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CHAPTER 1
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The Highlands of Scotland
 Summer 1209

[image: image]Her back ached from leaning against the frigid wall, forcing her to rise with slow dignity.

Squinting against the thin veil of light spitting from a torch, she made out the beefy figure of her jailer, Sim. Two others loomed behind him, their faces nearly obscured by the darkness. She studied them a moment, then eased her grip on the small, sharply edged stone she held in her hand.

Robert was not with them.

“They’re ready for ye,” announced Sim. “An’ a fine evenin’ for it, too,” he added, the black cave of his rotting mouth twisting with malevolent pleasure. “The wind is just right.”

Battling the desire to smash her fist into his face, Gwendolyn stepped forward.

“Give me yer hands,” he ordered, brandishing a rough length of rope.

Her fingers clenched into fists, hiding her pitiful weapon as the cord bit into her wrists. She could not imagine what Robert feared she might do as she was escorted to her death by these burly warriors. When her bonds were painfully secure, the two men grabbed her by the arms and shoved her into the dim corridor. The stench of unwashed flesh, rotting food, and human excrement filled her lungs. She moved swiftly along the slime-coated passage, her feet splashing in murky pools of water. A clump of fur scurried across her path. She stopped with a gasp.

The warriors laughed.

“A witch afraid of a wee rat!” snorted one. “Don’t ye bite their heads off afore ye bleed them into yer potions?”

“Why don’t ye just cast a spell on him, like ye did yer poor father?” taunted the other.

“I’m saving my powers for the spell I plan to cast over you,” Gwendolyn replied, deriving bitter enjoyment from his sudden fear.

They climbed the staircase to the main level of the castle. Here the terrible stench of the dungeons gave way to the heavy redolence of spilled ale and roasting meat. A magnificent feast was being prepared to celebrate her death, and all the clan had been invited to join Laird MacSween and his family on this glorious occasion. The greasy reek of charred animal flesh churned her stomach. She hurried past the smirking guards at the door and stepped out into the warm evening air.

“There she is!” someone shrieked hysterically.

“Witch!” hissed a wild-eyed girl, clutching her baby against her breast. “Ye’ve given my wee babe the fever!”

“Evil murderess!” snarled a skinny youth who didn’t look to be more than thirteen. “It was you who killed my mother last month, wasn’t it?”

“And ye caused my poor son to crush his leg beneath that tree,” cried an agonized woman with graying hair, “leavin’ him a cripple, ye whore of Satan!”

Everyone in the crowd began hurling awful names and accusations at her, their faces contorted with hatred, their bodies braced for violence. Gwendolyn stopped, afraid.

“Come on, witch,” growled one of the guards. “Move.” He gave her a push, and she stumbled.

The crowd instantly surged forward, clawing at her hair, her face, her gown.

“Devil’s bitch!”

“Spawn of Satan!”

“Filthy harlot!”

Gwendolyn was terrified. She raised her bound arms in a vain attempt to shield her face as her clan rained blows on her back and shoulders. When she could bear no more, she fell to her knees.

“Enough!” roared an enraged voice from somewhere beyond the fray. “Cease, or I’ll tear out your hearts!”

Her attackers hesitated, uncertain who had spoken. They looked questioningly toward the scarlet-and-gold-draped dais on which Laird MacSween reposed with his wife, his young son, and his brother, Robert.

“It seems our guest, Laird MacDunn, has little stomach for justice,” observed Robert dryly. He sighed. “Never mind. It is going to be a spectacular fire. Allow the witch to proceed to the stake.”

“Yes,” added Laird MacSween, not wanting it to appear his brother was giving an order without his consensus. “Let the witch pass.”

Her ring of tormentors eroded, and Gwendolyn was roughly hauled to her feet. She did not spare a glance toward the dais, where she knew Robert would be watching her triumphantly. Instead she fixed her gaze on the crudely constructed platform ahead of her, on which a slender stake had been erected.

The structure was high, to allow everyone in the clan a good view of her death, and had been strategically positioned at the end of the courtyard near the outer wall, as far from the castle as possible. This, Robert had informed her, was because Laird MacSween’s wife and daughter had complained that if the stake was placed in the middle of the courtyard, the stench of Gwendolyn’s burning flesh would waft into the windows and offend their delicate senses for days. Robert had been equally solicitous about the time of day for her execution. Early evening, he decided, would be best, so the flames could burn brilliantly against the advancing darkness, yet her lovely face would not be veiled by the shadows of night.

As she walked through the pearly, fading light, Gwendolyn felt a warm breath of wind caress her skin. Her jailer had been right, she realized dispassionately.

It was a fine evening.

Dry branches and peat had been heaped on the platform and below it, needing only a spark to burst into flame. Gwendolyn slowly mounted the steps, trying not to contemplate the heat of such a fire. It wasn’t her death that she feared, but the method of it. Drowning would have been preferable, or even having her throat slashed. But burning was the execution decreed for those condemned of witchcraft.

Robert had hoped her fear of such a hideous death would break her will and she would finally reveal to him the hiding place of the jewel.

But he had miscalculated her desire to live.

She took her place on the platform and raised her wrists so the guard could slash open the rope. Her arms were wrenched behind her around the stake and bound again, and another cord secured her body to the pike. In the process of burning, the stake would hold her upright and keep her from falling in a crumpled heap into the flames. She found the thought comforting. Somehow, it seemed more dignified to die standing.

After her escorts left her, the abundantly nourished Father Thomas haltingly ascended the platform steps.

“Well, Gwendolyn, are you ready to finally confess your sins and beg God’s forgiveness for the evil path you have chosen?” he demanded loudly, so his audience would be certain to hear.

She turned her head away from his ale-soured breath. “I have committed no sins, Father.”

Father Thomas frowned. “Come, now, lass, you will soon be facing God. He will send you straight to hell, where you will burn for all eternity, unless you plead for forgiveness now.”

“Not even a priest can help you, evil bitch!” a man shouted furiously.

“Nor the devil!” added another.

Gwendolyn eyed Father Thomas steadily. “And if I do confess, will I find mercy here, amongst my own people?”

“You are guilty of murder and witchcraft,” he pointed out, shaking his head. He turned toward his audience, raised his arms, and finished grandly, “No woman guilty of such vile crimes shall escape the everlasting torment of hell—for ‘the Lord will swallow them up in his wrath; and fire will consume them’!”

The crowd cheered.

She considered this for a moment. “If I have no hope of avoiding death, then I see no reason why I should refrain from confiding in you, Father.”

He looked startled, but quickly composed himself. He nodded sagely and folded his hands on the great swell of his belly. “God is listening, Gwendolyn,” he assured her.

“I am innocent. Consider that as you sit at the laird’s table tonight dressed in your finest robes, and gorge yourself on enough meat and ale to feed a child for a month. Reflect on the fact that you murdered me, Father, and pray that you don’t choke.”

His round face grew crimson with fury. “How dare you speak so to a man of God!”

“If you really were a man of God, you would have tried to protect me instead of destroy me.”

