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HIGHLAND KISS

Eric turned to face Bethia and found her staring at him. He wondered if she intended to stop him before he even stole one kiss. When he slid his arm around her tiny waist, tugging her close to him, and she did not resist, he breathed an inner sigh of relief.

He started in surprise when, as he slowly lowered his mouth to hers, she suddenly wrapped her slender arms around his neck and yanked him even closer.

“Ye must be confused, lass,” he said as he released her mouth and began to kiss her throat. “That was a morning kiss.”

Bethia giggled, then sighed with delight as he moved his hands over her back. “There are different kinds of kisses for different occasions, are there?”

“For us—aye.”

“Then what sort of kiss would ye give me if I told ye that I wasnae ready to go to sleep yet?” She cried out softly in surprise when he abruptly turned, pinning her firmly beneath his lean, hard body.

“That would require a kiss that asked, nay, begged for something,” he said in a soft, rough voice as he brushed his mouth over hers.

The kiss he gave Bethia sent all of her senses reeling. She realized that he had been treating her gently, restraining himself. With his tongue, he ravished her mouth, then he pulled it back, tempting her to follow with her own, so the dance would begin all over again. He released her mouth only briefly, just long enough for her to take a breath, then started all over again until she was aware of nothing but the taste of him. …
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Chapter One

Scotland—1444

Bethia Drummond watched the two sweating men throw the rock-strewn dirt on top of her sister’s body and held her tiny nephew James a little closer. Orphaned before his first birthday by the greed of his own kinsmen, he was going to need a lot of love and, much more importantly, a lot of protection. Bethia swallowed her tears and tossed a few sprigs of white heather onto her sister’s grave. Her heart found it hard to believe that her womb sister Sorcha was gone forever, but her mind knew that Sorcha now lay entwined forever with her love, her husband Robert, beneath the deepening dirt. Put there, she thought with a rising fury, by the avarice of Robert’s family.

She stared across the slowly filling grave at Robert’s uncle William and his two sons, Iain and Angus. They were Drummonds only by name, never by blood, William having taken the name when he had married Robert’s aunt Mary. The barren Mary had willingly taken William’s two small sons as her own, but none of her kindness and love had penetrated their thick, evil hides. The woman had, without doubt, clasped a whole nest of adders to her bosom and paid dearly for her charity. The woman’s death, barely a year past, had been a slow and agonizing, and very suspicious, one. Now two more obstacles to the lands and wealth of Dunncraig were gone and she held the last. William and his two hulking sons would never get James. Bethia swore on her sister’s grave that she would see all three men dead first and that they would be made to pay for all of their crimes.

When William and his sons approached her, Bethia tensed. She resisted the urge to turn and run, taking the happily gurgling James far away from the three dark men. It would be neither safe nor wise to let them know that she was suspicious of them.

“Ye need not fear for the laddie’s care,” William said in his rough voice as he lightly ruffled the little boy’s bright red curls. “We will care for the wee bairn.”

Bethia wanted to scrub the man’s touch off the boy, but forced herself to smile. “My sister asked me to care for her child. ’Tis why I came here.”

“Ye are a verra young lass. ’Tis sure that ye dinnae wish to waste your life caring for another woman’s child. Ye should be away making a few wee bairns of your own.”

“Caring for the bairn of my womb sister could ne’er be a waste, sir.”

“Mayhap this isnae a good time to discuss this.” William forced his thin-lipped mouth into a parody of a sympathetic smile and patted Bethia on the shoulder. “Ye are still wrapped too tightly in your grief o’er your poor sister’s death. We will talk of this later.”

“As ye wish.”

It was hard not to yank herself away from William’s chilling touch, but Bethia forced herself to smile at the three men once again. She then turned and walked back to the keep with a hard-won calm. Bethia wanted to scream out her suspicions, wanted to unsheath her dagger and plunge it deep into William’s black heart, but she knew that would gain her nothing except one brief, pleasant taste of revenge. The man’s sons would quickly and bloodily avenge his death, killing both her and James. In truth, she would probably accomplish no more than giving them a ready explanation for the boy’s death since she could not be sure she could even kill William.

Defeating William and his sons and making them pay for their crimes required care and planning. Bethia needed to subdue the emotions twisting her insides into a painful knot. She knew that she would also need some help and she could not count on finding any amongst the cowed people of Dunncraig. William had a tight grip upon all who lived at the keep and on the lands—one Robert had either not seen or been too often away at court or fighting in France to break. Robert’s naivete or neglect had cost him and Sorcha their lives. Bethia had no intention of allowing James to join them in their cold grave.

“Your father was all that was brave and honorable,” Bethia told little James as she entered the small, dark room they shared, “but he should have watched his home fires much more carefully, laddie.”

She settled the yawning child in his cradle and sat on the edge of her small, hard bed to watch him. Sorcha’s brilliant green eyes blessed his sweet little face and his hair was only a little brighter than his mother’s. The envy Bethia had sometimes suffered over her sister’s often acclaimed beauty now seemed petty and sad. She might have a duller, browner hair color and the curse of mismatched eyes, as well as a far less womanly figure than her sister’s, but she was still alive. Sorcha’s highly praised beauty and charm had always seemed such a blessing, but they had not saved her.

And she was stronger, Bethia decided as she watched the fair James fall asleep. Sorcha had been like a candle admired for its light and warmth, for the beauty of its color-rich flame, but also easily snuffed out and left cold, lifeless. She had always been more wary than Sorcha, more able to see the evil in people. It had surprised her when Sorcha had sent word asking her to come and help with James, for Dunncraig was filled with women eager and able to help care for their laird’s son and heir. Bethia now wondered if, finally, some hint of suspicion or fear had crept into her sister’s loving, trusting heart.

She sighed and vigorously wiped away a tear. If it had, it had come far too late. It did, however, explain Sorcha’s odd choice of words in her missive. Sorcha had asked her sister to come and watch over James. Not nurse him, play with him, visit him, or aid his mother, but to watch over him. And that was exactly what Bethia intended to do.

Every breath she took, every whisper of her skirts over the rush-covered floors, made Bethia’s heart skip painfully as she crept along the shadowed halls of Dunncraig. She knew how to be quiet yet that skill appeared to be failing her miserably. No outcry came, however, as she made her way through the keep and out into the bailey. It had taken her three torturous days to find a way out of Dunncraig, one she could possibly get to unseen, and it felt as if it was taking her almost as long to get to it. And every step of the way, she was terrified that James, so sweetly oblivious to the danger he was in, would make some sound that would give them away.

