did not seem to favor the ridiculously elaborate stiff gowns with their wide skirts and large ruffs about the neck so favored by the court of Elizabeth and its northern neighbor in Edinburgh. This dress exhibited her gorgeous body to perfection, the thin satin fabric clinging to her curves, dangerously hinting at the glory to be discovered beneath.

God had certainly outdone Himself when He created Isabel. Although He’s had a laugh at our expense, Rory thought. It was such delicious irony. The face of an angel barely saved from holiness by a sensuous mouth paired with a figure that did not evoke any thoughts of religion. Rather, she was the embodiment of temptation.

His body responded to her beauty the way his mind would not. The traitorous heat of desire burned in his loins, but Rory realized he would get no relief in that area. Yet although the attraction angered him, it did not worry him. Lust was an annoyance he could control. His duty lay elsewhere.

Bedding Isabel MacDonald, tempting as it may be, was not an option. Though it was expected under the terms of the handfast, Rory would not take her to bed knowing that he intended to forsake her in the end. He would not risk getting her with his child. A child who would soon be left without a father was a complication he simply could not allow.

Noticing the wide-eyed stares of the men next to him, Rory felt a fierce urge to pull her into his arms and cover her up. To a one, he trusted his men with his life and knew none would dare offense. But he could hardly blame them for appreciating what was so freely offered.

The awkward silence continued. He realized that she was waiting for him to speak. Rory looked down and noticed that he was still holding her hand. It was as soft as rose petals and looked so small and white next to his large, tanned, battle-scarred fingers.

He dropped it as if scalded.

Annoyed by his reaction, Rory forced his voice back to its cold, emotionless timbre. “Mistress MacDonald. You must be tired from your journey and wish to retire to your room. Tomorrow there will be a feast after the contract has been signed and the ceremony completed.”

“Thank you, my lord, I am tired, and rest would be most welcome.”

“Is this your maidservant?” he asked brusquely, indicating the woman next to her.

“This is my nursemaid, Bessie MacDonald. She will be helping me get settled. I hope that is not a problem?”

“No. There is a pallet in your chamber. She may sleep there if she prefers.”

Before she could reply, he turned away dismissively. But not before he noticed the way her hands twisted in her skirts with the curtness of his response.

Alex shot him a puzzled glance as he stepped forward with a conciliatory smile. “I’m Alex MacLeod, Rory’s brother. Welcome, and if I can do anything to help get you settled …” His eyes twinkled mischievously.

“Thank you, Alex, your welcome is most appreciated,” Isabel said pointedly, offering him her hand.

Aware of her none-too-subtle set-down, Rory couldn’t help admiring her fortitude. At court, his forbidding size and stern expression seemed to terrify the lasses, yet she didn’t seem intimidated at all. The lass had some spirit.

“Of course, you’ll be wanting some refreshment, and a bath can be arranged if you desire. Deidre,” Alex motioned to their old nursemaid who’d just joined them, “can bring you anything else you need, you have but to ask.” He finished with a courtly bow and a broad grin.

“That sounds divine,” Isabel said warmly.

Rory’s eyes narrowed, watching the easy interchange between the two of them. He didn’t miss the grateful look she’d directed at Alex.

A look that should be directed toward him. Admittedly, it wasn’t like Rory to be so abrupt, but the lass unnerved him. He was sure it was only temporary. Most men would be knocked senseless when faced with such beauty, he rationalized.

But still he frowned. He was not most men. He was immune to such nonsense, unlike his brother. Alex might be blown over by a pretty face, but Rory wasn’t. Nonetheless, he felt what could only be described as a twinge of jealousy at the sight of her giving his affable brother a grateful smile. The ridiculous sentiment was both unwelcome and annoying.

With a look to show his displeasure, Rory took control of the situation. He would have to remind Alex that the lass was a MacDonald. And for better or worse, his handfast bride for a year. “Deidre will show you to your room now. Until the morning, Mistress MacDonald.”

Turning to his men, he directed Colin and Douglas to show the rest of the party to their sleeping quarters—where they would be well watched. But then he found his attention returned to Isabel, his gaze following her as she was led away.

Isabel MacDonald had been a surprise. He refused to consider the unexpected surge of lust he’d felt at meeting his new “bride.” He’d never thought to find himself in the position of being attracted to the woman. Still, it did not bother him overmuch. Rory had survived the vicious attacks of Sleat for the last two years, as well as the scheming of a hostile king. He could easily manage the wiles of one small lass.

