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CHAPTER 1

Goldiehouse, Ravensby, Scotland

March 1704

‘Are you sleeping?’

‘Ummmm …’ Johnnie Carre surfaced from a light doze, the soft sound of the woman’s voice secondary to the carnal pleasure he was suddenly feeling. It took a moment more to definitively focus his senses: A warm tongue was leaving a cool path …

He shifted his powerful body slightly, the sensation exquisite. A faint smile lifted the corners of his mouth in pleasurable remembrance of the woman’s special skills, and a second later his vivid blue eyes opened. Reaching down, his fingers lazily slid through honey-colored silken curls, and he murmured, his deep voice still drowsy, ‘Don’t you ever sleep?’

He’d met Mary Holm two days ago in Kelso at a country inn where her acrobatic troupe was staying. She’d caught his eyes deliberately and then came up to him where he stood watching his men throwing dice.

‘I’m Mary,’ she’d said, looking up at the tall, darkhaired Border Lord with an open invitation in her eyes.

And after a long afternoon of sampling Wat Harden’s special reserve French brandy, he let his gaze drift downward briefly to the luscious swell of her bosom before returning to her sweetly smiling face, and he’d simply said, ‘I’m on my way home. Are you hungry?’

They’d hardly been out of bed since Tuesday.

‘Now, if we weren’t leaving for Berwick on Friday, darling Johnnie,’ the pretty young woman replied, lifting her head to smile at the Laird of Ravensby with cheerful impudence, ‘I might be inclined to sleep. But who knows when I’ll have such a bonny stud to entertain me again?’

He was fully awake now, and his own grin matched hers. ‘In that case I’ll try to last till Friday.’

‘You’re doing gracious fine,’ she purred, and with a wink, resumed her pleasuring.

*
On the muddy forest road south of Goldiehouse that evening, an exhausted rider whipped his lathered horse to more speed, every minute of delay terrible in its consequences. Like all Borderers, he knew the countryside even at night with the moon behind more threatening rain clouds. Now if his mount would just hold out … He swore under his breath as the black stallion faltered in the rough going and, taking pity on his Laird’s best bloodstock, eased the pace. But even as he drew the horse to a trot, he debated whether his chieftain would rather he ride the black barb to death, so urgent was his message.

*
‘Come sit on me,’ Johnnie softly said, touching Mary’s chin with a finger. ‘I like the feel of you …’

Rising in a lithe movement, her slender body, supple, feline, she stroked his splendid arousal and answered, ‘And I adore the feel of you, my darling Laird.’ She grinned as she moved over him. ‘How pleasant to discover all the stories are true.’

‘You’re testing my stamina, pet,’ Johnnie murmured, aware of the stories but disinclined to discuss his reputation as stud to the Middle Marches. ‘But I’m not complaining,’ he added with a small smile, gently placing his palms on her hips as she slid down his erection, his eyes closing against the delicious friction. ‘God, you’re tight …’

Mary’s own blue eyes were half-closed, as profligate sensation flooded her mind. ‘And you’re enormous …’ she whispered into the firelit room, feeling his hard, rigid length stretch her. Her back arched against the delirium. ‘You’re my lovely rutting stallion,’ she breathed, the exquisite feel of Johnnie Carre filling her.

The bedchamber was utterly silent for a time, the small sounds of the crackling fire distinct in the hushed, charged atmosphere. She moved down, he arched up. And they both caught their breath for that moment of indelible glory. Then she’d glide upward again with riveting slowness. And they’d both breathe again.

It was a languorous rhythm, not impatient after two wanton days in bed but feverishly acute after forty-eight hours of sexual excess. Extravagant, luxurious feeling reigned. No distractions tempered the irrepressible passion.

And then, overzealous once, Johnnie penetrated too deeply, and she cried out. Instantly remorseful, he touched her rosy cheek, his fingers as gentle as his voice. ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered. ‘Am I hurting you?’

It took her a shuddering moment to open her eyes and a moment more to answer. ‘It’s fine,’ she ambiguously replied, her words uttered with a soft, breathy sigh.

He understood what she meant; he was an experienced man. But he cautioned himself to more control. She was small and fragile, and it was possible to do damage.

*
The fatigued horseman spurred the black stallion up the last incline to Goldiehouse, no longer concerned with his mount’s failing strength. Only a few hundred yards remained of his breakneck ride. Galloping through the courtyard gate, he shouted to rouse the household, the lantern-lit court empty. Throwing himself off the winded barb, he collapsed on the courtyard flags, damp and puddle-strewn from days of rain, just as the studded door to the old keep burst open. With drawn swords three clansmen bolted through the massive doorway, their jackboots like mallets on the cobblestones. Spread-eagle like a dead man on the wet ground, the messenger spoke, breathless, panting.

And they stopped cold when they heard his words.

*
Johnnie was unaware of the tumult, his private quarters of the last few days distant by his choice from the daily bustle. His attention at the moment was totally absorbed, his climax imminent.