For each minute of those three days she had wavered between doubting her suspicions and searching for a way to flee unseen. The death of James’s little puppy had brutally ended all of her doubts and suspicions. Bethia doubted she would ever know why, after blissfully eating and drinking everything brought to her and James the first day after the funeral, she had suddenly felt compelled to test the food on the second day. When the puppy had died after tasting the food, she had wept out of guilt for using the poor, trusting animal in such a way and a strange mixture of fury and fear because all of her dark suspicions had been so gruesomely proven right. The fact that she had not been able to give the little animal a burial worthy of his sacrifice only added to her anger. She now knew that the slow, painful deaths of Sorcha and Robert had been caused by poison and not by some unnamed wasting sickness as was claimed.

Finally, Bethia reached the spot she had been seeking: a small break in the wall behind the reeking stables. Robert had not only been unaware of the deadly enemies within his keep, but of the crumbling state of his keep as well. If he had seen how poorly the place was kept, he never would have left William in control of the accounts. Bethia was not sure what William and his sons were doing with the money from the lands and tenants but they were certainly not maintaining the keep they were so willing to kill for.

As she squeezed herself and James through the opening a few pieces of the crumbling wall clattered noisily to the ground. She held herself still within the opening, holding her breath as she waited for the outcry she was sure would come. It surprised her a little when there was none. Such a noise should have caused one of the men at arms to at least glance her way. As she cautiously slipped out into the night and hurried toward the woods at the far end of the surrounding fields, she felt a little more confident about her chances of escape with every step she took. The men guarding Dunncraig were obviously as lax in their duties as William was in keeping Dunncraig strong.

It was not until she entered the frightening yet welcome shadows of the forest that Bethia dared to breathe a sigh of relief. She knew it would not be long before a pursuit was begun, but she had taken the first step toward freedom and safety and she allowed a touch of hope to enter her heart. A horse would have been a great help but she had not dared to try to steal one, not even dared to retrieve the sweet little mare she had ridden in on. She would never have gotten the animal out through her tiny bolt-hole. Bethia silently promised the little mare that she would not leave her in that rotting stable any longer than necessary. Without a horse, however, if she was going to put any distance at all between herself and James and their enemies, she was going to have to do a lot of walking.

James shifted in the blanket sling resting against Bethia’s chest and she idly rubbed his back as she started to walk. “Be at ease, my bonny wee laddie.” She took one last look at Dunncraig, wishing she could have bid a final farewell to Sorcha, but promising that she would return. “I will see that those swine who feed out of your father’s trough will soon be choking on their ill-begotten meal. And may God heartily curse all men who seek to fill their pockets with the riches of others,” she whispered as she marched deeper into the wood.

“Are ye sure ye ought to go and face these people?” Balfour Murray asked his young foster brother Eric as he sat down at the head table in the great hall of Donncoill and began to fill his plate with food.

Eric smiled at Balfour, then winked at his brother’s wife Maldie, who just rolled her eyes and began to eat. “We have tried every other means to gain my birthright, but everything we do is either contested or ignored. This game has been played out after thirteen long years. I grow heartily weary of it.”

“I still cannae see how confronting the fools will change anything.”

“It may not, but ’tis the only thing we havenae tried.”

“There is still the king to turn to.”

“We have tried that too, although mayhap nay as ardently as we might have. Howbeit, I think our liege would prefer nay to take any side in all of this. The Beaton lairds may have been swine, and still are, but they have ne’er angered or offended the king. The MacMillans, my mother’s clan, are also on amiable terms with the king, considered loyal and able fighters. I believe I may be the proof they cannae deny. I carry the Beaton mark upon my back and many have said that I carry the look of my mother and her kin. Mayhap ’tis past time the Beatons and MacMillans see the proof with their verra own eyes.”

“Do ye think the Beatons will heed the truth e’en if ye bare your back and force them to see the mark there?” asked Maldie.

“Nay, mayhap not, but it cannae hurt to try,” Eric replied. “I have heard nay ill about the MacMillans. Unfortunately, I have yet to meet with one during my times at court. They may but heed the lies told by the Beatons too closely. Mayhap I can finally make them see the truth.”

“Ye must take someone with you,” insisted Balfour. “ ’Tis a pity Nigel went to France.”

“Gisele has now born him three bonny bairns. ‘Twas past time they were shown to their kinsmen in France.”

“Aye, I ken it. If ye can but wait until my work is done, I could come with ye or Nigel may have returned.”

“This is my fight, Balfour, and mine alone.”

It took Eric the rest of the evening and most of the next day to convince Balfour that this was indeed something he had to do alone. Neither of them feared any real threat from the Beatons or the MacMillans, for they and their quarrels were all too well known to the king. Any harm coming to Eric on the lands of either family would bring a swift and harsh response and both families knew it. There were other dangers in traveling alone, however, and Balfour did not hesitate to list them in gruesome detail.

He was still listing them three days later when Eric was leading his packed horse out of the stables. “A mon to watch your back wouldnae be a bad thing,” he said, frowning as Eric just smiled and mounted his black gelding Connor.

“Nay, it wouldnae,” agreed Eric, pausing to tie his long, thick reddish gold hair back with a wide strip of blackened leather. “Howbeit, ye have more need of able-bodied men than I do. I can care for myself, Balfour. I dinnae go to do battle and I think I can fight off a thief or two or e’en outrun them. Cease mothering me,” he added gently.

Balfour grinned. “Go on your way then, but if ye meet with more trouble then ye can deal with, pause at an inn and send back here for a mon or two. Or return and we will set off in more force when the work in the fields is done.”

“Agreed. I will be certain to send word of how I fare.”

“ ’Tis best that ye do, for if we havenae heard from ye in what we feel is too long a time, we will come hunting for you. Go with God,” Balfour added as Eric rode through the gates.

Eric waved, then continued on. He was torn many ways about what he was doing. What he sought was indeed his birthright, yet it galled him to have to go and beg for it. Balfour had gifted him with a small peel tower and some land to the west of Donncoill. At times he felt strongly inclined to cease trying to get what was not willingly being offered, to just go and make a life at the peel tower. Then his sense of what was right and fair rose in his breast and he went back to struggling to gain his birthright.

There was also the often ignored fact that he was not a Murray by blood. The ties were as strong and had been deepened by his half sister Maldie’s marriage to Balfour, but legally the Murrays owed him nothing, did not have to provide for him in any manner at all. But they did. They called him brother and they meant it. That made the refusal of the Beatons and the MacMillans to accept him as kin all the more infuriating. Eric had a right to all that had been his mother’s and his father’s. In his heart he knew he could never be anything but a Murray, but he intended to retrieve all that had been stolen from him by the lies of the Beatons. If his blood kinsmen wanted to fight over it, then fight he would. For thirteen years, since they had learned the truth about his birth, they had clung to the gentle, diplomatic way. Now was the time for confrontation.