“This is the devil talking. You were just a child when your mother was burned, but evidently you were old enough for her to pass her wicked ways on to her daughter.”

“My mother was no more guilty of witchcraft than I.”

“You will burn, Gwendolyn MacSween, so that your black soul can be sent straight to hell, where it belongs.” He quickly made the sign of the cross, then began his labored descent down the stairs.

“God will know I have done nothing wrong,” she countered, “and when He realizes I was murdered, it is you who will be going to hell.”

“Burn her!” screamed someone from the crowd. “Before she works more of her deviltry on us!”

The crowd rumbled with agreement and began to chant, “Burn her—burn her—burn her!”

Laird Cedric MacSween rose from his seat and carefully unraveled a scroll. “Gwendolyn MacSween, you have been found guilty of the charges of witchcraft and murder. According to witnesses, evidence of your evil powers first became apparent some twelve years ago, when several children in your presence saw you cast a spell over a rock, causing it to fly through the air, until it eventually transformed into a bird. That was the same summer four beloved members of our clan died of causes that have since been attributed to your foul sorcery….”

Robert was watching Gwendolyn from his place beside his brother, his expression resigned, his fingers drumming impatiently on the arm of his ornately carved chair. They both knew it was too late for him to stop this travesty of justice. He had condemned her in a moment of panic, and by doing so, he had lost all hope of acquiring the one thing he so desperately wanted. With her death, the power of the jewel would elude him forever. She tossed him a derisive smile filled with triumph, as if she were the victor in this battle. Then she jerked her gaze away, unable to stomach the sight of him a moment longer.

If, by some miracle, she did have a spiritual existence after this world, she vowed to spend it tormenting Robert to his grave.

Her attention shifted to someone she did not recognize, an imposing stranger mounted on a gray charger, positioned in a place of honor near the laird’s dais. This must be Mad MacDunn, she decided. When Robert visited her for a final time early this morning, he had told her Mad Alex MacDunn had just arrived in search of her. On learning she was sentenced to death, he had offered to buy her. Of course his offer was not accepted. But because Laird MacDunn and his men had journeyed far, Laird MacSween graciously invited them to stay and witness her burning, and enjoy the glorious feast afterward. This was the man, then, who had ordered her clan to stop beating her. Perhaps he’d been impatient to get on with the burning.

He was a startling figure of a man, tall and broadly cut, with a wide chest, enormous shoulders, and muscled arms that could easily wield the heavy broadsword glinting at his side. His shoulder-length hair was the palest of gold and of a thickness and shimmer that would make any woman envious, which seemed incongruous with the rest of his ruggedly masculine physique. She could not see his face, because in that terrible moment, as she was about to be burned alive, he was incomprehensibly absorbed with the task of rearranging the already meticulous folds of his plaid.

Unaware of being watched, MacDunn carefully adjusted the deep green and yellow fabric of his plaid and straightened his leather belt. When his outfit was finally fitted to his liking, he glanced at the silver brooch tacking his mantle to his shoulder, frowned, and began to fastidiously polish the already gleaming piece with his sleeve. This action caused him to raise his head, revealing a handsomely sculpted face with a wide, firm jaw, a deeply grooved chin, and well-defined cheekbones. He seemed determined to elicit more shine from his jewelry and rubbed away at it with great concentration.

Only when a serving boy approached him with a tray of refreshments did he reluctantly permit himself to be distracted from his task. He studied the platter of fruit and drink, then withdrew a heavily jeweled dirk from his belt and delicately speared a large red apple. He examined it and, evidently finding some flaw, returned the offending fruit to the tray and chose another. He buffed it well against his plaid before nibbling at it. In that moment, perhaps sensing that he was being watched, he suddenly raised his head and looked at her. His expression was infuriatingly insouciant—the look of a man who had few cares in his life and did not intend to let something as insignificant as her death detract him from either his attire or his hunger.

“…And because of these unholy activities, the fact that you bear the unmistakable mark of the devil on your person, and finally, the vile murder of your own father, a crime so fiendish, it could only be work of a filthy whore who lies with the devil…” ranted Laird MacSween, emphasizing as many words as possible for dramatic effect.

MacDunn studied her a moment, idly twirling his apple on his sparkling dirk, no doubt wondering if she was really capable of committing all the dreadful deeds of which she stood accused. She glared back at him, wondering for what base purpose he had sought to purchase her. His expression remained bland, but there was an intensity to his gaze that was strangely incompatible with his fatuous, lean-witted manner. His scrutiny was unnerving. It made her feel as if he were penetrating the protective shield of her anger, searching for the real woman beneath. A ripple of heat coursed through her, rendering her oddly breathless. MacDunn regarded her another few seconds, then suddenly dropped his gaze to his apple and resumed pecking at it, as if she no longer merited his attention.

Shaken and humiliated, Gwendolyn looked away.

Laird MacSween continued to read the list of charges against her. The MacSweens listened with rowdy enjoyment, regularly interrupting to hurl some crude insult at her. It seemed everyone in her clan was crammed into the courtyard to witness her death, from the tiniest of infants to the frailest of elders. Judging by their fiercely righteous expressions, it was clear they believed they were merely carrying out God’s will on this day. She scanned the crush of faces, vainly searching for a scrap of pity or compassion. But the MacSweens had feared and ostracized her for as long as she could remember, and there was no one she could call a friend, who might feel empathy for her. She did, however, notice another stranger, whom she assumed was a warrior of Mad MacDunn’s, as he sported the same dark green and yellow plaid. He was a huge bear of a man, with long, fiery red hair and a thick red beard. His considerable bulk had enabled him to force his way through the crowd and he now stood just below the platform, swaying drunkenly as he lifted a bucket of ale to his mouth. The dark brew sloshed down his face and chest, soaking his shirt and plaid before it dripped onto the ground. Finally, when it appeared his enormous body could absorb no more, he lowered the bucket, wiped his mouth with his arm, and expelled the most resounding belch Gwendolyn had ever heard.

The crowd roared with laughter, causing Laird MacSween to pause and regard them in confusion.

“Your pardon, MacSween,” apologized the warrior thickly. “ ’Tis an exceptionally spirited ale.” With that he raised the bucket and began to drink once more.

Disgusted, she shifted her gaze, only to notice another MacDunn warrior perched in the second-floor opening of a window, his slim legs dangling against the castle wall. This slight fellow was almost elfin compared to his burly clansmen, and only the light brown growth upon his cheek assured Gwendolyn he was actually a man and not a boy. Though he had managed to procure a most enviable seat, he appeared uninterested in the drama playing before him in the courtyard and was absorbed, instead, in whittling a stick.

Another MacDunn warrior with dark hair and a neatly trimmed beard leaned casually against the outer wall, shamelessly flirting with Laird MacSween’s daughter, Isabella. Clearly he held Isabella enchanted. He leaned inappropriately close to her, his lips nearly grazing her hair as he whispered something into her ear. She raised her hand to her throat in feigned shock and giggled prettily. Gwendolyn watched her with irritation. As Laird MacSween’s only daughter, Isabella did not have a worry in life beyond what gown she was going to wear that day and which of her many suitors she might ultimately decide to wed.

