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A FAMILY DRIVEN BY DESTINY!
BRIANA O'NEIL

Regaled with tales of her brothers' adventuregarhoped to follow
in their footsteps and fight for the freedom ofitHeomeland. But
while she'd dreamed of joining the fray, she'd neamsidered that
she herself would ever fall victim to an enemy'siv..

KEANE O'MARA...

When embittered Keane O'Mara found the woundednBridne
thought the fight for freedom had claimed anotimaiocent, but her
remarkable recovery lit a spark of hope deep withim. And he
knew that with this woman by his side they wouldrsoegain what
was rightfully theirs!



For Nicole Brooke Langan, the newest link in ouaiohof love
And for her big brother, Patrick, and her proudepds, Pat and Randi

And for Tom, who truly founded a dynasty



Prologue
Ireland 1653

"My lord O'Neil. You must come quickly." The sentgraused in the
doorway of the private chambers of the lord ang ladBallinarin.
She clutched the door and choked in several desgilis before she
could find her voice to continue. "It's Briana."

At her obvious distress, Gavin O'Neil looked ularm. "What is it,
Adina?"

"She's been wounded, my lord."

"Wounded?" Gavin's wife, Moira, was already on feet, clutching
a hand to her throat.

"Aye, mistress. At the hands of an English swohah, told." The
servant's eyes were round with fear. "A runner cahead with the
news. Some lads from the village are carrying keoss the fields."

Gavin was already strapping on his sword and smidicross the
room. At the door he turned and exchanged a lodk s wife
before taking his leave.

Moira raced after him, calling orders to the sehamshe did. "We'll
need hot water, Adina. And clean linens. Tell Cdokprepare an
opiate for pain. And send someone to fetch my amdstheir wives."

She had to run now to keep up with her husbangiatient steps.

There was a murderous look in his eyes as he R the massive
door leading to the courtyard. "If those Engliskthads have touched
one hair on her head, I'll kill every one myse{e had already pulled
himself onto the back of a waiting horse when hettsd the
procession of villagers walking slowly across th@pmg lawns of



Ballinarin. At the front of the line was a musculad carrying the
motionless figure of his youngest child.

His heart nearly stopped.

"Dear God in heaven." He slid from the horse anossed the
distance at a run.

Seeing the lord of the manor, the villagers pausetheir march,
whipping the hats from their heads in respect.

"Ah. Briana. Briana." With a sob catching in hisaat he took the
limp, bloody form from the lad's hands and gathdredagainst his
chest.

By the time Moira reached them, he was kneelindgpegndamp grass,
rocking his child the way he had when she was ahabe.

Rory and his wife, AnnaClaire, came racing fromkhemoms, with
their adopted son, Innis, leading the way. Behheht came Conor
and his wife, Emma. All came to a sudden halt at slght that
greeted them.

"Who did this thing?" Gavin's voice was choked wehrs, his face
filled with unbelievable anguish.

"That can wait, Gavin." Moira touched a hand to daughter's
throat, then gave a sigh of relief. The heartbeet strong and steady.
However much blood had been spilled—for the lags\wn was
soaked with it—the wounds were far from fatal. "Wiest get her
inside."

Gavin felt as if he'd taken a knife in his chesakmg his breathing
labored and painful. Nothing in the world mattetethim as much as
his children. And this one, his youngest, his odbughter, his
beloved Briana, owned his heart as no other.



As tenderly as if she were still that tiny bundee lfad first seen ten
and five years ago, he cradled her against hid elnelsmade his way
inside the keep, with his wife and family and tta@gule of villagers
trailing somberly behind.

In the great hall the servants had gathered incale

"Adina." Moira's voice was stronger now, relievduhtt there was
work to be done. "You will help me tend Briana'sunds."

"Oh, aye, mistress." The smile returned to theasdts eyes, for fiery
little Briana was a favorite among all of them.d.vwas never dull, the
chores never mundane, when Briana was near.

"Come." Moira indicated the fur throw in front dfe fire. "Lay her
here, Gavin, and I'll see to her shoulder, whianseto be the source
of that blood."

As she and the servant began to cut away the bkmaked sleeve
and wash the wound, she said softly, "Despite ajppeas, it is but a
small wound."

Gavin watched in silence. Now that the first wranghwave of fear
had swept away, a newer, stronger emotion was begino emerge.
He turned to the villagers, his blood hot for vesngee. "Now you
will tell me everything. Who did this thing?"

"A group of English soldiers, my lord." One taltdlanswered for the
others. "They were coming out of the tavern."”

"How many were there?" Gavin knew he fed the flamkeanger,
allowing the hatred to grow before he knew thedaBut he couldn't
help himself. He had spent a lifetime hating thglish soldiers who
moved in small bands across Ireland, defiling,omy the land, but
innocent women and children in their path.



"At least a score, my lord."
"So many?" Moira made a sound of surprise.

Gavin interrupted with a hiss of impatience. "Whighy were they
headed?"

"The last | saw, they were heading toward the torag lord."

Moira looked up from her work. "But why did theytatk our
daughter?"

The lad stared hard at the floor.

Gavin's voice was a growl of command. "Why did tlsaygle out
Briana, lad?"

"She..." He swallowed, and shot a glance at therstliShe attacked
them, my lord."

Gavin's brow furrowed. "Briana attacked them?"

The villagers nodded, dreading what was to come/irG@'Neil's
temper was a frightening thing to see. It was dlydghere, growing
with each moment, darkening his eyes, flaring listmis.

"Are you saying the English did nothing to provake attack?"

The lad stared at his fingers as they played wigtrdgged edge of his
hat. "The English didn't even see her until shegdainto their midst
with her sword aloft."

"Her sword?" Gavin spun around, glancing upwardirggthe empty
space over the mantel where his father's swordyal\wang. "What
did they do then, lad?"



Briana pushed aside the servant's hand and shtughing tumbled
red locks out of her eyes. Her voice, a husky nfikreathlessness
and energy, deepened her brogue. "They laughed.at m

Everyone turned to stare at her. But the only dreesaw was her
father. His face, looking tight and angry. His eysaring at her with
a look of puzzlement. It wasn't the proud, joyfabeession she'd
been anticipating.

Hoping to put the light of pride back in his eyég $wurried on in a
rush of words. "At first they managed to evade rowis. But when
the leader ordered me to throw down my weapon,| aeflised, the
English dogs were forced to defend themselves."

"Aye, my lord. 'Tis true." The lad nodded. "Onetloém struck her
with the flat of his blade, knocking her from herse. When she fell
to the ground, she seemed stunned, but she's aOtNel. She
managed to get up and attack again." There wasratiom in his
tone. And a sense of awe, that one small femalédcake such
blows and keep her senses about her.

Briana O'Neil was a constant source of amazemerdangnthe

villagers, for, despite her life of luxury as dateghto the lord of

Ballinarin, she was a wild thing, always plowingad&®ng into

danger. There were those who said she was in aw#itéer warrior

brothers, to see who was the fiercest. There witer®who said she
was merely trying to please a harsh, demandingefatWhatever
demon drove her, Briana O'Neil was surely the @stéemale in their
midst.

"That's when the leader pinned her with his swdrdwing blood. He
ordered his men to mount and ride.

And when they were safely away, he followed, myllor



Gavin spoke to the lad, but kept his gaze fixedhisrdaughter. "Did
the soldier say anything?"

"Only that he had no desire to have the lass'sdbtoohis hands."

Gavin's eyes had narrowed with each word until theye tiny slits.
Now he swung the full weight of his fury on his dater. "You little
fool. Is it death you desire?"

"Nay, Father." She struggled to her feet, deterchima to let him see
any weakness in her. "l desire the same as you."

"Do you now? And what might that be?"

"I've heard it since | was a wee lass." With herdsaon her hips she
flounced closer. "Freedom from tyranny. And deaththte bloody
English."

Gavin's voice rose, a sure sign that his tighthdhebntrol was
slipping. "And you thought you'd see to it all byuyself, did you?
You're an even bigger fool than | thought. It'skjygou are that the
leader of that band had the sense to only woundhiteld have been
within his rights to kill you."

Crushed by his words, Briana exerted no such cbawer her own

temper. With eyes blazing she shouted, "You calanfeol? If | had

been Rory or Conor, or even young Innis, you'd leagnothing but
praise for my courage. I've watched you, Fathdtingi around the
fire at night, boasting of your sons' courage. Bexer once do you
recognize that | have the same blood flowing thhooy veins. The
same courage. And the same need for vengeancecdwWtyyou see
it? Why can't you see me?"

He caught her arm and pulled her close until hesathr seared her
skin. His voice trembled with emotion. "Oh, | semiy And do you
know what | see? A foolish, headstrong lass wha'hase shred of



sense in that empty little brain. Don't you undamdt that those
soldiers could have taken you with them for thpors?"

If he'd expected to shock or frighten her, he wagtaken.

"l wish they had tried." She tossed her head. "Tthegve found my
knife planted in their black English hearts."

It was, for Gavin O'Neil, the final straw. He loakdor a full minute,
as though he might strike her. Instead he flungften him and
looked toward his wife. "You were charged with te@ag your
daughter the ways of a woman."

Moira stood a little straighter, aware that halk thillage was
witnessing this scene, and the other half would beary word of it
repeated before nightfall. "And so | shall. But youst be patient,
Gavin."

"Patient? Patient?" He slammed a fist down on thetsl, sending
candles toppling.

Nervous servants hastened to upright them befoeg began to
smolder.

"I've been patient long enough." He pinned his wifth a look that
had long struck fear into seasoned warriors. Mdingw that he had
now crossed the line from anger to full-blown rageere would be
no stopping him until the storm had run its courddow I'll take
matters into my own hands."

Moira braced herself for what was to come. Beskle lher daughter
watched with wary eyes.

"This very day Briana will go to the Abbey of State.""A cloister?
Nay, Gavin. You can't mean this."



"You know me better than that, woman. | do mean it.
Her voice quavered. "I beg you, Gavin, don't ds thing."
"It is the only way to assure she will live to womh@od."

Briana's eyes had gone wide with shock and feayu'Wouldn't send
me away. | couldn't live without you and Mother.tidut Rory and
Conor and Innis. I'd rather die, Father, than |d3akinarin."

"You should have thought about that before you tgokhe ways of a
warrior. Now you must pay for your foolishness.the convent,
you'll learn a woman's ways."

"A woman?" Her voice rang with scorn. "What carablout such
things?"

"You'll learn to care. A woman is what you are. Wiau cannot
deny. You'll learn how to pray and weave. How tohienble and
docile and respectful. In the silence of the cligbu'll learn how to
hold that tongue of yours. In the cloister you'thve time to
contemplate your foolish, impulsive behavior."

"I have no desire to learn a woman's ways."

"l care not what you desire. | care only what isdjor you. If, after
a year, | receive a good report from the motheesap I'll consider
allowing you to return to Ballinarin."

"A year. Gavin, consider what you're saying." Matepped closer to
her daughter, while fear began growing in the piter stomach. She
could see the darkness in his eyes; could heahisivoice. This time
it was more than anger; it was desperation. Thme the meant it. He
would do whatever it took to keep his beloved Baigafe. Even if it
meant breaking her spirit. And her heart. All thiegarts. "They!'ll



dress her in coarse robes, and force her to skeépedioor. And her
hair, Gavin. They'll cut it all off."

He couldn't bear to look at the mass of red tantlasspilled around
a deceptively angelic face. It had always secpdégsed him that his
only daughter had inherited his mother's lush, eoppair.

Because they lacked conviction, his words wereddulike daggers.
"All the better. 'Twill be good for her humility."

Briana's eyes filled with tears, but she blinkeenthback furiously.
She'd rather die than let the village lads seeher

Gavin saw the way his daughter was struggling dmtiol and turned
away abruptly. He had crossed a line. There woelddoturning back
now. By evening, all in the surrounding villagesulb know that

Gavin O'Neil had banished his only daughter to Aloey of St.

Claire, to turn her into a lady.

Because | love her, he told himselfBecause | would do anything to
keep her safe. Even turn her out of her beloved home, and deny her
mother and me the pleasure of her company.

"I'll have a messenger ride ahead to the cloiB®eck her bags and bid
your daughter Godspeed, Moira. Briana leaves omibreow."



Chapter One
The Abbey of S. Claire 1656

Briana." The voice of tall, stern Sister Immaculatane from just
outside the doorway. "You must wake, child."

"Not yet." The figure huddled deeper into the r#stoarse blankets,
wanting to return to her dream. It had been sunheet dream. She'd
been riding her favorite steed across the lushngnédls of Ballinarin,
in the shadow of towering Croagh Patrick. Her lesnd, Innis, and
her brothers, Rory and Conor, had been with herghHeg and
teasing. She'd been free. Gloriously free of theuslrules that now
governed her life. Prayers before dawn, followed éyneal of
tasteless gruel, and then work in the fields untibn, when the
Angelus was prayed and they were allowed a meahedt and
cheese before retiring to their cells to pray aest.rThe afternoon
was the same. Endless work, followed by bread an@,sand then
evening vespers. Even sleep was regulated, brakemdaight and
again at three o'clock in the morning for commoaypr in the
chapel.

Out of consideration for their age, the older nwese given duties
inside the convent, scrubbing floors, washing Isjeclieaning the
chapel. The younger ones, students and postulbkes &orked the
fields and tended the herds.

"Briana, you must get up now." The voice was beside A hand
touched her shoulder. That, in itself, had her cgnfully awake, for
there was no touching allowed in the convent. Thegee no hugs.
No squeezing of hands. Even the brush of one shollg another
caused both parties to stiffen and turn away.



She opened her eyes. The blaze from the candlehiid nun's hand
made her squint. "I've only just fallen asleepte3idt can't be time to

pray yet."

"l haven't wakened you for prayer, child. Mothep8tor awaits you
in the refectory."

"The refectory? She's eating?"

"Nay. She is seeing to a meal for the lads who ltavee to escort
you home."

Home. Briana blinked, unable to say the word aléiet. banishment
of one year had grown to two, and then to threesheshad railed
against the injustice of the rules, managing takrevery one of
them. For each rule she broke, the prospect of saeing Ballinarin
again had become so remote, she had feared it va@wler happen.
And now, without notice, she was being given a iey@. Still,
though there was the slightest flicker of hope,Is#d back, refusing
to allow it to burst into flame for fear it wouleIsnuffed, as it had so
often in the past. "But why now?"

"I don't know, child. Mother Superior will explaib to you. Now
hurry and dress." Satisfied that her young charggnot going to fall
back asleep, the old nun took her leave as silastighe had come.

Briana slipped off the coarse nightshift and crdgsea basin of cold
water, washing quickly. Then she dressed in a dbaspdrown
garment and scuffed boots, before folding up héefpand setting it
In a corner of the room. A quick glance around sssther that the
cell was as clean and as bare as when she haddrtivee years
earlier.

Despite the time she had spent here, there wasgath Briana in
this simple cell. No mementoes of home and famiNyp. small
comforts. The sleeping pallet consisted of a robgEimket on the



floor. On a plain table rested a basin and pitciadrich bore no
adornments. There was no mirror. For that, Briana grateful. She
had no desire to see how she must look now, witthae shorn, her
hands, rough and callused, the nails torn and chffgen her hours
spent tending the crops and flocks in the fieldserEher body had
changed. Gone were the soft, round curves of yaungenanhood.
Over the years she had grown taller and reed siewita the merest
slope of hips, and breasts so small and firm, thweye easily
concealed beneath the robes of a peasant.

She stepped from the cell and pulled the door didsshind her,
moving soundlessly along the darkened corridor.

When she entered the refectory, Mother Superiaiddiover.
"These lads have come to fetch you home."

Briana glanced at the lads who were seated atgaviamoden table,
eating a hastily prepared meal of meat and ches$erasty bread.
With a sinking heart she realized that they weed#iges of strangers.
The lads she'd known in her girlhood had probabbyed on with
their lives, no doubt with wives and children ogéithown.

"Why am | being summoned home?"

Mother Superior motioned for her to sit. At oncst&i Ascension,
the cook, waddled over to place a platter of madt@heese in front
of her.

While Briana dutifully ate, Mother Superior explad "Your father
was recently wounded."

"Wounded? What...?" Her words trailed off at thekl@mn the nun's
face.



Mother Superior gave a sigh of dismay. Even afteed years of
training, the lass still hadn't learned to hold teergue. But at least
she had remained seated. The firebrand who hadcbree to the
convent would have leapt to her feet and demanddatieadetails

immediately.

"The wounds are not serious. But your mother desioeir assistance
in caring for The O'Neil. She feels that the chaldke is too great for
her to carry alone."

Briana's smile was quick. "Aye. My father healtlsy ghallenge
enough. My father wounded would be unbearable. &slheonce he
started to mend."

Then another thought intruded. It was her motheo Wad sent for
her, not her father. Did that mean that he hatrsitl forgiven her?
She felt the pain, sharp and quick, then quickgmissed it. It no
longer mattered. Once Gavin O'Neil saw her, he dioeklize that
she had changed. She would win his love. She hdtdhad been the
one thing that had always driven her.

She suddenly found that she had lost her appetite.

The thought that she was really going home hadhérres jumping.
Because she had often been lectured on the sistuloewasting
food, she gathered the rest of her meal and piaaed pocket of her
robe, before getting to her feet. Across the rothra,lads pulled on
their cloaks and headed toward the door. Brianaottier Superior
followed.

In the courtyard, the horses were saddled and rédoihher Superior
handed Briana a coarse, hooded traveling robe. €rhene-lined

cloak which you wore here was given to the poorwas the purse of
gold which your father sent. But though this isumble replacement,



it will serve its purpose, Briana, and keep yourwénroughout your
long journey."

"I care not for clothes, Reverend Mother."

"I know that, child." It was one of Briana's mostdearing qualities.
The lass had no artifice. And though she was aorfiggble rascal,
she was much loved by all at the convent.

It had been plain, from her first day, that she ldawever fit in to the

life of a humble sister. But it was also plain teae was kind, and
dear, and with her impulsive behavior and irrepbéshumor, the

most impossible challenge of Mother Superior's e she looked at
Briana now, she wondered just how she would fib ititat other

world beyond the convent walls. She'd had no tion#irt, to dance,

to experience the things of young womanhood. By,tbe women

Briana's age would be wives and mothers. And tholigrsweet lass
would be treated like a woman, by those who metdier was still, in
her heart, that naive girl of ten and five who hmost upon their
silence and order, bringing with her chaos andipass

The older woman lifted a hand and Briana bowecdchkead. "Until we
meet again, child, may God hold you safely in Haads."

"And you. Reverend Mother." Briana turned away ama$ assisted
onto her mount.

With a clatter of hooves, the horses moved out.

Briana turned for a last glimpse of the Abbey aof Ghire. Mother
Superior stood, her hands folded as always in$idesteeves of her
robes. Behind her the roof of the building, and ¢thess that rose
from the highest peak, were still cloaked in dagene



Briana turned her head and stared straight aheadartl the sunrise,
just beginning to tint the sky. There lay BallimarHer heart fluttered
with unrestrained happiness. At long last, she geaisg home.

"What is it? Why are we stopping here?" When tlaglés of their
little group signalled a halt, Briana urged her mioiorward.

"A village, my lady." From his position at the tgp a small green
hill, the lad pointed. In the distance could benste thatched roofs
of sod huts, and the smoke from turf fires, andobeythem, the
towers and turrets of the distant keep. "We'd lsewo seek shelter
before it grows dark."

"I'm not yet weary. | could continue for a few mdwaurs." For every
hour would bring her closer to home.

"You have been away now for several years, my ladg. kept his
tone respectful, but Briana felt the sting of ceasu'There are many
more English soldiers in our land now. And no onan or woman, is
safe after dark."

It was on the tip of Briana's tongue to remind d@ldethat she was an
O'Neil, and that the decision should be hers angd héone. But

though it stung, she knew he was right. She had Bbeltered so
long, she had no way of making a proper judgmemé. [&d was only

looking out for her safety.

Reluctantly she nodded. "Aye. We'll seek the shelta tavern then,
and be on our way again in the morning."

Below them lay a field of green. Peasants fromaaimevillage could
be seen tending their flocks. It was a pleasardcefel scene that
brought a smile to Briana's lips as she and hesressarged their
horses down the hill. This was what she had miskadghter, as



clear and tinkling as a bell, carried on the bre&@he sound of voices
raised in easy conversation. How long had it beseshe had heard
such things? Even in the fields, the sisters andices never broke
their vow of silence.

As her horse moved in a slow, loping gait betwdenfurrows, she
lifted a hand and waved, and the men and womeirgistemed and
returned her salute.

She was halfway across the field when she heardhilveder of
hooves. For a moment she didn't know what to mdke. dhen,
seeing the lad in front of her turn and mutter ath@s he unsheathec
his sword, she followed his gaze.

An army of English soldiers, perhaps fifty or moreas heading
directly toward them from a nearby forest.

With a feeling of dread Briana looked around. Thre-taught in
the open. Trapped. There was nowhere to run. Navierseek
shelter from the trained warriors bearing downlgant.

The leader of her escorts, a fierce, muscular fggethaps ten and
six, shouted orders. "The village. At once. Itus only hope."

As they urged their horses into a run, Briana gtdnover her
shoulder. The peasants, caught off- guard, weregb=ih down by
the invading soldiers' swords. In the blink of a® efive, then ten,
then more, were seen falling to the ground, screg@nm anguish.

The air was filled with the sound of voices shogtirswearing.
Women weeping. The sharp clang of metal on metdhase few
peasants who were armed strove to defend themsel@ses
whinnied in pain as they died, crushing their reddrhat only made
the soldiers more determined to retaliate agahwsd peasants who
dared to fight back.



The once tidy rows of grain were now slashed and the earth red
with blood as the mounted soldiers overtook theiffig peasants and,
in a frenzy of killing, left not a single one stamgl

When they had finished with the peasants, the exddurned their
attention on the five horsemen, fleeing across fiblels. Within
minutes they fanned out, determined to cut off @mgnce of escape.

Seeing that there was no hope of making it to #éifietg of the village,
the leader of Briana's escorts signalled for tineist to form a circle
around her. "Come lads. We must defend the ladgr&riwith our
lives."

"Give me a sword," she shouted.

But her voice was drowned out by the thunder ofviesoand the
shouts and jeers of the approaching army. As sedriana and her
escorts slid from their saddles, their terrifieddes took off at a run.
The lads formed a ring around her, swords at théy,edetermined to
defend her to their last breath, as the soldiers down on them.

"Halsey." A soldier's shout had the leader of thmyaturning in the
saddle. "Look at this. These lads are spoilingafight.”

"Then, let's give them what they want." The onéechHalsey threw

back his head and roared. It was obvious that re emgoying the

killing. "I'll do the honors myself. The rest of yacan see that the
sniveling cowards don't escape."

His soldiers held back, allowing him to lead theurge. He singled
out the leader of the band of defenders, plungiagWword through
the lad's heart with a single swipe.

His voice rang with disdain as the lad fell to greund, writhing in
pain. "Embrace death, Irishman. And may your sartstheir sons
join you in it."



At his words the other soldiers began to laugh. iine remaining
lads formed a tighter circle around Briana, sevef#he soldiers slid
to the ground and drew their swords.

"Jamie," Halsey called to a comrade. "Throw me ya@apon.
Mine's buried too deeply in the Irishman."

The soldier tossed his sword, and Halsey easilygttait before
engaging a second lad in battle.

Brj.ana watched with sinking heart as the lad faugtavely. But

each time he managed to dodge a thrust from Halssyord, the

soldiers behind him would strike him about the haad chest with
their weapons, leaving him dazed and bloody. Seeaing that the
lad was too weary to defend himself, Halsey gafreah death thrust
with his sword, sending the lad to the ground, whee gasped his
last.

"That leaves only three," Halsey said with an gwih. "Who would
care to test his skill next?"

The last of Briana's defenders stood back to b&ekping her
between them. With drawn swords, they fought withurage and
skill, though they knew they had no chance to \Ewen if they were
to best the one called Halsey, his soldiers outraugtbthem by fifty
or more. His death would make their own that mudrarpainful.
Still, they had sworn to see the lady Briana safeljper home. No
matter what the odds, they would fight to the deatkeep their word
to the lord of the manor.

"Do you think two Irishmen can outfight one Englisbldier?"
Halsey's voice rang with contempt. "Not even a dozeuld best
me."

As if to prove his boast, he cut down the first\eth a single thrust,
then turned his attention to the second. ThougHhatievas clumsy,



he was tall and strapping, with muscular foreaihs first blow with
the blade caught Halsey by surprise, and the sdidie to leap aside
quickly to avoid being wounded.

Annoyed that his soldiers' taunts had gone suddsieiyt, he slashed
out, catching the lad's arm, laying it open. Witbdd streaming

down his arm, the lad fought back, but was quidkhshed a second
time, and then a third, until his tunic and breaclvere stained with
his own blood.

"Come, Irishman. Is this the best you can do?" élaleapt forward,
causing the lad to back up too quickly.

He tripped and landed on his back. Like a feral, déalsey stood
over him, the tip of his sword at the lad's thr&sbu'd best pray that
the God you worship is merciful, Irishman. For yewabout to meet
Him." With a laugh he plunged his sword through khe@'s throat.
Then, for good measure, he pulled the blade freelamist it again,
directly through the lad's heart.

His men sent up a cheer as he turned toward Bnemastood alone.

If her years in the convent had taught her anythingas that death
was not to be feared, but rather to be embraced.t&k a deep
breath and lifted her head, prepared for what wasime.

"So, lad." Halsey glanced around at his men, gfearjoying his role
as fearless enforcer. "l see you're too young terideusted with a
sword. Is this why the others were protecting you?"

Briana blinked. It took her several moments toireathat this man
and the others mistook her for a lad. No wondethécoarse robes
of a peasant, with her hair shorn, she would nbeemistaken for a
noblewoman.



"It's too bad." Halsey took a step closer, his slwraised for the Kkill.
"I would have enjoyed a bit of a challenge befet&ing for the night
with my men. Ah well. | suppose it was too muclhepe for."

As he stepped over the body of his last victim,aBa took that
moment of distraction to bend toward the lad lyatdper feet. In one
swift motion she pulled the sword from his chest.

She cursed the fact that it had been too many ysiace she'd
handled a weapon. She was surprised at how healy it took both
hands just to hold it aloft.

Halsey looked up, his eyes narrowing. Then, sediog she
struggled with the heavy weapon, his lips splibiatgrin.

"That's my sword you're holding, lad. I'd wageddatesn't like being
held by Irish hands. Be careful the hilt doesntnlbyour flesh."

The others roared with laughter.

"Maybe you're the one who should be careful." Baiaslowly
lowered one hand, flexing her fingers. Though shdnh held a
sword these last three years, she had held hex shplowshares and
scythes. Her work with the flocks and in the fiehday have whittled
her weight, making her lean, but it had also maeledirong. She
tightened her grip on the hilt of the sword andaedsts strength.