It took him only a few hours to reach the gates of the Beatons’ keep. Although he was not surprised when they refused him entry, refused to even speak to him, he was disappointed. His father’s cousin had slipped onto the lands within days after his father’s death and clearly intended to stay. Sir Graham Beaton was as cruel and as clever as his father had been and, if only for the sake of the long-suffering people who lived in and around the keep, Eric would like to see the man unseated from his stolen lands, but it was clear now that that would take a fight.

As he rode away, struggling to ignore the insults flung from the walls, he decided to continue on to the MacMillans’. If he could win his battle for recognition there, he would have more men, more power, and more money with which to fight the Beaton usurper. Eric suspected that Sir Graham knew the truth and thought that, by refusing to look closely or heed any of the calls to surrender the stolen lands, he could hold on to his riches. An alliance through blood with the more favored MacMillans might be just enough to force the man to admit the truth, to concur with all he fought to deny and decry as lies. Eric became even more determined to win the favor of his mother’s kinsmen. It now meant more than the legal winning of his birthright. It could easily mean the final ousting of a long line of despicable Beaton lairds.

“Maman?”

Bethia swallowed a sudden welling of tears as she held the ornate silver quaich up to James’s mouth and let him sip at the water it held. The small, shallow drinking cup, its two handles beautifully carved with an old Celtic design, had been her sister’s wedding cup. Their father had spent a great deal of money on it and had searched long and hard for the best craftsman to make it. To hear Sorcha’s child ask for his mother as he drank from that treasured memento made Bethia’s heart clench with a sorrow she had not yet had time to deal with.

“I fear I must be your maman now, laddie,” she whispered as she ruffled his silken curls and gave him a small piece of bread to chew on. “I ken that I am nay as good as the one those bastards stole away from you, but I shall do the best I can.”

A small voice in her mind murmured that she would at least keep James alive, something his mother had almost failed to do; then she cursed herself for having such a disloyal thought. In the two days she had been creeping through the wood, inching her way toward home and safety, she had found herself suffering more and more unkind thoughts about her sister and her husband. She cursed their weakness, silently derided them for their blindness, and wondered how such a sweet child could have two such fools for his parents. Each time she thought such things, she felt overwhelmed with guilt.

“I need time to sit and look into my heart,” she said to the boy, then idly chewed on a piece of bread. “I am so angry, and ’tis odd, but most times I am angry at your poor parents. They did naught but get murdered, which isnae their fault, not truly. Aye, they could have been more alert, more cautious, mayhap looked at those around them instead of at each other all of the time, but those arenae really faults.”

“Maman?”

“Nay, laddie, no maman.” Bethia kissed her nephew’s forehead. “She is gone. ’Tis just me and ye now. Mayhap that is why I feel so angry. Sorcha should still be here. She was young and hale, nay ready for a cold grave. I fear I can think of too many things she and her bonny husband could have done to save themselves and then I become angry that neither of them did any of those things. There is only one mon I should curse—William. Aye, and his two brutish sons. That is where I must direct all of my anger, eh?”

“Baba.”

“Baba? What is a baba?” She smiled, then sighed. “We dinnae ken much about each other, do we, James? I dinnae think that fleeing men who wish to kill you will give us much time to do so either. Mayhap when we get to my home, to Dunnbea, we may take the time to learn of each other and your grandmere will be most eager to help. Aye, and your grandpere. Ye willnae be alone, sweet James, though none of us can replace those ye have had stolen away from you. There will be loving and caring aplenty and mayhap that will ease the loss ye have suffered. ’Tis a blessing that ye are still such a young bairn for the loss and pain may nay be so deep or painful.”

Bethia knew that she was fortunate in one thing. James was a very even-tempered child who did little fussing or crying. He had his mother’s sweet nature—Sorcha’s ever flowing happiness with life and the world around her. It served Bethia well as they ran for their lives, but she was determined that Sorcha’s son would learn the value of a little wariness and caution.

She was just preparing to pack up their things and continue her long walk home when she heard a soft noise. Cursing herself for not watching more closely, she drew her dagger and stood in front of the child. Two men slipped out of the shadows of the surrounding trees. She frowned slightly, for they did not look like William’s men.

“Ye willnae take the bairn,” she said firmly.

“We dinnae want the bairn,” the taller of the two men said, briefly glancing at her dagger and then at the silver cup James still held in his tiny hands.

“Ye are naught but base thieves.”

“Weel, ’tis certain we arenae what ye were expecting, but we arenae base thieves. We are verra good ones and it looks as if luck has smiled upon us.”

Bethia knew that she ought to just let them take what they wanted, that fighting with the men would only endanger her and James, could even get them killed. What the thieves wished to steal from her, however, was all she had left of Sorcha. Her mind told her to pick up the baby and run, but her heart, still raw and aching with grief, was determined that these rough men would never touch Sorcha’s things.

“Ye willnae take what is mine without a fight, sirs,” she said coldly, praying that they were abject cowards.

“Now, lassie, are those few things really worth your life or the bairn’s?”

“Nay, but the question should be, are they really worth yours?”


Chapter Two

The sound of voices pulled Eric from his thoughts. He tensed in his saddle and listened more carefully, finally determining the direction they came from. He had decided it was best to take the less traveled routes to his mother’s family to avoid any trouble, yet it appeared that he was about to ride into some.

Cautiously, he edged his mount toward the voices. He briefly considered dismounting and approaching on foot, but decided to remain mounted. If there was trouble ahead and it was more than he could deal with, he wanted to be able to get out of its reach as fast as possible.

When he first saw the people through the trees, he had to resist the urge to rub his eyes in disbelief. A tiny, slender, chestnut-haired woman with only a small ornate dagger stood facing two sword-wielding men. Eric stared at the bairn behind her for a full moment before he believed it was really there.

“Now, lassie, are those few things really worth your life or the bairn’s?” Eric heard the taller of the two men say.

And the little woman replied, “Nay, but the question should be, are they really worth yours?”

Brave, Eric thought. Foolish, but brave. The woman’s question was enough to make the two thieves hesitate and Eric decided their indecision gave him the perfect opportunity to help the woman. As the two men assumed a fighting stance, Eric boldly rode into the small clearing. He had to smile at the way all three people gaped at him as if he was some apparition formed by the mists of the forest.