Meanwhile, while Mad MacDunn and his boorish warriors were engaged in coy seduction, crafting toys, or getting blinding drunk, Gwendolyn awaited her death by burning at the stake.

“…therefore the devil within her must be sent back to the fires of hell, so she can no longer unleash death and destruction on this clan,” finished Laird MacSween.

“Burn the bloody bitch!”

“Quickly, before she casts more of her evil upon us!”

“Burn her, burn her, burn her…” The chant rose like a prayer, until the entire clan was demanding her death.

As Gwendolyn stared at their snarling faces, she understood the utter despair her mother must have endured on the day she was executed. But her mother had suffered more, for she had died leaving an anguished husband and a tiny daughter. At least Gwendolyn left no one behind. Her father was dead and was therefore spared the horror of watching his child die as her mother had died before her. There was some solace in that, she assured herself, fighting the tears that stung her eyes.

“Light the fire,” commanded Laird MacSween, striving to be heard above the chanting crowd.

The clan raised their arms in the air and cheered.

Two men stepped forward bearing torches. Gwendolyn’s breathing grew shallow. She braced herself against the stake.

Please God, let me faint before the flames begin to devour my flesh.

She hurled one last, hate-filled look at Robert. He lounged back in his chair and regarded her with something akin to triumph, but she knew his victory was hollow.

You’ll never have the jewel now, you bastard.

The first torch began its descent. Terror gripped her, but she willed herself not to whimper.

One guard smiled as his torch hovered just above the dried grasses and branches. “Away with you, witch,” he snarled. “To the fires of—”

She waited for him to say hell, but all that came out was a stifled groan. Gwendolyn watched in confusion as his eyes widened, then rolled upward. With a sigh, he collapsed heavily onto the ground, the jeweled hilt of a dirk protruding from his back, his fallen torch abandoned in the branches.

The other torchbearer stared at his dead partner in shock. Then he tossed his torch onto the arid nest at her feet.

The red-haired, drunken warrior at her left heaved his bucket of ale over it, extinguishing the flames. Then he slammed the pail hard onto the guard’s head, spun him around, and gave him a solid kick to his backside, sending him flying into the crowd of astonished MacSweens.

“What’s happening?” demanded Laird MacSween, straining to see through the crowd. “Is that red-haired fellow truly so drunk—”

“Stop him!” roared Robert as Mad MacDunn began to gallop toward the stake. He sprang to his feet, knocking over his chair. “Stop MacDunn!”

The flames from the first torch had spread hungrily through the branches untouched by ale and were now lapping at the hem of Gwendolyn’s gown. The bear warrior leaped onto the platform and hacked at the ropes binding her to the stake as Mad MacDunn thundered forward on his horse, his great broadsword raised high in warning to anyone foolish enough to get in his way. The astonished MacSweens obligingly parted, realizing he truly was mad, or perhaps thinking this was some terrible feat of magic Gwendolyn was working. As MacDunn reached the burning platform, Gwendolyn felt the last rope give way. She started to fall, but the enormous warrior easily lifted her off her limp legs and threw her onto MacDunn’s horse.

“Hold on to me!” commanded MacDunn. He jerked her arm forward around his waist.

One of Robert’s men was racing toward them, his sword aimed at the chest of MacDunn’s horse. “You’ll not get away so easy, MacDunn,” he swore, drawing back his blade.

An arrow sliced through the air and neatly punctured the warrior’s back. Gwendolyn glanced up to see the elflike warrior in the window positioning another sharply carved arrow against the string of his bow.

“Surround them!” shouted Robert, jumping from the dais and running toward his own horse. “Don’t let them escape!”

MacDunn began to thrash mercilessly with his sword at the advancing crowd, forcing them to part as he urged his horse toward the gate. Gwendolyn clung to him, her arms wrapped around his waist, aware of the power emanating from him as his muscles shifted and flexed beneath her hands. His plaid was soft against her skin, but the body it covered was rock-hard, and she leaned closer, drawing courage from his strength.

Someone grabbed her leg and began to drag her off the charger.

“MacDunn!” she cried.

MacDunn turned and drove his sword into the man, then swiftly pulled the dripping blade out and speared another MacSween who had been about to hack his ribs open with an ax. The man crashed heavily against MacDunn’s horse, causing the animal to rear. Gwendolyn began to slide backward. MacDunn’s hand clamped painfully onto her arm and held her fast as he continued to use his other arm to hack at anyone daring to come near them.

“Hold on!” he commanded furiously.

In that instant Gwendolyn saw another of Robert’s warriors taking aim at MacDunn with his bow and arrow. Suddenly remembering the sharp stone hidden in her hand, she hurled it through the air. The warrior howled and dropped his weapon, then raised his fingers tentatively to the ugly cut leaking blood just below his eye.

“Jesus Christ,” muttered MacDunn.

Gwendolyn sensed he was impressed, but he wasted no time thanking her, for they had nearly reached the gate.

“The gate!” bellowed Robert, who by now had mounted his own horse and was thundering toward them. “Close the bloody gate!”

The MacSweens surged toward the gate, each one clamoring to get there first. This resulted in a great deal of tripping, cursing, and ultimately wrestling among themselves. From the corner of her eye, Gwendolyn could see both the bear warrior and the elf were now mounted and racing toward the break in the curtain wall.

She leaned into MacDunn and pressed her face into the warmth of his plaid.

Thank you, God.

The wooden portcullis crashed to the ground.

Having reached the end of the courtyard, MacDunn was forced to abruptly halt his horse. The snorting animal reared once more.

“You really must be mad, MacDunn,” Robert called out scornfully as he rode up to them, “to attempt such a ridiculous abduction.”

It was over, Gwendolyn realized. For some reason these men had risked their lives to save her, but they had failed. Now they would all be killed.

“I am sorry,” she said to MacDunn, her voice ragged. “You shouldn’t have tried. Now you will all die.” She eased her grip on his waist, preparing to slide off his charger and meet her fate.

His hand clamped firmly over her wrist, holding her to him.

“I really think you should open the gate and let us pass, MacSween,” said MacDunn pleasantly, ignoring Robert.

Laird MacSween, who had not ventured from his honored seat on the dais, looked uncertainly at Robert.

“I don’t believe you quite understand your situation, Laird MacDunn,” drawled Robert, his tone heavily mocking. “Permit me to enlighten you. You are surrounded by my warriors.”

MacDunn lifted a brow in surprise. “Forgive me. I was under the impression that your brother was laird.”

“He is,” Robert conceded stiffly, “but I lead the MacSween army. And by my estimation, there are but three of you against hundreds,” he added, gesturing to his clan.

“You are right,” agreed MacDunn, not sounding overly concerned. “But if you do not permit us to leave, I am afraid we will have no choice but to kill her.”

Gwendolyn gasped and tried to wrench her hand away. MacDunn tightened his grip, holding her fast.