Halsey's smile grew. "You Irish always have so macéay until you
taste an English sword. Then your babbling turnthéobleating of
lambs at slaughter. Prepare yourself, lad. Yow@tato face your
own slaughter.”

He stepped forward, giving a deft jab with his savtip. To his
surprise his opponent danced to one side and céiglarm with a
sharp slice. The yelp that bubbled to his lips qaskly turned into a
string of oaths, in order to save face in fronhisfwatching men.



"The Irishman must pay for that, Halsey," one af $oldiers called.

"Aye." Gritting his teeth, Halsey charged forwadgtermined to
inflict pain.

Instead, his opponent once more managed to aveidword and
swung out, catching his shoulder with a sword tip.

As blood spilled down the front of his tunic, hises narrowed to tiny
slits. Gone was the sly smile of a moment ago. Nibng, was no
longer sport. It had become deadly serious.

"l tire of this game, Irishman." He signalled tootwf his soldiers.
"Hold the lad while | teach him a lesson."

Briana turned to face the two men who advancedldivig the sword
like a club, she swung out viciously, and had Htestaction of seeing
them back away rather than face her weapon. Biit, kngr back to
Halsey, she was defenseless. She felt the whitéahadt of a sword
as it pierced her shoulder. The weapon dropped heiniingers and
fell to the ground.

Stunned and reeling, she turned to face her attatke smile was
back. His eyes were glazed with a lust for blood.

Up close she could see that his face bore the stamany battles.
His nose had been broken. His left ear had beemaway, leaving
only a raw, puckered scar.

"Now will you know death, Irishman." His voice waslow taunt.
"Not only your own, but the death of this land veedl. For all of it,
and all who live in it, will answer to an Englisward."

"Hold him," he shouted to his soldiers. "And thimé, see that he
doesn't break free."



With one soldier on either side of her, holdingnily to her arms,
Briana was unable to move. She kept her eyes opdreane called
Halsey drew back his hand and brought the swondeat with one
powerful thrust. When the blade entered her chesfelt nothing at
first, as her legs failed her and sent her crastortge ground. And
then there was pain, hotter than any fire, burmagflesh, melting
her bones. Pain that seemed to go on and on betdauld no longer
bear it.

A loud roaring, like thunder, filled her head. Thémom far away,
came the sound of laughter. And Halsey's voicd,4Bamed to rise
and fall. "Come. Let's find a tavern, and wash ath@&ytaste of these
filthy Irish.”

And then, mercifully, there was only numbness. Andeep black
hole that swirled and swirled, stealing her sigbkt, mind, enveloping
her in total darkness, as it slowly closed arouad dnd took her
down to the depths of hell.



Chapter Two

Bloody barbarians." The old man from the nearblagi knelt beside
the body of his brother, cradling the familiar headis lap.

"Aye." His son nodded toward the lord of the mameho had
brought a wagonload of servants to survey the gariaAnd there's
another one of them."”

"Aye. Bloody Englishman. A pity, what he's becorhé&knew his
grandfather. Now there was a true and loyal sdretdnd."

"You can't say the same for his father."

"Nay. A wastrel, true enough. And now his son leisrmed as a titled
gentleman. The only reason he came home was ton chas
inheritance. With his father dead, he'll take thet$ of our labors
back to England, to live as his father before Hike, royalty."

"'The bloody English will soon enough own all thed and everyone
onit."

Though Keane O'Mara couldn't help but overheamtiaéerings of
the villagers, he gave no indication as he movedranthe dead. On
his face was a look of complete disdain. It wasoihlg expression the
villagers had seen since his recent return totldlmood home.

When he came upon a body that had not been claimegohused.
"How many, Vinson?" he asked his servant.
The old man hobbled closer. "I've counted a scodeten, my lord."

Keane struggled to show no emotion. Thirty men, eoneven a few
children. All caught by surprise, apparently, whéeding the fields.



With nothing more than a handful of weapons amdrgnt with
which to defend themselves.

He'd come upon this sort of thing so many timeslyate'd begun to
lose count of the bodies. The bloody scenes ofacgrinad begun to
blur together in his mind, so that they all seerord and the same.
And yet, each was different. Each time, he was mded of the
families who would grieve. The widows who would eewagain see
their husbands. The orphans who would grow up witlkmowing
their parents. He winced. The parents who wouldyctire loss of
their children in their hearts forever.

"Has Father Murphy finished the last rites?"
The old man nodded.
"Order the servants to begin loading them into vaasdor burial.”

"Aye, my lord." Vinson shuffled off, and soon af§taf servants
began the terrible task of lifting the bloody, dkxhbodies onto carts
and wagons for burial in the field behind the chapethe grounds of
the family keep.

Many of the villagers had brought their own caded they now
trailed behind in silence, unable to give voicehir grief. Only the
anguish in their eyes spoke of their pain and sarro

As Keane approached yet another bloody sectioielof, his servant
looked up. "These five were not of the village, lond."

"You're certain?"

"Aye, my lord. Neither the priest nor the villagéiss ever seen them
before. They must have been strangers, who werte passing
through.”



"A pity they chose this time." Keane turned awdefore you bury
them, examine their cloaks and weapons. Perhap$l ymd a
missive or a crest that will tell us the name @tlvillage."

He hadn't take more than a dozen steps when tlegl\elskervant
called excitedly, "One of these lads is alive, wyl"

Keane returned and stared down at the figure, edusith mud and
dried blood, the face half hidden in the folds divested hood.

"You're certain?"

"Aye, my lord." Vinson leaned close, feeling theres puff of
warmth from between lips that were parched anddyotThere's
breath in him yet."

" 'From the looks of him, he put up a bit of a fighake him to my
keep and see to him, Vinson."

"Aye, my lord." The old man got to his feet. "Thdéulgis heartbeat's
so feeble, he might not survive the trek."

Keane gave a sigh of disgust. So many wasted ybvesy "All we
can do is try. And hope he survives."

A servant approached, leading the lord's stallikeane pulled
himself into the saddle and began the long sadch@uto the chapel,
where he would try to give what comfort he couldthe grieving
villagers. If he were his grandfather the villagexsuld accept what
he offered. But because he was viewed as an outsideattempts
would be rebuffed.

All along the way he prepared himself for the stofranger and grief
and bitterness that would be expressed. There wasumdswell of
hatred festering, and for good reason. There woalde a time, he
knew, when it would spill over into war. And whelid, there would



be even more death and destruction. For the Engtisid never give
up their hold on this land and its people. And tiiolne understood
the need for vengeance, he also knew the futilitit. despite the
growing tide of sentiment against the English, gnsall, poor land
was no match for England's armies.

Hadn't he learned the lesson well enough? And hiadrlready paid
the supreme sacrifice for his devotion to the wroagse?

The thought of his loss brought an ache so deepasdul, it nearly
cut off his breath.

Aye. He'd paid. And he'd learned. But that didretam he'd given up
hope. It just meant he'd mastered the art of pegieRor a while
longer he would bide his time and get his fatheffairs in order. And
then he would leave this sad land, with its sad oresgs, and try to
make a life somewhere. Anywhere. As long as he evool longer
have to remember the past with all its bitterness.

"Good even, my lord. Mistress Malloy has kept a lnoeathe fire for
you."

Keane shrugged out of his heavy cloak and shookaimefrom his
hair. "lI've no appetite, Vinson. Bring me a tankarde started
toward the stairs, favoring his left leg. He onblvg in to the pain
when he was too tired to fight it. At the momerd viras on the verge
of exhaustion. "I'll be in my chambers."

"Aye, my lord." The old servant cleared his thraatl Keane paused,
knowing there was something important Vinson ne¢deay. It was
always the same. When the old man needed to shedkst had to
clear his throat and prepare himself for the task.



"Perhaps, my lord, you could step into the chambexs to yours on
your way."

Keane gave a sigh of impatience. The events ofilyehad dragged
him to the depths, and all he wanted was to wasty &ne bitter taste
with ale. "I'm sure there's a good reason?"

"Aye, my lord." The old man carefully hung the dawlpak on a
hook, then picked up a tray on which rested a decamnd a silver
tankard. He climbed the stairs behind his master.

At the upper hallway Keane gave a fleeting glartdbe@door to his
chambers, then resolutely moved past it to tean @psecond door.
Inside a serving wench looked up from the figureha bed, then
stepped aside to make room for the master.

"Ah. The lad." Keane walked to the bedside. "Witliteat transpired
this day, I'd nearly forgotten about him. | seeshevived, Vinson."

"Aye, my lord. But..." Vinson cleared his throataay
Keane waited, a little less patiently.
‘The lad isn't. A lad, | mean. He's a...lass, nigl.lb

Keane turned. The old man was actually blushingri€kaHouse had
been, after all, a male bastion for a quarteradraury. Except for the
serving wenches, and a housekeeper who had beesidence since
Keane's father was a lad, there had been no fematks this roof.

"I'd managed to wash away most of the mud and bilmod his...her
face. But when | cut away his...her cloak, I...h%on swallowed. "I
summoned young Cora to see to her."

Keane took a closer look at the figure in the I&=lieral thicknesses
of bed linens hid the shape of her body, but hédcaacall no hint of



womanly curves beneath the shapeless robes sheridwearing on

the field of battle. Now that the face was wasliegas obvious that
the features were decidedly feminine. A small, uptd nose. High

cheekbones. Perfectly sculpted lips. The hair leshlzut so close to
the head, it was little more than a cap of tigkitcarls.

"A natural enough mistake. What do you make dfimson?"

"Cora found this around the lass's neck." The ca hmeld up a small
cross, tied to a simple cord. "A nun, I'd say."

Keane nodded as understanding flooded his tiredd.miAye. Of
course. That would explain the simple garb andrshair. But what
of the lads with her?"

The old servant shrugged. "I haven't fathomed thgtlord. We can
only hope that the lass will live long enough tib tis."

"How does she fare?"

The old man and the young servant exchanged glafides wounds
are extreme. The one to the shoulder is festefing.one to the chest
left her barely clinging to life. The sword passeédar through,
missing her heart. She hovers between this woudidia® next. If her
heart and her will to live are strong enough...& ttd man shrugged.
"The next day or two will tell the tale."

Keane nodded, then turned toward the door. "Yogke me if she
grows weaker."

"Aye, my lord." The serving wench returned to hed&ide vigil,
while Keane and Vinson took their leave.

In his chambers, Keane strode to the fireplace stackd into the
flames.



Vinson filled a tankard and handed it to him. "Wifetch you some
food now, my lord?"

Keane shook his head. "Nay. The morrow will be seoough. Take
your rest, Vinson."

"Aye, my lord." The old man seemed eager to es¢apas bed.
Nearly disrobing a young female had left him baghgken.

When he was gone, Keane drained the tankard inooigeswallow.
Then, after prying off his boots and removing hisit, he refilled the
tankard and drank more slowly, all the while stguimo the flames.

He thought about the lass in the next room, hogdrgtween life and
death. She'd barely had time to live. If Vinson wagect, what few
years she'd had were lived in the shelter of astdoi No time to
laugh, to play. He frowned. No time to know thedaf a good man.,
nor the joy of children.

A pretty enough face. No visible scars, though baaknew, most
scars were carefully hidden. Weren't his own? ,Std wondered
what it was that drove young women to seek theusemt of an
abbey. Were they really there to serve God? Or whenehiding from
the world?

No matter. This one appeared young and innocent.

Why was it always the innocent who must pay for Hmes of
arrogance committed by those in power?

He walked to the bedside table and picked up thedd miniature,

studying once again the face of the one who heddhkart. There

were times, like this moment, when the pain wasdeep, the sense
of loss too painful to bear. But he had done tgbtrthing. The only

thing. Yet, if that be true, why did he feel likaech a failure?



Suddenly overwhelmed by sadness and frustrationhunked the
tankard against the wall. With a string of oathsdhgpped onto his
back on his bed and passed a hand over his eyes.

Would there ever be an end to the misery? Or whalbe forced to
watch helplessly as all those he loved were fortwe@ay for his
mistakes?

Dear God, he was weary. So weary. He prayed sleefdwisit him.
Else, he would be forced to fight his demons wilvn chased the
darkness away.

"My lord."

Keane awoke instantly and found himself bathed weat. The
demons, it would seem, were especially vile thighti

"Aye, Vinson. What is it?"

The old man stood beside the bed, holding alofaradle. His robe
had been hastily tossed over a nightshirt, higsitair sticking out at
odd angles. "The wench, Cora, summoned me. Shetfeelass is at
death's door."

Keane sprang from his bed. Without taking timeddunic or boots
he led the way to the room next door.

The young servant straightened when the lord emttitre room. In
her hand was a square of linen, which she hadWwaaging out in a
basin of water.

"Oh, my lord," she whispered. "The lass is slippaveay."



Keane touched a hand to the lass's forehead alsd puhway with a
jerk. "Her flesh is on fire."

"Aye. | can no longer bring down the fever, my l6rd

He studied the still, pale figure in the bed, sgeainother's face in his
mind. How tragic that so many innocents were Ingbattles not of
their making.

"I've done all | can, my lord. But | fear we'vetiber."

Perhaps it was the finality of the servant's wo@isthe futility of his

own nightly battles with his demons. Whatever thason, Keane
became infused with a new sense of purpose, a lwash of energy.
This was one battle he wouldn't lose without astqautting up a
fight.

"Wake Mistress Malloy. Tell her to prepare a bath."
"A...bath, my lord?"

"Aye." He took the linen from her hand and dippethto the basin.
"A cold bath, Cora."

As Vinson watched, Keane placed the cool cloth & kass's

forehead, then moved it across her cheeks, hertmbaet throat. As
quickly as the cloth touched her fevered fleshetame warm to the
touch. Keane then dipped it into the basin onceemarung it out

and repeated the process.

Holding the candle aloft, the old man watched #es's face for any
reaction. There was none. No sign of relief fromféwver that burned.
Not even a flicker of movement from lids that rensa closed.

"My lord. | fear the lass is beyond help."



Keane didn't even look up. "Go to bed, Vinson."
"My lord..."
"If you cannot help, leave me."

The old man recognized that tone of voice. It hadrbthe same for
the young lord's father and his father before hiMith a sigh of

resignation he placed the candle on the bedside taidl shuffled

across the room, taking up a second cloth. Them&n worked in

silence, taking turns bathing the lass's face aua#t.n

Minutes later the housekeeper bustled in, trailgchalf a dozen
serving wenches, carrying a tub and buckets ofrwate

"You ordered a bath, my lord?"

"Aye, Mistress Malloy." Keane wrung out the clodmd placed it
over the lass's forehead, while Vinson dippedmithé basin.

The housekeeper watched for several seconds, theoned for the
servants to begin filling the tub. When that wasealthey waited for
further instructions.

They were shocked to see the lord of the manor lpadk the bed
linens and lift the lass from bed. With no thoutghher modesty, he
carried her to the tub, where he plunged her, sigfitand all, into
the cold water.

"My lord," the housekeeper cried,-"on top of a fe\the cold water
will cause her to take a fit."

"Perhaps, Mistress Malloy. But since she's neathgazs a risk I'll
have to take. Fetch some dry blankets, please.cdedh linens to
dress her wounds."



While the servants scurried after fresh bed lindfsane gently
cradled the lass's head against his chest andchsplagater over her
face. Within minutes he could feel her body tempeeabegin to
cool.

He glanced at his butler, who had knelt besideube "She weighs
almost nothing, Vinson."

"Aye, my lord. 1 thought that same thing when Iriea her up the
stairs. Though at the time, | thought her a yowaay"|

When the housekeeper and her servants returned blatikets,
Keane lifted the lass from the bath, dripping waienoss the floor as
he carried her to the bed.

"You're not going to return her to her bed in tbatked nightshift,
my lord."

At the housekeeper's outraged tone, he shook b Hethought I'd
remove it first."

He glanced down. Now that her gown was plasterdatdody, the
decidedly feminine outline was plain to see. Snfaiin breasts, a
tiny waist, softly rounded hips.

"I'll do that." The housekeeper's tone was brisi k&ft no room for
argument.

Keane stepped back while Mistress Malloy and hesases removed
the lass's wet garments and wrapped her in frestkéts, after first
dressing the wounds to her chest and shoulder.

"Now what, my lord?" Mistress Malloy asked.

"You may all return to your beds." He turned. "Ayou, as well,
Cora."



"But what about the lass?"
"I'll sit with her. I've no more need for sleep."

When his elderly butler made ready to pull a seadradr beside the
bed, Keane shook his head. "Nay, Vinson. You reqeour sleep for
the day to come."

While the others eagerly sought their beds, Vinsemained a
moment longer.

He cleared his throat. His voice was low, so thaassing servant
wouldn't overhear. "I know the battles you fightleaight, my lord.
And why you have decided to fight for the lass. Bug one is futile.
You can see that she is at death's door."

Keane met the old man's look. "You know me well, mlan. It's true.

| have no desire to face my demons again toni¢te.Shook his head
and crossed his arms over his chest, in exactlgahee way his father
used to. "But this is one battle | don't intendase. Now go. Leave
me."

When the old man shuffled out, closing the dooerdlly, Keane
turned to study the lass. Her breathing was ragggdips moving in
silent protest. Or perhaps prayer.

"Go ahead, little nun. Pray. But | hope you knowvhio fight as
well." Aye, he could see that she did. By the juher chin. By the
clench of her fist. The lass was a scrapper.

He sat back, his eyes narrowed in thought. Vinsas wght, as
always. This was, he realized, the perfect exaus®adid returning to
his own bed. But he had meant what he'd said.Wwassone battle he
intended to win.



Chapter Three

Briana lay perfectly still, wondering where she Hially surfaced.
Earlier she had visited the fires of hell. She kmewas hell, because
she'd felt her flesh burning away from her bonasd, lzer entire body
melting. But then, just as she'd resigned heredlidt fate, a fate she
surely deserved for all the grief she'd given laenify, she had found
herself thrust into the icy waters of the River @man. She'd heard
voices coming from somewhere along the shore, heitideen too
weary to open her eyes. And so she had slept aftelddn the calm,
soothing waters.

Now she was awake and determined to see whereazhé&ahded.
Wherever it was, she must have been tossed ontotks on shore,
for her body felt bruised and battered beyond repai

Her lids flickered, and light stabbed so painfudlye squeezed her
eyes tightly shut. Gathering her strength, sheal tagain. Her eyes
were gritty, as though she'd been buried in saed titoat, too, was
dry as dust, and her lips so parched she couldnthem apart with
her tongue.

"So, lass. You're awake."

At the unexpected sound of a man's deep voicebbhked and
turned her head to stare at the sight that gréetedAnd what a sight.
A man, naked to the waist, was seated beside theHgeleaned close
and touched a hand to her brow. Just a touch,Hautasuld feel the
strength in his fingers, and could see the ripplmoscle in his arm
and shoulder.

"l see the fever has left you." He could see solmuore. Up close,
her eyes were gold, with little flecks of greent'€ayes, he thought.
Wary. Watchful. And her skin was unlike any he'éreseen. Not the



porcelain skin he was accustomed to. Hers was shedi from the
sun. But it was as soft as a newborn's.

That one small touch had caused the strangesttgemsA tingling
that started in his fingertips and shot through dyistem with the
speed of a wildfire.

It was the lack of sleep, he told himself. He wagibning to see
things that weren't there. To fancy things thatam#reven possible.
The lass in the bed was a nun. Only a fool or bdeavould permit
such feelings toward an innocent maiden who'd pethher life in
service to God.

"For a while this night, | thought the fever wouléim you."

Briana couldn't help staring at him. His voice wakured, with just a
trace of brogue. But not Irish. English, she thdugike the soldiers
who had attacked. She cringed from his touch.

Seeing her reaction, he felt a quick wave of annoga"l'll not harm
you, lass. Not after what I've gone through thghhto save you."

"Save..." The single word caused such pain, shéswmed and gave
up the effort to speak.

"Aye." To avoid touching her again he leaned bachkis chair and

stretched out his long legs. All the tension ofriight was beginning

to ease. He had fought the battle, and won. The Ihasl passed
through the crisis. At least, the first crisis. Iiged there wouldn't be
many more.

"Earlier, | thought you were ready to leave this.li

She studied him while he spoke. His face could Hmelenged to an
angel. A dark angel. Aye, Satan, she thought. Thiekk hair was
mussed, as though he'd run his hands througHrtstration. A sign



of temper, she'd wager. His eyes, the color of @mulere fixed on
her with such intensity, she found she couldn'klaway. His dark
brows were lifted in curiosity, or perhaps, disdaiis nose was
patrician, his full lips just slightly curved, asough he were the
keeper of a secret.

"Where...?" She struggled with the word and cldsedeyes against
the knife-blade of pain that sliced down her throat

"Where are you?" He crossed his arms over his chiésti're in my
home. Carrick House. | had you brought here afberwere found in
the fields not far from here. There was a battle ybu recall it?"

She nodded. How could she forget? It had seemedaliknightmare
of horrors. One that never ended. Even now sheddoedr the cries
of the wounded, and feel the thundering of hofsesves as if in her
own chest. Worse, she could still smell the stefakteath all around
her. That had been the worst. To surface occasyoally to realize
that all around her were dead.

"...others?" It was all she could manage.
He shook his head. "You were the only one who sedii’

She felt a wave of such sadness, she had to closyés to hold back
the tears. Four lads, with so much to live for. hdtead of the
promising future they should have enjoyed, they tnadn it all up.
For her. She was unworthy of such a sacrifice.

"Here, lass. Drink this."

She opened her eyes to find him sitting besideohdéhe edge of the
bed, holding a tumbler of water. With unexpectewitggness he lifted
her head and held the glass to her lips.



Again Keane felt the heat and wondered what wapdrapg to him.
He must be more weary than he'd thought. Thatdhhe the reason.
It couldn't be this plain little nun in his arms.

She sipped, then nearly gagged.

"Forgive me, lass. | should have mentioned thatad hmy
housekeeper prepare an opiate for your pain. Ditirdown. It'll
help."

Though it burned a pathway down her throat, sheasishe was told.

He laid her gently back on the pillow, then setdlass on the bedside
table and bent to smooth the covers. As he dideakzed she was
watching him with the wariness of a wild creatuagight in a trap.

He picked up something that he thought might sob#dreand held it
up. "My servant found this around your neck."

She stared at the simple cross, then reached b@fdre her hand fell
limply against the bedcovers. When he placed ten hand, their
fingers brushed. At once she pulled her hand aasg,shrank from
him until he took a step back. His frown returniedrowing his dark
brows. It was obvious that she disliked being t@achy him. It was
probably the way of holy women. "I'll leave you rest now. My
servant will be in shortly to look after you. Legrtknow if you need
anything."

She nodded and watched until he walked away. Byiitiee the door
closed, sleep had claimed her. And the dreamdhthaited her were
dark. Dark angels. And a chilling laugh from a saldvhose name
she couldn't recall, but whose face tormented Aesoldier who

enjoyed killing.



"How is the lass?" Keane stepped quietly into tee@ng chambers
and paused beside the bed. In the hush of eversngite was little
more than a whisper.

He had spent nearly the entire week in and ouhe$d¢ chambers,
bullying the servants, seeing that the wounds warefully dressed,
to avoid more infection. Through it all, the lassdhsurfaced only
briefly, before drifting in a haze of delirium aongiates.

He'd sensed that his presence made her uneasyhétrdth was, she
affected him the same way, though he knew not v8til, he
couldn't stay away. She had become his causeidicefobsession.
Behind his back, the servants whispered abounitl vikondered what
drove Lord Alcott to fight so desperately for teisanger.

"Her sleep is still broken by pain, my lord." Cdoaked up from her
chair beside the bed.

"Has she eaten anything?"

"Not a thing. And she, so thin and pale. Mistresslldy sent up a
tray, but the lass hasn't had the heart to eveh try

"And you, Cora?" Keane glanced at the servant, @hesad had been
bobbing when he'd first entered.

"Mistress Malloy will have something for me later."

"Go below stairs now." He motioned toward the dd&o. I'll sit
with the lass awhile."

The little serving wench needed no coaxing. Thelbours spent
watching the sleeping lass had made her yearneioolWwn bed. But
though she gave up many of her daylight hours ¢octire of their
patient, the nighttime hours belonged to the Iétd.would dismiss



the other servants and sit by the lass's bedside,vegilant for any
sign that she might be failing.

When Cora was gone, Keane pressed his hands tartak of his
back and leaned his head back, stretching his adnmpuscles.
Agitated, he began to prowl the room, pausing aooafly to glance
out the window as darkness began to swallow thet lan

When he wasn't in there, hovering by the bedsigewhs in the
library, poring over his father's ledgers, or haddin meetings with
his solicitors. From the looks of things, KieraMara, the late Lord
Alcott, had long ago lost all interest in his hoaral and holdings.
Several buildings were in need of repair. The lahdugh lush and
green, had been badly mismanaged for years, ygelintly meager
crops. Carrick House, it would seem, needed not anlinfusion of
cash, but an infusion of lifeblood as well.

Not his problem, Keane mused as he stared at tfiegrdields
outside the window. He would soon enough be gowoen fthis
miserable place, with its unhappy memories.

It wasn't so much a sound from the bed, as a fgelirat had him
turning around. The lass, with those strange yekyes, wide and
unblinking, was staring at him.

"Ah. You're awake."

She'd been awake for several minutes. And had seeelying him
while he paced and prowled. Like a caged anima tsbught. Aye.
A sleek, dark panther. All muscle and sinew anct&esnergy.

He drew up the chair beside the bed and bent tadwerhing a hand
to her forehead. It took all her willpower not tollpaway. Still, she
couldn't help cringing as his hand came in contaitt her skin.



He was aware of her reaction. He was aware of songeelse, as
well, and struggled to ignore the strange tinglthgt occurred
whenever he was near this female.

After so many nights watching her, he had beguedbhe knew her.
He'd felt every ragged breath of hers in his owesthHad marvelled
at the quiet strength that kept her fighting whémeos would have
given up. Had felt encouraged with every littlersa@ improvement.

"Do you remember where you are?"

She nodded, struggling to fit the pieces of her omnback into
place. "Carrick House, | believe you called it."

She was pleased that she'd been able to managetts' without
feeling a stab of pain. Her throat, it would searas healing, though
the rest of her body was still on fire. "l thoud/dtdreamed you."

He found her voice a pleasant change from thel stmites of the
serving wenches. It was low, cultured, breathlBss.he couldn't be
certain if it was her natural voice, or the residlher injuries. At any
rate, he was anxious to hear her speak again. Whyddid you think
that?"

She shook her head. "I know not. The fever, | seppd began to
think of you as my dark angel."

"Perhaps | am." His features remained solemn, wihhint of
laughter in his voice. "My name is Keane. Keane @4 Carrick
House is my ancestral home."