Mary Holm’s arms were laced tightly around his neck, her breasts warm and soft against his chest, her sleek rhythm increasing in intensity. Her body was damp with sweat; his own temperature feverish; he could feel the heat of his arousal as if a tropical sun had invaded the massive stone walls and raftered ceiling of the room. Her agitated breathing warmed his neck; his strong fingers possessively captured her narrow waist, exerting a minute pressure at times that caused small, breath-held pauses while they both gathered new air into their lungs.

‘I’m dying,’ she breathed.

He shook his head, a small movement of negation, all he was capable of at the moment. Never, he thought, and if he’d had the capacity, he’d have smiled.

Reaching up suddenly, she twisted her fingers into his unruly black hair, jerked his face downward, and kissed him, devoured him, frantically ate at his mouth, greedy for the feel and taste of him everywhere.

He felt her begin to quiver, his own release racing downward.

*
Two Carre clansmen raced through the first-floor corridors, took the wide, shallow steps three at a time to the second floor, and ran full out to the narrow staircase at the back of the west wing, taking the corners in flying swoops. They sprinted up the narrow circular stairwell of the original tower1, their hearts beating a frantic tattoo. Johnnie had left orders that he not be disturbed, but neither questioned the need to disobey. In the medieval portion of Goldiehouse the ceilings were low, the hallways narrow, built for defense centuries ago. Only one man could comfortably navigate the corridors. One racing after the other, they dashed toward the small room at the end of the passage.

*
Lord, she was hot … on fire, Johnnie reflected as he exploded in orgasm, agonizing bliss convulsing his senses, the world diminished for brief seconds to one small woman in his arms and incredible sensation.

She was amazing.

Which exact thought was passing through Mary Holm’s mind as she lay overcome, panting, Johnnie Carre living up to his amorous fame. He was truly amazing … again.

She licked him like a contented cat, her warm tongue tracing a slow path across his muscled shoulder. She felt him tense minutely. His head lifted suddenly, and a second later he shifted her in his arms, unconsciously readying himself.

And then he heard it clearly. The faint pattern of running feet. When he’d made it clear his privacy was sacrosanct.

He lifted her from him in a flash of movement, set her against the pillows with a curious tenderness considering his blurring speed, and gallantly threw the embroidered sheet over her just as the door burst open.

He’d only half turned from her, his peripheral vision searching out the intruders, when the brutal exclamation struck him like a blow.

‘They’ve taken Robbie!’

There was no need to define who ‘they’ were. The same enemy had confronted the Roxburgh Carres for a thousand years.

He leaped from the bed, reaching for his weapons left conveniently on the bedpost. The Borders had been Scotland’s battleground since the dim dawn of history; a man’s dirk and sword never left his side.

His men swiftly related the facts of his brother’s abduction as Johnnie gathered his clothes, the woman forgotten. His questions were harsh staccato queries, his dark brows drawn together in a scowl at the answers. His leather breeches were on in seconds, his boots jerked on next, his shirt thrown over his shoulders followed by his leather jack. Handing his sword belt to a clansman to carry, he strode from the room, closing his shirt, tucking it into his leather breeches with rough thrusts.

Halfway down the second-floor corridor he remembered Mary Holm. ‘See that the girl is sent back to Kelso with an escort,’ he curtly said, buckling his jack shut, reaching out for his sword baldric. Taking the belt from his lieutenant, he slipped it over his shoulder. ‘Give her a purse and my thanks. Are the horses saddled?’

At a nod he adjusted the dirk at his waist, pulled his sword slightly out of its scabbard to test its feel, jammed it back in, and, in a voice harsh with hatred, growled, ‘Damned Godfrey! Damned English! They’re fucking vermin.’

Descending the broad balustraded stairway in long, racing leaps, he broke into a run immediately he reached the main floor. ‘How long ago was it?’ he asked again of the man keeping pace with him.

His muttered curse at the unpalatable reply reflected everyone’s unease.


CHAPTER 2


Five hours later, shaking his wet head to check the water dripping into his eyes, Johnnie Carre walked into his weapons room. Weary and frustrated, he unslung his sword belt, hung it on the wall rack, and began pacing.

His rain-soaked lieutenants followed him in, disposed of their weapons, and sank exhausted onto the heavy wooden benches and chairs. No one spoke, their chieftain’s exasperation echoing in their own minds. Five hours in the saddle, riding hard in despicable weather, and they’d been too late to overtake the English who’d abducted the Laird of Ravensby’s young brother. Riding two hours behind, they knew their chances had been slim at best – only the bad weather was in their favor. But the English troop had reached Harbottle ahead of them, and in all likelihood Robbie Carre was prisoner now in Harbottle Castle.

‘If Godfrey harms a hair on Robbie’s head, I’ll see him on his way to hell,’ Johnnie Carre muttered, the low sound of his voice clear and distinct in the utter silence of the castle arsenal room, the small metallic jingle of his spurs counterpoint to his threat.