But something else gnawed at him. He was uncomfortably surprised by his initial impression of his bride; she seemed so young and innocent—almost vulnerable. Hardly the type of woman to be doing Sleat’s bidding. If she was innocent of Sleat’s intrigue, Rory would do his best to see that she was not harmed and was treated fairly. Beautiful or not, he would keep his distance. And in a year, when the handfast period was over, he would return her to her kin with no harm done.

When his “guests” had cleared the entry, Rory headed back outside on his way to the Fairy Tower, followed closely by his brother.

“Well, I’ll be damned, you’re a lucky bastard, Rory. I hope those noble intentions of yours not to bed the chit are ready to be put to the test,” Alex said, his voice rough with envy. “Those ‘exaggerated rumors’ did not do her justice.”

Rory tried to ignore him, but Alex’s obvious admiration pricked at him uncomfortably. Actually, it annoyed the hell out of him. He did not doubt his brother’s loyalty, but it surprised him to realize how much he did not want to discuss the attributes of this particular woman with anyone … including his brother.

“I suppose she’s attractive enough,” he replied, knowing he sounded ridiculous.

Alex snorted his disbelief. “Well, at least we know why the king agreed to the handfast,” he stated matter-of-factly.

Rory lifted a brow in question.

“No man in his right mind would repudiate such a beauty.”

“A man of sound mind must act where his duty lies,” Rory reminded him.

Alex shook his head with regret. A sentiment that Rory could well understand.

“How important is this alliance with the Campbell lass?” Alex asked.

Rory sighed. “Very.” Only an alliance with Argyll would provide the sway they needed with the king. But Alex had a point. Keeping his distance was going to be a wee bit more difficult than he’d anticipated. But he could handle it. There was nothing Rory MacLeod couldn’t handle.



Chapter 3

[image: image]

Here in Heaven’s eye, and all Love’s sacred powers …

I knit this holy hand fast, and with this hand

The Heart that owes this hand, ever binding …

Both heart and hand in love, faith and loyalty.

—FRANCIS BEAUMONT and JOHN FLETCHER, 
Wit at Several Weapons, v:i

Isabel knew she was taking too long to get ready. But she was nervous. Needing some time to collect her thoughts, she’d sent Bessie on another frivolous errand as she finished preparing for the ceremony that would bind her to the MacLeod—for a year.

A year to slip under his defenses and discover his secrets. A task made all the more challenging after meeting him.

The MacLeod was a hard man forged of muscled steel. Clearly, he would not easily be duped. Nor did his authoritative and forbidding temperament bode well for leniency if she were caught. He possessed a daunting ability to mask his reactions. Although she’d sensed his attraction to her last night, he covered it up so quickly that she wondered whether she’d only imagined it. Otherwise, his expression was inscrutable.

Never had she met a man who seemed less inclined to “blindly” do anything—especially fall in love. Getting under his armor was going to be a challenge indeed.

She bit her lip. Though she sensed no animosity, his conversation had been a disappointment of brusque, cool politeness. Clearly, her uncle had misled her. Rory MacLeod was not eager for this match.

At least her fears of brutish barbarity did not seem warranted. She sensed an inherent civility in him. Although not as polished as a Lowlander, he would stand out at court not for his rough manners, but for his impressive size and the raw dignity of his bearing.

Although the MacLeod demonstrated many qualities that she admired, they were nonetheless obstacles to her goal. Earning his trust was going to be that much more difficult.

Gazing in the looking glass, she carefully pinned her hair at the crown and adjusted the diamond-encrusted wreath atop her head. She could not shake the unease, the feeling that she was doing something wrong. But what choice did she have? Without her help, her clan was doomed.

But Isabel knew it wasn’t just the fate of her clan that had brought her here.

For as long as she could remember, she’d shadowed her older brothers, traipsing after them as they hunted, gamed, and practiced their sword skills. Jumping at the opportunity to participate whenever they tolerated her, hiding and spying on them whenever they excluded her.

More often than not, they had ignored her.

Desperate to be included, she’d tried anything to get them to notice her. But no matter how accomplished she became, neither her challenges nor her feats of bravery brought her any closer to her brothers or father. Instead, she was treated as an afterthought. An outsider. Irrelevant and unimportant. Her chest tightened as the familiar emptiness settled in her stomach.