He offered his hand and she had no choice butdepacWould she
ever get used to touching again? "My name is BriaiiNeil."



The moment was awkward and uncomfortable. As saorhair
hands touched, they felt the rush of heat. At cheg each pulled
away.

"O'Neil? Where is your home?"

"Ballinarin."

He arched a brow. "I know of it. You're a long wieym home."
The mere thought of it had her aching for that ¢¢ace. "Aye."

He heard the loneliness in that single word, spdkera sigh. "Have
you been gone a long time?"

"Three years."
His glance fell on the cross, lying on the bedribeside her hand.

Seeing the direction of his gaze, her fingers dameund it, finding
comfort in something so familiar. "I've been at thbbey of St.
Claire."

He nodded. "I know of it, as well. At least a dayte from here.
What brought you to our village?"

"l was passing through." She sighed, thinking ef éagerness with
which she'd taken her leave of the convent. "Weltegonly a day's
ride when the soldiers attacked.""Who were the Bcsompanying
you?"

"Lads from our village. Sent by my family to escort.” She looked
away. "How odd, that | should be the one to livieey{f will never see
their families again."



He could hear the break in her voice and knewghatwas close to
tears. "I'll see that a lad from the village ispdisched at once to your
home with the news that you are alive and will&emed as soon as
your health permits."

"That's most kind of you."

He pushed back his chair and crossed to the sidie. tdMy
housekeeper sent up a tray. Could you managéeadrtith?"

"Nay." She shook her head.

"Nonsense." Ignoring her protest, he filled a cughwroth and set it
beside the bed. Then, without waiting for her pegsmin, he reached
down and lifted her to a sitting position, plumpmitiows behind her.

He had thought, now that she had confirmed hisisus1s that she
was truly a nun, that the touch of her would ngkemaffect him. He'd
been wrong. He couldn't help but notice the thingudar body

beneath the prim nightshift. And the soft swellboéasts that were
pressed against his chest, causing a rush of lnetdett him shaken.

It had been a long time since he'd known suchrfgsliFeelings he'd
buried, in the hope they would never surface agémw that he was
touching her, there was nothing to do but finish thsk at hand.
Then, hopefully, he could put some distance betwaaself and this
woman.

For Briana it was even more disturbing. The metehoof him had
her nerves jumping. But it wasn't this man, she barself. It was the
fact that she had been isolated for too long. Asy@touch would
have had the same effect.

He picked up the cup. "Can you manage yourself@@ud you like
some help?"



Her tone was sharper than she intended, to hidelieeomfort. "I
thank you, but | can feed myself."

When she reached out to accept the cup, she wekeshto feel pain,
hot and sharp, shooting along her arm. A cry estape lips before
she could stop it.

"Careful." His tone was deliberately soft, to s@the nerves she
couldn't hide. "You sustained quite a wound in tisabulder.

Another, more serious, in the chest. Had the bfaded your heatrt,

you would have never survived."

Before she could reach out again, he sat on the eflthe bed and
held the cup to her lips. It was an oddly intimgésture that let him
study her carefully as she sipped, swallowed. Heldceee her
watching him from beneath lowered lashes.

To steady her nerves, and his own, he engagea lseniversation.
"Do you recall anything of the battle?"

"l see it constantly in my dreams. But when I'm kevd's gone, like
wisps of smoke caught by the wind."

"Do you recall how many soldiers there were?"
She avoided his eyes. They were too dark, tooseteéthdon't recall.”

"It would have been a fearsome sight, especialiyofte who has
been so sheltered." He understood how the minddo@pect such
horrors.

She shivered. "What | do recall was the sight ohamy helpless
people cut down without a chance to defend themaselVhere were
but a few knives and swords among them."



"The people are ill-prepared for English soldieis.fact he bitterly
resented, for it had been his own father's doirtdl, $here was
nothing to be done about it now. "But it would seiwat you put up
quite a fight."

For the first time she smiled, and he realized by lovely those
full, pouty lips were when they curved upward. ldimdt always live
In a convent. | know how to wield a sword with asam skill as my
brothers. In fact, if | were still living at Ballarin, I'd probably be
able to best them by now."

He tipped the cup to her lips again. ' Then perliggpfortunate that
you went to live with the good sisters. I'm notestreland is ready to
be led into battle by a lass."

"Spoken like a man." His words reminded her of fa¢her's cruel,
hateful words hurled in anger so long ago. Shegulisis hand away,
refusing any more broth.

He glanced down at the cup. "Have you had enough?"

"Aye. Thank you." And enough of him, sitting tomsé, causing her
heart to do all manner of strange things.

"How did you come by a weapon with which to defgondrself?"
"l pulled it from the heart of a lad who had diezfehding me."

He studied her a moment, hearing not just the wobdd the
underlying fierceness in her tone. What an od¢tklittmale. He'd
always thought nuns would be more concerned witt@¢han war.

He stood and returned the cup to the tray. But wigeglanced at the
figure in the bed, he could see her rubbing heulslen. The look in
her eyes told him she was struggling for composAge, a most



peculiar little creature who was trying desperateybe strong
despite overwhelming odds.

"There's an opiate here for pain. | think you oughtke it now."

"Aye." She nodded, and was grateful when he offesrdhe tumbler
of liquid.

When she had drained it he set the empty tumblde ad helped
her to settle into a more comfortable positionwds shocking to feel
his arms around her as he lifted her slightly, reimgp the pillows
from behind her back. Then he swept aside theibedd and laid her
down, before returning the covers. As he smoothendhtover her, his
hands stilled their movements.

"You're so thin. Didn't they feed you in the cont®n

Her face flamed. "They fed us. Though no amourboofl would be
enough, considering the work we were expected tb do

"Work?"

She had forgotten how to speak to others. Afterstlece of these
last years, the art of conversation was new to3iee.struggled to put
her thoughts into words. "There were classes, ofss History,

literature, biology. And the teachings of the Chufathers. But we
also were expected to plant and harvest, and tenfldcks."

"Like peasants?" His tone was one of amazement.

"Aye. Like the peasants we serve." Her tone softeas she
remembered the lecture by Mother Supe-nor, deldsenghtly in
their common prayer. "Because much has been gigemuch is
expected. And though we are educated, we are eegpéztserve all
God's people. By punishing the body, we nouriststhd."



He was so moved by her words, he caught both hedshia his. "I
didn't know there were such unselfish souls lefthis world. Bless
you." He turned her hands palm up. Seeing the sedluhe muttered
an oath and, without thinking, lifted them to hyssl

Dear heaven. What had possessed him? He hadmt&desuch a
thing. And yet, seeing the ravages of such harkwarthose small,
delicate hands, he had reacted instinctively. Nwevd was nothing to
do but cover his error with as much dignity as deld manage. Still,
though he knew he had overstepped his bounds, uidntoseem to
stop. He kept her small hands in his and pressedend kiss, before
lifting his head.

At the shocking feel of his mouth against her fIBsiana gasped and
struggled to pull her hands away. But it was tae.ldhe damage had
been done. She could feel the heat. It danced aiendlesh and

seared the blood flowing through her veins befetisg deep inside

her. A heat that had her cheeks stained with céler. eyes went

wide with shock. And though no words came out,rheuth opened,

then snapped shut.

She looked up to find him staring at her with aasgre, almost
haunted look in his eyes. Even as she watched|ifieet), and the
look was gone.

Or had she only imagined it?

"Il leave you to your rest, Briana O'Neil." Herted away abruptly
and picked up the empty tumbler.

She watched as he set the tumbler on the tray., Krawing the
blush was still on her cheeks, she rolled to ha,avishing she could
pull the covers over her head and hide.

What had just happened between them? She wastet critain.
Perhaps he had merely reacted to her work-worn h&rdgerhaps



he was simply trying to soothe her, or honor hemat&ver his reason,
he'd had no way of knowing how deeply she wouldafiected by
that simple gesture.

Oh, how she wished she knew how to deal with tes@ge feelings
that had her so agitated. But the isolation of domvent had
maghnified everything in her mind. All she knew what the simple
press of Keane' O'Mara's lips against her palmshatied a fire in the
pit of her stomach that was burning still.

She squeezed her eyes tightly shut, wishing shiel abwt out her
feelings as easily. But they were there, fluttetikg butterfly wings

against her throat, her temple, her chest. Sheedrtine potion would
soon have the desired effect. She wanted despetatekcape into
blissful sleep.

In time her wish was granted.

There was no such escape for Keane. Throughoubtigenight he
was forced to keep his vigil. He sat by the bedsidé watched the
steady rise and fall of the thin chest beneathbthekets as Briana
slept, and wondered why a woman from the nobled&otiBallinarin
would give up a life of luxury to live like a peada

Whenever his gaze was drawn to those small callbsedls, he
would find himself pacing to the window, to stareadily into the
darkness. It was the only way to keep his gaze tvseing drawn to
her mouth.

The strange desire to taste her lips, just onakhlma muttering every
hot, fierce oath he knew.



Chapter Four

Good day, my lady." Cora swept open the drapetten paused
beside the bed. "You have a bit of color in yougeks. A good sign.
Do you feel strong enough to leave your bed?"

"I'm not certain." Briana touched her tongue todigrlips. The days
and nights had passed in a blur. But thanks toofhates, and the
prolonged rest, the deep, searing pain had ead®adwllling to try."
She sat up and waited until the dizziness leftp heung her feet to
the floor. "How long have | been at Carrick House?"

"A fortnight, my lady."
Could it really be two weeks? "How could | havepsleo long?"

"Mistress Malloy said it is the opiates. And thetféhat your poor
body craved rest in order to heal."

"Whatever the reason, | feel almost alive again."”

''The lord left orders that, as soon as you wble, ave must prepare
a bath. Do you think you're strong enough for that?

Briana's smile bloomed. "For the offer of a batt,nuster all the
strength | have."Cora plumped pillows around heentflew to the
door. "I'll just summon Mistress Malloy and somevaats, and I'll be
right back."

Briana barely had time to close her eyes and stbadself before
Cora had returned, trailed by the housekeeper atrthg of servants.

"Well now." Mistress Malloy had plump apple cheaksl twinkling
blue eyes. Her white hair was pulled back in attigkat bun at her
nape. She stood with hands on her ample hips, isiydizge young



woman who had occupied so much of the lord's time @nergy.
"Cora says you're feeling strong enough for a bath.

"l think | can manage."

"Good." Mistress Malloy took charge, seeing thadther log was
added to the fire while the tub was filled with wawater, and soft
linens were laid out on a chair.

"You're not to attempt to stand alone, miss." il housekeeper on
one side of her and Cora on the other, they supg@tiana from her
bed to the tub. With the servant's help, Brianaoneed her nightshift
and stepped into the water.

While Cora scrubbed her hair, Briana closed hes eyel sighed with
pleasure. "Oh, it has been years since I've fetiasopered.”

"You do not bathe in the convent?" one of the serrasked.

Briana laughed. "We wash in a basin of cold watehé shivered just
remembering.

"Could you not heat the water over the fire?"

' 'There was no time. We had only minutes to wasfbrle we had to
hurry to chapel for morning prayers."

"Did you cry when your hair was cut off?" Cora agke

"Aye. | wept buckets of tears. But later, when bwid@ing penance for
my display of false vanity, Mother Superior remiddee that it's not
what is outside a person that counts. It is wiatse's heart."

"Well said." Mistress Malloy nodded in agreemerntte Siked this
lass. A refreshing change from most of the highbeomen who
thought themselves above the rest of the world.cQifrse, such



humility was to be expected of a woman who'd preahiker life in
service to the Church.

"But your hair, my lady." Cora poured warm scentexter to rinse
away the soap. Then she held up one short gleastrizugd, while the
others gathered around to study it. "It is the cofdire. It must have
been lovely before it was shorn."

"l always thought so. But it no longer matters.'iladBa snuggled
deeper into the warm water, loving the feelingreetiom. ' 'l have
not seen my reflection, nor cared to, in three yeaw."

The servants exchanged looks before one of thain's@ut my lady,
you are truly beautiful. Even with your hair shdrn.

"Beautiful? Now | know you jest. For Cora told neat even the old
man who found me thought | was a lad."

"Because you were covered with mud and blood, my. |Blow that
we can see you, you truly are pleasing to the eye."

Briana waved a hand in dismissal. "It matters Wdhat matters is
that | am alive. And so enjoying all your tendemnisirations."” She
found herself laughing, and loving the sound. 'dstbeen so long
now since I've felt this joyful. But it is the knéadge that | am free.
Truly free."

"Free? What do you mean, my lady?" Cora asked.
"I am free of the confining rules and restrictiarighe convent.”
"You are not going back?"

"Nay. | was heading home when we were attacked.avd, for the
first time, | realize just how much | have surviyédanks to Lord
Alcott. Not only the attack by the English soldidrst the last threat



to my freedom. You see, as soon as | am stronggémduwill be
returning home, to my beloved Ballinarin."

"You're certain she said she is not a nun?" Vinstwod in the
shadows of the hallway, his voice low.

"That is what she just told us." The housekeeges were shining.
"You saw how obsessed he was with her. She couldébanswer to
our prayers."

The old man shrugged. "Maybe. But you say shegsre®a return to
her home."

"Aye. But she is far too weak to attempt the joyrget. It could be
weeks, months even, before she could endure itstrdis Malloy
lowered her voice. "She seems a lovely, simple tasgee no harm in
throwing them together and seeing what transpires."

"This is a dangerous game we play with other pesplees."

"Aye. But there's so little time. You said yoursked plans to leave.
And he is our last, our only hope."

Vinson stared off into space, mulling it over. Thennodded. "Leave
it to me. I'll think of a way."

"My lord."

Keane looked up from the ledgers and was surprisedsee the
evening shadows outside the window. Where haddgeydne?

"Aye, Vinson."



"The lass felt strong enough to bathe."
Keane nodded. "A good sign."
"Aye, my lord. Very soon now, she will be well egbuto leave."

"So it would seem." He had won the battle. Thegmdtwas not only
alive, but growing stronger with each day. He taodéertain amount
of pleasure in the knowledge that he had playechallgart in her
survival. There'd been so little in his life tof@®ud of.

Vinson cleared his throat.

Keane tensed, waiting for the old man to say whad wn his mind.
He was eager to return his attention to the ledgers

"l thought, since the lass is strong enough thdyatou might wish to
invite her to sup with you."

Keane frowned. "I'm certain she'd prefer to edtanchambers."

"She has not left her room in a fortnight, my lofthe change might
do her good."

Keane pushed away from the desk and strode to theéow. His
voice lowered. "l think the lass dislikes beingny company."

"Why do you think that, my lord?"

''Whenever | am near her, she watches me the vegymight watch
a hunter."

"You can hardly blame her. She was, after all, lydalled here on
your land."



Keane's eyes narrowed. "I'm not her enemy. If si@sialt know that
now, after all I've done to save her, she nevel."Wtl could be
because of the horror of what she suffered, my.'lord

Keane nodded. "There is that, of course."

"Or she could be shy, my lord. She is, after al@ss educated in the
convent."

"Aye."

The old servant decided to poke and prod a bit ni%ieu might find
it pleasant to have someone with whom you coulkl &dlout the
books you've read, the places you've been. Shet migie to be an
interesting companion, something in short supphe e Carrick."

Keane stared out the window, seeing nothing. Neithe green
rolling hills, nor the flocks undulating across thedley, nor the way
the sunset turned the cross atop the chapel tabilbhe saw was
the emptiness, stretching out before him. Endleg#ieess.

"She has nothing to wear. | doubt she would sup wie wearing a
borrowed nightshift."

Vinson smiled. He'd anticipated the problem. "Theme your
mother's trunks. Mistress Malloy could no doubtfsomething that
would fit the lass."

Keane turned and met the old man's look. "You'weagyood deal of
thought into this, haven't you, Vinson?"

"Aye, my lord." The old man remained ramrod straigdot a hint of
a smile touched his lips. "The lass needs a chimpeoperly thank
her benefactor.”



Keane gave the slightest nod of his head. "Alltigytvite her to sup
with me. And tell Mistress Malloy to rifle througtme trunks for
something appropriate.” As the old man turned awayadded,
"Suggest that she find something modest. We wadulgdant to
scandalize such an innocent."

"Aye, my lord."

When the door closed behind the servant, Keanecgthmat the
portrait of his father staring down from the mangld beneath it, a
set of crossed ancestral swords. The two symboladst detested.
Bloodline and misuse of power. Life and death.

He could still hear his father's harsh tone, leoturhim on his
weaknesses. "The man who puts the love of God,tgpanwoman
ahead of gold is a fool. For, in the end, goldllisheat matters."

He'd rebelled, determined to prove his father wrdtg'd have the
rest of his life to regret it.

To occupy his mind, he returned to his ledgers. &uhe bent over
the page, he found himself thinking about the $ass’ange voice.
And the way her lips looked whenever she smiled.®tk hadn't felt

this quickening of his heartbeat for a very lomgeti But it wasn't the
lass that caused it. It was merely loneliness. Kefd himself locked
away with his ledgers too long now. But they weleha had now,

since he'd become a stranger in the land of hils.bir

"This will do nicely, Cora." The housekeeper hegdaugown of pale
lemon, which she had retrieved from the trunk ie tbwer room.
Though it appeared to be far too big, it was thig one she'd found
with a modest neckline. "Can you make it fit thesia'



"I'l do my best. Mistress Malloy." Cora signalléat Briana to stand.
Then she slid the gown over her head and begangoheedle and
thread, nipping and tucking, until the fabric beganmold to the
shape of the slender body.

"Oh, my lady, this is lovely on you." Cora tied thvaist with a lace
sash, then, because there were no boots to fiedaddtin bed
slippers.

"Now, if you'll sit, I'll do what | can with yourdar."

Briana did as she was told, closing her eyes adittlee servant
dressed her hair.

"Are you feeling weak, my lady?"

"Nay." Briana gave a dreamy smile. "It's just th@se past hours
have been so luxurious, I'm beginning to feel wiagain."

Cora stood back, admiring her handiwork. ' 'Nowatr'll just step
over here, my lady, you can see what I'm seeing."

Leaning on Cora's arm, Briana walked to the tadking glass and
stared in amazement.

"Oh, my." She lifted a hand to her mouth. Word&etaher.

Seeing her reaction, Cora smiled. ' 'Then you ateunhappy with
what you see?"

“I'm...speechless.”

Gone was the girl she had once been. In her plaseasmwvoman. A
stranger.



It was the gown, she told herself. A pale lemonfection with a
high, tight circlet of lace at the throat and wsjsand a full skirt,
gathered here and there with.-lace inserts. Wittitecal eye she
studied the slender body revealed in the gown. Bbged she
wouldn't appear frail. In her whole life she hadrerethought of
herself as anything but robust.

And then there was the hair. Or rather, the ladk dhe last time she
had looked at her reflection in a looking glas®€'dthad thick, fiery
tresses that fell to below her waist. Now it wasnmare than a few
inches long, a tumble of curls framing a face beshly the sun.

Oh, what had happened to her fair skin? It waonbttawny, it was
freckled. Dozens of them. Hundreds, perhaps, pagadcross her
nose, down her arms. And to think she had onceepied her fair
skin beneath bonnets and parasols.

"Come, miss." The housekeeper's voice broke thaad. "Vinson is
here to escort you to sup.”

She turned and saw the old man's look of approsfare he lowered
his gaze. When she accepted his arm, she was wdréieit he
matched his steps to her halting ones.

"'l see Mistress Malloy found a gown that suits ymiss."
"Do you think it does, Vinson?"

"Aye", miss. And Cora worked her magic to makatit f
"I've..." She swallowed, "...lost a bit of weight."

He patted her hand and slowed his steps.

As they made their way along the hall, she statethe ancient
tapestries that depicted the history of the O'Miasage.



"| see from the number of swords and battles tloatl LAlcott comes
from a family of warriors."

"Aye, miss. Do you disapprove?"

She shook her head. ' 'My family can trace itsgdotKing Brian,
whose sons were baptized by St. Patrick himselfd Ave are,
proudly, warriors all."

She missed the old man's smile of approval as hepeted, "l must
share a secret, lass. Lord Alcott disdains his.tile prefers to be
known as merely Keane O'Mara."

"Thank you, Vinson. I'll keep that in mind."The oldan paused,
knocked, then drew open the doors to the library.

"My lord. The lass is here."

"Thank you, Vinson." Keane set aside his ledgers siroved back
his chair. He'd been trying, without success, tepkleis mind on the
figures in neat columns. But it had been an imfmsdask.

Briana, leaning on Vinson's arm, walked slowly itite room.

Keane knew he was staring, but he couldn't helséiinHe hoped
his jaw hadn't dropped. Quickly composing himseH, called to
Vinson, "Draw that chaise close to the fire for khss."

"Aye, my lord."

The old man hurried forward to do his master's inigdwhile Keane
led Briana across the room. The minute he toucketéfelt the heat
and blamed it on the blaze on the hearth. He shtldve had the
servants add another log. It was uncomfortably wiarhrere.

When she was settled, he asked, "Would you have sane?"



It was on the tip of her tongue to refuse, feelingt such a luxury
should be saved for important guests. Then, recalihe festive
meals at Ballinarin, she relaxed. Before the cothvémad been an
accepted custom. It was time she adapted to lifgdmithe convent
walls. "Aye. | will."

Keane turned to his butler. "We'll both have wiimson."
"Very good, my lord."

Minutes later the old man offered a tray with twabbpts. That done,
he discreetly took his leave.

"Well." Keane lifted his goblet. "I need to know attto call you."
"l thought I'd told you. My name is Briana."

"Aye. You did. But | thought..." He sipped. Swalled: "I thought
perhaps you would want me to call you sister."

"Sister?"
''You said you spent the last three years in thiee& of St. Claire."

"l did." She swallowed back her surprise. Was tiag he had kissed
her hand? Out of respect? "But only as a stude¢abok no vows."

"l see." He took another sip of wine and thoughagted somehow
sweeter. "So, you're not a nun."

"Nay." Was that disappointment that deepened hige?o She
couldn't tell.

Keane relaxed. Not that it mattered to him whetrerot the lass was
a nun. All he wanted was a pleasant evening of e@sation with a
reasonably intelligent human being.



"Tell me a little about your family."
"With pleasure. But only if you agree to tell meoabyours, as well."

"Aye." He forced himself not to frown as he glanadhe portrait
above the mantel. That was his usual reaction whegrtee thought
about his family. He shook off his dark thoughtd anncentrated on
the lass.

"My father is Gavin O'Neil, lord of Ballinarin."

"Aye." His frown was back. "I know of him. All oféland knows of
him. And your mother?"

"My mother, Moira, is a great beauty."
"l see where you inherited your looks."

She blushed, feeling suddenly self-conscious. Slienmaway of
knowing if he was merely making polite conversationif he meant
to pay her a compliment.

Needing to fill the silence, she said, "I also hawe brothers, Rory
and Conor. And their wives, AnnaClaire and Emmad Amis, who
Is like a brother to me, though he was orphanednwiie entire
family was killed at the hands of the English. We$ now with Rory
and AnnaClaire." Her eyes lit with pleasure at tii@ught of those
beloved faces. "And there is Friar Malone, wholhasl at Ballinarin
since before | was born, and who is like an unzlee."

She took a deep breath. It was the most she hdansgears.

Suddenly, spreading her arms wide she gave a Hasfgh. "Oh, it
feels so strange and so good to be able to talkowit asking
permission."



The sound of her laughter skimmed over him, cauthegstrangest
sensation. "It would be a pity to stifle a voicewasque as yours,
Briana O'Neil."

"Unique?"

"Aye." Instead of explaining, he said simply, 'kdilistening to you.
Tell me more about your family and your home."

"Ballinarin is wild. And so beautiful. In all ofétand, there is nothing
to compare with it. We live always in the shadowafering Croagh
Patrick, with its wonderful waterfall that cascadeshe lake below.
There are fields of green as far as the eye can A rolling
meadows, where | used to ride, wild and free witharothers."

Keane refilled her goblet, then his own, befordisgthimself on the
chaise beside her. Their knees brushed, and Bsiaoi@'e faltered for
a moment. "It was...the loveliest life a girl coeder have."

" 'Why did you choose a convent so far away?" élend himself
studying the way the soft fabric revealed the aethf her thighs, her
hips, her breasts.

"l didn't choose. It was chosen for me."

He heard the change in her tone and realized heidksa nerve.
"And you have not seen your home in more than theaes?"

"Aye. There were times when | thought I'd die frtdma loneliness."
She looked over at him. "I suppose that soundg'sill

"Not at all." He stared down into the amber liqundhis glass. "I
know the feeling well."

"Have you ever been forced to leave Carrick House?"



He nodded. "For most of my life I've been away."
"By choice? Or were you forced by circumstances?"

She saw a look come into his eyes. "Like you, mycation abroad
was chosen for me."

"And then you returned?"
"Not immediately."
She smiled. "But you're home now."

"Aye." He didn't return the smile. He had gone saimere in his
mind. A place, Briana realized, that wasn't pleg$mhim.

They both seemed relieved when Vinson knocked, drgared to
announce, "My lord, dinner is ready. Mistress Mallashes to know
if you will take your meal in the great hall or Ben the library."

He had intended a simple meal here in the libraoythat the lass
wouldn't be drained by a longer walk. But now, giag at the
portrait over the mantel, herealized he wantedamgh of scenery.
He wanted, needed, to put some distance betweesehiand his
past.

"Tell Mistress Malloy we'll sup in the great hall."
"Aye, my lord."

The old man took his leave, and Keane stood aretexffhis arm.
"Come, my lady. It's time you saw more of Carrickude."

It was, he realized, his first opportunity to shoff/ his home to a
guest.



Chapter Five

You'll let me know when you grow weary, Briana."edhe
deliberately kept his strides easy, the pace stmasxot to tire her.

"I will, aye." She was grateful for the strong atonlean 6n. "This
weakness is most distressing."

"It will soon pass, and you'll be as you were befor

She looked up at him with an impish smile. "Do végour word on
that?"

His own features remained impassive. "You do." Maught about
touching that cap of curls and resisted the imptidew tell me how
you were before."

"Before the attack? Or before the convent?"
"Why don't we begin with your life before the akac

"Before the attack | had learned, at great cost; titokeep my head
bowed in chapel, how to keep my thoughts to myaeld, how to bear
the unbearable."

Though she kept her tone light, he could detect uhderlying
sadness. "What was this great cost?"

"Penance. It seemed | was always on my kneest ihrahapel, then
scrubbing the cold stone floors of the refectormdAvhen | was
allowed to stand, it was to harvest a crop or t& fiung from the
barns and stables."

He couldn't hide his surprise. "You did all that?"



"Aye. But only after my classes and chores werepietad to the
liking of Mother Superior."

"I'd say you were far from weak, if you did all tleand survived."
"l survived all that, and more."

He knew, by the finality of her tone, that she medintention of
listing all that she'd been through. His admirafmmher was growing
by the minute.