Reaching the limits of the large room, the tall, powerful warlord of striking presence swung around to retrace his stalking passage across the flagstone floor, a shimmering trajectory of water droplets from his drenched leather jack and plaid spraying out behind him. ‘Bloody damned English!’ Rage and disgust pervaded his tone. ‘They’re looking for an excuse to take a Scotsman!’ Last year’s Scottish Parliament had been rabidly anti-English, and with the war on the Continent and the controversy over Succession, for the first time in a century Scotland’s demand for independence had the hope of success.2 Tempers were flaring on both sides of the border.

The flames of the candles in the heavy silver branches on the tables trembled before his swift movement. The light danced fitfully, illuminating in flickering chiaroscuro the harsh modeling of his face, the arresting beauty of his stark features.

‘Can we get Robbie out?’ Underlaid with weariness, the voice of one of his young clansmen uttered everyone’s concern. Harbottle Castle, England’s defensive fort on the Middle Marches, was heavily garrisoned; recently England had scrambled to defend her northern border against Scotland’s volatile bid for independence.

His mind on the frustration of a pursuit begun too late … on the worrisome plight of his young brother, John Carre didn’t answer. And for a moment it seemed as though he hadn’t heard. But when the clansman resting his head against the carved chair back bearing the coat of arms of the Earls of Graden began to repeat his question, the Laird of Ravensby softly said, ‘No, not if he’s in Harbottle.’

And then, as if the unpalatable thought had reined him in, the young Laird stopped before one of the neoclassic windows his father had added to the fortified castle when he’d returned from Ferrara with the Douglas in ’79.

A sudden hush descended on the room at his response. The weapons hung on the wall racks, the targes, basket-hilted swords, the muskets and pistols, seemed to gleam in contradiction, as if mocking his assertion.

Slashing rain beat at the windows, pelted by violent winds driving down from the north, the wail and howl like Valkyrie cries. Outside the night was pitch-black, wet as Neptune’s kingdom, cold, stormy, fog-shrouded, impossible for accurate tracking.

Just as Harbottle Castle was impossible to infiltrate, the Laird of Ravensby pragmatically acknowledged. With the hostilities over and the Act of Security threatening to bring England and Scotland to war, the English had recently increased the castle garrison by an extra company of dragoons. Which meant the means to Robbie’s freedom would have to take some form other than a frontal assault.

John Carre, Laird of Ravensby, chief of the Roxburgh Carres, Eleventh Earl of Graden, slowly turned to face his friends and kinsmen, his movement restrained like his voice once again, his temper held in check, his mind already sorting through the available options.

‘How many horses did we lose?’ At word of Robbie’s abduction they’d immediately set out in pursuit, despite a week of rain, despite the late hour, despite the burns in flood-tide.

‘Eight.’

‘Permanently?’

‘Red Rowan should know by morning. The Neapolitan barb may be one of the badly crippled ones.’

‘In that case we’ll have to get something more, then … in addition to Robbie in exchange,’ the Earl said, his tone businesslike, direct. ‘Assess the damage in the morning and give me an accounting.’ The word ‘exchange’ set him thinking, and a series of speculative possibilities began to unfold in his mind.

‘And what, Johnnie, would you be thinking to exchange of sufficient interest to bring Lord Godfrey to the bargaining table?’ The trooper asking the question had one brow lifted in whimsical inquiry.

‘It may not come to that,’ the young chieftain of the Roxburgh Carres answered with the smallest hint of drollery in his voice. The age-old border-raiding was part game, part business, part drama – at least for the Scots Borderers; the English regarded everything in life with more seriousness – but always stimulating. ‘First we’ll send the Queen’s illustrious Warden a polite request for Robbie’s release.’ He was anticipating the necessary steps already, a new assurance in his mood.

‘And when that doesn’t bring your brother his freedom …’ one of his lieutenants sardonically drawled.

‘Then,’ the dark-haired Laird of Ravensby softly answered, looking tranquil, untroubled, his abstract suppositions having crystallized into a plan, ‘we’ll offer him something he prizes.’

‘Which is?’ Adam Carre spoke for all of them. Every man’s eyes were trained on their tall, rangy Laird dressed like a freebooter: the shoulder armor on his leather jack gleaming in the candlelight; two pistols still shoved under his wide leather belt; an ivory-handled dirk swinging from a scabbard at his hip; his long black hair wet because he refused to wear headgear; his green-and-brown hunting plaid – the color of concealment – draped over one shoulder; his leather breeches and spurred riding boots dull earth brown like the landscape.

Bred up to combat on the Borders, where one didn’t travel abroad without an escort, where protection money – forbearance money – had been a tradition in the past, where the powerful clans could still muster two thousand horse in a matter of hours, where a glorious, rash, and hazardous young man could do anything … Johnnie Carre pleasantly said, ‘I hear the English Warden holds his daughter in high regard now that she’s nabob wealthy. With old Hotchane Graham dead and Godfrey’s daughter a widow, a very rich young widow … gossip has it Lord Godfrey’s planning on making another fine match for her.’ A faint smile spread across Johnnie Carre’s finely sculpted mouth.

