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	The Forbidden Highlander

	By Terri Brisbin

	James Murray, heir to the powerful and influential Murray chieftain of Perth, was honor-bound to marry the woman his father had chosen… and negotiated for him. Determined to carry out his duties, he ignored all the warnings signs during the journey back to MacLerie lands in the west with his betrothed. And James could ignore the questionable birth of his fiancée and the clear fact that she bore soft feelings towards her guard. It mattered not… until it did. For try as he might to accept a future with his arranged bride, he instead found the perfect woman for him was her best friend.

	Elizabeth MacLerie had found no hardship in serving as companion to her friend and cousin Ciara Robertson. She was excited to leave her village and accompany Ciara on the journey to meet and return home with Ciara and her betrothed… until she meets him. James is completely wrong for Ciara, but as the days pass Elizabeth realizes she is falling in love with him.

	For honor’s sake, they must both abide by the contracts between the two clans, but James cannot marry Ciara knowing it would destroy both their lives. Rather than be forced into marriage he takes the bold and dangerous step of running away with Elizabeth. On their own, on the run from two angry chieftains and without friends or family, James and Elizabeth must discover the depth and strength of their new love.

	But will love be enough to keep them together when so many plot to separate them forever?
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Chapter One

	Scottish Highlands

	1370 A.D.

	It was only a touch of his hand, the slightest and briefest of touches, and forbidden, but Elizabeth desired it. Glancing up, she met his gaze and saw something there she dared not to hope she would see. Her throat tightened and her mouth dried, no words able to come out.

	“Elizabeth,” he whispered as he rubbed his thumb along the inside of her palm.

	The sound of her name on his lips sent shivers and chills through her body and brightened her heart. Elizabeth MacLerie enjoyed the sensations for the moment, knowing that none of it could continue.

	Their game of chess complete, he stood from the stool and stepped away from the table, waiting for her to follow. And, damn her heart, she did. Trying to let nothing of her nervousness show to those whom she—they—passed, Elizabeth understood that something had changed between her and James in that momentary caress.

	A line had been crossed, one they both knew should not be breached. But, with only a touch of his hand and a whisper of her name, they had.

	She had been in love before, just once, and it had come upon her like a storm—with wildness and breathlessness and foolishness and danger. This time, love had crept up on her, surprising her with its quiet, silent approach. Though, this time as that, the danger remained a constant.

	Elizabeth followed James, hoping to speak to him, but his father called to him and she watched as he joined his parents and Ciara Robertson in some discussion.

	Elizabeth now knew what heaven and hell were like—she was living them both. Glancing across the clearing and meeting his gaze, she saw the possibilities of both in his blue eyes as they each paused for a moment before looking away.

	Her heart pounded and her body ached every time they spoke. His calm manner and deliberate actions appealed to that part of her that wished to avoid any of the melodrama that had threatened her happiness and her place in her family just a year before. His polite and careful approach to her, never overstepping, never demanding, promised that life with him would find her content and happy. Now on the road, journeying back to her home in Lairig Dubh and spending so much time in his company, she could convince herself of everything working out in her favor.

	She could hope.

	All it took, though, was one glance across the clearing to show her that she’d really entered the realms of hell. James Murray was betrothed and contracted to marry her closest friend, Ciara Robertson, and not her. Elizabeth was the first to look away, as Ciara claimed his attention once more.

	His betrothed.

	Her closest friend.

	If she had looked away at that moment, she would have missed the glance Ciara threw in another direction. Elizabeth did not have to turn to know who stood in the shadows at the edge of the camp. The expression that flitted across Ciara’s face just then, a mix of longing and love and loss, meant that Tavis MacLerie watched them even as she did.

	It would not surprise Elizabeth to hear the stern voice of Father Micheil echoing through the clearing and warning all of them about the cost of the sins they so eagerly committed and would so eagerly commit if given the chance. But the one thing that held them back and kept all their wayward, sinful longings—each for someone not meant to be theirs—under control was honor.

	Ciara had broken off a number of betrothals and she was, Elizabeth understood, determined to follow through with this one. Not because she loved James, for she did not, but to uphold her promise to her parents and the others depending on this marriage and the benefits it brought to two families and other allies.

	James was the heir of his father and William Murray needed this advantageous marriage to rebuild his family’s holdings and to make alliances with the powerful MacLerie and Robertson clans. James understood the realities that required this marriage, no matter where his heart wished to go.