"Now | would like to hear about your life beforestbonvent."
She smiled. "That would take hours."
He paused at the threshold to the great hall. "de lall evening."

As he led her to the table, the butler, the housgdeand their army
of servants stood to one side, awaiting his command

Keane helped Briana to her chair, then took hisgk the head of
the table.

Briana surveyed the table, with its gleaming silwed crystal and the
masses of candles that flickered and glowed. "Okirts Malloy,
this is indeed lovely."

The housekeeper nearly burst with pride. "Thank, yoiss. We do
our best to please."

"l haven't seen anything this grand in years." iBaturned to Keane.
"Isn't it wonderful knowing this awaits you eaclgimi?"

He glanced around. "I never think of it. | suppdige begun to take
such things as my due." He signalled to his houssie "You may
begin serving now, Mistress Malloy."



"Aye, my lord." At a word from her, the servantsvad to the table
bearing platters of fresh mussels and salmon, testides of beef and
biscuits still warm from the oven, while Vinsonlddl their goblets
with wine.

When Keane noted the small portions on Briana'tedie lifted a
brow.

Seeing it she avoided his eyes. "It's my trainingha hands of the
good sisters, | suppose. | can't bear to waste."

"But you've taken so little, it wouldn't keep adbalive."

“I'm afraid my appetite is slow to return." Shekaobite of salmon
and almost sighed with pleasure. "But if this ig ardication of your
cook's talent, it won't be any time at all befdre éating like Sister
Ascension." Seeing his questioning look she add@dr sister cook
at the convent. She was wider than she was tallu¥ed to whisper
that she tasted everything before she served d. gametimes, we
thought, she surely must have tasted many times"ove

Keane found himself smiling as he dug into his meal

Briana broke open a steaming biscuit. At once wasgrapproached
with honey.

Drizzling it over her biscuit, Briana tasted, cldsker eyes and
sighed. "Surely I've died and gone to heaven."

Keane arched a brow. "If you can fall into ecstasyer Cook's
biscuits, | worry what will happen when you taster lbrandied
currant cake." He looked up.

"Mistress Malloy, will you see that Cook bakes doeour guest?"



The housekeeper couldn't hide her surprise. Irthaltime Lord

Alcott had been back in Carrick House, this wasfitls¢ time he had
ever mentioned a favorite food, or requested angtim particular.

Cook had long puzzled over what to fix for him,cgrhe ate, without
comment, whatever was placed in front of him.

"Aye, my lord." She couldn't wait to tell Cook thews. "I'll see that
she bakes one on the morrow."

"And salmon," he added. "Our guest seems to héwedmness for it."
At the housekeeper's steady look he felt compétletid, "We have
a duty to see that Miss O'Neil's strength returns."

"I'll see to it myself." Pleased, Mistress Malloydged a servant with
another tray.

"Now." Keane returned his attention to the lassdeefim. "You
promised to tell me about your life before the camty'

He saw her smile bloom. This, then, was somethimg enjoyed
talking about.

"It was a grand life. Such freedom, which | tookmmetely for
granted. | roamed the hills with my brothers andidnl learned to
hunt with them, to fish with them, even to handleapons with
them."

" 'Weapons?"

"Aye. The knife and sword. The crossbow, as web@s and arrow.
Each day was a grand adventure."

She saw the way he was staring at her and ad@a,market day |
sampled the wares from the booths, or bought ladells with my
mother."



"Tell me about her."

She could see her mother in her mind. It was armgérthat never
faded or wavered. "She's tall and slender and eluand very
kind. Though she married into wealth, she neveagdte that she came
to the marriage with no dowry. This then is hermpapt. She looks
after the women and children in the villages aroBatiinarin. If they
are ill or in need, they know Moira O'Neil will cancalling with
whatever they need, be it a packet of herbs, oaeelof pheasants, or
a warm cloak to ward off winter's chill. She lovie® people of
Ballinarin as though they were her children. Anciway, they are.
She's fond of saying we're all of the same family."

He loved the way her eyes looked as she spoker ofibiner. All soft
and warm and loving. "She sounds like a saint."

"Aye. She is that. She would have to be to remad @ my father."
“Tell me about him."

He saw a wariness come into her eyes before skedadown at her
plate. "Gavin O'Neil is lord of Ballinarin. His wabrs law. His temper
is fierce. But all who know him will tell you hegsfair man."

"Was it your father who sent you to the convent?"

She nodded. "But as I've learned these last yelader the tutelage of
Mother Superior, what he did, he did out of loveecBuse it was
necessary for my growth and education. | was willAnd far too
proud and unyielding."

He would know a little about such things. And havels decisions,
no matter how noble the intentions, hurt. Withdumking he closed
his hand over hers.



Her head jerked up. Her eyes went wide before sheaged to
compose herself.

For Keane, it was equally shocking. He hadn't meatduch her. He
had merely reacted reflexively, hoping to offer l@emeasure of
comfort.

Knowing the servants were watching, he removedhiisd and,
needing to do something, lifted the goblet to fps.|

At once Vinson was beside him, refilling it.
Keane glanced at Briana. "You haven't touched yone."

"It's been so long, I'm afraid to drink more thaewa sips, for fear it'll
go straight to my head. And then I'd have to beiedrto my
chambers."

For some strange reason, the very thought haddusl bunning hot.
He kept his tone deliberately bland. "That would be a hardship,
my lady."

At the deep timbre of his voice, Briana felt dditthrill. But a quick
glance assured her he was merely being polite. &tk diready
returned his attention to his meal.

"You've told me nothing of yourself, except thatiyoere educated
abroad." She lifted her goblet. "Where did you gfid

"A few years in Paris. A few more in Spain."

"How wonderful. My brother, Conor, studied thers, w&ell as in
Rome."

"Did he like it?"



She shook her head. "I think he had some marvedalv&ntures. But
he said he was often lonesome for the sights amadscof Ballinarin.
Was it the same for you?"

He nodded. "One doesn't have to be in a conveatpison to feel
confinement."

She thought about it a moment, then said softlyothdr Superior
once said we all carry a prison inside our he&td.we also carry
freedom. It's up to us to choose which door we ppad which one
we close."

When he remained silent, she knew which door, hkdmmsen to
open.

"What did you study, while in France and Spain?"

He shrugged. "Much as you at the convent, | suppbis&ory,
literature, mathematics. My father wanted me t@hkepared to take
over the family estates."

"And what did you want?"

He turned to her and saw the understanding in hes.€'l didn't
know what | wanted. | only knew | didn't want winay father wanted
for me. When he told me to go left, | went righth®# he told me to
sleep, | defied him by staying awake all night.'s Mbice lowered.
"And when he ordered me to join him in England,dniv But | did
everything | could that was harmful and hurtful.”

"Perhaps your father should have sent you to a stena”

Despite his dark mood, he had to smile. "Hearingryales of the
convent, | wonder if | would have survived. In mgrieer, arrogant
days, | would have been horrified if I'd been far¢e shovel dung in
a stable."



"Oh, you'd have survived. And you would have retaknlike me,
humbled and work-worn."

"Is that how you see yourself?"
She nodded. "Or perhaps | should have said chadtehastened."

Chaste. His laughter died. If only he could makehsa claim. He
would have been spared untold misery.

Seeing his sudden grim mood, Briana took a sip miewefore
setting down her goblet. Though the meal had beerllent, she
could feel her strength beginning to ebb.

The housekeeper approached. "Will there be anytisey my lord?"
He glanced at Briana, who shook her head.

"Nothing more, Mistress Malloy." Then, for no reasbhe could
fathom, he felt compelled to add, "Everything wasfect. You'll
give my compliments to Cook."

"Aye, my lord." Bursting with pride, the housekeepeaotioned for
the servants to leave, then followed them out e d

Lost in thought, Keane sipped his wine and stateleaclosed door.
Across the room, Vinson cleared his throat.

Keane looked up with a frown, wondering what he faadotten to
do or say.

The butler glanced toward Briana, then at Keanerh#&ps the lass is
growing weary, my lord."



Keane turned to her. Seeing her pallor, he shoaell bis chair and
got to his feet. "Forgive me, my lady."

"There is nothing to forgive." She accepted histchaind stood beside
him. "I only wish | were stronger. But for now, lust go to my
chambers and rest,’;

He offered his arm, and she leaned on him as tressed the room
and bade good-night to Vinson. The old man held dber and
watched as they moved slowly down the hall.

"l detest this weakness." When the words slippechfner mouth, she
gave a sigh of annoyance. She had thought, aferydars of
coaching by the good sisters, that she could kaep #houghts to
herself. It would seem that within mere days okflem, her old
nature was returning. Or perhaps, it had always be#gh her,

awaiting the chance to show itself.

"l know you are impatient for your strength to metd His voice was
so close beside her ear she had to struggle nshiver. "But you
have been through so much, Miss O'Neil. Be pajiestta bit longer."

"Is patience one of your virtues, my lord?"
"If only it were."

By the light of candles burning in sconces aloregwialls, she turned
to study his profile. It showed a proud, haughtynm&he had a
feeling there was much more to Keane O'Mara thare pede and
arrogance. She sensed an underlying sadness imfiwell. A deep
and abiding wound that had never healed.

At the door to her chambers they paused.



She turned to him, her face tilted. "I never propéranked you for
saving my life. Cora told me how you fought for mieen she and the
others had thought me beyond saving."

"You were the one who fought your way back to IBeana O'Neil."

It occurred to him that hers was the loveliest n&u@d ever spoken
aloud. "I knew, the moment | saw you fighting tongaon to the
smallest thread of life, that you had the heara avarrior. But I'm

glad | was here to help."

Her voice lowered to a whisper. "l can never reyay."

"You already have." He took her hands in his. "Yprgasence tonight
was more than enough payment. You shared youmptisine. For a
little while, you made me forget about my own. InHaoemember
when I've had a more pleasant evening."He liftechbeads to his lips
and kissed one, then the other. It was the merashiof his lips to
her flesh, but he felt the sizzle of excitement dodnd that he
couldn't release her just yet.

Turning her hands over, he pressed kisses to daoér gpalms. He
heard her little intake of breath and knew that siael been
unprepared for this. As had he, if truth be toldt Biere was a demon
Inside him that had suddenly taken over his contkblhout giving a
thought to what he was doing, he released her heamdi$ifted his to
frame her face.

"Have | shocked you, my lady?"

"Aye." She started to draw away and found hersatkbd against the
door.

"Forgive me. But I've never before seen a womah aihber eyes.
They fascinate me." He drew her closer. "You fast@me, Briana
O'Neil."



And then, before he could reconsider, he lowerexd Head and
covered her lips with his.

Briana stood absolutely still. Though her heart wasng like a
runaway carriage, and her blood was pumping fulyoshe didn't
move. Couldn't.

The hands framing her face were the gentlest sbps. But they held
her all the same. As did the kiss.

And oh, what a kiss. His mouth moved over hers Jsitbh sure,
practiced ease. This was a man who'd had a grahofiexperience,
if his lips were any indication. They nuzzled améxed and tasted
until, on a sigh, she returned the kiss. And beclastan it.

He tasted of wine and tobacco and some other, deakt that was
distinctly male. And purely intoxicating.

Years before, she'd been kissed. By village bageeto impress the
daughter of the O'Neil. By friends of her brothevbo'd taken care

not to anger the powerful O'Neil men. But nonehaisie chaste kisses
had caused this strange ripple of feeling thathexdeeling as if her

entire world had suddenly tipped upside down.

She reached out to steady herself, and her hands omatact with
his waist. As soon as she touched him, she hearditthe moan.
Whether of pleasure or impatience, she knew na.r&ponded with
a sigh of her own.

Keane could have told himself that this was unpdahfut it would
have been a lie. He had thought of nothing butdhisvening. From
the first moment she'd walked into the librarydhganted to kiss her.
To feel the heat. The fire. To feel her heart paogeh rhythm to his.



He knew he'd shocked her by his boldness. It cdubénhelped. Just
being around her made him want things he had rd tag And her
sweetness, her innocence, only made him want thera.m

On a moan he took the kiss deeper. His fingersl¢dniprough her
hair, drawing her head back. He heard her litdg sis she brought
her hands to his chest. But instead of pushingdway, her hands
clutched at the front of his tunic.

Dear heaven, he was starved for the touch, the,takbne as sweet
as this. He hadn't known his heart could respdwthis. He'd buried
his feelings deep, consigned to the grave fored&etr.now, with the
simplest touch of her, the merest taste, he coatd his heart
beginning to beat again.

He knew he had to end this, but not just yet. Hatad, needed one
more moment, one more taste.

Her sweetness, her innocence, aroused him as go#vear had.
Dangerous, he knew. For he was far from innocentl #he thoughts
he was entertaining at this moment would shocksmashdalize this
unspoiled, untouched lass.

Finally, detesting this weakness in himself, hedfhis head and took
a step back, breaking contact.

When she put a hand to the door, he covered itlvath of his, to still
her movements. Inside, he knew, Cora would be awaiher
mistress. What he wanted to say was for Brianasaane.

"I'm sorry if I've shocked you. But | can't say Isarry for the kiss.
Given the chance, I'd no doubt do it again. So beyBriana O'Neil.
For, as I'm certain the servants will tell you, yeun the home of a
man with no conscience."



She looked up and met his gaze. For the past yleaas, the virtue of
honesty had been preached on a daily basis. Shetwadain if this

was the time or place for it, or just how other vemmvould deal with

this situation. But she wasn't other women. Andlse said the only
thing she could.

"I can't say I'm sorry either." Her lips curved anmost beguiling
smile. "And if that be a sin, it was a most enjdgabne, Keane
O'Mara. One I'd gladly commit again."

She shoved open the door and walked inside withdud€kward
glance.

As the door closed behind her, Keane stood peyfstil. Then, as he
began to walk along the hall, he threw back hislreeal roared with
laughter. Briana O'Neil was the most unexpectecprsg. An
absolute delight.

He was still laughing when he reached his own clesb

It was a sound the servants at Carrick House hhdaitd since his
return from England.



Chapter Six

"Good morrow, my lord." Vinson entered Keane's chara and
found him standing on the balcony, naked to thestyaiearing only
his breeches and boots.

The look on his face was dark and bleak as he duiméis butler. "l
learned something last night."

"Aye, my lord? And what might that be?"

"Briana O'Neil is not a nun. She took no vows. 3l#s merely a
student at the convent.”

"Is that so, my lord?"

"Aye." His scowl deepened as the elderly servaltdtehim into his
tunic and removed a waistcoat from the wardrobe.

After a sleepless night, he'd come to several seEsAs pleasant as
he found the lass's company, he needed to avoiduatigr contact

with her. He had no right to lead the lass on.\B&ag completely open
and guileless. And he...

If she were to learn the truth about him, she would "Weeping and
praying, back to the safety of the convent.

He'd best walk a very wide circle around Briana €@'NAnd see that
he returned her to her family as he'd found hertoUched.
Unspoiled. With her trust—and her heart—intact.

"Though the village elders have been requestingetimg, I've been
putting them off, Vinson. Perhaps it's time | sawtt’

"Aye, my lord. If you'd like, I'll send a messeng@hen would you
like to meet with them?"



"Today. This morrow." He needed to get away. Togmme distance
between himself and Briana O'Neil. He may have bashecided
before, but last night had convinced him. If hendithke drastic steps
to avoid the lass, he might end up doing somettinag'd both regret.
He had no desire to hurt her. Or to complicatehesady complicated
life. "You'll see to it, Vinson?"

Instead of a reply, the old man cleared his throat.
Keane braced himself.

"Mistress Malloy and | have been discussing ths.las
"Aye." Keane waited, tapping his foot.

"We think she needs a bit of prodding."

"Prodding?"

"Aye. A push or two in the right direction.”

Keane crossed his arms over his chest. ' 'And wdiilgttion might
that be, Vinson?"

"She eats almost nothing from the trays sent t¢hambers. But last
night she ate quite a bit of meat and biscuits."

"Her appetite will improve as her strength grows."

"But how can her strength grow if she doesn't &it2ress Malloy
and | were thinking that if you were to take yowrals with the lass,
you might be able to persuade her, in a nice wagoafse, to take
more nourishment."”

There was no way he could possibly explain to ¢halsman that the
very thing he was suggesting was the thing Keanst meeded to



avoid. The more time he spent in Briana's compdhg, more
complicated all this would become.

"Isn't it enough that her life was spared?" "Whaddwill it do if the
lass never recovers her strength, my lord?"

"It will come back. Slowly. But | don't believe thiaking my meals
with Miss O'Neil will do anything to improve her pgtite. In fact, it
might have quite the opposite effect.”

"If | may say so, my lord, the lass was in highrigpiast night. And |
do believe it was due in some small measure téatttehat she was in
the company of a kindred spirit."

Aye. Just what he'd feared. A kindred spirit. Wkiesing on both
their minds. And he knew what kissing led to, evleshe didn't.
Complications.

His tone hardened. "There's the matter of my mgaetith the village
elders."

"Aye, my lord. If you'd like, I'll arrange a meegirfior midmorning.
After you've had a chance to sup with the lass."

Keane expelled an impatient breath. Stubborn. Tthenan had been
this way with him since he'd been a lad. And, iytamg, Vinson

seemed to be growing more stubborn with every ykamas the

problem with elderly retainers. They felt as ifyhelled the manor.
And this one, who had been more a father to him tha own flesh
and blood, was becoming especially vexing.

Still, what was the harm? Didn't he owe it to thesl to help her
recover completely?



He gave a reluctant nod of his head. "All rightn&6n. I'll break my
fast with her this morrow."” He waved a hand. "Tdistress Malloy
to prepare her morning repast. Then I'll be on ray.Ww

"Very good, my lord." The old man took his leavéhen, smiling
broadly, he hurried off to tell the housekeepet #haerything was
going along as planned.

"Good morrow, my lady."

Briana squinted against the bright sunlight as Gbraw open the
heavy draperies and began to move efficiently abmitoom. She'd
been having the loveliest dream. A dark angel ffestiiher onto his
steed and carried her home to Ballinarin. But wiheras time to bid
her goodbye, he had gathered her into his armgpesdaimed his
undying love, kissing her until she was breathless.

In fact, she was still breathless. And her heatthesst unsteady. If
only she could have finished the dream. Would heslsayed with
her?

She roused herself enough to return the servardigtigg. "Good
morrow, Cora. How | wish | had just a little of yoenergy."

"You shall, my lady. You'll see. But you must beig@at a while
longer."

Briana sighed. All her young life she had heard @gdmonition.
Patience. The lack of it was her downfall. Mothaep&rior had called
it her cross in life. But there was nothing to loae for it except hope
that one day she would acquire a least a smallunead patience.

Cora held up a simple morning gown of pale pinkistkss Malloy
chose this for today. Does it meet with your appt®V'Oh, Cora. It's



lovely. | do thank you for all the work you're fext to do on my
behalf. But please explain to the housekeepeitthattters not to me
what | wear. For so long now I've worn nothing the coarse robes
of the convent. I've no need of such finery."

"I don't mind the extra work, my lady. You makeaijoy to serve
you." The servant drew back the covers and offaercarm, leading
Briana across the room to a basin of rose-scenéderw

While Briana washed, Cora laid out a petticoat emeimise, as well
as dainty kid boots.

"We found these in a trunk and thought they might gou better
than those slippers, my lady."

Briana nodded in appreciation. "They're lovely, £&drhank you. But
why all this fuss?"

"Lord Alcott sent word that you were to join himighmorrow to
break your fast.”

"He did?" Briana felt a rush of pleasure. Thougé khew little about
her host, she had enjoyed his company. Not to memiis kiss. Her
cheeks felt warm at the very thought of it.

"Keane was most reluctant to speak of himself ar family last
night, though | know not why. Perhaps he will sp@akhem this
morrow."

The little servant's voice lowered. "It is rumortict he has known
much sorrow in his lifetime, my lady. He has ondgently returned
from England to claim his inheritance."

"He spoke of England. And France and Spain, as?wllt after
traveling afar, | should think he would be delighte finally return to
his childhood home."



Cora turned. "There is much speculation amongé¢heasts."
"Such as?" Briana looked up.

"Whether he will remain in Ireland, or become asati owner as his
father was. No one knows whether or not he willcofirse.” Cora
kept her voice just above a whisper. "For Lord Al¢as not chosen
to confide his plans to anyone. But there are thvase wager he'll

soon tire of the life of a landowner in this poouatry."

"Oh." Briana covered her mouth with her hand. "tiud be a sin to
turn his back on a place as lovely as this."

"Aye, my lady. But it's done all the time by titlggntlemen." The
little servant held up a comb, trying to decide dould be secured in
such short hair, then seemed to change her miadingl it back atop
a dressing table. Seeing that Briana had finishadhwg, Cora
approached and began to help her into the gownat'S kvhy the
household staff has made wagers that the magsterisly biding his

time until he leaves here to make his home in sexodic land." Her

voice lowered. "Where he will never again be reraghdf his

troubled past."

"His past?"

"Aye. There are stories. Rumors. That he chode aflidebauchery."
She led Briana to a chair and began dressing herAsashe worked
she added, "Of course, our lord is merely doingtwias done to
him."

"And what is that?" Briana studied the servantfecton in the
mirror.

"After his mother died, and shortly thereafterdyiandfather, I'm told
his father had hardly a minute for the young |d#d.was sent off to
boarding schools so that his father could entertaith lavish



masques and dinner parties here at Carrick Housd, he took
himself off to England, where he lived out his daythe company of
the titled noblemen and their ladies. | supposeas natural that the
present Lord Alcott would feel like an outsider whbe finally
returned to his home."

"But after so many years of wandering, | shouldkhCarrick House
would bring him such joy."

The serving wench shrugged. "Mistress Malloy sagsd are some
people in this world who simply cannot find hap@senywhere.
Perhaps Lord Alcott is one of them." Cora stoodkitacadmire her
handiwork. Satisfied, she said, "Now, my lady ddinmon Vinson to
escort you to the great hall."

"Thank you, Cora."

When she was alone, Briana turned to stare ouwthdow at the
green, rolling hills of Carrick. The scene was rast wild and
primitive as Ballinarin. But it was obvious that &e O'Mara had
inherited something of great value here. How teay it would be if
he should turn his back on his birthright.

Her own problems faded into insignificance. If fast three years
away from Ballinarin had seemed interminable tq kdrat must it
have felt like for a young, lonely lad? The lossaimother and
grandfather would have left him adrift. But to lobe love of his
father, and to be turned out of the comfort offesne, would have
left him devastated.

Still, the servant had suggested that much ofulsis Keane's own
choice. If it be true, he had no one to blame bashlf. Still, for now,
she would not forget that this man was the one hdwbsaved her life.
For that, she owed him an enormous debit.

* * %



"You did what?" The housekeeper looked aghast aa épeated
what she'd told Briana. "You discussed Lord Alagith the lass?"
With her hands on her hips, the older woman tutioethe butler.
"Now what're we to do?"

Vinson sighed. "There's nothing to be done abonibw. Besides, it
may not cause any real damage. The lass isn'tridst females. She
doesn't strike me as someone who'd be put off éydid's past. In
fact, Cora, you might have done more good thankymyv. After all,
If she's as tenderhearted as | suspect, it maygbehe thing the lass
needed to hear."

The servant gave a sigh of relief. "l truly didméan any harm. It's
just that it's so easy to talk to the lass. Thexe®sal goodness in her
heart and soul. | can see it in her eyes."

Vinson nodded, then motioned for her to leave. Wtiey were
alone he turned to the housekeeper. "There's mpthido now but go
on as planned.”

"Aye." Mistress Malloy nodded. "And hope that sedttain Cora
keeps at least a few of the family secrets to Hferse

"My lord, the lass is here." At the sound of Vinsowoice, Keane
took a deep breath and turned to face her.

She was leaning slightly on the old man's arm. lésarfrown
deepened. Why did she have to look so young ast fiad lovely?

All night he'd seen her in his dreams. Smiling tien with such

trust. He could have sworn he'd even tasted heswet as spring
rain. With just a hint of roses. When Vinson steppeay, Keane had
no choice but to cross the room and offer his ditme. mere touch of



her made him bristle. Dear heaven, how was he goiggt through
an entire meal?

He forced himself to make pleasant, innocuous camavien. "How
are you feeling this morrow, my lady?"

"A little better," she said as she laid her handhssleeve.

He absorbed the touch of her and felt his bloodrbiegstir. "Are you
still in need of opiates for the pain?"

"At times. But each day the need seems to lessen."

"That pleases me." He led her to the table antkddtier in a chair,
then took his place.

Another mistake. His knee brushed hers, and ha feish of heat that
had him clenching his hand into a fist.

Mistress Malloy motioned for the servants, who apghed the table
with platters of roasted quail, thin slices of be@fimming in gravy,
and a basket of steaming bread. Another servadtehbbw! of fruit
conserve, while another offered tea and mead.

Vinson cleared his throat. Keane turned his wagirgethe old man's
arched brow, Keane was reminded of the reasonhfsrmeal. He
served Briana's plate first, making certain thawats heaped with
food. Then he served his own plate.

The old man nodded his approval.
Briana's eyes widened. "l couldn't possibly eathadi, Keane."

His tone was rougher than he'd intended. "You neeat if you're to
regain your strength. After all, it's the only wggu'll endure the
journey to Ballinarin."



At the mention of her home, she felt the momentiami of pleasure.
"It sounds as though you're eager to see me gonkroh”

He frowned at the very thought. "I should think ¥bbe eager to be
on your way."

"l am. Aye."
"Then | shall be happy to oblige, my lady."
Neither of them smiled as they fell silent.

The housekeeper used that moment to step forwidale' you tried
the fruit conserve, my lady?"

"Nay. But | will, Mistress Malloy. Thank you." Bnea spooned some
onto her plate, then spread a bit on her bread.

Her smile was back. "Oh, that's the finest conséweeever tasted."
She turned to Keane. "You must try some."

She spread a little on a piece of bread and held s lips. He
opened his mouth and accepted the offering, keepmgaze fixed
on her. As her fingers brushed his lips, she savelyes narrow
slightly. Then, as he tasted, a slow smile spreaoisa his lips.

"You're right, my lady." He addressed his word$h® housekeeper.
"You'll tell Cook that she has made another contjues

Mistress Malloy was grinning from ear to ear. "liwmy lord."

He turned to Briana. ' ‘Now, | believe you werengpio tell me about
Innis, the lad you call almost a brother."

He could see the joy that came into her eyes. "Ayd@s. His entire
clan was slaughtered by English soldiers. Fromdagton he made



his home with us at Ballinarin, until my brotherdgaved AnnaClaire
Thompson. Innis adores them, and they feel the sdooet him. So,
by happy circumstances, | acquired another brdther.

"Is he older or younger?"
"Just four years younger, at ten and four."
He blinked. "You're ten and eight, my lady?"

