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“I was born a woman. There are but two
courses for my life — marriage or the convent. I have
chosen.”

 


Certain she will never wed for love, sworn to
let no man possess her for her beauty alone, Jacqueline de Crevy
has vowed to become a bride of God. But en route to the convent of
Inveresbeinn, her party is ambushed by a knight, who snatches
Jacqueline from her saddle and spirits her away with him.

He is Angus MacGillivray — not the
blackhearted ravisher she fears but a valiant man of honor who has
returned to Scotland seeking justice...and revenge. Angus has come
home from the Crusades to find his family murdered and his
birthright seized. Sworn to reclaim his rightful lands, he has
kidnapped the stepdaughter of Duncan, chieftain of Clan MacQuarrie
— Angus’s avowed enemy.

But his lovely captive refuses to be the
chattel — or ransom — of any man...until Jacqueline senses the
yearning heart beneath Angus’ embittered facade. In spite of
himself, Angus has let this defiant beauty touch his very soul. And
as desire flames between them, a lady fair and her battle-scarred
knight will fight for a love that could banish all the sorrows of
the past...

 


* * *

 


Praise for THE BEAUTY

 


New York Times Bestselling Title

 


“With its well-drawn background and
escalating sexual tension, The Beauty is a
tale to warm a winter’s night.”

Romantic Times

 


“The Bride Quest series brings back the
glorious time of knights and their ladies in living color, filling
our world of dreams with rainbow streams of magnificent adventures,
mysteries, ribald humor and divine lovers.”

The Belles and Beaux of Romance

 


“Another fantastic medieval romance from
this extremely talented author! Wow, I can’t praise this book
enough. I loved these two characters so much, as well as the
storyline. Containing myriad twists and turns and surprises before
reaching stunning completion, you won’t want to miss reading this
one.”

Old Book Barn Gazette

 


“The Beauty is a
heart-wrenching beauty and the beast tale...a tale readers can
devour. Thank goodness there are other books in the Bride Quest
series – I’m hooked!”

The Romance Journal

 


“If you enjoy well-told tales of
adventure, chivalry and romance, don’t miss The
Beauty!”

Romance Reviews Today

 


“The Beauty provides a
stunning tale of deceit and age-old vendettas. This exceptional gem
features intriguing characters, compelling dialogue, exciting but
believable plot and satisfying resolution. A tantalizing romance –
and yet so much more. The layers of mystery in this tale provide an
edge-of-the-seat read!”

Lynne Remick

 


“A lovely story!”

The Oakland Press

 


* * *

 


Dear Reader;

 


What would you do to see
justice served? In The
Beauty, Jacqueline is certain that joining
a convent is preferable to marrying any man. Experience has left
her fearful of men’s desires - of course, she doesn’t expect to be
kidnapped en route to the convent and persuaded otherwise. Angus
MacGillivray is a wounded warrior, returned home to disappointment
and determined to gather his due. He mistakes Jacqueline for
another maiden, then is beguiled by her innocence and her
trust.

 


I love how these two changed each other.
Jacqueline restored Angus’ faith in the world by her faith in him
and her determination to see justice served. Angus meanwhile
persuaded Jacqueline that passion is not to be feared, at least not
with a man who holds her as dear as he does.

 


The Beauty
is the second book in my second Bride Quest
trilogy of medieval romances. Although this trilogy stands alone
from the original Bride Quest and it’s not necessary to read the
books in order, there are links between the characters and many
readers do prefer to start at the beginning. The original Bride
Quest trilogy (The
Princess, The
Damsel and The
Heiress) remains available in both digital
and print editions from Bantam Dell. The second Bride Quest trilogy
– sometimes called the Scottish Bride Quest and including
The Countess,
The Beauty and
The Temptress – is also
now available in new digital and print editions. As with all of my
digital re-releases, I’ve chosen not to revise this book, but to
republish it pretty much the way it was published in the first
place. There may be a few typos missing in this version, but
otherwise it is very similar to the original.

 


In spring 2012, watch for a
new series of medieval romances from me, once again set in
Scotland. The Renegade’s Heart
is the first in The True Love Brides, a four book
series that picks up the story of the Lammergeier siblings after
the end of my Jewels of Kinfairlie trilogy. You can learn more on
my website.

 


I’ve enjoyed
revisiting The Beauty, I hope you enjoy reading it, as well.

 


Until next time, I hope you are well and have
plenty of good books to read.

 


All my best,

 


Claire
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 Prologue

 


Ceinn-beithe - April 1183

 


“Do you not think ’tis somewhat harsh?”
Duncan watched his wife don her veil. She was garbed in somber
indigo from head to toe, her fingers devoid of any jewel beyond the
simple silver ring he had put upon her left hand.

Eglantine was grimly determined and had he
not been so skeptical of the choice she had made, Duncan would have
held his tongue while she was in this mood. They were still in
their chamber and, though the assembly waited below, ’twas not too
late for Eglantine to change her thinking.

“The girl must learn the price of her folly,
and better she does so before ’tis too late to change her course.”
Eglantine anchored the veil with a heavy circlet, then started to
pull the sheer fabric across her face.

Duncan caught her hand in his, stilling her
gesture. “’Tis cruel to make your daughter witness her own
funeral.”

“’Tis our way, Duncan. ’Twas always done thus
at Crevy-sur-Seine, by my great-grandfather’s decree.”

“Not exactly thus.”

Eglantine sighed. “If we had been at Crevy
and Jacqueline chose to take the vows of a nun, then such a funeral
would be held - for a nun departs the land of the living as surely
as if she had died. ’Tis not so appalling to give Jacqueline a
taste of what will ultimately come of her choice to become a
novitiate at Inveresbeinn.”

When he said naught, she continued, her eyes
glittering. “’Tis no more easy for me, Duncan, than for you to
witness this ceremony, but would you not have Jacqueline understand
all that she is destined to lose before ’tis said and done?”

“She might find that the life of a novitiate
does not suit her, at any rate, and never take her final vows.”

Eglantine frowned, her gaze dropping to their
entangled fingers. “She might,” she ceded quietly, then met his
gaze. “But I cannot rely upon that chance alone, Duncan. I must do
something! ’Tis my task as her mother to save her from foolish
choices.”

“’Tis your task as her mother to love her no
matter what choices she makes.”

Eglantine sighed with exasperation and turned
away. “Duncan, you do not understand. I sacrificed all to grant my
daughters the chance to wed for love...”