	Tavis MacLerie had buried one wife and had counted Ciara as a friend, never realizing that her true feelings had little to do with remaining his friend. Elizabeth had lived through every stage of their relationship, from the tumultuous heartbreak when Ciara asked him to marry her and he refused her, to the day she accepted James’s offer of marriage and giving up any hope of marrying Tavis. Though now, from one look at his face, Elizabeth knew he regretted that he had not accepted her offer and her love, for he loved Ciara even if he did not admit it.

	So, instead of following their hearts, each of them would honor their loyalties and commitments. Each of them would end up married to someone they did not love, all for the sake of honor and duty.

	Elizabeth recognized that even if James were free to marry, she would not be the woman his parents sought for a marriage. Her parents would offer a small dowry and she had not the elevated connections and relatives that Ciara offered.

	And, if word of her disgrace from a year ago got out, her shame would keep her from being his. Though Connor had promised to protect her reputation, she worried every day that her behavior and the results would come to light. If James’s parents learned of her fall from grace, they would never allow her to become their son’s wife.

	With so much of the outcome inevitable, Elizabeth decided to enjoy the few moments that they could snatch away and to remember them...and him always. The following days’ travel provided her with several special moments, ones she would hold in her breaking heart.

	But, when they all reached Lairig Dubh, Elizabeth understood the way things would be, even if her heart refused to accept it.
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	Lairig Dubh

	Lands of the MacLerie clan

	When his amber eyes flashed with anger, James Murray could well understand why Connor MacLerie was still called the Beast of the Highlands. And unfortunately, the Beast’s ire was aimed directly at James.

	“These questions are coming very late into things, would you not say, James?” The calm tone of the laird’s voice did nothing to assuage James’s sense of impending doom.

	Connor rose then, walked to the large window that faced the yard and stood silent for a few moments. James felt the urge to confess all manner of sins during that silence, but he held his words behind his teeth and waited on the laird. The less said, the fewer transgressions revealed.

	“If you have concerns about your upcoming nuptials, just know that many marriages face less than auspicious beginnings,” he said without facing James. “My own, for example, to Lady Jocelyn.”

	A subtle description for an event known across the Highlands and most of the Lowlands as well. Having had, as the story went, killed his first wife for not giving him a son, Connor MacLerie forced marriage on Jocelyn MacCallum in exchange for her brother’s life. Inauspicious would not have been the word James would choose to describe that situation, but he did not challenge Connor’s choice.

	“Ciara Robertson would not seem too hard a burden for a man to bear. She is lovely, well-spoken, educated, amiable...and wealthy. Most men would fight for her hand in marriage,” Connor said as he turned to face James now. “Before you take any actions, you must be certain about the path you are taking. Have you considered the cost to your family? To your reputation? To the lass?”

	Was he certain? Could he break the betrothal and face all the ramifications of that action? Would he place Elizabeth in danger of sharing whatever sanctions would face him in this? He was about to nod when the laird asked the pivotal and most revealing question of him.

	“There is a woman involved?”

	Could Connor read his thoughts? James had shared more details of his quandary with Lady Jocelyn but not with Connor. She’d suggested he speak with the laird to see what could be done. Dare he confess it all to the man who could destroy everything with but a word?

	“Elizabeth,” James said quietly before meeting that intimidating gaze once more. Then, he said her name once more making it a declaration for the first time. “Elizabeth MacLerie.”

	“Ciara’s closest friend?” Connor asked. James winced at the tone now in the laird’s voice as he nodded.

	He took no pleasure in knowing that he would hurt Ciara. Truth be told, she was a fetching lass. Intelligent. Skilled in numbers and languages. Trained by the best—her stepfather—to understand financial matters. A gift to the man who would marry her. But during their journey back here to her home, back here to their wedding, his heart had been stolen by another.

	Elizabeth was the perfect foil to Ciara—auburn hair to her fair, talkative to her quietude, practical to her well-schooled, and in love with him when Ciara loved another. It had taken him longer than it had taken her to realize the feelings that grew between them and the strength of those feelings. Now though, after watching the growing misery in his betrothed’s eyes as their marriage approached and knowing his own, he knew he must take action. No matter the cost.

	“Aye, Ciara’s friend. Laird, it was not something we planned—”

	“I did not think that,” Connor said sharply. “Elizabeth knows you are here? Speaking to me about this matter?”

	Ah, therein lay the problem—he had not consulted Elizabeth yet. They’d spoken of their feelings in hushed tones during the dark of night when they could manage some time together. Or other times during the journey here. He had not pulled his courage together until this morn, with the wedding swiftly approaching.