‘She’s heavily guarded,’ several of his men instantly replied, their shock and astonishment vivid, like the striking platinum of Elizabeth Godfrey’s hair. Everyone on the Borders knew how rough Harbottle was when the Redesdale men came to town, how Harold Godfrey, the Earl of Brusisson, protected his marketable daughter. No longer young at twenty-four, she would still bring a spectacular dowry as prize to a second marriage. And even if she were barren, which possibility existed, since her marriage of eight years had resulted in no children, her lavish fortune would serve to mitigate that serious failing.

‘Guarded she may be, but not flung into a dungeon in Harbottle Castle, garrisoned with two companies of dragoons,’ the young Laird replied, beginning to strip off his sodden green leather gloves, his mood lightened now that a reasonable means for his brother’s release had come to him. ‘So I think,’ he said with a dazzling smile, ‘we can begin to plan Robbie’s coming-home party.’

‘Send the letter first,’ his practical cousin Kinmont said, understanding that flaring light of excitement in Johnnie’s eyes. ‘Time enough for your notions of fun later.’

‘Of course.’ The young Earl’s expression took on an angelic cast; his voice purred like velvet. ‘We’ll write something charming and nice to the faithless rogue … with not a mention Robbie was unlawfully taken.’

Over the decades since England and Scotland had been joined in 1603, the semblance of peace in the Borders had been accomplished in the early years by mass deportations of renegade clans and septs, by wholesale slaughter and massacre by superior English forces. Later more civilized methods had maintained the peace; English peerages and government pensions were popular methods of control, or, those failing, the occasional stay in the Tower of London or the Tolbooth in Edinburgh was effective. Or banishment, exile, or beheading for those most recalcitrant. But certainly in Robbie’s case, regardless of the war fever, there were no legitimate grounds for his capture.

‘Considering the nature of the man serving the English Queen,’ John Carre softly went on, ‘and the particular style of Godfrey’s sense of honor, and old Hotchane’s fondness for his wife, estimated to be in the neighborhood of sixty thousand English pounds’ – the Laird of Ravensby’s mouth twitched into a grin – ‘I personally feel having Elizabeth Godfrey Graham for a short visit would not only be a fair quid pro quo in terms of Robbie’s abduction, but perhaps a financially sound proposition as well. Any questions?’

‘When do we leave?’ a hotspur young clansman cheerfully inquired.

‘First Kinmont will send a courteous request for Robbie’s release. Godfrey should have that by tomorrow afternoon. A day or two for his reply – three days at the outside for delaying procedures … which I anticipate.’ The Earl slapped his gloves against his palm with a smile, as if he were recounting nothing more untoward than a list of kitchen victuals. ‘Then two or three more days to reconnoiter the Dowager’ – he emphasized the unsuitable word – ‘Lady Graham’s daily schedule.’ Throwing the beautifully embroidered green gloves on a nearby table, he reached for the pistols at his waist. Pulling them free, he balanced them for a moment in his hands, as if gauging the perfect timing of the Lady’s coming abduction, then carefully set them down next to his gloves. ‘In the meantime,’ he cheerfully said, ‘I’ll have the East Tower room fit up for the darling Elizabeth …’

His lieutenants were smiling now, too, even Kinmont, who was Johnnie’s voice of reason. ‘You’ll make a shekel or two on Lord Godfrey’s arrogance,’ said Kinmont Carre, a businessman at heart, like so many of the Borderers. Raiding was an enterprise for profit, although its danger and daring offered excitement along with the gains.

‘Would you like to negotiate that for me?’ Johnnie mildly said, aware of his cousin’s special joy in acquisition. ‘Beginning with the obliging letter to that scoundrel Godfrey?’

‘With pleasure.’

‘In that case the rest of us are free to sample the new Rhenish wines delivered from Berwick yesterday.’

*
But despite the casualness with which the Earl of Graden overtly dealt with his brother’s abduction, a very real apprehension gripped him. Harold Godfrey was a blackguard and a knave, and the dungeons of Harbottle Castle had been the cause of many a Scots death. Time was at a premium; he wouldn’t have Robbie lying in that hellhole more than a week.

So while he joined his men in their drinking revels that evening, he found himself remarkably sober as he entered his bedchamber. And further sobered at the sight of Janet Lindsay in his bed. As Laird of Ravensby and Earl of Graden, he attracted women with his title alone, but had he been dispossessed of a title, his bonny looks would have served him equally well.

‘Is Jamie gone south again?’ he casually remarked, softly closing the door behind him. His neighbor’s wife was one of several local women who entertained him. And while he never sought them out, he didn’t refuse them either. But tonight, with Robbie sleeping in a dungeon pit under Harbottle Castle, he found he didn’t have the stomach for pleasure.

‘He’s gone for a fortnight, darling,’ replied Janet Lindsay, a Countess by birth and marriage and very used to doing as she pleased.