“All?” He endeavored to look indignant,
hoping that he might make her smile.

Eglantine did, if fleetingly. “And I gained
much, ’tis true, but I so wanted to give them the opportunity to
find true love. From Alienor, I expected trouble, for she was
always willful.”

“Marriage seems to suit her well enough.”

Now Eglantine smiled in truth. “Not to
mention a child more demanding than she herself. She has no
opportunity to be selfish these days.” A frown creased Eglantine’s
brow. “And from Esmeraude, of course, I expect a challenge, for she
may be even more willful than Alienor.”

“A terrifying thought.”

“Indeed.” Eglantine shook her head. “But
Jacqueline has always been the quiet one who blossomed when given
the opportunity. I was certain that ’twas she who would benefit
most from the chance to choose love.”

“She has chosen.”

“This is no choice! I will not permit her to
become a bride of Christ so readily as this.”

“But Eglantine, if she has a calling...”

She turned away from him, pausing at the
portal of their chamber. “Duncan, if she had a calling, I would
bless her path, but what Jacqueline has is a fear of men. That
demon Reynaud has left a scar upon her that can only be erased by a
man wrought of flesh and blood, as well as merit.” Eglantine
sighed. “She is but twenty years of age, after all.”

“Aged for a virgin to remain unwed in any
land, Eglantine.”

His wife frowned, then appealed to him. “But
Duncan, ’tis the mark of Reynaud! Jacqueline is a beauty, she does
not lack for suitors. But, because of Reynaud and his crime, she
will not even look upon a man. ’Tis wrong!”

“Eglantine...”

“I have asked her only to wait two years
before becoming a novitiate.”

Duncan was taken aback, for he did not know
this.

“Two years, Duncan! ’Tis naught, but it might
well be time enough for her to meet that man of merit who will
change her thinking. She is too innocent of the world to make a
choice that will govern her life.”

“Is that not what marriage is?”

“Duncan! She will not be happy as a
cloistered celibate and ’tis her happiness I would ensure, at any
cost.”

With that, Eglantine swept from the chamber.
Duncan followed her, if more slowly. He respected his wife’s
intent, if not her means. His own child, Mhairi, all of four
summers of age and blessed with Eglantine’s golden hair, took his
hand when he reached the hall, her brow puckered in confusion and
dismay.

What could he say? Duncan picked her up and
kissed her brow, murmured reassurances to her.

’Twas then he spotted his step-daughter,
standing aside from the proceedings as if she had indeed ceased to
draw breath. When he noted the resolve in Jacqueline’s pale
features, Duncan feared that Eglantine’s way of bidding her
daughter adieu would only erect a barrier between mother and
daughter, and one that would not be readily removed.

But then, the censers swung, filling the air
with heady clouds of scent. Candles were lit and held high,
banishing the gloom of an overcast day. The household fell into
order, those of rank before those of less rank - first, Eglantine,
then her Alienor and Esmeraude. They were followed by Alienor’s
husband and child, then the closest members of Eglantine’s
household. The vassals filled the most part of the procession,
though ’twould have been otherwise at a great French estate like
Crevy. There would have been knights and squires there, visiting
nobles and rich relations.

Not so here, and Duncan marveled again at
what his wife had left behind in her flight to Scotland. ’Twas
indicative of her determination, and his admiration for her
blossomed anew.

Eglantine truly desired only happiness for
her daughters.

The assembly began to chant a mournful dirge.
The priest began the procession as the empty coffin was hefted to
be carried behind him.

Duncan reluctantly stepped to his wife’s
side, unable to resist a last glance at Jacqueline. She remained to
one side, outside the procession. No one spoke to her, none so much
as looked at her, by Eglantine’s dictate - and indeed, by the
custom of their own ritual.

She stood with her mother’s straightness of
spine, her chin high, her lips set. She was a beautiful young
woman, one who usually had roses in her cheeks and stars in her
eyes, one whose sweet and giving character was a delight to all in
the household. Indeed, in Jacqueline, beauty ran to the core.

She stood there, so determined to be brave,
to stand steadfast, that Duncan’s heart nigh broke in half. He
watched her catch her breath and blink rapidly when she spied her
mother’s funereal garb and guessed that she was not so certain of
her choice as that.

Aye, Reynaud had terrified Jacqueline. Duncan
wished he could make the matter right. He was tempted to lock her
up, to compel her to listen to reason, to keep her from sacrificing
all her choices for the sake of one night’s sorry events.

And that urge to sequester Jacqueline showed
him that he was not so different from his wife, after all.

“God in heaven,” Eglantine muttered through
gritted teeth. “I cannot imagine how the girl comes by such a
stubborn nature. I do not recall that her father was so
obstinate.”

Duncan knew better than to suggest the
obvious. The procession wound its way past Jacqueline and out of
the hall toward the chapel. The skies hung heavy and grey,
threatening a greater downpour. It seemed that even the land
mourned his step-daughter’s choice.

How Duncan wished he could be certain she
made the right one.

 


* * *

 


 Chapter One

 


Ceinn-beithe was behind Jacqueline, only her
vows ahead. Her mother was wrong - Jacqueline had a calling and she
knew the truth of it. She had not been swayed by well-intentioned
argument, though she had come close, simply because of the price of
her choice. Her mother’s point was well made and well taken.

Though it changed naught. Tears pricked at
Jacqueline’s eyes as she realized how much she would miss her
mother’s and Duncan’s protective love.

She tried not to think overmuch about leaving
Ceinn-beithe behind forever, as her small party rode toward the
hills that sheltered the holding on the east. On the far side of
these hills and a little further on, down a ragged trail from what
might be generously called a main road, lay her destination - the
convent of Inveresbeinn.

Her parents had selected these four men to
accompany her because they trusted them. They were simple men,
hardened by the elements rather than by warfare. Ceinn-beithe had
been at peace for so long that their military skills - or lack
thereof - were of little import. All knew this road held no
threat.

All the same, there was not a one among the
party with whom she might have shared a friendly word. ’Twas a
lesson, just as the funeral had been a lesson. This was a lesson in
the limited appeal of solitude and silence.

She had made her choice and would live with
the result. She believed ’twas in the cloister that her intellect
would be appreciated, ’twas there that the gifts granted to her
could be given and accepted in kind. Mortal men wished only to
possess her because of her appearance, and Jacqueline had no
interest in becoming an ornament in a man’s life. She knew she had
the wits to do more and the compassion to give more, and she would
not waste the gifts that God had granted her.