That unhappy realization had come years ago, but it still pained her. Her childhood tears had long since dried. She rarely allowed herself to wallow in such self-pity. But somehow she realized that these painful memories weren’t really memories at all, they were the fractured remains of her childhood dreams. She still craved their love and respect. That craving had brought her to Dunvegan.

For the first time in her life, they needed her.

Without this handfast, her uncle refused to support her father in his feud with the Mackenzies over Castle Strome, her childhood home. Her clan needed the strength of her uncle to survive. And Sleat needed a beautiful woman. A beautiful woman to entice the MacLeod into sharing the clan secrets. Secrets that would enable her uncle to destroy the MacLeods for good and further his quest to reclaim the ancient fiefdom of the Lordship of the Isles.

Sleat had charged her with two tasks: to find a secret entrance into the impregnable castle and to steal their precious magical talisman—the Fairy Flag. If the legends were to be believed, it was the mystical source of their strength and had twice previously saved the MacLeods from destruction.

Even now her stomach churned uncomfortably when she thought of what had been left unsaid, but what had definitely been implied. She must use all her charms to get what they wanted, even seduction. How could she, who had never allowed any man close enough to steal a simple kiss, seduce a fierce and ruthless Highland chief?

Now, after having met the man, Isabel was even more certain that it would never work. Rory MacLeod was as rock hard as a stone parapet, seemingly impervious to a weakness like emotion.

Bessie bustled into the room. “They’re waiting, poppet.” She stopped abruptly, putting her hand to her heart with a dramatic exclamation. “Ah, Isabel, you are a vision. More beautiful than I’ve ever seen you.” She dabbed at her eyes with a square of linen. “Oh, how your mother would have loved to see you on your wedding day.”

A wave of emotion swept over Isabel. Hot tears gathered at the back of her throat. Bessie’s joy only made Isabel feel worse for deceiving her—and the mention of her mother nearly undid her completely. She took a deep breath.

“Then we best not keep them waiting any longer.” Alighting into the corridor, Isabel took her first step down a path that could only lead to betrayal.

         

Rory faced the day with a much clearer head, once again in control of his errant—and lustful—thoughts. Visions of his bride had haunted his dreams—erotic fantasies of a wedding night that was not to be. Vivid images of candlelight and silk. He pictured her standing before him, looking up at him with those seductive eyes full of invitation. He’d taken his time in undressing her, running his hands over the soft velvet of her skin, slipping the wispy night rail down her shoulders, revealing her tantalizing nakedness one lush inch at a time. The dream had been so vivid, so real, he’d awakened hard and throbbing, needing release. He attributed his unusual reaction to the MacDonald lass to the disquiet brought on by Sleat’s presence in his keep and the girl’s undeniably rare beauty.

Today, Rory was prepared to be awed by her beauty. He would admire her as one would admire a beautiful piece of art—an object to put on display. But that was all. Admiration need not breed intimacy. It was enough that she was a MacDonald and not a suitable alliance for his clan. He need know nothing else.

As was custom, the handfast ceremony would take place outside. Given the circumstances, Rory had decided on a small, private ceremony to be followed by a larger celebratory feast. Notwithstanding the enmity between the clans and the unwanted alliance, the clan would be disappointed with anything else. Feasting was an integral part of Highland life, and Highlanders welcomed any excuse to celebrate.

Thus, as the morning sun gathered intensity on the eastern horizon, Rory, Alex, Sleat, Glengarry, and Isabel’s brothers gathered around the barmkin awaiting his bride.

His very late bride, the ten o’clock hour having come and gone some time ago. Perhaps she was having second thoughts? Oddly, the notion didn’t relieve him as much as it should have.

Glengarry had glanced up at her chamber enough times for Rory to know that he was growing impatient and annoyed. Finally, Glengarry smiled with relief. “Ah, here she is now.”

Rory turned, and all of his newfound clarity vanished.

He felt that same forceful blow to the chest, the same physical intensity of attraction. He was as overwhelmed as when he’d first beheld her last night, perhaps more so. In the clear light of day, Isabel MacDonald was breathtaking.

