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RORY

Ruth Langan

Book 1 - The O'Neil Saga



A MAN MOST WANTED

Rory O'Neil was hunted by every soldier who wore Emglish
uniform, but that would not stop his quest for raye.

A MAN MOST DESPISED

He was hated by those who knew him as the Blacktek&rNeil. But
to those who believed in his cause, he was the walyior brave
enough to save them.

A MAN MOST LOVED

AnnaClaire Thompson knew the first time she witeessis passion
that Rory was the man who would lay claim to hearheBut would
the driven Rory ever return her love?



For sweet little Macey Langan Bissonnette And hersisters,
Aubrey, Haley and Kelsey And her proud parentsplCamd Bryon

And to Tom

Always



Prologue
Ireland, 1560

The chapel at Ballinarin, the ancestral home ofclae O'Neil, was
filled to overflowing with family and friends whoald come from as
far as Malahide Castle in Dublin, and Bunratty (&ast Clare. The
mood was festive as they prepared to withess thenuof Rory

O'Neil, eldest son of Gavin and Moira, and his betb Caitlin

Maguire.

In a small room at the back of the chapel Rory gaahile his
brother, Conor, stood by the door and watchedekast of the guests
filed into pews.

"What's keeping her?" Rory paused. Sunlight spetdmedigh a high
window, turning his dark hair blue-black. He wasplendent in
black breeches and shirt, with his cloak bearing @iNeil crest
tossed rakishly over his shoulder.

"You needn't worry that she's changed her mindyRbne lass has
loved you since she was old enough to know her . Just be
patient."

"Damn your patience."

Conor grinned. "Aye, that was never one of youtuas, Rory. But
give the lass time to make herself beautiful fartnesband.”

"Nothing could make Caitlin more beautiful than siheady is. And
why should | be patient? I've waited a lifetime fiois day."

"Aye. It seems like you've been in love with herefcer."

"Since | was ten and two." He flashed the smile tied caused
maidens from Derry to Cork to dream of snaggingatiention. But



Rory O'Neil had eyes for only one maiden. "l wasdor her alone.
| tell you, Conor, this day my life will be compéet He lowered his
voice. "Did I tell you that | slipped over to seertast night? | told her
| couldn't wait until today. | wanted to lie witleh"

Conor threw back his head and roared. "Don't lietr Malone hear of
this."

"It wouldn't matter. She refused. She said she @dtd wait for her
wedding night. It was to be her special gift to ieisband." He
grinned. "Husband. | like the sound of that."

"And with all this love stored up, I'm sure yourddeng night will be
one to remember."

Both brothers turned as the door was thrust inaaslénder lass in a
gown of pink gossamer hurried inside.

"I was afraid I'd be too late."

"Too late for what, Briana?" Rory couldn't helprogning at the sight
of his little sister. Her waist-length hair, thelmoof flame, was
wind-tossed. Her cheeks were bright with color. Fittv sound of
her breathing, he could tell she'd just run th&ewlistance from the
keep to the chapel. All her young life she'd baemmg to keep up
with her two older brothers.

"Too late to kiss my brother before he left medood."

"You talk as though I'm going away. Caitlin andillwe living right
here on the grounds of Ballinarin."

"Aye. But you'll be a husband." She dimpled, anel tho brothers
knew she'd overheard at least some of their coatrers But it
would go no further. Briana could always be courtadio keep a



secret. ' 'And in no time, seeing the way you taaklat each other,
you'll be a father as well. And you'll have no tifoea sister."

Rory drew her close and pressed a kiss to the fitygrohead. "I'll
always have time for you, Briana. And you can cawver every day
and help Caitlin with the wee ones."

"Just how many are you planning to have?"

"At least a dozen. All the lads will be handsonke liheir father, and
all the lasses will have dark hair like their mathend skin as fair as
the crystal water in the River Shannon, and sotifeathat I'll have
to lock them up to keep the local lads from stepthrem all away."

Conor and Briana burst into gales of laughter.

"That's what | like about you, Rory. When you drgams brother
said with a laugh, "they're always such grand deedret's just hope
it isn't the other way around. After all, your samild be small and
delicate like their mother, and your daughters @¢alil be giants like
you."

"Not a chance. They'll..." He paused at the sourad @dmmotion in
the chapel and gave a smile of relief."Finally. dsambeginning to
think—" At the sudden chorus of shouting voicesdmsle dissolved.

He hurried from the room, followed by his brothadasister.

A lad of six or seven, clothes torn and bloodigdod gesturing
wildly. "English soldiers. More than a dozen ofrthé

Rory's heart nearly stopped as he shouldered hystwaugh the
guests. He recognized the lad as a son of Caidid&st brother. He
knelt down, caught him by the shoulders. "Where taee others,
Innis?"



"By the bend in the road." The boy's eyes were with pain and
shock. "My da fell on top of me, pinning me to greund. All | could
do was watch. They're all dead, Rory."

"No!" Rory's voice echoed through the chapel aseteased the boy
and jumped to his feet, pushing and shoving throtinghstunned
crowd.

Outside he grasped the reins of the first horsepotted and leapt
onto its back, urging it into a gallop. He couldah¢he sounds of
other horses following behind, but he never lookadk.

He followed the bog road until he came to the bé&wkn before he
got there, he could hear the strange, eerie silésedirds sang. No
creatures moved. It was as though the entire laasl holding its
breath.

And' then he saw them. The mass of bodies. Anirsalvall as
human. The ground ran red with their blood. Thesésrhad died
where they'd fallen, with lances through the neckeart. The men
had fought a fierce battle.'Many lay, face up,| siblding their
swords. But the worst savagery had been inflicfgmhuhe women.

Rory saw the flutter of white. Caitlin's bridal gow

It was the only way he could identify her. He pidkes way through
the carnage and knelt beside her. The gown had beeaway,

except for one sleeve that still clung to her wiisbm the marks on
her body he could see that she'd been brutalizededleer throat had
been cut so violently her head had nearly beerred¥eom her body.

With a cry of pain and rage he gathered her aghinsand buried his
face in her bloody hair. His body shook with greatenching sobs
that spoke of a heart shattered beyond repair.



"Rory. God in heaven, Rory." Conor was the firsffitml him. He
could do no more than weep as he stood, watchggrbther silently
rage against the horror of it.

As-the others arrived, Gavin O'Neil strode througlh carnage to
stand over his firstborn son. His voice shook wétw emotion. "The
lad, Innis, says the leader was called Tilden by dthers. Tall,
brawny, with yellow hair and a face disfigured bscar that ran from
his left eye to his jaw. 'Twill not be an easy facdide."

"Il find him." Rory unfastened his cloak and uset cover Caitlin's
nakedness. He staggered to his feet, cradlingrbleeb body of the
woman who had been his reason for living. This naijfe would have
lain in his arms, in their bed. Instead she woidddrever in the cold,
hard earth. He looked up to stare at his family fusthds. All were

weeping uncontrollably.

His own tears had dried. His eyes, hard as staascsbeyond the
bloodstained ground. "I give you my word. I'll mest until | find the
English bastard who did this."

His father laid a hand on his shoulder. "We'll feecwagon to take
her and the others to be buried.”

Rory shook off the hand. "No one will touch Caitliti carry her. It's
all I can give her now."

It was a somber, silent procession that made itg back to the

chapel. The guests in their wedding finery werka s contrast to the
bloody bodies being hauled in hay wagons. At treled the column

walked Rory O'Neil, his tunic and breeches clottgith blood. The

body in his arms was completely covered with higk| except for a
spill of raven hair matted with blood and grass.



At the chapel he continued to stand and hold @adtadled to his
chest as a hole was dug and Friar Malone begamdhas that would
consign the body to holy ground.

For hours, while the holes were dug and the bobiesed, Rory
continued to kneel silently at the mound of ealtat tcovered his
beloved. And when the last body had been dispo§eldeolooked
around the grave site, then fixed his gaze on istartce.

As his family gathered around, he embraced his eradind father,
and kissed his sister's cheek.

Briana's cries became great, wracking sobs thatksher slender
frame. "You musn't go, Rory. Please, don't goolf go, I'll never see
you again."

"Hush now." He held her close for a moment, whisgeagainst her
forehead, "I'll return. Trust me."

Conor clamped a hand on his shoulder. "Will younhet come with
you?"

Rory gave a firm shake of his head. "It's somethimgst do alone.
You'll be needed here." He turned to his mothem wtood behind
Innis, her arms wrapped around his thin should&isu'll see to the
lad?"

She nodded. "He'll be a son to me, until my owarret.”

Rory strapped on a sword and tucked a knife atvaist and in his
boot.

His father removed his own cloak, which bore thN€l' crest, and
wrapped it around his son's shoulders. Liftinghiaad in benediction
he said, "May God ride with you, Rory, and bringiymme to those
who love you."



Without a word, Rory pulled himself onto the badihe horse. He

turned for one last look at Ballinarin. In the diste Croagh Patrick
stood guard over the land. The mountain changemt sol rapidly it

was never the same. Earlier, it had been a hamshgieen in the
misty rain. Now it had softened to a peach hudewarmth of the
fading sun. Its sides were cloaked with stuntedstes shrubs and
trees and at the base, tall conifers and clumpshoflodendron.

Waterfalls tossed themselves over the side, spitfiown until they

reached the river. Torn shreds of clouds drifteerbgad. This lonely,
savage piece of land held his heart. It was thg place he'd ever
wanted to be. But now, the deceptively gentle saaneked him.

Because of the violence that had occurred hereydwdd begin an

odyssey. An odyssey that could take him far awaydars, or even a
lifetime, until this thing was finished.



Chapter One
County Dublin, 1562

So many of them, Rory." The voice was little mdrart a whisper on
the breeze.

Half a dozen figures crouched by the banks of tifiey, watching
the English soldiers frolic in the brown water.

"Aye. I'd hoped for only a dozen or more. There trhes close to
fifty." Rory turned to the weathered farmer kneglibeside him.
"Why so many?"

"Now that the English have discovered the healiraperties of the
boiling spring, this river has become a favoritagal for them to
congregate." He wrinkled his nose at the strong oflsulphur. ' 'It
helps them relax after they've had the fun ofrigjla few of us."

Rory watched from his place of concealment. "Yoo&#dain the one
with the scar is among them?"

The farmer's eyes narrowed as he scanned the tdigjanes. "l
haven't spotted him yet. But he was with this grafpbastards
yesterday when they caught my little daughter enftblds and made
sport of her."

His voice betrayed his pain. "She's only ten ang, &tory. And the
things they did to her. The one with the scar defedrio be first. She
told me he taunted those who refused to join im.a fierce whisper
he added, "l want to be the one to kill him."

Rory touched a hand to his arm. "I know how youd, f8eamus. But
you've done enough. Go home to your family now."



"I need to see him dead." The farmer fingered hiy eveapon, a
small crude knife.

"Your family can't afford to lose you, Seamus. Gawn Leave the
killing to us."

"You'll kill him, Rory? For my Fiona? For me?"

"Aye. If he's here, I'll see the bastard dead." €aittlin, he thought,
especially for Caitlin.

Seeing the hatred that glittered in Rory O'Neiss the farmer had
no doubt that his family's honor would be avendedhe past two

years, all of Ireland had heard of the quest fargeance that drove
this fierce Irish warrior. Wherever there was atlbabetween his
countrymen and the hated English, Rory O'Neil ctndddound in the

thick of it. He had killed so many soldiers, theras now a price on
his head. He was the most hunted man in the land.tlhe man most
despised by his enemy. He was known throughout daadghlnd

Ireland as the Blackhearted O'Neil. Despite the ttaat his likeness
was posted throughout the country, Rory O'Neil s@$oved by the
people, he could count on being safely hidden yntawn or village

throughout the land. Everywhere he went, men joihedragged

band in its quest for vengeance.

"Can we take them now, Rory?" one of his men whisgh@vhen the
farmer was safely gone.

"Patience, Colin." How odd that he now counseletiepae, when
he'd had so little of it in his life.

He watched as the last of the soldiers strippedhdir tunics and
walked into the water. Only a handful of men reradimas lookouts,
while the others swam and bathed and splashedotaehlike boys.

"Ready, lads?" he asked as he stood and unshdathedord.



His men nodded and did the same.

A ripple of anticipation passed through them, cimyg@ach man with
almost supernatural fervor. The very air aroundmthseemed
somehow changed. No one spoke. No one moved aswinesd for

the signal from their leader.

"Now," Rory called in a fierce whisper.

They scrambled down the banks of the river, scregniike
banshees. The hapless guards didn't even haveneecttaunsheath
their swords before they fell in their own blood.

The English soldiers, who had only moments ealdesn laughing
and calling to one another, now struggled feveyisbiretrieve their
weapons. Though they outnumbered the Irish warabrst ten to
one, they had the disadvantage of being caught anesw

Rory plowed into the water, using his sword with esonomy of
movement. With each thrust of his blade, anothen mi#fened,
gasped, tumbled headlong into the river. In no tineebrown waters
of the Liffey ran red with blood. And still the kilg went on.

Each time he encountered another soldier, Roryedtanto his

opponent's face, searching for the telltale scad Aach time, he
experienced the sting of disappointment when hizeshthis wasn't
the one he sought.

He had long ago stopped feeling the shock alongimswhen his
sword encountered muscle and bone. And was alidék out the
muffled sobs and high- pitched shrieks of the dyiN@at he couldn't
erase from his mind was the sight of his belovedli@aher body
bloodied and battered beyond recognition. This wiaat drove him.
This was what gave him the will to go on, no mattbat the odds.



As he stepped over yet another body, he cauglmpsgg of a soldier
with yellow hair plucking a sword from one of halén comrades.

At last, Rory thought. At long last, his quest webbe ended. With a
cry of pain and rage he lunged through the watgpitey at his hips
and stumbled forward.

Hearing his voice, the soldier momentarily dropfieslsword.

"Pick it up, you coward." Rory's voice was thickthvpassion. "Pick
it up and face your death like a man."

Rory saw the soldier grasp the sword as he liftsdown. The
thought of victory sang through his blood and nadtes vision.

"Now," he shouted. "Now, Tilden, will you taste thengeance of
Rory O'Neil."

He could no more stop the thrust of his blade therould still the
waters churning beneath his feet. And yet, in thst moment, he
realized his mistake. This man had no scar. Hie faas unlined. It
was the face of a youth. The eyes wide with teffbe mouth round
In surprise.

The force of the thrust sent his blade throughldldés chest and out
the other side. The young soldier was dead befardddy hit the
water. With a feeling of horror and revulsion, Rpuylled his sword
free and watched as the water around the bodyduioed red.

For the first time he stared around at the sceneaafage. Not a
single soldier remained. The Liffey and its banleavlittered with

bodies. Three of his own men were sitting in thallsiwvs, looking

dazed. One was tying a tourniquet around his bldedy Another

was leaning against a tree, retching.



How long had this killing lasted? Minutes? Hoursm& was nothing
but a blur.

Had he really been on this quest for two years ndw® years of
blood and violence and death. Two years of beingdd) and hiding
out in hay barns and accepting food from strangers.

And yet, how could he stop the carnage? In evdigge he heard the
stories of cottages burned and crops destroyedvaden and
children violated.

He was weary beyond belief. The thought of Balimaaunted him,
tempted him. At times all he could think of wasniang his back on
this quest and returning to his home and family.

But then, he would see again in his mind his bedd@aitlin. And he
knew, no matter how weary, no matter what the Fatet®d out to
him, he could never stop until he found the Enghaltard who had
brutalized and murdered his future bride and heresfamily. Tilden
had to pay.

"Will we stop awhile, Rory?" one of his men called.

"We'll move on." He forced the weariness aside esllowed the
water to wash the blood from his sword. Then heattesl it and
stepped from the river. "If we move quickly, we deep tonight in
Dublin."

* % *
“I'm sorry | must leave you, AnnaClaire."
"l understand, Father. You have your duties.”

"But it's so soon since Margaret..."



The young woman touched a hand to her father'stapstill his
words. "I'll not deny | miss Mother. As do you. Eyeay of our lives
we'll miss her. But | can't ask you to forsake gtleng and spend the
rest of your life holding my hand."

"The grief is still so raw."

"Aye. | expect a year from now I'll still be griexg. But I'll find ways
to stay busy. | promise.”

"I wish you'd change your mind and come with me."

"We've gone over this before, Father. I'm just ready to leave
Mother's home, her grave."

'l know. And | understand, my dear. I've asked @&sarord Davis to

look in on you. And Lady Alice Thornly is plannirgglovely dinner

party. She hinted that there would be severalésterg men recently
arrived who might snag your interest."

AnnaClaire managed a smile. "You just can't helprgelf, can you,
Father?"

"Do you blame me? You need a husband, a family.'rédar from
home, without the comfort of your mother, and noauly father
abandons you as well."

"You aren't abandoning me. You said yourself yda€llback in time
for my birthday."

"And | shall. But I'd feel better if | knew you haa young man
looking out for you while | was gone."

"I'l have an old one. Lord Davis is a dear."



"But not quite what | had in mind. No matter." Herted to see his
trunks being unloaded from the lorry and deposttiedhe docks. "I
don't want you to remain until my ship sails. ldtjas soon you not
mingle with the locals."

He could see that she was about to voice an obresth he gave her
shoulders a squeeze. "Go now. Tavis is waiting \hth carriage.

Stay well, my dear. Stay busy. And do be carefliese are

dangerous times."

"Goodbye, Father. God speed."

AnnaClaire turned away and began to move slowlpugh the
crowd.

It was market day, and the docks teemed with (#earled, ruddy
fishermen sat mending their nets while childrenplaer than nine or
ten, pushed carts piled with cockles and mussddswOmen in faded
gowns held up striped sea bass and cod to entgerduChickens
squawked in crude wooden pens. Farmers displagedatinty from
their land. Potatoes, carrots, peas.

The air was ripe with the scent of sea and earth flmmanity.

Wealthy landowners mingled with the poorest ofgber as vendors
vied with one another to sell their wares. Anna@l&elt a tug at her
heartstrings. From her earliest childhood she hadys loved the
sights and sounds and smells of Dublin.

English soldiers, fresh from their journey acrose tChannel,
disembarked from Her Majesty's ship, tAeeenley,and shouldered
their way through the throng, escorting half a doaé the queen's
own emissaries. Each month, Elizabeth dispatchede nibled
English to deal with what was being called "theHrproblem.'s»

"Out of the way, you fools." One of the soldierssea his sword
menacingly, and the crowd fell back.



From her vantage point, AnnaClaire felt a wave isfjdst. Every
time another boatload of soldiers arrived on thebkeres, the
discontent grew. And not without good reason. Sofrthese crude
louts could neither read nor write, yet they seemetermined to
prove to the locals that they were superior in gvey.

As the soldiers approached, AnnaClaire saw a youwomgan, heavy
with child, grasp the hand of a toddler and trgnatch her out of the
way. At the last moment the child pulled free atepped directly
into the path of the marching men.

"Oh, no. Someone please stop her," the woman cried.

AnnaClaire couldn't believe what she was seeinge $hldiers
continued pressing forward. With the surge of thend, the little
one would surely be trampled.

Without a thought to her own safety she dasheddoihand snatched
up the child, sidestepping out of danger only aosdcbefore the
soldiers marched past.

"Oh, thank you, miss. Bless you. Bless you." Wdhrt of gratitude
the young woman kissed Anna- Claire's hands be&iiad the little
girl from her arms and hugging her to her heart.

"You're welcome. | can't believe they didn't see atvlwas
happening."

"They saw." The young woman's eyes narrowed. "Tjasy don't
care. Our lives mean nothing to them." Her voisedeed. "But soon,
very soon, they'll feel the sting of the Blackhedr©O'Neil."

"I don't understand.”

"He's here." Now the young woman's voice was littlere than a
whisper. "They say he's here in the crowd."



"Who is here?"

"Rory O'Neil. The Blackhearted O'Neil. Praise hesavCome to put
an end to the injustice." Her eyes suddenly widef®dd in heaven.
There he is now. Come, miss. We mustn't tarrybkgun."

AnnaClaire was aware of a murmur going through t¢hewd.
"What's begun?"

"There's no time." Before AnnaClaire could arghe,young woman
tugged her out of the way of a band of ragged miefdimg swords.
Moments later she shoved AnnaClaire down behindra leeaped
with stinking fish. From there AnnaClaire watchedwide- eyed
wonder as that small band engaged more than a datdiers in
battle.

The scene was one of complete chaos. The soltiensr-bound to
protect the queen's emissaries, stood in a tigkt lswords raised
against the intruders. But instead of falling batkese Irish

confounded them by charging directly at them, swofldshing,

voices screaming.

Several of the young soldiers, who were engagiagetiemy for the
first time, looked absolutely terrified. Instead sfanding their
ground, they turned and fled, ignoring the shogtmdmands of their
sergeant-at- arms.

To add to the confusion, many of the cages weredgx releasing
squawking chickens and quacking ducks. From hdtipo$ehind a
cart, an old woman began tossing her supply of disthe English
soldiers. Others soon joined in, until the docksentdtered with the
slimy remains of seafood.

AnnaClaire watched as the leader of the Irish wesrieapt between
one of his own men, who was bleeding profusely, asdldier who
was about to run him through with his sword.



"That's Rory O'Neil," the young woman beside heéd sath a trace
of awe. "Our Blackhearted O'Neil."

AnnaClaire couldn't take her eyes off him. She'deneseen anyone
like him. This man looked like the devil himse#abping, dancing, his
sword singing through the air and landing fatamdonith uncanny

accuracy. He was everywhere. Deflecting an Enghetrd. Taking a

blow meant for one of his men, then retaliatingwaitpowerful thrust
of his own blade. When one of his men was woundedhouldered
him aside and saved him from certain death, befttgning to the

fray.

As the battle wore on, only three English soldrersained standing.
But when the queen's emissaries began to flee, fRewice stopped
them.

"We have not come to harm you. The one we wereirsga& not

here. We wish only that you carry this messageto gueen. All we
desire is to live in peace. But know this. We widit lay down our
arms until those soldiers who have harmed our ienb@omen and
children have paid. Beginning with the one calleldi@n. He is the
one we seek. He brings shame to his queen andrgoldd you

understand?"

The titled men glanced nervously at one anotharbafodding their
heads.

Satisfied, Rory lowered his sword. "Now tell yowidiers to lower
their weapons, and we will take our leave of thece."

As the three soldiers began to comply, a voice ftwhind them
shouted, "Cowards. You will not surrender to thieagdarians."

A burly soldier stepped into their midst. His y&lidair hung nearly
to his shoulders. A wide, puckered scar ran fromléit eye to his



jaw. At the sight of him the crowd of Irish onlookeyave a collective
gasp before falling eerily silent.

AnnaClaire turned to the young woman beside hehatis wrong?
Who is that?"

"He is the soldier they came seeking. His nameldef. But most
call him Lucifer. Especially those who have tadtedcruelty."

"What sort of cruelty?"

"Beyond anything you can imagine. He enjoys tonmirour men
before finally taking their lives. He despoils auwmen and children,
and often forces husbands and fathers to watchrinality before
kiling them. And he has vowed to be the one topstmur

Blackhearted O'Neil." The woman's lips trembledut'B there is a
God in heaven, Rory O'Neil will prevail. Else, @lthis fair land are
lost."

AnnaClaire decided it was best to keep her thougghtserself. But
she wondered what possible chance one exhaustediyhiwounded
Irish warrior could have against a soldier who hestl stepped afresh
into battle.

"He is mine," Rory shouted as he charged toward ldghing
soldier.

The throb of passion in his voice sent shiversughothe crowd. But
before he could confront Tilden, more than a dediers stepped
from their places of concealment and brandisheddsvérory found
himself fighting for his life.

Once again the crowd fell back and watched in sdems Rory and
his small, wounded band fought valiantly. It wasaamazing sight to
see men leaping, lunging, the blades of their ssvandning red with



blood. And though the ragged band of Irish warneas now beyond
exhaustion, they never gave up, never fell back.

Amazingly, they fought until the last of the soldiéell to the ground.
Then, bleeding from half a dozen wounds, Rory lakkeund for the
one he'd come seeking. Though his right arm hungl{i at his side,
and his clothes were soaked with blood, the bldZerg was still in
his eyes.

"You cannot hide, Tilden. Show yourself, coward."

One of his men threw an arm around his should@snie, Rory. We

must flee. There are more soldiers aboard the &mnghip. You can

be certain a coward like Tilden wouldn't fight adokle's surely gone
for reinforcements."

"I want him. I've come too far to turn away now."

"Nay, friend. Come. You've lost too much blood. Yiest flee now,
while we can still walk. Thus will we live to figlainother day."

As Rory was led away he stumbled, righted himgbén moved
numbly through the crowd.

AnnaClaire watched as the people surged forwardnifay a
protective wall of humanity so that their hero dnsl ragged band
could melt away in the crowd.

"Well. That was quite a spectacle.” She got toféet, dusting off her
skirts. "I can see why Rory O'Neil is called tha&hearted O'Neil.
But I..." She turned toward the place where thengowoman had
been kneeling beside her. But she and her chilé gene.

AnnaClaire frowned. All these people, it would seéiad a habit of
simply disappearing into thin air.



"Thank you, Tavis." AnnaClaire watched as her driveng the pen
holding the chicken at the rear of her open cagriapad taken more
than an hour to make her way through the millimgniys, especially
since she'd been forced to wait until one of thedees retrieved his
scattered chickens.

"I hope Bridget is sufficiently grateful for all waent through to
bring home supper.”

"Aye, my lady. But when you taste what my Bridgah@o with one
little chicken, 'tis you who'll be grateful."

She laughed as Tavis Murphy gave her a hand ups&tied herself
comfortably, arranging her skirts as the carriagjeegl ahead. She
gave a glance around. "l believe we've lost myrtdge."

"Nay, my lady. The day is warm. | set it in backt of the way."
"Thank you, Tavis."

He nodded in acknowledgment. " Twill be slow going; lady." He
pulled back on the reins and brought the horsecarmhge to a walk.

"l don't mind. After all I've seen today, I'll jusit here and catch my
breath."

"You saw the battle then?" He steered around deaslwé men and
women who were still talking and gesturing.

"It was right before my eyes."
He half turned. "You saw our Blackhearted O'Neil?"
She nodded. "l saw him."

"Handsome devil, I'm told."



"Some might say that. The devil part at leastcéld him dangerous.
And violent."

"Aye, he's violent. A man of deep passion, I'verdeBut with good
reason. His bride-to-be was brutalized and murdesadtheir
wedding day."

She felt a quick jolt, then swept it aside. ' 'Frohat | saw today, he's
more than made up for one woman's death. Do yow kimw many
English women will weep and mourn the loss of huslsaand sons
this day?"

Tavis held his silence, and concentrated on urtheghorse through
the maze of carts and wagons and people.

AnnaClaire recognized his silence as disapprovia¢ Sudied her
driver's profile. Though Tavis and his wife Bridgetere paid
handsomely for their services to her father, shertwaillusions about
their loyalty. This was their land; these were ttipeiople. And though
her mother had been born and raised in Dublin, Steiee was
considered an outsider. Her mother, Margaret Ddnydd, married an
English nobleman, and had educated her own daught@ndon.

"Here we are, my lady." Tavis brought the carriagea halt and
helped her down. "I'll see that Bridget gets thielam right away."

'"Thank you, Tavis." She turned toward the ddwentturned back as
the carriage jolted ahead. "Oh, wait. My lap robe."

“I'l' bring it in after I've rubbed down the horsad cleaned the
carriage," he called over his shoulder.

"ButI..."

The carriage was already rounding the corner oditive. She stood a
moment, watching the way her robe, mounded on dok platform,



fluttered in the breeze. With a shrug of resigmgtshe turned away
and entered the lovely manor house, Clay Court tad been in her
mother's family for six generations.

Her first order of business would be to wash avieeystench of fish
that clung to her skin and clothes.

Then she would make herself presentable for hat wigh her
father's oldest friend.

"Bridget, the dinner was lovely."
"Thank you, miss. Will you have more tea?"
"No. Lord Davis? More tea? Or perhaps a bit moe€"al

The old man patted his stomach. "Not another dmopgdear. | fear
I'll explode."

"It was kind of you to come by tonight and keepcoenpany.”

"I knew you'd be feeling lonely with your fatherrgo And | was
concerned when | heard about the fighting that veenat the docks
today." He wiped his mouth, set his napkin asidfel'd known you

were anywhere near those barbarians, I'd have leere to

personally escort you home."

"l was never in any danger. The only one they yeatinted was an
English soldier named Tilden."

"Don't be fooled, my dear. No one is safe arourgpdeate men such
as those. An innocent like yourself has no ideatwey're capable
of doing. Why, the stories I've heard about the faft fair English



maidens at the hands of those animals would maggeown man
cringe."

The dishes in Bridget's hands clattered.

AnnaClaire glanced at her housekeeper. "You lodd, [gxidget. Are
you feeling all right?"

The housekeeper backed away. "Aye, miss. Justiadultis all." She
turned, clutching the dishes to her chest, andtfiedoom.

"How about a game of chess, my dear?"

AnnaClaire shook her head. "I'm sorry, Lord Dakike Bridget, I'm
afraid I'm too tired to offer you much of a chaljentonight.”

"All right." He stood, then held her chair as sha& ¢p her feet.
"Perhaps another night."

"I'd like that." She led the way from the ornataidg hall, then
tucked her arm through his as they walked togetiugrg the corridor
toward the front door. "Will you be going to Ladydmly's dinner
party?"

The old man nodded. "Wouldn't miss it. Though uthr the food
won't be nearly as tasty as what we enjoyed toriight

Outside, his carriage and driver were silhouettgairest the night
sky. The old man leaned close and brushed a kisslwr cheek. "l
bid you good night, my dear. And tell Bridget thosere the best
fruit tarts I've ever tasted."

"l believe you told her. Three times."

He chuckled. "That's so she would return three ginte offer me
more. If you aren't careful, I'll steal her fromuy®



He was helped up to the carriage. When he waggddtd doffed his
hat. "Sleep well, AnnaClaire."

"And you, Lord Davis."

She waved until the carriage pulled away. Thenvehat inside and
made her way up the wide staircase to her suiteoais on the
second floor. Within minutes she had shed her ekth

"Would you be wanting anything else, miss?" Bridgetered by the
door to AnnaClaire's bedchamber. The little maibini@a, was busy
turning down the bed linens and gathering up asdoskirts and
petticoats. By morning they would be washed andado and
carefully returned to the wardrobe."No, thank ydBridget."

AnnaClaire yawned behind her hand. "As I'm sure'wobeard, it's
been quite a tiring day."

"Aye, miss."

AnnaClaire looked at her a little more closely. Arvied little frown
furrowed the housekeeper's brow. Her skin seemhbédue lost all its
color. "Are you certain you're feeling all right?"

"Aye, miss. I'll be fine after a bit of sleep. lifere's nothing you need,
I'll say good night now."

"Good night, Bridget."

AnnaClaire waited until the housekeeper and matbdegarted, then
blew out her candle and climbed into bed. But sleepldn't come.
She rolled from one side to the other, unablend & comfortable
position. She was simply too stimulated by all dlsgen and heard
this day. Determined to sleep, she closed her é&tesnce she was
assaulted by the image of the darkly handsome RU&¥gil. She had
never seen a man quite like him. Such a commanaiegence. So



fearless in the face of almost certain death. He @ther the bravest
man she'd ever seen or the most foolhardy.

And that voice. Just the thought of all that ragd passion had her
trembling again. She sat up, shoving a tangle néli@urls from her

eyes. There was no point in trying to sleep. Iristshe would make
herself a cup of tea and then write a letter tofarer.

Slipping out of bed, she caught up a warm shawltassed it over
her nightshift, then padded barefoot from the rodandles in
sconces along the hallway sputtered in pools of, wasting eerie
shadows along the walls.

She made her way to the kitchen and placed a kdtilater over the
glowing coals of the fire. As she waited for thetevato boil, she
noticed her lap robe tossed carelessly over a b€wdih It wasn't like
Tavis to be so casual with her things. As she midkeip, she felt
something damp and sticky. Lifting her hand to finelight, she
frowned. It appeared to be red as blood. It mugshbelow from the
coals fooling the eye.

She held a candle to the flame until the wick catigh, then lifted it
high and studied the cloth more closely. Dear healtevas blood.
Not just a drop or two, but great wet rivers ostidiining the entire
robe. She dropped it as though the touch of it édifrer.

At the sound of a footfall behind her she spun adolAnd went
deadly still at the sight that greeted her.

Rory O'Neil had pulled himself from the shadows avab leaning
heavily against the table. "I'm sorry about thaefrobe. | seem to
have ruined it."

Blood still oozed from his neck, his chest, his asoaking the front
of his tunic, staining his breeches and bootsidnight hand he held
his sword aloft.



His eyes narrowed as he studied the vision befione A vision that
seemed to shimmer and shift. In the glow of filelighe woman
appeared to be bathed in a halo of light.

He slowly lowered his sword. "So. That's it them dying." His
voice, still rich and deep and passionate, seermedarm as he
smiled.

At that moment his sword clattered to the floord dn@ gripped the
edge of the table with both hands. The blood ddchinem his face.
He slowly sank to his knees, then slid bonelessih¢ floor.

As AnnaClaire stood over him he muttered, "l fedi@the damned to
hell for the path I'd chosen. It's happy | am teegup my life, now
that I've met one of heaven's angels come to esehome."



Chapter Two

‘My lady." Bridget, carrying a basin of water frahe well outside,
stopped dead in her tracks. "l thought you wereldbe

Tavis, holding aloft a candle, came to an abrufitehind her.
Guilt stained their cheeks.

"I know what you thought." Anger made Anna- Claie@$or equally
high. "You thought to hide this murderer right hémemy home.
Behind my back." When she pointed to the figuréhanfloor Bridget
dropped the basin, splashing water everywhereuickdgtrides she
and Tavis were kneeling beside Rory, searching faulse.

Despite her anger, AnnaClaire found herself touclgd their
concern.

"Is he dead?" Tavis asked.
There was a moment of silence, and AnnaClaire heddreath.
"Nay. He lives. Praise heaven." Bridget crosseddier

AnnaClaire stared at the ever-widening pool of tlodf you care
about this man, why did no one see to his wounds?"

Tavis looked up. "He wouldn't permit it until alishmen were cared
for. I've been scouring the city for safe sheltarthem."

"l should think that would be no problem, considgrhow highly
everyone seems to regard their..." AnnaClaire viethkher nose.
"...Blackhearted O'Neil."

"Aye, my lady. But after that confrontation on tlecks today the
gueen's emissaries have issued a proclamation. nényound



harboring Rory O'Neil or his men will be considessdenemy of the
Crown, and will be hanged."

"Hanged?" AnnaClaire's outrage grew. "And knowimgtt you
brought him to my home?"

"He is dying, my lady." Tavis paused. "We had nywhtaking him
elsewhere. It was dangerous enough getting him away the
docks. Had it not been for your carriage, and yapmrobe, even that
couldn't have been accomplished." He brightene@sitkes, since
you are considered English, my lady, the law waudtlapply to you.
You could always claim rightly that you knew nottiabout this."

AnnaClaire found herself studying these two peopith new

respect. She had known them all her life. Had spantoccasional
summer here, escaping the noise and crowds of ot she had
never thought of these two quiet, humble peoplepadicularly

courageous. Until this moment.

"You would be able to make no such claim for yolvsg Yet you
would risk your lives for this stranger?"

Tavis nodded. "Rory O'Neil risks his life every dayhis people, my
lady. We can do no less for him. With your pernuasive'd like to
bind his wounds."

"And then what?" AnnaClaire folded her arms. "Hensrtally
wounded. But even if he should live, how could ypossibly
smuggle him out of Dublin?"

The old man scratched his chin. "We haven't thoulgat far, my
lady. First we must keep him alive."

"And where do you propose to hide him for the nght

Tavis got to his feet. "In the stables, with yoermission."



AnnaClaire shook her head. "That will involve toamyg people. The
stable master. The lads who muck the stalls. Tee fpeople who
know, the better chance you have of keeping yotnesé€ She tapped
a foot, her mind working feverishly. She wasn'treegvare that she
was becoming caught up in a deadly game. To herwids merely a
chance to use her wits and her cunning, to helgeth®o old people
who had been with her family for so many yeargour best course
of action is to hide him where no one has any chaficoming upon
him by accident.” She suddenly smiled, pointeckdbw. The little
attic room above mine."

Tavis and Bridget exchanged surprised glances.tiizgdady know
what she was saying?

"No one can get in or out of that room without gpthrough your
bedchamber, my lady."

"Exactly. Not even Glinna will be aware of our sqyuest."
"But how will we be able to care for him up there?"

AnnaClaire shrugged. "I hadn't thought of thatupose it will fall to
me. But considering how long | cared for my mothemill be
nothing new."

Before she could change her mind, Tavis bent andgied to lift the
unconscious Rory. "It is a grand plan, my lady. Bietar not even the
three of us could get him up those stairs."

"He must walk." She caught up the skirt of her t8gift, careful to
avoid his blood, and knelt beside the still figuifeory. Rory O'Neil."

At her commanding tone he opened his eyes andistacantly.

"We're going to take you up now. But you must hedp'



"Take...me...up." He smiled. "Aye. Will I... finglsee my Caitlin?"
AnnaClaire turned to Bridget. "What is he babblatgput?"

"He thinks he has died, my lady."

"l see." She bent close. "Rory O'Neil. Take my hand

" With... pleasure."

Despite his injuries, his grip was surprisinglyosiy. As his fingers
closed around AnnaClaire's she felt a rush of hieat left her
thoroughly shaken.

"Here, Tavis." She sought to ignore the tinglingngl her spine.
"Take his other hand."

The two of them managed to haul him to his feeen[ldraping his
arms about their shoulders, they began moving swstowly up the

stairs. When they reached AnnaClaire's room, tipeyred a door that
led to a narrow staircase. By the time they reathedlttle attic room

all of them were out of breath and Rory's woundsewdeeding

profusely. They eased him onto the bed, then Aramaktepped
back and watched as Bridget and Tavis began cudingy his

bloody clothes. The extent of his wounds sickerexgddnd she found
herself wondering how he could bear the pain.

Bridget speared her with a glance. "Perhaps youldHeave now,
my lady. This won't be pleasant.”

It was all AnnaClaire needed to stiffen her spith@on't expect it to
be any more pleasant than was the care of my mdseif | could
care for her all those long months, | can certamalp bind this man's
wounds." At once she took charge. "We'll need clewmns, Bridget.
And some opiates."



"Aye, my lady." The housekeeper beckoned to hebdwd. "We'll
need hot water, Tavis."

When the two were gone, AnnaClaire stared dowhastill figure
on the bed. Until this moment she hadn't givenoaigiht to what she
was getting herself into. Now, suddenly, she hadjuestion her
sanity. How had she agreed to hide a murderernmmwwa home? A
man considered an enemy of the Crown. If he waraddere, all of
them could be hanged.

Sweet heaven. What would her father have to saytaddbothis if he
should learn the truth?

She pushed the worrisome thoughts from her mindsabtdo work
cutting away the rest of his clothes. She wouldbrhave to see that
her father never learned of this. By this time torme Rory O'Neil
would most probably be dead. If by some miraclestnevived, she
would send him on his way and look back on thia asomentary
madness.

"There now. We've done all we can. The rest is ad'& hands, my
lady." Bridget smoothed the covers over the stgufe of Rory
O'Neil and got to her feet. "Now you'd best get s@ieep."”

"I will. Now remember. Trust no one. Not even Ghih

"Aye." Tavis held the door, then trailed behind thh® women as.
they descended the stairs. "The little chambermandid never be
able to keep such a secret. She'd have to boa#ither friends that
she knew the whereabouts of the Blackhearted O'Aed in no time
all of Dublin would know, as well."

When they reached AnnaClaire's room, Bridget cabghthand and
brought it to her lips. "Bless you, my lady, foruyacompassion. I'll
not soon forget what you did this night."



"Nor I, my lady." Tavis did the same, bowing over hand. "You are
an angel of mercy."

Or a fool, AnnaClaire thought as she secured tloe dehind them.
What had she been thinking? She crossed to haarizedgnoring the
bloodstains on her nightclothes, climbed betweerctvers. But she
was far too agitated to sleep. Instead she laychwag the stars and
thinking about the man asleep one floor above her.

If she were caught harboring this criminal, she ladot plead
ignorance. She knew exactly what she was doing, Astie wanted
to be completely honest with-herself, she knew why.

One look at him and she'd been hopelessly loss Trigh warrior
who had leapt into battle and had fought so feslffetiad kindled a
flame in her silly, romantic heart! In her life sth@ever seen anyone
quite like him. The titled Englishmen she'd meCaurt were bland
by comparison.

When she had cut away his tunic she'd been amgzbée Imuscles of
his arms and chest. And horrified by the scarsatfiea There was
something so touching about this man and his dedicalhe story
that Tavis had told her lingered in her mind. Loxgch as that
experienced by Rory O'Neil for his intended bridesware indeed.

She closed her eyes, willing herself to sleep.tBeienormity of what

she had done had her twitching with nerves. When siddenly

heard a loud thud above her head, she boundeddedrand raced up
the stairs.

Rory was on the floor, thrashing around in the loezhs.

AnnaClaire knelt beside him and caught his handsstib his
movements.

"Rory O'Neil. Can you hear me?"



His movements stilled. His eyes opened. "My...swor
Need...weapon."

"Have no fear. There is no one here who will haou.Y
"My... sword."

She sighed. "I'll fetch it. But first you have tetdpack into bed." She
urged him upward, but her strength was no matcthiarWhen he
tugged on her hands, she was forced back to heskne

"Where... am... |?"
"You're in my home. Clay Court. In Dublin."

"Dublin." He closed his eyes. "Not heaven." A momkxer they
snapped open. "Who...are...you?"

"My name is AnnaClaire."

He struggled to focus on her face. Then for a mdrenpain lifted
and his eyes were lit with a smile. "Ah. My...angel

"Come now, Rory. You have to get back into bed."

She tugged on his hands, and this time he managleddr himself
back to the edge of the mattress.

As he slowly sank back against the pillows, higfes/ealed his pain.
"Need...weapons."

"You have no need..."

"Weapons." His voice was little more than a crdaidt the passion,
the fervor, still rang.



"Very well." She crossed the room and picked ugshisrd, surprised
at how heavy it was. The hilt was an intricatelyvea coat of arms,
encrusted with jewels. "Here is your sword."

She placed it beside him in the bed and noted hewhdand curled
around the hilt. «

"More."
"More weapons?"
He nodded.

She searched among his things and discovered tivesrit would
seem this warrior took nothing for granted. Whea lshnded them to
him, he positioned one beneath each hand. Onlyditkeime give in to
the weariness and close his eyes.

She realized that this was what he'd been seekirenwe slipped
from his bed. Despite the seriousness of his waunel$rad fought
through the pain to search for his weapons. He avbel a watrrior,
she supposed, until death claimed him.

-"I'll leave you now," she whispered.
"Stay."

She dropped to her knees beside the bed. "Why? M/iatAre you
afraid?"

'Of... dying?" He shook his head. "l welcome...tdeBut stay, angel.
Be my guide...as | leave this world."

"You aren't going to die, Rory O'Neil." Though s$@oke fiercely
enough, the very thought of it had her trembling.



"Did He...tell you?"

"He? Oh, you mean God." She nearly laughed. "IhaicHe doesn't
speak to me directly. But | have it on good auttyothat your
wounds, though painful, are not fatal." She hopkd would be
forgiven for her lie. But she desperately wantedfter him hope.

"Then why...are you here?"

She touched a hand to his lips to silence him. fiihwe questions.
You must sleep if you're to heal."

When she started to remove her hand he surprigdayh@acing his
fingers over hers and holding them to his moutle press of his lips
against her flesh caused a rush of feelings that we startling, all
she could do was stare at him.

"Just stay. A little...while longer."

Each word he whispered against her hand sent anoihsurging
through her already charged system. Had he askethéomoon,
she'd have tried to get it. As long as he contirtaadhing her just so.

"All right, Rory O'Neil." She smoothed the bed Inseas she had seer
Bridget do, then settled herself into a chaisedse#iie bed. "Just a
little while longer."

She watched the uneven rise and fall of his clagkitaig each breath,
praying to hold off his death for a few momentsgen until sleep
claimed her.

The opiates had long ago worn off, and Rory's bedy engulfed in
fire. Pain, a burning, blazing pain, radiated froism shoulder and his
back to the very tips of his fingers and toes. ¢lissed eyes felt hot



and gritty. His temples throbbed as though theyld/durst at any

moment.Because the simplest movement added t@imshe forced

himself to lie perfectly still. Sweat beaded hissloead and upper lip,
but he had not the strength to lift a hand.

It occurred to him that, although his own breathivegs shallow and
unsteady, there was another sound close by. Arbgthhmic sound.
Like the whisper of an angel.

His eyes opened. He beheld a most wondrous sigithatse had
been pulled close beside him. In it was a womagegsIHer feet were
tucked under her, her cheek resting on her clabpeds. Hair the
color of spun gold drifted around her face and slherg.

He had thought he'd only dreamed her. But she wals As if to
prove it to himself, he reached out a hand andted@ strand of her
hair. It was as soft as angel down.

In her sleep she brushed aside his hand, then lifex head and
opened her eyes. For a moment he could read héuston. Then
those eyes, the color of the sea after a storndesuy cleared.

She shifted, swinging her feet to the floor. "Yeualive, Rory
O'Neil."

"Am |?"
"How do you feel?"
"Like I've been run through by a score of Engliglosds.”

' 'From the looks of the scars on your body, youehbeen." She
motioned toward the table against the far wallcdh give you a
potion to ease the pain."



"And I'll gladly take it. In a moment. Right nowvd llike to keep a clear
head."

"Why is that?"