’Twas her calling and her choice, and she
would defend it to her last breath.

Aye, and as a novitiate, Jacqueline’s world
would be one of silence. She knew that and anticipated difficulties
with it. Even understanding what her mother did and why did not
make the sense of isolation easier to bear. Already the silence
pressed against her ears, making her want to shout, to laugh, to
scream.

But Jacqueline would persevere, for she had
chosen rightly. She straightened in her saddle, reminding herself
that ’twould be a long day’s ride to the convent, and began to
murmur her rosary.

The hills rising before them were shrouded
with mist, a fog gathering undoubtedly in the valleys. The sky was
darkening to a grey the shade of pewter and the hills seemed clad
in myriad greens and blues. Silence seemed to echo over the land,
even the birds quiet. ’Twas a tranquil scene, filled with the
serenity that would characterize the remainder of her days, and
Jacqueline told herself that she was content.

But there was more than silence lurking in
the hills ahead.

 


* * *

 


“There.” Angus knelt in the shadow of the
stones, his stallion hidden behind an outcropping of rock. Only the
beast’s ears flicked, as though he too understood the need for
concealment. Angus’ vantage point overlooked the road that wound
toward distant Ceinn-beithe, home of the man who had betrayed
Angus’ family.

His loyal companion hunkered down beside him
and peered into the mist that had followed the rain. “God’s teeth,
boy, but Dame Fortune cannot be finally smiling upon you.” Rodney’s
comment was typically skeptical, though there was a light of
consideration in his eyes now.

“Surely ’tis not so unlikely as that,” Angus
murmured, “when all has gone awry for so long.”

Rodney chuckled. “Do not tell me that you
believe in good outweighing bad in the end?”

Angus almost smiled, but he was intent upon
studying the small party upon the road below. ’Twas critical that
they make no error in this moment, for Fortune would not smile so
sweetly again.

A woman shrouded in white rode in the midst
of the group yet slightly apart, her position revealing her
station. Her guardians more stocky than fearsome, and Angus guessed
that they had not seen battle so recently as he. They were likely
to be lax in their defenses.

“Who is she?” Rodney whispered.

“Who else might she be than the daughter of
Cormac MacQuarrie?”

Rodney granted him a skeptical glance that he
could nigh feel. “She could be any woman at all.”

“Nay. Not so guarded as this. This is a
precious woman, as only the daughter of a chieftain can be. And she
leaves Ceinn-beithe, for there is naught else on this road other
than the sea beyond that estate.”

“Then why is she abroad at all?”

Angus set his chin upon his gloved fist and
considered the matter. “She must go to wed. Mhairi would be aged
for such a rite, but then, Cormac was always said to overvalue her
merits.”

The older man chuckled, his gaze flicking
over the situation of the rode below. “You said his daughter was
the only creature he truly loved.”

“Aye. ’Twould not be implausible that he
could not find a match to suit afore his daughter was nigh
unweddable. Perhaps she weds for the second time.”

“But someone weds her now.”

Angus felt his lips thin. “Cormac is a
formidable ally.”

“And an equally formidable adversary,” Rodney
concluded, quite unnecessarily to Angus’ thinking. Then he scoffed.
“Look at these louts! They are ill-prepared to defend her. Such is
the price of prosperity and peace.”

“And you mock the hand of Dame Fortune in
this,” Angus muttered. “’Tis the first matter to go aright in
years. Let us not lose the chance to make amends.”

The two men discussed their plan of attack
and pointed out details of the landscape to each other. Rodney
slipped into the shadows and mounted his steed.

“Now Cormac will pay dearly for his
daughter’s safe return!” Rodney murmured gleefully.

“He has only one thing to surrender that I
desire,” Angus took one last look, saw no complications, then swung
into his own saddle and held the reins tightly. Lucifer did not so
much as move. The two men waited until the sound of the approaching
party echoed on the road just before them, then, at Angus’ nod,
they erupted from the shadows as one.

 


With lightning speed, two men on horseback
appeared from naught, swinging their swords as they roared. The
little party froze as the bandits bore down upon them.

They were still on Ceinn-beithe’s land!
Jacqueline halted her steed to stare. One of her escorts swore,
then slapped the buttocks of her horse, sending it fleeing from the
fray.

Jacqueline could not help but look back.

The attacking knight in the lead struck down
two of her escorts before those men even had time to draw their
blades. A knight? One heard of knights turning to villainy in
France, but not here. Fear rippled down her spine - Jacqueline had
learned to expect ill of knights from abroad.

The third in her party was engaged in battle
with the knight’s companion. The fourth had drawn his sword but was
no match for the knight’s prowess. He fell to the ground and moved
no more.

Then the attacker’s course was
unobstructed.

He rode like an avenging angel, and one
determined to smote those who defied him. He was tall and broad of
shoulder. His red cloak flared behind him, his tabard was white
with a cross of blood red on the shoulder. His mail gleamed, even
though the day was overcast. His large ebony stallion was
caparisoned in white and red, that extraordinarily fine beast
fairly snorting fire.

And when he turned his steed toward her,
Jacqueline thought her heart might stop.

In panic, Jacqueline dug her heels into her
palfrey’s sides. The horse needed little urging to run at full
gallop across the peat, but was no match for the long strides of
the black stallion in pursuit.

The stallion drew closer, until she could see
the steam of its breath just over her shoulder. Jacqueline gave a
little cry and tried to urge her horse to go yet faster.

But the knight snatched her from her own
saddle, so quickly that her breath was stolen away. He cast her
across his saddle, so she lay on her belly before him. The sight of
the rollicking ground beneath her made her dizzy. He was strong,
wrought of muscle and steel. Jacqueline screamed and fought him all
the same.

He swore and caught her against him in a
tight grip, his arm locked around her chest and arms. He turned his
steed, and slowed it to a brisk canter. Jacqueline heard her own
palfrey continue to flee into the distance.

She bit his glove and kicked his steed, and
he swore with ominous vigor. He pulled her up so that she sat
before him now, though was no less free to move with his arm
locking her elbows to her waist. Indeed, she could feel every
relentless increment of him, his chain mail digging into her
back.

“Let me go!” Jacqueline gave a powerful
wrench that only rubbed her wool kirtle so hard against his mail
that she was sure the wool left a burn on her flesh.