“I think the lady wishes to keep her things, sirs,” he drawled as he drew his sword. “If ye wish to keep your brutish heads upon your cowardly shoulders, I suggest ye run—now—verra fast and verra far.”

The men hesitated barely a heartbeat before stumbling back into the wood. Eric watched their flight until he could no longer see them and then turned to look at the woman. She still stared at him as if he was a ghost and he took full advantage of her openmouthed confusion to look her over carefully.

His brothers’ wives were small, delicately built women, but he suspected this one would look small even next to them. Her hair was thick and long, hanging in soft waves to her small yet shapely hips. It was a rich, deep chestnut color; the sunlight that broke through the cover of the trees decorated it with glimpses of red. Her face was small, vaguely heart shaped, with the hint of a stubborn chin, a small straight nose, and an invitingly full mouth. What grabbed and held Eric’s attention, however, was her eyes. Wide, thickly lashed, and set beneath delicately arched brows, they did not match. The left one was a rich, clear green and the right was a brilliant blue.

After swiftly examining her form from her small but tempting breasts to her tiny waist, he glanced at the baby behind her. The little boy had strikingly red curls and green eyes. Eric suddenly found himself keenly interested in whether or not the child was hers and where the father was. He looked back at the woman and smiled as she began to shake free of her shock.

Bethia had been stunned when the tall, lean knight rode in and sent the robbers fleeing for their meager lives. It took her a long time to shake aside her astonishment. She knew he was studying her and found herself carefully studying him back.

He was a beautiful man, she mused, knowing there was no other word to describe him. His long, reddish gold hair fell below his broad shoulders; it was so thick that even tying it back could not fully contain or hide it. His face was one of the most perfect she had ever seen, with its smooth, high forehead, high, wide cheekbones, long, handsomely unbroken nose, strong chin, and mouth that even she, in all of her innocence, recognized as dangerously sensuous. Deep, rich blue eyes were framed by surprisingly long brown lashes and set perfectly beneath faintly arced light brown brows.

His face was not all that was beautiful either. His body, attired handsomely in a crisp white linen shirt and a plaid she did not recognize, was tall and leanly muscular. Broad shoulders, a trim waist and hips, and long, well-shaped, muscular legs were enough to make any maid’s heart beat faster. It was not surprising that she had thought him a vision. Men like him did not simply ride out of the trees and save one’s life.

That started Bethia wondering what he was doing there, at this spot and at this opportune time. She held her dagger at the ready as her suspicions began to grow. Just because he was a pleasure for her eyes did not mean he was a good man. He could be working for William. She might not have been rescued at all—she might simply have changed one danger for another.

“Who are ye, sir?” she demanded. “I dinnae recognize your plaid or your clan badge.”

“Such a sweet thank-ye for my aid,” he murmured.

Bethia refused to let his soft reprimand over her apparent ingratitude embarrass her. There was too much at stake to be overconcerned with courtesies. “I am nay sure I have been rescued yet.”

Eric bowed slightly in the saddle “I am Sir Eric Murray of Donncoill.”

“I dinnae recognize the name or the place, so ye must be verra far afield, sir.”

“I seek out my mother’s family. And what are ye doing in the depths of the forest with naught but a bairn and a dagger?”

“A fair question, I suppose.”

“Verra fair.”

She eased her wary stance only a little, trying not to let the man’s deep, attractive voice lull her suspicions. “I am taking my nephew to his family.”

The word nephew made Eric a little happier than he thought it should. “With no one to aid or guard you?”

Bethia tensed again as he sheathed his sword and slowly dismounted. There was nothing threatening in his movements, but she dared not trust anyone. James’s life was at risk and that was something far too valuable to gamble with.

“There was no one I felt I could trust with his life.” She backed up, planting herself firmly between James and Eric as he took a small step toward her. “I think ye may understand that, at this moment, that also includes you, sir.”

“Ye dinnae recognize my name or my clan, lass. I cannae believe ye dinnae ken exactly who your enemies are and ’tis clear that I dinnae number amongst them.”

“Not yet.”

Eric smiled faintly. “I have told ye who I am, but ye havenae returned the kindness.”

Bethia wished the man would cease smiling at her. That beautiful smile threatened to steal away her wits, soften her wariness, and make her ready to believe he was truly her savior. His deep voice was almost like a caress, making her feel unforgivably rude for not trusting in him immediately. He might not be one of William’s men, but she began to think he could be dangerous in many other ways.

“I am Bethia Drummond and this is my nephew, James Drummond, laird of Dunncraig.”

“Dunncraig?”

“Ye ken the place?”

“Only that it is but one of the many I must pass to get where I am going.”

“Weel, depending upon which way ye ride, ye may have already passed it.”

“I ride to the MacMillans of Bealachan.”

Bethia knew the family well, but that only eased her wariness a little. The man might not be going to them as a friend. “Why?”

“They are my mother’s kinsmen.”

“Yet ye speak as if this is the first time ye travel there.”

“It is, but the reasons for that make for a long, sometimes dark tale and I cannae say I feel inclined to relate it whilst a dagger is held to my throat.”

Even as she did so, Bethia knew it was a mistake, but she glanced down at her dagger to see where it was pointed. It angered her, even frightened her, but it did not surprise her when his long fingers wrapped around her wrist and he easily snatched the dagger from her hand. She waited tensely for his next move and frowned a little when he simply released her and turned to smile at a happily gurgling James.

“ ’Tis wondrous to see such unconcern. ’Tis the blessing of being a bairn.” Eric glanced at her as she edged around him until she stood next to the boy. “Children can trust so easily.”

“ ’Tis because they are still innocent of the evil in the world.” Bethia quickly pulled James up into her arms and glared at Eric over the child’s curls.

He straightened up and stepped closer to her, pleased when she did not step away. It showed him that, despite her angry wariness, she might yet come to trust him. The way she spoke of trusting no one with the child’s life told him that she was in danger or certainly thought she was. Eric was determined to help her and he strongly suspected that urge had a lot to do with beautifully mismatched eyes and a full mouth he already ached to taste.

“Which is why they require others to watch o’er them,” he murmured.

“That is what I am doing,” she snapped.

“And ye think ye need no help in that?”

The man stood so close it made her head swim. She was much too aware of how only James’s tiny body seperated the man from her. Her gaze was filled with his beauty. Worse, he had lowered his voice, the rich seductiveness of it making her heart beat so fast and loud.she could barely think over the pounding of it. The man seemed to affect her much like a too large tankard of hearty wine.

“Mayhap I could use a wee bit,” she grudgingly agreed, “but that doesnae mean it must be from you.”