Out of the corner of his eye he could see VinsahMistress Malloy
exchange a quick look. They appeared to be asisedpas he.

"l thought you much younger, Miss O'Neil."

"Perhaps it is the simplicity of life in the contgrshe mused as she
spooned fruit conserve on another piece of warradre

But Keane knew it was not the simplicity of the eent, but the
simplicity of the woman beside him. She was absbjutvithout
pretense. But a woman, nonetheless. A beautifuiplsi, and most
desirable woman.

He fell silent, lost in thought. Seeing it, the Bekeeper turned to the
butler with a knowing look. Perhaps they had aldma dangerous
miscalculation. A woman as old as this, who wab atimaiden,
would be thinking of marriage and permanence aeslthat would
bind for a lifetime. Not things Lord Alcott wouldrer consider.

"Oh, that was heavenly." Briana sat back with d&.sf@ut | simply
can't eat another bite."

"Nor I." Keane set aside his napkin. "Do you fasbisg enough for a
walk in the garden?"



She nodded. "I'd like that."

She leaned on his arm as he helped her from the. ek felt the
quick rush of heat and struggled to dismiss it. Bsitthey walked
slowly from the room he became aware of the scémbses that
lingered on her skin, in her hair.

"You must see the rose garden. They're just beggnia bloom."

"l do love roses." She breathed in the fresh aiheg stepped outside.
"Oh, Keane, this is lovely."

He nodded, seeing it through her eyes. It wasaa, the first time
he'd bothered to walk in the garden since his metarlreland. He
realized now that it had become neglected.

He remembered as a lad playing here while his motrel
grandfather looked on. The jolt was swift and palinf

"Here we are." He led her along a stone-paved pdéth.can sit over
here and admire the roses."

He settled her on a garden bench, then took dssate her. It was a
lovely, peaceful setting, with rows of hedges bembeds of roses.
If the hedges were in need of trim, and the rosesed of pruning,
they detracted little from the view.

In the center of the garden, a fountain spilled iatcircular basin.
The sound, the scents, were a soothing balm.

Briana watched the antics of a bird, splashinghm waters of the
fountain, before turning to Keane.

"My mother has a lovely garden at Ballinarin. Skespecially proud
of her roses. They're considered some of the fimesll of Ireland.



Villagers come from all around to admire them. Ahdugh she has
several gardeners, she prefers to tend the rossslfie

She suddenly laughed, remembering an incident frenchildhood.
"Once, when | was a wee lass, | snipped off alltloems from my
mother's roses, then proudly raced inside and predder with my
lovely gift."

Keane chuckled. "If | had committed such an offeasa lad, | would
have tasted the rod. What was the reaction of gatgnts?"

She smiled. "As you can imagine, my father was ihed: He
pounded his fist on the table, and | fully expedteat I'd be avoiding
anything that required sitting down for many dagscome. But
before he could exact punishment for my crime, noghar clapped
her hands and laughed and said it was the nicesept she'd ever
been given. And she gathered all the blooms intodpeon and
carried them outside to the fountain, scatterirenthnto the waters
of the pool."

" 'For what purpose?"

Briana shook her head. "At the time, | hadn't taguest idea. | just
thought all those pretty blossoms looked so perfimating in the

water." She smiled, remembering. "That night, whesas supposed
to be asleep, | heard laughter from outside. | tctepmy balcony,

where | saw my father and mother seated in the, gambing from

goblets and whispering words that were unintellgifsom such a
distance. But | fell asleep with the sound of tieirghter still ringing

in my ears."

The image her story had painted in his mind had |boking at her
with a bemused expression. "What an amazing fayoilys must be.
It sounds as though your parents actually enjoyama¢her."

"Of course they do. Why are you surprised by that?"



He shrugged. "I suppose because | have observésivsbusbands
and wives who are truly happy with their stateifie.'l

"Theirs is a great love, despite their differengcepersonality and
temperament."” Briana's voice softened. "All who $&&vin and
Moira O'Neil marvel at the love for one another efhshines in their
eyes."

Without thinking he linked his fingers with hersdestudied her small
hand. "Did you ever pick your mother's roses adain?

She laughed, to cover the little tremor that regdedg her spine at the
touch of his hand on hers. "Nay. But there weremamy other
offenses committed, | often couldn't sit down faysl at a time."

"You, lass?"

She grinned. "From the day | was born, | have liberbane of my
father's existence. He wanted me to emulate myenoflo be sweet
and silent, and..." She wrinkled her nose, "...enbent. And all |
wanted was the freedom my brothers take for grahted

"Such as?"

"The freedom to ride a horse bareback, without gihttio modestly
covering my legs. The freedom to wield a weapore freedom to
swim in the river with my brothers and Innis."

He glanced down at their linked fingers. "Perhapstwou see as
freedom, they see as duty."

"Then why must men's duties be so enjoyable, wimen's duties
are so confining?" She turned to him with a frodWhile my

brothers were tumbling about in a meadow, | wasetqa to sit at
my mother's knee and learn needlework. While thesevewimming
on a summer's day, | was assisting my mother thibg a villager's



babe. And while they were hunting, | was kneelmgriayer at chapel
with my mother and Friar Malone."

He felt a grin tugging at the corner of his lipgt he managed to keep
his tone even. "It does sound as though your brstivere having a
great deal more fun at their chores than you,"lass.

"Aye. It's why | constantly ran away and joinedrthe~or which |
always paid. And paid dearly."

"And did you never learn the virtue of obedience?"

"Not according to my father. He called me his iglol headstrong
female. But, as comfort, my mother used to sayufi to the young to
make foolish mistakes, so that their elders cackdlneir tongues and
feel superior.”

Keane's voice lowered. "If it is any consolatiorrjaBa, I've also
made my elders feel very superior indeed."

He seemed about to say more when he caught sigMinsion
hurrying along the garden path. Briana swallowedtkbder
disappointment. She'd felt certain that he'd bdemugto discuss his
own childhood.

"My lord." The old man came to a halt when he dnaar. "Have you
forgotten your meeting with the village elders?"

Keane looked thunderstruck. His time spent with log.ely
companion had wiped every other thought from hisdni

"Your horse is saddled, my lord. Your valise is hmt"
-Thank you, Vinson. You'll see the lass back toltbese?"

"Aye, my lord."



Keane turned to Briana and lifted her hand to ips. I'Forgive me,
my lady. In your pleasant company, I'd forgottea time."

As he brushed his lips over her knuckles, he f@tjolt to his heart.

"I must be gone for several days, to oversee mgt@skf you need
anything at all, you need only ask Vinson and hHesee to it."

"You are most kind."

He continued to hold her hand between both of Tieen, seeing
Vinson watching, he lowered her hand and turnedjawa



Chapter Seven

Keane wiped a sleeve across his forehead and hrgedount up a

wooded hill. As he started down the other sidecdidd see below
him the village of Car- rick. It spread out, thelgglgreen and lush,
the huts and farmhouses clean, if less than proapeAs he passed
through the fields he noted the flocks and herashwg they looked

a bit more healthy. The village cemetery caughelies and he noted
the fresh graves. So many. Too many.

An occasional villager would look up as he rode pasd though the

men doffed their hats out of respect and the wonoelded, there was
no real display of affection. As he had noted ewdigre he rode, his
reputation had preceded him. Not that he mindedd K&arned to

deal with it as he'd dealt with everything unpleasa his life. He put

it aside and moved on. And if, in some small pahis mind, he felt

a twinge of pain, it mattered not. Pain, he'd ledinwas to be
endured. As life was to be endured.

The long, winding path to Carrick House snakedughoa delightful
stretch of woods that was cool and green, with reosgred timbers
and shrubs taking root in every available spaceeMforse and rider
emerged from the woods, Keane caught his first ggenof the
silver-gray facade of Carrick House. For a moménhkart stirred in
his chest. Odd. He hadn't felt that way in sucbragltime. In fact,
he'd been a young lad the last time he'd felt angtht all for his
boyhood home. It was just as well. He wanted, neéed®
attachments. It would make it all the less difftdol leave, when his
business here was concluded.

His horse splashed gratefully through an age-btgpbnd, pausing a
moment to drink. Then, sensing an end to the joyrexited on the
far shore and started across the meadow that Il tetables.



Keane was as eager as his stallion to be homgotiheey around his
property had stretched into more than a week. Akwafecrude
taverns and inns, where the food and ale had baestyltolerable,
and the people only slightly more so.

He handed his horse over to the stable lad, anc risdway to the
house.

"Welcome home, my lord." Vinson accepted Kean@alchnd hung
it on a hook before trailing him upstairs to Keanmeom. "Gone a bit
longer than you'd planned, my lord."

"Aye." Keane waited while his butler poured himlasg of ale to
wash away the dust of the road. ' '‘Most of the mgstwith the
village elders didn't last very long after theyrtesd that | had no
intention of throwing good money after bad."

"They want money, my lord?" Vinson handed him tloblgt, then
took a poker to the smoldering log on the fire.

''To buy arms to be used against the Englishidi tteem there isn't
enough money in all of Ireland to defeat the Einglis

"You said that, my lord?"

Keane nodded. "But the meetings the last day @resd much better.
Probably because | remembered to compliment thegeilelders on
the fine job they've done with the fields in my atse."

Vinson turned. "You did that, my lord?"

"Aye." Keane smiled at the look of pride on the ohén's face.
Vinson had been his first tutor. And, at timesptighout his lonely
childhood, his only friend. "I might not have thau@f it earlier. But
since the arrival of Briana O'Neil, I've been red&d how fortunate |



am to have all this. | find her humble gratitudfeshing. Don't you,
Vinson?"

"Oh, aye, my lord. Most refreshing."
"What has she done in my absence?"

"You'll be pleased to know that she grows strongi each day.
She can take the stairs without help. Fairly fa&sng the halls. Has
been known to race from room to room searchin@ma or one of
the other servants. And her appetite seems to peoinmg. In fact,
she has begun taking her midday meal in the kitghsith the staff.”

Keane's hand paused in midair. "In the kitchens9aVh

"l don't know, my lord. She asked Cora where shetlagm offered to
join her. | think she just likes to be around pecpl

Keane sipped, thought. "Was the household staffgfutoy her
presence?"

"Put off, my lord?" Vinson shook his head. "Notalt Everyone
enjoys the lass's company. She's quite delightful."

Delightful. The perfect description of Briana O'NéDo you join
them as well, Vinson?"

' 'Aye, my lord. The first day, | was passing thgbuand heard the
laughter and decided to join the others. After tlitabecame a bit
more routine."

"| see." Keane stared at the amber liquid in hasgl "What else has
she done in my absence?"

"'Chatted up Fleming, the gardener, a good bitlard; Puttered with
the roses, with his help, of course. She walketh&stables and



asked to ride, but Monroe, the stable master rdfusdil he first
learned how you feel about it."

"Do you think she's strong enough, Vinson?"

The old man shrugged. "It's hard to say, my lotte Seems filled
with energy. Still, Mistress Malloy has insistedtlhe lass rest every
afternoon. We thought it best to wait until youuret and you can
decide what's best for our lass."

Keane noted the use of the teoor lass. When had Briana O'Neil
ceased being a guest, and become an accepted frerthmusehold?

"Where is she now?"

"The last | saw her, she was going up the stansbdbly to bathe.
She's put in quite a day. Perhaps a bit taxinghar still recovering
from such serious wounds. But the lass has sfiiist.ner saving
grace." He moved to the wardrobe and began layunfresh clothes.
"Will | tell Mistress Malloy to prepare a late sug"

"Aye. And you might ask if Miss O'Neil would care {oin me."
Keane was already setting aside his glass as biéedttoward the
basin of water. Not that he was eager to see har.itBvas nice
knowing he had someone to talk to after his longeabe. "Tell her
I'll be in the library."

As the old man turned away Keane called, "And Vimso
"Aye, my lord?"

"There's a cask of wine from our French vineyand$e cellar. Have
one of the servants open it for you."

"l thought you'd told me you were saving that f@pacial occasion."



"I was." His smile was quick. And dangerous. "ljust decided to
make tonight special.”

"French wine." Mistress Malloy sniffed and dartetbak at Vinson
while the cask was being tapped. "Our lass isntiar drinking."

"A bit of wine won't hurt." Vinson filled a crystalecanter, then
corked the cask.

"How can you be certain?"

He added two sparkling crystal goblets, then littesl silver tray and
headed for the door. "Because I'll drop by thealiproften enough to
keep an eye on things."

When he walked away, the housekeeper returned tduties. She'd
been able to let down her guard with her lord aathyveek. Now
she'd have to get back to the tiresome task aidrio keep one step
ahead of him. A man with a reputation like Lord &tks required
considerable watching around an innocent like #éiss.IShe shivered
just thinking about all the scandals. Drink and veonand cards and
all manner of unmentionable behavior. There propalaisn't much
Keane O'Mara had missed in his youth. But now #h& and the
others had tossed their young lass into the lidexs they had a duty
to see that she wasn't devoured before she haanaelo tame him.

"Oh, Cora." Briana stood on a little stool in th&ldie of the room,

while the servant finished turning up the hem aoflatest gown. This
one was the color of heather, with a softly roundeckline edged in
lace. Catching sight of her reflection in the loukiglass, her voice
was tinged with awe. "This gown is..."



"...much too big." Mistress Malloy paused in theodway, with an
armload of fresh linen. She felt a little twistfefr. The lass looked
far too fetching. What man could resist such aon@3i

"Too big?" Cora stopped her work and got to het.fee

"Aye. Look here." The housekeeper crossed the raodndeposited
the linens on the bed before turning to Briana.isTteckline is too
low. Why, | can see...too much of the lass's flésid this fabric is
much too soft. Look how it clings to her body."

Cora considered. "It's too late to change it nogadld add a shawl."

"Aye." Mistress Malloy nodded vigorously. "A shawbuld help."

But she knew it was pointless. Nothing short olua's habit would
hide the lass's beauty. Not that they wanted te ha&t. But they did
have an obligation to keep her virtue intact. Givemd Alcott's

appetite, they were playing a dangerous game. Atidam innocent
who had not a clue.

"Is this better?" Cora picked up a soft white sh#wvat might have
been spun from angel hair, and draped it over Bisashoulders.

"Aye. Some." The housekeeper studied her withtacalieye. Even
with the hair cut shockingly short, Briana O'Ne#sva striking lass.
A man would have to be blind not to notice her lbgaAnd Lord
Alcott was far from blind where pretty women weoncerned.

They looked up at a knock on the door. When Mistrigilloy
opened it, Vinson was waiting.

"I've come to fetch the lass. Is she ready?"

"Aye." The housekeeper turned. "Come, lass. Theikwaiting."



As Briana crossed the room, the butler and hougpekesxchanged a
look.

The old man cleared his throat. "You look...splentiss."
"Thank you, Vinson."

As they started along the hall he noted that sleenedonger leaning
on his arm. He thought wistfully, for just a momentwo, how much
he missed it.

"How is Keane? Did he talk to you about his jourh&yas he glad to
be home?"

"Aye, to everything." So many questions. It wastgylain that she
could barely contain her excitement. "The lordimef lass. He said
little about his journey, though I'm sure he'll Bamnore to say when
the two of you are together. And he seemed mogiyhtpbe home."

She, danced along beside him, smiling broadly. $foud tell him that
I'm feeling much stronger?"

"Aye, lass. | told him."

"What did he say?"

"He said he'd see for himself soon enough."

"Do you think he'll allow me to ride?"

"I don't see why not. But you must be patient,.lass

"Patient.” She gave a little hiss as they reachedibor to the library.

Vinson knocked, opened the door, and called, 'livy, Miss O'Neil
is here."



Keane stepped away from his desk and watched astapged into
the room, looking like a vision with her cap of redrls dancing
around cheeks that were bright with color. He'dnbaetually pacing
the room in anticipation.

"Welcome home, Keane." With no trace of her earieakness, she
hurried forward, her hands outstretched.

"Thank you." He took her hands in his, and was bao{f guard by
the jolt. After his little absence, he'd forgotteer effect on him. It
was as potent as a tumbler of fine aged whiskeyd Arst as
intoxicating.

Rather than release her, he continued to hold &etdshas he spread
them apart and stared at the vision before himokLat you, Briana

O'Neil. You look..." Like an angel, he thought. Angel caught in a
whirlwind, "...like you're healing nicely."

"Oh, | am." She squeezed his fingers and gave hiad&nt smile.
"I'm feeling ever so much stronger."

“I'm pleased to hear it."

"Your wine, my lord." Vinson stepped between theffering two
tumblers on a silver tray.

"Thank you, Vinson." Keane was forced to releasehioid on her as
he accepted the two glasses, handing one to Bkaeajng the other
for himself.

Vinson returned the tray to a nearby table, thesidalihimself at the
windows, drawing the draperies against the night.

"Let's sit here by the fire." Keane motioned towaadchaise
positioned in front of the fireplace. Like his ertlhe noted that she
no longer needed his aid in walking. And thougkihew he ought to



be cheered by her returning strength, he found dlfnmsissing her
dependence on him.

Briana sat, sipping her wine. "Tell me about yomnetaway. How far
did you journey?"

"I tried to visit every town and village that malge the estate, though
| fear | may have missed a few. The weather grave gtormy in the
north, and | found myself yearning for the comfairmy own bed."

"Is your estate that vast, then, that you coulskgt it all in a week?"
She was thinking about Ballinarin. Her father wassidered one of
the wealthiest landowners in Ireland. But he rajelyneyed more
than a few days at a time to explore the estate.

"Aye. It's vast," he said almost wearily.
"Where did you sleep?"

"In taverns and inns. Sometimes | had to ride wmgll past dark to
find one that was habitable."

"Couldn't you have stayed with your overseers?"
He seemed surprised by the question. ' 'Why doagh@"

She shrugged. "It's where my father always staysnwie travels
across his estates. He knows all his overseersalmenAnd every
addition to their families as well."

Keane took a moment to sip his wine before replyithguppose |
could have invited myself. But I'm new to them am#nown, except
for my name. Many of the overseers are the somsesf my father
once knew. | found them to be stiff and uncomfdgakith me." He
didn't add that many of the villagers had been bpleostile, as well.



"Perhaps what you mistake for stiff and uncomfddasb really shy
and reserved."

He glanced at her over the rim of his glass. 'hkHiwould know the
difference."

"Aye. One would think so." She dismissed the hinihgpatience in
his tone as mere weariness. "Are you pleased hlttops?"

He nodded. "I'm told the yield would have been &nibat of last
year. But the English soldiers' attacks have lethynof the farmers
afraid to even venture from their homes into tleddf. The soldiers
have been stealing from the flocks and herds a§ \eelving the
farmers without profits." He crossed to the talvld seturned with the
decanter, topping off her glass and his own. "Vdeatou think of the
wine?"

"It's excellent."

“I'm glad you approve. It's very special to mes ftom my French
vineyards."

"You own property in France?"
"Aye. As well as Spain and Italy."

Briana thought about what Cora had told her. Nodeoithe servants
expected him to leave this poor land and make bmmehin some
exotic location. He could afford to live anywhenethe world.

"Is that why you seem unconcerned about the dan@gse crops
and herds?"

"I'm not unconcerned. Merely at a loss as to whalat about it."

"What to do? Why, you fight the English soldierEcourse."



Before Keane could frame a reply, Vinson steppetvden them
once more. "Excuse me, my lord." With a little frowhe butler took
note of the half- empty decanter. He'd have to payenattention to
such details. He couldn't permit the lass to dtotkmuch. "Do you
wish to sup in here or in the great hall?"

"I think we'll take our meal in here tonight, Vimsolt's smaller.
More...intimate." Vinson nearly groaned. "Very goaay lord. I'll
tell Mistress Malloy."

The old man hurried away to give the housekeepeins&uctions.

There would be no early bed for him or for the lekegper. Both he
and Mistress Malloy would have to stay alert thghh For there was
a look in their lord's eyes that Vinson had sedorke It was a look
he always dreaded. It meant Keane O'Mara was ¢gel
especially...frisky.



Chapter Eight

Here we are, my lord." Mistress Malloy enteredlibery, trailed by
half a dozen servants, who proceeded to set avatbi¢ine linen and
crystal and silver.

More servants entered carrying steaming trays datleps, which
were set on a side table, until it groaned undemtbight of so much
food.

"Are you certain that's all for us?" Briana coutdrlp laughing. "It
looks as though you've cooked enough to feed ag.arm

"Aye. Cook was worried. What with the master awayiang, she
thought he'd be wanting a few of his favorites.'eThousekeeper
lifted a lid, sniffed. "There's beef and mutton.d*salmon as the lord
requested for you, lass. Biscuits and some fresingspegetables.
And Cook baked one of her brandied currant cakega%l asked,
my lord."

When the servants were finished with their tadksy tstood to one
side, waiting to serve the lord and his guest.

Keane glanced over from his position by the firaggl "Thank you,
Mistress Malloy. You and the servants may leave.how

"But, my lord, you'll be wanting our help."

"Nay, Mistress Malone. Miss O'Neil and | will ben&." Keane
topped off Briana's glass, then his own, beforaihg and handing
the empty decanter to his butler.

The housekeeper shot a withering look at Vinsorstas and the
servants took their leave. A moment later, whems¥imwalked from
the library carrying the silver tray, she was wagtifor him in the
hallway.



"You said a little wine wouldn't hurt. But they'aéready emptied an
entire decanter."

"Aye," he said, tight-lipped. "I can see that."

"Well? Now what are we supposed to do?" Her voies an angry
whisper.

"1 suppose there's nothing to do but hover outtigedoor and
listen."

"Hover and listen? What good's that going to do?"

"Whenever things get too quiet inside, we'll havewwent a reason to
intrude."

"Oh. | knew it. | knew this was going to get out lohnd." She
stomped away, wiping her sweating palms on herrapro

Vinson followed a bit more slowly, wondering howmyaexcuses he
could come up with for interrupting Lord Alcott frowhatever it was
he was planning for his evening's entertainment.

"Ah, this feels good, doesn't it?" Keane took thatdeside Briana on
the chaise and stretched out his long legs toweadirte.

"Aye. It's a lovely surprise. I'd expected to takguiet meal in my
room and be abed early." "Vinson tells me you'venbgpending time
at midday with the servants in the kitchens."

She nodded. "You have a wonderful staff. | haddeaithat Cora was
a great-niece of Mistress Malloy."



Keane nodded. "Nor did I. Though I'm not surprigddst of the staff
at Carrick House is related through blood or mgeialrhey've been
serving the O'Mara family for generations."

"Cook told me she has a sister who lives in a gélgust east of
Ballinarin. She's knitting a blanket for her sistdraby, expected at
the end of summer. | promised her that when | nehame I'll drop
by for a quick visit, to drop off the blanket arehs her love."

"You'd do that for my cook?"
"Aye. Of course. Why wouldn't 1?"

He studied her in the glow of firelight. "You're most unusual
woman, Briana O'Neil."

"Am | now? And why do you think that?"

"I've never known a highborn woman who mingled withe
servants.”

"Highborn." She gave a snort of derision.
"You have to admit that the O'Neil family is faofn poor."

"Aye. But it's none of my doing. Mother Superiondsave're all
accidents of birth. We have no say over where we'lborn or how
we'll be taught. What we can choose is how we'dl bur lives once
the decisions are in our own hands."

"And so you choose to live without boundaries."

She thought about it a moment. "If you mean withomindaries of
wealth or poverty, aye. It isn't the coin in a nsgmocket that makes
him hero or knave. It's what's in his heart. Higlso



"And which do you suppose | am? Hero or knave?"

"That isn't for me to judge. You know what's in yawn heart. But
I'm thinking that you are a harsh judge of yourdedane O'Mara."

He sipped his wine a moment, gathering his thou@ftte was more
than just unusual. She had an amazing capacitynfght that
startled him.

"If you were to ride over your newly acquired esgafor the first
time, Briana, what would you do?"

She found the question odd, but after a moment Skdadchat with
everyone | could. I'd ask them how to improve tierds or flocks,
or how to enrich the soil. I'd ask the mothers vihair children most
need, and ask the village elders how to improve ltheof their
citizens."

"And when would you tell them what you wanted thiendo?"
She smiled. "l wouldn't."
He blinked. "Not ever?"

"Nay." She shook her head. "Instead, I'd let thewmkthat, as lord of
the manor, | wanted what was best for them."

"Why?"

"Because anything that improves their lives, img®wmine as well.
After all, doesn't the lord of the manor live byetsweat of his
people?"

For the space of a moment or two Keane seemed énstnaick. He
went very still. Then he got to his feet and befgapace. That's what
he'd done wrong. He'd- behaved, from the beginnifgsgourney to



end, like lord of the manor. Instead of askingdhgiven orders.
Instead of listening; he'd given his opinion. l@astef learning from
those who knew the soil and the herds, he'd lediud® wonder
they'd resented him. It wasn't just his reputatdnch had buried
him. It was his attitude.

When had he found any cooperation among them? Wieth
complimented the village elders on the conditiotheir fields. He'd
tossed them a single crumb of kindness, and tegtidned it tenfold.

As he mulled all this over, he began to smile. Ajlee lass was right,
of course. And he'd been right about her. She hadraazing insight.

All the while that he paced, lost in thought, Baasaid not a word,
allowing him time to work out in his mind whatevegrwas that
troubled him.

A sudden loud knock broke the prolonged silences d@bor was
thrown open and Vinson charged into the room, aagrya full
decanter on a silver tray. He glanced around, seemed relieved to
see his lord some distance from the lass.

"Your wine, my lord."

"Thank you, Vinson." Distracted, Keane motioned doavthe table.
"You may fill our goblets." He turned to Briana!d'lforgotten all
about our meal. Come, we'd best eat before our goods cold.”

He caught her hand and led her toward the tabd, feld her chair
as she took her seat.

"Perhaps | should stay and serve," Vinson suggested

Keane slanted him a look. "Aye. A fine idea."



He .settled himself at the table and lifted hisgldl believe a toast is
in order."”

Briana picked up her glass. "What are we drinkofj' t
"To pearls of wisdom, my lady."

"l don't understand."Ah, but you do. You, Brian&dN@&il, seem to
understand things better than anyone I've ever Aret. when you
explain your thoughts, they make more sense to hmaa all the
lessons | was forced to learn as a lad in thosdhadarding schools."

"Then I'm pleased to know | make you so happy, ongh.I

He touched his glass to hers. "Oh, you do, Bridioa. make me very
happy." He turned to Vinson. "You may serve now."

Puzzled, the old man did as he was told. But wihanutes later,
Keane sent him on his way with a wave of his haedyondered just
what had transpired to erase his lord's usually éspression. The
reason that came to mind left him more concernad #ver.

"You didn't really invite a sword fight with Enghssoldiers."

Keane and Briana were once again seated comfortabignt of the
fire. Dinner had been relaxed and slow and easgy Tiad polished
off beef and mutton and salmon. Had finished sschits between
them and even managed to share a piece of Co@csgabpake. But
neither of them could recall a single thing theseden.