‘You heard they took Robbie today. From our side, too … and with no provocation.’ He hadn’t moved from the door.

She nodded, her hair black as midnight, shining in the candlelight. ‘It’s the war fever. I thought you might be in need of … consolation.’

He refused her gently, politely, standing very still … far away from the bed.

But she hadn’t ridden four miles through the storm to be turned away. Raised in a wealthy, privileged household, unfamiliar with refusals, she ignored Johnnie’s words as though they’d been directed at someone else. Pushing the green coverlet aside, she rose from the bed in all the fulsome bloom of her womanly beauty and slowly walked nude, rose-petal pink and luscious, across the large, firelit bedchamber to encourage her suit at close range.

Johnnie Carre found his appetites disinclined to fine nuances of principle at close range, and he drew in a steadying breath.

‘Robbie would never turn me away,’ Janet purred, reaching up to brush a kiss over the dark stubble shadowing Johnnie’s jaw, pressing her opulent breasts into the leather jack he still wore, leaning her weight into him so he was softly forced back against the door.

She was right, he knew, which didn’t help his battle with principle. At eighteen Robbie was unbridled, freely dispensing his handsome favors on the female populace north and south of the border.

‘I’m tired,’ the Laird of Ravensby said in honesty, two days of little sleep and five hours in the saddle exhausting even his vitality. Perhaps sincere fatigue might be excuse enough, since Robbie’s plight had failed to impede her interest.

‘You needn’t move at all, darling,’ the Countess murmured, tracing a finger lightly over the roughness of his unshaven face. ‘Simply lie there, and I’ll ride you.’

He tried not to respond, but his body reacted automatically to her husky suggestion; she was warm and inviting, her words instant trigger to his senses, her small hand drifting down the smooth leather of his jack, over the ornate silver buckle of his belt, then lower to rest provocatively on the sleek leather over his growing erection.

‘See …’ she murmured, rising on tiptoes to nibble at his bottom lip, ‘you’re not too tired …’

The scent of her drifted into his nostrils, the heady fragrance of exotic jasmine familiar, insinuating, reminiscent of other nights with his neighbor’s wife.

‘I adore you in your raiding garb.’ Her whisper warmed his face as she clung to his tall, leather-clad body, the metal plate on his jack leaving marks on her pliant flesh. ‘Johnnie Carre as war chieftain …’

He shook his head faintly in denial of her melodramatic image. A practical man at heart, he did what he had to do – what his father and grandfather and forebears before him had done to maintain their possessions.

‘Did you kill any English tonight?’ Janet Lindsay breathed, her wet pink tongue licking a leisurely path up his tanned corded neck, his damp clothing cool to her heated body. Johnnie Carre’s exploits in border-raiding were an aphrodisiac … like his large, muscled body and haunting dark beauty. Like his stamina and teasing playfulness in bed.

‘Jesus, Janet.’ And he started pulling away.

‘You can’t say no.’ Her arms tightened on his broad shoulders. ‘I won’t let you.’ Her tongue reached his chin. ‘And Robbie won’t mind … so kiss me, and I promise you won’t regret it …’

Pulling his head down, she kissed him instead. But he found he didn’t mind. Or not enough to be discourteous. And in the end he didn’t regret it, either, for she was a woman of remarkable virtuosity.

But sometime later when his neighbor’s wife fell asleep, he left her, his thoughts consumed with his brother’s plight. In the throes of passion one could forget for those brief seconds when nothing mattered but release. And after, out of politesse, he stayed with Janet because where he slept wouldn’t change Robbie’s status or bring him out tonight.

Throwing on a quilted robe he’d bought in Macao, a Japanese silk that was warmer than fur, he left his bedchamber and moved down the dimly lit corridor to his map room, where he spent the next hours assessing the best routes between Ravensby and Harbottle. Looking for those least populated on the English side – with the most gentle ascent into the hills and the widest pass over the Cheviots.

Taking into account every possibility of pursuit on the homeward journey.


CHAPTER 3


The next morning, under a flag of truce, the letter of courtesy and restraint was delivered to Lord Godfrey.

Kinmont politely pointed out that by seizing Robbie Carre, Lord Godfrey had acted unlawfully, and asked that the young brother of the Earl of Graden be immediately returned in redress of the wrong.

Lord Godfrey by his answer excused himself and referred the matter to the Queen’s Deputy Chancellor, Lord Scroope, who was at the time unavailable at his house in the country.

Lord Scroope was duly written to. Kinmont’s second letter suggested the prisoner Robbie Carre be set at liberty without condition or bond, seeing as he had been unlawfully taken.

Lord Scroope answered he could do nothing without the consent of Queen Anne and her council.

Understanding these replies were no more than delaying tactics, the Laird of Ravensby had already set his plans en train.

On the day the first letter was delivered to Lord Godfrey, seven Ravensby men entered Harbottle as scouts. A day later a cryptic message made its way to Robbie via an inn servant and prison guard – both fifty pounds richer for their mission.