Robert regarded him in disbelief. And then he threw back his head and laughed. “This is your threat to me?” he sputtered. “By God, it seems you really are light in the head. Kill her, then, MacDunn, if it pleases you. You will merely be saving me the trouble.”

“Really?” said MacDunn. He appeared genuinely perplexed. “I would have thought you were fonder of her than that.”

Robert’s amusement increased. “I care nothing for her,” he assured MacDunn. “Do what you will.”

MacDunn contemplated this a moment, then shrugged his shoulders. “Very well, then. Kill her, Brodick.”

Gwendolyn squirmed to get down, but MacDunn did not release his iron grip.

“Papa!”

Everyone turned and gasped. Isabella was seated on a horse in front of the same MacDunn warrior who moments earlier had been making her breathless with desire. Her need for air seemed even greater now, but that obviously had something to do with the dagger he was pressing to her throat.

Laird MacSween’s wife stood, screamed, then fainted dead away.

“Are you sure you want her dead, MacDunn?” asked Brodick. “She’s rather comely.”

“I don’t want her dead at all,” MacDunn assured him. “Robert does. He doesn’t care for her.”

“Release her!” snarled Robert.

“Really, Robert, I wish you would make up your mind,” said MacDunn. “You just finished telling me I should kill her.”

“You know bloody well I wasn’t talking about Isabella!”

“Then who would you like me to kill?” asked MacDunn, trying to be patient.

“Papa, do something!” pleaded Isabella.

Laird MacSween opened his mouth to speak but was instantly cut off by his brother.

“What can you possibly want with this witch?” Robert’s expression was reserved, but Gwendolyn knew he feared MacDunn had somehow learned of the stone. Affecting a more persuasive tone, he added, “Surely you must realize that by stealing one of our clan, you risk war.”

“I am mad,” replied MacDunn, shrugging. “Mad men do mad things. Besides”—he tilted his head toward the blaze now raging around the stake—“I thought you were finished with her.”

“She is evil,” Robert persisted gravely. “And a murderess. You cannot take her, MacDunn. She must be killed or she will destroy you and your people.”

MacDunn smiled. “Thank you, Robert, for your concern. I am deeply touched. Now raise the portcullis or Brodick will slit fair Isabella’s throat.”

Robert hesitated.

“Papa, make them open the gate!” squealed Isabella.

Laird MacSween finally rose from his chair. “Surely you are not so heartless, Laird MacDunn, that you would kill a helpless young woman.”

MacDunn studied the anguished father a moment. Then he sighed. “You’re right, MacSween,” he conceded. “I’m not.”

Robert smiled, realizing his adversary was now trapped.

“But Brodick is,” MacDunn assured him pleasantly. “Aren’t you, Brodick?”

“Aye,” replied Brodick, giving Isabella a little squeeze.

Isabella whimpered.

“Raise the portcullis,” ordered Laird MacSween, “and let them go.”

Gwendolyn watched as Robert battled his frustration. Reluctantly, he lowered his sword.

“Now, that is the decision of a rational man,” commented MacDunn appreciatively. “I’m impressed. Your entire clan will fall back, Laird MacSween, permitting us to ride through the gate. If anyone attempts to harm us as we leave, or if any of your fine warriors come after us tonight, Brodick will cut your charming daughter’s throat. If, however, you exercise patience and restraint, then fair Isabella will be released unharmed tomorrow morning. I am certain with their considerable abilities, Robert and his men will have no trouble finding her and returning her safely to you.”

“I will have your word, MacDunn,” said Laird MacSween, “that she will not be harmed.”

MacDunn regarded him seriously. “You have my word.”

Satisfied, and having no other choice, Laird MacSween signaled for the portcullis to rise.

“His word is nothing!” protested Robert, enraged. “He is a madman!”

“So they say,” agreed MacDunn cheerfully, adjusting his plaid as his warriors rode through the open gate.

“You know, you were absolutely right, Robert,” he reflected, tossing a final glance at the burning stake. “It really is a spectacular fire.”

He winked at him, then turned and thundered into the advancing darkness, leaving the MacSweens staring in bewilderment.



CHAPTER 2
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[image: image] She was a prisoner again.

MacDunn and his warriors had ridden hard for several hours, not speaking once during the journey. Gwendolyn had found the pace exhausting, but her weariness was nothing compared to her exhilaration at finally being free. She had turned her face into the wind and felt it blow softly against her, washing away the stench of smoke and death and hatred, cleansing her senses of even the foulness of the castle dungeons, until she was aware only of the warm summer night and the freedom that loomed for miles around her. She had leaned close and tightened her hold on MacDunn, vowing to somehow repay this mad, magnificent laird who had risked everything so she could live.

That was before he hauled her off his horse, bound her aching wrists, and tied her to a tree, along with Isabella.

“You cannot treat me this way!” wailed Isabella loudly, struggling against her bonds. “I am the daughter of Laird MacSween! You cannot leave me here tied to this evil witch!”

“For God’s sake, Brodick, can’t you get her to be quiet?” grumbled MacDunn.

Brodick withdrew an oatcake from his saddle bag and sauntered over to his captive. “You must be tired, m’lady,” he remarked sympathetically. “And hungry, too, I’d wager.”

“How dare you speak to me, you savage brute!” Isabella flared. “I hate you!”

“Bella, you wound me,” replied Brodick, looking injured. “I never meant you any harm.”

“Liar,” she hissed. “One word from your mad laird, and you would have savagely hacked open my throat.”

“Never,” he protested, his tone soothing. “Your throat is far too lovely to mar. Here, I’ve brought you something to eat,” he added, offering her the oatcake.

“I’d sooner swallow the blackest, foulest of poisons than accept something from a scurrilous knave like you,” she assured him haughtily. “And when my father’s men come, they will take great pleasure in slowly carving you open so you can watch your hot, bloody entrails fall out piece by dripping piece and steam upon the cold ground!”

“Such an inspiring image,” Brodick marveled. “Have you ever actually seen them do that?”

“Dozens of times!” she snapped. “After which they will flay you, cut you into tiny pieces, and then feed you to the wolves!”

“Now, that doesn’t make any sense, sweet Bella,” he remarked, shaking his head. “Why would they go to the trouble of flaying me if they are just going to cut me up?”

“They will do it because it will amuse me to watch!” she screeched.

The noise was like an ax splitting Alex MacDunn’s skull. “Brodick,” he began tautly, “I cannot endure much more of this.”

“Have some oatcake, m’lady,” Brodick suggested, trying to tempt her with the biscuit. “You’ll feel much better if you eat something.”

“I already told you,” Isabella raged, “I’d sooner swallow—”

“Poison,” finished Brodick, shoving a large chunk of biscuit in her mouth, effectively gagging her.

“A pity we don’t have some,” muttered Alex.

“There, now,” said Brodick, as Isabella struggled to chew the dry oatcake. “That should keep you occupied for a moment, at least. What about you, fair Gwendolyn?” he continued, moving to her side of the tree. “Would you care for some food?”

She glared at him.