“Nay.” He spoke grimly, his French as fluent
as her own, his words tight and hot. “Be still or you will frighten
the steed.”

“I should think naught would frighten this
monster,” Jacqueline snapped. A French knight holding her captive
was no reassurance at all - she could not help but think of
Reynaud, holding her down, heaving himself atop her.

The very thought left her chilled, sickened
and faint.

The knight laughed under his breath though
’twas a mirthless sound. He pinned her against him with one arm, so
casually that he might be accustomed to capturing innocents, and
rode back toward his companion. Jacqueline squirmed, though she
made no progress against his strength.



Just as she had made none against Reynaud.
The breath left her chest for a moment, leaving her dizzy with
fear, but she forced herself to breath deeply. Somehow she would
escape!

The knight doffed his helm and cast it into
his open saddlebag. When she heard it land there, Jacqueline could
not restrain her curiosity.

She turned and her heart trembled, so certain
was she that she looked into the face of a dark angel. Her captor’s
lips were drawn to a tight line, his gaze narrowed. He would have
been a handsome man - had it not been for his ferocious expression
and the scar upon his cheek.

And the patch over his one eye.

Then he smiled slowly, like a dragon
anticipating a hearty meal, and Jacqueline panicked. She managed to
punch his nose, then drove her heel hard into the stallion’s belly.
The beast shied - ’twas too large and vigorous to be more than
startled - and Jacqueline took advantage of the moment of surprise
to jump from its back.

She turned her ankle on impact, but ran all
the same.

The knight swore with savagery behind her,
but Jacqueline did not waste a moment in looking back. She leapt
into a scree of rocks, knowing that the stallion could not follow
her, and ran as though the devil himself pursued her.

She was not entirely certain he did not.

The knight did pursue her, though,
punctuating his progress with oaths. Jacqueline would not consider
how he would hurt her if she was caught. Oh, he was furiously angry
and would desire vengeance just as Reynaud had desired
vengeance.

And was likely to claim it in the same way.
Jacqueline pushed her fears of that aside and simply ran.

He gained upon her all too quickly, for he
was much taller and more agile than she. Jacqueline glanced back
when his footfalls grew loud, her own steps faltering at his
proximity and his fury. She stumbled, then fell with an anguished
cry, and he was immediately upon her.

He was quick with the braided leather he
carried, but to her astonishment, he was not harsh. He bound her
knees together loosely, though she could not have fled. He tied her
wrists behind her back, moving with such speed that Jacqueline had
no hope of a second escape.

She writhed on the ground, seeking a weakness
in the knots that she did not find. He stood and stared down at her
from his considerable height, his expression unfathomable and all
the more terrifying for that.

Finally, when she had nigh exhausted herself
with her struggles, he drew his blade, then crouched before her.
Fearing the worst, Jacqueline flinched.

“You are worth more to me whole,” he snapped,
then cut a length of cloth from his tabard. She stared at him in
confusion, noting that his move exposed more of his chain mail.

When he reached for her injured ankle,
Jacqueline cried out and squirmed away. She would not suffer him to
touch her! She rolled and desperately tried to crawl away from him,
though ’twas not easily done with hands and knees bound.

He snatched at her foot and caught her all
too easily. He held her captive thus, even as she squirmed on her
belly, his fingers exploring her ankle as though he was blinded in
both eyes. Jacqueline shivered, then felt the heat of a blush stain
her cheeks at his familiarity.

“A fine view, but you cannot imagine you
would get far.”

“I will not lie meekly while I am raped!”

He laughed then, the sound so surprising that
Jacqueline turned to look at him once more. He was crouched behind
her, holding her ankle in one hand, his grip resolute but
gentle.

He did not acknowledge her gaze, though he
must have known she looked. Nay, he frowned in concentration,
focused on his task. He removed her shoe and stocking with
surprising care. He had doffed his gloves and his hand was warm
against her bare flesh.

Jacqueline thought she might die of the
mortification of having a strange man touch her thus.

“If touching a woman’s foot is akin to rape,”
he said mildly, “then there are far more lawless men in this world
than even I imagined.”

He glanced up, his smile broadening as he
considered her expression and no doubt guessed the reason for it.
His smile was cold, but there was a heat in his gaze that made her
tremble. “Or are you so innocent of men that you do not know the
nature of intimacy?”

There was a look about him that warned
Jacqueline he had thoughts of contributing to her education.

She decided to feign boldness, for a show of
fear would win her naught. “My innocence is not of issue here,” she
retorted and tried to draw her ankle away.

He moved his thumb smoothly across her
instep, the deliberate caress making her shiver with something that
was not entirely fear. “I should say ’tis. And the preservation of
your innocence shall be a considerable concern...at least for
others.”

He flicked Jacqueline a hot glance that made
a lump of dread rise in her throat. He did not wait for an answer,
but checked the way her ankle had already begun to swell, his
fingers moving deftly and gently.

She deliberately kept her expression
impassive, hoping she could hide both her terror and the curious
sensations his touch awakened within her. He finished binding her
ankle with the cloth, his gaze hooded as he gave his attention to
the task.

“’Tis not broken,” he informed her, then sat
back on his heels. He donned his gloves once more and watched her.
She nigh fidgeted beneath the intensity of his gaze and felt she
should confess something, anything, whatever would make him look
away from her. “’Twill heal quickly enough, Mhairi.”

Jacqueline blinked. “Mhairi? I am not
Mhairi!”

He shook his head. “You lie.”

“Nay. I never lie!” Jacqueline bristled. “And
I would not lie about my own name. Mhairi is my younger sister, she
is but four summers of age.” ’Twas a golden opportunity to pretend
she did not fear him and she lifted her chin proudly. “Most can
tell us apart.”

This seemed to amuse him, however fleetingly.
“The Mhairi I seek would be of an age with you.” He studied her
intently, as though reaffirming his assessment, though Jacqueline
could not guess his conclusion. “More or less.”

“Then she is not me.” Jacqueline spoke
firmly, determined to save herself with her wits and the truth.
None else could aid her here. “So, you had best release me. This is
a simple enough error to amend.”

“Indeed?” His gaze flicked over her ample
curves. “Then who are you, if you would not be Mhairi?”

Certain her identity would prove his error
and win her freedom, she answered honestly, “I am Jacqueline of
Ceinn-beithe.”

Something flickered across his features,
though Jacqueline would not have gone so far as to call it doubt.
His words, though, were even more terse. “Who holds Ceinn-beithe in
these days?”