A trade in progress …

was all it said, but those few words brought a smile to the face of the Laird’s young brother and made his durance vile – his imprisonment – more bearable.

Four days passed, with messengers riding out for the Laird of Ravensby as far south as Durham, where Lord Scroope was enjoying his daffodils at his country home, Bishopgate.

Four days passed during which Ravensby scouts gathered the necessary information on Elizabeth Graham’s daily schedule.

Four days passed in a flurry of preparation for the abduction of Robbie Carre’s reciprocal exchange.

*
And on an unseasonably warm Friday in March, Johnnie Carre entered Harbottle in the guise of an itinerant preacher, flanked by two clerical minions, all three men bristling with weapons beneath the concealing volume of their long black robes.

They rode slowly through the village toward the castle, stopping at Peartree’s Inn to stable their mounts and bespeak a sleeping room. By noon they’d eaten dinner in their private parlor, drunk two bottles of Mr. Peartree’s best hock, and set out with the proprietor’s excellent directions to call on Dame Rosbery, who dispensed culture and learning to the genteel young ladies of the community.

Dame Rosbery, at one time governess to Lady Graham, had been subsidized sufficiently by her former charge to allow her to establish her own school in Harbottle. And the Dowager Lady Graham, the Ravensby scouts discovered, paid a call on Miss Rosbery at two o’clock each afternoon.

*
‘I’m going, Father, with or without a guard,’ Elizabeth Graham insisted, exasperation in her voice, ‘and if you don’t muster an escort posthaste, I’ll leave without one. Although why a guard is required in a burgh of this size with two companies of troops garrisoned in the castle is beyond me. Have I ever been harmed or even accosted? Good God, Father, everyone knows who I am – everyone knows you’re Warden here,’ she finished in a breathless rush, her temper up at her father’s unwanted restraints. After eight years of marriage to a man who, despite his myriad faults, at least had allowed her a modicum of freedom, she wasn’t about to re-establish herself as a submissive daughter.

‘Why do you have to go to Rosbery’s every day?’ her father hotly inquired, his own temper barely leashed, finding his daughter since her return to Harbottle impossibly arrogant.

‘Why not, pray tell? Is there something profoundly important keeping me in this dank, dull, boring castle? Another suitor, perhaps, you plan on parading before me at dinner?’

With every intention of ultimately controlling her fortune if not her person, Lord Godfrey snapped, ‘You should be married again.’

‘We disagree,’ his daughter acerbically replied. ‘And unless the men you gather to your table have more to recommend them than land grants in Northumbria adjacent to yours, I won’t change my mind.’

‘Perhaps I could make you change your mind,’ her father suggested unkindly, familiar with absolute power, but unfamiliar with his newly returned daughter, who was no longer a docile sixteen-year-old.

‘Not on God’s green earth, Father,’ Elizabeth Godfrey Graham said, each word emphatically pronounced, as if she were practicing an exercise in diction. ‘Is that plain enough?’ Her brows rose over green eyes hot with temper. ‘My funds are liquid, Father, which means your control over them doesn’t exist. The Graham curate keeps my money, and he’s guarded by a band of Redesdale men. That should stop even you – which I think was Hotchane’s intent.’ She half turned away from his desk, where she’d been confronting her father, then turned back to add in a voice less combative, ‘I’m here to visit Rosie and help at her school for a time.’ She disliked this continuing argument; she disliked having to constantly fight for authority over her life. ‘Kindly resist your urge to interfere.’

And with a scowl drawing his beetled brows together over his chill grey eyes, Lord Godfrey, an Earl, an English Warden, and a man of consequence and power watched as his daughter turned her back on him and left his office.

‘Wharton!’ His shout could be heard out in the courtyard. ‘Get me a guard!’

*
So a short time later, ignoring her guard, Elizabeth Graham left the castle gate and, carefully descending the steep cobbled incline down to the village, reached the bustling highway serving as Harbottle’s main thoroughfare.

Her progress was interrupted often by greetings from shopkeepers and villagers; she’d grown up in Harbottle and knew everyone. Stopping for a moment before the church, she admired the stained-glass window depicting Saint George and the Dragon, a favorite of hers since childhood. The small medieval structure perched on the north side of the road, where the hillside continued to fall away to the valley below, had the unpretentious air of a private chapel. It was Romanesque in style, unornamented save for the small cross over the doorway and the colored windows, and she’d often wondered if the original baron who’d raised both the castle on the hill and this diminutive church had subscribed to the premise that God helped those who helped themselves. The brilliant windows depicted scenes of a distinctly military nature; the golden-haired Saint George, the most romantic figure in the scenes of battle, had been her first hero.

After eight years of marriage to Hotchane, she no longer believed in heroes, although she still enjoyed the vivid beauty of the composition. And she smiled at the maiden being rescued. ‘Good luck,’ she murmured under her breath. ‘He probably sleeps with his boots on.’