“You should eat something,” he persisted, raising a morsel to her lips. “It isn’t much, but it is better than the hollow ache of hunger.”

“Get away from me,” she warned softly, “or I will cast a spell that will cause your most valued extremity to shrivel up and fall off.”

Brodick’s eyes widened with uncertainty. And then he hastily retreated to his place with MacDunn and the other warriors.

“By God, Brodick, I can’t remember the last time you were rejected by a woman,” laughed Cameron, the bear warrior, slapping his friend heartily on the shoulder. “But to see you rebuffed by two women in the same night, ’tis almost more than a man could hope for.”

“Their bondage puts them in shrewish spirits,” protested Brodick defensively. He glanced at MacDunn. “Really, Alex, is it necessary to—”

“They are prisoners,” he interrupted firmly. “I’m not of a mind to be searching the woods for them tonight, should they decide to escape. They will remain as they are.”

Brodick did not argue. It was clear that MacDunn’s word was final.

The laird may have been mad, but it was obvious to Gwendolyn that his warriors trusted and respected him. Although her rescue had been daring to the point of folly, he had been successful. And during their retreat through the dark mountains and woods, he had never once faltered in his route, using the stars as his guide as he led them across the black terrain. He paced the horses well, riding them far beyond what Gwendolyn would have imagined were the limits of their endurance.

When MacDunn finally ordered the men to make camp, the night had grown cool and damp, but he rejected the comfort of a fire and hot food, for fear Robert and his warriors might see it, or even smell the scent of it on the wind. Instead the warriors ate a mean dinner of hard biscuits, washed down with tepid ale. Gwendolyn was starving, but fury and what little remained of her tattered pride prohibited her from nibbling from the hand of her jailer like some trapped animal.

“Cameron, you and Ned take the first watch,” commanded Alex, removing his sword and lowering himself onto the ground. “Let’s hope MacSween’s fear for his daughter makes him heed my terms and not send his warriors out until morning.”

“He will not wait,” Gwendolyn assured him.

“No, he most certainly will not,” agreed Isabella hotly, finally managing to swallow the last of the oatcake. “And when his warriors get here, they will strip your flesh from your bones, shred it into tiny bits, and stuff it into your own bowels, before roasting you over a fire.”

“By God, you’re a bloodthirsty woman!” roared Cameron, thoroughly amused. “How did such a milksop of a father sire a daughter with such a fiery tongue?”

“How dare you insult my father! He is laird of all the MacSweens—”

“Sweet Jesus, I shall count the seconds until we free that one,” groaned Alex. “Once the MacSweens find her tomorrow, I doubt Robert will come after us. He’s not likely to risk any more men for the sake of a witch who was meant to die anyway.”

“Robert will come,” Gwendolyn countered. “And when he does, he will not be satisfied by Isabella’s safe return.”

Alex regarded her curiously. “You think he will come after you?”

She said nothing.

“Why?” he persisted. “You were about to be burned. Why would he risk more of his men just to recapture you?”

“Robert is determined to see me destroyed,” she replied, offering part of the truth. “He will not rest until it is done.”

So MacDunn did not know about the stone, Gwendolyn realized, relieved. Whatever his motive for saving her, it was not because he sought its powers.

“She is a witch,” Isabella added fearfully. “You have heard all the terrible things she has done to our clan. And she viciously murdered her own father.”

“How?” asked Brodick.

“She cast a spell on him.” Isabella’s expression was grave.

“What kind of spell?” asked MacDunn, studying Gwendolyn. He appeared more intrigued than concerned that she might do the same to one of them.

“A death spell,” Isabella clarified impatiently, as if the answer were obvious.

“That’s it?” said Brodick. “No rotting flesh, or agonizing illness, or limbs dropping off for no apparent reason? Just ‘a death spell’?” He sounded disappointed.

“His death was hideously painful,” Isabella assured him, sensing that her story was not having the desired impact. “Robert said her father staggered around in agony, clutching his chest and begging his daughter to stop as she slowly drew his very soul from him.”

“And how did Robert know this?” inquired MacDunn, his gaze never leaving Gwendolyn.

“He was there,” Isabella explained. “And thank God he was, else we might never have been able to prove that she was responsible for the dark deed.”

Gwendolyn fought to control her rage and despair at this spurious account of her father’s death. She returned MacDunn’s scrutiny with deliberate calm, neither confirming nor denying the horrible allegation. She did not know why he had stolen her, but her bondage made it clear Laird MacDunn had not been motivated by pity or gallantry. It was better he fear her, or at the very least be wary of her abilities.

Suddenly Ned, the elfin warrior, dropped down from the tree above, whispered something into MacDunn’s ear, then turned and pointed into the darkness. MacDunn quickly signaled Ned into the woods, while Cameron and Brodick withdrew their swords and disappeared into the shadows. MacDunn then hurried over to Gwendolyn and Isabella.

“It seems we have company,” he declared softly, slicing the ropes binding them to the tree. “It could be the gallant MacSweens coming to rescue you, Isabella…”

Isabella brightened.

“…or it could be drunken thieves who will rape you repeatedly before cutting your throats. As I’m not of a mind to permit either to happen,” he continued, binding their tied wrists together, “you will hide beyond these trees and keep quiet until I tell you it is safe to return. If either of you get any foolish notions about trying to escape, be warned—if the wolves don’t find you, I will.” His tone suggested being mauled by wolves would be preferable.

Gwendolyn watched as he vanished into the darkness.

“We can’t just stay here,” protested Isabella nervously. “We must try to—”

A strangled groan pierced the night.

“By God, MacDunn,” thundered Robert’s furious voice, “show yourself and fight like a real warrior!”

“Robert!” squealed Isabella. “I’m over—”

“Squeak again and I’ll turn you into a rat,” hissed Gwendolyn. “Do you understand?”

Isabella whimpered and nodded.

         

[image: image] Alex swiftly withdrew his sword from the belly of a MacSween, then spun around to deflect the blow of another. His attacker’s blade forced him to leap back. The weapon’s point sliced into his shirt, and he was vaguely aware of a stinging sensation in his chest. He raised his sword and buried it deep into his opponent’s gut.

“Damn you, MacDunn,” cursed the warrior, sinking to his knees, “you’ve got the devil on your side.” He grunted, then fell onto his face.

Warm blood was seeping into Alex’s shirt, but he ignored the pain. The ringing and scraping of steel told him Cameron and Brodick were well occupied. He cautiously moved forward, searching the veil of trees for more MacSweens.

Suddenly a huge brute of a man leaped out from behind a tree, his ax poised to split Alex’s skull open. Before the weapon began its descent, the warrior gasped, took a faltering step, then collapsed. An arrow protruded from his back. Alex looked up to find Ned’s small form perched on a branch, another arrow already taut against the string of his bow. Alex followed his aim and saw Robert moving toward him through the darkness, unaware that he was about to die.

Alex raised his hand, signaling for Ned to hold.

“Good evening, Robert,” he called pleasantly. “I must confess, I wasn’t expecting you quite so soon.”