“Duncan MacLaren, my step-father. And my
mother, Eglantine. Who are you?”

The knight shook his head, ignoring her
question as he stood once again. “I do not know that name. You
lie.”

“I do not!”

“Then how did this Duncan come to wrest
Ceinn-beithe from Cormac MacQuarrie’s grip?”

“Duncan is Cormac’s chosen heir. He is the
chieftain of Clan MacQuarrie.”

“Nay, in this you clearly lie.” His lips
tightened to a harsh line again. “Cormac is the chieftain of Clan
MacQuarrie and Iain his blood son. He would never surrender
Ceinn-beithe to another.”

“Cormac has not been chieftain since he died,
some ten years past. Duncan was his foster son and is his
heir.”

The knight regarded her in silence for so
long that his tongue might have been stolen. “And what of Cormac’s
daughter Mhairi?” He eyed her distrustfully.

Understanding swept through Jacqueline. “Oh,
you seek that Mhairi! She is long dead, for she killed herself upon
her father’s insistence that she wed a man she did not love. ’Twas
her loss that killed Cormac, to hear Duncan tell it.”

“That I can well imagine,” he said. He
glanced back at his companion. To Jacqueline’s relief, the men who
had accompanied her were not fatally injured, for they were being
marshaled toward her. Their hands had been trussed behind their
backs and the other attacker urged them forward at the point of his
sword.

“Well?” the knight’s comrade called.

“She claims she is not Mhairi, that Mhairi is
dead,” the knight replied. “She claims to be the step-daughter of
the new chieftain of Clan MacQuarrie.”

He then smiled down at Jacqueline. ’Twas not
an encouraging smile and Jacqueline suddenly doubted his intent to
free her. He bent and picked her up in his arms, cradling her
weight against his chest.

“Either way,” he said silkily, “she will do
very well.”

“You cannot do this!”

That smile broadened, no less disconcerting
from such close proximity. “Can I not?”

“But you have not even told me who you are,
or what you want. I have tried to help, I have told you
everything!”

He chuckled then, a low dark sound. “Your
mistake, my beauty. Now you have naught with which to bargain.” His
teeth flashed in a wolfish smile, and he suddenly looked both
wicked and dashing. Jacqueline’s heart stopped cold. “And I, for
once in all my days, hold every advantage.”

“Nay!” Jacqueline screamed but made little
sound before the knight clamped one gloved hand over her mouth. She
struggled, but to no avail. The man kept her silent and powerless
with disconcerting ease.

She was helpless in a man’s grip once more,
prey to his every whim, and his intent was naught good. Fear rose
to choke Jacqueline with the taste of that leather, her memory of
being captive beneath Reynaud too similar to be denied. She fought
to stay aware, knowing that if she fainted she could not aid
herself.

But the terror of that memory and the
similarity of her circumstance was too strong to be denied.
Jacqueline’s last glimpse was of the resolute lines of the knight’s
visage, the flicker of desire in his eyes.

God in heaven, but she could not change the
truth. She had fallen prey to a demon on her way to the Lord.

 


* * *

 


 Chapter Two

 


Angus had not expected her to be so
frightened.

But then, the reason was so evident that he
felt a fool for forgetting. Aye, one look upon him when he was
angered might make even the bold Mhairi faint. His quest had
changed more than his character - it had destroyed his face.

In contrast, Mhairi was more lovely than he
had ever expected she might become. She was a beauty of flaxen hair
and emerald eyes, a daintily wrought woman yet with fulsome curves.
Her flesh was tanned to a golden hue, a shade that made her hair
seem like burnished gold, her eyes more startlingly clear, of the
particular green hue the sea could take on a summer’s day.

’Twas astonishing to Angus that it troubled
him so much when she fainted. She was no more than a means to an
end to him and one he did not intend to see harmed, but her terror
troubled him.

He was simply not accustomed to the company
of women any longer - nor indeed, prepared for her recoil from the
sight of him.

His first impression was that she was younger
than he had expected, but then, he had learned ’twas impossible for
a man to accurately guess the age of a beauteous woman. They had
secret arts to preserve their youth. If Mhairi had waited so long
to wed because her father deemed her a prize, ’twould serve her
well to hide the full number of her years.

Just as such women could hide the truth to
suit their purposes. He was not surprised that Mhairi claimed to be
other than herself in the hope of seeing herself freed. That was
deceptiveness of an ilk with her father’s.

Aye, he had called it aright. She lied. She
was Mhairi, she was his captive and Cormac would willingly pay his
due.

Angus whistled to his steed and instructed
him to stand over the woman now laid upon the ground, knowing that
Lucifer would hold his place at his master’s word. He spoke softly
to the horse, steeled his heart against what was undoubtedly the
woman’s deliberate ploy to soften his resolve, then turned to the
small cluster of men who had accompanied the maiden.

The captured man who Rodney urged forward was
the first to speak. “Who are you?” he demanded in Gael. “And by
what right do you make such an attack upon the very land of Clan
MacQuarrie?”

His outraged manner did not hide either his
suspicion or his uncertainty of his own fate. The trio of other men
were similarly wary.

They had naught to fear, in truth. Angus had
no desire for slaughter - if he ever had, his years in Outremer
would have thoroughly sated any such yearning. On this day, he had
need of naught but a messenger, and these four would suit him well
enough.

He had, however, learned to anticipate
treachery from every turn. These men would have no chance to pursue
him or retrieve Mhairi.

“I am Angus MacGillivray, son of Fergus
MacGillivray, once the comrade of Somerled and, as entrusted by the
dictate of that King of the Isles, loyal defender of
Airdfinnan.”

The man’s previous doubt was naught compared
to the suspicion that now crossed his features. “You cannot be!
Angus MacGillivray is dead, just as all of the family MacGillivray
are dead. All know the truth of it.” His companions nodded in
solemn agreement.

“Yet I stand before you.”

The man’s eyes narrowed further. “Then you
are naught but a rogue, stealing the name and repute of a
ghost.”

“Nay, I am Angus MacGillivray.” Angus drew
his sword quickly and touched its tip to the man’s throat. The man
flinched, expecting the worst, but Angus merely nicked the skin.
“Perhaps you recall my father’s blade?”

The man’s throat worked silently as a single
drop of blood trickled from the minute wound. He flicked a glance
at the distinctive hilt, embellished with a pattern of Celtic
knots, then paled as he clearly recognized it. “Odin’s Scythe.
Where did you find it?”