Continuing her journey toward Rosie’s, she shook away the melancholy memory of her marriage. Despite her father’s continuing pressure to remarry, she was free now, in charge of her own wealth; the past could be left behind. Taking delight in the spring air fresh with the scent of new green grass, her own life facing a new spring, a new beginning, she thrust aside her niggling unease.

As always, she looked forward with pleasure to visiting with Rosie and her charges. Each afternoon she helped the younger students with their reading, played the harpsichord while the girls sang, and afterward enjoyed a cozy chat with her beloved governess over tea.

*
Her guards were left at the front door, and Rosie, buxom, huggable, and welcoming, greeted her with a kiss.

‘Would you like tea first today?’ her old governess inquired, immediately recognizing her former student’s suppressed disquiet.

‘How can you tell, Rosie?’ Elizabeth marveled, her mood considerably lightened since her confrontation with her father.

‘He won’t give up, you know.’ Agnes Rosbery had watched with horror when Elizabeth had been married at sixteen to the seventy-year-old Hotchane Graham.

‘He’ll have to.’

‘He could find an amiable judge to rule in his favor,’ Dame Rosbery quietly said, leading Elizabeth down the narrow hallway to the back parlor.

‘But my money’s hidden.’

‘And well guarded, I hope,’ Rosbery cautioned, opening the door into the small room off the garden.

‘Moderately,’ Elizabeth replied, not certain even a troop of lawless Redesdale men would be proof against two companies of dragoons.

‘Come sit down,’ her old governess said in the comforting tone so familiar from her childhood, ‘and I’ll go and have Tattie put on tea for us.’ Handing her a small volume from a table near the door, she added, ‘See what you think of Defoe’s newest work.’

Elizabeth couldn’t read, though; her thoughts were too much in disarray, her resistance to her father’s plans for her remarriage an ongoing struggle she found upsetting. So when the man stepped through the glass-paneled door half-open to the garden, she was still standing in the middle of the room, exactly where Rosie had left her.

His black robe was stark contrast to the scene outside, where blooming crocuses brightened the small walled garden, but his smile was warm, mitigating the cold black of his attire and his abrupt appearance.

‘Good afternoon, Lady Graham,’ Johnnie said, pale sunshine gleaming off his sleek dark hair, his cultivated bow too much the courtier’s for a minister of the church.

‘Do I know you?’ Perhaps she should have shown fear, but his smile charmed, as did his eyes, and she wondered at such seductive allure in a man of God.

‘We haven’t met before, I’m sorry to say.’ His pale blue eyes, cool in color like North Sea ice, seemed somehow incongruously to exude a delicious heat. ‘And rumor doesn’t do you justice, Lady Graham.’ The Laird of Ravensby moved two paces nearer to better judge the jewel-like quality of Elizabeth Godfrey’s brilliant green eyes. ‘Cat’s eyes,’ he murmured, his voice like velvet, its resonance curling around her like lyrical poetry. And then he grinned.

Sunshine seemed to fill the room, bathing her in warmth, and she wondered briefly if she were having a religious experience, if her tumultuous thoughts had somehow conjured up this glorious image. ‘Are you a Covenanter?’ she quickly asked to steady herself, ‘a Presbyterian … a Reformist?’ He was dressed in a severe long frock she didn’t recognize.

‘I am actually …’ he softly said.

And for a moment she thought he was going to name himself one of God’s archangels – so radiant and beautiful was his countenance.

‘ … the Laird of Ravensby,’ he quietly finished.

And Elizabeth reflexively sucked in an inhalation of fear. No archangel here, come unbidden to her mind, but the Devil himself, the most celebrated rogue on the Border, where a certain degree of lawlessness was a way of life and personal armies bespoke a man’s power.

‘We must go,’ he added while she still reeled at his disclosure. ‘Come,’ he said, putting out his hand as if he were asking mildly for a dance.

‘No …’ she whispered, backing away, all the wild and sinister stories of the Black Laird flooding her mind.

‘I’m sorry,’ he apologized, his courtesy astonishing considering his purpose.

And suddenly her will reasserted itself, her momentary shock and paralyzing terror evaporating before the force of her nature. She opened her mouth to scream, but Johnnie Carre was faster, no tyro to reprisal raids, no novice on abductions for negotiated settlements. His hand came up in a flash, stopping her cry.

He had no intention of hurting her.

Even the hand on her mouth was lenient, almost gentle.

Elizabeth Godfrey Graham was only the negotiating hostage necessary for Robbie’s release. Beyond that, he had no designs on her. It was moot whether her father prized her person as his daughter’s, but there was no doubt in anyone’s mind that he valued her fortune.

He would want her back.

Two men materialized when Johnnie issued a soft command, and her hands were swiftly bound, her mouth muffled by a gag. And when the Laird of Ravensby tossed her over his shoulder, her ankles were tied as well.

The small party exited the back parlor and then the garden through a gate in the redbrick wall, at which point she was placed in a burrow readied for her in a small covered cart piled high with hay. All three men discarded their black robes, becoming instantly ragged sheepherders.