“I’m sure you weren’t,” Robert sneered. “I prefer to surprise my enemies.”

“Enemies?” repeated Alex, sounding surprised. “But what a sad turn of events this is, when just hours ago you so graciously invited me to attend your marvelous witch burning. You know,” he continued conversationally, planting the tip of his sword in the ground and leaning against it, “I was really looking forward to that feast.”

“You should have kept out of it, MacDunn,” Robert advised, moving closer. “You were a fool to think I wouldn’t come after you.”

“Oh, but I knew you were coming,” Alex assured him. “Gwendolyn told me you would. Her powers of perception are quite extraordinary.”

Concern flashed across Robert’s face, but he was quick to master it. “What else did she tell you?” he demanded, closing the distance between them.

“Everything,” Alex promptly lied. “In fact, we had quite a long talk.” He idly adjusted the folds of his plaid. “She really is an intriguing creature, isn’t she? I can understand why you want her back.”

“I want her back so justice can be carried out,” Robert replied shortly. “She is a witch and a murderess.”

“Ah, yes, that nasty business about her father. Fortuitous that you were there to witness it, wasn’t it, Robert?”

“Where is she?” demanded Robert, taking another step forward.

“Actually, I’m not sure,” Alex replied, shrugging. “She is hiding somewhere out there,” he added, gesturing vaguely with his hand. “I honestly don’t believe she is anxious to see you.”

“Bring her to me,” commanded Robert, raising his sword, “or I will carve you into a dozen bloody pieces, MacDunn.”

“You know, Robert, I do find it a bit puzzling that you have not yet inquired about your dear niece’s welfare. A charming girl, that Isabella, despite her penchant for rather disagreeable threats. No doubt she gets that from you?” he suggested brightly, making it seem a compliment.

“Bring Gwendolyn to me, you mad fool!” snapped Robert. “Or I’ll splay you wide like a fish and pull out your—”

“There, now,” interrupted Alex, “you see what I mean?”

“By God, MacDunn, you’ve had your chance,” snarled Robert, drawing back his sword.

“Now, that would not be prudent,” observed Alex, his own weapon still comfortably acting as a crutch. “Would it, Ned?”

“No,” agreed Ned, from his perch in the tree above him.

Startled, Robert looked up.

“You know, I really don’t think you would enjoy having an arrow in your chest,” Alex remarked.

“Or a sword in your belly,” said Cameron, appearing through the trees.

“Or a dirk in your eye,” added Brodick, standing beside him.

Robert hesitated. Realizing he had no choice, he threw his blade onto the ground.

“I believe I’d like your dirk also,” said Alex. “I seem to have misplaced mine in the back of one of your warriors.”

Robert scowled, then withdrew his dirk from his belt and tossed it beside his sword.

“Excellent. Now, as you have no weapons, and as we were forced to kill the warriors you brought with you—”

“You couldn’t have killed them all,” objected Robert.

“Well, I distinctly remember killing at least two,” Alex said. “What about you, Brodick?”

“I killed two as well,” Brodick replied.

“And I finished off three,” added Cameron, moving behind Robert. “How many did you kill, Ned?”

“Three.”

Alex counted on his fingers. “I believe that makes ten. How many warriors did you bring, Robert?” he asked curiously.

Robert’s face was nearly crimson with rage. “Damn you, MacDunn! This means war!”

“Now, don’t blame yourself,” soothed Alex. “After all, there were eleven of you, and eleven against four does seem like good odds. Listen, you’ve had a difficult day, and it doesn’t seem to be getting any better. Have a good night’s rest, and things will seem far better in the morning.”

“I’ve no intention of resting, you dull-witted clod!” Robert raved. “I may be your prisoner, but I intend to—”

Cameron slammed the hilt of his sword on Robert’s head. Robert sighed and sank to the ground.

“He’ll sleep like a babe,” Cameron assured Alex.

“Good. Tie him to a tree, just in case he wakens early,” instructed Alex, moving back toward the camp. “Maybe now we can finally get some sleep.”

         

[image: image] Gwendolyn searched the darkness, debating whether she should take her chances and try to escape with Isabella. The fighting seemed to have come to an end, but she wasn’t sure who had emerged the victor. A tall figure appeared through the trees. Moonlight washed over him as he stepped into the clearing, leaving no doubt that it was MacDunn’s enormous frame she beheld.

His shirt was soaked in blood.

“You’re hurt,” she gasped, emerging from her hiding place with Isabella in tow.

“I told you my father’s men would carve you open,” Isabella said with dark satisfaction. “I told you they would shred your flesh—”

“Brodick, cut Isabella loose and bring her here,” ordered Alex brusquely.

“Why?” Isabella demanded, suddenly nervous.

“You are going to repair the damage your father’s men have done to us,” Alex informed her.

“I won’t!” she protested as Brodick cut the ropes binding her to Gwendolyn.

“Forgive me, sweet Bella, but you would be wise to do as MacDunn says,” Brodick advised, pulling Isabella across the clearing. “And after you’ve finished, I’ve a scratch to my arm that needs tending as well.”

“And I’ve a split in my scalp,” added Cameron.

“I won’t help you!” she raged. “I hope each of you bleeds to death from your injuries, you vile, thieving, murdering scum!”

Alex stripped off his shirt, revealing a pulsing slash across his upper chest. “You will fix this,” he commanded. “Now.”

Isabella took one look at the blood dripping down his torso and promptly fainted.

Cameron roared with laughter. “It seems the lass’s tongue is stronger than her stomach!”

“She is tired,” protested Brodick, gently gathering Isabella’s crumpled form in his arms. “She has had an exhausting day.” He carried her across the clearing and lowered her onto a bed of moss.

Alex shook his head in disgust. “Very well, then, witch,” he said, eyeing Gwendolyn. “Now is your chance to demonstrate your special healing powers.”

Gwendolyn stepped forward, her mind racing. Where had MacDunn gotten the idea that she had healing powers? While her mother had been a skilled healer, Gwendolyn’s father had forbidden Gwendolyn to practice the art, for fear it would draw attention to her, and give someone reason to accuse her of possessing unnatural abilities. Although she had understood her father’s concern, Gwendolyn had secretly spent many hours studying her mother’s carefully scribed notes. While she had found these studies fascinating, she had never actually practiced her mother’s techniques on anyone. How on earth was she supposed to tend to a battle wound?

“If you walk any slower, I’ll be dead before you get to me,” MacDunn complained dryly, as he lowered himself to the ground.

“Forgive me,” Gwendolyn said, hastening her step.

She knelt down beside him and bit her lip. A gash as long as the span of her hand sliced across the hard muscle of his upper chest. Blood was leaking profusely from the cut and seeping down his front, making it look as if he had been hacked wide open.

“I think it looks worse than it is,” she murmured, more to reassure herself than him. She gingerly touched the raw edges of the wound, trying to establish its depth. Blood spurted from the opening. She jerked back her hand.

“It needs to be stitched,” MacDunn told her.

She nodded.

He regarded her expectantly. “Go ahead.”