"Because | need to know where | am." He glancedradcat the
sloped ceilings, the stone of a chimney that soremligh the roof.
Except for a tiny opening that allowed a glimpseladvn light, there
were no other windows.

"You're in an attic room of my home, Clay CourtDablin."
"Your home, is it?"

"It's been in my mother's family for generations."

"And what might her name be?"

"It was Margaret Doyle."

Was. He heard the pain in that one word and deamd¢do press
further. "And what might your name be?"

"My name is AnnaClaire."

"Well, AnnaClaire, if you don't mind, I'll take thpotion now." The
pain was raging out of control, setting his entiogly on fire.

She sprinkled some powder into a tumbler of wdtemn -at on the
edge of the bed. Very gently she lifted hi- head lagld the glass to
his lips.

"Has anyone ever told you you have a very gentlechp
AnnaClaire?"

"Are you trying to charm me, Rory O'Neil?"



"Is it working?"
"l think you'd better save that charm for anotimet Now drink."

He swallowed, wondering if anything could put ol tflame that
raged through his blood. A flame that had flareghkr when she
touched him.

"Now | must leave you," she said as she loweredhk&d to the
pillow. Taking a spotless handkerchief from herkmicshe mopped
the sweat from his face.

He caught her hand. "Aye, a very gentle touch."”

She struggled to ignore the feelings of pleasuahh aroused in her.
"My bedchamber is directly below here. When itagesto return, |
shall. But you must not call out or make any sousdhat clear?"

"Why?"

"Because we must keep your presence here a sBure¢. that scene
at the docks, there is more than a price on yoad heory O'Neil. It

has been decreed that anyone found harboring ygousrmen shall

be hanged."

"Bloody English," he muttered. Then to her he s&didjnderstand.
Have no fear, lovely AnnaClaire. Even if | find neyfsdying, I'll see
to it that | do so in silence, so as not to cakmion to myself." A
shadow of a smile flickered across his lips, makimg even more
handsome.

“I'l' hold you to that." She crossed the room aetl herself out
without a backward glance.

Rory lay very still, allowing the opiates to weateir magic. As he
drifted once more to sleep, he found himself womdgeif the lovely



AnnaClaire was real, or a product of his befuddiean. Either way,
she was the most beautiful creature he'd either seeonjured. All
tiny and slender and golden, with skin like poroceknd a full, pouty
mouth that could trap a man with one kiss.

Her hair wasn't black as a raven's wing, as Cathiad been. And her
eyes weren't blue. For all of his life, his-belov@aitlin had been the
measure of all other women. And not one had everecdose to her
beauty. But right now, try as he might, he couldarager hold on to

her fading image.

If was the potion, he knew. Not the woman who hesd left him. But
it worried him all the same.

With Caitlin's name repeated again and again imingl like a litany,
he fell into a fitful sleep.



Chapter Three

Good morrow, my lady." After a single knock on thaor, Glinna,
the little chambermaid bustled in, her arms ladéh wlean clothing.

Caught unawares, AnnaClaire had no choice butve leneath the
bedlinens, to hide the bloodstains on her nightshif

"You're up early this morrow, my lady. | heard ystirring and
thought you'd be needing these." Glinna began qumgnthe
petticoats atop a nearby night table, then hunigancgown in the
wardrobe. "What would you like me to fetch for ybu?

"Nothing just yet. | believe I'll stay abed for aiel’
"Are you unwell, my lady?"

"Well, 1..." AnnaClaire smoothed the linens, avaglithe maid's
eyes. "l think perhaps I'm coming down with somegfi

They both looked up at another knock on the dodddgt entered,
carrying a tray covered with a linen cloth.

"Good morrow, my lady." She shot AnnaClaire a knmayviook. "I
hope your night went undisturbed."AnnaClaire noddétd went
fairly well, Bridget."

The housekeeper gave a sigh of relief. "l broughtg bit of porridge
and some tea and biscuits."

"My lady won't be needing them," Glinna said withpiortance. "She
Is feeling unwell and intends to stay abed."

The housekeeper placed the tray on a bedside talllen | shall
leave this in the hope that something will appealdu later on."



"Thank you, Bridget." AnnaClaire turned to Glinfi&ince | won't be
needing you today, you may help Bridget below stair

"Aye, miss." The little maid walked away lookingapily dejected. A
day at Bridget's mercy meant scrubbing floors uhtdy gleamed,
then accompanying Tavis to the docks for fresh. fiShores she
would gladly leave for one of the other servants.

When they were alone AnnaClaire slipped out of kddncing down
at her nightshift she whispered, "I hope you cad & way to explain
these stains to Glinna without arousing suspicion."

"Aye, my lady. I'll think of something." Bridget \\ered her voice.
"Now about our...guest. Did he survive the night?"

"He did."

The housekeeper blessed herself and whisperedyprprhithanks.
"I'd feared..." She brushed aside a tear. "Penvaghould see to him
now."

"l just left him." At the housekeeper's startledkoAnnaClaire felt
the heat rise to her cheeks. "During the nigh@rtdénim fall from his
bed and went to see to him. He asked me to stdy, afiell asleep on
the chaise."

"Of course you did, after all you've been through.

Bless you, my lady. And praise heaven the O'Negtiil alive. Is he
in much pain?"

"A great deal of it." AnnaClaire nodded for empkasiudging by the
scars he bears, I'd say he's accustomed to pdithglue him one of
the potions. That should make him comfortable feevahours."

"Then you think he will live?"



AnnaClaire shrugged. "Only God knows. But he'srgjrdA fighter.
And he's already survived the worst hours!"

Bridget pointed to the covered tray. "I thoughtyaelu were going to
see to his needs, you wouldn't care to take bredkflow stairs in
the dining hall."

"Quite right, Bridget. Just see that the servamésvearned not to
disturb me."

"Aye, my lady. And if the O'Neil is strong enoughdat, there's food
for him, as well." The housekeeper took her leal@sing the door
behind her.

When she was alone AnnaClaire peeled off her rigihtnd crossed
to a basin of water. When she had scrubbed awadsaab of Rory's
blood from her skin, she slipped into a delicateipbroidered
chemise and petticoat, then pulled on a gown oé gahk. She
secured her hair with jeweled combs and slid het if@o soft kid
boots. Picking up the tray she made her way uménew stairs to
the attic room.

Rory was lying so still she thought he was asl&ep when she drew
nearer she realized that his eyes were wide aredhaith pain. The
bed linens were damp with his sweat. Still, he hegittossed nor
turned nor gave any indication that he was in essr

She set down the tray and knelt beside him, togchimand to his
forehead. His skin was on fire.

"Ah." A soft sigh escaped his lips. "My angel hasne back. | did as
you asked, and made not a sound."

She was touched by his courage. "I'm sorry it teoklong." She
dampened a cloth with water from a basin and bé&ghaathe his face
and neck, his chest and shoulders. "It appeansatien didn't work."



"It did. For a while. | had a lovely visit in heavebefore the fire of
hell came back to claim me."

She mixed another packet of powder and held thesdla his lips.
"Drink this. Maybe it can hold back your pain."

“I'm feeling better already, now that you're herndé drained the
glass, then lay back weakly, breathing in the soémrushed roses
that seemed to cling to her.

"You're a charming liar, Rory O'Neil." She sat downthe chaise
beside his bed, then dipped a spoon into a steamowwgand held the
spoon to his lips.

He turned his head. "What's this now?"
"Porridge."

He shook his head. "My mother used to insist thaeat it. I'd have
rather eaten mud."

"I'll remember to bring some of that tomorrow. Bat now, you'll eat
your porridge. My housekeeper, Bridget Murphy, mtds for you,
to build up your strength. And you're going to &deast a few bites."

"God in heaven, you sound just like my mother." éfg=ned his
mouth and accepted a taste. When he'd managedlioswt he shot
her a look of surprise. "Bridget Murphy must beoacsress. This
tastes unlike any porridge I've ever eaten."

"I'll tell her you approve. That just might spakanyhaving to eat mud
tomorrow." She held out another bite, and he aeckwillingly.

It occurred to AnnaClaire that feeding this man was at all like
feeding her sick mother. Each time he opened higtmshe found
herself fighting a strange yearning to taste thipse® When he



swallowed and closed his eyes in appreciation faha sudden tug
deep inside.

AnnaClaire felt completely out of her element wiitis raw, earthy
man, who seemed to delight in the simple pleasteating. She had
never known a man such as this. It didn't seenotods Rory O'Neil
in the least that he was naked beneath those coYetsshe was
bothered more than she cared to admit. She sinqulido't get the
thought out of her mind.

He managed to devour nearly half the bowl of pgeidbefore he
lifted a hand in refusal.

"No more. It's too much effort."

She returned the bowl to the tray and poured a€tga. "Could you
manage a few sips?"

He shook his head. "Not even one."
"Then we'll sit a while and wait for the opiatesstase your pain.”

As she settled herself on the chaise he managedea $Just looking
at you does me more good than your potions."

She felt the heat rise to her cheeks. "You're twarming for your
own good, Rory O'Neil."

He passed a hand over his eyes. "You should mebtatiyer, Conor.
He's the charmer."

"Really? And what are you?"
"The fighter. Always the fighter."

She sipped her tea. "Tell me about your family."



"Conor, at a score and one, is two years youngan th He was
educated abroad, and our mother hoped he woulgphest. But our
father has other ideas."

"What ideas?"

"With Conor's good looks and fine mind, Father pe use his
connections in England to see that Conor represemtgeople at the
Court of Elizabeth."

AnnaClaire smiled. "It would seem to me a far lreftay to effect
change than your way with the sword."

"Ah. | hear a note of disapproval from my angel."
"I don't hold with fighting."

He shot her a look that made her blush. She dec¢metiange the
subject. "Do you have any more brothers?"

He shook his head. "There's just our little sigderana."
"Does she take after Conor? Or does she favorltiestebrother?"

"The lass was my shadow since she was born." Hesw@armed with
affection and pride. "She can wield a sword battan most men.
And no one is better with a knife."

AnnaClaire couldn't help laughing. "Heaven helpArsother O'Neill
warrior."

"Aye. She is the despair of our parents."

"Tell me about them."



"My father, Gavin, is from a noble line. Descendiexn King Brian

himself. My mother, Moira, can trace her> own ligedo the ancient
Druids, then later to the Celts. After all thesarnge their love still
blazes brighter than all the stars in heavenalks/ely thing to see.”

She thought of her own parents' love. Of her fatiwao had suffered
so gravely during his wife's long illness. No onewd ever take the
place of his beloved Margaret. "They're very lugkyhave each
other."

"Aye. That sort of love is rare indeed. And everrenmondrous when
the two lovers have so many years together." Hesfint, and
AnnaClaire wondered if he was thinking about thenao who had
almost been his bride. What sort of bitter tastelda leave to have
a lover snatched away without the chance to sayarall the things
locked in one's heart?

She set the tea aside. "l think you'd better trgi¢ep now."

"l believe | will." He closed his eyes. When he ilteher getting to
her feet he clamped a hand around her wrist. "Thank lovely
AnnaClaire."

"For what?"
"For allowing me to forget my pain for a few minsite
"That wasn't me. It was the potion."

He merely smiled. "And thank Bridget Murphy for therridge. | do
believe I'd prefer it again tomorrow, instead & thud."

"I'll tell her."

She watched him a moment, then let herself outwkmp he was
already asleep.



At noon, Bridget returned to AnnaClaire's room vatiother tray.
"How much longer do you wish to feign iliness, ragy?"

AnnaClaire shrugged. "l suppose sometime latedtitesnoon | must
make an amazing recovery, for | have to attend Oddyrnly's dinner
party tonight."

"Very well. I'll check with you before sending Ghia up to help you
dress."

"Thank you, Bridget." As she picked up the tray &sedded toward
the narrow staircase she paused, turned. "By the Rery O'Nell

sends his compliments on your porridge. He fourfdrisuperior to
his mother's."

The housekeeper was beaming with pride as sheiestusmvay.
AnnaClaire marvelled that such a simple remark fi@rhardened
warrior could elicit such feelings in the old woman

In the little attic room, AnnaClaire found Rory satsag profusely as
he struggled to lift his sword from the floor whérkad fallen. It took
both his hands to retrieve it, and the effort lafh lying weakly

against the pillows.

The wound to his shoulder, she noted, had openddvas oozing
blood.

"Now look what you've done." With a hiss of angee set down the
tray and bent over him, touching a square of ltoethe wound. "And
all for a foolish weapon."

"Foolish?" He clamped a hand around her wrist &ackd up into her
startled eyes. "Woman, you wouldn't think thatatiyfound yourself



facing a line of soldiers brandishing swords. Themould be worth
any price to have a weapon with which to defendgeid"

"But there are no soldiers here, Rory O'Neil. Yewsafely hidden
away."

He gave her a long, thoughtful look. "So you sayt Bow can | be
sure?"

"You have my word. Isn't that enough?"
He nodded. "Aye. Itis. If you say it is."

"You'd be wise to save your strength and give yeomnds a chance
to heal."

"So | would." He relaxed his grip and allowed hentop up the fresh
flow of blood. But he didn't completely let go cdrhinstead keeping
his fingers wrapped lightly around her wrist. "Qldbits are hard to
break."

While she bent to her task, she could feel himlgadtudying her. It
brought a flush to her cheeks. Worse, she knewtlise was racing.
Knew, too, that he could feel it at her wrist.

To cover her confusion she poured a liberal amotispirits on the
wound. "This will hurt a bit." She heard his quickake of breath.
"Hold still now while 1 tie this clean linen." Skgganced down and
realized that he was still staring at her. Only rfosvgaze was fixed
on her mouth. Her throat went dry. Their lips weoeclose they were
almost touching. She need only make the slighteseno taste him,

As if reading her mind he drew her fractionallysso. "You smell
like my mother's rose garden."



She swallowed, and it sounded overloud in her &lns. knew he
could hear the tremor in her voice. "I'm not youother, Rory
O'Neil."

"l never had a minute's doubt of that." His lipsvad in a dangerous
smile. "I never wanted to kiss my mother the wasaht to kiss you."

She braced a hand against his chest, intendingusih @way.
"Don't..."

Her protest was swallowed as his mouth covered hers

His lips were warm and firm and practiced. They swwver hers,
tasting, teasing.

At the first contact her breath backed up in hewah She would have
pulled back but he had anticipated her move andheld her firmly
against him. He pressed a palm to the back of éad wvhile hisother
hand slid across her shoulder and along her bac#.al the while
his lips moved over hers until she could no lortged back a sigh of
pleasure.

“Let this be a lesson to you, AnnaClaire. Neveme what to do," he
muttered against her mouth. "There's just somethingy nature that
refuses to accept orders."

She took in a deep breath, feeling her head swiiguiiti remember
that in the future. Now release me, Rory O'Neil."

He flashed that dangerous smile, and she realizexd late, her
mistake.

"You see?" He framed her face with his hands. "Yewlone it
again." With no effort at all he drew her head dofen another
drugging kiss. This time his fingers tangled in hair, and, while her
senses were still reeling, he kissed her untilveag breathless.



He knew the exact moment when her resistance gihaduianed into
acquiescence. Her hands, which had been pressdg &gainst his
chest, now lifted to encircle his neck. Her breasetse flattened
against him in a most enticing manner. She laypwand pliant, in
his arms.

Arousal was swift, insistent. He felt the rush ebudle pulse through
him before he carefully banked it.

In one smooth motion he caught her firmly by theudtlers and held
her a little away. It was all the time he neededléar his head and
calm his pounding heart.

"l hope you've learned your lesson. Never tell hhatto do."

Her eyes darkened with anger. Though it was difficuspeak, when
her heart was still tumbling helplessly inside tieest, she managed &
note of sarcasm.

"You mean, in order to keep this from happeningiragaought to
order you to kiss me?"

He threw back his head and laughed. What a dedlghtvas. "Do you
take me for a complete fool? Whether you told mkige you or not,
you're too lovely to resist. I'd simply have tokyou."

"And | simply have to leave you."
"Now? Before you've properly tended my needs?"

"Your needs." She tossed down the square of lineénradicated the
tray on the night table. "Last night | feared yoould die in your bed.
But you're far from dead, Rory O'Neil. Any man sigoenough to
hold a woman can surely hold his own bowl of brotiope you find
Bridget's soup as appetizing as her porridge."



“I'm sure | will."

When she yanked open the door he added, "But ittwwemearly as
pleasant without you feeding it to me."

In reply she pulled the door firmly shut behind.her

When she reached her own room, she sank down loaedge of the
bed and pressed a hand to her lips. They werdisgling from the
touch of his mouth. And his dark, dangerous tasteking to them.

This was a foolish game she was playing. All beeasise had

allowed this Irish warrior to touch some romantww in her heart.

She wouldn't be the first maiden to have her Haaften by a rogue.
But, she reminded herself, there was more thahdwat at stake here.
She was playing a game with people's lives. Andctiresequences
could be deadly.



Chapter Four

flow are you finding your first visit to Irelanddcd Dunstan?" Since
her hostess had insisted upon seating AnnaClaiddethe

handsome young visitor, she had no choice butteamgt pleasant
conversation with this dour, brooding man. Appdseshe was the
only female in the room who hadn't fallen under spell of his

chilling smile and icy gray eyes.

"Fascinating. From what I've seen, a savage lanid Aavage
people." He acknowledged the nods of agreemenndrthe table.
"Were it not for meeting you, my lady, | would haketurned to
England without a single good thing to say for myet spent here."

She felt his knee nudge hers beneath the tabler.cvVieen she
moved aside, he shifted closer, so that she cawddoape his touch.

"I've had the good fortune of meeting your fathevesal times in

London, my lady." He laid a hand over hers, pregBmmly when she

tried to pull it away. It was obvious that he emgdybeing the center
of attention. Knowing that the others were watchang listening, he
began to play to his audience. "Had | known thadLBhompson's

daughter was so lovely,

| would have made the journey across the Channehreaoner.” If
he felt her cringe, he took no notice of it.

"l wish we could persuade you to stay a while longerd Dunstan."
Lady Thornly sipped her wine, thoroughly enjoyihg tompany of
her countrymen. "I grow so weary of this local d@| and do so
yearn to be among my own kind and hear the langapgken as it
was meant to be."

The young man gave her his most charming smilerthdps you
should sell your estates to me, Lady Thornly. Tyeum could return
to England to live out your years among your owrdKi



"As if you need more land." She waved a hand imdisal and
laughed like a coquette.

The others joined her laughter. It was common kedgé that
Lynley Lord Dunstan was quickly becoming one oftiiceest men in
England.

A gentleman across the table said, "You were rgcantCourt with
Her Majesty, Dunstan. How does Elizabeth intendeal with this
Irish problem?"

The young man puffed up his chest. His father aiathdfather had
held important positions with Elizabeth's fatherendy VIII. A
grateful king had granted them generous sectiofendf and several
of the most beautiful homes in England. The curtemtd Dunstan
had learned well from his ancestors, using hisltgya his queen to
add to his own fortune.

"The Queen values my opinion. In fact, | am herélat Majesty's
request, to see for myself if there is a problem."

"Rest assured there is a problem." The elderly LDadis, seated
beside their hostess, spoke in hushed tones. "Amggows more
serious with each day." He glanced around. "Anydwvon that
wounded Irish warrior? The one they call the Blazktied O'Neil?"

AnnaClaire went perfectly still, hardly daring tcehthe.

Dunstan snorted with disdain. "Warrior? Court jest®uld be a
better name. As far as | can determine, he is ngthnore than a
peasant leading a small band of ruffians, hopingetmome a hero to
the locals."”

"I saw with my own eyes how that 'peasant' and va & his
swordsmen could rout an entire battery of Englisldisrs.” Lord
Davis drained his goblet and paused while a hogesanvant filled it.



"There is nothing more dangerous than a zealot agpeals to the
heart of the masses. Mark my word, Dunstan. The is\a@tirring a
cauldron of simmering passions. Very soon now, 'thegme to a
boil. And Her Majesty might find herself with th@®thing she has
sworn to resist."

"And what might that be, Lord Davis?"
"A war that drains England's coffers."

"War?" Dunstan gave a snort of disdain. "With thpsasants?" He
threw back his head and chuckled, and one by anettiers around
the table followed suit. "Queen Elizabeth is nol fdothis so-called
Blackhearted O'Neil should begin to take himselficgssly, our
gueen will simply send over a company of her firseddiers. Believe
me, Lord Davis, our swordsmen could put down aielten led by
an illiterate peasant and his band of lackeys."

He turned to AnnaClaire. "You've grown quiet, mghfaDoes all this
talk of war upset your delicate sensibilities?"

"Aye." AnnaClaire swallowed, uneasy at having ttiergion shifted
to her.

"Forgive me, my dear." Lord Davis pushed from thtel¢ and walked
to her side. With a hand on her shoulder he samtlyge"How
inconsiderate of me to nave forgotten. AnnaClaias Viorced to
witness that bloodletting at the docks yesterdaysure it was most
upsetting for her." He leaned close. "Would youectr take your
leave, my dear?"

It was the excuse she'd been hoping for. She pllaegetiand in his.
"Thank you. | would indeed."



"Oh dear." Lady Thornly touched a fine lace claiher lips. "l had
so hoped we could keep you here a while longer,a@taire. Lord
Dunstan has so little time before he returns todoon"

"I'd be happy to accompany Charles and AnnaClaitbdir homes,"
the handsome Englishman said gallantly.

It was on the tip of AnnaClaire's tongue to refuBet there was no
way she could do so gracefully. And now she fouasélf bidding
her hostess good-night and climbing into a carnamle her father's
old friend and a young man whose arrogance wassettling as his
ignorance.

"How long do you hope to remain in Ireland?" Lordv» settled
himself comfortably across from the young couplel their carriage
started off through the streets of Dublin.

"l had hoped to be here no more than a few daysl Dainstan turned
to smile at the young woman beside him, whosevaseshrouded in
shadow. "But now, | think | might be persuaded taysa while
longer."

AnnaClaire groaned inwardly."Excellent." The oldmsamiled in the
darkness. His friend, Lord Thompson, would be deéd to hear that
his daughter had caught the interest of someoma@Ewtant as this
young friend of the queen herself.

"Shall I have my driver take you home first, , Gba?"

Before AnnaClaire could issue a protest, the oldah nvas nodding
vigorously. "l was about to suggest it myself. femling a bit weary
after all that food and stimulating conversation."

AnnaClaire knew exactly what her father's old fdevas up to. And
though his meddling was galling, there was nothshg could do



about it. He was as determined as her father tdhsteshe made a
good match.

Dunstan shouted an order to the driver. At once tbleanged
directions and were soon at the old man's j door.

"Good night, Lord Dunstan." The older man touchmesitip of his hat,
then leaned across the seat j and brushed hisvgsAnnaClaire's
cheek. "Good night, my dear. | can rest easy, kngwve left you in
such good hands."

"Good night, Lord Davis." AnnaClaire watched hinmdb from the
carriage and ascend the steps of his mansion.

At a command from her companion, the driver urglee team
forward and they were once again making their wapugh the
darkened streets.

When the carriage veered to the right and stanped slight incline

AnnaClaire found herself pinned against Dunstads. §hough his

movement was subtle, she felt his hand brush leasbrShe stiffened
and pushed away. But when she glanced over atdfiencould see
the smile playing on his lips. His insensitivity svaexing. She
experienced a wave of relief when they startechegtive that led to
her home.

Lord Dunstan turned to study the graceful curveairtyard, the
warmth of candles glowing in the curtained windowSo this is
where you stay when you are in Ireland. What ealiked?"

"Clay Court. It was my mother's ancestral home."

Something about the way she spoke the words hadurnmg to
look at her. "I would be careful if | were you, rady. Some might
think you consider this place more home than Ergjlan



At his words AnnaClaire felt the trickle of ice alpher spine. He had
taken no pains to mask the warning. "I'll remindiybord Dunstan,
that my father is a respected member of the queeniacil. And
though | am of mixed heritage, my loyalty has negeme into
guestion."

"Nor should it, my lady. But there will always bense who will
wonder at your allegiance to your mother's people.”

Lord Dunstan climbed down, then turned and offdrischand to help
her from the carriage. She had no choice but tedus assistance.

At the door she managed a smile. "Thank you foingeme home,
Lord Dunstan. I'll say good night now."

When she started to close the door he startletynstepping inside.
"It wouldn't be wise to see you home and not seesadely settled,
my lady."

"l have loyal servants to see to my safety."

"Ah. That is reassuring." He glanced around, notihg highly
polished stones of the foyer, the crystal chandatievhich blazed
dozens of candles. "I would have expected suchl Isgevants to
meet you at the door."

"They have their chores to see to. Tavis will bevadstairs, no doubt,
laying a fire to warm my bedchamber."

"Tavis, is it? If you but asked, lovely lady, | ddulo the same. And |
would need no wood nor torch. The touch of yourchan mine
would be enough to set the blaze between us."

She hated the smirk on his lips. Hated more thé¢ thaarose to her
cheeks at his insinuation.



She kept her voice even, as though dismissing Hmy little
housemaid, Glinna, will be waiting to help me ursdré

"A most pleasant chore, | would think. And one lulbbe most
pleased to undertake in her stead."”

She itched to slap him and knew that she had &altvery carefully
around this man. She would, instead, ignore himm&hing he'd
seldom experienced, she surmised.

"And Bridget is most probably in the kitchen, prapg tea before |
retire." She lifted a hand to her lips and forcegan. "Forgive me,
Lord Dunstan. It has been a long day, and | feanst bid you good
night."

"Of course." He caught her hand and lifted it te lps, lingering
until she forcefully withdrew it from his grasp. Hbpe | have your
permission to pay a call on the morrow."

"l..." She struggled to think of a polite way toctiee. "I fear | will
not be home."

"l see. A pity. But there will be other times." gave her a lazy smile,
to let her know that he had already seen throughttie charade. His
voice lowered, as though sharing an intimate se€reiu are unlike
so many of your gender who smile and flutter tHeshes in
invitation. This feigned reluctance on your partrest intriguing. |
must admit, you have aroused my curiosity, as agllother things.
Now | simply must get to know you better, my ladtyis my good
fortune that Lord Davis and | will be spending aardeal of time
together. Perhaps, when he is paying a call, | skabmpany him."

"Yes." She kept her tone carefully bland. "Of ceuts

In the glow of the candles he studied her moreetyos'You are
really quite lovely. And more than a little mystars." His smile



grew as he reached out a hand and stroked her.cHeelstartled
reaction made him chuckle. "And now that | have enaaur
acquaintance | have already forgotten whateverctibjes | had to
visiting this damnable land. Good night, my dean&A@laire. Until
we meet again."

She watched as he stepped outside and climbecetese#it of his
carriage. As the image of horse and carriage desmeg into the
darkness she let out the breath she hadn't evewrkisbe was
holding.

"So. The vain English peacock makes you sigh, de@s
AnnaClaire whirled. Rory stepped from the shadowgaring
nothing more than the bloody breeches he had ypaspped into. On
his face was a look of absolute fury.

"What are you doing below stairs?"

"Watching you make a fool of yourself. Is this wbatr women have
come to? Playing coy with our enemy?"

Her chin came up as she fixed him with a hatefokld'lreland
cannot lay claim to me."

"What are you saying, woman? You're Irish. Youwsaur mother
was Margaret Doyle."

"Aye. And my father is Lord James Thompson."

For a moment all he could do was stare at her. Wieefound his
voice he said, "Your father is chief counsel to th@ody Queen of
England?"

When she nodded, he shook his head in wonder. "dthgbu think
he would say if he knew you were aiding the Blacktexl O'Neil?"



"It would break his heart. He must never know."

"So, despite your father's position and title, yansider yourself
Irish."

She stiffened her spine. "l am neither Englishirish, Rory O'Neil. |
answer to myself. As for playing coy, you are astaken as Lord
Dunstan was."

He took a step closer. "So. That was Dunstan“haed of him. All

his titles bought and paid for with the blood afacent farmers. He'll
say and do whatever it takes to please his queefpng as she
continues to repay his loyalty with more wealth aogver." He gave
AnnaClaire a long, measuring look. "And your demiags hollow,

my lady. | heard with my own ears how you allowaah ko speak to
you." His tone lowered with feeling. "And saw withy own eyes
how you allowed him to touch you."

The intensity of AnnaClaire's temper surprised Hory's words
brought fury bubbling dangerously close to theatef She lifted her
skirts and started to flounce past him. "I'll ntargl here and argue
with the likes of you, Rory O'Neil."

"Nay. Especially since you'd lose the argument. Widrl allow you
to dismiss me like some groveling servant." Withtaking time to
think he caught her roughly by the shoulder andgled her into his
arms, hauling her against his chest.

His temper had always been his undoing. And thatkldeen plenty
of time for it to grow as he'd watched the handsstrenger put his
hands on AnnaClaire. As if that hadn't been enotlghmention of
her father's name had caught him by surprise. Nawy propelled
him into acting without thinking. His big rough rasclosed around
her upper arms, lifting her nearly off her feehascovered her mouth
In a savage Kkiss.



Temper met temper as their lips mated with the be#die moment.
The effect was so potent he felt as if he'd takdrioav from an

enemy's broadsword. He reared back, lifting hiddheastudy her as
though he couldn't quite believe what he was fgeliEven now his
head was spinning, and the blood was roaring itemgples.

AnnaClaire was so startled she was frozen into nmbang silence. It

wasn't only the rush of heat from his bold kissafflwould have been
unsettling enough. But this man was naked to thstyand the feel
of his flesh against her palms had her thoughtanscling, her

fingertips tingling. It was one thing to touch hiwhen he was
unconscious and burning with fever. It was quitether to touch a
man whose flesh rippled with muscle, and who bumaia heat from

a very different source.

When she'd gathered her thoughts, she pushed agams"How
dare you, Rory O'Neil! Unhand me at once."

He thought about it. Briefly. Then just as quicklgcided to ignore
her protest. In that one stunning moment all thgearmad drained
from him. In its place was something very differeesire curled
hotly through his loins.

He felt the warmth of her breath against his ch&salkv the way her
eyes darkened with the gathering storm. Breathedariragrance of
roses that drifted around her.

He lowered his face and claimed her mouth agairs. fifhe his hands
softened, as did his lips. But though the kiss lgas savage, it was
no less potent. The taste of her was unlike angtthe'd ever

sampled. Sweet as a summer garden. As gentle rasimabcent.

Untouched. And yet, he sensed in her a slumberaggipn. A

passion that excited him.



He kissed her with a thoroughness that had het peanding, her
palms sweating as they slipped around his waistpaesked against
his lower back. She wasn't even aware that shecléshing him
frantically, holding on for fear of falling.

AnnaClaire had been kissed before. There had beay alad who
had hoped to stake a claim on the daughter of tadtiay, powerful
Lord Thompson. And many more, like Dunstan, whoutita their
title and privilege gave them the right to takeefiiies with the
women at Court. But AnnaClaire had been equallypadeavoiding
all entanglements of the heart. Until now.

The feelings being awakened by this man were umlikghing she'd
ever experienced. The hands that held her werg@ugsthey could
easily break her in two. Yet their touch was soxpeetedly gentle,
she couldn't help but melt against him. His ligsyw&rm, so firm and
practiced, moved over hers with a gentleness tidastdange things
to her heart, causing it to pound inside her chast she feared he
would surely hear.

Rory loved the way she became lost in the kissofAsgh escaped
her lips and her arms lifted, encircling his nekle slid his hands
down her arms, along her sides, until his thumizeentered the soft
swell of her breasts. When she started to pull am&aynoved his
hands across her back, soothing, calming, whildéigsscontinued to
feast.

She was a delightful surprise. Innocent yet subgth shy and bold.
Despite her hesitance, there was an underlyinggttieof will that
Rory found deeply arousing.

Desire, swift and fierce, caught him by surprisée Tthought of
taking her, here and now, had the blood pulsindyhbrough his
veins. He knew if he didn't soon end this, he wdiihdl himself



stepping over the line of reason. Still he lingevedr the kiss, loving
the taste of her, the feel of her in his arms.

When at last he gathered the courage to lift heglhke was rewarded
by her little moan of frustration.

"Just doing your bidding, my lady." He shot heriaked smile. "You
did tell me to unhand you."

"l did." The words nearly stuck in her throat. 3bek a step back,
breaking contact. Still, the taste of him, dark,steyious, remained
on her tongue. Her breathing was shallow and ragg§ed had to
swallow several times before she managed to say 'snce you're
well enough to force yourself on me, Rory O'Nei§ulggest you're
well enough to take your leave of my home at once."”

"Aye, my lady. As you wish." His smile widened. "Btiyou wish to
be perfectly honest, you'll have to admit thaeuired no force on
my part to involve you in that kiss."

She felt her cheeks flame as his words found thank. It was true.
She had been more than willing to shamelessly gelbérself. For if
truth be told, ever since that first kiss in hiemg she had wanted him
to kiss her again. And the feel of his lips on Head been every bit as
wondrous as the first time.

She turned away to hide her shame. "I'll expecttgdae gone before
the first light. That way there will be no chancktbe servants
spotting you."

She expected some sort of argument. Relished tluglti of another
duel of words.

When he didn't respond she turned back, eagetackat



Rory was gripping the edge of a table. His facelbatlall its color.
Blood was seeping from his wounded shoulder to esra&ng his
back in a thin line of dark red.

Rushing to his side she examined his wound, thapedl his arm
around her shoulder and began to lead him towardstiirs. "Now
look what you've done." Anger was a much safer emdhan what
she'd been feeling just moments before. With atigee would be no
guilt, no recriminations. With anger she could ®rcerself into
immediate action.

"Where...are you taking me?" he asked throughegrieeth.
"Up to bed."

"You just ordered me to go."

"That was before. Now, I'll have to tend that woaggin."

He didn't argue. Couldn't. He'd just been givespaieve of sorts. But
as he moved along beside her up the stairs, hétwastain whether
to curse the Fates or bless them.



Chapter Five

‘You wish to break your fast in your chambers agany lady?"
Glinna was looking at AnnaClaire in a strange wayshe moved
around the room. "Could it be something you atkaaly Thornly's
last night?"

"Of course not. I'm not ill, Glinna. Just a bietit. Leave the tray now,
and go help Bridget below stairs."

"Aye, my lady."

As soon as the door closed behind her, AnnaClatmded out of
bed and completed her toilette, slipping into tlehes Glinna had
laid out. Then, balancing the covered tray in herds, she climbed
the cramped stairs to the little attic room. Nololpghe thought with
a sigh, the little maid was still fretting over whaight have caused
this sudden malaise.

In truth, AnnaClaire would have gladly remainech&r room rather
than face Rory O'Neil this morning. She'd had ehowf him
throughout the long night. Even, after she'd dieé$ss wound and
put him to sleep with one of Bridget's opiateshhd remained with
her. Dark thoughts and images of him holding hessikg her, had
tormented her, robbing her of precious sleep. Tdmdkome rogue
had her thinking of things that were better leftra.

She sighed. Another day or two and he would beocbuer life. As
she nudged the door open and swept inside, sheeremavhy that
knowledge didn't cheer her. In fact, it only addeubther layer of
tension.

"Good morrow, Rory O'Neil." She set the tray onnight table with
a flourish, then turned.



His features were ashen. He was holding his leftHamly against
his right shoulder.

She was beside him instantly. "What is it? Whatsng?"
"| can't...make this damnable arm work."

She sat on the edge of the bed. "I'm sure it'simgptimore than the
strain of the fresh wound."

"Nay. My sword slipped from my grasp during thehtig couldn't
retrieve it."

Up close she could see the sweat beading his bnalwupper lip.
"You're much too hard on yourself, Rory. I'm suygdmorrow..."

"You don't understand." His left hand clamped atbhar wrist. As
always, the strength in his grip caught her off rgudl've been
coddling myself too long. Lying abed when | sholildve been
leading my men into fresh battles. And now, as glumient, I've lost
my strength."

"As punishment?"

"Aye."

"For the sin of laziness, no doubt."

He glowered at her. "Do you mock me, woman?"

She tried not to smile, though her lips quirke@. Yiou think | would
dare to mock Ireland's fierce Blackhearted O'Neil?"

His eyes narrowed. She looked far too fetching, gown the color of
heather, and the bloom of youth and innocence orclineeks. Her
eyes danced with a teasing light that only madeatethe more



desirable. Her low, breathy voice whispered overdanses, teasing
him, taunting him, even through the pain.

"You're having fun with me, AnnaClaire. And all thaile I'm lying
here weak and helpless."

She glanced at the hand gripping her with sucmgthe "If this is
how you are when you're helpless, I'd hate to seewhen you're
feeling strong."

At once he realized what he was doing and relehsedhoping his
touch hadn't left bruises on that fair skin. Heiggjled into a sitting
position.

AnnaClaire could see the pain even that small meveraused him.
She busied herself plumping pillows behind him, sthing the
blankets, before removing a bowl of porridge frdma tray.

"Perhaps some food will help. Bridget made thiseegdly for you."

When she offered him a spoonful, he glowered at 'Hen not an
infant to be coddled. | can see to my own feeding."

"Suit yourself." She handed him the bowl and prde€eto pour tea
into two cups.

When he'd managed to empty the bowl, she tookoinhfhim and
replaced it with a plate of biscuits and a steancung of tea. Though
he ate in silence she could see that his spirite wwly being
restored.

"Now, about your arm..." She saw the sudden frogvheaglanced at
her. "You'll need to begin using it, a little atshi, until the strength
returns, and then a little more, and in no tintbi€ as good as it ever
was."



"It's easy for you to offer such advice. You arémé one in pain.”
"But you must work through your pain."

"Is that so?" He shot her a dark look. "And howt ihat you know
about such things?"

"l took care of my mother for several years befire died."

Though she wasn't aware of it, a hint of pain hagtcinto her voice.
Rory watched and listened, sensing that this wasent loss.

"The longer my mother remained in bed, the weakerh&came. Her
limbs began to shrivel from lack of use. | discadethat by moving
her arms and legs many times each day | could glewrocess."

He was watching her in that quiet, measured waly.#haays left her
feeling so uncomfortable. To avoid looking at hghe turned away,
setting aside her empty cup, placing his dishethertray.

"We'll have to go slowly at first so we don't op&e wound again.
You've lost too much blood as it is. But if we'sgeful, | think we can
manage to build your strength without straining gteoulder."

"We can, carwe?" His tone was rougher than he'd intended. But tl
wrenching pain, and the weakness that was so foteigim, put his
teeth on edge. Besides, watching the ease withhwélhe moved
about the room while he was forced to lie perfestiit made him
want to lash out at someone, anyone. "It would stxatl'll be doing
all the work, building my strength and restoring eryn. What will
the other half of 'we' be doing?"

"Il be helping you."



"If it's all the same to you, | can do without ydwelp." To prove his
point, he gripped his right arm with his left haadd forced it
upward.

Pain ripped through him, leaving him gasping. Him aropped
limply at his side and he found, to his amazentbat, he didn't even
have the strength to flex his fingers.

Seeing the look on his face, AnnaClaire's hearttwanto him. But
she cautioned herself to hide her feelings. Pity tha last thing this
man wanted or needed, especially when he was matmul mood.

She picked up the tray and headed toward the dégell, if you'd
rather do it yourself..."

"AnnaClaire."

The sound of her name on his lips made her pause.t&®k a
moment to compose herself before she turned to Hisnthere
something you need?"

"l need..." He hated this. Would have done anythngvoid it. But
the truth was, he had no other choice. For the mborfi¢ would seem
| do need your help after all."

She crossed the room and returned the tray toatigidie table. Then
she straightened and rolled her sleeves.

The look of her, all crisp and efficient, had hinestly cursing.

"Very well. If you're willing, ‘'we'll' begin at orec" At her emphasis
on the word, he silently cursed again.

"You'd probably be more comfortable in the chaBhe offered a
hand and helped him from the bed to the chair. &ffert seemed to
drain all his strength.



She knelt in front of him and took hold of his ridgtand.
"Does this hurt?" she asked as she began to malssafyegers.

"Only a little." In truth, having her kneeling beten his legs led him
to think of things other than pain. Things that Vdolave her
blushing if she were to read his mind. He breathdbe fragrance of
roses that always seemed to surround her, andegethidt he might
learn to like this sort of treatment.

"Good." She continued kneading his fingers, prestiem together
to make a fist, then slowly straightening them.

With each movement he could feel a tingling thagdrein his hand
and inched along his arm and shoulder. But he wesrtain if it was
caused by the movement, or by the press of hershamdhis.

Her fingers were long and graceful, the nails biéalyt shaped. The
thought of those hands touching other parts ofbbidy made him
smile.

"You find this amusing?"

He arched a brow. "Shouldn't 1?"

"You'll not be smiling when we get to the more it part.”
"And what might that be?"

"Using this arm. In no time I'll have you liftingour sword above
your head. And swinging it the way you did on tloelks, the day you
were injured.”

"Did | tell you that | saw you there?"



His voice, so close to her ear, had her lookingrupurprise. But
when she found him staring directly into her egb® looked away.

"How could that be?"
"You deny you were there, AnnaClaire?"

"Nay. | was there. And | watched the battle betweeyur men and
the English soldiers. But how could you have pdgdibad the time to
see me, when you were busy fighting for your védgpl

"You'd be impossible to overlook, my lady." His geilowered to a
caress. "Of all the women on the docks that dayr jece is the only
one | remember."

He was staring at her again. To hide the blushksele& was on her
cheeks, she ducked her head. But she couldn'tghehzing at him
from time to time from beneath lowered lashes.

"You have beautiful eyes, AnnaClaire. Did you kntvey're the
windows to the soul?" Judging by what he'd sediaisders was the
most pure and innocent of souls.

"l think you should stop talking and concentratettosm work."

"Aye. The work," he said with a smile. "If this beork, I'll gladly
labor for a lifetime."

"I'll remind you of your words tomorrow, when wetge the difficult
part.”

Just as he began to feel comfortable with the gdtgking of his
fingers, she startled him by slowly raising anddowg his arm. The
pain of even that simple movement left him clenghirs teeth.



"I'm sorry to have to cause you more pain. Buhésessary if you're
to regain the full use of your arm."

"l understand." He sucked in a breath and braceddilf as pain hot
as fire seared his arm and settled in his stiftiher.

She continued the motion several more times, tbererded his arm
and heard his sigh of relief.

From the tray she removed the square of linen alteblrit into a ball.
"Whenever you have time, roll this over and oveawneen the fingers
of your weak hand. It will help strengthen them."

She got to her feet and shook down her skirts bdafoning away.
"That's it? That's how you intend to help me gekhay strength?"

She nearly laughed aloud at his look of annoyaht®u're forgetting

how severely you were injured, Rory O'Neil. It's@ander you even
survived. If you attempt too much too soon, yolwe even more
strength. Now you need to rest."

He bit back an oath as she helped him to bed amdigaishim a glass
of water into which she'd sprinkled the now fammilagiate. By the
time she'd slipped from the room and descendedtties, he was
already sound asleep. With the touch of her hatiltig@on him. And
the fragrance of roses still filling his lungs.

"My lady. | beg permission to enter."

AnnaClaire had no sooner returned to her bedchathbarshe heard
Glinna's voice from outside her door. She took aneat to compose
herself, then opened the door.



"Yes, Glinna? What is so important that you wouktutb my rest?"

"Bridget sent me to tell you that Lord Davis isé&&iShe lowered her
voice. "And he isn't alone. There's a very handsorae with him."

AnnaClaire's eyes narrowed. "Lord Dunstan?"

"Aye, that's the name, my lady. He and Lord Dawvesawaiting your
company in the parlor. Shall | help you change samething more
elegant?"

AnnaClaire caught sight of herself in the lookingsg. Her gown
was a bit rumpled, as was her hair. Still, the gitwof primping for
Dunstan held no appeal to her.

"Thank you, Glinna. This suits me. You may take nmgy
downstairs."

"Aye, my lady." The girl didn't bother to hide haisapproval. If a

man of means like Lord Dunstan ever came callingemnshe would

move heaven and earth to look her best. But thetheaservants had
speculated for years on AnnaClaire's future. ShleN@sted too many
years caring for her invalid mother. Now she waspy too old, too

headstrong, too defiant of convention, to ever smnagsband. What
man would offer his name and his fortune to a womha hadn't the
least idea how to use her feminine wiles?

The little housemaid frowned as she followed Anm&@|ldown the
stairs.

"Lord Davis." AnnaClaire paused a moment on theghold, then
crossed the room and offered her cheek.

"My dear." The old man kissed her lightly. "I hopeu don't mind
this intrusion."



"You are as much family as my father. You couldereutrude."

He gave her a radiant smile. "Lord Dunstan anck Irading to the
docks to greet an old friend arriving from Londdve thought you
might come along and enjoy a bit of fresh air."

"I'm sorry. | have a...prior appointment.”

"Then perhaps we could drop you," Dunstan saidwdtuld be my
pleasure to place my carriage and driver at yogpatal."

"Thank you, Lord Dunstan." AnnaClaire forced hdrseigreet him,
offering her hand for his kiss. "That's most kirfdyou. But | have
already instructed Tavis to prepare my carriage.”

"Perhaps another time then, my lady."

She inclined her head and forced a smile to hsr'lijook forward to
it."

"Tomorrow, perhaps?"
"l promised Lady Thornly | would pay a call tomonwd

"Then Lord Davis and | shall take you there, sime2 have also
agreed to visit the dear lady. Isn't that so, (Hs&X]

The older man was grinning from ear to ear as lueled.

AnnaClaire knew she was trapped. The old dear wésmiined to
play matchmaker. And Dunstan was nothing if nosiséent. There
was naught to do but accept defeat with gracehahk you, Lord
Dunstan. | will accept your kind offer."

He bowed over her hand. ' 'Until tomorrow, then,lady!"



She walked with them to the door and watched as ¢hebed into
their carriage. Then, to assuage her guilty conseieshe ordered
Tavis to prepare her carriage. Perhaps a ridearirésh air was the
very thing she needed to clear her head.