“Oh, but I think it must.” Eric reached out to ruffle the child’s curls, inwardly smiling when his fingers brushed against Bethia’s stubborn little chin and she jerked her head back as if his touch had burned her. “Where are ye headed?”

“To Dunnbea,” she replied without hesitation, then cursed herself for her lack of guile.

“Which is but another of the places I must pass by as I ride to meet with my kinsmen.”

“Aye.”

“The MacMillans of Bealachan arenae feuding with the Drummonds of Dunnbea, are they?”

“Nay. They have long been allies.”

“Then we ride the same path.”

“I go by a verra twisted route. It may slow your pace.”

“Nay, for I too go by a verra twisted, hidden route. As ye can see, I ride alone. I seek to avoid trouble during my travel.”

She almost smiled. “Then I should leave me far behind, kind sir, for there is a great deal of trouble following me about.”

Bethia was not sure why she was being so elusive, so reluctant to accept Eric’s aid. It was true that she did not know the Murrays of Donncoill, but she suspected that was because there was not much to hear, at least not much that was bad. Tales of evil done by men traveled far and wide, but, if people behaved themselves, only their most heroic deeds were spoken of. The MacMillans were his kinsmen and they were close, long-standing allies of her own family. He certainly had the look of a MacMillan. He was going in the same direction she was. He had just saved her from what could have been a deadly confrontation, and although he had taken away her dagger, he had still made no threatening move toward her or James. Good sense demanded that she ask his protection.

“Come, lass, put aside your pride and accept an honest offer of help,” Eric said.

“ ’Tis nay just pride which makes me hesitate, sir,” she replied.

“Have I not just shown ye that I mean ye no harm?”

“Aye, but ’tis nay just myself that I must consider in any and all decisions I make.”

“I would ne’er hurt a bairn.”

There was a taut note in his lovely voice and Bethia almost smiled. She had just insulted him. Oddly, that eased a great many of her suspicions and doubts. Although she still felt uneasy, she began to think it was not because she did not trust him to help her, but because he was such a dangerously attractive man. She had never been as unsettled by a man as she was by him. That danger would be her own to fight or succumb to, however, and she had to think only of James now.

“Then, sir knight, I ask ye, upon your honor, to get me and the bairn safely to Dunnbea,” she finally said and inwardly shivered with a delight that almost frightened her when he smiled at her.

“A promise easily made, m’lady.”

“Easily made, mayhap, but ye may find it nay so easy to fulfill.”

“I am nay without skill with the sword I carry.”

“I am sure, but there may be many a mon trying to stop me and this lad from reaching my family. Sir, ye have just stepped into the midst of a deadly fight. On one side, at this moment, stands just me and this wee bairn—and now you. On the other is a black-hearted mon named William and his two grasping sons, Iain and Angus, and all the men they can force and pay to chase us.”

“Why?”

“Because William seeks to steal what is rightfully this child’s. He has already set his wife in her grave, then murdered my sister and her husband. But the day before I left in the dead of night, he tried to murder me and the bairn with poison. I believe that is his preferred weapon. The mon seeks to hold Dunncraig, to claim through marriage and death what was ne’er his.”

Eric kept his expression calm, but inside he was heartily cursing. He bore little similarity to the men Bethia was fleeing, but instinct told him that she would not like his reasons for traveling to the MacMillans. He decided to wait to tell her the truth. She barely trusted him now and he wanted to prove himself to her a little more before he told her something that might well smother that newborn trust.

“Ye have found yourself a mon with some knowledge of such flights. My brother and his wife fled across France, running from men who wished to hang her for a murder she had not commited. Mayhap I can finally put to use some of the tales he told me.”

“Why is your brother nay traveling with you to meet your mother’s kinsmen?”

“Because his mother isnae mine.” He almost laughed at the confused frown that darkened her pretty face, swiftly followed by a look of intense curiousity. “Another long tale. Best we save such things for later. ’Tis a long journey ahead of us.”

“I ken it. And I suppose we had best get started.”

Bethia hesitated when Eric held out his arms for the boy; then, her heart pounding with unease, she placed James in his arms. It was the first time James had been out of her grasp since his mother had died and she fought the urge to immediately snatch him back. If she was going to trust the man with their lives, she certainly ought to be able to trust him to hold the child for a few moments.

Eric watched as she collected up her things, pausing to smooth her hands over the little silver cup before putting it into her bag. “I think the mon asked a good question, lass,” he said quietly. “Were those things really worth risking your life or the bairn’s?”

“Nay,” she answered easily as she stood up. “At least, that is what my mind screamed, but, I fear, at that moment, my heart spoke even louder. The cup was my sister’s wedding cup. She was my womb sister and she has been dead barely a week. I coüldnae let that mon take it or any of the other things I managed to cling to and slip out of Dunncraig. It was foolish. I ken it.”

“Aye, but eminently understandable.” He took her by the arm and led her over to his horse. “Your grief is too new.”

“I am nay sure it will e’er grow old,” Bethia whispered.

“No two people can be closer than those who have shared a mother’s womb. But life has a way of dulling the sharp edge of such loss. Ye ne’er forget, but ye learn to accept.” He handed her James and attached her small bag to his saddle as she settled the little boy in the blanket sling she wore. “And she left ye the best of memories of herself.”

“True enough,” she said as she briefly combed her fingers through James’s curls. She frowned at the horse. “Are we all to ride him then?”

“Aye,” Eric replied as he lifted her up into the saddle.

“The weight of a big mon and two others may be more than he can bear.” Bethia frowned at Eric when he laughed and mounted behind her. “What amuses you?”

“Ye calling me a big mon.”

“Weel, ye are.”

“Mayhap to a wee lass like ye, but—trust me in this, lass—I am nay so big.”

“And I am nay that wee,” she grumbled, then inwardly cursed when she heard him chuckle.

“Ye were the second born, werenae ye?” he asked as he nudged the horse into a slow amble.

“Aye, and aye, I was verra small and sickly, but I grew bigger and stronger.”

“Oh, aye, ye are a veritable mountain of a woman.”

“Ye make jest of me.”

“Mayhap, but meaning no unkindness. Believe me, little Bethia, when ye see me next to another mon, ye will ken that I understand exactly how ye feel. ’Tisnae easy to be the runt.”

“I am nay a runt,” she snapped, then pressed her lips together when Eric just chuckled.

Bethia knew that was exactly what she was, but she did not like to hear it said. Neither did she believe Sir Eric ever felt small. He certainly did not feel small to her as he wrapped his long arms around her and took up his reins. She felt completely enfolded within his embrace. In fact, she felt smaller and more uncertain than she had in a very long time.