Gwendolyn frantically tried to recall her mother’s instructions on closing wounds. She herself had never stitched anything beyond garments, but surely the principle was the same. Except this, of course, would be messier.

“I will need more light,” she decided, tentatively daubing the wound with MacDunn’s discarded shirt. “Do you think it is safe to build a fire?”

“The warriors Robert brought with him are dead,” MacDunn replied. “A fire will not matter now.” He signaled to Ned, who promptly began to toss sticks into a pile.

“Is Robert also dead?”

Her voice was flat, but Alex could sense a flicker of desperation behind her inquiry. “No,” he admitted, feeling oddly as if he had failed her. “He is not. But he cannot hurt you,” he added, wanting to reassure her. “You belong to me now. I protect what is mine.”

His expression was deadly serious. Gwendolyn stared at him a moment, contemplating the power emanating from him even as he lay there bleeding. She had no doubt he believed what he said. But the stench of flames still permeated her senses, reminding her of how close she had come to death that day. She could never be safe, she realized stonily. And though she might be MacDunn’s prisoner, she was certainly not his possession.

“I belong to no one, MacDunn.”

“You are wrong.”

She lowered her gaze to her task. “I will require needle and thread, and some water,” she said, changing the subject.

“See to it, Cameron,” MacDunn ordered.

Gwendolyn folded MacDunn’s shirt into layers and pressed it firmly against his wound, trying to stanch the flow of blood. Hot scarlet liquid soaked into the fabric and drenched her fingers. She was unnerved by all the blood, but she vaguely recalled her mother’s notes mentioning that sometimes relatively insignificant wounds could bleed horribly at first. More pressure on the wound was apparently needed. She pressed down as hard as she could, causing MacDunn’s firm muscles to leap beneath her palm.

“Sweet Jesus,” he swore, grabbing her wrist with bruising strength. “What the hell are you trying to do?”

“F-forgive me,” she stammered, startled by the pain she had caused him. “I did not mean to hurt you.”

Alex regarded her in surprise. Her gray eyes were wide with concern, which seemed incomprehensible in a witch guilty of murder and all the other hideous crimes of which she stood accused. Her wrist was slim and fragile in his grip, and he was acutely aware of the velvety touch of her skin against his palm.

Abruptly, he released her.

“Here are the things you asked for,” said Cameron, handing her a dripping leather pouch and a slim needle.

“Where is the thread?” asked Gwendolyn.

“I couldn’t find any,” Cameron replied. “Isn’t there something else you could use?”

Gwendolyn thought for a moment. Her mother’s notes had mentioned that hair could sometimes be substituted for thread, if no other fibers were available. She reached into her scalp and pulled out several long, dark strands. “This might work,” she told MacDunn.

The bleeding had slowed, so she rinsed his wound with water and blotted it dry. Satisfied that the cut was clean enough for her to close, she carefully threaded her needle. Then she bent her head, swallowed hard—and froze.

“What’s wrong?” MacDunn asked after a moment.

“I—I am merely planning how I am going to close it.”

Realizing he found her hesitation peculiar, she summoned her courage and tentatively inserted the needle into MacDunn’s skin, fully expecting him to writhe in agony.

He didn’t flinch.

Marginally encouraged by that, she punctured the raw flesh on the opposite side of the gash, then stole a quick, apologetic glance at him. He was watching her with enormous calm, his blue gaze intense, as if he were evaluating her work. He certainly did not look like a man in unbearable pain. Satisfied that she was not causing him any great distress, she exhaled the breath she had been holding and continued her task.

Alex watched her slowly lace his wound closed. Firelight played upon her pale cheek as she worked, which was smooth and unmarked by illness or time. Her face was a study of somber beauty, with high, sculpted cheekbones, a narrow, delicate brow, and graceful, berry-stained lips that she bit as she concentrated. Her eyes were wide, gray, and utterly serious, and he found himself wondering what it would be like to see a little merriment reflected in them. Her hair was as black and glossy as a raven’s breast; it fell like a heavy cloak around her, shrouding her. She was far from the ancient old hag he had believed he was seeking at the MacSween holding. He had known only that he sought the MacSween witch, and to his knowledge, all witches were hideous, shriveled crones with long, yellow teeth and horny, spotted hands. And yet, from the moment he first saw this pale slip of a girl being led to the stake, he had realized her beauty was not of this world. Her face was too perfect, her coloring too startling, and her slim, curved body too tantalizing to be anything but the work of the devil. She could kindle a man’s desire with nothing but a glance, or the simple gesture of brushing a wavy strand of dark hair off her cheek. Even now, he was overwhelmed by the light touch of her cool hands against his torn, burning flesh, by the gentle cadence of her breath as she threaded her own hair in and out of him, by the tangy sweet scent of heather about her, mingled with the smoky aroma of her gown. It had been years since he had endured a woman’s ministrations, for his health was infernally excellent, and he was rarely wounded in battle. Surely that was why she was having such a profound effect on him, flooding his senses with heat and fragrance and need, stirring his blood and quickening his desire until he wanted to sink his hand deep into that inky cape of hair and pull her atop him.

“There,” Gwendolyn breathed, knotting the last stitch, “I believe that will hold if you are careful not to move too much. Now we need to bandage it.”

“I have only my shirt,” said Alex, vaguely disappointed that she had finished so quickly.

“That won’t do,” Gwendolyn decided, critically eyeing the discarded garment. “It is soaked with blood.” She considered a moment, then grasped the fabric of her gown where it met her shoulder and yanked down, tearing off the sleeve. She quickly did the same with the other side.

“Did you sew that gown?” asked Alex as she reduced the sleeves to narrow strips of fabric and knotted them together.

“Yes—why?”

“I was just considering how easily the stitches gave way.”

She glanced at him, uncertain whether or not he was teasing. His expression was contained, but she thought she detected a hint of amusement in his eyes.

“Your stitches will hold well enough if you are careful,” she informed him defensively as she wrapped the bandage around his chest. “But I think you will have to refrain from wielding your sword for a few days.”

“Then let us hope no one else comes after you for a while.”

“Robert came for Isabella as well,” Gwendolyn pointed out. “If you do not release her, Laird MacSween is certain to send more men to retrieve her. She is his only daughter.”

“Isabella will be released unharmed,” Alex replied. “I gave MacSween my word. Besides, she is of no use to me. Come here, Brodick,” he called, before Gwendolyn could ask what possible use he thought she was going to be. “Let the witch close that arm of yours.”

Brodick eyed her nervously. “It is fine, MacDunn. It can wait.”

“If you leave it, it may fester,” countered Alex. “Let her see to it.”

“It is not nearly as bad as I thought,” Brodick assured him, adjusting his sleeve to conceal the wound. “It does not bother me at all.”

“By God, she’s frightened him with that business about casting a spell on his manhood!” burst out Cameron, roaring with laughter.

Alex gave Gwendolyn a warning look. “You will do nothing but fix his arm, is that clear?”

She nodded.

“Get over here, Brodick,” Alex commanded.

Reluctantly, Brodick approached Gwendolyn.