Crawling into the narrow cart, Johnnie Carre compressed his large frame into the space available, murmuring as his body touched hers, ‘I won’t hurt you.’

Despite his words, she attempted to move away, the extent of her danger ominously real.

‘Because of the hay,’ he said next, placing a fine silk shawl over her face, and after that she could no longer see, although she felt the solidness of his body against hers. And she smelled the sweet scent of clover, timothy, and rye grass above her as the contents of the cart were piled over them in concealment.

Adam and Kinmont led the horse-drawn cart through the village as swiftly as they could without drawing notice. And once they were a suitable distance away, the cart was discarded in a copse of alder near a stream where a small band of men leading horses awaited them.

Elizabeth rode then as they galloped north, settled across the Laird’s muscular thighs, the saddle pommel brushing her hip, her hands and feet still tied, her gag still in place.

Johnnie Carre could see the fire in her eyes and, a man of experience, he preferred not listening to her outrage.

An escort of two hundred Carre men fell in with them short miles away, at the dale below Allenton, and from that point every man’s countenance was wreathed in smiles. Two hundred Carres could fight their way through anything they met, take on any troop in pursuit. They were in high spirits.

‘My brother’s in Harbottle Castle dungeon,’ Johnnie said to Elizabeth shortly after they entered the ascending pass through the Cheviot Hills, no pursuers yet visible. Scotland lay on the other side; they would shortly be safe, and he wanted her to know the price of her freedom. ‘If you won’t blister my ears, I’ll free your mouth.’

She nodded, and he untied the white linen handkerchief.

‘Well, Johnnie Carre,’ she said, businesslike and cool, understanding now why she’d been taken, her fear allayed by her knowledge of the machinations of border politics, ‘I expect your brother will be home in Ravensby soon. My father wants my money.’

‘I know.’ He grinned, his eyes slowly traveling down her body before returning to her face. ‘And a shame, too, Robbie’s caught, for I wouldn’t mind keeping you myself.’

His smile infectious, she grinned back, recalling the stories beyond the Laird of Ravensby’s border raids, the ones detailing his amorous exploits.

‘Perhaps I’m rich enough to afford you both.’ She surveyed him as slowly as he had her. ‘Although I’m not at the moment in the market for someone to … keep me. Remember that,’ she added in an altogether different tone, a warning that he duly noted. ‘But if I were,’ she went on, the warmth returned to her voice, her green eyes amused, ‘I’d certainly consider you.’

It stopped him for a moment, the fact that she showed no fear, the additional fact that she propositioned as a man might. And Godfrey’s daughter took on an instant fascination. While he’d previously harbored no designs on her except for her value in Robbie’s release, he found himself suddenly aware of the soft warmth of her bottom bouncing gently on his thighs as they rode hard for the border.

As instantly, he reminded himself Robbie’s cause came first, and he forcefully set his thoughts into more prudent channels. He couldn’t afford to jeopardize the negotiations; Elizabeth Graham was not to be touched.

He had all the women he needed, in any event.

Although his wicked voice of unreason noted, ‘But none so pale and blond and green-eyed …’

He abruptly called for a halt then and had her put on her own horse. Never prudent or cautious, in fact selfindulgent and profligate, he didn’t trust his libido against two hours more of Elizabeth Graham’s sweet bottom bouncing on his lap.

She looked at him with a curious smile a few moments later, when he had her brought alongside his mount and he handed over her reins – as though she knew what he was thinking.

‘You’ll be more comfortable,’ he said, his voice dispassionate, courteous.

‘And you, too, I expect.’ She wasn’t flirtatious by nature; she was merely stating a fact, although she couldn’t help but smile a bit at the Laird of Ravensby’s devilish dilemma. From all reports he was a man whose dalliances with women were legion. And now he was forced to curb his carnal instincts, or his brother might be put in jeopardy.

‘You shouldn’t be at Ravensby long.’ His hair lay like dark silk on the embossed silver of his shoulder armor.

‘No, I won’t.’ They were both practical people at base; they understood what was at stake. Her father would never chance losing her fortune for one man in his dungeons, however illustrious his family.

‘We’ll send a message to your father from Uswayford.’ His horse, recognizing his restless unease, curveted beneath him, held in place only by Johnnie’s firm grip on the reins.

‘Two days, then, at the most,’ Elizabeth casually remarked, ‘need I impose on your hospitality.’ Her voice was as polite as his, as though they were discussing a country holiday.

‘No more than two, I agree,’ Johnnie said, holding his horse in check.

He had beautiful hands, Elizabeth noted, large, tanned, his fingers graceful, strong. ‘Maybe even less,’ she added, his physical presence suddenly disturbing her.

He didn’t answer, only nodded.

Not much time, his wicked voice of unreason whispered.

Abruptly loosening his grip on the reins, he straightened as the black barb he favored leaped forward, leaving the beautiful, pale-haired Elizabeth Graham behind.

Safely behind.

And he didn’t speak to her again until they reached Ravensby.
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