Slowly, she became aware of the fact that he was nuzzling her hair. She tensed and tried to pull away from his long body, but his arms allowed her little room to move. Although she did not fear for her life or James’s, she no longer felt completely safe.

“Sir, what are ye doing?” she demanded, and inwardly grimaced over the soft unsteadiness of her voice.

“Smelling your hair,” he replied.

Her eyes widened, for she had not expected such honesty. “Weel, ye may cease such play this verra moment.”

“Kind of ye to give me leave to cease, but I am nay sure I am of a mind to.”

Eric knew he was acting outrageously, but he felt an urge to see how far he could push her. He wanted her, faster and more fiercely than he had ever wanted a woman, and he was curious to see if there was any response in her, no matter how small. Bethia fascinated him and made him hungry, and he wanted her to suffer likewise.

“Weel, ye can just try to put your mind to it now.”

“If I must.”

“Aye, ye must.”

“I but flatter ye, lass.”

“Weel, I have more important things to think about now than some mon’s flatteries. I think I shall have to make ye give me another promise.”

“And what would that be?”

“That ye will treat me with the respect due a lady of my birth.”

‘Oh, aye, that I can do.”

Bethia tried to turn her head to look at him, but could not get a clear view of his expression. She had a feeling that she should have worded her request more carefully, that the man had not promised what she had wanted him to. She stared ahead of them and tried not to feel anything as he held her close in his arms.

It was going to be a struggle to ignore his allure, she realized. Something deep inside of her responded hotly and immediately to his touch, his smile, even his voice, and she suspected it was a very heedless part of her. Sir Eric Murray might have arrived just in time to save her and might well keep his promise to get her and James safely to Dunnbea, but Bethia began to think that was all he had and would promise. She could not change her mind now, she thought as she looked down at a dozing James, but she began to think she had just traded a deadly danger for a far more subtle one.


Chapter Three

“Sit, lass,” Eric ordered in a soft voice as he urged her toward the fire he had just built. “Tend to the wee lad and I will do all the rest.”

“I should help,” Bethia murmured even as she sat down.

“Ye are. I can tend the horse, make camp, and prepare us a poor but hearty meal. I cannae tend to a bairn.”

She nodded as he set her bag down next to her. Exhaustion weighted her movements as she spread out the changing rags she had washed earlier in the day, hoping they would finish drying by the fire. Bethia did not understand the deep weariness that had infected her. She had not been walking all that long before Sir Eric had found her, barely two nights and most of two days. Then she had enjoyed the ease of riding for the rest of the day yet she felt as if she had not slept for weeks. As she changed James’s rags and spread out his bedding, she tried to shrug off her weariness, at least enough so that she could stay awake through the meal and ask Sir Eric Murray a few hard questions.

What troubled her the most was how she seemed to have relaxed the moment she had accepted Sir Eric’s kind offer of aid. It was shortly after she had climbed up on his horse that her deep weariness had begun to creep over her, swamping the rigid wariness she had maintained since her arrival at Dunncraig. Sir Eric had wrapped those slim, strong arms around her and she had ceased to fight. Since she did not really know the man, Bethia felt that was dangerous. His beauty and his deep, rich voice might make her innards flutter, but she could not allow that mindless warmth to burn away all of her good sense and caution. If it was only her own life at risk, Bethia knew she would allow herself to be lulled by his beauty and apparent kindness, but she could never forget that there was James to consider in all she did.

As Eric sat down by the fire and began to prepare some porridge, he caught Bethia covertly eyeing him and inwardly sighed. She had been quiet, weariness stilling her suspicions, but she had obviously shaken some of that exhaustion aside. There would be questions now, ones he would have to answer cautiously. He knew he had every right to go after his inheritance just as he knew she would treat such a quest with suspicion. It was not fair, but it was completely understandable. Eric found it easy enough to set aside any sense of insult over her wariness. He hoped he could set aside any dangerous questions she might ask with as much ease.

He needed to win her trust before he told her the whole truth. Saving her from those thieves was not really enough. Somehow he had to make her believe he was not an enemy and never would be. Even then he knew the truth could seriously damage his cause, but if she discovered the truth now, he would probably have to make her a prisoner to keep her with him.

In the hope of diverting the questions he could sense were trembling on her tongue, he asked, “Are ye certain the mon William is a murderer?” He dished her out some of the thick oatmeal into a rough wooden bowl.

Bethia frowned as she accepted the food. “I am verra sure, Sir Eric.” She blew gently on a small spoonful of the porridge and then fed it to James. “Do ye think me some faint-of-heart lass who sees evil lurking around every corner?”

“Nay, but murder is a hard crime to hang about a mon’s neck. Aye, it can e’en set a noose there.”

“I ken it. Sir William and his loathsome spawn deserve to be hanged from the highest tree.”

“If they have done as ye have claimed, they do.”

“ ’Tis nay so strange for a mon to kill to gain riches.”

“True. Greed is a common motive for crimes as is vengence or passion. But ye dinnae speak of throats cut in the dark of night or a dagger slipped between a mon’s ribs. Such acts are easily seen as murder and can be loudly decried.” He sighed and shook his head slightly. “Ye speak on poison—a black, subtle method of murder. Verra hard to prove. There are a few poisons which leave a mark, quickly seen, and weel kenned. Others work in a way that could easily be claimed as naught but a malady of some sort.”

Bethia reluctantly nodded. “ ’Tis why I now run to my family, race to seek their protection and aid. Weel, that and the fact that the people of Dunncraig are so cowed that none there would help me. Nay, not e’en if William slaughtered us all afore their verra eyes.”

“Ye implied that your sister and her husband had but recently died, yet the keep is already beneath William’s boot?”

“Oh, aye.” Bethia took a long drink from the wineskin and then handed it to him. “I fear my sister Sorcha and her husband Robert were, weel, nay too wise. Mayhap they were too newly wed, then caught up in the joy of the bairn.” She shrugged. “Whate’er it was, something kept them blissfully unaware of how their lands were being bled dry, their keep left to crumble, and the loyalty of their people stolen away. Fear grips the people of Dunncraig and all could see that Robert and Sorcha were too weak to free them from William’s ever tightening grip. I didnae ken Robert that weel. Mayhap he was cowed by William as completely as all of the others were.”

“Harsh words.”

“Verra,” she agreed in a near whisper, sadness weighting her words. “At times I hate them both for the trust and weakness that allowed them to be murdered, for leaving me no tale of martyred bravery and honor to console myself with.”