“I did not find it.” The very suggestion that
’twas not rightly his own irked Angus as little else could have
done. “’Twas granted to me, by my father’s own hand, as all men of
honor come to carry legendary blades.”

The man stared back at him, disbelieving the
truth in a most irksome way.

“And truly, as I am of that ill-fated family
MacGillivray, I am a man with naught left to lose.”

The man held his gaze, clearly aware of the
fate of Airdfinnan. He jerked his head in the direction of the
woman. “And what has that to do with our charge?”

“It has little to do with her, and much to do
with your clan. She is but a pawn in a larger game.”

“You cannot make the lady pay for the loss of
your family! ’Twould be unjust!”

“Aye? And how is it unjust for the MacQuarrie
clan to be asked repair what they have set awry?”

The man snorted. “If you speak of the
assumption of Airdfinnan, that had naught to do with us!”

Angus let his own skepticism show. “Nay?”

“Nay! Your father died without an heir! Your
brother was dead and you were well known to have died in
Outremer.”

Angus leaned closer. The man could not step
back as Rodney’s blade was still behind him, and the color drained
from his face in his fear.

“My father was murdered,” Angus said
deliberately. “My brother was murdered. ’Tis by the grace of God
alone that I survived, and that I did survive means they will be
avenged.” He stepped back and sheathed his blade. “Tell that to the
Cormac MacQuarrie.” He turned to Lucifer, that beast bristling with
impatience to be gone.

“Cormac is dead,” the man retorted.

Angus turned back to find the man watching
him, arms akimbo. “Then who is the chieftain of the clan now?” he
asked softly, fully expecting to hear Iain’s name.

But the man replied as the woman had done.
“Duncan MacLaren was named Cormac’s heir by Cormac himself. ’Tis he
who rules the clan and he who will demand restitution for the
capture of his daughter Jacqueline.”

Angus glanced to the woman, marveling that
she had not lied. Still, ’twas as he said - she would serve his
purpose as well as Mhairi would have done. “Then ’tis to this
Duncan you shall give my message.”

“But what of Jacqueline?”

Angus granted the man a smile so cold that he
visibly shivered. ’Twas important to not reveal too much of his
intent too soon. “You shall hear, eventually.”

“But you cannot do this! You...” The man fell
silent, undoubtedly encouraged to do so by the tip of Rodney’s
blade.

Angus ignored him. The woman stirred as he
approached his steed. Her eyelids fluttered, her eyes opening wide
when she saw him so close and she stiffened.

“I have told you once to be still lest you
frighten the steed,” he said sternly, for only her panic could
disconcert the horse.

Her gaze flew over Lucifer, who stamped his
great hooves with excellent timing. She swallowed and closed her
eyes as though drawing upon some inner strength, but moved no more
than that.

At least she did not faint again. And color
blossomed again in her cheeks. Perhaps she was wrought of sterner
stuff, in truth.

He fetched some cloth from his saddlebag,
spoke again to the steed, then returned to Rodney’s side, deaf to
the protests of the captured man. Without further ado, he
blindfolded the man.

That man sputtered. “You cannot do this. You
cannot steal our steeds...”

“I have stolen naught. Your skittish steeds
have fled, as poorly trained mounts oft will do.”

“But what of us? I beg of you not to kill
us!”

The other men were blindfolded quickly,
though Angus did not waste time with reassurances.

“Turn in place,” he commanded, touching his
blade to the throat of the man before him when that man hesitated.
Rodney did the same, until each man was so encouraged to spin
mutely in place.

“You cannot leave us to perish in the
wilderness,” the leader protested, evidently guessing what
transpired.

“Nay, you cannot!” argued another, all
beginning to clamor. Angus was not stirred to sympathy for he knew
they only sought to be aware of each other’s locations.

Rodney dug his blade a little deeper into
that man’s flesh. “Hush, or you shall have to be gagged, as
well.”

The man’s lips clamped in a tight line.

“Tell your comrades to do the same.”

The man gave a terse command, the four men
shuffling in silence then. Rodney and Angus exchanged a nod, then
led two of the men in differing directions, leaving the others
turning in place.

Ultimately, the four men stood spinning
silently, hundreds of paces apart from each other. Their footsteps
could not heard at such a distance, though Angus could nigh taste
their fear and uncertainty.

Angus lifted his captive before himself and
mounted his steed. She held herself stiffly, as though she would
make space between them, but he had no patience with such maidenly
modesty. He pulled her closer, then touched his spurs to the
steed.

He rode towards the man who had said so much,
Rodney riding by his side. “I will watch you to the count of five
thousand,” he whispered, making Lucifer walk around the man in the
opposite direction to which the man turned. “Have you sufficient
skill with numbers to count so high?”

“Nay!”

“Ah, then count to a hundred, and do so fifty
times.”

“But I cannot.” The man was already becoming
dizzy, his steps faltering.

All the better to disorient him. He would not
be able to guess in which direction they departed.

Angus leaned down, his words a low threat.
The woman held herself so rigidly before him that she might have
been carved of wood. “Count as high as you can, then count that
high over and over again. For if you move too soon, speak too soon,
cease to spin too soon, I will ensure you feed the worms as surely
as my kin. Do you understand?”

“Aye.”

“And if indeed you find your way back to
Ceinn-beithe, I would have you tell this Duncan MacLaren that the
payment for the sins of Cormac MacQuarrie has come due. I care only
for the return of what is rightly my own. And your chieftain’s sole
desire, I would expect, would be for the survival of his beauteous
daughter.”

“But how...”

“Have you not heard that when the will is
sufficient, the way will be found?”

“But, but...”

Angus had no interest in excuses. “Tell your
chieftain to await my terms at Ceinn-beithe. Begin to count
immediately. Keep your voice low.”

The man did so, punctuating each number with
a step in his circling. Angus cast an eye over the foursome,
watching as Rodney gave the same instruction to each in turn. The
sun was yet high and he knew they would become bold enough to call
to each other before long. Aye, they would be safely home at
Ceinn-beithe before night fell, even walking as they must.

Satisfied with what he had wrought, Angus
turned his steed for the hills, his captive clasped to his chest.
He halted at the last turn of the road, while Rodney’s steed
galloped toward them, and smiled at the sight of the four men
turning silently on the moors. ’Twas a sight he would not soon
forget, though ’twas but the beginning of his vengeance.