Her thick copper gold tresses blazed a fiery red in the bright sunlight. The long wavy strands were swept from the sides of her face and held in place with a silver-wired wreath heavily decorated with diamonds and tiny pearls. Her features were at once both delicate and vivid. The snowy whiteness of her skin contrasted with the dark brows and lashes that framed her lovely violet eyes and the bloodred pout of her sensual lips.

His gaze traveled down her face and halted at her breasts. He sucked in his breath and tried not to stare, feeling the hot blood flow to his loins as his cock thickened in appreciation.

Once again her dress bordered on indecent, something more suitable for one of King James’s masques than a wedding. Most Scotswomen would choose to wear a brightly colored gown or arisaidh to their handfasting. But not Isabel. She had chosen an unadorned ivory damask gown that in its simplicity was anything but simple. The shimmering fabric draped provocatively across her shapely figure, tantalizing the senses with the glory of her lush body as the gown clung to her narrow hips and gently rounded bottom. The bodice was daringly low, cut in a deep square down the front of her chest. Her firm round breasts were barely covered, threatening to spill out at the slightest provocation. Rory thought, or just imagined, he could discern pale pink tips below the lacy edge of her bodice. Even as his body hardened with desire from all that bare skin, he had to acknowledge that there was something innocent and virginal about her dress. The unconventional bridal color suited her perfectly.

The realization hit him: Without a doubt, the next year was going to be the longest of his seven and twenty years.

Suddenly aware that her family was watching his reaction with unconcealed interest, he plastered a blank expression on his face. “Mistress MacDonald, I hope you have found your room to your liking.”

“Yes, thank you. It was delightful. We were very comfortable.”

Pleasantries dispensed with, he cast a glance around to make sure the others were ready. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Deidre standing next to Isabel’s tiring woman.

Isabel caught his glance. “I hope you don’t mind …” She hesitated. “But I invited her.”

“So I see.”

His tone must have alarmed her, because she began to fidget. “Well, when I sent for her this morning to thank her for arranging the bath at such a late hour, she mentioned that she’d served your family since your older brother was a bairn. I just thought she might want to be here.”

Disconcerted by her kindness, Rory didn’t speak. He looked into her eyes, seeing nothing but sincerity.

“Are you angry?” she asked in a small voice.

“No. Merely chastened not to have thought of it myself.”

A wide smile lit her face, and Rory froze. Her eyes twinkled with a joyous effervescence that transformed her face from regally beautiful to playful and enchanting. A tiny dimple at the corner of her mouth lent a mischievous twist to her lips that made him think of naughtiness in other places. Like the bedchamber.

He shifted his gaze to Glengarry and spoke. “Let us begin.”

Glengarry looked to his daughter. “Isabel?”

Rory’s eyes narrowed. It seemed as if Glengarry were giving her an option. Seeming surprised but enormously pleased by the deferral, Isabel simply nodded.

With Glengarry officiating, Rory turned to face his bride, standing close enough to smell the sweet lavender of her hair and discern the previously unnoticed spattering of freckles across her nose. The freckles charmed him; the slight imperfection suggested a surprising lack of vanity in one so beautiful. This was a woman who enjoyed the outdoors, who valued the sun shining on her face more than the veneration of a flawless complexion. He scowled at the direction of his thoughts, realizing that he’d done just what he’d vowed not to do.

A beautiful object, he reminded himself.

Still, as they stood in the courtyard before the witnesses to their handfast, he was uncomfortably aware of how small and delicate she looked. And nervous. His hand moved about five inches before he pulled it back to his side.

What the hell was he doing?

He cleared his throat, telling himself to stop acting like a fool.

Clasping right hand to right and left to left, Glengarry took a piece of plaid and tied it around their hands, binding them together. Rory stared at her tiny hand in his, so soft and tender in his rough battle-scarred hands. Her fingers were like ice and he realized she was nervous—maybe even scared. He felt a strong swell of protectiveness, and couldn’t remain unaffected by the symbolic allusion to the bond they were about to make. Though there would be no marriage, the handfast would be real enough.

He spoke the vows that would bind them together for a year. “I, Roderick MacLeod, Chief of MacLeod, do pledge my troth to Isabel MacDonald and with this handfast do hereby covenant to take her to wife for the period of no less than one year.”

Isabel repeated the vows, and it was done. Except for one part.

He dropped his hand from her chin and took a step back. That wouldn’t happen again.

         

Isabel had never been kissed before, and she was completely unprepared for the all-consuming intensity of the experience. His
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