Eric moved to sit by her side and put his arm around her slim shoulders. It pleased him when her stiffness at his touch rapidly faded. Some of her initial wariness had already begun to fade. She needed help and was wise enough to know it. That could only work in his favor.

“That would indeed be finer,” he agreed. “Howbeit, for each death met in glory, there are many that are not. Ye must forgive them their blindness and their weaknesses. In the end they acted, did they not? They sent for ye to come to the aid of their son.”

“Aye, I believe they did. I didnae understand at first. ‘Twas nay until I saw them buried that I realized Sorcha’s message to me had held a warning. She bade me come to watch o’er her son. An odd choice of words I thought until I saw how matters stood at Dunncraig. I but wish she had lived long enough to tell me what she may have seen or heard, to tell me what finally warned her. It may have led to some proof of William’s guilt.”

“No one else spoke out against him and his sons?”

“Nay. I told you, they are all cowed, fearful for their verra lives.”

“Who can blame them if they too ken that William has killed their laird and his wife? After all, if he can strike those so high with apparent impunity, he would find no qualms about striking the common ones down in an instant.”

“Aye, there is a sad truth in that.” She sighed. “And the only one they see who could take the laird’s place is a barely weaned bairn. And I suppose they could nay be sure that I could gather any strength of arms to stand against the mon.”

“Can ye?”

“Aye. My kinsmen will heed what I say and act swiftly to protect this wee lad. Sorcha was much loved. Many will be outraged by her murder. Our allies will most certainly join with us.”

“Allies like the MacMillans?”

“Aye.” She struggled to smother a huge yawn. “Many will be eager to save Sorcha’s son’s birthright.” She finished her food, then gave James a small drink of her rapidly waning supply of goat’s milk. “When Sorcha was taken to court, it was immediately clear that she could have made a marriage that would have allied our clan with some of the most powerful ones in all of Scotland, but she wanted Robert, a distant cousin of ours. Nevertheless, she made many friends and her beauty and sweet charm aided my parents in making many new friends and allies. There is no judging how many may be eager to help us avenge her death. She won so verra many hearts.” James curled up on his blanket, sleepily sucking on his fingers, and she began to rub his back.

“Ye must have won some hearts as weel,” Eric murmured, unable to resist the temptation to tangle his fingers in the heavy blanket of her hair. She had left it unbraided and it still hung to her slim hips in rippled waves, begging to be stroked.

“Oh, I didnae go to court.”

“Nay? Ye were ill?”

Bethia tucked a small blanket around a now sleeping James. “Nay. ‘Twas decided all monies should go to making sure Sorcha shined at court, e’en though all said she would shine e’en if she was dressed in rags. Sorcha was also able to win hearts with but a smile.” She sent Eric a brief, shy smile. “I fear I have a sharp tongue, dinnae hold a firm rein on my temper, and dinnae trust as easily as Sorcha did. Sorcha saw only good in everyone.”

Eric did not like the portrait painted by Bethia’s words. Sorcha had clearly been the favored child, seen as the better of the pair. Even Bethia spoke of the woman as if she had been but one smile away from sainthood. Bethia had obviously been set in her sister’s shadow and left there. Eric suspected Bethia had not only had to fight to survive being the smallest at birth, but probably struggled continuously just to be noticed once in a while.

“ ’Tis wondrous when someone can remain so pure of heart, their eyes unclouded by suspicion, but walking in that blessed state didnae keep her alive, did it?” he said.

There was a hint of anger in his voice, a shade of sarcasm, and Bethia frowned at him. “Nay, it didnae. Robert was much akin to Sorcha. Bonny, trusting, and charming. ’Tis a pity such sweetness and beauty seems unable to survive long in this harsh world.”

“There is truth in that, but a wee pinch of wariness is what keeps a person alive. If one is going to skip through life bonny, charming, and trusting, one best have a solid, wary, dour mon always at one’s back.”

She smiled faintly. “Aye. One of us should have considered that,” she said, her sadness quickly returning. “We sent two sweet bairns into a wolf’s lair without a shield.” She lightly touched the sleeping James’s bright curls. “This bairn will be watched. He will also be taught how to watch his own back. The lad has the same sweet nature his parents had, and whilst I dinnae wish to destroy that, I do mean to temper it.”

“Ye will do that? I should think that your parents would take on the care of the lad.”

“Oh, my parents will love him, for he is a part of Sorcha, but”—she grimaced, feeling a little guilty for what she was about to say—“they loved and raised Sorcha too, didnae they? They fall too easily beneath the allure of that sweetness and beauty and feel all others do as weel. Caution, wariness, the ability to look closely beneath a smile were ne’er taught. Thus they raised Sorcha and thus they will try to raise James. Nay, ‘twill be my sad lot to tell this bairn that, sometimes, that smile hides a lie, or, worse, a dagger aimed at your heart. Mayhap Bowen will help.”

Bethia felt Eric’s fingers clench briefly in her hair, and she eyed him curiously. It was, perhaps, a good time to tell him to stop caressing her hair, but the words would not come. The way he combed his long fingers through her hair, caressed it, toyed with it, occasionally even lifted it to his face to smell or kiss it was, oddly, both comforting and exhilarating. Bethia ruefully admitted to herself that she did not want him to stop. It was a little wanton of her to let a man she had only just met touch her in an almost seductive way, but, she sighed, he was such a beautiful man. If she let it go no farther, what harm could there be?

“Who is Bowen?” Eric asked, hoping he sounded only mildly interested, that none of the startling surge of jealousy he had felt was revealed in his voice. He did not really understand why it troubled him so to hear her speak another man’s name with something that sounded suspiciously like affection.

“One of the men-at-arms at Dunnbea. He and Peter were mercenaries hired by my father near to ten years ago when we were suffering mightily from raids by the English and an old enemy. They stayed when the worst of the fighting had passed, for they had proven their worth many times over. Both men were verra patient with me, for I often trailed along behind them like a faithful puppy. Me and my cousin Wallace, who is my uncle’s bastard and but two years older than me. Bowen and Peter taught Wallace and me a great deal. The four of us were verra close, but when my father realized that there would be no more children, he claimed Wallace as his heir and I didnae get to play with the lad much after that. He was too busy being trained to be a knight and a laird.”

“As ye were being trained to be a lady, ‘twas most like for the best.”

Bethia grimaced slightly, realized she was leaning against Sir Eric, sleepy and at ease in his arms, then decided she was too weary to concern herself with the lapse. “I fear I didnae do weel in that training. Mayhap I was left too long with the men, allowed to romp free like some lad. Mayhap ‘twas just that Sorcha was so graceful, so quick to learn all the arts of a lady, that none saw the need to force me to continually stumble and fail.”