“Careful you don’t make her angry,” Cameron teased. “There’ll be many a lass left sorely disappointed.”

“You’re next, Cameron,” announced Alex. “That cut in your scalp is turning your hair even redder, if that’s possible.”

Cameron’s face fell. “ ’Tis barely a scratch, MacDunn. There’s no need for the witch to—”

“Worried about disappointing your wife, Cameron?” Brodick drawled as Gwendolyn examined his arm.

Cameron scowled.

“Why don’t you heal his wound with witchcraft?” Alex asked, watching as Gwendolyn carefully bathed Brodick’s gash.

She raised her eyes in confusion.

“You have special powers,” he reflected. “Let me see you use them.”

His scrutiny was unsettling. There was a powerful emotion smoldering within the depths of his blue eyes, a sentiment he was struggling to mask, which she could not immediately identify.

“If it’s all the same to you, MacDunn,” began Brodick nervously, “I would prefer she not go to any trouble on my account.”

“Do you have these powers or don’t you?” Alex persisted.

There it was. That lightning flash of emotion, so fleeting she nearly missed it. Yet in that brief glimpse, there was no mistaking what it was.

Yearning.

So this was why MacDunn had rescued her. He did not know of the stone, but apparently he believed she was a witch with unnatural powers. When his attempt to buy her failed, he developed a plan to rescue her, so determined was he to have control of her and her abilities.

He was no better than Robert, she realized bitterly.

“Of course I have great powers,” she lied. It was clear now that her very existence depended on this fabrication. If MacDunn believed she had no powers, he might well decide to either kill her himself, or send her back to her clan. “I am, after all, a witch.”

He nodded with satisfaction. “Good. I would hate to think I had just killed over a dozen men and invited war with the MacSweens for a woman who is of no earthly use to me.”

“The fact that I was about to be consumed by flames did not trouble you?”

“You were found guilty of serious crimes,” he replied. “It is not my way to interfere with another clan’s justice. To do so is to risk war over matters that do not concern me. I have the welfare of my own people to consider.”

“That is most prudent of you,” observed Gwendolyn. “I am surprised you took such enormous risks today.”

“I plan to benefit from your powers,” he assured her. “The rewards you will bring me will far exceed the risks.”

Somehow she managed to refrain from striking him across the face. He intended to use her, just as Robert had hoped to do. No doubt he wanted her to bring him victory in war, render him invincible, and then fill his coffers with unimaginable riches. Why had she thought, even for an instant, that this mad warrior was beyond such selfish, shallow cravings?

“Can you use your powers to heal?” he demanded impatiently.

“I can, but only to a certain extent,” she lied, realizing the need for caution as she wove her claims. “I cannot cast a spell to close these wounds, or else I would have done so already for you.” She pulled several more strands of hair from her scalp and threaded her needle. “I can, however, call upon my powers to control the pain once the injuries are stitched.”

“Really?” MacDunn was obviously intrigued.

“That won’t be necessary,” announced Brodick. “I don’t believe I’ll be feeling any pain. In fact,” he continued, rising, “my arm is already much—”

“You will demonstrate this on my men,” MacDunn interrupted, firmly pushing him down again.

“What about you?” asked Gwendolyn.

“I prefer to watch you cast your spell.”

“It may not be possible,” she warned, searching for a tangible excuse in case her “spell” failed. “There are many things I need, and I have brought nothing with me.”

“Tell Ned what you require so he can fetch these things while you stitch Brodick and Cameron.”

Gwendolyn considered a moment. “I will require five smooth, unblemished stones no larger than the palm of my hand,” she began. “I will also need a single, perfect feather from the wing of a sparrow hawk, a fistful of fresh, very green moss, a strip of bark from a pine tree, twelve crushed pine needles, six drops of blood, a freshly caught fish, a scoop of earth—”

“For God’s sake, it’s the middle of the night,” Alex complained. “How the hell is he supposed to catch a fish?”

“These are the things I require, MacDunn,” she informed him flatly. “If you cannot provide them, I cannot cast the spell.” She calmly began to stitch Brodick’s arm.

“Fine,” he growled. “Is there anything else?”

“No,” she replied. “That is all.”

“See if you can find these things, Ned.”

The small warrior looped his bow over his shoulder and disappeared into the woods.

Brodick’s arm was far simpler to close than MacDunn’s chest had been. By the time Gwendolyn was mending the tear in Cameron’s scalp, she was feeling somewhat confident in her stitching abilities.

“There, now,” she said, tying off the last of the thread. “Keep this clean, and it will heal very nicely.”

“Thank you, m’lady,” said Cameron, rising. “My wife would have been most upset to have me return with a gaping hole in my head. The lass is prone to rather unseemly fits of temper when it comes to my injuries.” His voice was gruff, but Gwendolyn sensed the warrior’s fondness for his wife.

“I don’t think Ned is going to find everything I need for my spell tonight,” she mused, relieved. “Perhaps we should just—”

At that moment Ned emerged through the trees. He went straight to Gwendolyn and deposited a knotted, squirming bundle at her feet.

“You’d better hurry,” he advised. “That fish won’t last much longer.”

Reluctantly, Gwendolyn unknotted the bundle and unpacked the items. She examined each one carefully, searching for some flaw.

“What about the six drops of blood?” she demanded, seizing upon the missing item.

Ned held up his hand. “You will cut me when you need it.” “Actually, I don’t believe I will need any blood for this spell,” she quickly corrected, sickened by the idea of cutting Ned’s hand for her little ruse
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Alex swung down from his horse and stalked toward her.

“Do you have any idea how close you just came to death?” he demanded softly.

“MacDunn, I—”

He grabbed her by her slim, bare shoulders, needing to touch her, to be sure she was still whole and well.

Gwendolyn stood paralyzed as MacDunn’s mouth covered hers. She had never been kissed before, for no one in her clan would have dared dally with the girl marked from childhood as a witch. But even in her innocence she could feel his unleashed passion. A flame burst to life in the pit of her stomach, and her blood quickened, making her feel flushed and strange.

She leaned into his muscular frame and locked her arms around his neck, clinging to him as she urgently returned his kiss. Power seemed to emanate from him as his hands roamed her body. Pleasure washed through her as she pressed against him, and a soft cry escaped her throat.

Alex began to explore the narrow path of her back, the satin skin of her shoulders, the delicate cage of her ribs. He wanted to take this witch now, here, in the forest, to lay her down on a bed of fragrant pine and lose himself to her softness and heat….


OEBPS/images/Monk_9780553903294_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Monk_9780553903294_epub_002_r1.jpg
TS TS TN TS

THE

WITCH

AND THE

WARRIOR

e

Karyn Monk

*

Buntam Bocks

New Yok Tromte
London Syducy Auhlnd

A A A A A A A
P S S

O R R





OEBPS/images/Monk_9780553903294_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Monk_9780553903294_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Monk_9780553903294_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
The Witch and The Warrior

Karyn Monk





OEBPS/images/Monk_9780553903294_epub_005_r1.jpg