He couldn't remember ever talking this much. Qehsg with such
intensity. Or laughing so often and so easily.



Briana had regaled him with stories of her youtlgrowing up in the
shadow of two strong, warrior brothers.

"I did. Aye. All my life I've had to live with theruelty of those

soldiers. I've watched as villagers were helplgssrst their swords.
I've seen my father and brothers fight back agdimstn. And I've

heard my family rage endlessly at the table, @rafinner around the
fire, about the injustice of such a presence inlawu."

"But watching and listening aren't the same asihggipto battle with
the enemy."

She nodded. "I know that. But that day, | just seeto cross over a
line. | saw the soldiers going into the villagedav. | heard their
coarse words and laughter as a lass walked by.tlsatears in the
eyes of that helpless lass who had been so huediliat what they'd
said to her. And something seemed to take holdeoflmode home to
Ballinarin and took down my grandfather's swor@ntmode back to
the village and stood waiting for them to emergearfthe tavern.

"God in heaven, Briana." His hand tightened on stem of the
goblet. "Couldn't anyone in the village stop yo&&stless, he got to
his feet and walked to the fireplace, where heetkkis hand along
the mantel while he watched her.

"Nay. | was Briana O'Neil, daughter of the lordBdllinarin. They
wouldn't have dared to stop me." She frowned, reloesimg. "And
when the soldiers emerged, amid drunken laughttgand-natured
bantering, | challenged them to fight. After th&iock at such a bold,
foolish prank as they called it, their leader krextkne from my horse
and ordered his men to leave. | was so angry, difoback, and he
was forced to wound me, just to keep me from Igllimm."



She winced, thinking back to that terrible, fatedaly. "By the time
the village lads carried me home, all bloody antydmy father was
half-mad with worry."

"He had every right to be."

Her voice lowered. "All of Ireland knows that Gav®iNeil has a
fierce temper. | knew, the minute | saw his fabaf t'd gone too far.
With half the village watching and listening, helered me off to a
cloister.”

He saw the pain that clouded her eyes. "What eisklte do, lass, if
he loved you?"

"I don't know." She stood and began to pace. "Qwee..." She

stopped to glance at him. "...and there was plehtizat in the long,

sleepless nights | passed those first few weekbenconvent.. .1
realized that I'd forced my father's hand." Sheimesd her pacing. '
'‘But | had this wonderful hope that sustained ntes fiope that he'd
send for me. And when he didn't, and the weekdcsiee into

months, and the months into years, | began to despaver seeing
my home again."

"And now, very soon, you shall."

"Aye." She stopped her pacing. Her eyes were tezliBut it wasn't
my father who sent for me."

"It wasn't?"

"Nay." She shook her head. "Mother Superior told jm&as my
mother who'd sent for me, after my father sustasmexdinor wound
and became difficult to care for."



"l see." He could see so much more. Though shes@agsr to return
to her home, she was fearful of the sort of gregetime would receive
from the man who had banished her.

Keane would know about such things. He placed a h@an her
sleeve. "Don't you think he's missed you evenabitnuch as you've
missed him?"

"l hope so. | want to believe he has."

' "'Then trust that his love for you is as greag@s love for him. And
that he will rejoice when he hears that you are safd will soon be
returned to his care."

She looked up into his eyes. "How is it that youdenstand how
troubling this is to me?"

His tone hardened. "Whatever |'ve learned aboutlifgniove, it
wasn't taught to me in this house."

Briana thought about what Cora had revealed. "Wa®tno one here
at Carrick House who loved you, Keane?"

"Aye. My mother and grandfather, | suppose. Buytded when |
was young. | was devastated, for then | was leth wiy father, who
felt he was burdened with one small boy who wasentmther than
he was worth."

"You can't be certain of that."

He nodded. "Oh, but | am. My father saw me merealyaa heir.
Someone to carry on the name. But, until | wasepidugh to be of
some use to him, he wanted me out of the way. Antlvgas sent
abroad. And left there, with Vinson as my only cection with the
past, until | was summoned home to carry on thelyamadition."



"At least your father summoned you home."

"Aye. But not here, to Carrick, but rather to hessshome in England.
| was so filled with hatred and bitterness at tieslof all I'd held dear,
| decided to exact revenge, | wanted to punish atlyelr the way he
had punished me all those years. | drank too madhspent money
like a drunken sailor, and..." He paused, thouggttelb about what
he'd been about to say, and amended, "...and wmlisnder of things
I'd like to forget. And in so doing, | nearly dested myself just to
spite my harsh, unyielding father."

Briana shook her head, trying to deny what sheatchdt was her
turn to offer comfort. She placed a hand on hise™all make
mistakes, Keane."

"Ah, but not all of them on such a grand scale asenm managed, in
a single season, to destroy everything my ancestls dear. Our
name. Our reputation. Our bloodline." He turned ygvedaring into
the flames of the fire. "I had no pride left. Nostaed. My behavior
was despicable. What I did was unforgivable."

"Don't say that." Without thinking, Briana caughs farm, turning
him to face her. "There is nothing we can ever ltlt is beyond
forgiveness."

"Oh, lass." His eyes mirrored his torment. "If ohligad your faith.
And your sweet innocence."

"Believe me, Keane." Her voice lowered with feelihi know it to
be true. But first, you must forgive yourself."

He touched a hand to her cheek. "If only | could."”

There was such pain in his eyes. She couldn't beeagee him
suffering so. Without thinking she pressed her tpéis. It was the



sweetest of gestures. Meant to soothe. To health@uhoment their
lips met, everything changed.

He seemed to shudder. And then a spark passeddretivem. A
spark that leapt into flame.

His mouth took hers with a fierceness that spokleuniger, of pain.
The hands at her shoulders were rough with impegieHe dragged
her close, then closer still as his lips moved okers, taking,
demanding.

Her wispy shawl drifted to the floor and lay, disted at their feet.

She could taste the need. Desperate. Deep. Endiedsshe had an
equally desperate need to satisfy it. She poureskheanto the kiss,
opening her heart, her soul.

He lifted his head for a moment, staring down ih&r eyes. "Ah,
Briana. You're so sweet. So good for me."

And then his mouth was everywhere. Across her fase,he
whispered unintelligible words. Down her throattilshe arched her
neck and sighed with pure pleasure.

His mouth came back to find hers, drawing out tleet, innocent
taste that was hers alone. She tasted of Frenahama spring roses.
Like the clear, pure water of a Derry stream.

He was desperate to taste her. All of her. Anchgdingered over her
lips while his hands began a lazy exploration of lbeck. He could
feel her soft sigh of pleasure as his hands pressgssaged, aroused
He moved his hands along her sides, until his tluemzountered the
swell of her breasts.

She gasped in shock as her body reacted to hif.t@ke felt her
nipples harden, her blood heat, as a pulse begabhking deep



inside. But before she could push away, he tookkike deeper,
swallowing her protest. And then she was lostiinsh of sensations
that robbed her of all thought.

In some small corner of his mind, Keane knew tleah&d crossed a
line. This innocent in his arms deserved better, dbe had no
defenses. But he needed desperately to cling tadéake what she
so generously offered. He filled himself with hesodness, her
sweetness. And as he did, he took them both higindit,they were

battered by need.

He felt as if he were standing on the brink of ghhisteep precipice.
One misstep, and they would both fall. The decisa@s his. The
power to save her, or to take her crashing dowh hiin lay in his

strength of will.

For a moment longer he lingered, tempting himself.
At last he lifted his head and held her a littleagiw

"Briana. God in heaven, lass, | need a moment.h\Wg hands at her
shoulders he pressed his forehead to hers, takidgap draughts of
air to clear his head.

He could feel her doing the same.

"My lord." The door was thrown open, and Vinsonpgted short in
the doorway.

Two heads came up sharply. Keane and Briana steapgaet

"What is it?" Keane's tone was sharp with impateeas he bent and
retrieved her fallen shawl.

"l have a lad here with fresh wood for the fireithhsbn stepped aside
to indicate a burly servant struggling under thegiveof a log.



"We've no need for a fire." In fact, Keane realizeel was damp with
sweat.

"Then I'll have him take it up to the lass's charabie/inson paused a
moment, aware of what he'd interrupted, and detexdio see that it
went no further. "Perhaps you could accompany #%s lupstairs
now."

‘Aye." Keane took a deep breath, avoiding Briaegss. "l think
that would be wise."

Still trembling with need they made their way frahe room and
climbed the stairs as if in a trance. When theyhed Briana's
chambers, they paused, aware of Vinson and thersestanding
silently behind them.

"Good night, Briana." Keane lifted her hand to lips, then took a
step back, breaking contact.

"Good night, Keane." She glanced at his face, buldcread nothing
in his eyes. They were, like the man, once agaoi, @mmposed,
devoid of all emotion.

She followed the servant inside her chambers. Avabs on legs that
threatened to fail her, until his chore was congl&/hen she was
alone, she sank down on the edge of the bed, grdlgantrembling

would soon pass.



Chapter Nine

Keane stood on the balcony, watching the firsttfght of dawn
begin to slide over the horizon. He'd been todesstto sleep. He
knew the cause.

Briana O'Neuil.

He'd never expected to feel this way again in ifetime. Was it
because this lass was so sweet, so innocent tanatle him feel
that way, too? He'd felt a kind of cleansing asl lkéssed her, held
her. As though her goodness was enough for batieaof. In fact, he
was almost beginning to think he could begin ariEvat somehow,
despite all that had gone before, he could overduspast and start
over.

Oh, not that he'd been fooled into believing hdadewer be innocent
again. There'd been a demon inside him that madenant, more
than anything in the world, to seduce her. To th&ethere in the
library, with the fire playing over her face, arettaste of wine on
her lips.

It would have been so easy. She was such a wiplargcipant. Her
kisses, though chaste, were generous. There wasush passion
simmering inside of her.

Passion and fierce, all-consuming energy. It wasxinating. It was
exciting. It was far too tempting.

He found himself wondering what would have happeifddnson
hadn't interrupted them.

Looking back on the evening, he realized there&hlseveral such
interruptions. Could it be that the servants ditha'st him and were
looking out for "their lass"? Perhaps they savsitteeir obligation to



keep the innocent from being led astray by the dalded of the
manor.

The very thought had him chuckling. Perhaps he thasone who
needed protection. The lass, by her very sweetmwess, far too
irresistible. And her mind was as fascinating astoely.

He began to pace as he thought about all he amh&had talked
about. There were so many things playing throughniind. Ideas,
thoughts, all of them planted by their conversatast night.

He had thought he would have to go far away tohmutideas into
practice. ldeas about crop rotation and importitggls from other
countries for breeding. Ideas about improving thesl of those who
lived on the land by becoming self-sufficient, aperhaps even
trading with those from other lands.

But if he could learn to put aside his tarnishgultation and express
his true interest in the people and land here aickathey just might
open up to him. And perhaps, in time, this placel@even feel like
home again.

A knock on the door interrupted his musings.
"Come," he called with annoyance.

"Forgive me, my lord." Vinson stood on the threshdiolding a
candle aloft. "I saw the light and thought you ntijlave need of
me.""Nay. Go back to bed, old man."

"Aye, my lord."

As he backed away Keane changed his mind. His hanghsoftened.
"Walit. As long as you're up, Vinson, come insidd alose the door."



The elderly servant did as he was told, bracingskiffor the
expected reprimand for the number of times he&liapted his lord
and the young lady the previous evening.

"Tell me, Vinson. Do you think a soul blackeneddny can ever be
wiped clean again?"

The old man blinked. This was the last thing hger énave expected
to be asked. "We are taught so by our church, mad/"lo

Keane waved a hand. "I'm not interested in whatgbed friars
preach. You know | turned my back on my faith l@ggp. | want to
know if you believe it to be so."

Vinson cleared his throat. "l believe that a math be judged by the
deeds of his entire lifetime, not just the deedsmisdeeds of his
youth. If a man should find one noble purpose tspe for purely
unselfish reasons, it could wipe away a multitutisimes."

"A multitude of sins." Keane turned away to staréha pale golden
light beginning to creep over the horizon. "But stimes even the
most noble purpose pursued for the most unselfisieasons, can
cause pain to innocents."

"That may be true, my lord. But that cannot stadbod man from
trying. He will still know in his heart that his rmiees were pure."

"Aye. Purity." He made a sound that might have baerunt or a
chuckle. "A word I'd not believed in, until recentl

A moment later he heard the door close as the aldneturned to his
bed. Then he was alone again. Still unable to sésepe pondered.
And brooded. And paced.



"Good morrow, my lady." Cora drew open the draggeralowing
morning sunlight to spill into the room.

"Good morrow, Cora." Briana yawned, stretched, lifesd her arms
high. "Oh, isn't it a glorious day?"

"Aye, my lady." Cora filled a basin with warm, reseented water
and laid out an assortment of linens and soapstd'lAdcott sent
word that he must ride to the village this morr@®ut he hopes you
will join him for a midday meal in the garden."

"He's riding to the village?" Briana flew to theldxay, and could see
a horse, saddled and ready, in the courtyard béin,. Cora. | must
hurry and dress. For | wish to ride with him."

"It's much too soon for you to attempt to ride, lanyy. And there's no
way you can be ready to leave in time to accompaoy Alcott.
Why, you haven't even broken your fast yet."

But Briana was already stripping off her nightsh#t few swipes
with a soapy cloth, a few rinses, and she was glingy into her
chemise and petticoats.

"My lady, | have nothing in your meager wardrob@rapriate for
riding. | had planned that you would wear this lgwshite gown of
lawn for your lunch in the garden."

"It'll be fine, Cora. Help me into it." Briana wadready slipping it
over her head.

With fumbling fingers the little servant fastendw row of buttons,
and had barely run a brush through Briana's cafisrb the lass was
hurrying down the stairs and out the door.

The courtyard was empty.



Despite her haste, she had missed Keane's departure
Lifting her skirts, she flew across the courtyand aan to the stables.

When she found a lad mucking stalls she calledbiessly, "l desire
a horse, saddled and ready as quickly as possible."

"Aye, my lady. I'll fetch the stable master."

"Nay. The stable master will never..." Briana stegpThe lad had
already ambled away.

She spied a horse already saddled, standing quretbne of the

stalls. Without waiting for permission, she operiee stall and led

the horse outside. Using an overturned buckess&soh, she managed
to pull herself into the saddle, though it meakirtg her skirts to her
knees.

Out of the corner of her eye she could see old Benthe stable
master, coming at a run. Anticipating an argumeng she would
surely lose, she urged the horse into a gallop.

Minutes later, ignoring the shouts coming from thenity of the
stable, she leaned low over the horse's head ayet urim even
faster.

She knew it was just a matter of time before tlensbld stable
master would have another horse saddled. She whsdartain he
wouldn't give up until he caught her. Unless, afrse, she caught up
with Keane first. She would use all her powers efspasion to
convince him that she was completely mended aneé than capable
of riding to the village and back, despite the dedly unladylike
posture.

Up ahead, across a field dotted with ancient stengtones, she
could see a horse and rider trotting smartly.



A laugh of delight escaped her lips.

"Keane." She shouted his name. Once. Twice. "Ké&ie cupped
her hands together and shouted with all her might.

When at last he heard her and turned in the saslibeywaved a hand.
"Wait for me. I'm coming with you."

She was surprised by his reaction. She'd expeatedohbe pleased.
But after his initial surprise, he appeared toigaalling her to halt.

Ridiculous. Why would she stop now? She hadn't gonall this
trouble, only to miss this opportunity to ride wkhm.

She gave her horse its head. It raced, full galkaposs the field.
When they approached the piles of stones, Briaggeidion the reins,
intending to make a wide circle around them. Theséagnoring her
signal, headed straight for them. In a flash, Baiaealized her
mistake. This horse was a jumper. He'd been breth&d solitary
purpose. And now, acting on instinct, he was datezthto clear the
hurdle.

It was too late to stop the inevitable. She gathdrerself for what
was coming.

All her life she had been a highly skilled, feaslegsjuestrienne. But as
the horse headed toward the hurdle, she saw dheaforner of her
eye, a contingent of horsemen on the far sideeofidid.

Soldiers. English soldiers. For the space of a nminer heart
seemed to stop. As the horse leapt, the distrachoised Briana to
lean just a fraction too far forward as she attempio shout a
warning. Her body arched, snapped. She felt hefiyally through
the air, then tumbling, before crashing to the ssooelow.



As if from a great distance she could hear Keavatse, shouting,
swearing fiercely. And then rough hands closed radduer, lifting
her, holding her.

Just before she slipped into unconsciousness,ah@shgentled. She
was being cradled against her father's chest. Heragking her, and
weeping, and murmuring words that were oddly sogthBut the
voice didn't belong to her father. It was anotheoise. Low. Deep.
Tortured.

His name, his face, were lost somewhere in thekhkss that had
stolen everything from her mind. Everything but gan.

"How is she, Mistress Malloy?"

Keane was beside himself. The sight of Brianatilps® quiet in the
bed, was almost worse than the bloody, broken éidwe'd carried
home.

His clothes still bore the stains of her blood.dHefused to change.
Had refused to even leave her side since he'd &dmBazed and
trembling, into Carrick House. He'd carried herthe stairs, while

the housekeeper shouted orders to the servardtctowater, towels,

opiates and ointments.

They'd had to work around him, since he had ingigfn remaining
by the bedside, his hand constantly stroking hewbwhenever she
moaned, or squeezing her hand when she slipped baok
unconsciousness.

"She has sustained several deep cuts and her palrib badly
bruised. But none of those things is too serioyslard. Still, | can't
revive her. It appears she's hit her head, as Weére's quite a big



lump there. It could be nothing or it could beSHe saw the hot,
fierce look that came into his eyes and let thedsadrail off.

She glanced helplessly at Vinson, who stood tosmies, watching in
silence.

The old man approached and said softly, "You canalbing for the
lass, my lord. Perhaps you should see to yourseif. iyou might
want to take the time to wash away that blood drashge into a clean
tunic."”

Keane ignored him and knelt on the floor besidébt Keeping one
hand holding tightly to Briana's, he lifted his etlihand to smooth the
hair from her forehead.

The housekeeper and butler exchanged silent Iddlen, signalling
for the servants to leave, they set about stokifigeain the lass's
chambers, and seeing that all her bloody clothes wamoved from
the lord's sight.

When they exited the room, Keane was still kneeliagide the bed,
murmuring words to the woman who lay ominously rdil@nd
unmoving.

"My lord." Vinson entered Briana's chambers, begran tray on
which rested a decanter and goblet. "Since youalent no
sustenance, | thought a bit of ale might revive.you

"Thank you, Vinson." Keane never took his eyedBuoiana as the old
man poured, then pressed a goblet into his hand.

"Has she moved, my lord?"



"Nay." There was a world of pain in that single diof'Neither
moved, nor sighed, nor given any sign that she kmews | am here.
This is all my fault, Vinson."

"Now why do you say that, my lord?" The old mantbettray on a
table and came to stand beside the bed. "Thedassad the stable
master's warning, and took off at a reckless p@étgve all known,

since she first began to mend, that our lass isentban a bit

headstrong. In the past few days she's been tearond the castle
like a little whirlwind."

"Aye. That's just it. We've all seen that she wasding nicely. |
knew it. But | made no move to send her home tdirizain. |
selfishly wanted to keep her here with me a whuteger." Forever, if
truth be told.

"But you couldn't have known the lass would do sitning like this.
There was no way to prevent this accident."”

"Nay." He shook his head. "But I'd rather die tls@e her harmed."
Keane's eyes were so bleak, they tore at the oldsnfeeart. "Oh,
Vinson, | feel so helpless. What can | do?"

"When all else fails, my lord, one can sometimexl fsolace in
prayer.”

"Of all people, | have no right to petition heaviot after what I've
done in my life."

The old man cleared his throat. "If you don't mmg saying, my
lord, the prayers might be even more acceptablajrgp from you.
It's said that heaven looks most kindly on a refgrsinner."

When the door closed behind him, Keane sank tkriaees beside the
bed, his lips moving in silent prayer.



Chapter Ten

Briana was crawling through a long, dark tunneltiAdach forward

movement, there was tremendous pain. Wheneverligpiped back

into the darkness, the pain would ease. But, thaiggemed easier to
surrender to the darkness and forego the painssheed that she
needed to keep crawling toward the light. She wdmaested, but
knew she couldn't stop. There was something, oesom waiting

just beyond. Someone worth whatever pain it woalke:t

Aye. Someone. She couldn't recall his name. Butcsld see his
face. A darkly handsome man. Her angel.

After one last tremendous effort, she surfaced, lagd breathing
heavily, bathed in sweat.

She felt something soft against her hand. Whercebkl focus, she
saw that he was here with her, kneeling besideb#t his head
bowed as if in prayer. A single candle burned oa tight table,
casting his face in light and shadow. Her dark anigandsome.
Mysterious.

She brushed a hand over his hair, as if to soothe.

At once he lifted his head and stared at her. Wisamanaged to find
his voice he whispered, "Briana. Oh, lass. Youw®e back to me."

"l feared I'd dreamed you. But | didn't, did I? Yieureal. And here
with me." She touched a hand to the growth of tret covered his
cheeks and chin. His eyes, she noted, were redednm@and
bloodshot. "I thought | heard you calling me."

"l was. Summoning you from that netherworld thaldhgou in its
grip.”

"How long have | been there?"



"Two days and nights. I'd feared you would nevéumre"

She struggled to sort through the bits and pietesemory. "l took a
horse. 1 wanted to ride with you. Oh." She clappdtand to her
mouth, seeing in her mind the pile of stones, thisda leaping, and
then feeling herself falling. ' "'There was someaghimeeded to tell
you. Something..." She struggled to hold on to ttimught, but it
drifted just out of her grasp, like a wisp of fog.

She sighed. "Father always said | was too recKless.

"It doesn't matter now, lass. Nothing matters nbat tyou're back
with me."

"Aye. But from the looks of you, I've put you thgiua terrible time."

"I'd go through hell and back for you, Briana OINeAnd had.

Though she'd never know it. He'd bargained withveeapromising
his fortune, his health, his very life, in excharigehers. He would
have bargained his soul, as well, except thatddesédy sold it to the
devil years before. "Do you need anything for pain?

She nodded, and felt her head swim at that smalement. "I'll take
all you have."

He jumped up and returned moments later to holdssdo her lips.
She sipped, moaned at the pain it caused, thenezhtpe glass.

"Will you sleep now, lass?"
"Aye. And from the looks of you, you'd better de ttame."

Instead of leaving, he crawled in beside her anapped his arms
around her, cradling her to his chest. And wasegsiestantly.



"It is a miracle."

Mistress Malloy was holding forth in the kitchersdl the servants
had gathered around to hear the tale again.

"Two days and two nights without a movement. Butd_élcott
wouldn't give up, even when the rest of us hadd ldeén resorted to
prayer, according to Cora, who saw him more thaeam his knees.
It was Vinson who found him, curled up beside hid&e two of them
sleeping as soundly as babes, they were. Lord Ahasn't stopped
smiling since. | tell you, he's a changed man."

The others were nodding in agreement.

One of the servants bobbed her head. "He sent rtteetuillage to
invite Friar Murphy to make use of the chapel hareéhe grounds of
the keep." She laughed. "It was the first time Bver seen the old
priest struck speechless. But he seemed pleasbdiwatinvitation
and said he would agree to meet with Lord Alcott."

Fleming, the gardener, chimed in. "l saw Lord Alaaitting roses in
the garden. | offered to help him, but he merekedswhich ones
were the lass's favorites, then cut them himsedfséid he wanted to
brighten her chambers."

"That's nothing," Cora added. "He won't let me dloiag for our lass.
He insists on feeding her himself, cutting her miféing a spoonful
of broth to her lips. He helps her to sit up, ®edown. If it were left
up to Lord Alcott, our lass would never again éifhand for herself."

"All right now." Vinson, overhearing their remarksrode into their
midst. "Is no one seeing to the chores around &@yenore?"

The crowd of servants scattered.



When they were alone, Mistress Malloy dusted angimay spot
with the hem of her apron. "What do you make o¥ihson?"

He shrugged. "I think we have what we wished faywNve'd better
hope it's good. For us and, more importantly, for lass. For it's
surely done a world of good for Lord Alcott."

"What are you doing?" Briana's lids fluttered, ah@ saw someone
at the window, drawing the draperies against therdon sunlight.

Keane turned. "l didn't want anything to disturluysleep.”
"Oh. Nay. Open them wide. | want to see the surshin
He started toward her. "But you should be sleeping.

"If you had your way, I'd sleep away my life."

He sat on the edge of her bed, studying her cdyeftMistress
Malloy says sleep is healing."

"Then we'll send Mistress Malloy off to her bed.
But | want to see the sun, Keane. And | want teedhis bed."

He caught her hands in his, lifting each of thermigdips. "Then you
shall have your wish."

She felt dizzy with heat at the touch of his lipsd knew, from the
way his eyes narrowed, that he felt it as well. Rigt when she
thought he might draw her into his arms and kisdipg, he suddenly
pushed himself away from her.



He crossed the room and tore open the draperiesiad sunshine
to spill into the room. Then he returned to heesadd said, "Shall |
carry you to the window?"

"Can't | walk?"
"Not yet. But I'll carry you if you wish."
"Oh, yes. Please." She was hungry for the toudhrof

She tossed aside the bed linens, and he lifteshliies arms, cradling
her against his chest. It was the most naturafytimnthe world to
wrap her arms around his neck as he carried hbetaindow.

"You still weigh little more than a bird. | wormat you're so thin."

"Stop worrying." She traced a fingertip over thgdifurrow between
his brows. "You worry far too much about me. BesjdéMistress
Malloy has her way, I'll soon be as round as arsold."

"I'd not worry about that," he muttered, and turagay to avoid her
touch. For there was a fire building inside him.file he was
determined to put out before it could flame anyheig

He had, after all, bargained with heaven. And he'dn granted his
miracle. Now it was up to him to keep his parttofhey stared down
at the rolling green hills and colorful valleys@éarrick.

"You've such a lovely home, Keane."

He turned his head so that their lips were almosstong. "I've just
begun to appreciate it, thanks to you."

She saw his gaze drop to her mouth and felt d tifranticipation.
Her arms tightened around his neck, and her egsgdlas she waited
for his kiss.



Keane tore his gaze from her and looked towaravihdow, willing
himself to be strong enough to resist what she edesn eager to
give.

"My lord." Cora skidded to a halt in the doorway.
Briana's eyes snapped open. She nearly groanedsination.
"What is it?" Keane turned slightly.

"Mistress Malloy wants to know if our lass will baking her meal
below stairs with you."

"Certainly not."

"Oh, please, Keane," Briana whispered. "I do sotwareave this
room."

"I'll not have you risking your health."
"How can it hurt?"
"You could take a chill. Or tax your strength."