When she entered her room, she was startled ttheedoor to the
attic room open. Rory was leaning weakly againstiimding at the
foot of the narrow stairs.

"What are you doing?" she demanded.
"Keeping one ear to the door."
"You should have been sound asleep by now."

"Aye. | was. But the sound of a certain voice rause." He took a
step nearer. "What did your Englishman want timse "

"l told you. He isn'imyEnglishman. He merely offered me the use ¢
his carriage."

"With him in it, I'll wager."
"That's none of your concern, Rory O'Neil."

He caught her by the shoulder. "Damn you, Anna€ldtverything
that happens in this house is my concern. The masimuch a
butcher as is Tilden. And you let him fawn over ymd court you..."

Her eyes blazed. "I cannot help his fawning. Buthmamn courts me
without my permission. Lord Dunstan is far from re@and missing
his own kind. He sees in me a kindred spirit."

He caught her by the chin, forcing her to face Hilis. eyes were as
stormy as hers. "If you think that, AnnaClaire, yewnly fooling
yourself. The man covets you. And why not?" Hisntbs traced the



fullness of her lips, sending heat curling along $@ne. "A fairer
lass I've never seen."

She drew back, afraid of the feelings his touclsedu"That's just the
opiates, Rory O'Neil."

"The drugs may have weakened me, but they havHatted my
vision. Or my mind. Do you not see in yourself windlhers see,
AnnaClaire?"

"| see..." She trailed off. For in truth, she coségt herself reflected in
his eyes. And it gave her the strangest feeling.

She was accustomed to flattery from the peacockSoatt. Such
words from the lips of one such as Lord Dunstanld/awerely sound
slick and condescending. But when spoken by this, ey took on
a whole new meaning.

"Come now." She indicated the stairs. "I'd bet&plyou back to bed
before you find yourself unconscious right herenpnroom.”

"Aye." He bit back his temper on a long, deep lWretiten made his
way slowly up the stairs, with AnnaClaire trailibghind him.

Minutes later he lay in his bed and listened togbends of activity
one floor below. Soon he heard the sound of caeriageels. And
then there was only silence.

The pain was forgotten, as was his temper. He éay still, thinking
about AnnaClaire. She was unlike any woman he'd &aewn.
Bright, educated, articulate, with a sharp wit andlever mind. A
wealthy woman who seemed to shy away from the gdssplays of
society. Though her home was fashionable, and éveas grand as
his home in Ballinarin, her life-style was simpléeSvas a woman so
beautiful she took his breath away, and yet shenedecompletely
unaware of her effect on men.



And she was the daughter of Lord James Thompsolose friend
and advisor to the queen.

As he finally drifted into sleep, the image of Aiaire's lovely face
played through his dreams. He would have been stumom know
that, alone in her carriage, AnnaClaire was expenng a nearly
identical situation. As she had so often latelye $bund herself
enumerating a certain rogue's fine qualities. Aindggling to find a
valid reason why she should continue to hold hi@rat's length.



Chapter Six

‘Lord Dunstan, | understand you met friends atdibeks yesterday."”
Lady Thornly took a seat in her formal parlor aadrfed her skirts
out around her, while her guests took their plaesby. "What was
the news?"

Dunstan looked pleased with himself. "The queeeived my first
missive, and obliged me by sending a boatload tdies. I've
ordered them to sweep the city in search of tish Iorigands."

AnnaClaire's heart nearly stopped. "More soldiers?"

"Her Majesty has assured me she will take all ofaalyice to heart,"
Dunstan said with importance. "After all, that isiywshe sent me
here."

AnnaClaire took a deep breath. Since she was faweshdure an
entire afternoon in the company of Lord Dunstarg dacided she
may as well attempt to glean all the informatioe sbuld. "I would
think by now the rebels have left Dublin far behardti have secreted
themselves in the countryside. Do you not agree?"

"Nay, my lady. | disagree. We've had soldiers wiaiglevery road
leading out of Dublin since that day on the doeks] not one of the
brigands has been spotted. That tells me they'velekd to hide out
here in the city."

"What will you do?" AnnaClaire visibly tensed. "@oor to door in
search of them?"

"If we must. But there might be an easier way."

"And what is that?" Lady Thornly asked.



"Put such a price on their heads, especially oinathiheir leader, that
even their own people will be hard- pressed tolgmo After all, half
these peasants are starving. The thought of askiagsom should be
enough to tempt at least a few of them to come dodwAll we need
Is the hiding place of a couple of these rats. Mieeke an example of
those who would disregard the orders of their queenime, the rest
will become so frightened after witnessing a haggn two, they'll
even refuse to give shelter to their own sons anthbrs. And this
little rebellion will die like a whimpering dog."

"l do so admire a strong man." Lady Thornly sipgedt ale and
glanced from Dunstan to AnnaClaire. "Don't you, aaar?"

AnnaClaire chose her words carefully. "Strengtoisiething we can
all admire. But | wonder if you might be underestting the strength
of will of the Irish people.”

"You don't think enough money can persuade thetartoon one of
their own?"

"Perhaps. There may be some who have no loyalty."

"I'm counting on it. | need only one person willitagwhisper a secret
or two, and the Blackhearted O'Neil will be mine."

"l hope you're right." Lord Davis yawned behind had. They had
spent the better part of the day at Lady Thornlgts] now, with
dinner behind them, dusk was already settling tivercity. "If you

succeed, Her Majesty will be greatly relieved.”

"Who knows?" Lady Thornly said with a trace of awerhaps a
grateful Elizabeth will reward you with knighthoodnd give you
charge over your own country."



"She could indeed." Lord Davis nodded vigorouslysdy Ireland
would be the logical choice. Despite the povertsehthere are some
exquisite parcels of land and some really lovetgtes."

The old man glanced at AnnaClaire, whose face ldgla@e in the
candle glow. "You've grown quiet, my dear. Are yoad?"

"A bit."

"Then | think we must take our leave." He stood arassed to her,
offering his hand.

She shot him a grateful smile. And kept the snitezén in place
while she bade her hostess good-night and endneeldng carriage
ride home beside Lord Dunstan. At the door sheatlidhe could to
remain patient as Dunstan lingered over her hand.

"Good night, Lord Dunstan."

"Good night, my lady. Thank you for a lovely afteam. May | call
on you again tomorrow?"

'I'm sorry. | shall be away most of the day."

"l see." Undeterred, he gave her a knowing smi¥ou realize, each
time you refuse, you only whet my appetite for méterhaps the day
after?"

Before she could reply he shook his head. "Not now,lady. I'll
send my driver by on the morrow for your answeroaight."

She watched until his carriage faded into the dusk.
Then she closed the door and hurried up the dtalsr room.

Finding Glinna there, she had no choice but to mmekdy for bed.



"Bridget said she would send up a tray if you wishiemy lady."

"Thank you, Glinna. That would be lovely. Just sotea and
biscuits."

"Aye, my lady."

Bridget herself arrived with the tray. When the de@as closed, she
said softly, "In your absence | saw to our houssegle

"Thank you, Bridget. How was he?"

"Like all men when they're beginning to heal. Shotttemper.
Impatient. And prone to self-pity."

AnnaClaire had to laugh. "All those things desciuey O'Neil. Did
he eat?"

"Hardly a bite. As soon as he heard that you wa@dyone for the
day, he pushed aside his tray and sulked."

For some strange reason, that made AnnaClairetadatigh aloud.
Instead she turned away to hide her smile. "I'ne &@ll make up for
it. You'd best prepare a little extra porridge ba morrow."

"Aye, my lady." Bridget nodded toward the tray.ddilded enough
food to see him through the night." She glanceéinsaClaire. "Just
In case you wanted to see him before you retire."

"Thank you, Bridget." She realized that she did wtarsee him. Very
much. "l suppose | could drop by for a moment ar.tw

"Good night, my lady."



As soon as the housekeeper was gone and the doarede
AnnaClaire picked up the tray and made her way hg little
staircase.

Rory heard the light footfall that signalled Ann&ite's arrival. He
lay watching the door, feeling a strange drynesshim throat.
Anticipation had his heartbeat accelerating. Hassad her. Without
her presence the day had been long and dreary,niénd to the
pain.

He realized he'd begun to look forward to her sjs#tven though the
vigorous workouts often made him grit his teetHrirstration. The

effort was worth the rewards. Not only was he graystronger, but
he was privileged to spend more and more time ircompany.

She wasn't even aware of how much she had changedie past
few days. At first, she had reacted with cool disdéuching him

only when necessary, and then with an almost diratoofness. But
he had discovered inside himself a patience hexrnkenown he
possessed. He had been thoughtful, consideratasacdol as she.
Now they seemed to have settled into a cautioge tfBut there were
times when he could see beneath her calm surfatieetourmoil

within.

AnnaClaire entered with a swish of skirts and gaive a welcoming
smile as she placed the tray on the bedside table.

"Good evening to you, Rory O'Neil. How did you faire my
absence?"

"l spent most of the day sleeping like a babe."

She laughed at his little frown. "Now why does tmaake you
unhappy?"



"Because it's fine for infants to sleep like tthsman of my years
should be ashamed of such a thing."

"Shame or no, it's a necessary part of healinge"lfied the lid from
a tureen and the fragrance of broth and freshlyetdkscuits filled
the air. "Bridget's outdone herself, I'm afraidiieSay a clean cloth
on top of the blankets, then handed him a stearbowl. "She's
determined that her cooking alone will work miracénd speed the
healing of your wounds."

He sipped. At once his smile returned. "Tell Bridgeonsider her a
saint, and her cooking indeed a miracle."

"She'll blush like a maid when | tell her." Annatéaopened the
narrow casement, allowing a fresh evening breegeézp the room.
Then, while he ate, she laid out clean breechesi@ndp white shirt.

"What need have | of those?"

"They'll replace the ones you were wearing when game here."
She bundled up his torn shirt, and glanced poigtatthim. "When
you've time, I'd like you to remove those breeches.

"With pleasure, my lady." He made a move to hisstisnd, but she
held up a hand to stop him.

"I'd prefer that you wait until I've gone."
"And spoil all my fun? Come, lovely AnnaClaire, gime a hand."

"You're a born tease, Rory O'Neil. Just see that gonove them
after I've gone."

' 'Why should | waste good fabric? You said yourdeht Bridget
managed to boil away the worst of the stains."



"Aye. But she couldn't repair all the holes causgénife and sword.
I've decided that I'd best burn them."

"Burn them?" His eyes narrowed with sudden inter&ghy all this
concern?"

"If your clothes were to be found, they could kecéad back to you.
Everyone who saw you on the docks that day willeeiper what
you were wearing. I'd wager there aren't too maew tying abed in
torn breeches and shirt."

His tone went icy cold. "I'll ask you again, AnnaCé. Why this
sudden concern about my clothes?"

Her voice lowered to a conspiratorial" tone. "Tinetht of it is, |
learned today that another ship has docked. Engldtiiers are
sweeping the city. Lord Dunstan has put a pricgaur head, in the
hopes of coaxing your countrymen to betray youid-tketermined to
be the one to capture the elusive BlackheartediO'Ne

He shoved aside the food. It wasn't the first tivalel given thought to
her precarious position. But it was the opening he'eded to ask the
guestion aloud. "Considering the danger, why did take me in,
AnnaClaire?"

She removed the empty bowl and handed him a plabeef and
cheese and crusty bread warm from the oven, hdpiagtice him to
eat. "If you'll recall, the choice wasn't mine t@k®a. It was thrust
upon me."

"But you could have had me arrested."

"Aye." She poured water into a basin and foldedessvtowels
beside it.



When she offered nothing more, he picked at higl.foAt least you
could have ordered me away."

"I could have." She closed the window, shook b&ekdurtains and
lifted a blanket that had fallen to the floor, datly folding it over
her arm.

"But you didn't, AnnaClaire." He caught her handstidl her busy
work. "You let me stay, knowing you were placinguycentire
household in danger. Why?"

She avoided his eyes. "You were in need of my helmo more turn
you away than I'd turn away any creature in need."

"For God's sake, AnnaClaire. There's a price onhegd. Do you
think | don't know what the English will do to yatuthey find me
here?"

"They won't find you." She did look at him then.d\felt the heat rise
to her cheeks. She lifted her head in what shedoa@s a haughty
look. "You said yourself. I'm one of them."

"I've said a lot of things. Some of which make rekeamed." His tone
lowered. "You're not one of them, AnnaClaire. Nould you ever
be."

"And how would you know that? My father is onelo¢ tqueen's most
trusted counselors. At this very moment he is pobbmeeting with
her, advising her on the best way to handle tish'fsroblem,’ as she
likes to call us."

"You see?" He shot her a smile. "You just said Meu consider
yourself one of us."

"A slip of the tongue. Nothing more."



"Nay. It was no slip. Your mother's people wershriAnd your heart
Is here. With us." He touched a hand to her ch&&kh me."

She struggled to show no emotion. But each timehehed her she
felt the slow curl of heat deep inside, and thekysudden tug on her
heart.

"You make my words something more than | intendraaty O'Neil.
You were wounded. You needed a place to heal.a\e [done the
same for any wounded creature, whether it be aodeagman.”

"Aye. You've a tender heart. It's one more thing begun to love
about you, AnnaClaire."

"Don't." She brushed aside his hand. "Don't usedlpetty words to
break down my resistance to you."

"Is that what | was doing?"

"I've the feeling that you always know exactly wilyatu're doing,
Rory O'Neil. Now." She sharpened her tone, detezthito remain
brisk and businesslike. "If you'll sit in that chawe'll work on your
arm before we take our sleep.”

"Together?" The teasing light was back in his eyes.
"The only thing we'll do together is move that drm.

He sat and stripped off his shirt, tensing as heeddor the moment
when she would first touch him. When she stoodrxehim and her
strong fingers began massaging his shoulder, rsedlbis eyes and
released a long slow breath.

The touch of her was like a drug. The moment hadbakimmed his
flesh he could feel the changes. His heartbeatrbecaratic. His
breathing quickened. His mind was swept clean lofhalught save



one. He wanted more. He was desperate to feeldretshtouching
him everywhere. And to taste her. To take her. Heoav.

He-- clenched his teeth to keep from crying ouénched his hands
into fists to keep from dragging her into his amnsl taking what he
wanted.

"You haven't been moving your arm as you should."
"And how would you know that?"

"Because | can feel a knot of tension here." Siea#ad his flesh, and
he bent his head forward slightly to give her eaaaecess. "And

here." She pressed her thumbs over his stiff sleouldorking the

flesh in firm but gentle strokes.

"Perhaps the tension is from something other tlzam.p
"And what would that be?"

He sighed, as much in pleasure as frustratiohledive you to figure
that one for yourself, my lady."

She cursed the evening shadows that lent an awmoénce to the
little attic room. Surely that was the reason wisjthasing seemed to
have taken on added meaning tonight. As her fingkiremed his
flesh and she patiently worked his arm upward aak pshe found
herself wishing she could just relax and enjoy wieabffered. For if
truth be told, she was more and more tempted.

"That will have to do for tonight." With a trace whpatience, she
emptied the opiate into a tumbler of water and @icip the tray.

"You're leaving so soon?"



"Aye." She walked purposefully to the door withallowing herself
to look at him. One glance at that handsome féaoeset smiling lips,
and that teasing laughter in his eyes, and shednamailost.

'‘Will | see you on the morrow? Or are you spendingther day in the
company of your Englishman?"

She did turn then, giving him a haughty look. "Y&hall just have to
wait and see, Rory O'Neil."

When she reached the safety of her room, she set tee tray and
slumped against the edge of her bed. It was gdtinder and harder
to remember why she must keep her wits about h&tiead of simply
surrendering and enjoying what her houseguest Wasny.

* * %

"What was it like growing up in England, AnnaCl&te

It had become a familiar ritual. AnnaClaire wouddich Rory's meal,
and then, while his strength was at its peak, stnddwhelp him to the
chair and work with him on the difficult task ofstering the use of
his arm. While they went through the routine, sloail tell him of

her childhood, or get him to talk about his, inartb keep his mind
off the pain. His parents, Gavin and Moira, histbeo, and little

sister, Briana, had become as familiar to her agwa family.

"My childhood in England was lonely, | suppose. &8&se of my
mother's delicate health, | was her only childerhember wishing |
had brothers or sisters to talk to. But, since atlidr wanted me to be
educated, | was surrounded by an array of tutonsad expected to
learn comportment, music, and French and Spanishwell as
English.” She laughed. "My English tutor constafigrated me for
my brogue, which I'd picked up from my mother."



At last he understood why her voice was a strang&une of English
and Irish. And though the brogue had been softahe@s still there.
Like a hint of soft, soothing music to his ears. ity you weren't
educated here. Your lIrish tutors would have enagmdayour
brogue."

"Mistress Morgan would strike me with a rod eachetishe caught
me speaking so."

"She struck you?" The thought of it had him gritims teeth. "What
did your parents say about that?"

"I dared not tell them. My mother had always beenuncertain
health. | knew it would upset her to learn thatasweing obstinate.
So I...took my beatings, and tried to do as myrtuexpected."

He felt an unreasonable wave of protectiveness rebwhas tough
little woman. "What about your friends?"

"I had a few. But many of them considered me ta&hIrAnd when |

would accompany my mother to Clay Court in the s@manthe

young people here considered me too English. Ieegphat explains
why I've learned to keep my own counsel." She veageto change
the subject. "Now, tell me more about Conor. Why yhur parents
choose to send him abroad rather than you? Afteasafirstborn, that
should have been your right."

He chuckled. "I wouldn't go. I'd had enough of b®akd tutors. The
monks at St. Brendan's had been cramming their leume into my
head since | was no bigger than a whelp. But itwvd®oks that held
my interest. It was my father's land and holdirkg®. me it's always
been the land. Our beautiful Ballinarin."

She heard the softness that came into his toneeavkeehe mentioned
his home. And a yearning that no amount of toughesld hide.



"Why don't you go back then, Rory?"

He shook his head and grunted as she stood beimm@absitioning
his arm above his head. The pain had greatly dghed this day. "I
can't. I'll not go back until this thing is ended."

"This thing." AnnaClaire shivered at the term hedit describe his
vendetta with the soldier named Tilden. As she leddis arm and
began to massage the rope of muscle at the shalldesaid, "What
good will you be to your family if you're killed?"

"No good at all." He turned his head slightly tamge at her. "That's
why | intend to stay alive. For | truly regret |&ay them alone for so
long. My father must assume the burden of the vabrkn age when
he ought to be relaxing by the fire, surroundediandchildren. And
my mother, God love her, is now left with the tadlkaising young
Innis, the only survivor of Tilden's massacre.damt not being there
to see my sister, Briana, grow into womanhood. Awhor." His
voice roughened with feeling. "We're closer thamari@others. One
of us used to be able to finish a sentence befi@ether had spoken
the words. Though we're very different in looks @athperament,
our souls are one. | miss him every day of my'life.

Her hands stilled. She could actually feel the palimating through
him. Without realizing it, her fingers closed arduimis upper arms
and she brought her lips close to his ear. "I'mysdiknow this is so
difficult for you. You mustn't torment yourself, Ro"

God in heaven. Did she know what it did to him wisée touched
him like that? He felt a rush of heat and then @wslsteading
throbbing in his loins. The blood roared in his pées.

Too late, she became aware of his tension. Anadwer But as she
started to pull away he closed his hands over heiding her still.

“That isn't all that's tormenting me, AnnaClaire."



She tried to tug free but he held her fast. Heoahmwent dry. Her
words were strained. "It's time | took my leave RO'Neil." The
room seemed suddenly far too small and suffocating.

"Nay, my lady." In one smooth motion he stood aadléd her into
his arms. "Don't go just yet."

Awed and a little frightened, she tried to makétigf the situation.
"It would seem our time together has been well spéour strength
Is indeed restored."

"As is my appetite."

"Il be sure to tell Bridget."

"l wasn't speaking of food, AnnaClaire. It's yowdnt."
"Let go of me, Rory O'Neil."

"Why? I'm not alone in this wanting. You want me.to

She felt a wave of panic. "Take your hands off hveant nothing of
the kind."

“Liar." When she started to push away, he muttéiied,you think |
can't see it in your eyes, AnnaClaire? Feel iheaway you touch me?
You want. Aye, you want the same thing | want. Ahd wanting
frightens you, doesn't it?"

Her head came up. "I'm not afraid. Not of the likégou."
"Prove it. Kiss me. Right here. Right now."

She froze at the challenge. Her words were puré'liceeed to prove
nothing to you."



"Aye. But how about to yourself, AnnaClaire? Or goai afraid of
what you'll find?" He lowered his hands to his sidkeaving the
choice up to her. He wouldn't hold her againstw#lr Still, he'd
come to know her so well. He was counting on the that she
couldn't resist a challenge.

Very deliberately she lifted herself on tiptoe teahhis mouth, all the
while staring into his eyes. Just as her lips bedshis she saw his
eyes narrow slightly. Then her mouth was fully ugos and her
lashes fluttered, then closed as her lips moved loige She felt the
quick jolt, the sudden heating of her blood evencgsribbons of

nerves coursed along her spine. It all happenethenspace of
seconds, and yet the feelings rocked her.

When she opened her eyes, she realized that hé& naalred. His

hands were firmly at his sides, his body as s$illugh nothing had
happened. It was an odd stillness that maskedetigan humming
through him. His lips curved into a hint of a smi#esmile that issued
its own challenge.

"So, AnnaClaire, what did you find?"

"Nothing." She felt her cheeks flame for the lief befused to back
down. "l found nothing. | felt nothing at all. Do#sat answer your
guestion?"

"Aye. And | say it again, my lady. You're nothingora than a
beautiful, beguiling liar."

"l answered your challenge. And that's all | interid

Her words ended in a gasp as he swept her in@rims, crushing her
against his chest. His mouth covered hers in adadsot, so hungry,
she had no choice but to answer with a hunger obwa.



His mouth was so incredibly agile. Tasting. Feedibgvouring.

With teeth and lips and tongue he took her on d vidle that had her
head spinning, her heart racing. The heat insténeitame an inferno.
Her blood flowed like lava until she felt herselfupting with a

passion that threatened to overwhelm her. And redl while his

hands, those big, work-worn hands moved along hek, turning a

trail of fire.

"Rory. Give me a moment." She pulled back, draggmgnto her
lungs. "l can't think."

"Don't think, AnnaClaire. Just feel." He ran sofbliing kisses
across her temple, down her cheek, over her ugdunose. The
sweetness of it, the gentleness, made her sigh.

He caught her hand and pressed it to his naked. Cke®l what you
do to my heart."

It was pounding, wildly out of control, just as lwavn heart was.

She lifted her hand and he raised it to his lipesping a kiss to the
palm. Their eyes met. Each could read the desitleeiother.

Without a word they came together, lips mating,iésdtraining to
get closer.

Rory's hands were in her hair, his fingers kneadliegscalp as he
took the kiss deeper, then deeper still.

Her arms twined around his neck, needing to haid hiantic to feel
him with every part of her body.

This was madness. He knew it. And yet he could acerstop it than
he could stop the sun from shining, or the breem®a blowing across
the land. This woman had become a fever in histhléchunger that
gnawed at him. He had to have her. Or die trying.



“Lie with me, AnnaClaire. Let me love you. Here.Wb

His words, whispered so fiercely against her lipside her mouth,
had the blood singing in her brain. It would beeasy to take what he
offered. And yet she held back, afraid of the fagdithat misted her
mind, clouded her reason.

"l...can't."
"Can't? Or won't?"

"I don't know. | can't think when you're holding iee this, kissing
me like this."

She pushed a little away, struggling for control.

"I understand. A woman like you wouldn't give ydave lightly.
And there is the matter of the price on my head."

Her eyes flashed. "You think that would hold mekl%ait you believe
that, then you don't know me."

"Oh, | think I know you well enough." He touched@lrger to her lips,
moist and swollen from his kisses. "You answeredjongstion."

"What question?"

"I've no doubt you want me as much as | want yaau khay deny it,
but your kisses say otherwise."

"How dare..."

He shot her his dangerous smile. "Are you backewyohg? Then
deny that you needed no coaxing to kiss me juptasionately as |
kissed you."



He saw the protest that sprang to her lips anddtuon before she
could speak. "Aye, there's fire in you, AnnaClaiked a deep dark
well of passion just waiting to be set free."

She pushed away. "Damn you, Rory O'Neil."

"Aye. I'm damned, all right. Damned to want a womé&ro doesn't
know her own mind. One minute you're returning ngs&s like a
woman, the next you're poised to run like a ch¥ldu can lie to me.
Just remember not to lie to yourself, AnnaClairehéw you're all
alone in the dark in that big soft bed, think altbetman who lies just
one floor above you. Any time you want me, I'll irere. And more
than willing to unlock that secret door you keegightly closed."

She, flounced away rather than stay and fight lneds; Especially
since they hit so close to the truth. As she mastewray down the
narrow staircase, she cursed the fact that the tdigtim was still on
her lips. And the need for him still burned.



Chapter Seven

AnnaClaire awoke to the soft tapping on her dotwe'® put in a
miserable night, taunted by Rory's words, hauntethb image of
him holding her, kissing her.

She slipped out of bed and padded across the rdéman she tore
open the door, Glinna swept past her and set dlyeotr a table.

"Why have you begun bolting your door, my lady?"
Caught by surprise, AnnaClaire could offer no lagjexplanation.

"If you're afraid of the rogues who are said tdlming out in Dublin,
my lady, you need have no fear. Despite what's baghabout them,
they don't harm women. Even English women. 'Tid faeir fight is
with the queen's soldiers."

"Thank you, Glinna. That's a comfort."
"Shall | stay and help you dress, my lady?"

"Perhaps later. Lord Davis and Lord Dunstan willdoening by to
take me on a picnic."

The little maid was suitably impressed. "Lord Dam& The
handsome one?"

AnnaClaire nodded. "I'll need a cloak and bonned.fau might ask
Bridget to prepare some of her tarts. | know Lordvid has a
fondness for them."

"Aye, my lady. Will you ring for me when you wishento help you
dress?"

"l shall indeed. Until then | believe I'll relax teein my room."



As Glinna made her way to the door, she glancéukegteavy tray. "I
hope you take time to eat at least some of the Brathet has sent.”
She lowered her voice. "If you ask me, | think slygtting a bit daft.
Why, until | called her attention to it, she wasdiag you two cups
for your tea, and two bowls of porridge this morrow

AnnaClaire coughed behind her hand, to cover tlhghter that
threatened. "Perhaps she's been working too htely.l&1l have a
word with her."

"Aye, my lady." The little maid pulled the door skd behind her.
Before she could walk away, she heard the sourdeofloor being
bolted from within.

Alone in her room AnnaClaire slipped on a wrapuheelvet, tying it

modestly at her waist and throat. She was detednthat there
would be no repeat of last night's temptation. \&/kgeing to Rory's
food and comfort, she was determined to maintarmiozlesty.

With a sigh of determination she picked up the &rag started up the
steps to the attic. At the top of the stairs, shéged open the door
with her hip.

"Good morrow, Rory O'Neil." She kept her tone ingueral.

"The same to you." He yawned, stretched, pretentirige drowsy.
In truth, he'd been awake for what seemed houraijtiagy his first
morning glimpse of her.

He sat up and watched as she bent to place theotrape table.
Despite the proper robe, he could imagine eveeydind curve of that
lithe body.

She handed him a bowl of porridge.



Before she could turn away he caught her hand, idgaher to the
edge of the mattress. "You're not joining me?"

She laughed, to cover the little jolt she expemehat his touch. "Not
this time. My little maid, Glinna, noticed the tvbowls and cups on
the tray and accused poor Bridget of being daft'r8afraid there's
only one bowl and cup today."

"Then we'll share." He lifted the spoon to her nmouit was an oddly
intimate gesture that had her nerves quivering.

He watched her swallow and had to fight the urgkise away the
moisture that clung to her lips.

"That's not enough to feed a bird." He dipped th@os and fed her
more.

She was achingly aware of him. Of the musclesrtppted each time
he moved his arm. Of his eyes watching her so ke@fl his hair,

dark and mussed from sleep, falling slightly over forehead in a
most appealing way.

"You eat the rest. You need nourishment to buildrygtrength.” In
order to put some distance between them, she crésgbe narrow
window and opened it.

"What sort of day is it?"

She kept her back to him, grateful for the chanastape those eyes
"A bit of fine mist falling. But there's sunshinas} to the east. |
believe it will be a grand day."

"What will you do today?"

"I'm going on a picnic." She paused a beat befddeng, "With Lord
Davis, an old friend of my father."



He'd noted her hesitation. "Just the two of you?"

She shook her head. Stared off into the distantkeré will be
others. Lady Thornly. Lord Dunstan."

His tone hardened. "How convenient."
"l could think of no way to politely refuse."
"Did you try saying no?"

She shot him a look. "It isn't that simple. Lordvidais a sweet old
dear who is enjoying the role of matchmaker. | $ymall not hurt
his feelings." Seeing that the bowl was empty, @lossed to Rory,
took the bowl and handed him a cup of tea. "I'mnystirat you'll have
to be alone all day."

"It's quite all right. Enjoy your day, my lady." slivoice was
controlled, with no hint of the emotions that simetk below the
surface. "l expect | can manage to lift my swotiiee or two without
your help."

"Well then." She ran her hands along her skirt,hwig she could
think of some reason to prolong their visit. "Daiyweed anything?"

"Not a thing. You've been more than kind."
"Good day to you then, Rory O'Neil."
He inclined his head. "My lady."

She turned away and descended the stairs, feetangely deflated.
Damn Lord Dunstan, for taking her away (rpm homemvshe had no
wish to be with him. And damn the warrior who ldyed upstairs, as
well. Both men had conspired to spoil her day.



"You see, Lynley?" Lord Davis leaned back agaihst trunk of a
gnarled tree and sipped his ale. "l told you tlveeee some splendid
places here in Ireland."

"Aye." Dunstan flicked a glance over the tablewugein the shade of a
nearby tree where four gentlemen were engagedyanee of cards.
There was a time when he would have dominated #megand

happily relieved them of their gold. At the momdmtwever, he had
found a more appealing treasure. He turned to Alames; who was

kneeling on a coverlet spread in the grass. Indmer hand was a
goblet of ale, in the other, a delicately pleatsa f'| am beginning to
understand why you wish to remain here, my lady."

She smiled at his unexpected compliment. "Be chrefud Dunstan.
You might fall under Ireland's spell."

"l believe | already have. But it isn't this larat has a hold on me."

Lady Thornly, caught up in the excitement of buddmmance,
couldn't help sighing. "Oh, Lord Dunstan. My deapdrted husband
used to look at me in the same way that you'reihgpkt our sweet
AnnaClaire. Isn't that so, Lord Davis?"

"Indeed it is, my dear." The old man shuffled te faet and offered
his arm. "Perhaps we'll take a walk and leave tlyegsmg people
alone."

"If you don't mind, I'd like to go with you." Anna&ire stood and
shook down her skirts, determined not to be leftitee "After that
fine lunch your cook prepared, Lady Thornly, a walkust what |
need."

The old woman turned to Dunstan. "Then you must & as well. |
insist."



Pleased, he moved along beside AnnaClaire, offéenagupport of
his arm as she picked her way over the rough ground

"Have you made any progress in your search forBillaekhearted
O'Neil, my lord?"

"Nay. But my soldiers tell me that the offer of gdlas caused a stir
among the people. Itis, after all, more than nobghem will see in a
lifetime. | have no doubt that someone will comenard."

"It was a brilliant move, Lynley. Brilliant." Lordavis mopped his
brow with a fine linen square, then indicated &efalog. "If you don't
mind, | believe I'll just sit here a moment andcbatny breath."

"Then I'll join you." Lady Thornly fanned herseliné settled
carefully on the edge of the log.

When AnnaClaire paused beside them, Lord Davisadigph her to
move ahead. "No need for you wait for us. Go ahegddear."

Dunstan pointed to a clearing through the treeemi€ my lady.
We'll walk to the banks of the river."

It was on the tip of her tongue to refuse; but laes &lready guiding
her along a grassy trail. Up ahead she could heardices of several
of their friends, who had wandered off after eating

When they reached the river they came upon a clo$tenen and
women who stood facing a young mother, clad in calgamp
chemise and petticoat, standing knee-deep in therwa her arms
was a naked, wriggling infant. Hiding behind herava frightened
boy and girl. It was obvious that they had beeermipted while
washing in the river.

"Remove yourselves at once," one of the men shoutéou're
sullying our fine river with your filth."..



The others laughed and pointed, while the mothdrrar children
cringed in shame.

"Lord Ramsey." AnnaClaire hurried forward and saic@ soft tone,
"You're causing the young woman embarrassment.”

"I want her out of there at once. The sight of¢tiéends me. Besides,
my wife desires a drink of water."

His wife held a handkerchief to her mouth and ndsew could |
possibly drink the water now, Thomas, after seénag peasant and
her brats? And look." She pointed to the basketeifclothes lying
on the shore. "They actually washed their filthggan the river as
well."

A second woman pointed to a tiny thatched hut endistance. "No
wonder these people bare their bodies for all & keok how they
live. Like animals in hovels. Have they no shame?"

Temper made AnnaClaire careless. "Perhaps it iswlow have no
shame. And no decency. This poor woman had no Wwapawing
you'd come upon her like this. The least you caldds give her a
moment to cover herself and her wee ones and &lwo take her
leave with dignity."

"Dignity?" Lord Ramsey's wife was outraged. "Howm g@u suggest
that these barbarians have any concept of dighibdk at them.
Filthy beggars.”

The laughter of the others caused an ache around@aire's heart.
Striding across the space that separated themwiis&ed off her
cloak and held it out to the frightened young womidiere. Cover
yourself with this."



The woman waded toward her through the water, lclogcthe infant
to her heart. The boy and girl clung to her wetipaat, their eyes
wide and terrified.

When she reached the shallows, the young mothekdier head. "I
couldn't possibly accept your kind offer, my laour cloak is far
too fine. I'd only soil it."

"l insist.” AnnaClaire took a step into the watadalraped it around
the woman's trembling shoulders.

"I'm grateful, my lady. If you'll wait here, I'leturn with it as quickly
as | can."

"There's no need. | have another. This one is yadorkeep."
AnnaClaire glanced at the shivering children. "8ex you get them
home to a fire quickly."

"Aye, my lady. God bless you."

The young woman wrapped the infant in a ragged shadlay him
atop the basket, then hurried away without a bacokwgance,
struggling under the heavy load. Beside her thedhitnlren had to
run to keep up.

When AnnaClaire turned, the others, including LDavis and Lady
Thornly, were watching her in silence.

"Well." It was Dunstan who finally spoke. "You read, my dear
AnnaClaire, that your fine cloak will fetch a psetirice at market.
That little strumpet will no doubt sell it to buyrwekey for her man."

"Perhaps. Or perhaps she'll use it to keep heromes warm in their
beds."



Dunstan threw back his head and laughed. "I cariredeyou need
someone to save you from your romantic notions,laay. These
people don't give a care ahout their spawn. Froet \Wwban see, they
procreate like animals."

“Is that what you intend to tell the queen?" Tempaused
AnnacClaire to throw all caution to the wind. "Pgreaou would like
England to issue a decree prohibiting them fromirigahildren,
Lord Dunstan."

"Itisn't such a bad idea. And | do think Elizabsiiould see that these
people can no longer inherit, since they have eeithe means nor
the will to improve upon their inheritance. Lookoand you,
AnnaClaire. Left in the hands of such as thess,dbuntry will soon
be fit for nothing more than savages and pigs."

AnnaClaire's voice rang with righteous indignatidéivou would
know something about that, wouldn't you, my lord?"

Before she could say more, Lord Davis draped his owak around
her shoulders and forcibly turned her away. "Enqoughdear. There
is a chill breeze off the water. | think it's time got you home."

"I haven't finished."
"Oh, but you have."

Before she could protest further, he hauled hengaloeside him,
leaving the others to follow.

As they made their way back to the waiting carrs&ggeord Davis
muttered, "You would be well advised not to angard_Dunstan, my
dear. He can be a powerful friend, or a dangeroasg."

"I care not about Lord Dunstan. Or the others."



"AnnaClaire. AnnaClaire." He gave a sigh of disapat as he
watched his friends approach. "If you do not cdrveud the others,
give a care for me."

She touched a hand to his cheek. "You know | laxg Y ord Davis."

He caught her hand and said sternly, "Then hold gamgue. We will
speak no more of this. And if Lord Dunstan is widjito forget, you
will do the same. Agreed?"

She took a deep breath, then nodded. "Very well."

"Good. Good." He patted her hand before helping ihtr the
carriage. And when, a moment later, Lord Dunstanhzd up beside
her, the old man breathed a sigh of relief.Stdl, their parade of
carriages made its way back to Dublin, Lord Dawsldn't seem to
shake off the unsettling feeling that AnnaClairgimihave gone too
far. He had heard rumors of Lord Dunstan's vicitemper. Those
who dared to cross him often found themselves niyt @ut of favor
with the queen, but also found their fortunes dwngdand their
estates confiscated.

Lord Davis could only hope that AnnaClaire's beduyd enough
allure for the powerful Dunstan to keep her in theeen's good
graces.

When the carriage came to a halt at the door of Claurt, Dunstan
graciously stepped down and offered his hand.

"Thank you, my lord."

"You are most welcome, my lady." He walked with A@aire to the
door. "I would like to call on you tonight."

She forced a smile to her lips. "I'm afraid allstHresh air has
conspired to make me weary." She glanced to whdreard Davis



was watching them intently, and carefully addedrifaps another
time."

"Of course. I'll pay a call on the morrow if | may.
"Thank you. Lord Dunstan. Until the morrow then."
He brushed his lips over her hand. "Good night|auy."

AnnaClaire stepped inside and leaned wearily agdhes closed
door. The effort to be polite and charming in Dan& company had
left her exhausted. The feel of his lips on hercharade her skin
crawl. Still, she couldn'tignore her old friend/arning. Dunstan was
dangerous. She would do well to keep that in mind behave
accordingly.

Moments later as she hurried up the stairs, shetHfel weariness
lifting from her shoulders. Could it be because wlas about to see
Rory O'Neil?

With a smile of anticipation she flung open the dimoher room.

"Oh, my lady." Glinna spun around and clapped handhto her
mouth. "You startled me."

"What are you doing here, Glinna?"

"l was hanging your clean gowns, my lady." Thddithaid darted a
look around the room, then started backing towleddoor. "Shall |
stay and help you undress?"

"That won't be necessary, Glinna. Good night."

"Aye. Good night, my lady." Relieved, the little idairly danced
out of the room.



From the hurried footsteps on the stairs, Anna€lguessed that
Glinna must be eagerly on her way to meet oneeo$table lads. She
couldn't blame her in the least. Wasn't she justag®r to make her
way to the one who awaited her in the little attiom above?

She studied her reflection in the looking glaskin; a moment to
tuck up a stray strand of hair. A day in the fraslhad put a bloom on
her cheeks and a sparkle in her eyes. Smoothing dewskirts, she
crossed the room, then came to a sudden halt ingtride.

The door leading to the attic staircase was ajar.
She distinctly remembered closing it that morning.

She lifted both hands to her cheeks at the sudsdization. If Glinna
had stumbled upon their secret, all their lives evar danger.
Everyone knew the maid could never be trusted éplseich a thing
to herself. If even one of her friends found otitywould soon be
known all over Dublin.

And then AnnaClaire thought about Dunstan's boast.

Though these people were patriots, many of themewaso
desperately poor. The promise of gold could begteat a temptation
for even the most loyal of citizens.

AnnaClaire ran down the stairs in search of hedmai

"Glinna. Glinna." Her voice grew more frantic astaced from
room to room.

In the kitchen she came upon Bridget and Tavisyamjptea and
biscuits.

"Have you seen Glinna?" she asked.



"Aye, my lady. Just moments ago she ran out of aerthough the
devil himself were after her."

"Sweet Savior." AnnaClaire whirled and left the @louple staring
after her as she made a mad dash up the stairs.

Rory O'Neil must leave at once. Else, if what siepscted were true,
he would surely face certain death.



Chapter Eight
'Rory. Rory O'Neil."

AnnaClaire was breathless by the time she entdredittle attic

room. Her gaze swept the empty bed. Rory was stgnui the

shadows. He was barefoot and shirtless, clad onllge black pants
she had provided.

He turned and she was jolted by the force of hesg@mce. It wasn't
only the width of his shoulders, or the ripple otisule, or the
carelessly handsome pose. It was an aura of skreofgburpose, that
held her transfixed.

"You must take your leave at once."

He strode toward her, catching her roughly by ttmuklers. "What's
wrong, AnnaClaire? What has happened?"

"My maid, Glinna." She paused a moment to catchbneath. "She
was in my room when | arrived home. The door te thom was ajar.
Did anyone come up the stairs while | was gone?"

His eyes narrowed. "l slept on and off most of ttey. But |
thought..."

"You thought what?"

"That I'd heard a footfall. When | investigatederth was no one
there. But | was agitated enough that | couldrt'togek to sleep.”

"I knew it." She turned away and began to pad@ut 'secret is no
longer safe, Rory. If she knows about you, otheoshiwill. You must
leave now. I'll have Tavis prepare a horse and"cart



"Nay." He caught her arm to still her movementsh@# | leave here,
| mustn't do anything that would lead the Englisiclbto you." His
tone lowered. "I've tarried here long enough.tittee to resume my
search for Tilden."

"You aren't strong enough yet to engage in battle."

"That's what I've told myself for days." He stadevn into her eyes.
"But we both know I've been lying to myself. My wuals are healed.
The truth is, | didn't want to leave here. To legua." He touched a
hand to her cheek. "But | must. Every day thatidveéd myself to
stay here has put you and everyone in this houdanger."

"I've told you before. My father is a trusted frieto the queen.
English soldiers wouldn't harm me."

He touched a finger to her lips to silence her.isTiBn't a game,
AnnaClaire. It's war. Even your father's friendskijgh the queen
wouldn't save you if they found out you'd been bariy their
enemy. Do you understand?"

She studied him a moment, warmed by his touch. Tagranother
thought struck, she was suddenly chilled. She woalcer be able to
feel his touch again. Hear his voice. See his face.

She took a deep breath and slowly nodded. "Whgbdovant me to
do?"

"Have Tavis send word to my men that the time lasec They'll
know the plan."” With his knife he forced the smalhdow open.
Then, slicing his hand, he very deliberately staittee sill with his
blood.

"What are you doing?" She was horrified at the tsgftiresh blood.



"Making it look as though | forced my way into ydusme. Go now,
AnnaClaire."

She started to turn away. "I'll have Bridget prepsome food."
"No food, AnnaClaire."
"But—"

He held up a hand to silence her protest. "Wheave here, | will be
the most hunted man in Ireland. There will be mangluding my
own countrymen, who would capture me for the rewR&member
what | said earlier. There must be nothing thatld/éead my captors
back to you."

She could see the wisdom of his words, even thdwgtheart cried
out at the cruel thought of his capture.

"Il be back, Rory."
"Nay, my lady. When Tavis is gone, join Bridgete kitchen."
"l want to say a proper goodbye."

He crossed the room and crushed her against hirie \wls mouth
moved over hers. "This is all the goodbye we camaga,
AnnaClaire." He kissed her one last time, lingerowgr her lips,
wishing he could do more, say more. "It will hageedo. Now go.
Hurry."

She felt a sob catch in her throat as she turneg.a@he swallowed it
down. Not here. Not now. There would be time ldbtgrtears. For
now, there was so much to be done.

In the attic room Rory hurriedly dressed, tuckingnie at his waist
and another in his boot. Then he prowled the rooverturning a



small table, snagging the curtains on the edgelafsin, to make it
look as though an intruder had come through inrayhu

With sword in hand he made his way down the st&eging no one
about, he descended to the main floor. Before ldcgeek out the
others in the kitchen, he heard the thundering Wbemft of
approaching horses.

He cursed the timing. He'd known the English waulove quickly
once they'd heard of his whereabouts. There wdsngpto be done
now but to bluff his way through, and hope he catltkast save the
reputations of those to whom he owed his life.

He stepped into a darkened parlor and listeneddated commands
moments before the tramp of feet sounded on thiewagl. From his

place of concealment, he watched as Bridget hutoiéichg open the

door.

Lord Dunstan's imperious voice broke the silent®hére is your
mistress?"

"In the kitchen, my lord."

"Out of the way, old fool." Dunstan brushed pasthibusekeeper and
strode to the kitchen, followed by at least a dcasgned men.

"Lord Dunstan." AnnaClaire set down her cup of wethn a clatter,
alarmed at the tremor in her voice. "What brings pack at such an
hour?"

"You employ a maid named Glinna Farley?"
III dO.”

"She has claimed a reward for finding the Blacktexh©O'Neil."



"Our Glinna?" Bridget paused in the doorway, makagaliant
attempt to draw attention from her frightened nais$t. She clapped
her hands together. "How grand. Where did sheHint®"

Ignoring her, Dunstan continued to study AnnaClagde said, "She
claims he is secreted in a room below the eaves."

AnnaClaire's hand flew to her throat. "Here? Infather's house?"
"That is what she says. Are you saying you knovhimgtabout this?"

"My lord." AnnaClaire got to her feet and graspad back of her
chair for support. "l couldn't say for certain,@nl haven't been in
that room for many months. But | find it hard tdieee such a thing
could happen in my own home without my knowledge."

"Then you don't mind if my men search the roomuesjion?"

AnnaClaire glanced at the soldiers, then returned dpaze to
Dunstan. "Not only do | not mind, my lord, | insfsEhe lifted her
skirts and swept past him. "Come. I'll lead the Way

"Nay, my lady." Dunstan caught her arm and helddaek, saying to
the soldiers, "Let the old woman show you the way."

As she listened to the sound of their footstepsia&iiaire prayed that
her trembling legs wouldn't fail her. She was nodat this
playacting. Could Dunstan sense her terror?