	“I...” He could not think of how to answer. Connor held up his hand to stop him.

	“I cannot make this decision for you and will not make it easy for you to do so, either,” Connor said as he sat once more. “There will be problems, serious and possibly deadly effects of choosing to ignore your duty to your family and to your honor, James. If my softhearted wife led you to believe I would support you in this, you should know that she was mistaken.”

	James’s stomach clenched at the strong words in spite of having considered all those things before stepping foot in this chamber. The lady’s words had sounded promising, or mayhap he had simply heard what he wanted to hear?

	“Other men have faced this same conundrum and made their own choices—as you must.”

	Connor stood and strode to the door of his chamber. The discussion was done. Connor MacLerie, the MacLerie and the Earl of Douran, had heard him out and would do no more. James wondered, though...

	“Will you speak of this to my parents?” he asked.

	“What would I tell them? You came seeking my counsel. No more, no less.”

	With nothing more to say, James left the chamber. He had duties to see to and things to accomplish, but more than that, he had a decision to make. As he left the keep and considered his next step, he knew his mind and his decision had been made already.

	Now, if only Elizabeth would agree.

	 


Chapter Two

	Elizabeth MacLerie paced the small clearing, trying to sort out her feelings and thoughts over the matter of her and James. The guilt in her heart grew each time she looked at him and thought of her closest friend. So much so that she considered going to speak to Father Micheil and confess sins of pride and, worse, coveting and lust, to the holy man. Pushing her hair over her shoulder, she glanced once again down the path for James.

	The scene she’d interrupted yesterday had given her, and her desire for him, pause—it was difficult to watch him embrace and kiss the woman he would marry, especially when that woman was not her, but was her best friend, Ciara. If not for the sadness and guilt in his eyes when their gazes met, she would have refused this meeting. She would have accepted that she would have to force the soft feelings from her heart. He’d begged her to hear him out and so she would. Even if it was the end of her dreams.

	They were, the three of them, in a terrible situation where none would end up happy, but where all must carry out their part for the sake of their families and their honor. Ciara, she knew, loved Tavis, but would marry James because of the benefits it would bring to both of their families. James, if his words were true, loved her, but must marry Ciara for the same reasons—family and honor. She loved both her friend and James, and must stand by and watch them wed and face a life of misery watching them make a life together.

	It was a hopeless situation that would lead them all to an unhappy life.

	She turned at the sound of leaves crunching underfoot and found James there, standing in the shade of a tall tree and staring at her. The serious expression on his face lightened for a brief moment as their gazes met but was back in place when he reached her side. Elizabeth’s knees trembled and breathing became difficult as she faced the end of things between them.

	James took her hand and lifted it to his mouth, kissing the inside of her wrist and sending shivers through her whole body. She, the one who had counseled Ciara against the need for feeling such things, now fell victim to every sensation that raced through her skin and her blood. He placed another kiss in her palm before entwining their fingers and tugging her along to follow him deeper into the cover of the forest.

	Words, the ones she wanted to say and the ones she must, tumbled through her mind as they walked off the path and into the thicker, darker copse that would hide them from sight. Then he stopped and faced her, not releasing her hand. Indeed, he pulled her closer and lowered his mouth to hers. And—damn her!—she lifted hers to accept the kiss. She opened to his tongue and he tasted her deeply. Elizabeth leaned against him, clutching the leather of his jacket with her free hand. When her needy whimper echoed through the trees surrounding them and floated along the glen, she pulled away from him.

	Memories of the sight of him kissing and caressing Ciara, much as he did now to her, reminded her of their path. She rubbed the back of her hand across her mouth, trying to stop the urges his kiss caused within her. She looked at him and saw his chest heaving as he breathed deeply and unevenly, his gaze never leaving her face.

	“Elizabeth, I can explain,” he said, stepping toward her again.

	“The kissing? The way you touched her?” She could not help the hurt or jealousy that tinged her voice. She was both and would not hide either from him.

	“Aye, all that and more,” he said, softly, reaching for her hands. “I have found a husband for you after all.”

	The tears burned her eyes and her throat. Ciara had suggested that James find Elizabeth a husband from among his clan so she would stay with them in Perthshire after their marriage. Now, such an offer, coming from him, sounded like blasphemy.

	“James, I...” she began. Shaking her head, she tried to form the words.

	“Listen to me, Elizabeth,” he said, shaking her hands to gain her attention. “Yesterday was a test. I suspected that there were no feelings between Ciara and
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