“They will perish, and for what reason?” she
asked in soft recrimination. “How does this ensure your message
will be delivered and this Airdfinnan surrendered to you?”

He realized with a start that she might well
reveal their course, if she was ransomed as he fully expected. And
the MacQuarries were a vengeful lot - he would not have them know
who had sheltered him before Airdfinnan and its high walls were not
his own.

Although he could not guess whether Edana
still drew breath, he meant to seek refuge at the old storyteller’s
hut. If she lived, she would aid him, and she could tend the
woman’s ankle far better than he. He intended to return this woman
in the fullness of health so that no insult could be taken.

In addition, Edana’s abode was deep in the
forest and not readily found - even if the seanchaidh drew
breath no longer, Angus would find shelter of a kind there while he
allowed Duncan to fret. Indeed, anxiety would bring a quicker
resolution once his demands were made.

He wanted naught but to see this injustice
resolved.

All the same, Angus would see that none paid
a price for aiding him. His captive could not witness where they
rode, lest she alert her father of Edana’s location once she was
ransomed.

“Give me another length of cloth,” Angus
demanded of Rodney. The woman caught her breath and shrank away
from him, but he blindfolded her all the same.

’Twas her hair that slowed his task, for he
hesitated to tighten the knot lest it pull at her golden tresses.
He shed his gloves and carefully worked each silken strand free of
the cloth. Her lips worked in silence, their movement drawing his
attention to their ripe softness.

He wondered how sweet she would taste. It had
been long since he had lain with a woman, and longer still since he
had lain with one who was not a whore. This woman was all soft
curves, her fine if simple garb revealing her privileged station.
She was indeed a beauty, and unless he had forgotten much of the
world, an innocent who had been sheltered from men.

Which would explain her fear of him. Indeed,
he knew that he cast a fearsome image, what with the scars he now
bore. He wondered where she had been going with this group of
guards, what man had won her as his bride.

To his surprise, her lips set as the
blindfold was finally knotted, as though she was annoyed with
him.

Perhaps she was not so meek as he might have
believed.

No doubt, she rode to her nuptials on this
day, regardless of her name. The unwelcome thought came to him that
if she was to wed an ally of the MacQuarries, then there was
another compensation he might claim. He could steal what another
man had bought, and thus render injury against his father’s
traditional foes. Angus let his gaze wander over the woman’s ripe
curves and was tempted by the possibilities.

Another man might have taken what he could.
But Angus was not a man to claim what was not offered, and he
heartily doubted this beauty would offer him much beyond her fear
and then her scorn.

“You have not answered me,” she insisted with
unexpected impatience. “How does abandoning these men serve your
purpose?”

“I owe you no explanation.”

“I should think that you do! These men serve
my father loyally and have done naught to earn this fate. How could
you abandon them so? ’Tis heartless. ’Tis unfair!”

“Ah, but I have learned that what is fair has
naught to do with matters of war,” he murmured. “And my heart, if
ever I had one, has been lost so long that I scarce miss it.”

Her mouth opened and closed, the ruby
softness of his lips inviting his touch. She might have argued
further, but he bent to brush his lips across hers.

’Twas only to silence her, or so Angus told
himself.

Her lips were breathtakingly soft, the taste
of her gasp unbearably sweet. Desire raged through him and his hand
fell to the indent of her waist. He caught her against him and
might have deepened his kiss without another thought.

But she recoiled and her breath caught, her
panic nigh tangible. Angus lifted his head as she froze. She
trembled like a spring leaf before him and he instinctively
tightened his arm around her, stunned at his unexpected urge to
protect her.

Even from himself.

Indeed, the demoiselle’s terror gave full
credence to her claim that she was not Mhairi. Though it had been
more than fifteen years, he could well recall the audacity of
Cormac’s daughter. A wee lass, she had been confident in her sire’s
adoration and protection - she had feared naught from the moment
she could crawl. No woman could feign such fear as this one
showed.

He supposed his scars were worse than he had
feared, or appeared worse in this land so little accustomed to the
brutality he had witnessed and endured.

“They are men of resource,” Angus said
gruffly, disliking his need to reassure her. He would not apologize
for his touch, though he was tempted to do so. “I have no doubt my
message will reach listening ears.”

And with that, he gave Lucifer his spurs,
leaving the counting men of Ceinn-beithe behind him.

 


* * *

 


To Jacqueline’s thinking, hers was not an
enviable situation.

A man who might well have been Reynaud had
captured her and meant to finish what that French knight had begun.
There was no one to aid her, none who even knew what had become of
her, and she believed he lied to her about the chances of her
guardians surviving. Indeed, she did not even know herself where
she was, much less where she was headed.

Though she had a very good idea what her fate
would be once they arrived.

She had to escape. It did not matter what lie
she must tell, what deception she must make, what injury she had to
inflict. None could aid her this time, so she must keep her
chastity intact herself.

Jacqueline was not entirely certain how that
might be managed, but she had faith that an opportunity would
arise. She would pray, she would be patient, and she would as
observant as she could be under the circumstances. And she would
hope.

She certainly would not provoke her captor
with questions again, nor would she draw his attention to her in
any way. Aye, ’twas best that she be nigh invisible, motionless,
silent, unworthy of his attention. She tingled from head to toe in
the wake of his kiss. The sensations within her were unfamiliar,
doubtless a product of her terror.

She refused to think upon that, though her
lips burned, as though they would chastise her for the boldness of
her curiosity.

The priest of Ceinn-beithe oft said ’twas her
cross to bear.

They rode for what seemed an eternity, no
sound reaching Jacqueline’s ears beyond the steady beat of the
horses’ hooves and the whisper of the wind. She tried to gauge
their direction. Though she failed to discern anything from the
wind, she guessed that they must ride to the east.

After all, only Ceinn-beithe and the sea lay
to the west and she knew they did not ride there. She would have
tasted its salt in the wind if the knight had taken that unlikely
direction.

Beyond that, ’twas difficult, for she knew
that once they reached the hills, a hundred roads and paths forked
in a hundred different directions, then forked again and again. It
seemed imperative that she deduce where she was being taken, but
she could conclude naught with certainty beyond a general sense of
leaving her family behind.

And security with them.

’Twas a different manner of isolation and
silence than she had expected to find in this eastward ride, and
she was filled with terror beyond any she had felt before. The lure
of the convent brightened during that endless afternoon, for it
seemed a haven of security and femininity.