Had there been time for Rory to escape? Sweet headeat would
she do if he was still there? She would be foroestdnd here and do
nothing as he was taken away in chains.

Several soldiers stood at attention near the dooikewshe and
Dunstan listened to the sounds of muted voiced@uidteps above.
Soon the voices drewnearer and one of the soldEdsup a hand



bearing unmistakable stains. "There's fresh bloothe sill, my lord.
And more on the door. The O'Nelil has been here."

Dunstan's eyes narrowed. "Search the house. Roorodmy. The
lady and | will wait here."

AnnaClaire turned to Bridget. "I am feeling faifdring me some
ale." As though suddenly remembering her mannegstsimed to
Dunstan. "Will you join me, my lord?"

"Aye." He was studying her carefully, noting theribling of her
limbs, the unmistakable pallor.

As the housekeeper moved around the kitchen, Aran@Girossed to
the fire and stood warming her hands. She feltethilo the marrow.
Where was Rory now? How could he possibly escapie sa many
soldiers guarding the house?

"Ale, my lady." Bridget handed her a goblet, théflei@d a second to
Lord Dunstan.

Just as he was about to accept it, the back dosithvast open and
Tavis stumbled in. Blood streamed from his head.

Bridget let out a bloodcurdling scream and hurletsklf against the
old man, cradling his head in her hands. "Tavis. Talvis love. What
has happened to you?;.'

The old man stumbled a few more steps, then samwk dao the floor.
Several soldiers came running to investigate timensotion.

"Thieves," he managed as he accepted severaldogares from his
wife and pressed them to his head. "Came intottides, they did.
Stole our horses."

"It's the O'Neil," Dunstan shouted to his soldiers.



"Trying to escape. Hurry. One hundred pieces ofl gwthe man who
stops him."

At that the soldiers streamed out of the housevaemt racing off in
the direction of the stables.

"| care not whether he is brought back alive ordgeBunstan called
after them.

He stood watching for several moments as his marmggied to
outrace each other for the prize. Agitated, heddrn

The elderly housekeeper and her husband were gtadross the
room, eyes huge, mouths agape.

"What is it, you old fools?"
Without a word Bridget pointed.

Rory stepped from his place of concealment dirediBhind
AnnaClaire. One hand was clamped over her mou#tedp her from
crying out. The other was holding a knife pressgairest her throat.

"Unhand that woman at once," Dunstan ordered.

Rory merely gave him an icy smile. "The woman wi# unless you
do exactly as | say."

"Do you know the name of the woman you have daoedutly?"
Dunstan demanded.

"I neither know nor care. For now, all that matterthat she is going
to assure my escape. If your men should attengapgture me, | shall
have to slice her lovely throat."



"Fool. You have made a poor choice of captive. Thognan is the
daughter of Lord James Thompson, Chief Counseloto yueen,
Elizabeth of England. Should you harm her, thatesgmeen will
move heaven and earth to exact retribution."

"Elizabeth is not my queen. As for the lady's namnd rank, all the
better. | will remind you that my sword cares ndtather the English
blood it spills belongs to a man or a woman." Heiamed to Bridget.
"Old woman, tie the hands and feet of these two.fnen

Bridget was openly sobbing. "Please, sir, my hudbigngravely
wounded."

Rory bit off each word. ' 'l said bind their haral feet. If you don't
do it quickly, I'll be forced to harm your mistréss

With great weeping and wailing, Bridget did as alas told.

"Now." Rory motioned with his knife. "Fetch your siiess a warm
cloak."

Within minutes Bridget had returned with a hoodsdble-lined
cloak, which Rory draped over his arm. Keeping H#mfe at
AnnaClaire's throat, he began backing her towagditior.

"Where are you taking her?" With rising fury Dumststruggled
against his bonds.

"Away from every comfort she has ever known. Farosg the
heathen land you and your queen disdain." Rory ethapen the
door and dragged AnnaClaire along with him.

Dunstan swore viciously. "You have just signed yown death
decree, Rory O'Neil."



"Have | now? It's little enough to pay, so lond'asgiven the chance
to take the life of your queen's soldier, Tilden,return." As he
stepped out into the darkness, his muffled laughtes carried back
to those inside.

It was followed a moment later by the sound of ADladre's soft cry.

And then there was only silence.

"Rory. Over here." At the whispered voice Rory aoh directions
and veered off toward a stand of trees.

Half a dozen men were already mounted, holdingréies of a
seventh horse. As the darkened shadow approachedfdhe men
called, "What in God's name are you carrying, Rory?

“This lovely lady saved my life, lads. Her naméd.&ly AnnaClaire
Thompson." Rory pulled himself into the saddle asettled
AnnaClaire in front of him, then draped her cloaéuend her.

"Thompson?" One of the men sneered. "Is she thersd Lord
James Thompson?"

"The same." Rory arranged the hood of her cloakioh a way that it
managed to hide her pale hair. It occurred to Ataia€that he had
thought of everything. The dark cloak would makeiheisible in the
night.

None of this was happening by accident. The hoiBes.men. The
meeting place. He had arranged it all. And appbrenhad been
arranged long before he had come into her homeh&thbeen part of
a terrible, intricate plot.



"And this is how you thank me," she muttered betwekenched
teeth.

She was trembling violently, whether from cold earf she couldn't
be certain. But one thing was certain. The man hdabdragged her
away into the night was not the same man she hatedeall these
long days and nights. That man had been good ambtldnd noble.
This man was nothing more than a barbarian. A brtitaughtless,
hardened outlaw.

"Il never forgive you for this, Rory O'Neil. Féidnapping me. For
having these barbarians beat an old man sensates&r frightening
an old woman half to death."

Ignoring her he whispered, "You know the plan, |adle'll separate
now. From this day forward, we have no knowledgera# another.
Return to your homes and families. One day, shthddneed arise,
you may receive a summons to come together once.ntonot,
know that you have earned the undying gratitudé®Blackhearted
O'Neil."

"Aye, Rory. God speed." Without another word thesbaen turned
and melted into the darkness.

Rory did the same, urging his mount into a gallop.

It was useless to try to speak. With the wind wWimigtpast their
heads, all AnnaClaire could do was cling to him &dt that this
angry, desperate man, who was fleeing for his Wfas the same
sensitive soul she had come to know and love ihdtaamped little
attic room. But the thought of poor old Tavis, @tbody and broken,
and his beloved Bridget, trembling with fright, Haer fighting back
the sting of tears.

What had she done?



Sweet Savior, what terrible affliction had she lgiouupon herself
and those she loved?

Her father's name would be forever sullied. Hisglaer a terrible
pawn in a deadly game. And all those who lovedidwarid be forever
caught up in this madman's plot for revenge.



Chapter Nine

They rode for hours without stopping. Without spegk At times

AnnaClaire caught glimpses of firelight from tinyth and villages.
She thought about slipping free of Rory's armsraocahg to freedom.
But fear and confusion held her in a paralyzingp gkear of the
people she might encounter. Confusion about wheeenss. Where
they were headed.

At times it felt as if they were the only peopl# e the universe. A
universe filled with nothing but blackness, punttgiaby occasional
stars.

They kept to the forest where tree branches snagigéeir hair and
clothing and night creatures scurried out of the aws they passed.
One time AnnaClaire saw feral eyes watching theme. I8t out a cry
and Rory's arms tightened around her as he drewidss.

Against her ear he whispered, "Just a wolf. He'senadraid of you
than you are of him."

It was obvious that Rory had no idea just how dekpw
all-encompassing, her fear was. Fear for her safatgr that she
would never see her home again. Fear that sheutdeeptrust in a
man who had become a stranger to her.

When they had ridden past the watchful eyes oftragatures, there
were new things to fear. Voices. Laughter. The kotfea turf fire,
signalling that people were nearby. But what sérpeople were
these, who slept under the stars, without shelt&hout roots?
Friend or foe?

As though asking himself the same questions, Reeyad away and
urged his horse into a stream. They followed thé p&water until
Rory suddenly turned his mount up the steep baking them even
deeper into the forest.



Here there was no trace of sky, no glint of stlexe the trees grew
together to form a dark, soothing canopy. The scéhé sounds, the
very soul of the forest were all around them. Isvpeaceful rather
than threatening. Like a warm, snug cocoon.

The ground was more level here, and as the horgeaed its slow,
plodding pace, AnnaClaire found herself unable ¢ek her eyes
open. After the shock and terror had taken théirdghaustion set in.
Her taut muscles relaxed. With her head restingnagéhe curve of
Rory's shoulder, she drifted into sleep.

It was the sudden absence of movement that joltadaglaire
awake. She looked around in confusion. Througtbthaches of the
trees dawn light could be glimpsed, just beginrmpgaint the sky.

"Where are we? Why have we stopped?"

"It won't be safe to go on now. We'll stop heretfor day."
"Here?" She threw back her hood and stared ardimthe forest?"
He slid from the saddle and lifted her down. "Alyethe forest."

Dizzy from sleep she watched as he led his mouméard a small
stream and waited while the animal drank. Therelieeted him in a
stand of trees. The foliage concealed the horse Wew.

Rory turned. Catching sight of AnnaClaire's pallog,took her hand
and led the way through a maze of trees. In thedstncleverly

concealed, was a sod hut. At first it was too dargide for

AnnaClaire to make out her surroundings. But onogyRad a fire

started, she could see that it was a cozy dwelinidy, a crude table
and chairs as well as a big bed, covered with driidas.



After rummaging in several pouches, he produceamegbiscuits.
"This will hold us until I can catch some fish fmur supper.”

"Supper?" Despite her hunger she pushed asideotite fAre you
planning to keep me here?"

He sipped his tea and broke off a piece of biscuit.
"What did you expect?"

"That you would have the decency to release me gfte'd made
good your escape."

"Release you? Where?"

She shrugged, too angry and confused to think. iMagye. I'm sure
someone in one of the villages we passed couldsesafely back to
my home."

"They might. Or they might take a look at their wermand children,
shivering in the night, and then at that fine claakl fancy gown, and
decide you're of more use to them dead than alive.”

She gave a gasp of indignation. "Are you suggestaighey would
kill me for a cloak?"

"They might. Or for that fancy comb in your hairr e fine ring
upon your finger. These people arestarving, my .ladyd if they
were to learn that your father is the mighty Loangés Thompson,
advisor to the Queen of England, they might sluirythhroat for that
reason alone."

"How can you say such a thing? My mother was MaigBoyle of
Dublin. She was one of them. She belonged here."



"I don't think that would matter much to a poomfgr whose crops
were destroyed by the queen's soldiers. Or one eviofe and

daughter were brutalized by those same soldiertevita was out
tending his flock. They would care only that yoathfer was a friend
to the monarch who was bleeding them dry."

Disturbed by the images his words caused, and sidubeyond
endurance, she merely buried her face in her handsbegan to
weep. "And so," she managed between sobs, "thalhysyou have
become like the very men you despise?"

"Is that what you think? That | would ever take @wan against her
will? You can rest assured, my lady. Your virtusage with me. I'm
not like those English bastards, who rape andgall@®ut if | must
kill a few innocent soldiers along with the guilgg be it. In that case,
aye, | am like the very men | despise. For som@&onst stand up and
declare that we've had enough.” A hardness carodisttone. "For
me, it was the murder of a young woman, on her wayher
wedding." His voice wavered for just a beat. "Ahd murder of all
her family. For others, it is a mother, a fatheisca or daughter,
brutalized, murdered, simply because they're Irish.

"And that justifies what you did last night?"

' 'Last night?" He set down his cup, and studedrthe light of the
fire. "What about last night?"

She wiped at her tears, but they continued to flbxdon't even care
that much for myself. | deserve to be tricked, raftbat I've done. |
knew better than to believe in a common criminal.tdke him into
my home, my...heart."

Because of the tears blinding her, she failed ¢oh®av Rory reacted
to her admission. His eyes widened. His mouth seffeinto the
beginnings of a smile.



"But Bridget and Tavis deserved better, Rory O'Nédu had your
men beat that dear old man, and frighten that seldevoman half to
death. Not to mention the horses you stole..."

She looked up. He was smiling. Smiling.

Suddenly, she'd had enough. She uprighted the fab{gng tea and
biscuits through the air. "Damn you, Rory O'Neilarbn you for
finding this amusing."

"AnnaClaire. Lovely AnnaClaire." Laughing, he catglr hand and
lifted it to his lips before she could yank it awdl was all a trick.
All part of our plan."

"Trick?" She pulled her hand away and narroweddaze on him.
"What sort of trick?"

"Tavis was in on it. As was Bridget. It was all @owith chicken
blood."

"Chicken blood!" She eyed him suspiciously, s&ésg in her mind
the look of Tavis, clothes disheveled, head bleggiofusely. "Are
you telling me Tavis wasn't beaten?"

"Why would we beat a loyal son of Ireland? The maked his life
finding us shelter until our wounds could healt liveren't for Tavis
and his beloved Bridget, my men and | would haveealished after
the battle on the docks."

She took a moment to digest this. Then, puttindhlaeds on her hips,
she faced him. "If that's true, why didn't theyl t@ke what they'd
planned?"

"They weren't certain their sweet young mistresald/de able to lie
convincingly. They did think, however, that if ybad no knowledge



of the plan, you would react exactly as you didthAhorror and
shock and outrage."

"They knew? And you and your men knew?"
He nodded.

"And you've allowed me to worry and fret and wekpight, without
a word?"

"Forgive me, my lady. There was no time to expléincase you've
forgotten, Dunstan's soldiers were there befomilcceven make my
escape. And once we were away, they came very talscovering
us several times while we fled. | simply had otkl@ngs on my
mind."

"Other things..." She turned away, to hide the dedr relief that
sprang to her eyes. "Other things. Oh, Rory. If koew what I've
been thinking. How I've hated you. Hated myselftfasting you."

She felt his hands at her shoulders as he pulleddok against him.
Burying his face in her hair he murmured, "l hope yan find it in

your heart to forgive me, AnnaClaire. It was nobegh to merely
escape. | had to assure that the reputations efralhad aided me
would escape detection, as well. Don't you see®4dnl convinced
Dunstan that your household was used without yowawkedge or

wishes, all would have suffered. Tavis and Bridgetild have faced
certain death. Your father's good name would haenluined. And
his estates would have been confiscated by Engldmd.was why |

had to take you along by force. So that Dunstanlavbarbor no

doubts about you. About us."

She was weeping again. And this time there wagsoppsg it.



"Oh, Rory." She turned and fell into his arms, tears soaking the
front of his tunic. "None of this occurred to menahk heaven for
your quick thinking. | am indebted to you forever."

"Nay, my lady. It was little enough to pay for yiu did for me." He
wiped her tears with his thumbs. "Now, dry yourtpreeyes and
settle yourself in bed while | right that tabledasee to fresh tea and
biscuits."

AnnaClaire climbed under the soft hides and wataseRory moved
around the tiny hut cleaning the mess she had ndatderible weight
had been lifted from her shoulders. Her cruel, etcharbarian was
once again the noble hero she had thought him.to be

She wiggled her toes, stretching her cramped, gahuscles. He had
assured the safety of her dear old servants, addshaed her
reputation, and that of her father. He had se&etsafety even when
she had cursed him for it. And now, at least fermoment, she was
safe and snug and warm.

Sweet heaven, it was all too good to be true.
In a haze of contentment, she drifted once moresigep.

Rory nudged off his boots and, plumping severaéfibehind his
head for a pillow, eased down on the bed besidestaeping

AnnaClaire. He lifted the glass of ale to his Igsd whispered a
prayer of thanks for the thoughtful soul who hafl &ich ample

provisions behind in the hut. If only the restloéit odyssey could be
this comfortable. He knew it was an improbable wisé didn't mind

for himself. Over the past two years he'd learetdke the hardship
in stride. But there was AnnaClaire to think aboody.

He glanced at her and found himself alternatelylisgiiand
frowning. She looked so peaceful in sleep. Likaagel come down



from heaven. She truly was an angel. One who didsérve this. He
hated the thought of the danger he'd exposed her to

He hadn't wanted this life for her. But now thatlheade the choice,
there was no turning back. She would be forcedpeng endless
nights in the saddle, fleeing every ghost and siatlat trailed them.
And by day, she would have to hide like a thief.

He thought about her courage and dignity when gsheldght she was
being kidnapped. It must have seemed like a nigtggneatching her
beloved servants being bullied, her own life betoghed upside

down. But she had neither fainted nor despaired.lall instead kept
her composure and had displayed a spirit, a tert@zrdelighted

him. No wonder he loved her so.

Love. The thought struck like a thunderbolt, legvimm slightly
dazed and breathless. He hadn't meant to lovéde&t meant only to
take the shelter she offered. And, he had to advhiatever else she
might have offered. But that was before. Beforeé heed somehow
turned to this other, deeper emotion.

Love. He knew what it was to love. To put anotheomfort before
his own. To care so deeply, no sacrifice was t@aiymo price too
high to pay. To know, in his heart of hearts, thatwould willingly

die before he would see her harmed.

Love.

With love came responsibility. Somehow he must getd to

AnnaClaire's father that she was truly safe frommhdor her father
would surely be told of her capture by the Blacktexh O'Neil. He
would have to act quickly to relieve Lord James ifipson of his
fear.

Rory drained the last of the ale and set the eryntybler aside.
Numbly he settled himself under the hides besideafiaire, careful



not to touch her. Because if he did, there woultdstopping him.
He wanted her so desperately, loved her so conlete entire
regiment of English soldiers wouldn't be able tegk&im from her,
once the passion was unleashed. But he had notagkeéclare his
love for her. Not so long as this thing betweendathand Tilden
remained unresolved. As a man of honor, he mustrrdter to her
father's home as he had found her. Untouched. ladp&Vith her
virtue intact.

He would have to change his plans because of herefwas no way
he could drag her around the countryside while é&ched for
Tilden. A woman like AnnaClaire needed a safe haven

The thought came at once. He would take her horaéBallinarin.
Though he had planned never to see it again ustijuest had ended,
he would have to break his vow. AnnaClaire's sadety comfort had
to come first.

He fell asleep wondering how his family would fedlout offering
sanctuary to the daughter of Lord James Thompson.

The sun was high in the sky before AnnaClaire awdkKben she
looked around, Rory was nowhere to be seen. Bésdethe hides
still bore the imprint of his body. She lay backnament, absorbing
the knowledge that he'd slept alongside her. Itavstsange feeling to
think they'd shared a bed. Strange and... intrgyuin

The door to the hut opened and the object of hemghts stepped
inside, carrying a string of wriggling fish.

"| see you're awake. Good morrow, my lady. Howyhd sleep?"



"As comfortably as if I'd-been in my own bed. letfd she shot him a
shyly seductive smile, "it was all the more comfayf knowing you
were here with me to protect me."

He saw the high color on her cheeks and hated Hifos¢he things

he was thinking. "If you care to wash, there'sHrester and linens."
He busied himself at the table, preparing theffisitooking. He was
determined to remain as busy as possible, to keaepthinking.

AnnaClaire slipped out of bed and crossed to anb&sithe chipped
looking glass she caught sight of herself, hair ralissed and
tumbling about her shoulders, face smudged, gownkiad and torn
from brambles. This wasn't at all the way she warite look.

Especially now that she was alone with Rory.

With soap and water she repaired the worst of dmeagje, then ran
her fingers through the tangles and, swinging haistalength hair
forward, began to plait it into one thick braid.

Across the room Rory tried not to stare. But theas something so
intimate about watching AnnaClaire wash her facg f@nher hair.
Such ordinary things, yet they stirred a longindhim. A yearning
that had him clutching the edge of the table topkieem storming
across the room and taking her.

She tossed back her hair and smoothed down hés,skien turned.
Catching sight of him she started toward him. "Wisait, Rory?
What's wrong?"

"Nothing. I..." He shook his head to clear it. "Nioig."

"You're lying." She laid a hand on his arm. "Youhegard something.
Seen something. Whatever it is, it has you upssinitell.”



He shook off her hand as though the touch of hendui "I
need...water from the stream." The fresh air waulcely clear his
head.

"There's water in the pitcher. I'll get it." Shessed the room and
returned with the pitcher. "Where would you like"it

"In that pot." He refused to look at her. "We'll keaea."

He stood very still until she had moved away. Thethieved that
there was some distance between them, he finisbexhdp the fish
and tossed them into a skillet. Before he couldtsat the fire, she
reached for it. The touch of her hand on his mateblurn with need.

"I'll cook them, Rory."

He watched her carefully turn the fish as they betgabrown. He
would keep the conversation as impersonal as desSfre you as
good a cook as Bridget?"

She gave a delighted laugh. "Who do you think taoggd?"

She looked so sweet and fresh, so comfortablegisigim this simple
sod hut cooking his supper. He ached to take herhis arms and
kiss her until they were both breathless. "Whatualyour mother?"

"She was always in delicate health. There were rdayg and weeks
that she didn't leave her bed. So Bridget becakeealimother to me.
It was Bridget who soothed my hurts and tucked méed. And
Bridget who taught me to cook and sew."

He heard her loneliness and was reminded of his cowdy,
affectionate family. It was all he could do to kdepm offering her
the comfort of his arms.



"When my mother knew that she was dying, she beggetather to
bring her back to Ireland. She wanted to die in faenily home,
surrounded by those who loved her."

"Aye." Rory allowed himself a single touch of hiarfd on her hair
before pulling back. The thought of running hisgfens through the
tangles, of burying his face in it, had his breaiming faster, harder.
"I know how she felt. | want to be laid to resBatllinarin."

AnnaClaire turned from the fire and began to areatig fish on a
platter. Breaking off a tiny portion she held iths lips. Her smile
was radiant. "Now you can judge whether or not §eidvas an apt
teacher."

He was so stunned by the touch of her fingers agis lips, he
couldn't have said whether it was food in his moathashes. The
merest touch of her had his vision misting andolbed roaring in his
temples.

He managed to swallow before saying, "I nearly dord have
to...chop some wood for the fire."

Puzzled by his reaction, her smile faded. "Thédifme. And there
are several logs beside the hearth."

"Not nearly enough." He caught her roughly by thewders and
moved her aside before turning away.

"But, Rory, the fish will be cold."

"Sorry. This won't keep." He wouldn't look at h€ouldn't. Instead
he stumbled toward the door and, flinging it wideyrmed outside,
breathing in great gulps of air.



Sometimes a man had to do whatever it took to keegommon
sense from slipping below his waist. Even if it mie&oking as
though he'd completely lost his mind.

AnnaClaire watched in openmouthed surprise as Riarymed out
of the hut. Dejected, she broke off a piece of faid tasted,
expecting it to be spoiled. To her delight, it wessh. Delicious.
Even Bridget's skill could not have improved upbn i

She sank down onto the edge of the bed, deep ugkiolf it wasn't
the fish that had sent Rory away, it must have lse@mething she'd
said. But try as she might, she couldn't recailhgls thing that might
have caused him to run from her as though beingezhhy a crowd
of banshees. She had tried in every way she coulet thim know
how glad she was to be here with him. More thanl.ghe was
elated. At last, there were no servants to hidenfrblo callers to
interrupt them. They were alone. All alone. Andefte do as they
pleased.

And oh, how she wanted to please him. Hadn't shkendiaim her best
and brightest smile? Couldn't he read the invitatioher eyes? He'd
have to be blind not to know that she'd been ingithis advances.
But instead of accepting her invitation, he'd rconf her as though
she had the plague. But why, when he had seemdxldoin her
home in Dublin? What could have changed?

As she sat there, pondering all she'd said and, dus&ords of last
night came rushing backour virtue is safe with me, my lady.

She covered her hand with her mouth. Oh, sweetdmedde was
doing this for her. To save her virtue. Even ihigant going without
supper. Even if it meant chopping wood when he doather be
warm and snug inside this hut.



She stood and began to pace. She would have ttoswiadr pride
and find a way to let him know how she really felt.

If only Bridget had been as free with her adviceuwtove as she had
been about the womanly arts of cooking and sevaing,thought.

She made her way to the door, praying that RoryeDWould not
make her task too difficult.



Chapter Ten

Rory brought the axe down with such fury the lolit $p one clean
stroke. He tossed the two pieces aside and anglethex log in
place, then repeated the process.

In frustration he'd flung his tunic aside. A sheésweat beaded his
torso. With each movement the wound in his shouddbed. He was
actually glad of the pain. It was something to oam. Something
besides AnnaClaire, with that angelic smile andudiyn tempting
body.

He'd been very aware of the effort she was talongake amends for
last night's temper. But she had no need to apmodier anger had
been justified. And now, of course, she was confyigjratitude with
love. That was the reason for the way she was thgwerself at
him.

He lifted the axe, swung it with all his might, mog to banish the
image of high firm breasts and softly swaying hifshe weren't
trying to be so damnably noble, all that she offereuld be his.

The log split with such force the two pieces danttedugh the air
and landed several feet away. As he positionechantag, he saw a
blur of movement out of the corner of his eye.

"AnnaClaire." He spun around to face her. "You stiche inside
eating."

"I don't want to eat alone." She felt breathless, leart slamming
against her ribs as though she'd been running itesnfl thought I'd
wait for you, Rory."

"There's no need. | have all these logs to split.”



"Fine. I'll just carry a few of them inside anddtahem beside the
fireplace. Then I'll come back for more."

As she bent to one he caught her roughly by the Eeat rushed
through him at the mere touch of her. It would seleat the chill in
the air had done nothing to cool the fire that ledrwithin. "I don't
want your help. They're too heavy for you."

"I'm not some fragile doll, Rory." She touched adhd@o his cheek

and felt him flinch. A little thrill shot throughdr. So, she had been
right. He was trying to be noble. But he wanted Neéanted her. It

gave her an exhilarating sense of power. Her vanéiened, warmed.

“I'm a woman. Or haven't you noticed?"

"Aye." His throat felt too tight. "I'd have to beldind man not to
notice."

Her smile bloomed. "Good. | wonder if you've noticgoo, that I'm a
woman with a mind of her own."

He cleared his throat. "It's come to my attentidime or two."

Her hand moved upward, cupping the back of his k&ight now,
I've a mind to taste your lips and see if | canengpvay that frown."
There was just a hint of laughter in her voice.

His hand closed around her wrist, stopping the mmaré. His eyes
were hard as flint. "I'm not in the mood for gam&snaClaire."

Her heart stuttered, and for a moment she felsh ofifear. Then she
stiffened her spine. "Nor am |. This isn't a gafery O'Neil. It's
something far more serious."

"Aye. I'm glad you realize that." He made the nkstaf relaxing his
hand, intent upon stepping back a pace so he dumgdthe. He
realized too late that she had no intention ofvahg him his space.



She leaned into him, her breasts brushing his nakedt. Did she
know what she was doing to him? All the air seermettave his
lungs. "What do you think you're doing now, Annafa"

"l want you to make love with me, Rory."

Her bold words had his jaw dropping. "You want roétake your
virtue? So that I'll be no better than one of thésglish bastards?"

She placed a finger to his lips to silence his wotfdou could never
be like them. There's a difference. You won't blen@ I'll be

giving."

"You'd be wasting the gift. I'm a wanted man. A maath no future.
I've nothing to offer in return.”

"I'll ask for nothing more than this."

When he opened his mouth to issue a protest, gipediher finger
inside. He muttered an oath. And felt his world ibegp tilt
dangerously.

He closed a hand over her shoulder to steady himi%&du don't
know what you're doing, AnnaClaire."

"I know exactly what I'm doing. I've never beerssioe of anything in
my life."

He stared down into her eyes and could read allldhe, all the
longing, that matched his own. The axe dropped fnesrhand and
landed beside their feet with a thud. They tookatice.

His tone hardened. "Once we cross this line thaliebe no going
back, AnnaClaire. Do you understand?"

She nodded.



He dragged her roughly toward him and lowered kiadh Against
her mouth he murmured, "I thought | could resistak determined to
return you to your father as I'd found you. Butvyesahelp me, I'm
only a man."

"Aye. And the only man | want, Rory O'Neil," she maged, before
his mouth crushed hers.

There was such need in him. Such passion as hedeas her lips.
He plundered her mouth, tasting, devouring, likman who'd been
starved. His tongue tangled with hers, teasingptem. The hands at
her shoulders were almost bruising as he draggedulg against
him. While his mouth learned the taste of her, asds began a
frantic exploration, moving along her back, sliding her sides until
they encountered the swell of her breasts. His etlev
work-roughened thumbs found her nipples alreadg,hand began
stroking until she thought she'd go mad.

She pushed against him and lifted her head, takiagdeep draught
of air.

He pulled her close, nibbled her throat. "Havingosel thoughts?"

"Nay." The word came out in a sigh as she archedéek to give
him easier access. "l just need a moment ter caychreath.”

Instead of giving her what she sought, he dippsdbad lower until
his mouth found her breast, further robbing hdsrefath.

Ignoring the barrier of clothes he began to nilarid suckle until she
moaned and caught his face between her hands.dbD&now what
you're doing to me?"

He grinned, sending her heart spiraling out of @ntl hope it's the
same thing you've been doing to me since the daynef lovely



AnnaClaire." He kissed her again with such passierdrove her
backward until she was pressed roughly againdrtmé of a tree.

His hands were tangled in her hair. AImost savagelypulled her
head back while he rained kisses along her chediertlobe, which
he took between his teeth, nipping lightly.

She gave a yelp of pleasure and surprise. "Roryt. Waere's a big
soft bed just inside."

He growled against her cheek, "I hope you didntikhoving me
would be all neat and tidy." His hot breath ticklezt ear. But it was
his words that had her shivering. "I'm not inteedsn a big soft bed,
AnnaClaire. With rose petals scattered among then8. I'll take
your love wherever you offer it. Whenever you offerBut [I'll
demand the same of you. Love me as | am. Where"l am

"Oh, Rory. I will." She sighed. Swallowed. "I do."

His lips covered hers in a kiss so hot, so hurglrg,had no choice but
to answer in kind. But even as they struggled ltceéich other, the
hunger between them grew.

The bark of the tree trunk dug into her back, lh& was too drunk
with his kisses to notice. He brought his mouthés throat, then
swore in frustration. She heard the ripping of ialelt the coolness
of air against her skin, and was stunned to se¢onemgowndrifting
to the ground, where it pooled at her feet. Therbig hands reached
for the ribbons of her chemise, freeing her breasts

She had always thought she would be shocked, eassad, to
display herself to a man. Instead, the look in thaén's eyes had her
throat going dry.

"God in heaven, AnnaClaire. You're even loveliarth'd dreamed."



And then there was no need for words. His handspleiuth, told her
all that she needed to know. He was a thirsty manking his fill. A
desperate man, clinging to her as though to Iselfit

She wanted to see him, feel him, in the same wayvéé made her
fumble as she reached for the fasteners at hig.wais

He closed his hands over hers to steady them addiises joined

hers at their feet. When he drew her close andrbeggaress kisses
along her shoulder, across her breasts, her legs tnembling so

violently she feared they would fail her.

Sensing her weakness, he caught her hand and éredown. They
were kneeling face to face, cushioned by the maosisjamble of
clothes.

The last rays of sunlight filtered through the defdiage, adding to
the heat that rose up between them. The air wdamed with the
fragrance of evergreen. High-above them a bircedadind its mate
gave an answering warble. A family of ducks scradlahto the rush
of water in the nearby stream. But the two peoplekéd in an
embrace were aware of none of this. All they heaad their own
shallow breathing and the wild beating of their tingarts. And the
roar of blood pounding in their temples.

Rory fought to bank his needs. He had wanted hesddong. The

need to take was almost overpowering. But for Alaa€s sake, he
would force himself to move slowly. This was, aftdl, the only

thing he could give her. In this act of loving heuld take her away
from all this. From the harsh life of an outlaw ttle had chosen.
From the dangers that threatened them. From tHerelifces that
separated them. For a little while they could ltteamselves in each
other and forget.



His touch gentled, as did his kisses. With lips dimgertips he
explored her face, her throat, the sensitive holb@tween her neck
and shoulder. With each touch, each taste, hbdelbody grow more
tense, her breathing grow more shallow.

As her blood heated and her body pulsed, AnnaClialte her
Inhibitions begin to slip away. She had feared st would feel shy
and uncomfortable with a man. But with Rory shé fel shyness.
With him she felt bold and free. Free to be herd¢ale to touch him
as he was touching her. Free to love him in evay.w

She savored this gentler side of his lovemakingef®d in pleasure,
she sighed with contentment as he kissed and ealeBke pleasant
sensations curling deep inside her lulled her in&ieving that
passion, at least her own passion, was a quiepehis

His lips trailed her throat, then dipped lower &r breast. Without
warning, a demon seemed to spring to life within Ad&e pleasant
sensations were suddenly writhing and twisting, alesimg to be set
free. The quiet whisper became a roaring of bldwdlbing inside
her temples.

Rory sensed the change in her and thrilled toeteHvas more than
mere pleasure. More even than passion.

This was need, raw, demanding. Need that had langbgred within
her, awaiting the right touch to awaken it. He daelad it in her eyes,
taste it on her lips. Hot. Wild. Pulsing.

His fingers tangled in her hair as he drew her hessk and covered
her mouth in a savage kiss.

"Now," he whispered against her mouth, "I'll shosuyall the things
I've dreamed of doing."



He lowered her to the ground. With teeth and torayue fingers he
moved over her body, touching, tasting, until sheeswnbearably
aroused. Following his lead she brought her arrosrat his waist
and buried her lips in his throat. She felt his ohes contract
violently. With a new sense of power, she expldned as he had
explored her, daring to touch, to taste, to entice.

His body was alive with need. He had planned tslgwly, to make
this first time as easy, as gentle as possible. &, with their
passion fully unleashed, he had to call on evencewf self-control
to keep from losing himself in her.

With exquisite tenderness he kissed her until thesre both

breathless. At her whispered sighs he lowered émasl to her breast,
nibbling, suckling, until she moaned and writhedl degged for
release. Instead of giving her release, he movedemther breast,
feasting until she clutched at the moss beneath her

She made a sound that could have been a pleaotesty and still he
held back as he drove her higher, then higher Btdlwas relentless
as he drew out every pleasure until it borderegain.

The cool air whispered over them, but nothing c@alge the heat that
clogged their throats or the sheen that pearledftbsh.

AnnaClaire strained against him, her body screarfongelease, as
he moved over her. Her whole world was now centerethis man.
His clever hands. His enticing lips. His demandiggue.

He felt her stiffen as she reached the first cidstgave her no time to
recover as he moved over her, tracing his lips ugwatil they found
her mouth.

Dizzy with feeling, her eyes darkened with passiime didn't think it
was possible to want more. But she did. She waaited



"Rory. Sweet heaven, Rory. Now. Please. Now."

As he entered her she felt an even deeper ardustdrtled both of
them when she wound herself around him, needihglwon to him
as the storm began anew.

He filled himself with her, and knew, even as tl®gan to climb
together, that he had lost himself completely. Llostself in the
wonder of her. In the beauty of her. In the lové&er.

"AnnaClaire. God in heaven, AnnaClaire." Her nanss worn from
his lips as he closed his mouth over hers and ramedrd the very
edge of madness.

And then she was moving with him, racing, climbidgqd as they
reached the final shuddering release, she felt g@anthrough space
and shatter high among the stars.

They lay, still joined, unable, unwilling to mowettle by little they
seemed to drift back, to settle, to find a calneratihte storm.

It occurred to Rory that this was the first timetwo years that he
wasn't concerned about his sword and daggers. ldepons lay
somewhere in the tangle of their clothes. If thglish should come
upon them at this moment, he would be helplessferdl himself
against them. But at least he'd die happy. Deliyousppy.

“I'm crushing you."
"Nay." She lifted a hand to his cheek, then |&litaway. "Stay."

"You look..." He lifted his head to stare down at.H'...as stunned as
| feel."



She managed a laugh. "Aye. Stunned."
Suddenly she was weeping uncontrollably.

Alarmed, he sat up. "I'm sorry, love. I've beenhsadrute. | didn't
mean to..."

Love. The endearment brought fresh tears. She edaihnand to his
mouth. "Rory. It isn't you who made me cry. | file¢ such a fool for
weeping. But it was so... amazing. | never dreamaaduld be like

this."

He felt his heart begin to beat once more. Predsisdorehead to
hers he whispered, "Aye. It was amazing. And wofutlelv¥ou're
wonderful, AnnaClaire. My sweet AnnaClaire."

"Is it always like that? Like being caught in atige?"

He threw back his head and laughed. "An apt ddasmnidove. It was
like a riptide, wasn't it?"

She nodded.

He "nuzzled her mouth. "It isn't always like th&bmetimes loving
can be sweet and gentle."

"But not with you."
He laughed again. "l warned you."

"You did indeed." She wrinkled her nose. "And | damnothing
against lying here in the moss, mind you. But thetdat big warm
bed inside."

"Oh, you'd like a bed next time, would you?"



"It might be different.”

"Not so different." He found himself fascinated hwithe delicate
curve of her shoulder. The taste of it. The softnafsthe skin. The
way she shivered each time he moved his moutlsqust

"Rory, stop that."
"Why?" He ran wet, nibbling kisses across her throa
"Because it tickles."

"Sorry. I'll stop. In a few moments." If he coulelim in his appetite.
But it seemed that the hunger was back. As strerigetore.

"By then I'll be covered with gooseflesh."
"Good." He nibbled his way up to her mouth. "Thatisintention."
"But can you...? | mean, can we? Again?"

"Aye, love." He wouldn't have thought it possildet he wanted her.
Here. Now. "We can love as often as we please.mgad again
and...again."

The words died on his lips as he took her on a dieigurely journey.
A journey that left them both breathless. And at kated.



Chapter Eleven
'‘Are you warm enough, love?"

In answer, AnnaClaire wrapped her arms around Ravgist and
buried her lips against his throat. She would neyreww weary of
hearing him call her love. Nor would she ever hameugh of those
strong arms around her, that warm, solid body leclsed.

Sometime just before dark he had carried her to Dleely had spent
the night alternately loving and sleeping. At timtbe storm of
passion caught them both by surprise. At other dintbeir

lovemaking had been slow and languid, as though tiael all the

time in the world.

Rory knew he was behaving recklessly. Every hoanspere in this
simple hut in the forest brought the English clagethem. But he
hadn't the heart to leave yet. Not with AnnaCldinally his. Not
when his heart was filled to overflowing with sochuove.

Now, with dawn light breaking through the darknegbksy would be
forced to spend another day here before they caflely take to the
trail.

He glanced down at the woman dozing in his arms.

What a delight she was. Who would have believed sha would
prove to be such a fierce little temptress?

"You're smiling, Rory O'Neil." She yawned, thertdd a finger to
trace his lips.

"Maybe because I'm enjoying such happy thoughts."

"Care to share them?"



"They'd make you blush."
"l think, after last night, nothing could ever make blush again."

He threw back his head and roared. "Aye. You arerstant source
of amazement to me, my lady. Who would have thoulgétvery
proper AnnaClaire Thompson could think of so mamyentive
ways to please me."

She sat up and surprised him even further by diregddim, leaning
forward and pressing her mouth to his. "You pronhiseteach me
even more ways."

"So | did. But you may wish to wait a day or two."
"Why?" Her lips turned into a most enchanting pout.

He traced a finger over them and grinned when spped at it.
"Because, my girl, you may be a bit sore today."

"Perhaps you're the one who should worry aboutgosore.” Her
fingers played with the dark hair on his chestdsspdelicious curls
of pleasure along his spine. "After all, you're thee who was
wounded and required all that time to mend. You heaye...strained
something."

"True enough." He caught her hand to still her nmoamets. "But if
you don't stop doing what you're doing, I'll hagestrain even more.
And I'll hold you personally responsible for whagewappens."

She shot him a wicked smile. "Promise?"
"Oh, AnnaClaire, what am | to do with you?"

Her eyes danced with mischief. "l suggest you datwiou do so
well, Rory O'Neil."



He gave a mock sigh. "A warrior's work is never eltn

He rolled her over and kissed her long and slow @b until she
was gasping for breath.

She gave a sigh and fluttered her lashes. "Oh, igyybbave, strong
warrior..."

He kissed her again, cutting off any further tautAd," he muttered
against her lips. "l see I've found an effectiveywa silence you,
wench."

With soft sighs they drifted once more into thatngerful world of
love. A world where there was no longer any needviards.

"Hungry?" Rory lay in a tangle of pelts, one arnowab his head, the
other wrapped around AnnaClaire's waist.

Late morning sunshine filtered through the crackihe walls.

"Famished." She rested her head on his shouldeg.ri&ver did eat
that fish you caught.”

He twirled a lock of her hair around his finger awdtched the
sunlight turn the ends to gold. ' 'As | recall wadimore important
things to think about."

"Aye. But now you must feed me, Rory O'Neil."
"And if | don't?"

She smiled. "l suppose I'll just be too weak tordwe than kiss you."



He sprang up out of bed and began pulling on loghek. "Don't
move. Just rest here and I'll see you properlyrgdlady. | wouldn't
want anything to steal your energy now."

She knelt up in the middle of the bed, unmindfutred fact that she
was naked. "l can't believe how easy that wasdsdll it will ever
take to get you to do my bidding?"

He tangled his fingers in her hair and tilted headhback, kissing her
with a thoroughness that had her heart racing. y@ml the next
hundred years or so. After that we'll probably lagex for a few
minutes apart."”

With that he strode out of the cabin.

AnnaClaire stared after him, convinced that evdmuadred years
wouldn't be enough time with Rory O'Neil. Her heads so filled
with love it was overflowing. Still, she had to medaside the little
twinge of regret. They had made no promises. Nosibments. And
they both knew that when they left here, he woudeomore become
the hardened warrior she had first encounteredhemldcks.

"You weren't exaggerating." Rory polished off hisérd helping of
fish, then leaned back to sip strong hot tea. "Yemaking really is as
fine as Bridget's."

Now that AnnaClaire was the one receiving his comght, she
understood how her old servant had felt. She pe$jtglowed. "It's a
good thing she taught me how to ply needle andithas well. Look
at this gown." She held it up. "You practically stided it."

"l was in a hurry to get you out of it."



"We were both in a hurry, as | recall." She bertt¢o sewing. "Next
time, all you need do is ask."

She was wearing nothing but her chemise and patties she
mended her gown. Her hair spilled forward in a wi&hgle of
burnished curls. For now,watching her, Rory couidcst forget the
pain of the past. He could pretend that they wast § man and
woman wildly in love, without a care in the world.

She glanced up and caught his little frown of com@ion. "What
are you thinking, Rory?"

"That I'd never expected to feel such happinessmdga

She set aside the gown. Crossing the room she iknketint of him
and caught his hands in hers. "It's the same foRog. I'd despaired
of ever meeting a man who touched my soul." Shkddap at him,
eyes swimming. "Do you understand?"

"l do." He lifted their joined hands and brushedkiss over her
knuckles. "Perfectly."

She began to untie the ribbons of her chemise.€lmg, Rory. Right
now."

He closed his hands over hers to still her moveméfihen she gave
him a quick look, he flashed that dangerous srhig&dscome to know
so well.

"Let me." He untied the ribbons and eased awaypthef cloth. In
one quick motion he lifted her onto his lap.

She sighed when his lips made contact with hehflaad then, while
the sun slowly made its arc across the sky, th&y @ach other,
without a single word, all the loving things tha¢n& locked in their
hearts.



* % %

"It's time, AnnaClaire." Rory spoke without turning

Evening shadows were beginning to gather. Twiligas just settling
over the land. It had always been his favorite torheéay. But now, he
dreaded its coming. For it meant an end to thgit.id

"Are you ready?" He tucked a knife at his waigteaond in his boot.

Behind him AnnaClaire pulled on her cloak, ancetifthe hood to
hide her pale hair. "Aye. I'm ready."

He checked to make certain that there was no sniwke the
fireplace. Then he made his way to the stand ebtead led the horse
back to the little hut.

AnnaClaire pulled the door shut and latched itnthaalked to his
side. "l wish we could just stay here forever antkirom the world."

He pulled himself into the saddle and reached ddifting her easily
in his arms. As he settled her in front of him meshed a kiss over
her cheek. "Aye, love. | wish it, too. But we bdthew this would
only be a moment's respite."

He urged his horse forward, and they started atiugh the forest.
Within minutes the leaden sky opened up, and tire bagan. A
sprinkle soon turned into a downpour that soakedutyh their
clothes and left them shivering with cold.

As the horse scrambled up a sodden hillside, Rodglenly jerked
the reins, bringing the animal to a halt.

"What is it?" AnnaClaire turned slightly to studss lface.

"l thought | heard something."



They listened intently, but could hear only the rdming of
raindrops.

Rory lifted her to the ground. "Wait here. I'll gn ahead and check."

Her first instinct was to clutch at his sleeve ded) to go with him.
But she merely nodded, knowing that he had to cohis way.

She stood very still, straining to keep him in lee of vision.

As horse and rider moved ahead, she saw him drawswuord.
Moments later half a dozen English soldiers on ¢lmmsk formed a
solid wall in front of him. Instinctively he swurfgs mount, only to
find another line of soldiers who had stepped froomcealment
behind him.

"Lay down your weapon, Rory O'Neil," came a shoobf the leader
of their regiment.

"'And if | choose not to?"

The man snarled. "You are badly outnumbered, Issim. You'd
best do as you're told."

"Ah. | see." Rory's laughter had them looking at aanother in
astonishment. "But you are mistaken. You are thesomwho are
outnumbered."”

While the soldiers were looking over their shoutdeneasily, hoping
to spot his comrades, Rory took advantage of tivatson by riding
into their midst, wielding his sword with a skilhat left them
bloodied and begging for mercy.

"You there," the leader shouted to his regimene'stbnly one man.
Take up your arms and defeat this brigand."



Three men on horseback came at him from threerdiftesides, but
he managed to evade their blades, driving one ehthack while
sending the other two sprawling in the dirt. Whia foot soldiers
formed a protective wall and began an attack, Roggd his horse to
rear up again and again, driving some of them bertlshing others
beneath those powerful hooves.