"l won't, Keane. | promise I'll tell you the momdimh feeling chilled
or weary."

He "knew it was impossible to deny her. Still, hed to consider
every argument for keeping her here to himselfe Sall he wanted,
all he cared about now, was that she be kept Séfie.how could he
dismiss the pleading in her eyes?

At length he turned to the servant. "Aye, Coral Metress Malloy
that the lass will join me for a midday meal in theary. And after
you've told her, find a suitable robe so your naisérdoesn't catch a
chill."



"Aye, my lord." With a delighted laugh, the servaated off to
inform the housekeeper. It was good news indeeditfFoeant that
Briana O'Neil had taken another step back from diaak place they
had all feared.

"A little more broth, lass?"

Briana shook her head. "It was most tasty, Mistidsdioy. But |
couldn't manage another sip."

"Perhaps a sip of wine then? It's said to stimulaeappetite.”
"l couldn't. But thank you."
"Tea, my lady?" a servant asked.

"Nay, thank you. No more." Briana glanced arouredtttble. Besides
Keane, who sat beside her, there were half a dse®ants hovering,
eager to do her bidding. And Vinson, positionedhsydoor, looked
as though he'd turn somersaults in the air if sheabked.

"You must all stop this at once."
She could almost hear the astonished gasp fromssembled.
"Whatever do you mean, lass?" Keane placed a hasrdhers.

"This...treating me like some helpless infant. iiat ill. Or frail. I'm
just a little weak from my fall."

"Of course you're weak." Keane patted her handu'Were at death's
door, Briana. You frightened us half to death."”



"That's just it. Now, you're doing the same to feghtening me
with all this attention. | need...to be treated ass before."

Keane motioned to the servants, and they took tejassaway from
the table. "All right, my lady. But you must proraime that you will
ask for help when you feel weak."

She gave him a bright smile. "Agreed." As she gdtdr feet, she felt
her head swim. She quickly gripped the edge ofdhke to keep from
falling.

At once the servants surged forward.

Keane scooped her into his arms, a frown darkemmgrow. "Cora,
prepare the lass's bed."

As he strode from the room he muttered, "Now wagllithings my
way. And you'll not leave your bed again until y s@u will."

"Please, Keane. You can't keep me confined to ragnroBriana sat
in her bed, surrounded by plump pillows.

As he had every morning for a week, Keane himsalfied in her
tray and proceeded to sprinkle sugar and cinnamuh saveet
thickened cream over a bowl of porridge. "Try thig murmured in
his most persuasive tone. "lI've embellished Mistrédalloy's
recipe.”

He dipped the spoon into the confection, and liitéd her mouth.

She tasted, swallowed, nodded her approval. '¢'g good, Keane.
But porridge isn't enough. Even your excellentpecMWhat | need is
fresh air. And sunshine. Please."



"One more bite, lass. And then I'll consider ycguest."

With a sigh she obliged him, taking a spoonful ofrmlge and
swallowing it down.

"Well?" She drew the single word out like a plea.

He couldn't hold back his smile any longer. "Aljht. I'll indulge
your request for sunshine and fresh air. Wouldlijauito walk in the
garden?"

"You'll let me walk?" She was already tossing aghie bed linens
and swinging her legs to the floor when he caugithand in his,
stilling her motions.

"A figure of speech. I'll do the walking. You'll benjoying the
sunshine and fresh air in my arms. And then, ifainésn't too chilly,
on a bench."

"Keane." She nearly stomped her foot in frustratiém not a child."

His eyes were warm with admiration as he lookedupeand down.
"On that point we quite agree."

He loved the flush that touched her cheeks andntpesh grin that
sprang to her lips. Oh, she was a saucy lass. Howduld love to
tempt himself with but a single 'kiss. But he wowd well to
remember his bargain. A bargain that would sumesy his strength of
will to the limit.

''Just remember that you were dealt a very sebtws to the head.
I've seen seasoned warriors in the field of baith® didn't survive
such a blow."

"And where would you have seen such a thing?"



It was his turn to look just a little flusteredlas sprang to his feet and
handed her the bowl. "Finish your porridge, whilgol in search of
Cora to fetch you a warm wrap."

When he exited the room she thought about setiagbowl! aside.
But then she remembered the weakness that stgupth her, and
decided she would do whatever it took to regainstr@ngth. Even if
it meant eating an entire bowl of hated porridge.

While she ate, she thought again about what hé&Xd Baw where
would Keane O'Mara have seen war-riors on the fafldattle?
Hadn't he claimed he'd led a life of privilege aletadence?

Perhaps he had merely used such a colorful phoasgitiate his silly
rules. No matter. She had more pressing thingetapy her mind.
Such as how to convince Keane that this enfordedéss was nearly
as difficult to bear as the confining rules of tumvent had been.

"Here we are, my lady."
Keane stepped into the garden, cradling Briananathis chest.
"Oh, Keane." Like a flower, she lifted her facehe sun.

He stood a moment, allowing her to bask in the warof the
summer day. Then he carried her along the path hmtcame to a
stone bench that had been warmed by the sun's rays.

As soon as he had settled her, the gardener lagké@m his chores,
then got to his feet, dusting his hands on hisdireg and hurried
forward.

"Ah, 'tis good to see you looking so well, las$1"His hand was a
single deep red rose, which he offered her in atlyogesture.



"Thank you, Fleming." She buried her face in theobh, inhaling
deeply. "My mother used to say that heaven cambed in a single
rose."

"Aye, lass." The old man's ruddy cheeks seemedaafwwith even
more color as he added softly, "Or in the smila beautiful woman."

Keane watched this exchange in amazement. In feisnie he'd
never known the elderly gardener to speak more kizdina dozen
words. In fact, in his youth, Keane had thought torbe mute. It was
known by all in the O'Mara household that Flemingcim preferred
the company of his plants to that of people.

As if by some sort of prearranged signal, servhatgan drifting out
to the gardens on one pretense or another. Scufieiys, baskets on
their arms, slipped out to the gardens to pick fieflhey smiled and
bowed as they stopped to ask Briana how she wiag far

“I'm fine now. In no time I'll be as | was," shdled.
They waved and laughed as they moved on.

More servants stopped to chat as they went abeurtdhores. Keane
was surprised to note that Briana knew them by remaehad a kind
word for each of them.

Monroe, the stable master, hearing that the lassiwally out of her
chambers, came timidly across the garden with & smograve, so
contrite, he might have been preparing his owngulo

"Oh, lass." The old man dropped to his knees beRyana and
bowed his head. "I hope you can find it in yourrhéaforgive me."

"Forgive you, Monroe?" She appeared stunned. "Wieater?"

"For leaving such a dangerous animal as Peregrnaganded."



"Peregrine? That is the name of the jumper?"

"Aye, lass. So named because he can fly."

"He can, indeed. He's a most magnificent animal."

The old man's head came up. On his face was aolcagtonishment.

"But the fault is not yours, Monroe. It is minemiade a hasty and
very foolish decision. Though I can't, for the Idéme, recall why |
took such a fall. It's never happened to me belomaust have been
weaker than I'd thought." The lack of memory ovet incident still
worried her more than she let on.

She laid a hand on the stable master's shouldgielyou my word,
Monroe. I'll not ride again unless | first ask ygarmission."

The old man blushed clear to his toes.

Shortly after that exchange, Mistress Malloy maidage find a
reason to be needed in the garden. She claimedvwe tome in
search of the scullery maids, but when told whéey twere, she
remained to chat with Briana.

"How well you're looking, miss." The plump old womgaused
beside the stone bench. "I've always thought thaglgne is healing.
Don't you agree?"

' 'Aye. My mother claims she found not only solatdéer gardens,
but health in both body and mind."

"A wise woman, your mother." Mistress Malloy lookeyd at Keane,
who hovered beside his patient like a mother heertfaps you and
our lass would like to take tea here, my lord?"



"Nay, Mistress Malloy. A few more minutes out ofads will be
sufficient. Then I'll be returning Briana to herachbers."

"Oh, Keane." Briana's smile faltered. "Why must¢dJye so soon?"

"Lord Alcott is right, miss. You wouldn't wish tovertax yourself."
The housekeeper squeezed Briana's hand beforerwuafy along a
stone path.

Minutes later Vinson moved toward them, his haretsrd his back.
His face creased into a smile when he caught sigBtiana.

"Ah, lass, it's good to see you out of doors."
"Thank you, Vinson."

"The sunshine is putting color back in your chedHKselieve." He
glanced at Keane. "See how even the flowers caromopete with
our lass."

Keane arched a brow. Coming from this reservedr@d, it was the
highest of compliments.

When, minutes later, Vinson walked away, KeanedifBriana in his
arms. As he carried her back to the house, he thoaigout the
extraordinary effect this woman had on every mendfe€Carrick
House. He'd never met anyone quite like her.

She wrapped her arms around his neck, and whisperbi ear.
"Where are you, Keane? Where have you gone?"

He felt the jolt, as shocking as any lightning kstri and steeled
himself against it.

Turning his face, his lips brushed hers. All thedad seemed to drain
from his head.



He jolted back. "I'm here. With you, Briana."

"Aye. But your mind has gone somewhere else. Whatewou
thinking?"

That he wanted her. Desperately. That being tbsecio her, and not
permitting himself to taste her lips, was pureumst And that he
would soon go mad with the need for her.

But all he said was, "Tomorrow, if you're strongpegh, | may let
you ride in the carriage."



Chapter Eleven
"Well, lass, what do you think?"
Keane pointed to the carriage standing in the gatoitbelow.

Briana leaned on his arm, permitted, for the firste since her
recovery, to actually walk. "Oh, Keane. Are youllsetaking me for
aride?"

"I promised, didn't 1?" He turned to her, lovingetbxcitement in her
glowing eyes. ' 'Now you must make me a promiseyelk"”

"Aye. Anything."

"Promise that you will tell me when you're weary."

She nodded. "l promise."

"Then Cora will help you make ready for our litldventure."

He waited while the servant helped her into an eertined hooded
traveling cloak of dark green velvet. Then, movatghe pace of a
snail, he escorted her down the stairs and thrabghwide front

foyer, where Vinson stood, watching with a nod gbr@val.

Once in the courtyard, Keane settled her into dreage, then took
the seat beside her. With a flick of the reins, Hugses trotted
smartly.

As they rolled along the curving ribbon of roaddes away from
Carrick House, Briana gave a delighted laugh. "Whbald have ever
believed | could get this excited about a simpleiage ride? But oh,
Keane, how happy | am."

"Has it been that terrible,, being confined to noyre?"



"Nay." She touched a hand to his arm. "Never thinak. | love your
home. And I'm most grateful for your many kindnasgeme. But |
was beginning to believe | would never again be ablknow the
freedom | once took for granted."

He closed a hand over hers. "Just be patient wethBnana. | was so
afraid of losing you. And now that | have you bakckegalize | can't
afford to be careless. One misstep and you coulshb&hed away
again."

"Now you're beginning to sound like my father."

"Am I?" He shot her a dangerous smile. "Believe mg,lady, my
feelings for you are not those of a father."

Her heart did a little flip. Coming from Keane O'Mathat was quite
an admission. Especially since her accident. SHéobaome worried
about him. Worried about the fact that, though tneeihed and fretted
over her, he seemed to have erected a wall bettheen A wall that
kept him from feeling any emotion other than fearlfer safety.

She snuggled closer, feeling a sudden rush o§bg.breathed in the
familiar fragrances of newly turned earth and therfyme of
rhododendrons and azaleas, that bloomed in praofusio the
hillsides.

Was her freedom sweeter because it had been lbst for so long?
She knew not. But she found herself revelling .in it

"Oh, look, Keane." She pointed to a family up aheadfather,
mother and half a dozen sons and daughters wekéngyalong a dirt
path, with an assortment of dogs chasing aftekstibe children
were tossing.

"Could we please stop?"



"But why, lass? They're strangers to us."

' 'During my years at the convent, such scenes maagearn for
family. But, because of our rule of silence, | wesver allowed to
speak to the strangers who passed by. And now, freenof such
rules. Oh Keane, please stop."

How could he deny her? He tugged on the reinsghnminthe carriage
to a dust-churning halt.

"Good morrow," she called, waving and smiling.

"Good morrow, my lady." It was the children whopesded first,
gathering around the carriage and staring wide-eydde beautiful
couple inside.

Their parents, recognizing the lord of the maneld back.

Briana stepped from the carriage and bent dowortich the ears of
one of the hounds. She was rewarded by long, lolaks of its
tongue and a body that wriggled in delight.

"Where are you headed on this fine day?"

"To market," said a bold little boy of about sixisHrothers and
sisters, noting the lady's fine cloak, had all bsteack speechless.

"And where is the market?"

An older lad, not to be outdone by his little beathpointed. "In the
village of Carrick."

Briana shielded the sun from her eyes and peer#teidistance. "
always loved market day. Tell me. Are there boathsre one might
buy pastries?"



A little girl overcame her shyness to nod. "Theye favorites, my
lady."

"They were always mine, as well." Briana turnedthie parents.
"You've a lovely big family."

Though he didn't smile, the father stood a liléet. "Thank you, my
lady."

"We were just headed to Carrick." Briana's smileoenpassed the
entire family. "Why don't you ride with us?"

The children were overjoyed at the chance to riden elegant
carriage. But as they started to scramble forwtmely father said,
"You couldn't possibly have room for so many."

Briana glanced at Keane. Though her spontaneotsrgdsad caught
him by surprise, he managed to nod his head. "Welke room.
Climb aboard."

Briana moved close to Keane, so the parents couldexze in beside
her. The children scrambled over them to crowd theoback . The
dogs circled the carriage, barking their excitenasgrithe horses.

Spying the blanket-clad bundle in the mother's aBmana gave a
little cry. ' 'Oh, a wee one. Is it a lad or a fss

"A lad, my lady." The mother was so shy, she ccuddely speak
above a whisper.

"A lad. What's his name?"
"Daniel, my lady."

"Daniel. What a fine name. May | hold him?"



The parents exchanged glances before the mothee@idarer baby
over to Briana. With the children peering over Beoulder and the
parents looking onwith a mixture of awe and uneake,uncovered
the tiny bundle.

"Oh. Oh, aren't you just beautiful." She watchethwvdelight as the
infant grabbed hold of her fingers. She turned ¢aue. "Oh, look at
him, Keane. Isn't he perfect?"

All Keane could do was nod. The discomfort at hgvsatrangers
suddenly thrust upon him was forgotten. As wasnbese of the
barking dogs. The reins lay unused in his hand. ddemed
mesmerized by the sight of Briana balancing thengpbaby on her
lap.

She gathered the tiny bundle against her chespreassed her lips to
his temple. "Oh, Daniel, you smell so good."

In reply, the baby closed a chubby fist in her laad tried to eat it.
She gave a delighted laugh and hugged him fiercely.

Finally, when Keane was able to compose himselfflibked the
reins and the carriage rolled forward.

The entire family seemed enchanted by the siglthefgrand lady
cuddling baby Daniel.

"Do you work for Lord Alcott?" Briana asked.

The father nodded. "I farm the north field. As nayhfer did before
me."

"The north field?" Keane searched his memory. "Weasr father
Colin McCann?"

"Aye, my lord. | am Hugh McCann."



"Your father was once kind to me, Hugh. | was mwearthan six when
my horse stumbled and | was thrown. As | recallinfather took me
home and your mother fed me broth until a carriage sent for me. |
remember your family with much fondness."

Briana watched as Hugh McCann shot a sideways glahlis wife,
who proudly linked her fingers with his.

When they reached the village green, Keane brahghtarriage to a
halt. The parents climbed down and the mother eshatp for her
infant. While Briana returned him to his mothersig, the father
doffed his hat to Keane.

"I thank you, my lord, for this kindness. It wilbt be forgotten."
"You're welcome, Hugh."

As the dogs circled the children who had climbed afuthe back,
Briana leaned close to whisper a request to Ke&strance he reached
into his pocket.

"Lord Alcott has something for each of you," shglsa

The children gathered around, and he pressed antoieach of their
hands.

"For the pastry booth," Briana said with a smilBetause that was
always my favorite."

The children let out little squeals of excitemaunttil, at a dark look
from their father, they remembered their manners.

"Thank you, my lord. Thank you, my lady," they eallas they
bowed and curtsied, as though in the company dltpy



Then they raced away in a daze of pleasure. Fdirdtéime in their
lives, they could buy anything their hearts desired

When the McCann family was swallowed up in the apWeane
turned to Briana. "Would you like to join them aarket?"

"Oh, Keane. Could we?"
"Aye. But only until you begin to feel weary."

He climbed down and tied the reins, then helpedddre ground. As
they strolled among the colorful stalls boastingrgthing from fancy
lace to pigs' entrails, Briana's weakness seemeghmessh. Here,
among people like those she had known at Ballinashre was
completely at ease.

"Oh, look, Keane." She paused at a booth where aryaleoking

woman stood beside a boy of perhaps ten or twelgated on a
straight-backed wooden chair. From a tray on hig lae was
fashioning an assortment of buttons. There wereestarved out of
wood, others made of colorful stones, and some fstisnof hide.

Briana held up a button made of mother-of-pearl.,"Rdw pretty.
See how the sunlight brings out all the colordhefriainbow, Keane."

"Aye." But it was her eyes he was looking at. kg&im such joy to
see them sparkling with newly restored health atadity.

She turned to the lad. "You do beautiful work."
His smile was quick and bright. "I thank you, mgya'
"Did you make all of these?"

"Aye."



"It fills his hours," the woman added. "Since mydehacan't run and
play with the other children."

"And why can't you?" Briana asked the boy.
"l cannot walk, my lady."

It was then that she noticed, beneath the traywithered legs barely
covered by shabby breeches.

She touched a hand to his. "Perhaps you can't Wwatkyou have a
rare talent, Paddy."

The boy's smile was radiant.

Keane took the button from Briana's hand and exaghincarefully,
then turned to the lad. "How many of these do yanelR?"

Paddy opened a soft pouch and counted them oun, 'fig lord.
Would you like to buy one for the lady?"

"I'll take the lot of them." Keane reached into paxket and counted
out a handful of coins.

From the look on the lad's face, he'd never bef@®n so much
money.

"My lord, that's far more than they're worth."
"Not when they make the lady so happy."”
The lad returned the buttons to the pouch, anddtdhrido Briana.

As they turned away, Keane caught sight of the woplacing a
hand on her son's shoulder, a single tear coudsag her cheek.



"Pastries." Briana stopped, studying the assortroéiteats with a
sigh. "Ah, this is what I'd been searching for."

"You mean this is why we visited every stall?" DésKeane's
mutterings, he was smiling broadly. "Had you bud tme, | could
have saved us both a great deal of walking. Noteation the gold
I've spent.”

"But think of how many people you've met, my lord."

"Aye, there is that." He'd met half the villageamks to this amazing
lass. She had the most charming way of drawing Ipeopt of
themselves. She was truly interested in them, laeyg tn turn, found
themselves opening to her as they would a friemdoltime they had
lost their shyness with her. And that had led tteraccept the man
who accompanied her, despite their initial mistrust

She looped her arm through his as she made harechidihat one, |
think. And one of those." She turned. "What aboaotl,yKeane?
Which pastry appeals to you?"

He leaned close, so that the old woman tendindbtioth wouldn't
overhear. "The hunger | feel will not be satisfweith mere pastries."

His words, murmured against her temple, caused awakh of heat
she had to take a step back. Keeping her tonedighsaid, "A pity. |
have it on good authority that these pastries lagebest in all of
Carrick."

The old woman handed her the pastries with a wanites"Thank
you, my lady. And who would have told you that?"

"Your daughter, | believe. The pretty dark-hairedd who was
selling eggs." Briana bit into one and sighed a&srshied her eyes. "
see | was not misled. It is | who thank you, mis$té



When Keane had finished paying, Briana lifted tlestgy to his
mouth. "You must taste this."

He took her offering, warmed by the brush of hegérs against his
lips. He swallowed, then nodded. "Excellent."

The old woman was still beaming when they walkedyavwAnd, like
everyone else in the village of Carrick, she woée something
fascinating to tell her family this night as theat around the table.
For she had -not only seen the mysterious newdbtide manor, but
the pretty stranger who seemed to have capturedi Almott's heart,
as well. And both had complimented her on her fiastries.

* % %

"Tired?" Keane held the team to a slow, easy tsothey headed
toward home.

"Aye. A little. But it's a satisfying fatigue." Sharned to him. "Thank
you for this day, Keane. | so enjoyed myself."

"As did I, my lady."
"Truly?"

She tilted her face and he found himself dazzleddysmile. "Truly.
| met more people today than | met in an entireknseiding across
my estate. And all because of you." He laid histhawver hers. "You
have a most extraordinary gift, Briana O'Neil. Atdhat attracts
people to you. You are a rare treasure."

Briana laughed. "If | am a treasure, it is a wapksecret. Mother
Superior called me her cross in this life. She ,s#idt if she should
ever succeed in teaching me silence, she would bameed her
reward in heaven."



"What that good nun didn't understand is that stmmegs were not
meant to be silent.”

"If you would say such a thing to Reverend Motlsbée would accuse
you of heresy."

"“Then how can she explain the song of a bird? @rlaélughter of
children?"

Briana glanced at him in surprise. She had nevpeard Keane

O'Mara to give voice to such lofty thoughts. Shell fe
uncharacteristically silent, mulling these strangew feelings that

bloomed inside her. Feelings that had her at thretane joyous and

uneasy.

"Ah. Here we are." The carriage entered the cotultyath a clatter,
and the stable master hurried over to take thes Bsrsoon as the tean
came to a halt.

"Welcome home, my lord. My lady."

"Thank you, Monroe." Keane stepped down, then redalp and
helped Briana. But instead of setting her on het, fiee scooped her
into his arms and carried her through the openwiapr

"Keane, I'm not too tired to walk."

"I know." He nodded a greeting at Vinson, who hiild door, and
then at Mistress Malloy, who was standing to ome,ssmiling and
wiping her hands on her apron. As he started ugtties he pressed
his lips to Briana's temple and whispered, "Butas the only excuse
| could think of to get you into my arms."

She wrapped her arms around his neck and smildidydA had to do
was ask."



He carried her to her room and was disappointeséoCora inside,
awaiting her mistress. As soon as the door wasezhéehe little maid
leapt up from the chaise where she'd been sewgugva.

"My lord, my lady, welcome back. | have a new gawady for your
approval, should you care to wear it to sup tonigit lady."

Keane banked his feelings. "The lady will be takieg evening meal
in bed, Cora. The only thing she'll need will beightshift."

He stood a moment longer, holding Briana in hissaas easily as if
she weighed nothing at all.

Her lips formed a pretty pout. "I'm not that tirétane."

"You put on a brave face, lass. But | know the dag been long for
you. Especially since you're so recently recovefexn your
wounds."

He set her gently upon the bed, then stepped [s=aCloa crossed the
room to assist her.

As he made his way to his own chambers he founddlinsmiling.
This had been an extraordinary day.

One he would not soon forget. And the fact thataCload been in
Briana's chambers was a good omen. He'd beendestitirely too

weak-willed at that precise moment. He would calyahave given

in to the desire to kiss those tempting lips. Amat tould have led to
all sorts of other...desires.

No need to throw himself into temptation's way.ekfall, he was still
a novice at this heroic nobility. One slip, andcbeld drag them both
into the abyss.



He decided quickly. He would dine alone. And getkb# his
ledgers. And if necessary, go for a long midnigté until he was
ready to face his bed. Alone.



Chapter Twelve

Excuse me, my lord." Vinson stepped into the liprgrausing just
inside the door.

"Aye, Vinson." Keane tore his gaze from the colurahfgures he'd
been studying for the past hour. "What is it?"

"Hugh McCann has asked to speak with you. He isobyeur tenant
farmers."

"Aye, | know of him. Send him in."
Minutes later the two men were shaking hands.

Keane indicated a chair by the fire. "Will you haea, Hugh? Or a
glass of ale?"

"Nothing, my lord."

Ignoring his refusal, Keane turned to his butldfetth two ales,
Vinson."

The old man did as he was told, then took up hsstipm by the door
while the two men lifted their glasses and drank.

Keane settled himself in the chair beside Hugh¥#hat brings you to
Carrick House?"

"I had no wish to disturb you, my lord. But my wdad children can't
stop talking about the kindness of you and youy.la&hd my wife
thought...that is, we both thought, you and thg ladyht join us for a
meal this evening."

"A meal."



"It won't be anything fancy. But we would like tepay you in some
small way."

Keane could barely hide his surprise at this unetquegesture. "I
would be honored to sup with you and your familygH. And I'm
sure the lady Briana will be pleased at your irtota"

"Then we'll expect you this evening, my lord." Huggt his empty
glass aside and got to his feet. "The children balso delighted.
They've talked of nothing but the lovely lady simoarket day. Oh."
He seemed to catch himself. "And you, of courseu Wi@re most
kind to them, my lord."

Vinson escorted the visitor to the front door, theturned' to the
library. Keane was standing at the window, handsnakhis back,
staring at the rolling hills beyond. Hearing thetkieps he turned.

"Tell Mistress Malloy that Miss O'Neil and | willot be taking our
evening meal here at Carrick House."

"Aye, my lord."

As he went in search of the housekeeper, Vinsonderad if the
tenant farmer had any idea of the importance ofvis#. Hugh
McCann was the first to set foot in Carrick Housece Keane
O'Mara had become lord of the manor. And the toséxtend the
hand of friendship.

It could mean nothing more than a simple meal.t@ould prove to
be something quite momentous.

"What is all this?" Keane looked up as Briana, wepam@ simple
woolen gown of palest pink and a matching shawscdeded the
stairs, trailed by Cora and Mistress Malloy, whasms were laden
with packages.



"Gifts for the McCann family." Briana paused at thet of the stairs.
"I hope you don't mind, Keane. | asked Flemingubsome roses for
Hugh's wife."

He nodded. "A thoughtful gesture. But what ardlake others?"

"| asked Cook to bake something special for thédokm. And she
seemed to get a bit carried away. And then | waatgdt for baby
Daniel, and Cora sewed him a lovely soft coat toovedf the evening
chill. And I made him a silly play toy. And..." Sipaused a moment
to catch her breath.

He seized the moment to mutter, "You'd think it wdmliday instead
of a simple meal." He took her arm and called ® dthers, "Stow
those things in the back of the carriage.”

"Aye, my lord." The housekeeper and servant folldwen outside,
where Monroe stood holding the reins of the team.

"Shall I drive you, my lord?" the old man asked.

"Nay, Monroe. | need no driver." Keane helped Baianto the
carriage, then climbed up and took the reins.

The, team trotted smartly as the carriage rollehglthe curving
ribbon of drive, then turned off to head acroskbgreen meadow.

Briana lifted her face to the late afternoon sumshi'Oh, Keane.
Look around you. What do you see?"