Somehow she would escape her captor, flee to
the convent and complete her novitiate with all haste. If naught
else, her circumstance proved that the world was filled with
dangers and threats and uncertainties that she would prefer to
avoid.

Jacqueline was relieved when the knight’s
companion began to grumble, as much for the relief from the turmoil
of her thoughts as from interest in what he said.

She had noted already that he was older than
the knight and was garbed as a mercenary. He was completely bald,
his head a gleaming tanned pate, and he had a pointed, carefully
trimmed beard in the Norman fashion.

He spoke Gael with a cadence slightly
unfamiliar to Jacqueline, as if he came from another part of these
Celtic isles. This was surprising, as she had assumed from his
appearance that he was from Sicily or some other Norman
province.

“Aye and a fine lot of trouble you have found
yourself with this scheme,” he muttered. “How would you be seeing
the resolution of this?”

“’Twill be exactly as we discussed,” the
knight said stiffly. He held her so tightly against his chest that
Jacqueline could feel the rumble of his voice in her own bones.

“Bah!” The other man spat. “A fine plan ’tis,
that was what you told me, and a plan that cannot fail!” The other
man scoffed. “Cormac will sell his soul to win back his beloved
daughter, upon that we can rely, ’twas what you said.”

“’Tis a good plan.”

“Aye, perhaps ’twas. But she is not Mhairi,
and her father is not Cormac, and both they two are dead.”

The knight cleared his throat. “It matters
naught - she is the daughter of Ceinn-beithe, one way or the
other.”

“So you say. But if her father is disinclined
to meet your terms, then we may have saddled ourselves with a woman
for naught!”

The knight refused to raise his own voice in
response. “We know naught less or more than we did afore. All plans
are fraught with risk - indeed, the greater the prize, the more
considerable is oft the risk.”

“Your wits are addled, boy!” the man declared
darkly. “You were kicked in the head one too many times by a
Saracen, Angus, and that is the truth of it. Though I suspect that
you have been stubborn from the first.”

The knight chuckled, though ’twas not a merry
sound.

Angus. His name was Angus. ’Twas odd for him
to have a Celtic name, for Jacqueline had been certain he was a
French knight. But if he had had any doings with Saracens, then he
had been in Outremer.

That detail was enough to awaken her cursed
curiosity.

Suddenly the red cross she had spied upon his
tabard made more sense. He was a crusader, which meant he had been
gone for years. Her heart warmed slightly in his favor, for
crusaders left all the temptations of this world behind to fight
for the greater glory of Christ. Had he seen Jerusalem, that fabled
city of gold? She wondered how she might ask him of it.

Of course, it took years to travel to
Outremer and years more to travel back, which explained why he knew
naught of Mhairi and Cormac’s deaths. Evidently he had originally
come from hereabouts, which was why Gael fell from his tongue with
such ease. She wondered how long he had been gone, and from whence
exactly he had come. And she listened more avidly as his companion
ranted.

“What manner of man sends his daughter abroad
with such slim protection as that? Not one overly concerned with
her safety! Not one inclined to surrender much for her return!”

The knight sounded reasonable in comparison,
his words soothing in their assurance. “’Tis the mark of a man
confident in the safety of his holding, no more than that. You
forget what ’tis to not expect deceit at every turn.”

“Whereas you would imagine there is naught
wicked in this land,” the other man grumbled.

“Calm yourself, Rodney. We must learn more
before decisions can be made.”

“Calm yourself,” Rodney echoed disparagingly.
“Bah! There is a simple enough solution that could be made
immediately - we could be rid of the woman. We could abandon her
somewhere where she will be quickly found and leave this deed
behind us. I told you all along ’twas an ill-fated plan and now
even you must have seen its weaknesses.” He warmed to his theme.
“Think, Angus! ’Twould be the most sensible solution - abandon this
folly before ’tis too late!”

Jacqueline’s heart leapt.

But Angus spoke sharply. “I will not
surrender the only advantage I have in this!”

“Surrendering her might well save your sorry
hide. To capture a woman and return her shortly unscathed may not
earn the vengefulness of the menfolk in her clan. But the longer
you keep her, the more uncertainty there will be of her chastity -
and thus the higher the retribution sought against you.”

“I did not seize her for my pleasure,” he
snapped, but Jacqueline’s lips tingled as though to argue the
point.

“Who will believe that? And aye, the longer
we keep her, the more she knows of you and the more readily she
will lead her family to you once she is released.”

“You speak nonsense, Rodney. They will have
no reason to seek retribution from me.”

“I hope they have the wits to see matters in
the light you so choose.” The other man harrumphed and the pair
rode in uneasy silence for a long time.

Finally the companion sighed and appealed
once more. “Angus, you cannot have been absent from the company of
men for so long that you forget that the truth has naught to do
with it - the lady herself might claim you had sampled her and none
would question her claim. Blood thirst runs hot in these
lands.”

“She will have no reason to make such a
claim.”

The older man snorted. “’Tis the ways of
women that you forget, that much is clear. Do you not think she
will be irked with you when all is done? Do you not think she will
seek vengeance?”

“’Twould be a lie.”

“And who will be caring whether she lies?
They will seize upon any excuse to take your hide, that much is
certain.”

“Will you seek vengeance?” the knight
demanded, tightening his grip slightly on Jacqueline so that she
could not doubt she was being addressed.

She opened her mouth, closed it again when
she realized she had yet to reveal that she understood their Gael
speech, but the knight chided her.

“’Tis clear enough you are following every
word. I swear you have not taken a breath for fear of missing
anything.”

Jacqueline lifted her chin. “I would never
lie.”

“Aye, but would your family care?” Rodney
demanded. “If you returned to them a month hence -”

“A month!”

“- in no small state of dishevelment, would
they not seek retribution from the man who had captured you? Would
your father not demand the head of this knight in compense for all
you had borne?”

Jacqueline hesitated to answer. Though she
knew that Duncan would indeed defend her, she was not certain what
answer would better ensure her survival.

“Would he?” the knight prompted, giving her
another squeeze.

“I cannot guess my step-father’s
intent...”

“Bollocks!” Rodney roared. “You know he would
do so! There - the evidence is before you. A woman can lie with
ease beyond expectation! They are all wrought this way, Angus, and
you would be better off without this one in our small party.”

The knight was resolute. “We shall keep her
until we know our plan to have failed.”
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