One of the soldiers hurled a lance, sending itughothe neck of
Rory's mount. The horse reared up, nostrils flareyges wide with
pain. Rory leapt free of the saddle just as themahwent down on its
side.

From her position on the hillside, AnnaClaire wadthe churning

of mud, the flailing of hooves. Wiping rain fromrreyes she gasped
as Rory's sword flashed, parrying thrusts fromh#lé dozen soldiers

who faced him.

He had them almost beaten. Just a few more, hglhoBut as he
lifted his sword to fight back another soldier, feét a sharp pain,
followed by the warmth of blood. Once again he talden a blow
from a sword to his recently-healed shoulder. Igwpit, he fought

on, driving the remaining soldiers back. But asattempted to raise
his sword yet again, a strange thing happened.aHirs refused to
obey his command. He stared in mute surprise ditntiewhich hung

at his side. While he watched, his sword slippemimfmerveless
fingers and landed with a thud. He reached wittother hand for the
knife at his waist, but the tip of a sword shotward, piercing his
hand. The knife, too, fell to the ground.

With a smug smile the leader of the regiment stfodeard, sword at
the ready. But before he could drive his bladeuglohis opponent's
heart, he looked up in surprise at the woman runtoward him.

"Praise heaven,” AnnaClaire shouted, throwing liensgo the
leader's arms.



He was so startled, he dropped his sword.
"Lady Thompson? Is it you? Are you still alive tiR&n

"Aye. You've saved me from this madman." She ket ¢paze

averted, unable to bear the sight of the blooddbatd from Rory's
shoulder. Instead, she tossed back the hood afdesk as she walked
from soldier to soldier, giving each man the fagbher smile.

The soldiers were so dazzled, they could only atatieis lovely
woman who was alternately laughing and weeping.

"I thought | would surely die out here in this walthess, at the hands
of this...this animal." She chanced a quick glaatdeory, then away.
"But thanks to all of you, | am safe now." ShetBued her lashes.
"My father will want to personally thank each origzou. And | think
perhaps the queen herself will offer a handsomearévior your
courage when you return the O'Neil to her in chains

"Return the Blackhearted O'Neil?" The leader blaacdt the thought
of keeping this dangerous enemy alive. It woulddenuch easier to
simply kill him and be done with it.

"But of course. The queen will want to see this mdao has caused
such chaos in the land. I'm certain there will nynhonors for the
brave soldiers who brought down the Blackhearté¢eD"

"Bind him at once," the leader called importanélg,visions of being
presented at Court danced through his mind.

While the men hastened to do his bidding, Anna€laugged her
arms around herself and gave a violent shiver. "M/gau possibly
have some ale, captain? I'm so very cold."

"Aye. At once, my lady." He sent another man sangyoward the
horses.



When the soldier returned with a cask of ale, Arlam€ gave him
her brightest smile. "And if | could have a fira¥stluntil this chill
leaves me."

In* no time AnnaClaire was seated under a tentidéd sipping ale
and warming herself beside a roaring fire. Somtwadce away Rory
sat slumped against a tree, his wrists and anklesdsecurely. One
soldier was assigned to guard him, while the leadar his two
remaining soldiers huddled around the fire, stanméascination as
Lady AnnaClaire Thompson regaled them with the taleher
kidnapping.

"The barbarian boldly invaded my home, and thennew®re
brazenly took me hostage when it appeared he vimutdptured. For
that | shall never forgive him."

The men nodded in agreement.
She held out her goblet. "I believe | could usét alore ale."
The leader poured, then topped off his own gladslaat of his men.

AnnaClaire lifted her skirts. "My new boots are lsed clear through.
Another thing for which I'll hate the O'Neil."

The three men were too busy staring at her shapdlgs. Seeing the
direction of their gazes she wriggled her feet. Yioa know what I'd
like?"

The men shook their heads.

"I'd like the O'Neil's boots. It would serve hinght to have to travel
all the way to England in bare feet. Wouldn't ygue® it's a fitting
punishment for the lout?" As soon as the leadethef regiment
nodded in agreement she jumped up and raced freter to where



the lone soldier stood guard. "Your captain hag kalight have the
O'Neil's boots."

"His...boots, my lady?"

"Aye. Mine are soaked. | want his." She nodded tawhe tent and
the warm fire. "Go ask your captain, if you wish."

"l..." He glanced from the prisoner, who appeaceldd unconscious,
to the woman, who was shivering n the rain, and tioehis leader,
who nodded in agreement. "If the captain gave tderpo my lady, |
shall see to it at once."

He bent to Rory's boots and began to pry first dmen the other. As
they slid off, AnnaClaire scooped them up. When lnemd closed
around Rory's knife, she held it hidden in the $abdl her skirt. Then,
turning, she allowed the knife to drop into his lzgfore she strode
back to the tent.

The soldiers, warmed by the fire and made drowsyhleyale, sat
slumped around the fire. They watched in silenceslas began
removing her dainty kid boots. Seeing that shethean attention, she
slowed her movements, deliberately lifting hertskigher to rub her
hand over her ankle.

"Ooh." She closed her eyes a moment. "It will bgsod to get into
dry clothes and sleep in a warm bed."

One of the soldiers sighed. She gave him a mostgeng smile. Her
smile froze when a sword was thrust through the klidectly at his
back. The soldier went rigid, then slumped forw&efore the other
two could react, Rory tore aside the hide tent stodhd facing the
remaining two soldiers.

"How could you...?" The leader reached for his slybut he was too
late.



Rory's blade pierced his heart. He was dead béfoiel. The other

soldier backed away, then turned and started toRory tossed his
knife, and it found its mark. The soldier let oudrg, then dropped to
the ground.

"AnnaClaire stared around at the scene of carnage dne
awakening from sleep. She had once thought of RbNeil as a
barbarian because of this very thing. But this fisfe had no one to
blame but herself. She had been a party to thésl@dtthese men.
Loyal English soldiers. The thought was staggering.

Before she could stumble, Rory's arms were aro@ndholding her
firmly against him. "Are you all right, love?"

"l...Yes." She took a deep breath. "I'm fine."

He gave her a long look. "Indeed you are. You'derekine outlaw,
AnnaClaire."

"l think not. Oh, Rory. | was so frightened."

"That's a natural reaction. But what's importartas you dealt with
your fear." He touched a hand to her cheek. "Youlcdave
remained hidden in the forest, and no one would Hdaamed you.
You are, after all, a gentle noblewoman." He pulen close and
soundly kissed her. "This is the second time I'debted to you for
my life."

She touched a hand to his cheek. "And I'll be su®llect that debt,
Rory O'Neil."

"Count on it." He led her to a seat beside the flren checked each
of the bodies before rounding up their horses atbeging up their
weapons. It seemed a fine irony that the very nese English
soldiers hated would now ride their mounts and the® swords
against their countrymen.



He chose the sturdiest of the animals as his dvem tied the others
behind and led them to where AnnaClaire was waiting

"Pull on your boots and cloak, love. We must bdiiam here before
the rest of their regiment comes searching for them

"Aye." She finished dressing, then walked to whére was
extinguishing the fire. "Just think," she musedudlo"Bridget and
Tavis thought | was too innocent to carry out &die¢.ord Dunstan. |
guess | showed them. And you, as well."

Her laughter suddenly died in her throat as sheltasight of the
dead soldiers. The realization of all that she tiade sank in. Her
face lost all its color. Her knees wobbled, andistgan to stumble.

Rory scooped her into his arms and hugged herntoihia fierce
embrace. Against her cheek he murmured tenderlye,"Ay brave,
magnificent little firebrand. You showed them. Yshowed us all.”

She was beyond hearing as she slid into unconswssas



Chapter Twelve

The rain continued throughout the day. Though idlentheir journey
uncomfortable, Rory was glad for the protectioofiéred. The sound
of the raindrops masked their horses' hoofbeate pbddles
obliterated their trail." He hoped, too, that theensity of the storm
would force their pursuers to seek cover.

It was a calculated risk to travel during the day, he felt they had no
choice. He was desperate to get AnnaClaire tocemésafety.

AnnaClaire. He glanced down at her as she sldpsiarms. What an
amazing woman she was. Who would have believedhimagentle,
well-bred lady could prove to be so resourceful?

"There's that frown again." Her lashes flutteredrofWVith a fingertip
she smoothed the line between his brows.

"I seem to do that whenever | look at you." He gfiied to keep the
grin from his lips. "It's probably because youoehard to look at."

"Am I?" She angled her chin.

"Aye. I've never much cared for hair that glearks tihe color of ale
when it's held to the firelight."He allowed a stlao sift through his
fingers before tucking it behind her ear. "Or etpescolor of the sea.
Especially when you're angry." His voice lowere@r "lips so
perfectly formed, that each time | look at therh| a&n think of is—"
he brushed his mouth over hers "—kissing them,gast

"Oh, Rory." She snuggled closer, warmed by his wotd don't
believe I've ever heard a lovelier compliment."

"Tis a gift of the Irish. We've a way with wordsow it's your turn.”

"My turn for what?"



"To pay me a compliment.”

"Ah." She pretended to concentrate for several nmisnél suppose |
could say | like your eyes. They can cut to theckjwhen you're
angry. And they actually twinkle when you laugh."

"My eyes twinkle." He thought that over while heged the horse
across a narrow stream. "That's a start. What'else?

"And | do so like your chin."
"My chin?"
"Aye. It's very strong."

"l have a strong chin and eyes that twinkle. |4 #dhyou can say
about me?"

"Well." She paused a moment before saying, "l glessld manage
one more compliment."

"I should hope so. Go ahead. What else do you asay about
me?"

"For an arrogant man, you can be quite... subdusenwou're in
pain."

He looked down at her, then threw back his headraad:d. "So
much for the proper English and their complimeRts.an intelligent
woman you can be quite—" he touched a finger to hese
"—amusing when you want to be."

“I'm glad | amuse you, Rory O'Neil."



"Oh, you do, my lady. You do indeed." He tilted Fere up and gave
her a hard, quick kiss before returning his comagion to the trail
before them.

When they emerged from the forest, they were bedfdty a bitter
wind that added to the discomfort of wet garments.

“I'm truly sorry we can't stop and warm ourselves & fire,
AnnaClaire."

"Hush, Rory. I'll be fine." She drew her cloak andiher and clutched
at her hood to keep it from blowing loose.

As day slipped into night, and the cold wind arttEbirain continued,

he marveled at her strength of will. Another womaight have wept

in despair. But AnnaClaire was unlike any womar le®’er known.

She accepted the pain, the discomfort, as she ael accepted the
elegance of her surroundings. With grace and qliggtity.

They could have stopped for the night. As they @asarkened huts,
Rory knew that he would find the welcome of fooddamarmth
within. The desire to seek shelter from the elementarly
overpowered him. But he was driven by an urgencysde to
AnnaClaire's safety. It was uppermost in his miadhey rode past
the tiny villages around Galway, and as they s#tithee slopes of the
Maamturks.

Dawn was just beginning to light the sky when tpagsed through a
gap in the mountains. The silvery waters of a [gistened up ahead.

Rory brought his horse to a halt at the top ofribe and drank in the
beauty of the scene before him.



AnnaClaire lifted her head from his shoulder anblbed her eyes.
"What is it, Rory? Where are we?"

"We're home, AnnaClaire."

At the reverence with which he spoke the word,ghaced at him.
There was a look in his eyes she had never seerebéfs though he
were in the presence of the Almighty. She met mges then turned
to take in the view. And caught her breath at thiel,worimitive
beauty of it.

"That great pinnacle over there is Croagh Pattichkas stood guard
over Ballinarin for thousands of years."

"Look." She pointed. "Waterfalls. They're spectacul

The water streamed from the highest peaks, casgatlithe way to
the floor of the valley, where it joined the swyftlnning water of the
lake.

Looking up she said, "It seems to glitter in thdyebght."

"Aye. We call that the jewels of Croagh Patrickis Eaused by
fragments of quartz and mica."

AnnacClaire studied the narrow floor of the vallsleltered from the
winds and gales, strewn with tall conifers and gsmof
rhododendron. "How much of this belongs to yourifa®1

He nudged his horse into a trot. "All of it."

"All?" She couldn't seem to take it all in. "Th&dés? The mountains?
All the land?"

"Aye." His voice was little more than a whisper. theugh unwilling
to break the spell of this, his first glimpse up@turning home.



"There are thousands of acres of moorland, mountaater and
woods. Those who have been fortunate enough tbsagiit's the
grandest place in all of Ireland."

She could see that he spoke the truth. As theyedairough
just-waking villages, the houses appeared clearpergperous. The
fields were planted with crops. Flocks of sheemegdaon nearby
hillsides. Old men doffed their caps and young [@dpped in delight
when they recognized the man in the saddle.

"Ye'r home then, Rory O'Neil?"
"Aye, Paddy."

"God bless ye, Rory," an old woman called fromWwardow as she
shook a linen cloth.

"And you, Mistress Fallon."

A lad on horseback took off at a run to spreadwtioed that Rory
O'Neil had returned.

"Oh, Rory." As they rounded a bend AnnaClaire hadfinst glimpse
of his home.

The castle had been built of soft gray stone possibned from
Croagh Patrick, since it shimmered in the morningt ke the
mountain. It soared several stories high, withlgatiunded turrets
on either end. The road leading up to it was pthmteh tall conifers
that stood at attention along the winding, twistpagh. At the front
was an enormous gated entrance. Even before tissgg#hrough to
a paved courtyard, they could hear the soundsmftsty as the word
of his arrival was received by those within. Andritthey were nearly
overrun by the pack of hounds that circled theiuntpyelping and
baying a mournful welcome. At a sharp word fromyRdhey settled
down.



The door was flung open and a lass still clad inrghtshift raced
down the steps and burst into tears. At the sifheng Rory slid from
the saddle and gathered her into his arms."Oh RRawy. We haven't
had a word in so long. We were so afraid you wér8he burst into
fresh tears and hugged his neck so fiercely heeginc

"Easy now, Briana. You wouldn't want to choke tfeefrom me now
that I'm home, would you?"

But there was no stopping her. She couldn't leNgw.could she stop
the tears that flowed freely down her cheeks.

From the back of the horse AnnaClaire watched ¢keesin silence.
So this was Rory's little sister, Briana. He hasictiéed her perfectly.
From the flaming hair to the adoration she feltHer big brother. At

the moment her emotions had completely taken o8ée was

alternately laughing and weeping as she clung agdéd and kissed
this brother who had been gone for so long.

A handsome young man came rushing out the doarggtng to
fasten the tunic he'd hastily thrown on. As tall Raery, he was
slighter of build, and his hair was more brown thdack. But the
face was every bit as handsome. And the smile adianmt.

"Praise the saints you're back with us, Rory."
"Aye, Conor. I've been gone a bit longer than lahped."

The two young men grinned at each other for arfutiute before
falling into each other's arms.

"Ah, Rory, I've missed you."

"And I've missed you, Conor."



They both looked up at the sound of a cry. In therdiay stood a
beautiful woman in a gown of white wool. Auburn thaprinkled
with gray strands was coiled atop her head likeowg. Her face was
majestic. High cheekbones. Small, straight nosdahbips. Eyes as
blue as a summer day, with fine laugh lines featigethe pale skin.

Standing in front of her was a solemn little boythvblond hair and
blue eyes so wide and unblinking, he looked lilstadue.

"Mother." Rory closed the distance between them eaught his
mother in a fierce embrace.

"Rory. Oh, my beloved son. It's been so long." Masirshoulders
shook as she silently wept against his chest.

"Hush, Mother. I'm home now." As they stepped gpeetplaced his
hands on either side of her face and tenderly #iasey her tears.

Then he stared down at the little boy who had takérge behind her
skirts. He stooped down and studied the somber. f&® Innis.
You've grown."

The boy lowered his head, refusing to look at him.
"How old are you now?"

When the boy held his silence Moira said gentlyni$...doesn't
speak much. He's nine years old now."

Rory shook his head. "Nine years. I've missed schmiDo you know
who | am, Innis?"

The fair head bobbed. The words were slow, haltiiYaou were
going to be my uncle. But now..." His lips tremhled



Seeing the pain in her son's eyes, which matcheegadmm in the lad's,
Moira said, "But now you're home."

"And home to stay, | hope," came a voice behindithe

Rory got to his feet and turned to the white-haine@h who stood
framed in the doorway.

"Welcome home, my son." Despite the bright smhe, older man's
voice shook with emotion.

"Father."

The two men embraced. When they stepped apart Gaeil
studied the battle-weary face of his eldest sonit ‘dger then? Have
you had your revenge against the English bastard?"

He saw the shadow that passed over Rory's feahefse he
composed himself. "Not yet. I've not come homeaay.5

"Why then?" The older man's voice lowered withifegl "It isn't fair
to torture us if you must leave us once more."

"I've brought someone who needs the protectioniriZalh can
offer.”

Gavin turned from Rory to the woman astride thesaor
The others followed suit.

With servants peering from windows and hanging dwaconies,
calling out greetings, Rory walked to the horse amelped
AnnaClaire to the ground. Her hands were as colteasShe was
trembling. He clasped her hands between his, offesome measure
of warmth and comfort.



"This is AnnaClaire Thompson. When | was gravelyunded she
offered me shelter and the safety of her own hahgyeat peril to
herself and all those of her household. Had it been for
AnnaClaire's generosity, | would not have surviVed.

While the others merely stared in mute surprise irdMdurried
forward.

"Then you are welcome at Ballinarin, AnnaClaire ipson. For as
long as you wish, our home is yours."

"Thank you." AnnaClaire struggled to swallow thejuin her throat.
Seeing the love and warmth of Rory's family, arerthnquestioning
acceptance of a stranger, made her feel like wgepin

A tiny, hunched woman barrelled through the opeordthen came
to a sudden halt and stood wheezing for breathtéWair had been
drawn back into a tight knot at her nape. Her skas so pale and
translucent, the lines of blue veins could be gdsalced. But though
her eyes were watery, they danced with delight.

"They told me, in the scullery, that ye were bdery."

"Mistress Finn." Rory had to bend nearly doubléug the birdlike
creature. "Come, meet our guest. This is AnnaClamempson.
AnnaClaire, Mistress Finn has been the housekeap8allinarin
since my father was a lad."

"Aye. | watched him grow as I've watched his séMarriors'all, they
are," she said with a trace of pride as she pdRen)'s cheek.
"Welcome to Ballinarin, my lady." She took AnnaCés hands.
"You're shivering. Your clothes are soaked. Whatemee thinking,
Rory, to keep a lady out on such a night?"

Moira motioned to the housekeeper. "Bring our guesitie at once.
Briana and | will see to her comfort."



At her mother's words Briana rushed to her bratlsde, clinging to
his arm. "I want to stay with Rory. | want to heal about his
adventures."

"You'll have plenty of time to see your brother dosdr his tales. For
now, you'll help me make our guest welcome."

The young girl knew better than to argue with tivate of voice. It
was a tone mothers had perfected throughout the age

Mistress Finn motioned to a freckle-faced servitdgdt some water,
Velia. These two must have warm baths and dry etotlShe looked
up, where the windows bloomed with onlookers. "Tés of ye get
back to work. We've a welcome to prepare for Roiyed."

Under the housekeeper's watchful gaze the sergantsied away.
Moira and her daughter led a dazed AnnaClaire titrabe doorway
and up the stairs to the sleeping chambers orettend floor.

Rory started up after them but was stopped by disef and his
brother, who draped their arms around his shoulders

"There'll be no bath for you, boy-o, until you amswa few
guestions."

Realizing that AnnaClaire was in good hands, Relgnted. "I'll tell
you as much as | can over one glass of whiskeyoBlytbecause it'll
warm me. Then you'll just have to wait for the rest

The two men glanced at each other and grinned.ddie sleep all
day or all week. So long as he first told them g\d=tail of the past
two years of his exile.



"And have you never again spotted this Tilden bd8taConor
handed his father and brother glasses of whiskey, helped himself
to the third.

The three men were seated near the fire, with di@dhs at their feet.
Their plans to keep Rory talking until they'd heavery single detail
had been thwarted when Moira had intervened aneredcher son up
to bed. Now, hours later, bathed rested and dressadine tunic

bearing the family crest, Rory had found his fathed brother
eagerly awaiting him in the library.

"Aye. | spotted him. On the docks of Dublin. | midtave killed him,
too, had he not hidden behind the swords of a badtbf soldiers
fresh from England."

"That's when you were wounded?" Gavin asked.

"Aye." Rory rubbed at the inflamed shoulder. "Dachreound was
opened up again when we encountered those Englidieis in the
forest. Nearly cost me my life."

From the doorway came his mother's voice. "You khbave said
something before you dressed. I'll have Mistreas Fetch one of her
special ointments. Let me have a look at that."

She hurried across the room to reach out a hahid leeve.

Rory brushed a kiss over her cheek, then wavedwhay. "We'll deal
with it later. For now, the whiskey will numb thaip."

She was about to argue when she saw his head qosterply.

Briana paused in the doorway. "l told you we'd findm here. Come
on in, AnnaClaire."



AnnaClaire stepped inside, then halted when shézeedathat
everyone was watching her. Even the dogs lookedramp their
stupor caused by the warmth of the fire and begasniff the
stranger.

As soon as he spotted her, Rory set aside his efneid crossed the
room to take her hand. For the space of a hearigesimply looked
into her eyes. Then he led her toward the firergribecame aware of
the sudden silence in the room. "Mum said | cobhloose what dress
to give to AnnaClaire, so | thought the green omeildl be perfect
with her hair and eyes. Don't you agree, Rory?"

"Aye." Rory glanced at his family, who were all wiaing the young
woman closely. "It is indeed perfect.”

The gown had a rounded neckline that displayedgusnt of high,
firm breasts. The sleeves were long, with pointoé at each cuff.
Her tiny waist was accentuated by a darker gresh. Séhe flounced
skirt was gathered here and there with matchingrgrieows to
display a lace underskirt.

"Will you have some ale or whiskey?" Conor asked.

"Thank you. A little ale would be nice." AnnaClaiaecepted the
goblet from a maid and sipped, all the while awafrthe scrutiny of
Rory's family. Her cheeks turned a becoming shdgené.

"Mistress Finn has prepared a feast, Rory my b@wvin downed his
drink in one long swallow and poured himself anotli&he entire
household can't wait to greet you after we sup.”

Rory grinned. "I'm glad they agreed to wait. Anreif& and | haven't
had a single morsel since yesterday. | believeulcceat an entire
lamb by myself. Raw," he added, "without even skigrit."

The others burst into knowing laughter.



"You always had a healthy appetite," Conor saidydry

"Aye. It could be the reason this whiskey is gostrpight Jo my
head. Or it could be the vision before me."

Again, AnnaClaire felt the scrutiny of the othersdafelt herself
blushing.

When a servant announced that the dinner was r&ay,set aside
the tumbler and offered AnnaClaire his arm. "Nowé said
laughingly, "you can judge whether Fiola is as gaedridget."

"Who is Bridget?" Briana asked as she bounded $gide.

"AnnaClaire's housekeeper in Dublin, who managethaie even
porridge taste heavenly."

"I believe I'll have to meet this sorceress," Cosaid with a laugh as
he followed Rory and AnnaClaire from the room.

Behind them, as Gavin started to take his leaveravt@mught hold of
his sleeve and held him back.

"What is it, love?"

Moira's fingers closed over his arm, then tighteriBad you see the
look that passed between Rory and this young wotfnan?

"Aye." He bit back the smile that threatened. S&y our firstborn is
smitten."

"He's much more than smitten, Gavin. He loves lrarsure of it."

Gavin patted her hand. ' 'Moira, my darling. Oun $® only home
from his war for hours and already you have hinekixuck."



"A woman knows these things. That look was unmaiédk Rory
and this woman have grown... intimate."

She saw her husband's expression alter slightlgnBws chest
seemed to puff up a bit. Sweet heaven, what walsatit men? Her
own heart was stuttering with fear over what sket&h pass between
Rory and this stranger. And all Gavin could feekvgame sort of
masculine pride that his son had won a beautidglty. But who was
this woman? Where had she come from? And what ltedfesel for
their son? So far they knew nothing more than aenen

Moira carefully composed her features as she ehtbeedining hall
beside her husband.

Gavin took his place at the head of the table, Whwife at his right

side, and his eldest son at his left. As everyoms weated the
servants entered bearing trays of mussels swimmirgutter and

platters of brown soda bread.

Each servant paused beside Rory to offer a warre smd a word of
welcome. Even the cook stood in the doorway, begnwith
excitement.

Knowing they were waiting for his reaction, Rorykohis first bite
and closed his eyes in appreciation. "Ah, how hrssed this. Fiola,
I'll bet you caught them fresh this morning."

"Aye." The cook gave a sigh of relief that she hahaged to add to
the family's celebration. "Along with the salmon."

"Wait until you taste the salmon,” Conor remarkesdhe helped
himself to a second helping. "And the lamb. No oae cook lamb
like our Fiola."

AnnaClaire watched in astonishment as course afberse was
brought to the table and devoured by people whee veg@parently



accustomed to working hard and eating well. Thesis mutton and
beef, fish and seafood, and the tastiest breadd sher eaten. Even
young Innis forgot his shyness long enough to gegbt-up in the
spirit of the occasion. Two of the hounds had pas#d themselves
on either side of him beneath the table, gratefulthe scraps he
offered. By the time the servants offered brandiakkes heavy with
currants and nuts, the lad could manage but aessigle before he
allowed the hounds to lick the crumbs from his érgy

Rory sipped his ale and sat back with a sigh. tiorlong years I've
thought of nothing but this."

Briana glanced at him from across the table. "Warealid you
sleep, Rory. And what did you eat?"

"l slept in haylofts. Fields. And sometimes in twtages of those
who've heard of our cause. | ate whatever | coatdic Fish mostly.
An occasional stag when | had the luxury of timéuot.” He laid a
hand over AnnaClaire's. "Until that fateful day wHewvas wounded
on the docks. Then, for the first time in two yedidept in a feather
bed and was fed the nectar of the gods."

"Tell us about yourself, AnnaClaire." Gavin sigedllto a servant,
who filled his goblet. "How did you happen to saxeg Rory?"

"It was...quite by accident, | assure you." She&edrto see Rory's
knowing smile.

So, he wasn't going to help her. She took a sgleoénd said, "l was
at Clay Court, my mother's home in Dublin, wherourid Rory,
badly wounded, in my kitchen."

"How did he get there?" Conor asked sharply.

"My servants had smuggled him away from the dooksy wagon.
Hidden beneath my lap robe."



"How romantic." Briana clapped her hands in delighind so you
nursed him back to health."

"It wasn't quite that simple,” Rory remarked drylily presence in
her home gave the lady quite a shock."

"But she did nurse you back to health?"

"Aye. In time. But by doing so, she placed heraelfl her household
in peril, for there was a price on my head."

"Loyal citizens care naught about that." Conor fned. "Any one of
us would have done the same."

Moira picked up on the thing that had caught hésngibn. "You
mentioned your mother's home. What did she thinkualthe
danger?"

"My mother is dead."
Hearing the pain in her words, Moira felt a flashegret. "I'm sorry."

"And your father?" Gavin lifted the goblet to higsd. "Is he dead as
well?"

"Nay. My father..." AnnaClaire glanced at Rory,nlstared down at
her plate. "My father is away."

"Where?" Gavin asked.
“In England."
His hand paused in midair. "What business takestbigEngland?"

When AnnaClaire didn't immediately respond, Roryidsa
"AnnaClaire's father is Lord James Thompson."



' The same James Thompson who is Counsel to Erglgnden?"
Gavin's face clouded with shock and disbelief.

"Aye." Rory nodded. "The same."

Gavin's hand tightened on the stem of the goblél thre glass
shattered. Ignoring the blood that gushed fromhhlisd, he leapt to
his feet and stared at AnnaClaire as if seeing iasteo.

The_ hounds, sensing the sudden tension, slitrerey from the
table and cowered in a corner.

"Gavin, you've cut yourself." Moira stood and catuglk hand but her
husband shook off her touch.

He kept his gaze fixed on AnnaClaire, whose faa® lbat all its
color. His tone rang with righteous anger. "I'lt tave the spawn of
that devil James Thompson beneath my roof for evennight." He
pointed a bloody finger at her. "Woman, you wike Ballinarin at
once."



Chapter Thirteen

Startled by the fury in Gavin's tone, the servasttpped in their
tracks. For the space of a heartbeat there wasolirzd in the room.
Then, one by one, the rest of the family got tartfezt and formed a
half circle behind him. Briana scowled at the haigdjlishwoman.
Innis couldn't bring himself to even look at heo, deep was his
hatred of all things English.

Rory shoved back his chair and glared at his fadberss the table.

"If you order AnnaClaire from Ballinarin, you aredering me as
well."

"Rory..."

He turned at the sound of his mother's voice, mythier off with a
look. "AnnaClaire Thompson risked her life, andttbf her entire
household, to save me. I'll accept no less fronfanyily."

Gavin's voice rolled like thunder. "Her father igeting right now
with the monarch who is plotting the destructioroaf land. I'll not
give aid and comfort to our enemy."

' 'Had it not been for this woman you call our egehwouldn't be
here having this discussion with you, Father."

“This is not a discussion." Gavin pounded his Gst the table,
sending crystal and silver flying. ' 'This is ader. This is my home.
| have the right to say who'll reside here and wioa't. And | say..."

Conor stepped between his father and brother. ldatded the art of
mediation from his earliest days as middle childhis passionate
family. Though he was as shocked as the othershéynews of
AnnaClaire's parentage, his tone was deliberat@gcitatory.

"Father, after two long years, Rory has come baakst You know



how you've grieved. How we've all grieved. And nbeis back, as
though from the dead."

"Aye. I've grieved. And now, what do | find? My dtborn in the
clutches of our enemy."

Conor's voice lowered, gentled. "You raised us ¢ohonorable.
Would you deny Rory's debt of honor?"

"You know | would not." Gavin's anger was still @pent, but he was
beginning to see where Conor was leading him. Aadbhterly
resented it.

"The woman who saved Rory's life is now in dangssause of her
generosity to him. He's brought her to us for mtde. Can we do
less than this noblewoman has done?"

Gavin wouldn't give up without a fight. "Her fathés bloody
English."

"And her mother was Irish." Rory's voice was asal#fas ever.

"Irish?" Moira glanced at AnnaClaire, relieved fomy break in the
tension, no matter how trifling. "What was her n&the

AnnaClaire refused to look at her. At any of th&he hated being
put in this humiliating position. This tug-of-warteen father and
son. Hadn't she warned Rory that his family woekkent her?

Rory answered for her. "Her mother's name was Matd2oyle."

There was a new excitement in Moira's tone. "Wadfdt@er Hugh
Doyle? From Kerry?"

AnnaClaire's eyes narrowed. If these people daveshy a single
word against her beloved mother, she would fleg hiorrible place



without a backward glance. "Aye. Her father was Muder mother
was Claire."

"Oh, Gavin." Moira clasped her husband's arm. "bwrof her. |
knew Margaret when we were girls. I'd heard sheed van
Englishman and had left to make her home in Lontldmeard, too,
that he was good to her. Despite the conflictsdida't force her to
abandon her faith." She lowered her voice and tuitreek to their
guest. "I'd heard that they were very happy. And gay she is now
dead?"

AnnaClaire's chin came up defiantly, to hide thepaye. Almost
two months now."

After a moment's hesitation Moira rounded the tadoled placed a
hand on AnnaClaire's shoulder. "So soon. 'Tis a&ttthw wound. I'm
sorry for your loss, my dear. Margaret was a dgrjinl. I'm sure she
was a loving mother and that you miss her very miuch

AnnaClaire nodded, too stunned and moved by thimavs words
to speak. She would not embarrass herself by shgdears in front
of these people who considered her their enemy.

"G&vin, we need some time to ponder all these thirtigs all so new.
So confusing." Behind AnnaClaire's back, Moiraestidong and hard
at her husband.

It was a look he knew only too well. He gloweredat and cleared
his throat. "Very well. We'll talk no more of thignight. But on the
morrow..." At another look from his wife he turnéal a servant.
"We'll take our whiskey in the library."

Moira exited beside her husband, followed by Iramd Briana.

"That was a close one," Conor muttered.



"You could always charm the birds from the tre&ty clenched his
hands at his sides, still itching for a fight aeeéling oddly deflated.
"But | didn't need your help."

"Nay. Not much. If I'd left it up to you, by nowelshouts would have
led to blows. Left on your own, Rory, you and Fativeuld settle
everything with your fists or your swords."

"There are times when even your silver tongue wanft the

argument. When it happens, Conor, you'll be gratefumy sword."

Rory turned his attention to AnnaClaire, whose graltas a clear
indication that she had been badly shaken by thiurst. "Come,
my lady. The worst is over."

She shook her head. "l won't be the cause of tedogtiween you and
your father, Rory."

"He's my father, AnnaClaire. I'll handle him."
"I'll not remain where I'm not wanted. | must ledare."

He fought to keep the anger from his voice. "If yeave, I'll leave as
well."

He saw her look of surprise. Noting her hesitatn@npressed his
advantage. "And | was so looking forward to slegpmmy own bed
tonight."

She saw the slight curve of his lips and knew slas Wweing
manipulated. Still, with a sigh, she relented.'pjgose | can stay. But
only for the night. On the morrow..."

He touched a finger to her lips to silence her. IMgpeak no more of
this until the morrow."



She nodded. But as she walked beside him towardibtay, she
vowed that this would be the last night she wouyddngl under the
same roof as these hateful, volatile O'Neils.

"What brought you to the docks in the first plac&avin demanded.

After a few failed attempts at polite conversatifather and son had
settled on something safe. Something they botheghdihe love of
battle and the hatred of the enemy.

"I'd heard the rumor that Tilden would be therer &0 years I've
always seemed to be just one step behind him.uigttcthis was my
chance."

"And it turned out to be a trap," Gavin muttered.

"Nay. Tilden was there. But we hadn't counted om fihict that a
boatload of soldiers would be there as well."

"You don't think it was planned?"

Rory shook his head. "I think we caught him by sisip | believe our

little skirmishes are hurting the English. TildeasHost so many men
he had to send for reinforcements. | think, tog, dueen will soon

demand to know why an entire regiment of trainddiscs can't put a
stop to these annoying Irish peasants."

AnnaClaire studied Rory with new admiration. Haddunstan said
nearly that same thing at Lady Thornly's? When sév Gavin

O'Neil studying her, she flushed. Perhaps he thosigh was some
sort of spy for the enemy. Needing something tosthe began to
move around the room, while the conversation drooedn the

background.



As soon as she stood, several of the hounds cihgedsniffing her
skirts. But when she scratched their ears andediffieir fur, they lay
back down, tongues lolling.

Like all the rooms at Ballinarin, the library wasssive in size. One
wall housed a collection of books the likes of wh&nnaClaire had
never seen outside an abbey. It would seem theil®'Bled their

ancestors were educated.

A blackened stone fireplace dominated another waltlove the
mantel hung a coat of arms depicting a lion, a stagy an ornate
jeweled crown. It was the same coat of arms Romeven his tunic.
It had been on his cloak as well, before Bridgek ¢t it away to tend
his wounds. The lion, AnnaClaire knew, was the syilba watrrior.
The stag symbolized a hunter. But the crown puzhkeduntil she
remembered that Rory had boasted that his famitly descended
from the first king of Ireland. No wonder his fatheas so arrogant,
she mused. His temper would be a match for theifinglieen he so
despised.

She turned away. A third wall had three arched wsllooking out
on a formal garden planted with hedges and coniéranged in an
intricate pattern along paved walkways. An invitingstful view.

The scarred wooden desktop was littered with legjgerclear sign
that a great deal of business was conducted herethBre were
several groupings of overstuffed chairs and seditasell, that added
a look of comfort to the room.

To one side of the fireplace stood a small tabléh wchair on either
side. AnnaClaire paused beside it.

Covering the entire tabletop was a hand-carved ewathess set.
She studied the pieces and was jolted when shizeddhat one set
depicted Irish swordsmen, the other English soddier



"It's not been used since Rory went away." Conarise beside her
made her jump. He pointed to the two horsemen stgnguard
before a queen. "That was the last play our Rorgaria

"Does no one else play?" she asked.

"Aye. But Father lost heart when Rory left. He saug brother was
the only one who could ever truly offer him a chatie."

"A pity." She studied the players for a momentntlsaid, "When
Rory challenges your father again, Gavin will wemmove that rook
into position. Else he'll find himself helplesstcked in checkmate.”

Hearing her, the O'Neil was across the room inlgsiigdes, studying
the pieces. After several minutes he shook his .h&&dould be a
foolish move. My opponent would then be free to mtvs bishop."

AnnaClaire shrugged and noted that the otherstoggpead talking to
watch and listen. "Suit yourself, Gavin O'Neil.ave no wish to fuel
your temper again this night."

Anger sparked. The cheek of the woman! He turnddddirstborn.
"Come here, Rory. It's time | taught you 'a’ lessptwo in the art of
strategy."

"Perhaps it's you who'll need the lesson, FathBoty's mouth
twitched in amusement.

The two men took their seats, while the others dtimoa Circle
watching. Both men studied the pieces.

Rory looked across the table. "I believe the firgtve is yours,
Father."

"Aye." Gavin glanced up at AnnaClaire, thought abehat she'd
said, then dismissed it and moved another rookaast



Rory glanced at his father in astonishment. "Ara gertain this is
what you want to do?"

"I am."

Rory moved his chess pieces and said, "You shaaé hstened to
the lady, Father. | have you in checkmate."

Gavin's eyes grew stormy, and for a moment Anna€ldiought
there would be another outburst. He fixed her vaitsteely look.
"You did that on purpose, didn't you. Englishwoman?

"Did what?" She could feel her cheeks growing wasrthe others
turned to stare at her.

"Offered advice, knowing I'd be quick to rejectsince it came from
the likes of you."

She shrugged. "l intended nothing of the kind. Buytou wish to
think so, | have no way of changing your mind."

"There may be a way."
She met his look.
"Do you think you could beat me, AnnaClaire Thompgso

"I've been playing chess with my father since | vaashild. And
routinely beating him."

"Ha. But he is a bloody Englishman. | challenge yowa game of
chess with a wily Irishman."

AnnaClaire glanced around at the others, who lo@seglurprised as
she felt.



"But, Father." Briana's eyes were wide. "You've af# refused to
teach me the rudiments of the game, because ydut'saa strategy
only men can understand."

"Aye. A game of war. A game of wiles and wit. Thekde mind
simply cannot comprehend such things. Well, my Padye you
afraid I'll humiliate you?"

As he'd suspected, she couldn't possibly refuseahist. "I accept
your challenge, Gavin O'Neil."

"Let's get started then."

Moira touched a hand to her husband's shouldervitGéhe lass
must be growing weary. Think of the difficult jo@y she has
undertaken in the last few days."

"She can sleep as long as she pleases. As sooe gare is over."

Before Moira could protest further, Conor drapedaam around his
mother's shoulder and led her toward the settlemi€ We'll warm
ourselves with some ale and listen to Rory's taleglventure.”

For the next hour or more Rory made a half-heastémtt to oblige.
But he found himself distracted by the image of &Ghaire facing
his father across the chess board. Did she havéedaaywhat she'd
gotten herself into? To his father, this was no gainvas war, about
which Gavin O'Neil felt passionately. By the tim&vas over, lovely
AnnaClaire would no doubt be reduced to tears.

"I've backed you into a corner, Englishwoman." Gaveyes danced
with delight. They had begun at a slow, leisuredggas each player
tried to surmise the strategy of the other.



He'd been surprised by the lady's quick mind. Skety cleverly
determined where he was going, and effectivelyk#devery move.
But now she was about to face defeat.

"Aye. That you have." She studied the options dgien, then gave
him a slow smile. "So [I'll just have to say....ckmate, Gavin
O'Neil."

"That's impossible. | thought out every move. Blytlaht is holy..."
His voice exploded, bringing everyone out of thehairs to hurry
over.

Rory and Conor were studying the chess piecesewidira was
staring at her husband, trying to gauge the deptisoanger. She
didn't want another outburst like the one they'dnessed in the
dining hall.

Behind her, young Innis hung back, as he'd dorevalhing, and kept
his gaze fixed on the floor. The arrival of Ror\N@&il and this strange
woman had added to his agitation. And the newsstiatvas English
had sent him into some dark place in his mind.

Briana clung to Rory, as she had all evening, mgedesperately to
assure herself that her adored brother was reatly with her. But it
was AnnaClaire who had captured her attention.hA&H young life
Briana had heard about the cruelty of the Engi&t this female was
far from cruel. AnnaClaire Thompson was unlike goyng woman
she had ever known. She'd actually risked hetdifeave a stranger.
She had traveled clear across Ireland, facing unkrperils. And she
sat here calmly playing a confusing game of stsateth a man who
considered her his enemy.

Though she knew it was treason to entertain a tkiadght about the
English, she was almost sorry AnnaClaire would hevéake her
leave on the morrow. Briana found her fascinating.



"l do believe you've lost, Father." Conor's tones\eredulous.

"The woman is a sorceress." Gavin downed a tuntflevhiskey,
then studied the pieces again, looking for a way ou

"Face it, Father. She's bested you."
The older man shook his head. "It isn't possible."

Moira patted his shoulder. "It's time we all toak oest, Gavin. After
all, 'tis only a game."

"A game?" His eyes narrowed. "This is no mere gane.l've never
met a woman whose mind could grasp the strategyaof’

"You've met one now." Rory set his tumbler down asalight
AnnaClaire's hand. "Well done, my lady." With a hdw brushed his
lips over her knuckles. "Now, whether you like it mot, Father,
AnnaClaire has earned a well-deserved rest."

"Rest is it?" Gavin stared at the chess pieces) #iethe woman
who'd beat him. "Aye. We'll all rest. But on the mow, after we
break our fast, we'll match wits again."

Before anyone could stop her, Briana blurted, "Bather, you
ordered the Englishwoman to leave on the morrow."

"l did indeed." To hide his discomfort Gavin brake silence with a
roar. "No bloody Englishwoman will leave Ballinaxntil | have the
chance to redeem myself." He stared hard at Anm&Clds that
clear?"

She gave a slight nod of her head. "Quite cleavirGa'Neil. I'll give
you that chance on the morrow, before | take myded this place.
Now | bid you all good' night." She walked out bétlibrary beside
Rory.



When she was gone, Gavin glanced at his family.|[I’?&hat are
you looking at? | think it's high time we ail tookr rest."

"Aye. Good night, Father." Conor kissed his motheheek, then
herded Briana and Innis out the door, with the lisuiollowing.

Alone by the fire, Moira studied her husband fondp silent
moments. "You like her, don't you?"

"Like her? How can | possibly like her? She's bip&mglish."

"Aye, though she has some Irish blood in her." Bbered at him
from beneath her lashes. "And you like her."

"l don't like defeat." He took her hand and led fnem the room.
As they climbed the stairs she whispered, "AdmiGivin."
He shot her a sideways glance. "I admit nothing."

Moira sighed. Gavin O'Neil had always been an abgti man. But it
was one of those things she'd always managed ttooke He was,
after all, the love of her life.

But in this instance, she had to admit that heband was right to
order the young woman to leave. AnnaClaire Thompsmht have
won the heart of their son, but she was still thengy. And they had
no way of knowing if this Englishwoman truly retexhtheir son's
affection, or if she was using him for some simigt@rpose.

Perhaps she was part of a plot to bring the Engldtiiers into the
O'Neil stronghold. If so, she would soon learn thatO'Neils would
do whatever it took to keep their loved ones sabenfall harm.
Especially here in their own home.



Chapter Fourteen

"Oh, my lady." As AnnaClaire stepped into her bexdober, Velia,
the little servant, sprang up from the chaise wisbed fallen asleep.
"Forgive me."

"It's quite all right, Velia. I'm sure you've puta very long day."

"Aye, my lady." The girl shoved stiff, corkscrewrtsufrom her eyes.
"I was up before dawn so | could go down to tHege and see..."
She bit her lip, wondering how much to reveal. Meice lowered.
"There's a farmer, you see. Titus O'Malley. | baka bread and
biscuits and bring them to him before he leavesHerfields."

"A farmer? Is he courting you?"
Velia nodded.
AnnaClaire studied her with surprise. "But youoeysung."

"Not so young. I'm ten and three. And long for mifg of my own.
Sometimes, when my chores are finished, | go mwtand help my
sister with her young one. She has a wee babayeadsk a bit of help
now and then."

"The O'Neils don't mind that you leave?"

"Nay. They encourage it. They know how much myesisteans to
me, now that she's the only family | have left."eSHushed. "Well,
my sister and Titus."

"What happened to the rest of your family?"
"My parents and younger brother were killed."

“I'm sorry, Velia. How did it happen?”



' 'They were taking some sheep to market acrossev@e and were
attacked by English soldiers..." The minute thedsdumbled out of
her mouth the little servant looked away. By now blad heard, as
had all the household, the truth of AnnaClaire'septage. The
O'Neils' furious response to such news had beezateg by all the
servants. "Forgive me, my lady. I've been knowtripover my own
tongue.”

"You have nothing to apologize for, Velia."

"Oh, but | do. No matter what, you are a guestalliflarm Here, let
me help you." She hurried forward, eager to makeeras.
"Twouldn't do for you to feel neglected. Espegialbw that himself
gave you a wee taste of his temper."

"A wee taste?" AnnaClaire couldn't help laughingeTsound of it
eased the tension in the little servant.

"Aye, my lady. You wouldn't wish to feel the futifce of the O'Neil's
temper." At the thought of it, even Velia's freckieeemed to shiver.
"For 'tis fierce indeed. Like a great storm blowindgrom the sea. All
who know him fear the O'Neil. Now, let's get you otithat dress."