Eric was sure there had been good in Sorcha, but he thought that if he heard much more about her wondrous perfection he would gag. He was not sure why he was so angered by the image of rejection Bethia so blithely painted, but he accepted the feeling. It was possible that he felt such a swift, strong bond with her because he too had been rejected. The love and acceptance of the Murrays had certainly softened the blow, but the sting of such disregard by one’s own blood could never be fully erased. He wondered if Bethia was truly blind to how poorly she had been treated or if she simply fought to ignore it because it hurt.

Or even worse, he wondered with a sudden frown, she might believe it was deserved. Bethia might truly believe that her twin had been so much more perfect than herself. Such a lack of confidence, fed and nurtured over the years, could make seducing the woman very difficult indeed and Eric knew he would be doing his utmost to seduce her. His hunger for her was strong and getting stronger. He was just no longer sure how he would do it. Flatteries would certainly be scoffed at. Then he looked at the way she rested against him, clearly enjoying the way he stroked her hair. Perhaps flatteries would not be needed.

A flicker of guilt rippled through him, but he ruthlessly pushed it aside. It was wrong to seduce a wellborn maiden, but he knew arguing such things as honor and respect would not stop him. He simply decided that, if she succumbed, if she relinquished her maidenhead to him, he would marry her. His brothers would think him mad to decide such a thing when he had known the lass for mere hours, but to his surprise, he felt no qualms at all about his decision. Perhaps, he mused with a faint smile, the instinct to mate had finally been roused in him.

Eric became aware of how heavily Bethia was leaning against him and, relutanctly, but gently, pushed her into a seated position. “I think ye need to bed down now, lass.”

Bethia blinked, rubbed her hands over her face, and realized she was more asleep than awake. “Aye, I am weary.” She staggered to her feet. “I will just slip away for a moment.”

Even as she stumbled into the shadows, Eric hastily moved to the far edge of their camp and relieved himself. As quickly as he could, he laid out their bedding side by side. He sat down and was removing his boots when she returned.

Barely a foot from the fire, Bethia stopped abruptly and stared at the bedding. It took her sleep-dulled mind a full minute to accept what she saw. Her bedding was spread out next to Eric’s. She glared at him.

“Now, lass, why are ye looking at me as if I am some adder poised to strike?” Eric asked, lying down, tugging a blanket over himself, and crossing his arms beneath his head.

“Mayhap because ye look much akin to one at the moment,” she replied. “I will sleep on the other side of the fire.”

“A fire already so small it gives off verra little warmth.”

“We have blankets to give us warmth.”

“Bethia, ye need not fear me.”

“Nay? Are ye sure ye arenae thinking to, weel, convince me to thank ye for your aid in*some way?”

“One thing I learned ere I was e’en old enough to care was that a mon always heeds a lass’s nay.” He patted the bedding next to his. “Come and rest. Ye can wrap yourself tight in your own blanket. Use it as a shield, if ye wish. ‘Twill still be warmer for the both of us if we sleep side by side. Aye, and set the bairn atween us. He will also be in need of some warmth.”

There was no arguing that. James would not only be warm nestled between them, but protected. Although Bethia was nervous about sleeping so close to Sir Eric, she realized that she was not truly frightened by the idea. She could not make herself see him as a threat. After setting James in the middle of the bedding, she sat down and removed her boots, praying all the while that the man’s bonny face was not dulling her wit.

After a great deal of fidgeting and arranging, Bethia settled down on her side facing the fire, then softly cursed. She should be facing James, her arm lightly encircling the child so that she would be warned if he tried to leave the bed. After some more fidgeting, she got herself turned round and curled protectively around the sleeping child. Despite her best efforts to close her eyes and ignore the man lying so close to her, she looked at Eric, not surprised to find him grinning at her.

“Settled now, are ye?” he asked, idly reaching out to brush a stray lock of hair off her face and ignoring her frown.

“Aye. Ye cannae fault me for being cautious,” she said, cursing the defensive tone of her voice. She had every right to wonder if he played some game with her.

“Weel, ye may ease your fears. The bairn separates us.”

“He isnae much of a barrier.”

“Nay, but I swear to you, Bethia, the word nay is all the shield ye will e’er need with me.”

“Good, for if ye think I will be giving ye any favors just because ye are helping me, ye had best think again.”

“I dinnae need to think on it e’en the once. Nay, I dinnae want ye to fall into my arms because ye feel gratitude.”

“Then we are in agreement.”

She tensed when Eric raised himself up on one elbow and leaned over the baby. His face was suddenly much too close to hers. Bethia looked at his mouth, knowing it was a mistake, but unable to stop herself.

“Aye,” he said softly. “When ye come to me ‘twill be because ye wish to share my passion. The last thing I wish in my bed is gratitude. Weel, mayhap a wee bit after I pleasure ye wouldnae be amiss.”

Bethia gasped softly, but was not sure if it was only because his words shocked her. Just hearing the word passion on his lips set her heart racing. Her surprise kept her from jerking away when he touched his lips to hers. Then the feel of his warm mouth against hers was enough to hold her in place as he gave her a short, seductive kiss. Even as she regained enough of her wits to untangle her arm from her blanket, fully intending to shove him away from her, he lay back down on his side of their rough bed.

“What did ye do that for?” she whispered, clenching her hand into a tight fist to stop herself from touching her lips in wonder over how such a gentle caress could make the blood pound so hotly through her veins.

“I was but saying good sleep to you.”

“Weel, next time try just saying the words.”

“ ’Tis nay as much fun.”

Bethia pressed her lips together, refusing to say anything else. It would only give the impossible man another chance to speak and further unsettle her. She closed her eyes. Looking at him was equally as dangerous.

The words he had said, however, were not so easily ignored. He wanted her to share his passion. She was not fool enough to think that passion was just for her, but that realization was not enough to cool her sudden interest. There was a far too large part of her that was intrigued, indeed, strongly tempted, to discover what Eric’s passion was like. Bethia suspected that a man as beautiful as Sir Eric Murray had a great deal of experience in the art of passion and was probably very skilled.

Such curiosity, she decided, was not truly bad. What worried her was the strong possibility that the feelings stirring within her went far deeper than mere curiosity. Bethia lightly touched her lips, still feeling the warmth of his. His kiss had not been very passionate—a slight pressure of his mouth, a brief tease of his tongue—but it had sent sharp, hot feelings spilling throughout her body. Sir Eric was indeed a threat to her, but she could not leave his side for she needed his help too much. Bethia could only pray that he would not betray her to her enemies and that she would have the strength not to betray herself in his arms.
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