AnnacClaire carefully removed her borrowed gown slifgped on the
nightshift Velia offered her. "Have all the O'Neilsherited their
father's temper?"

"I'd say Rory and his sister are the most like @Beil. Not that
Conor doesn't have a temper, but, like his mothels learned to
subdue it."

"Rory told me that Conor prefers talking to figlgih

"Oh, aye." Velia broke into a sunny smile as sl AmnaClaire
across the room to an ornate dressing table. \#eisibngue that one



has. | think his mother wishes he would use his tgifspread the
faith."

"A man of the church? Do you think he will consid&t
"So far Conor's been busy using his gift to charenrhaidens."

In the mirror AnnaClaire could see the little spaitsolor on the girl's
cheeks. It would seem that despite her courtship pyung farmer,
she was not immune to Conor O'Neil's charms.

Velia removed the combs from her hair and ran albthrough the
tangles. "Not that Rory O'Neil hasn't always mdderhaidens' hearts
flutter as well. But everyone knew he had eyes &mris Caitlin."

AnnaClaire felt a quick jolt around her heart. "Bidu know her,
Velia?"

"Oh, aye. And all her family. It doesn't seem pbleseven now that
all are gone. Except Innis, poor lad."

"Tell me about Innis."

She lowered her voice. "He's very bitter. He nevailes. Hardly
even speaks. And never about...that day."

The two young women fell silent, each lost in thiotig

Finally, to banish the sadness, AnnaClaire glammedh at the filmy
nightshift, edged with lace at the hem and sleéfesias so kind of
Briana to offer me the use of these beautiful dsth

"She's a lovely, generous girl." Velia set aside Ithush. "Besides,
she cares nothing for such things."

"What does she care about?"



"Swords. Horses. Anything that Rory likes. He'saa/been the one
she looked up to. It near broke her heart wheretieShe was like a
bird without wings. And now, oh, the look on hecdawhen she
realized her hero was truly home."

AnnaClaire nodded, remembering. Briana's tearsapipimess.had
stained her cheeks all the day long.

The little maid turned down the bed and drew thevii@raperies at
the windows. Then, adding a log to the fire, shd,sdll bid you
good night now, my lady, and leave you with my figtaiblessing.
May the angels bless your dreams until the morrow."

"Thank you, Velia." AnnaClaire was touched by hentie words.
"Where will you sleep?”

"I've a room here at Ballinarin. I've been assutresdmy home, for as
long as | choose. And for that I'll be forever ibtel to the O'Neils."”

AnnaClaire settled herself on the edge of the oebveatched as the
maid took her leave. For a moment she stared dlickering flames
of the fire and thought about all Velia had told.i¢o wonder Gavin
O'Neil had reacted so violently at the mention ef father's name.
She regretted the fact that English soldiers wegecaiuse of so much
pain and suffering for these good people. Stillvas unfair to blame
one man. If only they knew her father as she knemv h

She thought again about Gavin O'Neil's outbursivas difficult to
reconcile that man with the one who had openechbiee to the
orphans, Velia and Innis. It would seem that despis famous
temper he was a kind and generous man as we#lethed a shame
that men of different nations, different loyaltiesuld not know each
other as their families and friends knew them.

She shook her head, weary at being torn apartl iyisl



With a sigh she sank into the softness of down.jBsttas her eyes
closed, she heard the opening of a door. She logieand saw Rory,
barefoot and shirtless, striding across the room.

"l thought she'd never leave."

"Who?" She sat up, unmindful of the blankets tHgapsd away,
revealing the sheer garment.

But Rory took notice and felt his throat go drytla¢ sight of her.
"Your long-suffering maid."

She was shocked. "You were listening at my door?"

"Aye." He gave that dangerous smile she'd comentawkso well.
"How else would | know when you were alone?"

As he began stripping away the last of his clotbies whispered
fiercely, "Rory you musn't be here."

"And why not?" He lifted the blanket and slippetbibed beside her.
"Because this is your parents' home. It isn't tight

"Tell me this isn't right." He cupped the back ef lnead and kissed
her, long and slow and deep.

It was impossible to think, or to resist. She cltmbim, returning the
kiss.

Then, coming up for air, she pushed him away ke littYou know
what | mean. The servants will talk. Your pareni know. The
entire household will know by morning that you gthmy bed."



"Aye. If they don't already know, they must be dlihnHe combed his
fingers through her hair and began nibbling hen cthie corner of her
mouth.

She could feel the heat, the need, beginning tid bleiep inside.

"I've missed you, AnnaClaire. All day, all eveniadl,l thought about

was you. About this." He drew her down into his suiand kissed her
again until they were both breathless. "Tell thahtr Haven't you

thought about me, as well?"

"Umm." She nodded, too overcome for words.

"Just think." He ran soft kisses over her nose,cheek, her eyelid.
"No matter how long the day seemed, we have thdenxtight now to
ourselves."

"Oh, if only it could always be so."
"It will be, love. | promise.”

With exquisite tenderness he took her on a long gdarney of love.

"Good morrow, my lady." Using her hip to open theod Velia
backed into the room carrying a pitcher of watett an armload of
fresh linens. Several of the hounds bounded ird@abm behind her.

When she turned, she realized her mistake. "Ogivfleme, | thought
surely you were awake by now."

At her words AnnaClaire forced herself upward freleep like one
who'd been drugged. For a moment she couldn'tingbale she was.
Then, suddenly wide awake, she looked around malys afraid that
Rory was still asleep beside her. Seeing the bautyershe gave a



sigh of relief. She could vaguely recall his whigazewords in the

early hours of morning. She touched a finger todierek where he
placed a gentle kiss as he'd left her. But somestosvhad drifted

back to sleep, with a promise to write her fathat she was safe and
well.

As the little maid began to edge from the room,o&hg the dogs as
she went, AnnaClaire called out, "No, Velia. Plesisg."

"You're certain, my lady?"
"Aye. | can't recall when I've ever slept so soyrid|

"And so you should. From what I've heard, you eadu long and
perilous journey, my lady. All the household is abwabout your
courage."

As the little maid opened the draperies, AnnaCleingd see that the
sun was already high in the sky.

"l was given orders that you were not to be distdrbVelia moved
around the room, filling a basin with water, layiogt an assortment
of fresh clothes.

"That was kind of your mistress." AnnaClaire clirdifeom bed and
scratched each hound's ears before crossing tzatie.

"Twas not the mistress of the house who gave ttiero'Twas Rory
O'Neil himself. He forbade anyone from coming ngau."

AnnaClaire busied herself at the basin to hidectter she knew was
on her cheeks. She would speak to her bold lovautahis later. For
now she must prepare herself to leave. "Is everpetmy stairs?"



"Aye, my lady." When AnnaClaire finished washingge tservant
helped her into a chemise and petticoat, thenuqeligown the color
of the sky. "Does this meet with your approval?"

“It's lovely. But | had hoped to wear my own gowndacloak,
especially since I'll be leaving today."

"As you wish, my lady." The little maid appearedtdessed. "Your
garments were badly soiled. But I'll have them Qiduo your room
as soon as | have them in good repair."

AnnaClaire slipped on her kid boots and studiedréagection in the
looking glass as the little maid dressed her hénen she hurried
down the stairs, in search of Rory.

The sound of voices led her to the dining hall. Wisée entered,
those around the table looked up in sudden sildhceemed clear
that they had been discussing her. And, she thoymlobably
wondering how soon they would be rid of her.

"Ah, AnnaClaire. Good morrow." It was Conor, evee gallant one,
who crossed the room and took her hand to leadrheothly toward
his family.

"Good morrow, Conor." She bowed a greeting to tters, who
responded with cool nods.

"Rory had thought you'd stay abed for hours." Hel laechair, and
she had no choice but to take her place to onedidescowling
Gavin.

She accepted a goblet of hot mulled wine and sifyed¢ore asking,
"Where is Rory?"



Gavin and Moira exchanged glances. It was Moira &éid, "Rory
needed to ride. There are...places he wanteditohtess been away a
long time."

A servant paused beside AnnaClaire, offering a dfasteamed fish
and mutton. She refused, accepting instead adflimead, still warm
from the oven.

When the servant walked away she said, "I've iogdiVelia to have
my gown and traveling cloak ready. | can leave @msas Rory
returns.”

"You can't leave yet, Englishwoman." The temper stdlsn Gavin's
tone. "You owe me a chance to redeem myself athbss table."

She kept her tone deliberately cool, refusing t@@n inch. "That
shouldn't take long, Gavin O'Neil. | can beat ybualeess and still be
on my way in an hour or less."The nerve of the wontdée pushed
away from the table and shot her a steely lookfdduanately | must
ride to the village first. Then we shall see whasvand who loses."

AnnaClaire nodded. "Very well." What little appetshe'd had was
now gone. Where was Rory? Why had he left her aldnguch a

time? He had to know how awkward this was. Alllbigely promises

made under the cover of darkness had been snatohag by the

light of day.

Seeing her restlessness Moira said, "Perhaps yaldwse more
comfortable in the gardens."

"Aye. Thank you." AnnaClaire got to her feet, gfatéor the chance
to escape.

"Come, Briana," her mother called. "You will acccany us."



As AnnaClaire followed them outside, the ever pméskeounds
trailed, circling her legs.

"Oh." AnnaClaire's earlier frustration was forgottas she stepped
through the doorway. "This is lovely."

The gardens were in the manner of the formal Engjeadens, with
carefully planted hedges, curving stone walkways, eomfortable
stone benches set here and there among the pkanting

"It will be glorious when the summer sun has hatiance to work its
magic on the blooms."

"Even without the flowers, there's a feeling of geand beauty
here," said AnnaClaire.

Moira's quick smile was so much like Rory's, Anreif@ felt a little
jolt around her heart. "Aye. The first time | caimere, as a young
bride, | felt it."

"How old were you?" AnnaClaire asked as she lifted face to the
thin sunshine.

"Ten and five."
AnnaClaire turned to study her. "So young."

"Aye." Moira shook her head. "No older than Briasaow. It's hard
to believe | could know my own mind at such a terage. But the
moment | saw Gavin O'Neil | knew he was the mamahted."

Despite his stern countenance, AnnaClaire couldwsdeea young
woman would lose her heart to such a bold, proudievaHadn't his
son touched her own heart in much the same way? y8ur father
have nothing to say about it?"



"Oh, indeed he did. And none of it good."
"Why?"
Moira indicated a bench in the sunlight, and the¢hwomen sat.

"Gavin O'Neil had a reputation as a fierce warriuch men often
leave young widows behind. My father was determitied his only
child would wed a man who would give her both ageéal life and a
comfortable one. He refused to accept Gavin's itdoe my hand.
When Gavin pressed, my father said there wouldddawry, and
thus, no wedding."

AnnaClaire arched a brow. "It's obvious that yaihér gave in. How
did Gavin convince him?"

"Gavin didn't convince him. | did." Moira held hé&ands to her

cheeks, surprised that even after all these ydardelling of the tale

could make her blush. "I tried begging, pleadinigef | did the only

thing | could. | sent a message to Gavin asking teirome for me,

and signed my father's name to the missive. WheinGhowed up

to claim his bride and her dowry, | was waitingthe river's edge,
with nothing but the clothes on my back. | told hiimat the only way

he could have me was to take me as | was." Sheagaeenbarrassed
laugh. "As you can see, he did."

"Were you forced to sever all ties with your fatter

Moira smiled. "I'd expected to. But blood is de®&¢hen he learned
that | had given birth to his first grandson, hatseord that he
wished to visit. He made his peace with my choae] in time, he
and Gavin became fast friends. Until his deatheh&ere many
joyful visits between us."



The older woman looked up when she saw the coodlitgaoward
them. "I must speak with Fiola. Briana will keepuyaompany in the
garden, since you seem more comfortable here thdreikeep."

"Thank you." When she was gone, AnnaClaire glanaedhe
scowling young woman beside her and realized thanB was here
against her wishes. Hoping to put her at easeate '¥our home is
as lovely as Rory had said."

"He told you about Ballinarin?"

"Aye. And always there was such love in his voideew he spoke of
it. It was the same when he spoke of all of you."

"Then you have us at a disadvantage, Englishwoianwe knew
nothing about you. Oh, why did you have to comesfard turn our
world upside down?"

AnnaClaire touched a hand to the young woman'ysled know
you're distressed, Briana. But it's just as distrgsfor me. This was
not my choice. Nor, | think, was it Rory's. Circuarsces forced him
to bring me here."

The young woman pulled away as though the merehtaicher
burned. ' 'l wish my brother had never met youishahings could be
as they were, before the slaughter began, befanehal to go away.
| don't want you here. You're a millstone arounayoneck."

With that she lifted her skirts in a most unladglifashion and ran
back to the keep.

With a sigh AnnaClaire stood and shook down hetskvishing she
could escape as easily as Briana had. Feelinggsssdind edgy, she
began to follow the winding walkway which was baeteon either
side with thick hedges. Beyond the hedges she doedd the sound
of a voice, speaking in low tones. Puzzled, sheicoad on until she



came to a break in the hedge. The voice was |dugler. She peered
around and saw Innis. But this was unlike the stdydhe had seen
yesterday. He was speaking as fiercely as the Q'jesturing
wildly.

Hoping to find Rory with him, AnnaClaire steppedahgh the
opening and found herself in a circular courtyavdh benches all
around, and a fountain in the middle. The carvgdrés at the base of
the fountain depicted a mother holding a childtHe child's hands
was a bouquet of flowers, which he was offeringisomother. There
were identical looks of love on the faces of bothtimer and son.

When AnnaClaire looked more closely, she realized tnnis was
alone. And speaking to the statue.

"She's English," he was saying. "Bloody, hatefuliah. I must
never forget that, though she looks just like yMnen | first saw her
| thought it was my mother come back from the grd&at now |

know she can never be..."

At a slight sound behind him he whirled and caugight of

AnnaClaire. His words died. His eyes flashed withfira that

reminded her of a soldier in the heat of battle"sorry | startled
you." AnnaClaire stood very still. Aware of the f®yension, she
looked over his head and pretended to study th&tdiu to give him
time to compose himself. "She's very beautiful."

He held his silence.

"If | lived here, | would want to visit this plaedten. It's soothing to
the spirit." She glanced at the statue, then aslriboes it remind
you of your mother?"

He looked away, refusing to meet her eyes.



Her voice lowered with feeling. "I lost my moth&rd months ago. |
don't know if the ache will ever leave my heartnetimes | find
myself weeping for no reason at all."

His voice was tight, angry. "The O'Neil says ittigmght to cry."

It was the first time he'd spoken to her. Thougé sbuld hear the
anger in his tone, she felt a quickening of hertheat. It was a crack
in the wall of hatred he'd built.

She chose her words carefully. "The O'Neil isn‘d@mighty. I'll
wager he's been wrong a time or two."

For a moment he merely stared at her, too sturmesgspond. Then,
with a look that might have carried just a hintao§mile, he turned
away. In almost a whisper he asked, "Are you logkor Rory?"

"Aye. Do you know where he went?"

Instead of responding, he merely turned away. \&ighance over his
shoulder to see that she was following, he ledlrelugh the garden,
across the sloping lawns, past the small chapdlpahonto the old
bog road.

As they walked AnnaClaire drank in the beauty ¢f thld, primitive
place. The sides of hills were dotted with stuntedsted shrubs and
trees. The sky above was a harsh gray-green, thvé gwelouds
threatening rain. The wind blew, sharp and chihjpping the ends
of her skirt, flattening it against her legs.

They continued walking, following the bend in tlead, until Innis
came to a sudden halt.

The land looked no different from the surroundingimtryside. Yet
AnnaClaire felt a shiver course along her spine.dNeep grazed



here. No crops had been planted. A single birdedroverhead,
calling to its mate. Its lonely cry seemed to echtie stillness.

Up ahead she could see a horse standing venpsitle dangling. At

first she thought its rider may have fallen. Butantshe looked more
closely she could see Rory kneeling on the grohbisdface buried in

his hands.

AnnaClaire pressed a hand to her mouth as theatialn dawned.
Dear heaven. This was the place where his Caitlihheer family had
been slaughtered. She felt a thrust of pain, stwadpdeep, around her
heart. Jealousy? For a dead woman? She struggtihyoit. But the
truth was, it hurt to realize that Rory was grieyfar a lost love. Still,
she consoled herself, had it not been for the massthat had
occurred here, she would never have met him. Wioeer have lost
her heart to this wild Irish warrior.

"Have you come here since...?" She couldn't brargdif to speak of
the slaughter of this lad's entire family.

Innis ran a hand over a rough stone, standingdikene sentinel in
the field. "I come here every day."

"Every day? But why?"
"To remember." His big eyes looked sad. And oldd Aaunted.
AnnaClaire shivered. "l should think you'd rathermfet."

"Forget?" He whirled on her, anger blazing in hygse "I'll never
forget." His brow drew together in a small frowhnmiust remember.
So that | can see it never happens again."

"And how can one small boy accomplish that?"



"Do you see this?" He revealed a small dagger midgdehis waist.
"Each day since Rory left, I've come here to letrpractice until it's
now second nature. With this, | could cut the héann a bird in
flight."

As he took aim at the lone bird overhead, Anna€lalosed a hand
over his wrist. "Nay, Innis. | couldn't bear to sebird killed."

“Liar." He jerked free of her touch. "Unhand megkshwoman. If |
had to, | could even cut out your heart." Withdrrconcentration he
tossed the knife. He turned at the last secondhabirtstead of the
bird, he tossed the knife at a leaf, trembling dmgh, barren branch.
The dagger pierced the leaf and brought it tumbimtpe ground.

AnnaClaire was shocked at the violence in the Tdshugh he had
grudgingly avoided killing the bird, she had thstutict impression
that he would have preferred io aim his weaporeahkeart.

As he retrieved his dagger and returned it to ldep place beneath
his waist he muttered, "When I'm big enough, | lgba Rory O'Neil
on his quest for vengeance. And together we'llthid land of all
English."

"Oh, Innis." She felt her heart contract at theorann his tone. "I

pray that day never comes." With tears stingingdy&s she turned
away. "Now | must leave this place at once." Shgahestumbling

over the rough terrain.

He moved easily by her side. "Why do you flee, istgtoman? Are
you afraid to see what your countrymen have done?"

"l have no right to be here. I'm.The enemyThe words were burned
into her mind. She clamped her mouth tightly simat began to run.

They both looked up at the pounding of hoofbeats.



"AnnaClaire." Rory brought his horse to a halt. diges were raw
and gritty. The heaviness in his heart made hisevmugher than he
intended. "What are you doing out here?"

"l asked Innis to show me..." She groped for wotdsthis place. He
comes here every day."

Rory swiveled his head. "Do you, lad?"

Innis stared boldly at the warrior whose name vgaken with such
reverence, he was almost a god. The boy couldss#l] in his mind's
eye, the savage look on Rory's face when he'ddostie upon the
scene of the massacre. At night the lad was ofteakened by the
sound of his own cry, echoing the heart-wrenchiogns that had
broken from Rory's lips when he'd found his belo@adtlin. But if
Innis wept in sleep, by day he could only mimic than whose eyes
had been dry and dead and lifeless by the time stewd over the
graves and vowed revenge.

"Can you speak, lad?" Rory slid from the saddlelaredt beside him.
"Are you afraid of me, Innis?"

The boy met his look. "Nay. | do not fear you. Tgbisome call you
the Blackhearted O'Neil. They say you're the meatdd man in all
of Ireland."

"The only ones who need fear me are English sadianis."

"They'd best fear me as well. For if | come up agathem again,
they'll not find a wee lad hiding behind his dask"

Rory studied this boy, so like himself. Then hi®Kodarted to
AnnaClaire.

She looked away quickly, avoiding his eyes. Sheahghe pain. Had
heard it in his voice. "I'd like to go back to Badirin now."



"Aye. There's a storm brewing, from the looks aftteky. Here, we
can all ride."

Rory bent and lifted AnnaClaire to the saddle, thended the boy up
to her. As Rory was pulling himself up behind theAnnaClaire felt
the lad shrink from her touch.

As the horse carried them back to Ballinarin, Anlia&€ held herself
stiffly, pondering all that she'd seen and heasth&ps, if she could
win over one sad little boy whose soul had beescored, there
would be hope for the others at Ballinarin as well.

But perhaps, her heart taunted her, it was too Hdte evil deeds of
others had surely turned the hearts of all at Balin against her. And
had sealed forever the fate of two star-crosseerfov



Chapter Fifteen

The storm broke before they could reach the sheft¢ne stables.
With the wind whipping fiercely, and rain peltingeim, Rory turned
his mount toward the small cljapel just ahead.

"We can take refuge in here." He slid from the $adthd lifted
AnnaClaire and Innis down. Leading them throughdbenpour he
leaned into the heavy door and forced it open.

Inside, the air was perfumed with the fragranceibfnd beeswax
and incense.

"Here, love." Rory shook the rain from his cloakdanrapped it
around AnnaClaire's shoulders. "Il build a firéle crossed to the
fireplace and piled several logs on the grate, eheerthin flame
flickered. Then he positioned a plain wooden baredrby and urged
AnnaClaire and Innis to sit. Soon the little chapak snug and warm
while the storm raged beyond its walls.

Rory rubbed his hands together. "All we need is esdoread and
cheese, a little church wine, and we'd be as cdalfts as if we were
home."

"Did someone say wine?" A man's deep melodiouseveaunded
from behind the altar.

"Friar Malone." Rory hurried forward to embrace anbhed old
monk in a coarse robe. Though his face was as ilednks old
leather, and his hair was a wild thatch of whiis,dyes were as dark
and piercing as a blackbird's. And as alert arehise as a child's.

"Ah, Rory, lad. I'd heard you were home." The otekgt held him a
little away, noting the lean hardness of his baldg,layer of warrior's
muscles. "I offered my mass this morning in thamnksg for your
safe return."



"Thank you, Friar. I'm grateful."

The priest turned his look on Innis. "I missed yawumass this
morning, lad."

The boy stared down at the floor.

Rory took the old man's arm and led him closenatAvialone, may |
present Lady AnnaClaire Thompson."

"My lady." The old priest took both her hands is.Hil offered my
mass for you, as well, when I'd heard that it waisrygoodness and
courage that saved our Rory."

"Thank you, Father," she answered.

"And how would you have known about AnnaClaire?" nRo
demanded.

' 'How else?" Friar Malone had a twinkle in higgy"Your mother
was here at dawn, requesting a mass of thanksgikitey we prayed
together, Moira was most eager to tell me all stenk" He turned to
study AnnaClaire. "She told me that your fatherL&rd James
Thompson."

Though she wasn't aware of it, AnnaClaire's sptiffeised. "Aye.
She told you true."

"The same Lord James Thompson who advises Elizabéth
England?"

AnnaClaire nodded.

"As | recall he married an Irish lass. Were yowakd to keep your
mother's faith, or were you required to accepfdita of England?"



It was on the tip of her tongue to refuse to answestead,
AnnaClaire said, "My father left the choice to me."

"I'd wager my boots that you chose to follow thiéhfaf your mother.
For in your heart you're Irish, AnnaClaire ThompSon

Her tone sharpened. "I'm both Irish and Englishd Aroud of it."
At her quavering tone, Innis lifted his head tadgther.

The old priest turned away to hide his smile. "lidde you were
wishing for bread and cheese, Rory. Why don'tdifesome from my
room?"

"That would be grand. And don't forget the wineaFMalone."

The old man was already shuffling away. Over hmusdher he called,
"One thing I'd never forget is the wine, for it wa not only the
blood but the soul.”

Moments later he returned. Setting a coarse blamkehe floor in
front of the fire, he invited them to sit with hiwhile he broke off
hunks of bread and cheese, and filled goblets witie.

"Do you live here in the chapel?" AnnaClaire asked.

"Aye. Gavin and Moira graciously offered me a chamin their
home, but | prefer the simplicity of my life here the chapel.
‘Twould be too easy to forget my vows of povertd d&umility if |
were to indulge myself in the good life."

AnnaClaire nodded as she sipped the wine whichguelded from an
earthen jug. "I've met the men of the church whoasund the queen
at Court. It's as you say. They have forgottengéeple who live
outside the walls of the castle. Most of them amayeed in such
splendor, they begin to think of themselves asltgya



"It shames me that men of the church can so dasdgt their vows."
He shook his head before refilling her goblet. "Wiha you think of
the queen?"

"She is fascinating. Strong. Fiery. When she ergemom, all others
fade from view. | believe Elizabeth was truly baonrule. Even the
men who advise her are cowed by her will."

Friar Malone was watching AnnaClaire's face assguke. "There
are those who denounce the monarch as a bully amdra. Yet you
admire her."

"Aye. She is a woman in a man's domain. And yetisiearless.
How. could | not admire that?"

The old priest broke off another piece of cheeltira told me that
you placed yourself and your household in gravé pghelping our
Rory."

AnnaClaire flushed. "l didn't think of that. At tanot often."

"How can you say that?" Rory's voice was dangeyossft as he

turned to Friar Malone. "There was a price on mgché\nd English

noblemen paying visits at her door. Though the lady say that she
gave it no thought, she is merely being humble. ISteav exactly

what she was doing. And was well aware of the @i might have
to pay for her kindness."

Innis was staring at AnnaClaire with a look of wend'Could you
have been killed for helping Rory?"

"Perhaps. But don't look so worried, Innis. I'ménaow. The danger
Is over."

"And you weren't afraid?"



"I was often afraid. But | couldn't let the fearelgeme from doing
what | knew was right."

"It must have seemed strange for a highborn womdrave a rough
swordsman under her roof," Friar Malone said.

"Not so strange. For I've always admired warridrsShe glanced
over until she met Rory's look, "...both the brane the foolish."

The priest chuckled as he poured more wine. BusJrsomber and
silent, continued to watch and listen. There washmabout this
Englishwoman that was unexpected.’

They lingered over their lunch, enjoying the richice of Friar
Malone as he related the history of Ballinarin tanaClaire.

"Rory told me that St. Patrick himself baptized arscestors here.
Can it be true?" she asked.

"Oh, indeed. The family can trace its origins tesHrkings." He
winked. "And a few scoundrels."

"Ah." She smiled. "So, Rory O'Neil, the blood obsadrels flows
through your veins as well as the royalty of whyoln boast."

Beside her the boy almost giggled before he cauigielf.

"Aye. And I'll warn you that not all of my forebesawere gentlemen.
So you'd best watch your tongue, woman."

"And you'd best watch your back." She drained rablef, feeling
warm and content. "Else the same woman who savedlye may
see that you forfeit it." She heard a snort fromltd beside her, who
was clearly enjoying this teasing banter.



Still laughing Rory looked up. "l think the storrasiblown over." He
crossed to the door and looked out, then returméelp the old priest
to his feet.

"I'll help you clean up, Father," AnnaClaire offére

"Nay, my dear. You go along with Rory." He caught hands and
gave her another long look before his face creaded warm smile.
"I've enjoyed this time together."

"As have I."

"And Innis," he called as the three began to thlke& teave, "l hope
I'll see you at morning mass."

The boy ducked his head.

The old priest watched as Rory lifted AnnaClairel &mnis to the
saddle, then pulled himself up behind them.

When they waved, he lifted a hand and called, "Gt Wod's
blessings, my children."

He continued standing until they were out of sigfn turned with a
sigh. Moira had been right. The two were clearlyowe. But unlike
Rory's worried mother, he felt a sense of peadheatknowledge.
Rory O'Neil had been a man shattered by brutadiy] driven by a
hunger for vengeance. Perhaps now, with a gentlamotrke

AnnaClaire, the healing could begin.

As he began clearing up the remains of their pjdreacemained deep
in thought. What was more fasci- nating*was the tieacof young
Innis to this stranger. The lad wanted to hateftvebeing English.
But somehow she had touched a chord in him. It dibelinteresting
to see how their relationship progressed.



* % %

Rory helped AnnaClaire and Innis from the backh& horse, then
turned the animal over to a stable lad. As thegs®d the courtyard
and entered the house they were greeted by Velia.

"Your da and mum are waiting for you in the liorangh Conor," she
said.

"Thank you, Velia."

As they climbed the stairs AnnaClaire clapped aditarher mouth.
"Oh dear. The chess game. I'd forgotten all alidut |

When they entered the library, Briana and Conor thed parents
were seated before the fire, their heads bentrimestaconversation.
As soon as they spotted Rory their heads camearplgh

"Forgive me." AnnaClaire hurried across the roointrdly forgot
about the chess game. We were caught in a storm"afdeing the
look on their faces she stopped, swallowed. "Yoahgry, Gavin
O'Neil."

"Aye. Nay." He stood and caught her hand beforecshdd swing
away. "Not with you, lass. 'Tis something else.\RoHe glanced at
his son, then at the little boy who stood just bdhiim. "We must
talk. Alone."

AnnaClaire looked from one to the other. "If tresabout me, | have
the right to hear."

Gavin looked to his son, who nodded. He sighedefeat. "Conor
and | rode to the village this morrow. And we hesothe unsettling
news."

Rory's eyes narrowed. "Is this about English sob®é



Gavin nodded. "They're combing the countrysidercteag for you
and the lass."Rory made a sound of disgust. "Arelldrought them
to our doorstep."

Gavin touched his arm. "You had no choice, my sbmere was
nowhere left to go."

Rory shook off his touch and began to pace. "Theree plenty of
other places. But | had this foolish notion abauhmng home."

His mother got to her feet. "Foolish? Is that wigati think? ['ll
remind you that this is where you belong, Rory."

"Aye." His father nodded agreement. "Besides, yosafe here.
Ballinarin is a natural fortress. They'd dare riotm it."

Rory ran a hand through his hair. "Father, | haaraes Thompson's
daughter. Do you really believe they'll leave withber?"

"If they try to take her," Conor joined in, "they'fools, for many will
forfeit their lives."

Rory nodded. "Some. But not all. They'll send farensoldiers, and
more, until they get what they want."

AnnaClaire studied the worried faces of Rory argdfamily. "Then
why not give them what they want?"

Her words had. them all staring at her in disbelief
Moira started toward her. "Do you know what yosaging, lass?"

"Aye." AnnaClaire held up a hand to stop her.."I"IShe thought a
moment, her mind racing. "I'll tell them | escadeaim your son's
clutches. That | slipped away without anyone kn@wifhey'll be so
relieved to have me safe, they'll forget about Rory



Moira saw the look in AnnaClaire's eyes and feltheart sink. It was
as she'd suspected. This woman would do it. Becabsewas a
woman in love. But there was more than one involwvethis love
match.

Rory's voice, low and deep with feeling, cut througs mother's

thoughts. "Even if they should have you safe anshdpthey'll never

forget about the Blackhearted O'Neil. One Irishgaeh has managed
to beat them at their own game. I've humiliatedrth&ade them

look like fools before their own countrymen. Befdteeir queen.

They'll hunt me until they run me to ground. Ancervthen they

won't be satisfied until my head is on a stakeidatthe Tower of

London."

AnnaClaire clutched her arms about herself, hess diked with
anguish. "Don't say that, Rory."

"Why not? 'Tis the truth." He crossed the room agaVve her
shoulders a hard shake. "So think about this, AtaieC If you
should offer to give yourself up to save me, it \wé a noble gesture,
but all for naught. For it isn't only you they waitts me. Do you
understand?"

Seeing the way her eyes filled, the others lookeghya in
uncomfortable silence. It was as they had all @afdese two had
forged a bond which, when broken, would shattemtbeth.

When a servant announced that their meal was teestrve, Moira
looked from Rory to AnnaClaire. "We'll speak no maof this
tonight. For at least one more night we will gatagma family, to eat,
to talk, to laugh." To pray, she thought fiercedg, she placed her
hand on her husband's arm and followed the otbefsetdining hall.



"Your nightshift, my lady." Velia, sensing the fdys tension
throughout the evening, hovered over AnnaClairehasprepared for
bed.

"Thank you." She slipped the sheer garment ovehbad, smoothed
the skirt. "You may go now, Velia."

"But your hair, my lady. I'll brush it loose befoyeu retire."

With a sigh AnnaClaire relented, sitting before tbeking glass,
watching as the little maid painstakingly smootkedry tangle.

"There now, my lady." Velia set aside the brush @eedsed the room
to turn down the covers. "I hope your dreams wilba as sweet as
those of the angels."

"Thank you, Velia." AnnaClaire kept her smile inapé. "Good
night."

As soon as the door closed behind her, AnnaCl#ingped off the
nightgown and slipped into her own gown, which badn carefully
cleaned and mended.

She'd had plenty of time to think about what sta@péd. This night,
while the household slept, she would slip awayrahelto the village.
She was certain she could persuade the soldidrshibdhad escaped
from Rory, and that they had a duty to take her é&nammediately.
After all, she was the daughter of Lord James TrsampThey would
dare not defy her. Especially if she invoked theamis name.

She would have to be a good enough liar to persinedsoldiers to be
satisfied with her safe return, and to give uprteearch for Rory. If,
however, they were determined to return for hineast she would
have bought enough time for the people of Ballmaand the
surrounding villages to prepare a defense.



Just as she picked up her cloak, she heard fostetépide her door.
With a little cry she flew across the room and j@ehpnto bed,
tugging the covers to her chin.

Rory opened the door, then closed it quickly arsthésl against it.
The way he stood looking at her made her throalrgoCould he see
through her little charade?

"What is it, Rory? What's wrong?"

He seemed to pull himself from dark thoughts. Stjwanted to look
at you. You're so lovely, AnnaClaire." He crossedhe bed and
stood over her.

Fear assaulted her. Would he know that somethirsganass? Could
he hear the sound of her labored breathing? Oapsitine thundering
of her heart? Sweet heaven. What if he wantedepshith her this
night? She had to send him away, and quickly.

With her mind racing she pretended to yawn, th#adia hand to
stifle it. "Forgive me, Rory. | fear the excitemeoft the day has
caught up with me. | can scarcely keep my eyes.bpen

"Aye. | know the feeling, love. My bed beckons asIw

She felt a moment of triumph. Her tension begagee. "Good night
then, Rory. Until the morrow."

He leaned down, brushing his lips over hers. "Gaigtit, my love."
Against her mouth he whispered, "It gladdens myrthdaat my
family has begun to soften toward you. It will eamsg burden to
know that you and they have each other."

"What are you saying?" She clutched at his shosldsmhe started to
straighten. "What burden? Rory, what are you plag?il



As he caught her wrists, the covers slipped anwaygaling the fact
that she was fully dressed. His eyes narrowed.ightrask you the
same thing."Mortified, she simply stared at hinfiuseng to speak.

"You were planning to sneak away, weren't you, Atlaae? To
draw the soldiers away from me."

She folded her arms over her chest and regardethlstaony silence.

“Little fool. Do you know what kind of men they &8&Nhen she said
nothing, he snarled, "They're hardened by yearseaig far from
home. The killing, the brutality, have robbed thafitheir humanity."

"Need | remind you that | am the daughter of Loramés
Thompson?"

"To them you are a helpless female. No more. N&. [Esey'll do to
you what they've been doing to women old and yoath@cross
Ireland."”

She sat up straighter. "They wouldn't dare. | waelt my father.
And he would tell the queen herself."

Her outrage might- have amused him at some othe. thhow, he
realized he had to convince her of the seriousoksgat she was
planning. "Dead women don't talk, AnnaClaire. Angan they bring
your body, battered and broken, back home, thel chaim it is

another horror committed by the Blackhearted O':N¢dw who do
you think your father and the queen will believd®if own loyal

English soldiers? Or the word of an Irish outlaw?"

She could see the truth of what he was sayind, §ti¢ had to try to
make him see her point. "It's my fault the soldeeshere. | believe if
they're appeased, they'll leave your family alone."



"Aye. And that's the truth of it." He saw her brolfisin surprise. He
lowered his voice. "That's why | must go now, Anfaf@. | can lead
them a merry chase. I'll be halfway to Dublin befbfet them catch
me."

"Let them...?" She started to get out of bed bupdtea hand on her
shoulder to stop her. Now she realized for the finse what she had
been too blind to notice before. He was dressedidorg, in boots,
tunic and heavy cloak. Her heart leapt to her thitde had come here
to say goodbye. "What are you saying, Rory?"

"Listen to me, AnnaClaire. I've watched you with fagnily. Though
there's been little time, they've accepted thetfadtyou are precious
to me. Soon enough they'll see the goodness ingraithey'll love
you for it. For yourself. What's more, Innis hagewbegun to look at
you in a new way. My mother has told me how deéplyas grieved.
For two years he has been sullen and silent. Intyus days he has
begun to speak to you. Soon, when he knows yodagshe'll open to
you like a flower to the sun. The boy needs youc€&rm gone, the
others will need you as well. Your strength. Youwestness. Your
courage."

"And what about what | need?"

He heard the quaver in her voice and firmly shoskiead. "I made
you no promises, AnnaClaire. | knew | had no rigghg.duty now lies
with leading the soldiers away from here. And wiltleay finally

catch me, I'll tell them you're dead."”

"You'd let them hang you for my murder?"

He touched a hand to her mouth, and felt thegbokyp and swift. He
would have given anything for one more night in &wens. But it was
not to be.



"A man can only hang once, AnnaClaire. I've alwWayswn ‘twould
be my fate."

"l won't let you." She pushed against him and sbtathout of bed.
"Il shout down the household. Your father willopt you. Your
brother..."

He clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle hesam#il he could gag
her with a linen square from her night table. "§amry, love. Truly |
am."

While she kicked and struggled, he clasped hetavals in front of
her and tied them tightly with the sash of her go@arrying her to
the bed he laid her down, and tied her ankles #is T¥een he pulled
the covers up to her chin.

"I hope in time you will find it in your heart toofgive me,
AnnaClaire. If you think but one thing of me in yg#o come, let it be
this. | love you. More than | ever believed | coldde anyone again."
He pressed a kiss to the cloth covering her m&ghinst her temple
he murmured, ' '"How can | fear death, when | lowe snore than life
itself?"

He crossed the room and let himself out withouaekivard glance.
For to do so would have torn his heart from hisstla@d robbed him
of all resolve.

As the door closed, hot tears scalded AnnaCldidssand spilled
over to run in rivers down her cheeks.

Though she struggled and twisted and tugged, slefaraed to
admit that she was as helpless as a lamb beirtg Edughter.

Her tears fell harder, faster. But it wasn't shadpéd to slaughter. It
was Rory. And oh, the thought of it was more thas could bear.



Chapter Sixteen

Innis was having another nightmare. It was alwagssame. He was
crossing the field with his family, dressed in hrgest clothes. Up
ahead was the tip of Croagh Patrick, gleaming golidhe sunlight.

After an early morning rain it had turned into asyday, with only a
sprinkle of clouds in the sky. A fine day for a wi@t, his father was
saying.

His Aunt Caitlin, his father's youngest sister, \gasrounded by her
smiling family as she made her way to Ballinarindaher
soon-to-be-husband. Some were on horseback, somagions and
carts. The rest were walking. Someone was sindingigh, lyrical
voice that carried on the slight breeze. Becausth@fmurmur of
happy voices, and the occasional shout of a chiidy didn't
immediately hear the approaching horsemen. Themrsoelet out a
cry. The crowd stopped, turned, and found themsedr@ady under
siege.

The soldiers had fanned out so that none of thetinys could run to
safety in the nearby forest. They targeted the amhboys first, so
that the women and children would be unprotected.

Innis watched his father unsheath his sword asfitbe horseman
attacked. His da was able to unseat the soldi¢rpé&iore he could
run him through, a second horseman approachedtfrerather side
and struck out, knocking the sword from his handse&ond blow
sent the soldier's sword to his da's heart.

As the young father fell, he landed on top of ks, ginning him to
the earth.

"Don't move, Innis," he managed to whisper. "Ifythkink you're
dead, lad, you'll survive."



They were the last words Innis ever heard his fatheak. And every
night since, he heard them as the nightmare urdoidéehis mind.

He'd been forced to lie there beneath his fatbedy, listening to the
screams, watching as women and young girls weralired, then

murdered. The soldiers had saved the worst forots beautiful

mother, and the young bride-to-be, Caitlin. And tiylo it all he'd

been forced to remain helpless.

The sound of his own cries awakened him.

He sat up, clenching his fists. He hated the niglated the dreams
that tormented him. Hated these feelings of hefpless.

Hearing a loud thump from somewhere nearby, hebddrfrom bed
to investigate. He wasn't afraid. After what he'gem through,
nothing else would ever frighten him again. Exdégt night and its
terrors.

Taking up a candle he let himself out of his roard hegan to move
slowly along the hallway. Outside AnnaClaire's ddog paused to
listen. There it was again, only louder. He knogkldn put his ear to
the door. The pounding increased.

He pushed open and door and stared at the stragige s

AnnaClaire was lying on the floor, caught up imagle of bed linens,
kicking her feet against the wall.

"Englishwoman." He rushed to her and held the aaatlift. Seeing
her bound and gagged, he hurriedly set aside tdlecand began to
pry loose her bonds.

"Who has done this terrible thing to you?" he dedeah

She was as angry as a spitting cat tossed in\tbe For a moment
she didn't make any sense.



"Rory O'Neil, damn his imperious hide. And whenatah him, I'l
make him pay for this. But first, Innis, you mustdh me a horse and
a weapon."

"A... weapon?"

"Aye. For before | make him pay for this | mustsfirsave his
wretched, miserable life."

AnnaClaire moved quickly. There was no time to wa&ory was
rushing headlong toward disaster.

She pulled on her traveling cloak, then hurried dde stairs and out
into the night.

At the stables Innis was waiting as he'd promisgtden she drew
near she saw him holding the reins of two horses.

"What do you think you're doing?" she demanded.

"I'm going with you." He boosted her to the saddieen pulled
himself up to the other horse.

"You'll do nothing of the sort." She caught hisnsei"Get down at
once. I'll not have you riding into danger."

"And how do you propose to stop me? I'll merelydal you when
you've gone."

"Oh, Innis." She tugged fiercely on the reins, Ingpto make him
understand the seriousness of what

she was about to do. "Give me your knife and g« habded."



"And what would you do with the knife?"

"l can...brandish it. No one need know that I'veaneactually used it
before."

"Aye. Well, | can take out a man's eye at twentggsa' He caught
her arm, forcing her to look at him. "You need raaglishwoman.
I'll not let you go alone."

She glanced at the darkened keep and knew thatalid never be
forgiven for this, should the lad be harmed. Bwréhwas no time.
She had to stop Rory before he made a terribleak@st

She nodded. "All right, Innis. We go together. Mayd go with us."

She turned her mount and he did the same, racimgsthe sloping
lawns of the estate, until they reached the silviéatyon of road that
led to the village.

Rory stood in the shadows and watched as the tldoes® passed a
jug between them. From inside he could hear thad®wf rough
voices and raucous laughter.

It was a simple matter to slip past the guardsaimeb through an
upper window. From there he made his way alongleohg and
down the stairs until he came to the public roorthefinn.

With his face hidden beneath the hood of Friar Male coarse
brown habit, he counted no more than a dozen seldiruzzling.
There had been twice as many horses at the sl .meant that
there were an equal number of soldiers somewhetbervillage.
Perhaps they were wenching and sleeping, he reéisone

"Will ye' have an ale, Friar?"



Rory nodded and accepted the tankard from the ytauggn wench.
As he lifted it to his lips he studied the facegath soldier. His hand
froze in midair when he caught sight of the yelloair.

All his carefully laid plans were forgotten. Thesguise. The need for
secrecy. The ruse he'd planned to get them towdilion out of the
village and into the forest beyond. Suddenly, allcould see was a
red blaze of fury as the image of Caitlin's bloduttered body swam
through his mind.

He hadn't expected this. After all these long msnthe brawls, the
battles, the physical hardship, the emotional to#,goal was within
reach. This changed everything. If it was indedden, there was no
way he could simply leave and lead him on a mehgse. Still,

though he was caught off guard, he managed a sile oéll the while

waiting for the man to turn, so that he could be#ege. He didn't want
to make the same mistake he'd once made, killingreotent soldier
instead of the brute, Tilden.

A cluster of soldiers burst into laughter. The gelt haired man
turned. And Rory could see the puckered scar #mefrom his chin to
his eyebrow.

His blood pounded hot in his temples. Two yearso f@ars of pain
and misery and unbelievable suffering. And it hhd@@me down to
this village, this pub, this man, who didn't degetg live another
minute.

AnnaClaire and Innis left their horses at the edlgiae village, then
made their way stealthily toward the lights of theern.

They darted behind a wall when they heard the soohd
laughter."English soldiers," the lad said.



"How can you tell?"

"At this hour the villagers are abed. They'll betepding their fields
and flocks by dawn." He glanced around. "Odd."

"What is?"
"There are no guards out here."
"Why is that odd?"

"These soldiers are on foreign soil, Englishwomd@hey've no
reason to trust the people of the village. Unlé'ss..

"Unless what?" she whispered fiercely.
His puzzled frown turned into a scowl. "Stay hetes"said suddenly.

Before she could ask what he intended, he seizedotk-hanging
branch of a tree and began to climb. With all trecg and speed of a
squirrel he climbed until he reached the upper aimaof the tavern,
where a curtain fluttered in the night breeze.

For the space of several moments AnnaClaire watdfezh, cursing
the clumsy skirts and petticoats that hamperedit@rements, she
followed.

Innis was just about to ease open the door whearhed and caught
sight of her.

"You should have stayed below, Englishwoman. Nowt Wware out
of sight."

'l will not. Tell me what you suspect, Innis."



He took a deep breath. "All right. | think the Esyl bastards are
expecting a visit from the Blackhearted O'Neil thight. Why else
would there be no guards outside?"

"A trap? Oh, sweet heaven." Her hand flew to heoutmo"Come,
then, Innis. Open the door."

With a sigh he did as she ordered. The two steppgedhe hallway
and made their way silently down the stairs towhedpublic room.

Rory felt as if time had stopped. At last his gwak within his reach.
All the pain. All the misery. All the hatred. Antid object of that
hatred stood just a sword's length away.

His hand went to the weapon at his waist. As héeathed it, every
man in the room turned to stare at him. The croadidione so silent
he could hear his own heart beating in his chest.

The hair at the back of his neck prickled, anddadized too late that
he had walked into a trap. He had seen it. Smélléshd had chosen
to ignore it. All because he'd let his emotionsidblhim.

A voice directly behind him said, "Lower your weap®'Neil. Or
this will be the last breath you ever draw."

Rory swiveled his head to find a dozen sword tipsated at his heart.
"Aye, it may be my last breath," he said softlyut'lat least I'll have
the satisfaction of taking this bastard to helhmte."

Anticipating Rory's fury, Tilden caught the yourengang wench and
held her in front of him like a shield, pressing tlade of his knife to
her throat with such force he drew blood. "Dropnaeapon, O'Neil,
or the wench dies."



The girl let out a shriek, and her father, the tavavner, dropped to
his knees and began to weep and plead for his textghfe.

So near, Rory thought. So tantalizingly near, aetg yo matter how
desperately he wanted Tilden, he couldn't letoudl his sense of
right and wrong. He mustn't be the cause of anaenbgirl's death.

He let the sword drop from his hands. In the siermcclattered to the
floor. One of the soldiers kicked it away, to irstinat Rory couldn't
retrieve it.

"Now kill the Blackhearted O'Neil," someone shoytaad the blades
of a dozen swords began slicing his flesh. A swgrcpierced his

shoulder, branding him with searing fire. Anothevosd thrust

through his arm, rendering the limb useless.

With blood streaming from a dozen wounds, Rory geagd, then
dropped to his knees. But before the fatal plunge@lccbe made,
Tilden's voice broke through the shouting.

"Nay. Hold. | want this man kept alive."
"Why?" one of the soldiers demanded.

"Just do as | say. Bind him and put him on a hbf&&len shoved the
wench ahead of him toward a small back room. "lehgaeme
unfinished business here." At the shouts and laanghat followed,
he favored the others with an evil grin. "But ibshdn't take long.
These peasant lasses are little better than bls®dierpses. When
I've finished with her, we ride to Dublin. Thereasship leaving for
London on the morrow. And | intend to be on it. NVithe
Blackhearted O'Neil in chains." He swaggered frdme toom,
already savoring his homecoming.

With the Blackhearted O'Neil as his trophy, theequavould surely
hail him a hero. As would all of England.



* % %

"Let go of me. Let go." AnnaClaire pushed furiouaainst the hand
that had covered her mouth, stifling her cries.ribgou see? | must
go to him. | must."

She shoved at the lad who barred her way. But tieks slight size,
Innis was amazingly strong.

"Nay, Englishwoman. Listen to me." He caught hen and shoved
her roughly against the wall, then suddenly shietler body with his
own as a line of soldiers trouped out, draggingyRmeith them. "To
show yourself now is to die."

"l don't care." The tears were dangerously closthéosurface, and
she wiped at them with the back of her hand. ' {aid see him, all
bloody and wounded? Innis, | must go to him."

"What you must do is save his life," he said onss lof fury. "And

you'll not do that by revealing yourself to thesestards. If you do,
they'll do worse than kill Rory O'Neil. They'll tment him by
torturing and killing you before his eyes. Now whatyou think that
would do to him, my lady?"

"How would you know about such things?" The ladrsed so much
like Rory, she could scarcely believe her ears.

"I saw what they did to my mum. And the others.'s Mbice was
tight, to keep the fear at bay. "It'll take morarththe two of us to save
Rory. But at least for now he's still alive."

When the room emptied he caught her hand, dradgingut into the
darkness.

"Where are we going?"



"We must ride to Ballinarin. Our only hope nowogyet the O'Neil to
amass an army."

AnnaClaire was grateful for the boy's cool headr, Foough she
knew that he spoke the truth, her heart brokeeathtbught of riding
away and leaving Rory in the hands of his cruetaap While she
went through the motions, pulling herself into gasldle, taking the
reins of her horse and following behind Innis, soealdn't get the
image of Rory, all bloody and wounded, out of handn



Chapter Seventeen

As they raced along the road leading to BallinakimpaClaire wasn't
certain which was pounding harder—the horses' hoovéer heart.
The image of Rory, bloody and broken, was indelibiprinted on
her mind. It tore at her heart. Twisted insidewin a pain far worse
than any knife. She had to save him. Had to. Shddmd let herself
think about the horrors he would have to endure té-do so would
leave her shattered.

She glanced at the darkened cottages of the vilaageshe rode past.
These simple men were farmers. Crofters. Shopkseper so long,
they had been downtrodden by the whims of imperioas from
across the sea. Even if they were to rise up terdkdbne of their own,
what chance would they have against seasoned sildie

Oh Rory,she thoughtHold on. Please hold on. We'll find a way.

Following Innis' lead, she leaned low over the B@rdead and urged
him into a run until they raced across the lawrt @me to a stop in
the courtyard.

"Wake the household," she shouted to the startedd¢keeper as she
and Innis burst through the door.

"But, my lady, they are still abed."

"'l said wake them, Mistress Finn. Tell them tonecat once to the
library." To avoid further protest AnnaClaire hegiaway, with Innis
running alongside her to keep up with her franécep

Gavin and Moira were the first to arrive. Thougéythvere dressed, it
was obvious that they had done so hastily, and mieag all happy
with being summonetike servants in their own home.



"You'd better have good reason for this, Englishaor Gavin
muttered as he drew a cloak around his shouldaetsuahered his
wife closer to the fire.

Conor, his clothes disheveled, his hair flying,eeatl the room
directly behind Briana.

He glanced around. "Where's Rory?"

"He's the reason | woke you." AnnaClaire stoppedgdazing and
glanced toward the doorway, where Friar Malone jwsisrushing in.
He was the only one who looked as though he'd bpdor hours. No
doubt in prayer.

"Rory's been captured by English soldiers."
"And how would you know that?" Gavin demanded.
"Because | witnessed it."

The older man's eyes narrowed. "What are you sayimgnan?
Explain yourself."

"Rory planned to lead the soldiers away from Balafin, in order to
save those he loved. But he fell into a trap. Wherarrived at the
village tavern, the soldiers were expecting him."

Briana's eyes rounded. "Is he dead then?"

"Nay." AnnaClaire heard the collective sigh of egfirom his family.
"But he was wounded. There were dozens of soldiersounding
him as they led him away."

"Where will they take him?" Gavin asked.

"Tilden said he would take him to England.”



Conor caught her arm in a rough grasp. "Tilden2 baatard's here?"
"Aye. He was the bait they used to trap Rory."

His eyes were hot and fierce. "And how is it thatiyere able to
witness all this? How did you know what Rory waanpling?"

"He came upon me as | was preparing to leave."
"Leave?" Gavin's tone was clipped. He took a ste@td her.

"l was...planning to ride to the village and givegsalf up to the
soldiers."

The older man's eyes narrowed in suspicion. "Soyia could lead
them to Rory?"

"Nay. So that | could lead them away. But when Raegrd my plan,
he insisted that his was better. And safer. Wheaed to stop him, he
bound my hands and feet so | couldn't follow."

"Bound hand and foot and still you managed to esgafit was clear
that Gavin O'Neil didn't believe her.

"Tis true," Innis said softly. "I heard her strligg. When | freed the
lady and heard that she planned to go to the @l&gne, | insisted on
going with her."

"Two fools. Two bloody fools." Gavin began to pdceeously before
the fire. "I'll summon the chieftains of every aije. Within days I'll
have an army assembled. We'll stop the bastards."

AnnaClaire shook her head. ' 'Even a day or twtberitoo late. By
then Rory will be on his way to Fleet Prison."



"Damn them. Damn them all." Though Gavin was itghiior a fight,
he could see the wisdom of her words. "Aye. Thedvds will want
to parade their prize before the queen." He tutodds middle son.
"Conor, you'll go to England at once. Use whategstacts you have
to prepare a defense of Rory at the Court of Eé#alwhile | prepare
an army."

"Aye." Conor was relieved to have something taregibldo. It would
replace this terrible, wrenching fear that his beotwas doomed.

As he started toward the door AnnaClaire follow¢dan be ready to
travel within the hour."

"And where do you think you're going?" Gavin's baagnvoice had
everyone turning.

"Why, to England. With Conor."

"Nay, lass. You'll stay here and honor Rory's weshéis was what
he wanted. That you stay here at Ballinarin whexgd/be safe. And
we'll damned well abide by his wishes."

"That may be what he wanted. But it isn't what Beds."

"And | suppose you claim to know what he needs¥iGatone was
contemptuous.

"Aye. What he needs is someone who is comfortalileCaurt.
Someone familiar with the people who surround theeq. | can
introduce Conor to the men who have the queen't.esiryou forget,
one of them is my father. | intend to plead for Hedp."

Gavin pounded a fist on the mantel. "Your fatheraisbloody
Englishman. Do you really think he'll care abow gight of an Irish
outlaw?"



Her voice lowered with feeling. "He'll do it becaudl ask him. And
whatever else you think of him, he is a father idnaes his only
child."

When the older man opened his mouth to protestravimuched a
hand to his arm. "She's right, Gavin. Rory neetithalhelp we can
give him. If AnnaClaire can help, we must accefit it

Feeling betrayed, he fixed his wife with a lookfufy. But the anger
died when he saw the pain in her eyes. He clodsthd over hers,
then gave a grudging nod of his head. "All rightd. You'll go with
Conor."

They were all surprised when Innis said, ' 'l wartbe allowed to go,
too."

"To England?" Briana placed her hands on her Higeu'd leave
Ballinarin?"

"Rory needs me. More, Lady AnnaClaire needs me.

"The Englishwoman?" Briana's eyes widened. "And wioyld she
need the likes of you?"

"If I hadn't gone with her tonight, she'd have deal into the tavern
and flung herself into the thick of the battle."

Gavin studied the young woman with new respectsthapper, is
she, lad?"

"Aye. When she saw Rory's blood, | thought shefdtsh out the
eyes of every soldier in the place." Innis turnedyawhen he saw the
look AnnaClaire sent him. "I have to go with harshe's bound to do
something foolish and dangerous."



Moira's voice was choked with tears. "Nay, GaviouYmustn't let
him go. | couldn't bear it if | were to lose all men this day."

The older man's shoulders sagged. The thought ¢t@dred to him,
as well. Their family reunion had been so briefdAmow they would
once again scatter far across the sea. If thisaVdee could do, at
least he would keep the youngest safe at home.

"You'll stay at Ballinarin, lad."

"It isn't fair. It's my fight as much as yours .d'lost my family. All of
them. | don't want to lose Rory and...the Englistmaa as well."

Gavin's voice grew stern, to cover his churning ®ons. "You heard
me, boy. You'll stay here. We're your family nowdAwe'll keep you
safe."

At that Innis pushed his way past AnnaClaire anddZ@and raced up
the stairs.

"Mistress Finn." Moira turned to the housekeepénpvetood just
beyond the doorway, holding the hem of her aprorhdo eyes.
Throughout their entire exchange she had takervanyéhing with

sighs and moans, endlessly crossing herself. "frekiad some broth
later to cheer him. Now you'd best order a heargalnbefore
AnnaClaire and Conor depart.”

The housekeeper nodded before turning away.

Friar Malone watched and listened in silence. Halda'just been
wondering what sort of relationship would devel@ivieen the lad
and the Englishwoman? And now, in the space of rhergs, so
much had changed between them.

Perhaps it was the fact that AnnaClaire, like Inmias an outsider,
brought to Ballinarin for protection. But the oldgst thought it was



something much deeper. In his lifetime he'd seesryevacet of

human nature. If he had to hazard a guess, he'thedsad had long
harbored guilt that he hadn't been strong enougtate his mother
from a horrible death. A death he'd been forceditoess, and relive
in his mind over and over. Perhaps the lad wasoreag that with

AnnaClaire he was being given another chance taegroa

gentlewoman from all manner of frightful things.

Or perhaps, with the Englishwoman's coloring, #tewas beginning
to see her as the mother he had lost.

Friar Malone shook his head. He hoped Innis woden be called
upon to prove his courage. For if he were, the hadl the
single-mindedness of one who would lay down hie before he
would admit defeat again.

"Safe journey," Moira whispered as she kissed Anaia€’s cheek.

"God go with you both," Friar Malone intoned adifted his hand in
a blessing.

AnnaClaire and Conor pulled themselves onto themumis and
prepared for the long ride to Dublin. The wagonrivegtheir trunks
and young Velia, who would serve as lady's maidrioaClaire, had
already gone ahead.

AnnaClaire looked around the courtyard. All thevasets had
assembled, as well as many of the villagers, widddegn summoned
from the fields.

"I don't see Innis," she said.

Briana let go of her brother's hand and dabbe@r¢yes. "The last |
saw him, he was lying across his bed sulking."



"l wanted to tell him goodbye. And to thank him sgBor his help.
He was so brave. He truly did save me from leapitmthe fray."

“I'll tell him." Briana's voice was little more thaa whisper. "He isn't
the only one who is brave. | think what you're @giar my brother is
the bravest thing I've ever known. You love him, n'tlo
you?"AnnaClaire nodded.

Weeping, the girl turned away.

Moira stepped closer to press AnnaClaire's hangetocheek. She
looked up, meeting the younger woman's eyes. "tateful for what
you are doing."

"I have no choice. | have to be there, to do whean."

"l know. | know now that you love Rory every bit agich as his
father and | love him." Her lips trembled, but &rleredit she kept her
voice controlled. "You'll see that my son comes bamme?"

AnnaClaire nodded, suddenly too overcome with eonatid speak.

"And AnnaClaire," Moira said as she released hadhand took a
step back. "I want you to come back to us as w8é nudged her
husband. "Tell her."

The O'Neil cleared his throat. "Englishwoman..." $feallowed and
tried again, his voice softening. "AnnaClaire Thaop, our home is
yours. If you should..." He stopped, corrected leiins'Whenyou
manage to free our son, we pray you will returnhwiim to
Ballinarin."

"Thank you." It was all AnnaClaire could manag&tusper over the
lump in her throat.



"Come," Conor said as he turned his horse. "We'lang journey
ahead of us."

"Goodbye. God speed," came a chorus of voicessasafses' hooves
clattered across the courtyard.

AnnaClaire looked over her shoulder, hoping to Is@és waving at
one of the windows. But he was nowhere to be seen.

It was her last glimpse of Ballinarin. The sun st burning off the
mist that shrouded the towers. She felt a sharamaigknew that this
raw, savage land, like the man who loved it, hgdwad her heart.

AnnaClaire leaned on the rail of the ship and wadichs the land
seemed to slip away. So green. With that strargie Gasting a soft
halo all about it. There was a softness, a gergkerabout the land
that defied description. Rolling meadows dottechvgiieep. Ancient
stones keeping their silent sentinel on distamsidgs. The turrets of
castles and graceful manor houses rising up bebk@akehed-roof
cottages that looked as though they sprang up th@very earth.
And in the bay, fishermen in their rough boatstiogstheir nets, as
their fathers and grandfathers had before them.

Conor joined her at the rail. "Regretting your dean to leave?"

She shook her head. "l couldn't stay. Not knowilegyRs bound for
Fleet." She drew her cloak firmly around her shetddas the wind
whipped up, filling the sails, sending the boairfyover the waves.
"l can't bear to think of him in that filthy place.

"We'll free him, AnnaClaire." Conor looked down lstr, saw the
pain and the fear she couldn't hide.



She swallowed. Lifted her chin in that manner hetime to
recognize. "Aye. We will. Or die trying."

He touched a hand to her cold cheek. "I see whybrother loves
you."

She turned away to hide the ache around her h#arsn't love,
Conor. It's gratitude he feels for me. For takimgp Im. For hiding
him."

"If you think that, my lady, you're sadly mistakdwe seen the way
Rory looks at you. What | see in his eyes isn'tigrde. It's love." He
tipped up her chin and smiled. "l see the same loglour eyes, and
it gladdens my heart."

“Truly?"

"Aye. I'd hate to think Rory had lost his hearbte who didn't share
his feelings." His voice lowered. "Tis a miradat his broken heart
could mend so thoroughly. But now that I've comkrtow you, | can

understand it. You're good for him, AnnaClaire Tlpson. Maybe

the best thing that's happened to my brother iarg ong time."

She felt tears burn her eyes and blinked furious&r. emotions were
entirely too close to the surface. She lifted Hérse tiptoe and

brushed a kiss over Conor's cheek. "Thank you, €dits wind is...

stinging my eyes."

She hurried below deck to seek shelter from thedywamd from the
storm that was whirling around her heart. Oncedmsier cabin, she
closed the door and leaned wearily against it. ghahe had puton a
very brave face for the O'Neil family, the truthsyahe had no idea
how her father would react to her sudden appearamnc€ourt.
Especially when he learned that she had aligneseHevith an Irish
outlaw.



She slumped down on the edge of the cot. "Thewetsirming back
now, my girl. You're bound for England.”

"Are we truly?"

At the sound of the muffled voice, she jumped ug@ stared around
the cramped cabin, then crossed to the tiny wasedrdthen she tore
open the door she stared in shock and disbeliteatigure huddled
beneath her clothes.

“Innis. How did you get here?"

"I hid myself in your trunk. Then, once it was ¢adr aboard ship, |
slipped out and mingled with the workers until \Adieft your cabin.
Then | sneaked in here to wait until we were unagriv

She shot him a look of indignation. ' 'Do you knawat you've
done?"

"Aye. I've disobeyed the O'Neil. He'll be furious."

"Of that | have no doubt. And since I've tasted@imper, | don't envy
you. But what about Moira? She'll be desperatetgidfwhen she
finds you missing, Innis."

"l left her a missive, tucked under my bedcovexrplaning where
I've gone and why. By the time she finds it, 'tw# too late to catch
me. Just as it's now too late for you to send noi.ba

"Is that so? What makes you think | won't?"

"Because you'd dare not waste the time it woulde.tak
Englishwoman." He stepped jauntily from the wardraemd rubbed
his damp hands along his sides. "Twas a bit warthere. But not
nearly as uncomfortable as the trunk."



"Oh, Innis," she said on a sigh. "What am | to dthwou?"
"You might try feeding me. I've had not a biteddly."

She shook her head in exasperation. Then, at #gtieaton of what
he'd done, she wrapped her arms around him and liravelose.
"We may, none of us, come out of this alive, Inhiave you thought
of that?"

Feeling shy and awkward, he took a step back. "Eyglishwoman.
But if | must die, at least I'll die nobly, as nstlier and grandfather
did. And I'll be in good company, with Rory and ©oni

"Conor. Oh, sweet heaven. What will he say wheriehens what
you've done?"

"No more than you, | expect." He climbed up onlnenk and stared
out the tiny porthole. "I've never been to Englanll it be so much
different than Ballinarin?"

She stared at the little boy, who was so determiodxa a man. With
a sigh she muttered, "You'll see soon enough farrsalf. Now |
think it's time for us to go to Conor. You mighepare yourself for
his temper."

He followed her from the cabin, completely unconeerabout what
was to come. With the innocence of youth, he gatearthought to
those he'd left behind to fret and pace. Or taddnegers that awaited
him at journey's end. For now, all that mattered trat he was here,
aboard ship with the lady who, though one of thedhenglish,
reminded him of his beautiful mother. And togettiery were about
to embark on the adventure of a lifetime.



Chapter Eighteen

'‘Oh, my lady." Velia, trailing behind AnnaClaireca@onor, couldn't
stop staring at the sights and sounds of the Lonldaks. "I'm dizzy
just seeing all this."

Innis, walking beside her, kept swiveling his hesdhe wouldn't

miss anything. There were crates of animals. Moskelattering to

each other, to the delight of the crowd. A slegkttipacing back and
forth, issuing fierce growls, while his handlersteveed from a safe
distance. There were baskets of fruit and sackeas and pungent
spices. But it was the people who were the mosirfaing. There

were tall dark men with turbans, and exotic ladwth almond eyes

and body-skimming gowns. Beggars, calling for dfiras those who

passed by. Elegant carriages bearing the wealtled tadies, who

shielded their faces from the sun with wide-brimniexshnets and
parasols. Gentlemen in fine coats, returning frayages to India
and France and Spain. And dandies in satin breemh@plumed

hats, haggling with merchants and vendors.

In the midst of such chaos, AnnaClaire was gratefuConor's quiet
competence. It was clear that he had often travatedad and was
comfortable dealing with their trunks and arrangragriages.

As their driver began lashing the trunks to thekbafcthe carriage,
Conor helped the others inside, then took his pac®ss from
AnnaClaire. "Are you certain your father will hase objection to
sharing his London townhouse with members of thé&le®d'
household?"

"I have no way of knowing his reaction." She coutldluppress a
smile. "But | think it's safe to say he'll greeuyat least as warmly as
your father greeted me when he learned he had glisBwoman at

his table."



Conor winced. "My father's famous temper was a phdur daily
lives. We were as accustomed to it as the winds liftav across
Croagh Patrick. It must have been a shock to yoelicate
sensibilities, my lady."

"It was...interesting." She glanced at Innis, whaswstaring
wide-eyed at the passing parade. "Just as Londpnoiang to be
interesting to our young lad. What think you, Irtiis

"So much to see. So many strange people. And dflesh hurrying
somewhere."

"Aye." She leaned back, feeling drained from theurney. "After
my months in Dublin, I'd forgotten how frantic tpace of London
can be."

The driver climbed to his seat and cracked the vamg the horse
moved ahead with a slow, steady gait. Leavingekening masses of
the docks behind, they rolled -through the broaekts of London.

"The tailors work here." On Bond Street, AnnaClgainted to the
cramped narrow shops. "And up here the butcherdakelrs." They
inhaled the fragrance of freshly baked bread thafted from the
shops.

In a pretty green park, children played under ta&chful eye of their
mothers or nurses, who sat gossiping on stone benktlarm spring
sunshine added to the gaiety of the scene.

The carriage slowed, then veered along a windinge grianted with
hedges. "This is where my father lives when henid.ondon,"
AnnaClaire said simply.

It was an elegant home of three stories, with ateler's cottage in
front and a splendid carriage house off to one.side



When the driver reined in his horse, the front dopened and a
servant, spying AnnaClaire, came forward with glrsmile.

"Oh, my lady. We received no notice that you wersinng home."

"l know, Wilona. There was no time to notify mytat. Is he home?"
"Nay, my lady. He is with the queen at Greenwiclaéa"

"Then the queen is in residence here in London?"

"Aye, my lady. We've scarcely seen your father eitite queen
returned. He spends all his time at Court."

AnnaClaire gave a sigh of resignation. She had ¢chémpesome time

alone with her father, to explain all that had rexpgd to her, and to
seek his counsel on the wisest course of acticardary Rory. Now,

she and Conor, it would seem, would have to make thoices

blindly.

"Wilona, this is Velia. If you'll show her to my ams, I'll be along
shortly. My friends and | would like to refresh ealves in the
parlor."The little maid nodded. "Aye, my lady. Btk Cook to see to
it at once."

AnnaClaire led Innis and Conor through the famili@oms of her
family home until they reached the parlor. Unlikee tkeep at
Ballinarin, this room was light and airy, with p&éacolored walls and
soft draperies at the windows that fluttered in dfternoon breeze.
Despite the warmth of the day, a fire burned onhtb&rth, adding to
the coziness of the room.

Innis moved around the room, pausing to study aatre portrait
on a highly-polished table before snuggling into doenfort of a
chaise. "Is this where you live?"



AnnaClaire nodded. "Sometimes." She glanced aratitite familiar
things she'd known since her childhood. "We hail®vely estate in
Berkshire, and another in Surrey."

Conor, feeling restless, paced to the window. th\8b many homes
here, why did you go to Dublin?"

"It's where my mother wanted to be." AnnaClairelset softened, as
it always did when she spoke of her mother. "Shemkshe was dying
and wanted to die on Irish soil. At the time, Idtdunderstand. But
now | do. Ireland held her heart. Just as it nold$ianine."

Both Conor and Innis were watching her with ideditiboks of
surprise and pleasure at her admission. She loogeas the maid
entered carrying a silver tray.

"Cook asks if you and your guests will be staying $supper, my
lady."

AnnaClaire looked to Conor for confirmation. Attaake of his head
she said, "Not tonight, Wilona." She glanced at ltbg, who was
struggling to keep his eyes open. "But you can takeng Innis
above stairs to my chambers. After he rests, takék a meal with
Velia."

"Aye, my lady." The maid poured tea and uncovereplae of
thinly-sliced beef and an assortment of fruits elnéeses. Then, with
Innis in tow, she started to leave the room.

At the door the lad turned and walked back to Araa€. Catching
her hand he said, "When this is over, will you retto Ballinarin
with Rory?"

She squeezed his hand. "It is my fondest wishslhni



"And mine." He chose his words carefully. "I've ¢pwished that
Rory would be my father. I'd like you to be my mathWould you
mind, Englishwoman?"

"Mind?" She dropped to her knees and gathered hasec "Oh,
Innis. More than anything, | would have you for sgn."

He drew back and stared into her eyes. Then, Wwahgolemn look
she had come to recognize, he turned and follothwednaid from the
room.

For long minutes after the door closed behind tredra,was unable to
speak over the lump in her throat.

At last she turned to Conor who was watching heefady. "Have
you a plan?"

"Of sorts." He, too, was moved by what he'd justhsand heard. And
more determined than ever to succeed. "We muséestgu audience
with the queen. | was hoping your father might mgeathat. But first,

| must find a way to see Rory. | need to see fosetfithat he is..." His

voice trailed off. He couldn't stop thinking abdié gruesome tales
he'd heard of the treatment of Irish prisonershendurney to Fleet |

Prison, and in the prison itself.

AnnaClaire had no need to hear. Just seeing tlkedondis face had
her heart nearly stopping. She set down her cup avitlatter and
started toward the door. "We'll find a way to sem.hPerhaps we
could bribe a jailer?"

Conor closed a hand over her arm, stopping herdrstnide. "Hold,
my lady. Fleet is no place for you. You'll stayéerith Innis."

"I'l' do no such thing. I've come this far, Conbl. see it through.
Besides, | know the streets of London. | can lead % Fleet and



back. You see, Conor, you need me, if you hopeetalgough the
next few days."

He took one look at the lift of her chin, the seher jaw, and burst
into laughter. "By the heavens, I'm beginning te sdat my brother
had to put up with. All right. We'll go togetheruBl warn you, my
lady, you'll be shocked by what you'll see in thilgty place."

AnnaClaire was more than shocked. She was stuhtwedfied. Her
stomach rolled and she gagged with every stephasasd Conor
descended rough stone steps that led into the bvamels of the
cavernous prison.

It was dark as a tomb. Except for tiny slits cutthe rough stone
walls, allowing for a little light, there was no yaf knowing if it was

day or night. The fetid air reeked of human wasié decay. Some
cells held more than a dozen prisoners, some ahaotkers lying

about, too weak to stand. All around them were sbands of
sobbing, wailing, moaning. It was a scene out oigatmare.

It had taken a purse of gold to persuade the jwlézad them to the
Irish prisoner. Even then he probably would havethem lost and
confused had Conor not had the foresight to witthtnallf the purse
until they were standing outside Rory's cell.

"Here." Conor thrust the rest of the gold into than's outstretched
hand. "See we're not accosted. If you do so, and ws of anyone
approaching, there will be more when we leave."

"Aye." The burly guard shoved the coins insidethigc and handed
Conor a torch before striding away.



Conor held the torch aloft and strained to see heéybe bars of the
rusted door. This was a single cell, far from theecs. Inside, a lone
prisoner was sprawled on the cold stone floor.

"Dear God." For a moment Conor thought he mightiéad. "Rory.
Rory, speak to me."

The figure lifted his head and moaned. Conor anda&haire turned
to each other with identical sighs of relief.

"You're alive then, Rory," Conor called.

For a moment the figure blinked against the lighthe torch. Then,
holding an arm to his face to shield his eyes, b#ered, "Barely. Is
it you, Conor?"

"Aye."
"I'm here too, Rory love."

At the sound of AnnaClaire's voice he struggledito knees and
turned away from the light. "For God's -ake, Corg®t her out of
here."

"Oh Rory." She tried to keep the jumble of emo-sifnom her voice,
but it was impossible. "We've jome to plead for iylife. We'll go to
the queen. We'll..."

"You're wasting your time." He cut her off abruptliy life is over.
Tilden has said he'll see me dead before he'll mlease me from
this hell. He's a hero now. His queen is about ééicame him in a
lavish ceremony. When it's over, he'll announceé tratempted to
flee and my jailers had to kill me." With his battkthem he said,
"Now take her out of here, Conor. And see that dbesn't come
back."



AnnaClaire's voice trembled with emotion. "I ne¥kought you a
coward, Rory O'Neil."

"A coward?"
"Aye. A coward who would give up without a fight."

He did turn then and struggled to his feet. In tivetment both
AnnaClaire and Conor had a chance to see just lewastiating his
wounds were. His clothes were torn and bloodyhhis matted with
dried blood. His face had been battered viciouSlpe eye was
closed. The other bore a gash from brow to tenij@ehad tied a dirty
rag around his thigh to stem the flow of blood frargaping wound,
and his left arm hung uselessly at his side.

"Oh, my beloved." Though AnnaClaire couldn't stbp tears that
streamed down her face, she forced herself to gdforou must give
up, then so be it. But | will not. I'll never givg." She opened her
cloak and slipped a bundle through the narrow bfnss cell. "We've
brought you warm blankets, and food, and ointmenydéur wounds.
And tomorrow we'll go to the queen. We'll beg, Wweleéad, we'll do
whatever we must. But we won't stop until you'reefof this place
and safely home in Ballinarin." She wiped at therdewith the back
of her hand. "l love you, Rory O'Neil. And evenydu've stopped
believing, | never will. Nor will | stop fightingdr you. With my last
breath I'll fight for you."

At her impassioned words he staggered across thancketouched a
finger to her face. "Oh my darling AnnaClaire. Mgrte little angel.
Of course I'll fight. Until there's no life left ime, I'll fight to be free.
But | can't bear that you see me like this, in fiece."

She lifted a hand to his bruised, bloody face. '@dned to keep me
away. But | had to come, Rory."

They stared hungrily at each other for long sil@oments.



At last Rory turned to Conor, and the two brothaesped hands
through the bars.

"Ye' must leave," came the whispered warning ofdiler. "Soldiers
are coming. If ye're found here, we'll all lose bues."

"Come. Quickly." Conor placed an arm beneath Anaa€k elbow,
forcing her away from Rory's cell.

Without' another word, they followed the jailerabgh the maze of
darkened hallways until they were once more bragtline air of
freedom.

As their carriage bore them back to the townhooséher of them
spoke a word. But their thoughts were as dark)easklas the cell in
which Rory lay bleeding.

"Your father is home from Court, my lady. He amsly awaits you
in the library."

"Thank you, Wilona." AnnaClaire had washed and gleanher
clothes since her return from prison, and had eatid supper with
Conor.

She turned to him with a weary sigh. "It's bes$tsée him alone."

He nodded and followed the maid up the stairseatiest chambers.
AnnaClaire made her way to the library, where shand her father
standing at the window, staring into the darkness.

"Father. Oh, I've missed you so."

At the sound of her voice Lord James Thompson turt@an it be?
Oh, my dear AnnaClaire. How I've worried about you.



She rushed to his arms and was caught in a warmaemb

For the longest time, he couldn't seem to let goenfas he kissed her
hair, her cheeks, her temple, all the while murmgiswords of love.
At last he held her a little away.

He narrowed his eyes and took the time to study H€éou
look...different. | believe you've lost weight." Hibrows drew
together. "Have you been ill? Have the O'Neils tedayou
unkindly?"

"Oh, nay." Her brows shot up. "You received my rvisghen?"

"Aye, AnnaClaire. And another, earlier one from cime they call the
Blackhearted O'Neil. He wanted to assure me onhbisor as a
gentleman that you were safe and well. But, knowiisgreputation
as a rogue and outlaw, and hearing the way Dursstdriord Davis
have spoken of him, | couldn't stop fearing theskaddow, you will

tell me everything, AnnaClaire."

He led her toward a chaise. As he sat, he claspeddnds. "Wilona
has said you did not come alone."

"I've brought...friends with me."
"Are these friends from Dublin?"

"Nay. Their home is far from Dublin. But..." Shdaased his hands
and began to pace in front of the fireplace. "Giwlgan | tell you all
that has happened since you left Dublin?"

Seeing her agitation, he folded his hands and deglaner carefully.
"Perhaps you should begin at the beginning."

AnnaClaire made her way to her chambers. The haugigs hour
was silent. Outside, the midnight sky was ablazé wiarlight. But



her thoughts weren't on the stars, or sleep, thahgid put in an
exhausting day.

Her father had been so silent, so thoughtful thihowd her narrative.
So unlike the O'Neil. She had anticipated his caloo| reaction. He
was, after all, a man who had long ago accepteddtiethat his
daughter had a mind of her own. But she could $s® that his
feelings were raw and wounded. And all becausepthrelessness.

"'Did you not stop and think about the consequ&ntgour actions?"
he had asked.

"Nay, Father."

"And even now, you continue to rush to judgmentu¥awing the
O'Neil's family into my very home. And you dare ask for an
audience with the queen." He had looked at her sath tired eyes.

She paused outside Conor's door and was stillibhgidter hands
together when the door suddenly opened.

"Conor. | didn't even knock yet."

"I know, my lady. I've been pacing, and waitingddistening." He
ushered her inside and quickly closed the door.

Across the room Innis slept so soundly, he didrénestir.
"You told your father?" She nodded. "Everything."
"How did he react?"

She shrugged. "As I'd expected. My actions havedism much
pain. He fears he has raised a fool :6r a daughter.



Conor winced, recalling his own father's fury. "Taa, then. I'll find
lodging in London on the morrow. And then [I'll begtalling in
favors from everyone my family has ever known. Swoor later
someone will show me the way to petition the queean audience."

"Someone already has." She caught his hands, seplie®zd, despite
her exhaustion, her smile was radiant. "Though atlydr is hurt and
angry, he is still my father. It took a great defitonvincing, but he
has agreed to take us with him on the morrow."

"Take us with him?"

"To Court, Conor." She kissed his cheek. "To seedheen." false
bravado could hide. "All one can do now is pray."

"Then | shall pray, my lady. For you. For the ONamily. And for
the queen, that she will regard your petition withdness. Good
night, my lady."

When she was alone, AnnaClaire felt hot tears welnd spill down

her cheeks. After what she had been through, sthéhbaght she was
beyond crying. But the truth was, she was terriftbdvhat was to

come on the morrow. Elizabeth, the willful fierceung monarch
said to be as unyielding as her father, held tteedBRory, his family,

and his beloved country in her hands.

"Oh, my lady." As soon as AnnaClaire entered les@ng chamber,
the little maid rushed to her side to assist hemvds afraid you
wouldn't get to sleep at all this night."

"Sleep doesn't matter, Velia. Nothing matters nowegt getting
Rory out of that filthy prison."

"You saw him then?"



"Aye." AnnaClaire struggled to put aside the memd&rynust be up
at dawn, Velia."

"At dawn? But why so early, my lady?"

"Conor and | must go over our plans once more,reef@ leave for
Greenwich Castle."

"Greenwich?" The little maid clapped a hand torheuth. "You will
see the queen?"

"Aye." AnnaClaire climbed beneath the covers antthed as Velia
blew out the candle.

In the darkness Velia whispered, "How does oneaeefor such a
momentous event, my lady?"

AnnaClaire felt the knot of fear that no amountadée bravado could
hide. "All one can do now is pray."

"Then | shall pray, my lady. For you. For the ONamily. And for
the queen, that she will regard your petition withdness. Good
night, my lady."

When she was alone, AnnaClaire felt hot tears wehlnd spill down

her cheeks. After what she had been through, sthéhbaght she was
beyond crying. But the truth was, she was terriftbdvhat was to

come on the morrow. Elizabeth, the willful fierceung monarch
said to be as unyielding as her father, held tteedaRory, his family,

and his beloved country in her hands.



Chapter Nineteen

"There is Greenwich Castle." AnnaClaire watchea ribaction of
Conor and Innis as their carriage started up thg twrving drive.

The queen's standard flew from the turret, annagnc¢hat the
monarch was in residence. If that were not enotiighlong columns
of soldiers standing guard along the perimeter mémr own
statement.

"Why does the queen require so many soldiers?'slasked. His
voice, AnnaClaire noted, was not quite steady. tButis credit, he
had insisted upon coming with them. AnnaClaireizedl that he had
appointed himself her protector.

"They are members of the queen's own guard. teis fob to defend
her at all times, against all danger."

Lord Thompson glanced at the handsome young maadsaaxt to
his daughter. Though they had exchanged less tHarem words, he
had already discovered, much to his surprise,@loa@ior O'Neil was
educated and well-spoken. "Have you thought of whatwill say to
the queen?"

"Aye."

When he offered nothing more, James changed thectulin an
aside he whispered to his daughter, "Do you thimkse to bring the
lad?"

"Conor and | could see no way of refusing. If wetdered him to
remain behind, he'd have simply found a way to defyand would
have turned up at Court anyway. At least this weg/|l know what
he's up to. Otherwise, we feared we might find foming Rory in
Fleet."



"Is that how the Irish are raising their young?"

"It isn't just an Irish flaw." She looked at hetffar. "Last night you
called me defiant. And foolish."

He smiled and caught her hand. "Aye. You are ddéar. Traits you
inherited from your defiant, foolish parents.”

She flushed with pleasure, and was even more setprvhen he
lifted her hand to his lips. "Have | told you that proud of you, my
dear?"

She felt both surprise and happiness at his w&efre she could
respond, the carriage came to a halt and a footaamed to assist
them.

Once inside the splendid castle. Lord Thompsonthedn past the
throngs of titled people who milled about and usldghem into the
Throne Room, where Elizabeth held Court.

He turned to Conor and Innis. "I must ask that yelinquish any
weapons you may possess.”

Conor touched a hand to the sword at his waist.y'Wist | give this
up?"

"Because you will be in the presence of the qu&br.soldiers who
guard her person will arrest anyone found concgaliweapon."

Conor grudgingly removed his sword from its sheatd handed it
over.

When Innis made no move to follow his lead Anna@laiudged
him. "I know you carry a knife. You must give it.tp

"Never, Englishwoman."



She glanced at Conor for support. At a nod of kiadh the lad bent
and removed the sharp dagger from his boot, plating Lord
Thompson's hand.

As her father walked away, Innis turned to her waittcowl. "You've
left me defenseless, Englishwoman."

"I think it is a better choice than being jailed."”

They turned their attention to the colorful pageamstround them.
Most of the nobility came to watch the proceedingkich offered
them a constant source of entertainment. Elizabstigying her
power, presided over everything from petty crimesstuabbles
between vendors and their patrons. Her wit was tealgk quick and
cutting. Her wisdom was admirable. And her patiemas always on
a short tether.

Lord Thompson spoke with a man in gold and scadbes, who
listened, nodded, then walked from the room. When father
returned to her side he said to AnnaClaire, "Yadiyaour friends will
wait here until you are summoned before the queen."”

Conor watched him walk away. "Your father won'tva&ting with
us?"

AnnaClaire shook her head. "My father is one of thesen's
counsellors. He must stand by her side to asshkeishould have any
guestions regarding the law of the land. But heticaad me that
there is little he can do or say that will help cause."

Just then AnnaClaire looked up and gave a littleagrof dismay.
Walking toward her was Lord Dun- stan.

"My dear lady. | just heard the good news from yfather." He
caught her hand and lifted it to his lips, therppt=l back to give her
a long, appraising look. "You seem none the waosgdur ordeal."



“I'm fine, my lord. Truly," she added when he gder a look of
skepticism.

"You'll be much better when you've had time to wihtaste of that
filthy island from your lips." He placed her hand tis sleeve.
"Come. We'll sit with Lord Davis and Lady Thornly."

"They're here?" She glanced around and, seeingoldefriends,
waved to them across the room.

"Aye. They returned aboard ship with me, to lendhteler solace
they could to your father during these trying timBsaise heaven
you've been rescued from that madman." He turneglatace at the
young man and boy who flanked her. "And who migig be?"

"The madman's brother." Conor's tone was caretalhtrolled.

"Conor O'Neil, this is Lynley Lord Dunstan." As the/o men
nodded, AnnaClaire added, "And this is Innis Maglir

Dunstan glanced from them to AnnaClaire and thesk lzain in
puzzlement. ' 'Now that you are free, why would yeillingly
associate with your captor's family?"

"To know us is to love us," Conor said with a grin.
Beside him, Innis snorted with laughter.

Before they could continue, the gentleman in gold scarlet entered
the room to announce the queen. At once the creldifent. When

Elizabeth entered, the men bowed and the womesiedrtNo one

straightened until the queen had ascended herghron

Elizabeth wore a gown of royal purple, with a geréincrusted with
jewels. At her neck was a starched jew-eled ruffalwhg triple rope
of pearls that hung to her waist. There were meneis glittering in



her hair. She was an imposing presence. One accedtto holding
her subjects spellbound.

The queen was surrounded by her counsellors, wdtodeats to her
right and left. Behind them stood a cluster of okl who formed a
half circle, their swords lifted in salute. Starglim a position of

honor, directly in the center of the ring of soldievas the one known
as Tilden.

AnnaClaire glanced at Innis, who had caught herdhamd was
gripping it so hard she had to bite back a cry.d¥yiss were huge, his
mouth open. She turned to Conor, who had gone pale.

"The bastard," Conor whispered under his breatth Had my sword,
I'd kill him where he stands."

AnnaClaire touched a hand to his arm. "You havetsebweapon,
Conor. The truth will set Rory free and strip Tildef any shred of
honor."

Though she spoke bravely enough, she was relidadoth Conor
and Innis had been ordered to relinquish their waapAfter seeing
what his brother had suffered, she had no doultitGloeaor would
have leapt into battle, ending any chance theydfahving Rory's
life. As for Innis, there was no way of knowing hofe lad would
have reacted.

For several hours they were forced to watch artdriigs the queen
settled one matter after another. Some were sach@ic, as in the
case of a midwife who had told a weeping young mothat her

infant was stillborn, only to deliver the baby tdreend who was

barren. Elizabeth electrified the crowd by orderthg midwife to

relinquish her own child into bondage to the youmgther for one

year.



Some of the cases brought before the queen wéyessich as the
tavern owner who incurred the wrath of a bride vehdsisband
returned home too drunk to bed her. The queerghtaufaded when
the tavern owner admitted that he had also takgood part of the
bride's dowry in payment for the ale. He was ndy mrdered to
make restitution, but was ordered to share thatprof his tavern for
a fortnight.

With each case brought before her, Elizabeth becaare snappish.
It was plain that the lateness of the hour ancetithess misery of so
many of the petitioners were beginning to takerthal upon their
monarch.

Suddenly they heard the queen's counsellor annpUhte¢he matter
of the arrest of the Irish outlaw, Rory O'Neil, kno as the
Blackhearted O'Neil, his brother, Conor O'Neil, heetitioned to
address Your Majesty and to have his brother brobgfore this
court."

There was a loud murmur among the onlookers, andaBfaire
could overhear enough of the words to know thatpbeple were
angry and outraged that the brother of such ammaies outlaw
would dare to approach the queen.

When Rory was brought before them in shacklesctoed erupted
In shouting and cursing. Many of the women, se&isgoruised and
battered face, had to hold handkerchiefs to thesea to keep from
fainting.

Tilden, standing behind the queen, scowled asdmsl lightened on
the hilt of his sword.

AnnaClaire blinked furiously to keep from weepi@he would not
disgrace herself by giving in to tears. But herrhaahed at the sight
of the man she loved shackled like a common crimina



Rory stared around the room until his gaze setitrednnaClaire. A
hint of a smile touched his lips. Seeing it, Dunspdaced an arm
around her shoulder and drew her close to whispleei ear. Though
she tried to draw away, he held her firmly, theméd to Rory with a
knowing smile. He was pleased to see Rory's haedslt into fists
at his sides.

"It appears,” Dunstan whispered, "the Blackhea@#&¥deil has been
shorn of his power, my lady. He'll not lay a hamdyou again."

AnnaClaire, pale and shaken, pushed away. Butstta@ late. Rory
had already turned his head, refusing to look regr again.

Elizabeth could hardly bring herself to look at thesoner. "It is
obvious that this man has been tortured.”

Tilden took a step out of the circle. ' '"With yqaarmission, Majesty,
| can explain.”

She waved a hand imperiously. "You have my permist speak.

"This prisoner, the Blackhearted O'Neil was, likany of the Irish

peasants, so belligerent, so dangerous, so tha#tdie—" He

glanced at the crowd of. nobles and saw many ohthedding in

agreement "—that the only way to subdue him waddat him

senseless. My men and | were loath to inflict quahishment, but he
gave us no choice."

"l ..understand." Elizabeth waved him aside. "lhis price one must
pay for protecting queen and country." She glareedind. "Who
speaks for the prisoner?"

"Majesty." Conor stepped forward and bowed befbeewoman on
the throne.



Elizabeth turned away from the bloodied prisonedihg the sight of
him too much for her delicate sensibilities. Ingteahe watched
Conor closely, as did every other man and womdhdamoom. There
was a grace about him, a charm, a poise that conhedaaittention.

"I am Conor O'Neil, brother of Rory, and son of gaand Moira
O'Neil. My home is Ballinarin, of the Hidden Kingahan Ireland.”

"And why is your home called the Hidden Kingdom?iz&beth
asked imperiously.

"Because for centuries our enemies could not fiedr tway in or out
of Ballinarin. We believe it is watched over byrdsi And all who
dwell therein are blessed by those same spirits."

"Spirits, you say?" Elizabeth couldn't help smilifithis was more
like it. A lively exchange was just what she enpy8esides, not
only was this man easy to look at, but his cultw&de was deep and
strong. She sat back, prepared to enjoy herselfiatwlo you ask of
this court?"

Conor took a step closer, so that their glanceddclmek. It was a
calculated risk. He was aware that Elizabeth hetddif above all her
subjects. But she was a woman. And he was a markindw exactly
how to look at a woman and make her feel speciahsk only a
chance to be heard. | know that | will receiveiataaring from Your
Majesty, for your reputation for fairness is knowmoughout the
land."

Her smile deepened. Not just lively, but flatteridgman after her
own heart. "It is so. Speak then, Conor O'Neil. Yollireceive what
you request. Justice. Nothing more."

"I am most grateful, Majesty."



Again Elizabeth found herself pleasantly surpriskedtead of the
stilted argument she was expecting,

Conor tossed his cloak rakishly off his shouldet bagan to speak of
his home and his family. He told of a special dayyedding day,
when his brother prepared to meet his bride.

AnnaClaire looked around. The crowd had gone cotaplssilent,
hanging on his every word. When he described teaesof carnage
and the pain his brother had endured, several woseza seen to
wipe tears from their eyes. Even the queen seenoaén

She held up a hand. "What you have described aaiaage. Are you
suggesting such things were done at my command?"

"The soldiers who committed these crimes have sigigaword that
they do the bidding of their queen. But | and mahgy countrymen
do not believe the Queen of England would ordersbétiers to slay
iInnocent women and children on their way to chédpel.

"Nor would | ever issue such a command, Conor O'NEithis
terrible act was committed by soldiers of the Crottrey were not
acting on my orders, but on their own cruel whims."

"Aye, Majesty. | believe that to be the case. Yoa a kind and
benevolent monarch, who would not tolerate suckloyti

"Your queen thanks you for your trust, Conor O'NBlit such fine
words do not absolve your brother of his crimedie $ointed a
finger, and everyone in the room turned to statBeatman in chains.
"It is said that Rory O'Neil, the Blackhearted QlNeas killed many
an innocent Englishman in the name of vengeandbkatfbe true, he
Is no better than a wild dog that must forfeitlits for the good of
mankind."



"Majesty, if what you say about my brother be tluaust agree with
you."

This brought a loud murmur from the crowd.

"But what if the only ones killed by my brother &mpglish soldiers?"
Conor lowered his voice, so that the crowd wasddno grow silent
once more in order to hear. ' 'The same Englistiessl who have
brutalized innocent women and children. The samgligimsoldiers
who have burned the huts of hard working, Godfegfammers. The
same English soldiers who slaughtered their hendsl@oted their
crops.”

"If that be true, and it can be proved to the &atison of this court,
such a man would be hailed a hero, and the solaeotved would

be sent to Fleet in his place." The queen leanedaial, so that her
eyes were level with Conor's. "But this court woulémand

witnesses, who would swear to such horrors."

"Majesty, if | were given enough time, | could puse such
witnesses." Conor saw Tilden relax his hold onsierd, before his
scowl turned into a smug smile. In his youth, Cdmad done enough
fishing with Fiola the cook to know when to giveetfish more line,
and when to reel it in. He decided to give Tildestja bit more line.

"l suppose you have witnesses who will testify agaimy brother
and swear to all manner of brutal acts which thely swear he
committed?"

The queen nodded. "The soldier who captured thekBearted
O'Neil has detailed your brother's crimes. Crimeesnight add,
against helpless women and children. For his ceunagidding the
kingdom of such a mad dog, this soldier will be dv@d by his
gueen." She signalled to Tilden, who stepped faaveanartly. "This



man will become an officer in the Queen's Guaradsl will be
directly responsible for the safety of my person.”

There was a smattering of applause, and Tildemddsvith pride.

"It was this man, then, who gave witness againstonogher? This
man who will now enjoy a hero's reward, Majesty?"

She nodded.
"Was it his testimony alone which has condemnedmyher?"

Elizabeth was growing weary of the questions. Sfenéd back,
tapping a finger on the arm of her throne. "Ayen@oO'Neil. This
man's word against the Blackhearted O'Neil."

"If then, this court accepts the word of one mark-aglish soldier, as
proof of my brother's crimes, | would suppose ttwart would also
accept the word of one witness against that sargédBrsoldier.”

Elizabeth couldn't hide her annoyance. "It wouldt Bou said you
had no time to produce such witnesses."

"Aye, Majesty. There are countless men, women &idren in my
country who would gladly come forth to testify aggtithe cruelty of
this soldier. Alas, there is no time to send fanth But | do have one
witness here at Court. And since you require om,athat will
suffice."

Again the room erupted with murmurs and cries dfamge.
The queen held up a hand for silence.
A hush fell over the crowd.

"If .you can produce such a witness, let him speeak.



Conor turned to Innis. The boy stood quaking, fascd clutching
AnnaClaire's so hard, the knuckles had gone white.

She knelt down and stared deeply into his eyesu"Mast do this,
Innis."

He shook his head. "Speak to the queen hersetfannot. Give me
back my knife, and I'll cut out the heart of thestiaad, Tilden. But |
cannot speak in front of this company."

"You must. You must do it for Rory. And for yourselind your
family. Don't you see, Innis? This is how you caaragge their deaths.
This is how you will fight. Not with sword and keif like Rory. But
you will fight all the same. Like Conor. With word#/ith the truth.”

She gave him a gentle shove.

Conor took his hand and led him before the queeliajé'sty, this is
Innis Maguire."

The queen crooked a finger, beckoning the lad cld€®ome, Innis
Maguire. Tell us what you know."

"l..." He swallowed several times, and clearedthi®at. Seeing a
blur of movement behind the queen, he looked uge® Tilden
holding his sword at the ready. How he yearnedi®knife. For the
courage it would give him. But there was no weasange one.

He swallowed back his fear, clenched his handssatities and tried
again. "l watched the soldiers kill my mum and g, grandda and
grandma, my aunts and uncles and cousins. They ldlled the
babies who had fallen to the ground from their racdharms. And all
the while they were killing, they were laughinggdgeering."

The queen was visibly moved. ' 'You truly witnest#ad?"



He nodded.

"And you alone survived?"

"Aye." He swallowed. "Aye, Majesty."

"How is it that you survived while all the othergd?"
"My da shielded me with his body. He died saving"'me

Elizabeth paused for a moment, studying the soleahrbefore her.
"And you saw the men who did this?"

"l did. The leader had yellow hair, and a scar thatfrom the corner
of his brow to his chin."

The crowd was already murmuring and pointing atdbielier who
stood behind the throne, but the queen lifted alharan imperious
gesture. "Go on, boy. Do you know this soldier?"

"Aye, Majesty. He stands behind you now. The soddigith him
called him by name. Tilden."

The once-orderly crowd erupted into chaos. Men wsireuting,
swearing. Women were shrieking.

Elizabeth lifted a hand for silence. To Innis slads "These are
powerful words you have spoken, boy. Because ofmthie will
consider carefully.”

Pointing a finger at Rory she said, "Return theger to Fleet until
such time as | can determine his fate."

"But Majesty..." Conor's words were cut off by anperious look
from the queen.



"My soldiers will accompany Officer Tilden to hisigrters and await
my decision as well."

As Tilden marched past Rory he shot him a lookrifmiph and
leaned close to whisper, "This time, O'Neil, thatbeys won't end
until you're dead."

Overhearing him, AnnaClaire rushed forward and dellher knees
before the queen. "Please, Majesty." She knew loécevwas
trembling. "I beg you not to return Rory O'Neilgason."

Elizabeth turned to Lord Thompson. "What is the inieg of this? Is
this not your daughter?"

He got to his feet. "Aye, Majesty. My daughter, Aadaire."
' "The one who was kidnapped by this very outlaw?"
"Aye, Majesty. The same."

"Take this impertinent young woman to my chambAtnce," the
gueen added with a note of righteous anger. "Bdfginee her a taste
of my temper."



Chapter Twenty

‘AnnaClaire, my dear, | beg of you." Lord Thomp$@pt his spine
stiff, his smile pasted on his face as he walket his daughter to the
gueen's withdrawing room. "l have learned to gdtigmbeth's many
moods. She has reached the end of her patiencgiriniiold your
tongue, or you will pay a terrible price. Do youdenstand?"

AnnaClaire nodded. "Aye, Father. But | must let kow what |
overheard. Tilden..."

"Not one word, do you hear...?" His whispered wagndied in his
throat as the queen charged into the room, followyeder advisors.

AnnaClaire's heart sank when she saw that Lord faongas among
those surrounding the queen.

Elizabeth accepted a tankard of ale from a livesedvant and
sipped. Then she sank into a chair and regardegbiingg woman in
silence. As the seconds ticked by, AnnaClaire céedd her frantic
pulse pounding in her temples.

At last the queen spoke.

"Lynley Lord Dunstan has told me that you were mk®m your
home, against your will, by that Irish outlaw. Hosit that you now
join his brother in pleading for his life?"

"Because | have learned that he is a good man di§a man from a
fine and noble family, who suffered the loss of Wwman he..." Her
voice wavered before she finally managed to sayh& woman he
loved."

Elizabeth's gaze pinned her. More seconds tickeaislgshe watched
AnnaClaire with a puzzled frown. Without warningeskaved a hand
at the others. "Leave us. | wish to speak to tuly lalone."



The men glanced at one another in surprise, theemlsktook their

leave one by one. Lord Thompson and Dunstan weréagt to go,
though each took long moments to look from Anna€lto the queen
before closing the door.

When the two women were alone, Elizabeth stoodveaikled to the
fireplace. For long moments she kept her back toa&aire, while
she stared into the flames.

"So. You love this Irish peasant.” It wasn't a dqioes It was a
statement, uttered as calmly as though she wemusiimg the
weather.

Stunned, AnnaClaire cleared her throat before gagoftly, "Aye,
Majesty."

Elizabeth turned. Her eyes glittered with a strahgbt. "It isn't

always easy being a woman. There are times whefoolish hearts
betray us. At such times we become weak. Vulnerdtlsuch times,
we need someone to be strong for us. Someone whaeap us from
making mistakes."

"Majesty..."
"You do not have my permission to speak." Her wavdse clipped.
AnnaClaire bit her lip and lowered her head.

"l have lost my heart a time or two. But | have b@gse enough to
know that nothing could come of it. It is enoughitaulge my
passion and move on. There are many who urge medd Her tone
was ripe with sarcasm. "They would have me shaeeTthrone.
Dilute my power. Acquiesce to the wishes of a hasb&ut they do
not know me." Her head lifted. "I am Elizabeth, @uef England,
Scotland and Ireland. And no man. No man," sheategefiercely,
"will bend me to his will."



"But Majesty..."

Those regal eyes flashed fire, silencing AnnaCkipeotest. "You
may suffer for a little while, but one day you willess my name in
gratitude for the strength of my resolve. | intdndsave you from
your own foolish heart. There will be no more talkloving the
Blackhearted O'Neil. He is unworthy of an Englistblewoman.
Now." She set down the empty tankard and reachred lbell pull. "I
will discuss this Irish problem with my trusted &brs. And then |
will meet again with Conor O'Neil, that handsomiearening rogue
with the silver tongue." Almost to herself she adidé believe | shall
keep him here at Court, so long as he amuses me."

While AnnaClaire stood rigid with shock, the dogmeoed and Lord
Dunstan and the others filed in. James Thompsdndne look at his
daughter's face and realized that she had jusiveztdhe most
painful of all news.

He took her cold hands in his. "My dear, are youight?"

Elizabeth waved an imperious hand. "Your daughdefine, Lord
Thompson. Just fine. She will return home with yie a dutiful
daughter. Is that not so, AnnaClaire?"

"Aye, Majesty."
"Go then. You are excused."
Fighting tears, AnnaClaire fled.

As she took her leave she heard the queen sapeovant, "Fetch
Conor O'Neil. I will meet with him in my chambershen | have
finished here with my advisors."

"What is it, my lady?" Innis, waiting alone in timallway, caught
AnnaClaire's hand when she turned away to hidadaes. She was



too distraught to realize that he had ceased gdilan Englishwoman.
And that the note of contempt had been wiped fragtdne, to be
replaced with genuine concern.

"Oh, Innis. I've made such a mess of things."

"Nay, my lady. Conor thinks he will still be able persuade the
gueen to free Rory. He said the queen likes hind AWomen who
like Conor have always given him whatever he watited

"But it will be too late. You heard Tilden."

"Aye. If I'd had my dagger, | could have given @ Rory for
protection."

She shook her head. "Already Rory has been retumielget. He's in
the hands of guards who will show no mercy."

"Then it is up to us to free him."

For a full minute AnnaClaire merely stared at hite was nothing
more than a child. She had no right to even considewords he had
spoken so simply. But it was the only thing thatdeany sense.
Child or not, she had to agree.

Wiping her tears, she nodded. "Aye, Innis. It igaps. And we must
not fail him now, when we've come so far." She ¢alngs hand and
began to race toward the door.

"Do you have a plan, my lady?"
"Nay, Innis." She was already breathless. And dffaut she dare not

stop now. "But I'm sure something will come to ysthe time we
reach Fleet Prison."



"Why did you buy these pastries from the vendor |aaly?"

AnnaClaire carefully wrapped the pastries in arlisguare. "l intend
to distract the jailer." She gave a wry smile. "ot certain my
feminine wiles are enough."

"What are feminine wiles?"

"Il tell you another time." Her smile faded aetkight of the stone
fortress before them. What had she been thinking® Ebuld she
face this daunting place again?

She swallowed, and forced herself to move.

Once inside she prayed she could remember alltis¢éstand turns
that led to Rory's cell. As they descended thesstalck with blood
and excrement, she felt Innis clutch at her arm.

"I'm... afraid.”

"As am |," she muttered. "But remember, if we skidail, Rory will
forfeit his life. You remember our plan? Do youtkiou can do as |
asked?"

"Aye, my lady. I'll...try." The boy bit down hardnohis fear and
moved by her side.

A deep voice stopped them. "Ey there. Where diyktye're goin?"

AnnaClaire and Innis froze, then slowly turned. Thaly jailer
grinned, revealing blackened teeth. "Why, ye'r thdy who paid me
the gold."

"Aye. And there's more for you today. But first waust visit the
same prisoner as before."



He glanced at the boy, then at the woman. Two @aasks, he
figured. Especially without the man to protect thians time. "Right
you are. What's in the parcel?"

AnnaClaire swallowed. "Food. For the prisoner."

"Well now. I'll just have some of that." He heldtdus hand. When
AnnaClaire took a step back he said sharply, "lf y@ant my help,
ye'd best hand it over."

"Aye. Of course." AnnaClaire unwrapped the pastued watched as
the jailer popped one into his mouth, then a secthrah a third.

Innis tapped at his back. "If you keep that upretsmon won't be any
left for our friend in the cell."

"Watch it, lad. Keep yer hands off me." He jerkedhg. "Yer friend
won't mind. 'E'll still get to look at the femalere. That should be
reward enough." He ate another pastry, then fod go@asure, ate the
last as well. He belched loudly, then called, "&wllme."

He led them deeper into the prison, steering thkEmgadarkened
corridors, far from the other guards.

"This isn't the way we came last time," AnnaClamettered as she
slipped and steadied herself against the wall.

“I'm takin' ye along a different route this timede chuckled to
himself. "So's none of the other jailers happemum Watch where
ye walk. There's all sorts of... unpleasant thingderfoot. Including
rats."

He'd expected to hear a yelp from the female, aasl dvsappointed
when she spoke not a word. With a soft chuckledméicued leading
them ever deeper into the depths of the prison.AMMeewas certain
they were far enough away that he could do asdwsspt with them,



he turned, only to find himself alone. Swearingdedy, he began to
retrace his steps.

"Are you sure this is the way, my lady?"

"Aye. | recognize that cell." AnnaClaire shuddeatdhe sight of the
men in chains. The sounds of their moans and seesfresh shivers
along her spine.

She was nearly running now, in her haste to findyRaefore the
jailer discovered their little trick.

"Here." She turned a darkened corner and Innieviat.

In the darkness she paused, listened, then pdimwextd the keyhole
in a rusty door. "This is it."

Innis held up the key he'd picked from the jailei'sy. When he
turned the key in the lock, nothing happened.

"Rory," AnnaClaire called.
She heard a muffled reply.

"Rory." Without a torch, it was impossible to saside the cell. She
prayed she wasn't making a terrible mistake. "R@fg.ve unlocked
the door. But it's stuck. You'll have to put yotioslder to it. Hurry.

Please."

She-turned to Innis as a shuffling sound could dxrdh from within.
Just then, she saw the light from a torch headowgatd them.
Though it wavered and flickered, she could telats coming closer.



"The jailer. Rory, the jailer is coming. Hurry. @lrry. Please."

She heard the curses as the jailer spotted theandilee sound of his
footsteps as he began to run toward them. Theheduel the scrape
of the door as it was forced open.

"So. Ye thought ye could trick old Colby, did yeltie jailer swung
the torch like a club.

Rory ducked, then, with a single blow, sent the nbambling
backward. The torch flew out of his hands and ldnsleveral feet
away, where it sputtered in a pool of murky blood.

"Hurry, Rory," AnnaClaire called as she caught $nioy the hand. '
'‘We must get out of here before Tilden finds us."

"Did someone mention my name?"

They turned to find Tilden, sword already unsheathgtalking
toward them.

"l see you planned to spoil my fun." He gloweredAanaClaire.
"Now you're going to pay for this."

“"Let the woman and boy go." Rory's voice was deadlyn.
"Why should 1?" Tilden asked with a sneer.
"Because, if you do, | won't fight you."

Tilden threw back his head and roared. "What aregang to fight
me with, O'Neil? Do you think your bare hands can wwver my
sword?"



"I'l manage to inflict a few blows before you emy life. But | give
you my word. If you let the woman and boy go freeon't defend
myself."

"How noble. But this time, | have no intention dfoaing any
witnesses to survive. I'll start with you, O'Ndihen the boy. And |
may allow the woman to live long enough to...pleasue. After that,
you can have her for eternity."

He ran a hand over the blade of his sword and dratiéhe thought of
what he was about to do. Then he thrust it menécing

Rory danced to one side, and the blade sang aghestone wall.
With a muttered oath Tilden turned and attackedyRaocked, then
brought his knee up as hard as he could. With atgrupain Tilden
doubled over. But when Rory brought his fist dowWilgden shifted,
deflecting the blow. He straightened, thrust thadbl and gave a
laugh of satisfaction when fresh blood flowed fr&kary's already
wounded shoulder.

"How much pain can an Irish peasant endure?" Hectal

"More than an English bastard." Rory stepped bae#iding another
thrust, then managed to land a blow to Tilden'srtbat sent blood
gushing down the front of his tunic.

"You'll pay for that, O'Neil." He cupped a handh® nose, then
charged forward with all the fury of a wounded bull

Rory managed to avoid the first thrust, but thet m@e caught him in
the thigh. He was startled when his leg refusedbotd him. Sinking
to his knees, he watched helplessly as Tildendlifies sword and
towered over him.

"l didn't know it was your woman I'd killed thatyaO'Neil." The
soldier's eyes glittered with madness. ' 'My med awere just out



for a little pleasure. But she was a pretty enguigle. Now the lad's
mother, there was even more enjoyment. She criddbagged and
pleaded for the sake of her babies. That just nteatemuch better."

From behind him came a strangled cry of pain agd.raiRory was
right. You're nothing but an animal, Tilden. Younttodeserve to
live."

At the sound of Innis' tear-choked voice, Tilddmesd came up. He
saw the boy lift something from the waist of thibeja Saw something
shiny streak through the air and land with a gthetd in his chest.
Felt the pain, hot and cold at the same time. Aattiaed in disbelief
as fresh blood began to ooze through his tunic.

He turned, intent upon striking down the lad. Beftwe could, the
sword was knocked from his hand. With a cry of rageturned
toward Rory. And realized, too late, that his oweapon was now in
Rory's hand.

"At last. Do you know how long I've waited for tmsoment?" Rory
plunged the sword deeply into Tilden's chest, amdclhed as the
soldier crashed to the stone floor and lay, wrighamd twisting in
pain. "May you burn in hell for all time, Tilden."

They stood, shocked into silence, as the soldi&g'slowly slipped
away.

Too weak to continue standing, Rory draped an aroural

AnnaClaire's shoulders, and nearly fell. It tookthé strength that
AnnaClaire and Innis could manage to drag him, bting and

falling, out of the prison and into the sunlight.

"We must take him to your father's home, my ladpsiis knelt
beside Rory, who had collapsed in the lane.



To hide him from view, they rolled his unconscidagly beneath a
hedge.

"Nay, Innis. That will be the first place they'#arch for us."
"But he'll soon bleed to death."

AnnaClaire watched as carriages rolled past juitwafeet from
where Rory lay. It was so unfair to have come spdaly to have
freedom snatched from their grasp. There had @ \bay.

"Stay here," she called.

Lifting her skirts, she began to walk along thestyr hoping no one
would notice the blood that stained her gown. Sgenfarmers'
market crowded with vendors and shoppers, shdesirdloser. There
were several carts and carriages parked in a clustquick glance
told her that their owners were too busy to notiee

She chose a vendor's small pony cart littered sattks of fruits and
vegetables. Grabbing the reins she led the ponlthey were out of
sight. Then she climbed up to the seat and cratiedhip. Pony and
cart took off with a clatter. When she heard a catnom behind her,
she urged the animal into a run.

"My lady." Innis looked up when she rolled to aptdYou stole
this?"

"Aye, Innis." She leapt down, and together theuygited to help
Rory into the back of the cart. As she coveredWith the sacks she
muttered, "I know it's wrong, but right now I'm g@esate to save
Rory."

As she climbed to the seat and took up the remsslsaid, "If we
can't take him to your home, where will we hide hmy lady?"



She peered over her shoulder as the horse anstaded through the
streets of London. "I've thought of a place. | knvgsounds like
madness, but it's the only place they'll neverktoh looking for

Rory."

"Where is that, my lady?"

“In the queen's own home. My father has a suiterooims in
Greenwich Castle."

"Ah. Conor O'Neil." Elizabeth turned from the loogi glass, then
waved her maid away.

When they were alone in her chambers, she poiotadiiver tray on
which rested a decanter of ale and two silver chali"l'll have some
ale. You may join me."

"Thank you, Majesty. You are too kind." Conor fdl¢he chalices,
then handed one to the queen.

She crossed the room and sat. Pointing to the bleside hers she
said, "Come. Sit. Tell me about yourself and yamify. | want to
hear more of this hidden kingdom, Ballinarin. Sadovely, musical
name."

He sat down and gave her a smile guaranteed tcheeteart. "You
would love it, Majesty. There is something wild ainele about my
home. A sky so blue, it would rival the blue of yayes. A land
greener than the emeralds at your throat."

"So." She touched a hand to her necklace. "You empgte fine
jewels."

"Aye. And beautiful women."



She could actually feel herself blushing. Thishnmegue did have a
way about him. "Do you live like barbarians?"

He merely smiled. "Our keep at Ballinarin is not Boe as

Greenwich. But our cook can make salmon taste Hi&kaven. Her
beef and kidney pie is a thing of beauty. And restpes melt in your
mouth." He stretched out his long legs, enjoyirgftle, the ale and
his regal hostess. "Besides that, our servantdoged. Our tenant
farmers are industrious. And our people are goaxtl-féaring men
and women who want nothing more than to live ang land serve
their God and their queen."

She shook her head and found herself laughingalgehoolgirl. "All
this just rolls off your tongue like honey, CondiN®@il." She sat back
and studied him for several moments, noting thadstess of his
gaze, the slight flicker of amusement around tps. |Oh, he was a
handsome devil.

She shook her head, as though not quite believireg she was about
to say.

"What is it, Majesty? What has you looking so jexed?"

She drained her glass and set it aside. "I'm no¢ sthy, Conor
O'Neil. Perhaps it is your charm. Perhaps it isawy foolish heart.
But | have decided to have your brother broughbileeine once
more. If he can persuade me of his truthfulnesShé'shrugged. "We
shall see."

As Elizabeth rang for her maid, Conor drained hesia one long
swallow. It was too soon to hope. But he couldalphihinking about
the trust his family had placed in him. And howpstely he longed
to take his brother far from this vile place.

This would be their last, and perhaps their bé®ince for freedom.



Chapter Twenty-One
'‘What do you mean, the prisoner is gone?"

The soldier who had been elected to deliver thesnathe queen
blanched at her explosion of fury. "l know onlytthadnen his cell was
checked, it was empty." He stared at the toessolbbots, wishing he
could flee. Or at least fall through a crack in tloer and disappear.
“There is more, Majesty."

"More? What else? Has Fleet been emptied of pgis@Did an army
of Irish peasants storm the prison demanding teedfsm of their
hero?"

"Nay, Majesty. But...it was reported that the pnisoescaped with
the help of a beautiful young woman and a small'lad

"A woman and lad? That is all it took? The fool gisacouldn't stop
one lovesick woman and a small boy? Fools. Alheit. Heads will
roll for this."

Elizabeth unleashed her wrath on her servant, vadgust poured an
elegant French wine into two crystal goblets. Watlsweep of her
hand the queen sent the goblets flying, sendingyaey of wine and
shards of crystal spilling across the snowy liné&&nd for James
Lord Thompson at once."

When the servant departed, the queen gloweredrabdmsome,
sophisticated dinner partner. "What do you knowtras, Conor
O'Neil?"

"Not a thing, Majesty." Conor was feeling suddeitilyAll that fine
food and wine, which, until a moment ago had besmeightful,
were now congealed like a rock in his stomach.



He pushed away from the table and began to pacghdlild have
expected something like this. Should have takemgaai see that they
were watched." He looked up to see the queen gtaotes through
him. "Forgive me, Majesty. AnnaClaire and Innis dexoted to my
brother, Rory. | knew they were desperate to save But | never
dreamed they would try such a dangerous, foolishgtlall by
themselves."

"Not only did they attempt it, they succeeded. Nesvmust discover
where they have taken him." Her stare had his tstapping. "No
one will be permitted to make me play the part dbal. Do you

hear?"

"Aye, Majesty." He was mopping his brow when a Knsaunded on
the door of the queen's chambers.

A moment later Lord Thompson entered, looking @add shaken.
"l received word of your Majesty's...problem."

"Nay, James. It is not my problem. It is yours. €lNas escaped
from Fleet." Elizabeth narrowed her eyes. "With hle¢p of a woman
and young lad. Where is your daughter?"

He glanced at Conor, then away. "I checked withhroysekeeper.
She did not return home."

"Where would she hide?"

His mind raced. "I know not, Majesty. It is too far our country
estates. In Rory O'Neil's condition, they would éndw seek shelter
here in London."

"You had best pray that you find her before | doméds. For when |
find that headstrong daughter of yours, she wélthe day she defied
her queen.”



"Aye, Majesty."

Lord Thompson was about to depart when a servdatezh Seeing
him she bowed slightly and gave him a smile. "l da@pu enjoyed
your bread and broth, my lord."

He arched a brow. "Bread and broth?"

"Aye. Three bowls of broth, in fact. And a loaf lmfead and some
cheese. | delivered it myself less than an hourtag@ur chambers.
Your daughter thanked me and said you were resbngortably."

The queen's head came up. "Did | say she was meagstflames? |
should have said brazen. She has brought him be@Grdenwich,

flaunting him under my very nose." She turned ®ghrvant. "Send
for my advisors. Tell them to meet me at Lord Theonss chambers.
At once."

Elizabeth strode out the door, leaving James ambCto trail in her
wake as she stormed down the hall.

"I'm feeling almost human again." Rory emerged friv@ sleeping
chamber, where he had bathed and dressed. AnnaGairapplied a
balm to his wounds, and had bound them with clesnl She had
even managed to provide him with a pair of her ddgh clean
breeches and a fresh tunic, which had proved tdismall for his
muscular shoulders.

He glanced at the boy, asleep on the chaise. "Heswdrave." He
caught AnnaClaire's hand, brought it to his lip&nd you. What
would | have done without you, my love? You gave loaek my
hope. My life. My dreams for a future." He led haward the warmth
of the fire. "How in heaven's name did you ever aggto get me
past all the guards and into these quarters?"



"We stole a pony cart."
"You stole...?"

She placed a finger over his lips. "I know. It erywrong. And I'll
make restitution. But desperate times call for desje measures, my
love."

He merely grinned at her. He couldn't quite beligweat he was
hearing. When had this prim and proper woman besmaéever and
cunning?

''When we reached Greenwich, | told the guardsves delivering

fresh fruits and vegetables for the queen's owmpeauOutside the
scullery Innis found a small wheeled cart, and g8/ loaded you

inside and covered you with sacks. No one quesfien&oman and
little boy delivering food to the queen's kitch@nce inside, it was a
simple matter to wait until the servants were oth& occupied to
bring you to my father's chambers."

"How very devious you are." The queen's voice wah-pitched
with anger as she yanked open the door and stomaetk, followed
by James and Conor.

At once Innis sat up, rubbing his eyes.

At the sight of the scowling monarch, Rory set AGlzare behind
him.

"Stand away, Irishman. | would speak to this dégkiyoung
woman." The queen crossed the room to confront Staee.

When Rory started to speak Conor shook his head.Wds no time
for heroics. Seeing the warning, Rory stepped askig¢ kept
AnnaClaire's hand clasped in his.



"You took it upon yourself to set a prisoner of tGeown free."
Elizabeth's voice shook with righteous anger.

"Aye, Majesty. Please forgive me. But | overheartildh say he
would have Rory beaten. And this time, he voweedlwould be no
mistake. He intended to see that Rory would be ,daathere was no
chance of escape.”

"How can Tilden be a threat? | have ordered hird etkil his day at
Court."

Innis ran to AnnaClaire and stood beside her, deted to protect
her from the queen's wrath.

AnnaClaire glanced down at him, then said, "Perltagpbribed his
way to freedom. Or perhaps he broke free by foHmwvever the
method, Tilden arrived at Fleet, intending to kitit only Rory, but
the two of us as well, so there would be no witasess

"I simply cannot believe anything you tell me, wamaElizabeth
glanced at the lad. "Is this true, boy?"

"Aye, Majesty."

"You would not speak an untruth to your queen?"
Innis shook his head vehemently.

"And where is Tilden now?"

Before the other two could speak Rory said, "He tlead upon the
cold stones of Fleet Prison. His death is on mydea@and mine
alone."



AnnaClaire glanced at her father, seeing the shadksadness in his
eyes. Then she glanced at Conor, and could seegam@yrelief that
their adversary was dead. And a flicker of feawlaat was to come.

Behind them, the queen's advisors filed into tl@roAmong them
was Lord Dunstan, who watched and listened in gdrsurprise.

Elizabeth's voice was lower now. Less frantic. Masigned. "And
are you saying that you had no choice but to kit of the Queen's
own soldiers?"

"Aye, Majesty. But | do not regret what | did."

"l did not ask you how you felt about it, Irishmdrasked only if it
was necessary."

"It was his life or ours."

She studied this arrogant rogue, who had causdéddssword. For too
long now, talk of the Blackhearted O'Neil had doateéd drawing
room conversations all across England. Now that&e washed
away the blood and grime, she could see why. He imdsed a
commanding presence, despite the ill-fitting clsthe

She turned. "Perhaps, Lord Dunstan, you were wriongour
assumption that these people could be easily sdbdlerhaps,
instead of stirring their rebellious hearts, thgueen should try
another approach.”

She folded her arms and walked the length of tlenrdhen back.
She stopped in front of Rory and pointed a finglehave decided to
grant you your freedom, Irishman."

For the space of several seconds Rory couldn'kspedast, finding
his voice, he bowed his head. "Thank you, Majesm in your
debt."



"Indeed you are." She turned to Conor, enjoying tlwek of
amazement on his handsome face. "And you, ConoeiQ)’Nterest
me. | desire your presence here with me."

"Here? With you? In England?"

She smiled for the first time. "Aye. By my side. Wwill teach me
about your country and its people. You will be mlyigor on the Irish
problem. And you will work closely with Lord Dunstd Out of the
corner of her eye she saw Dunstan's head comeaiwodld not be
pleased by this turn of events, but he would I¢amccept it.

"But first, Conor O'Neil, you will return home wityour brother, to
settle your affairs and prepare for a life at Cdurt

Conor bowed. "As you wish, Majesty." He could inraghis father's
reaction when he gave him the news. It had beerinGaNeil's

lifelong dream that his people have their own repn¢ative at Court.
But for Conor it would mean leaving behind all thxats comfortable
and familiar, for a life among people like Dunstao would do all
in their power to undermine his relationship witle gueen.

As he brushed his lips over the queen's outstrdttiaad, he had
another thought. This monarch would use him onljoag as he
amused her. When her interest waned, she wouldrdi$tm without
a thought.

The queen smiled her pleasure at Conor, then tumeédnacClaire.
"And now there is the problem of this headstrongngowoman."

AnnaClaire flushed.

"What am | to do with you?" Elizabeth tapped a diinger against
her lips as she regarded her. "You have convincedhat you are
indeed blinded by some silly notion of romance.t Blges narrowed.
"Would you deny it?"



"Nay, Majesty." AnnaClaire's heart had begun ta beester. Could it

be? Was it possible that the queen was about tat ¢per fondest
wish? A dreamy, faraway look came into her eyeshesbegan to
iImagine herself sailing back to Ballinarin with Ra@t her side. They
would nurture young Innis, helping him grow intéiree young man.

And perhaps, if they were truly blessed, there wayen be babies
of their own some day. Oh, how she longed to heagheen give her
blessing to her dream.

"I have told you how | feel about the marriage ag@ment. But |

suppose, in some cases it is best. In your casehelieve that what is
needed is a strong hand to guide you. It is the thmhg that will save

you from yourself. So." Elizabeth paused for dramatnphasis. "l

will grant you permission to wed."

"Oh, Majesty." AnnaClaire dropped a curtsy and taugjizabeth's
hands, kissing each of them. "From the bottom offragrt | thank
you."

The queen waved a lofty dismissal. "It is settleeht” She turned to
AnnaClaire's father. "James, you will settle themt& of your

daughter's dowry. Her intended has expressed anesitin your

estate in Ireland. Clay Court, | believe it is edll'

James Thompson nodded. "Clay Court is indeed pamaClaire's
dower estate. | will assign it upon her formal b#tal.”

“Then, as your queen, | formally pronounce thedbeal of Lady
AnnaClaire Thompson." The queen paused for dranedfiect. "To
Lynley Lord Dunstan."

"Lord Dunstan?" Rory went very still. A frightenirigardness came
into his eyes. "If | but had a sword."

Innis, following Rory's lead, muttered, "If | bua¢h my knife."



Conor, pale and ashen, whispered, "If | but hadaxtbrds.”

Seeing and hearing them, AnnaClaire fought for rmbnfor she
could feel herself dangerously close to the eddeysferia.

At the sight of AnnaClaire's stricken face, Elizétbadded dryly, "I
thought you knew. Dunstan has spoken for you. Angoair queen, |
have consented."”

"But I..." AnnaClaire couldn't speak. She made haotaliant effort.
"l thought..."

"I know what you thought," Elizabeth said sterriBut | told you it
was out of the question. It is enough that | hapared the
Blackhearted O'Neil from the gallows. In return tbat favor, you
will abide by your queen's decision. Is that cléar?

AnnaClaire could feel her eyes filling. She blinkedously and bit
her trembling lip until she tasted blood. This tjntleere were no
weapons, no words, that could save her. But ifilaee the price she
must pay for Rory's life, so be it. She manageavisper, "Aye,
Majesty."

"Good. Now you and Dunstan will come with me. Wevda
arrangements to make." She turned to Conor. "Yauyauar brother
will leave at first light."

Conor refused to even look at Rory, knowing thedeuus look he
would see. "As you wish, Majesty."

The men bowed as the queen swept from the roorowed by
AnnaClaire and Dunstan.

At the door AnnaClaire turned for a last glimpseRairy and Innis.
But Dunstan closed a hand over her wrist and pufied aside,
closing the door behind him.



For long moments no one spoke. No one moved.

Then Rory swore. Loudly. Fiercely. And slammedsaifito the wall
with such force, the candles on the mantel toppled.

He welcomed the pain. It gave him something to $amu besides his
shattered heatrt.

After two long years of hardship and misery, he traotmphed over
his enemy. Had won his freedom. And had thoughtahais dreams
were finally within reach. But there was no swesdté of victory.
Instead, there was only the bitterness of defeat.

In one hideous moment, he had lost everythingitadtever mattered
to him. And the pain was almost more than he cbekr.



Epilogue

‘Briana." Moira was already seated in her splewdidiage, with her
husband Gavin beside her. The promise of springgnaeh way to
the glow of summer. The day was warm; the breeeatigg "Where
Is Rory?"

“In his chambers." The girl pulled herself up te tbarriage seat
beside her parents. "He's sulking, as usual.”

Moira cast a worried look at her husband.

Gavin shrugged. "It's all he's done since his rettom London."
Moira sighed. "Did you tell him we were leaving ftomwn?"

"He said he wasn't going."

"It's Velia's wedding day." Moira turned to her st@onor, speak to
your brother. You've always had a way with wordsplgin to Rory
that Velia will be hurt if the whole family doesattend."

"Mother, stop poking and prodding at him." Conotilgal himself
into the saddle of a magnificent stallion. "A festivedding is the last
place Rory wants to be. Let's just go or we'lldte for chapel.”

"We can't leave yet. Innis isn't here."

"Innis isn't coming either." Briana carefully cradlthe basket of rose
petals that she would toss at the bride and grdtenthe ceremony.
"He's gone to the field again. It's all he does n® out there,
looking at the place where they all died, and walia his fits of
sadness. He said he'd dreamed of the Englishworearg khis
mother. And now it's as though he's lost his mo#tlesver again."



Moira gave another sigh as the carriage startedaiin the lane. All
she had wanted was her family together again. Bw that her
prayers had been granted, she felt more frightemede confused,
than when they'd been apart.

Rory kept to his room, pacing like a caged animad Innis had
returned more angry, more silent than ever. ThegWweth wounded,
and she was at a loss to know how to help them heal

She glanced at her son, Conor, so splendid indtis breeches and
tunic, topped off with a cloak bearing the famifgst. Soon he would
leave them for a kingdom across the sea. It mightdars before he
would return.

And there was Briana, feeling lost and confusedbse her brothers
had put a distance between themselves and hew&hgrowing up

so quickly. Too quickly. Moira had seen the ladsm@ng the looks

of the bolder lads in the village. There was aedldhce now in the
way Briana walked, as though aware of herself wag she hadn't
been before.

Moira shivered. It was as though the sun had beeatcked from
Ballinarin. And all that was left was a cold, barsgasteland. And all
the dreams she'd had for her family had blown aovag bleak, chill
wind.

Rory leaned a hip against the windowsill and wadcag his family
headed to town. The thought of Velia's wedding, aofyone's
wedding, was too painful to endure.

How was he going to get through the days, the wetblesendless
years, without AnnaClaire? He knew it was possibléive with a

broken heart. Hadn't he managed before? But therhlad a goal to
focus on. A burning need for vengeance had becasedacon, his



reason for living. Now he had nothing. No reasowéaie. No reason
to dress. He touched a hand to the dark stubliles &hin. No reason
to shave.

His life had become empty. Meaningless.

He knew it was the same for Innis. The boy had iveca stranger to
them all, spending long hours at the place whesddmily had met
their death. Some nights he slept there, undesttlrs, returning only
when hunger drove him. Always, when he returnesl elyes wore a
haunted, desperate look.

Rory knew it would help if he and Innis could ledallinarin. The
thought teased and tempted him. But it was an isiples dream.
He'd been gone long enough as it was. With Conimggo England,
their aging parents needed his help here.

Rory sighed and forced himself away from the wind8w he would
stay. And every day he would see her. In the gardenevery room
of this house. And miss her. Every day of his nabé life.

He walked down the hall to the room where she keygkdl. He hadn't
been able to bring himself in here since he'd netdito Ballinarin. It
was too painful. He paused beside the bed, remamgobow they
had lain together, and laughed, and loved.

Without a thought to what he was doing, he snatayedhe bed
linens and breathed deeply, inhaling the fragrari¢®r that lingered
still.

This was madness. He turned away, annoyed at fakngses. Why
was he torturing himself this way? He could alngsell her here.
Hear her footsteps. See her.



At a sound he turned and had to rub his eyes avitien in the
doorway. The vision didn't fade. Didn't disappéartact, the vision
smiled, before speaking.

"I looked all through the keep. Where has everygoee?"

He stayed where he was, afraid to move, for feénglitening away
the vision. She wore a hooded traveling cloak sket velvet. Her
cheeks were high with color, as though she'd bedme sun.

"Are you real? | haven't dreamed you?"
"Aye, Rory. I'm real. I'm no dream."

"But you must be a vision. | heard the queen onrdemr to wed
Dunstan."

"So she did. And it was quite a challenge to finday to...persuade
her to change her mind."

"You?" He took one step toward her, then halted.wés slowly
going mad. But it was a sweet madness. Much bigtéer hard, cold
sanity. "Did you steal again, my lady?"

She shook her head and lowered her hood, revetimdamiliar
tumble of honey curls. "That theft shames me. Irdake restitution
to the vendor. | returned his pony and cart wislaek filled with gold.
He told me | had his permission to steal his cayttane | pleased."

He nearly smiled. "So. You didn't steal. What dodiylo?"

"Something much worse, | fear. | begged, and pléadad wept
copious tears. And when none of that would toueiireen’s heart, |
resorted to a lie."



"A lie?" He took another step, and another, unélvilas standing
before her. He itched to touch her. But he heldkpstdl afraid. "Was
it a big lie?"

She nodded. "A very big lie. | told her | was cangyyour baby."
"My...baby." He took a step back. "Are you?"
She smiled. "Nay."

He didn't know whether to laugh or weep. The thaughvhat she'd
suggested was so enticing.

"We both know the queen doesn't trust me. She doavé ordered
her physicians to examine me. But | think she haglady grown
weary of the fight. And so she agreed to releasefmay promise, if
Dunstan would agree as well."

"How did you get Dunstan to agree to such a thing?"

"He was much easier to persuade. He doesn't loy¢hmagh he did
want to use me to hurt you." She saw Rory's hapskdinto a fist at
his side. "But what he coveted more than anythisg evas Clay
Court. So | gave it to him."

He blinked. "You gave Dunstan your mother's home?"
"Aye."
"But it's been in your family for generations. Ayau love it so."

"l do. But not as much as | love your home herBallinarin. And
your family. And Innis. I'd hoped that we could the parents he
yearns for."



"Is that all you love? My home? My family? InnisPit&Sshook her
head. "I do love them all. Desperately. But notrlyeas much as |
love you, Rory."

He did touch her then. Just a hand to her hair.v&swarm. And
real. And so very very soft. "Say that again."

"| said | don't love..."
"Not that part. The last of it."

She smiled. That wonderful radiant smile that edathe sun. And
then she touched a hand to his cheek in a gestuaehsngly sweet,
he felt all the warmth, all the sunlight that haseb missing from
Ballinarin for so long.

"l love you, Rory O'Neil."

He framed her face with his hands and stared deefuyher eyes.
"One more time, please."

She placed a hand to his chest and felt the witdtie rhythm of his
heartbeat. "I love you, Rory O'Neil. Only you. Blyou decide to
have me, you must know that I've come with no dowhough my
father has given his reluctant permission, theeerar estates. No
jewels. No gold. All I have are these clothes."

"Is that all? I'm not certain 'twill be enough." Heught a moment,
then brushed his lips over her eyelids. "Will yayes always see
only me?"

"Aye." She said it on a sigh.

He, continued brushing kisses over her cheek, traec of her
mouth. "Will your lips always kiss only me?"



She could barely speak now for the pounding ofhlearrt. "Aye."
"Then | have all I'll ever want or need, my love."

"Oh, Rory." She wrapped her arms around his nedkraturned his
kisses. "l was so afraid I'd lost you.

So afraid you'd be gone when | got here. It tooksméng. So long.
And I'm truly sorry about the lie."

"Ah yes. That lie." He took the kiss deeper, fegline heat begin to
spread, melting his heart, sending his blood sgrthimugh his veins
once more. "What are we to do about that lie?"

"l don't know. My father believes he will be comifay a visit in the
spring, to see his firstborn grandchild. Thoughhas cut me off
without a piece of gold, he intends to lavish msre fortune on our
children. But | feel guilty that | bring you notlgn

"Nothing?" He rained kisses over her face, herabrtAnnaClaire,
you're real. You're here with me. Here to stay fbund my reason to
live again." He slipped the cloak from her shousdand reached for
the buttons of her gown.

She lifted a hand to stop him. "Shouldn't we wait? tell your
family? And Innis?"

"Aye. In an hour. Or two. Or three. But for nows{ulet me love you,
AnnaClaire. It's been so long. So long." He ranwet kisses along
her neck, making her sigh with pleasure.

As they tumbled to the bed he murmured, "Besidaseiwork very
hard at it, we might be able to turn your lie itite truth."



"You mean...?" She gave a low, throaty laugh asrsh&zed his
intention. "Oh Rory. Rory O'Neil. My wild, blackheead rogue. | do
love you so."

"And | love you, my fine noble English lady. With eny heart. With
all my being. For all time."

And then there was no need for words. They shovaetl ether, as
lovers have from the beginning of time, just howcimlove they had
stored in their hearts.



Author's Note

Ireland has such a rich history. Bloody battlegrée loyalties and
religious differences that have existed for ceesirand continue
today. A land that has nurtured poets and piratagjors and lovers.
The hidden kingdom of Ballinarin exists only in myagination. But
if you should travel to

Ireland, you'll find such places. Wild and savagegl and restful,
and different from any other place on earth. Bug the people who
are truly Ireland. Strong-willed, independent, doli

There is something about the lovely, green, miststhed island of
my ancestors that touches a chord deep in me.d tigpO'Neil Saga
will touch my readers as well.