His tone was deliberately unemotional. After a dpgnt poring over
ledgers, he knew exactly what there was here inickar'l see
barren, rocky soil that challenges the farmer eveay of his
existence. | see poor, tired people in a poor]igéicountry."



"If that's all you see, | pity you." She turned Ihead to watch as a
flock of sheep moved slowly across a distant Hifl.all your travels,
did you ever see a lovelier scene than this?"

"Aye. It is lovely," he admitted grudgingly. "I'dfgotten just how
lovely until | came back home. But that doesn'tngemy mind
about it."

"Your servants are making wagers among themselwdsow soon
you'll take leave of your home."

He pressed his lips together. In truth, were it fastthe woman
beside him, he'd have probably been gone by now.

They rolled along a narrow lane edged with a taogleildflowers

growing in such profusion, they formed a wall ofazoand sweet
perfume that filled the air. They came to a stopfront of a

thatched-roof cottage. The door opened, and thedrehil came
tumbling out, eager to greet their company. Belin&h stood Hugh
McCann and his wife, holding the infant.

"Welcome, my lord."
"Welcome, my lady."

The children's voices were high-pitched in excitetnas they
shouted their greetings.

Keane helped Briana from the carriage, and theafwtbem greeted
their host and hostess, then learned the nameaugh McCann's
wife, Bridget, and each of their children.

"We thought you might like some roses from the gasdat Carrick
House." Briana handed them to her hostess.



Bridget blushed with pride as she accepted her'gifio are those
for?" A little girl pointed to the packages in thack of the carriage.

Her father quickly reprimanded her for her boldness

Briana merely smiled. "I'm glad you reminded megelge These are
for all of you. A gift from Lord Al- cott's cook.do hope," she added
as she passed one to each of the children, "thelt wait until after
your meal to sample them."

As the children unwrapped the parcels, they sqdeaith delight.

"Look, da. Look, ma. They're little cakes, madethe shape of
animals."”

Everyone gathered around to examine the cleveriggstut in the
shape of dogs and cats and horses, with bits stifigooutlining eyes
and ears.

Foregoing formality, Keane knelt down and liftedeofor closer
inspection. "Well, I'll be... I'd forgotten all abbthese."” He looked
up. "Cook used to make these same little cakeméowhen | was just
alad."

"She did?" Little Keely smiled, showing a missimpth. "Was she
your cook when you were as little as baby Daniel?"

Before he could answer one of the other childrgedgdiup, "Don't be
foolish, Keely. Lord Alcott was never a baby. Daldancy lords and
ladies aren't like other people.”

"They aren't?" Keane turned to the lad.

"Nay, sir. Da said they don't work the fields andehe Socks. They
just 'herit all the gold in the world, then growt &nd lazy off the
sweat of other men."



While their host turned several shades of red, Kesamprised him by
throwing back his head and laughing.

"Your father's right, lad. We do inherit wealth. d\ive also inherit
enormous debts, if our fathers and grandfathersenitergood
managers of their estates."

"What did you ‘herit, sir. Wealth? Or debt?"

Keane winked. "A good bit of both. But most of whatve today, |
earned." He turned to his host and hostess. "ébehve brought gifts
for your baby, as well."

The young parents seemed relieved to change thecsubeading
the way inside their cottage, they set the babyrdow the floor,
while Briana and the children gathered around &ndpe last of the
gifts.

"'This is from Cora, one of the servants at Cktrdouse," Briana said
as she unwrapped a lovely little coat of softesblwo

"Oh,, my lady." Bridget McCann held it up, her ey&sining with
excitement.. "Never have | seen anything so fine."

"I'll' tell Cora you approved. She's a fine seanssiyeas well as a
lovely young woman." Briana unwrapped a small sguégknd this is
something | made to amuse baby Daniel."

It was a softy, spongy ball, stuffed with fabriadarghtly sewn with
hide. As soon as she handed it to the infant, belobd it to his
mouth and began to chew.

"l believe he likes it, my lady."

His antics brought a smile to Briana's lips. "lakt¢hat my mother
often made such toys for the children of our viddg



Hugh led Keane to a chaise pulled in front of aydoz, where two
glasses of ale were already poured and waitingdeatable.

"Come, my lord. We'll have a drop before we sup.”

"Aye, Hugh. Thank you." Keane stretched out his lagd sipped his
drink, while Briana and the children knelt in actér around baby
Daniel, tossing him the ball, and watching as leoped it up to his
mouth, drooling and grinning with delight.

From the kitchen came the most enticing aroma ef masting over
a fire, and biscuits browning on a warming shelf.

While the men talked of land and crops and weatret the children
continued to entertain the baby, Briana walkedhi kitchen and
offered her help.

"Oh nay, my lady. You'll soil your lovely gown."

"You're not to worry about my gown. Here." Briamsched out and
took a heavy platter from Bridget's hands. "Whemul you like
this?"

"In the center of the table, if you please."

The two women worked in companionable silence, yengp the
rumble of masculine voices and the laughter otthklren. Soon the
dinner was ready, and the others were called ttatble.

As they sat, the family reached out to link hanabkile Hugh led
them in prayer. Briana and Keane followed suit.

"We ask a blessing upon this food, this fine laar@] most especially
on our guests, who honor us with their presence."



With her head bowed Briana glanced at Keane. Bufdie showed
no expression as he listened to the words.

Then they began passing platters. It was simpke Beef. Potatoes.
Biscuits. But the meat had been cooked until [td#lthe bone. The
potatoes were swimming in rich dark gravy. And breeuits, spread
with freshly churned butter, melted in the mouth.

Keane accepted a second helping, and a third, e Briana was
surprised by her appetite, eating more than shiel emer remember.

When Bridget brought tea to the table, the childregan to fidget, in
anticipation of the special dessert awaiting them.

Their father glanced around the table, then saild avsmile, "I think
it's time you enjoyed those fancy cakes Miss O'Nilight you."

With sighs of delight they began to eat until theesn't a crumb left.

"Those were the bestest I've ever tasted," litBell{ said solemnly as
she licked her fingers.

"I'm glad to hear that, Keely." Briana laughed. &bhtell Cook that
you approve of her surprise?"

The children nodded as they drained their glasésaolaced with
milk.

“If you've had enough to eat,” Hugh said, "we caketour ale
outside, where we can sit and watch the sunset."

"What about the dishes?" Briana asked.

Bridget scooped up the baby, who was still seatedhe floor,
playing with the new ball. “The older ones will deethem. Come,
my lady. The air is pleasant tonight."



They wandered outside and sat on wooden benchasoped
beneath the branches of a gnarled old tree. Alréhdysun had
dipped below the horizon, leaving a sky streaketti gold and rose.
Night shadows were gathering close.

Bridget opened her dress and held the babe to feaisth Seeing
mother and child, Briana felt a sudden tightnes®irthroat. By now,
all of her young friends in Ballinarin would be wedth children of
their own. Her brothers, too, had taken wives, aodld no doubt
soon have families. And all the while, she had e&pended in time
and place, unable to go forward with her life.Hage past three years
the world had moved on, leaving her behind.

Keane sipped his ale and looked off across the aveadatching the
flight of a hawk. "You're a lucky man, Hugh. A ldyewife, a fine
family."

"Aye, my lord. A lucky man, indeed. And I'd like t@ep them all
here, safe around me." He turned to Keane, daoihgok him in the
eye. "But | wonder how much longer | can do thathwhe English
soldiers roaming the land, seeking new victims ydddr their
bloodletting."

When Keane said nothing he asked, "You've seen \inede
madmen do to our women and children?"

"Aye. I've seen, Hugh."
"We've no weapons with which to defend ourselves|ord."
Keane sipped, nodded.

Hugh's voice lowered. "The men of Carrick wish am¢) together and
form a militia, my lord. We want your permissionftrge some of
our farming implements into weapons. And we wou# gou to
teach us how to wield them."



"You want me to teach you how to handle a sword?"
"A”e, my lord. And a longbow and knife."

When Keane held his silence, Hugh stood and farced'fihere was
a time, when your grandfather was alive, that theppe of Carrick
knew such things. We were proud of our warlikeiabd. But during
the time of your father, such things were lost 0 He..." It was
obvious that Hugh was struggling to choose his waatefully, not
wishing to offend the new lord. But the words nektiebe said. They
burst forth from between clenched teeth. "He canede for grand
balls and fine dinners than he did about the peaplese work made
those things possible. There's even talk that hbetdately relieved
us of our weapons, because he'd gone over to tgskri He
glanced toward his wife, then lowered his voiceorfive me, my
lord. But after our chance meeting, I'd begun tokhthat is, I'd
hoped, that you might prove to be more like yoangifather."

"l see." Keane stared down into his glass.
Perplexed, Hugh McCann did the same, avoiding lests eyes.

After a prolonged silence, Keane drained his gdakgot to his feet.
"l thank you for the lovely meal, Bridget."

The young woman fastened her gown and lifted tii@ninto her
shoulder. "You're welcome, my lord. | hope youdhte again."”

" 'And | hope one day you will accept the hospiyabf Carrick
House." He took Briana's hand and helped her tdaw®tr

When he turned, Hugh said, "You'll think on whatel'said, my
lord?"

"Aye, Hugh. I will."



The children gathered around the doorway, callvegrtgood-nights.
Little Keely ran up to hug Briana, who, in turrftéd her in her arms
and kissed her soundly before setting her down.

Keane helped Briana into the carriage. With a waiviheir hands,
they took their leave.

Briana waited until they were some distance fromdbttage before
turning to Keane. "Tell me the truth. Do you lohéstland?"

His voice, so close beside her in the darknessatald with feeling.
"You know | do. But soon enough it will be bathedhe blood of its
people. How lovely will it seem then, | wonder."

Her voice trembled with anger. "Do you hear youfsBlo you know
what you're saying?"

"Aye." He nodded. "Would you have me lie to myself?

"I would have you care enough about your land tosdmething
about it. Hugh McCann made a simple request. Aonsis people,
and someone to teach them how to use them."

"What would you have me do, Briana? Should | enagerall of
Carrick to die for their country? Would | then peow you how much
| love Ireland?"

Her voice lowered with conviction. "l would ratheéie for my
country than turn my back on its troubles."

"Is that what you think I'm doing?"
"Isn't it?"

He didn't answer. Couldn't. For in truth, he wasamger certain just
what he was doing.



He..had returned to Ireland simply to put his asf& order. And then
he had fully intended to leave this unhappy lanthvits unhappy
memories, and never look back. Now he found hintsetipted to do
what he'd sworn never to do again.

And all because of this fiery little woman who hadight her way
back from the dead. And would no doubt fight utiié day she
breathed her last.

Dear heaven, he was sick of the fighting. He cuteedlay he'd ever
stumbled across Briana O'Neil. Were it not for erwould already
be on his way to Spain or France. To safety. Natlite of inherited
titles and lands and debts, but wealth he'd eam#dhis own two
hands and clever mind. To a life of untold wealtld @ase. With no
demanding little female like a millstone around hexk. A female
who made him think too much. And want too much. Amatie for
things he could never have. Like respect and reéspiity. And love,
such as he'd seen between Hugh McCann and hiseBridg

Aye, love. It was the one thing he'd always wantedis life. And
had despaired of ever finding.



Chapter Thirteen

Keane leaned a hip against the balcony, watchiagstimrise. He'd
slept badly. All because of a certain female, whas vtaking up
entirely too much of his time lately.

He ought to be grateful for their harsh words @& tinght before. At
least he hadn't been tempted to ravish her. Itpvalsably the first
night since she'd been under his roof that he cowd#te such a
statement.

He was still angry with her. She had him tied upknots. She'd
guestioned his loyalty. His integrity. His courage.

What's worse, he was now questioning them himself.

What right did she have to plant such seeds inr&l? Hadn't he
suffered enough? Paid a high enough price? Anaeathuse of some
misguided sense of duty to the land of his grahéfatTo atone for
the sins of his father.

No, by God. He slammed an open palm against theobgl He'd
paid his dues. He'd be damned if anyone would turestich things
again. He was done with all that. He had no intentf paying a
further price for his father's weakness.

He watched a horse and rider top a ridge in thtanke. Sunlight
glistened on a cap of dancing curls. If he didntiw better, he would
think it was Briana. But that couldn't be. She vadoiil attempt to ride
again after the horrible fall she'd taken on PenegWould she?

He turned away and slipped into a tunic, then pluia his boots.
That done, he strode down the hall toward her cleasab

The door to her sitting room was standing openid&sCora was
tidying the room.



She looked up as he entered.
"Where is Miss O'Neil?"

"I know not, my lord. She left here not long ageessed for riding. |
assumed that she was joining you."

His eyes narrowed as a sudden thought intrudedwideg away and
stalked toward the library. Inside he stared atrttamtel where his
ancestral swords usually hung. The space was empty.

With a muttered oath he stormed out the door aadés:toward the
stables. Minutes later the stable master confirthedl the lass had
indeed gone riding, "with the lord's permission.|ltWa look of fury
Keane took off on his own mount, following the dtien Briana had
taken.

It didn't take him long to figure out where she wesaded. The
McCann cottage.

Tigers, it would seem, never changed their stripesl his resident
tiger, Briana O'Neil, had decided to take mattats her own hands
once again, and fight the English in the only wag &new—by
leaping into battle without a thought to the conssgpes.

When he got his hands on her this time, he'd terogr within an
inch of her miserable little life.

"Nay, Hugh." Briana, standing atop a hillock ineatly plowed field,
held aloft her weapon and shouted commands at drewaho was
attempting to disarm her with his upraised sword.

Standing around in a semicircle was a cluster afentiban a dozen
farmers and their sons, watching and listeningnithye



"If you charge directly toward me, I'll be ablertm you through with
my blade. Don't you see? You must twist, turn, dodiyhatever it
takes to avoid injury."

"Unless you'd like to die a bloody, and very palrdaath," came a
familiar deep voice from behind.

Briana whirled. And found Keane advancing toward kgth a look
of fury smoldering in his eyes.

"My lord." Hugh McCann stepped forward, holding big sword. "It
was kind of you to permit us the use of your ameésteapons. At
first we thought Miss O'Neil was jesting when shelgou'd sent her
to teach us to fight. But now that we've seen agardh her, we are
most grateful. The lady has real skill with a sword

"Aye. She does, doesn't she?" Keane accepted threl stesting the
weight of it in his palm for several moments befanaing to Briana.
The murderous look ki his eyes had her backingsupeasaid softly,
"Let's give them a demonstration of your skill, 1i3'Neil."

She was aware of the temper that flared in his.eyes
Was aware, too, of the deadly softness that maslazing fury.

She would show him that she didn't fear him ortéimsper. She lifted
her chin a fraction. ' 'Aye, my lord. As you wish."

She raised her sword and waited. Keane did the,d@mgaze never
leaving hers. When she advanced, he moved to deeasid easily
deflected her thrust. But she surprised him byihgyion the balls of
her feet, and striking out quickly, catching hismawith the point of
her sword.

The stab wasn't enough to draw blood. It mereteslia long tear in
his sleeve. But it was enough to make the crowg.ggasr they



realized that these two had no intention of holdiagk. If it was,
indeed, a mere demonstration of skill, it very heegsembled a true
battle.

"You're quick, my lady."
"Thank you." She smiled as she backed away fronthhist.

It was true. What she lacked in strength, she rtiltae made up for
with speed and grace. She was, he realized axhedher across the
hillock, a worthy opponent.

As the fight took them across toward a stand adstréhe crowd of
farmers moved with them, watching each thrust, @achy with avid
fascination.

"But what will you do when | pin you?" Keane brougjis sword up,
catching hers in midstrike. Metal clanged againstal and Keane
could see, by the look on Briana's face, that slofélt the blow clear
to the tips of her fingers. She'd had to, sincedvws were still

vibrating from the force of it.

Still, to her credit, she didn't drop her sword larggk into tears as he
had half expected. That would be the way of mastales. But this
one was like no other.

"l was taught to never surrender." Her breath wasicg hard and
fast now as she danced, spun, avoided and, whemmsasible,
charged . ' 'And never retreat."

He deflected another thrust and tempered his bldlvtive flat of his
blade, knowing that if he were to use all his ggtbnhe'd send her
facedown in the dirt. He didn't want to humiliater hafter all. He
merely wanted to test her skill. Though the thowgfhiflicting just a
little pain and a little embarrassment, was tengptin



"Most unwise, Miss O'Neil," he said between clemtheeth. "For
sometimes retreat is necessary, in order to lifegghd another day."

She felt the rough bark of a tree against her badknew she'd gone
as far as she could. No more evasive tactics. Nmwsuld have to
stand and fight.

"A true son of Ireland would rather die than retfeam the sword of
an Englishman, my lord."

His smile was dark and dangerous. ' Tell thah®dons of Ireland
who lie buried beside the chapel. And tell it teittwidows, and their
children, who now have no one left to provide foern or defend
them."

"They have me." She lifted her sword, prepared &kaenone last
valiant effort in her own defense. "And soon thHdydve these brave
men, who have come here to learn how to defendymigttheir own
loved ones, but all of Ireland as well."

"Then | suggest they watch closely." Keane eagihught the point
of his sword to her hand, and in one deft moverdessrmed her.

Her mouth dropped open in stunned surprise as éapon fell to the
earth at her feet. Before she could bend to redrievKeane caught
her roughly by the shoulder and dragged her intfobhim, holding
the sharp blade of his sword against her throat.

"And that is how you disarm your opponent and remd® helpless."
He gave a sardonic grin to the circle of men. 'f©Othis case, render
her helpless."

The men roared with laughter, before doffing théiats to
congratulate Lord Alcott on his superior skill.



Keane released her and picked up her fallen swanaiming both
weapons into the earth at his feet in a symboicibvy.

As she stepped back, heat stained Briana's chiee&s.her brothers,
Rory and Conor, who were perhaps the most skillegtdsmen in all
of Ireland, had never managed to disarm her witlsoutmuch as a
drop of blood being shed. To fight and win withofticting serious
wounds demonstrated a superior skill such as stienbaer before
encountered.

Her eyes narrowed. Just who was Keane O'Mara? Awmleshad he
learned to fight like this?

More importantly, why was such a man reluctanate@tup his sword
against his enemy?

"Are you ever going to speak to me?" Briana heldhogse to an easy
trot beside Keane's mount. "Or are you still smgrtiecause | took
your ancestral swords without permission?"

He turned to study her, and she nearly flinchaétietard, cold look
in those smoky eyes. ' 'That is but a small parmhypfanger.”

"Someone had to come to the aid of these peopis. dtuel and
inhuman to leave them defenseless against thedargli

He snagged her reins, drawing their horses cldSmi Speak to me of
cruelty? Inhumanity? Woman, you have no idea abihér."

"And you do?"

"I've had a taste of it. Enough that | want no nioke shot her a
fierce look. "Do you have any idea what you're doito these
people?"



"I'm offering them hope."

"Hope." He spat the word. "What you're offeringrthis a lie. A cruel
lie that will come back to haunt you."

"If that is true, why did you agree to come baakdorow and help
them hone their skill with a sword?"

"Because." He released her reins and nudged hgehoto a run.
"Now that they're determined to forge weapons dtlalel have a
responsibility to see that they have at least htifigg chance when
they take them up and use them."

She had to urge her horse faster, to keep up. Willlet me help?"
she shouted.

He pretended not to hear. There were too many enwtstill
churning inside him. He had a feeling that his lf@d somehow
slipped from his cool, careful control. In the liof an eye, he found
himself heading in a direction he'd sworn nevegdagain.

Because of Briana O'Neil. The most pigheaded, oéis] frustrating
lass he'd ever known.

He rode ahead, leaving her in his dust. But evah ghve him no
satisfaction.

"My lord." Vinson stood waiting at the door as Keaand Briana
stepped inside.

"Something is wrong, old man."

"Aye, my lord." Vinson glanced toward Briana, thaway. "The
messenger you sent to the lass's family... met Endlish swords."

"Is he...?"



"Aye, my lord. His body was just returned by soradsl from a
nearby village."

"No." Brianna's cry was torn from her lips.

Keane's face was devoid of emotion as he turneg.aWiago to his
family at once."

Briana touched a hand to his. "I must go with you."

He understood. The lad's death was a burden thelgvboth have to
bear.

The sky was still dark when Keane made his wayhéstable. He
was pleased to see his horse saddled and reatg icotirtyard, as
he'd requested. Also waiting was a horse and wagahe back of

the wagon were more than two dozen weapons he'dteldc
throughout Carrick House. Swords, longbows, knivesny of them

rusted and forgotten, gathering dust in unusecesioms. After a

night of work by more than a dozen servants, tlaeldd had been
honed to a razor edge. The hilts, highly polisltadight and reflected
the wink of starlight.

It was a start. Not nearly enough to arm a milislacourse. But the
men had been told to scour their own homes andsfilelr whatever
weapons they could find. The local smiths wouldhias even more
weapons from farm implements.

As Keane was about to pull himself into the sadhdesaw one of the
stable lads approaching.

"Good, lad. You're up. | was afraid I'd have to wagku. Let's be on
our way."

The lad pulled himself to the seat of the wagontané up the reins.
As they started off along the curved drive, Keavaerahead, lost in



thought. Scant weeks ago, if anyone had told hian tle would be
agreeable to training the men of Carrick to figit £nglish, he'd
have scoffed. Yet here he was, up before dawnyreado just that.

How had he become so entangled in this web agaaa?'Hhe come
here with but one thought in mind? To settle hihdds debts and
make a new life for himself. Somewhere far froma@rg/ who had
ever heard of his damnable title and his disguspast. And now,
look at him. About to jJump in again. And all becausf a female.
Would he never learn?

Briana O'Neil. He'd half expected to find her iretbtable this
morrow, begging to be allowed to ride to the McCanitage with
him.

He slowed his mount. In fact, he'd been sure ofd.sure, he'd
already planned his arguments.

This was completely uncharacteristic of the lassthivhg could hold
back that little firestorm when she made up her dmabout
something.

He reined in his horse and looked back at the hargk wagon,
plodding slowly up the hill. The driver was hunchmeer, as though
more asleep than awake. A wide hat completely @alvdre hair and
hid the face from view.

Keane felt a tingling at the back of his neck. Tglo the years he'd
learned to trust his instincts. And at this moméi, instincts were
shouting a warning.

He suddenly wheeled his mount and headed towanddgen. As he
approached, the driver glanced up, then ducketeas.

"Just as | thought." Keane pulled up alongside @athed over,
yanking the hat from the driver's head, revealingyrable of red



curls. While Briana shrank back, Keane let loosth wvery rich, ripe
curse he'd ever known.

' 'Just how did you think to keep your identity rie@conce the sun
came up?"

"l figured by then it would be too late to send baek."

"You did, did you?" He looked her up and down, ngtthe men's
breeches and tunic, the mud- spattered boots. Heabk the smile
that threatened. "And where did you find such Ig\wetbthes?"

"Cora borrowed them from one of the stable lads."

"Cora." His eyes narrowed. "Now you've even dragiipedservants
into this."

"They were already in it. Don't you see, Keane?r{auee in Ireland

Is in this. There isn't a family left that haseltthe pain of an English
sword. Cora, Vinson, Mistress Malloy. It is thenothers and sons
and fathers who are buried beside the chapel. Arsdeacheered by
the fact that you've agreed to train the villagaersthe use of

weapons."

When he didn't respond, she glanced up at him. &\wiooking at
her. He was staring off across the green hillstghing with dew in
the first rays of the morning sun.

She felt a glimmer of hope. "You aren't going tacgene back, are
you?"

He turned to meet her eyes. And though his look stiflsstern, his
tone was brisk and businesslike. "We'll divide ¢glheup into two and
begin with the basics. The advantage of the longlmwdistance.
How to wield a sword when fighting three or moréeTneed for a
concealed knife, when all else fails."



She knew her jaw had dropped. For the space ofraemp all she
could do was stare. Then, when he wheeled his maundtraced
ahead, her heart bloomed with relief and joy.

She flicked the reins, and the horse and wagon ledndicross the
meadow toward the McCann cottage, where more thiaae tscore
men and boys stood waiting in the dawn light.



Chapter Fourteen

Watch it, lad." As late afternoon shadows gathekexhne stood on
the sidelines, shouting instructions as two budynf boys came
together in a clash of ringing swords.

The taller of the two was swinging his blade wildilearly caught up
in the excitement of the moment.

"If you don't slow down, you're apt to separatenjoest friend's head
from his shoulders. Is that what you want, lad?"

"Nay, sir. But you told me to defend myself."
"Aye. But save the blood and pain for the English."

"Speaking of which." Hugh McCann leaned close.€'heard that a
band of soldiers attacked a field near Derry afidale entire village
in shock. More than half their men and boys weredown as they
were reaping their crops."

Keane made a quick calculation. ' 'From CarricRlare, and now to
Derry. It sounds as though they're circling back."

"Aye. My thoughts exactly."

"Is it the same band that struck our villages befdiHugh shrugged.
"We can't be certain. They never leave any surgiwdro can identify
them."

Keane glanced toward Briana, who stood nearby,lang@ group in
the art of defense using a knife at close range.

In the past few weeks she had become a familiardiggarbed in
breeches and tunic and work-worn boots. At firstrtien had treated
her with great care, fearing they might do harnthi slender lass.



But they soon learned to overlook the fact thatwhe a female, as
she leapt into the thick of every skirmish with s@/dlashing. She
was absolutely fearless. A fact that caused martlgeofmen to work
even harder than ever, in the hope of becomingteaal.

Through her usual diligence and determination, rigxiaad become
an accepted member of their militia. As had thel lof Carrick
House, who had once been considered their enemy.

Keane's voice lowered to a whisper. "Briana cantifiethe English.
It is how | met the lass. She survived the attdk bloodied the
fields of Carrick."

Hugh McCann looked aghast. "Has she spoken of &8 bhe
described any of the English dogs?"

Keane shook his head. "Not a word." A fact thatzbed him. She'd
made no secret of her hatred of the English. Yedshever spoken
about that day, or about the men who had takerich#ére brink of

death.

He shrugged. She was as entitled to her privateodsras he was to
his. He wouldn't poke or prod her memory. Perhapss simply too

painful to bring out into the light. Something hederstood all too

well.

"Come lads," one of the farmers called as he chydaid aside his
weapon. "We've been up since dawn, working thdsighen honing
our skills with weapons of war. 'Tis time to wastag the day with
an ale or two at the tavern.”

The others nodded, and, one by one, began tatalline marching
toward the village.

When Keane and Briana made ready to leave, Hugbkdfe head.
"Nay, my lord. You and the lass must join us. Thennmave been



talking among themselves. They wish to thank yaudib you've
done for us."

Keane glanced at Briana and wondered if she wakitig about the
fine meal awaiting them at Carrick House, and ¢img) soaking bath
Cora would surely have ready. But what Hugh wasrof§ was far
more than a drink with the men. It was an acknogieent that they
had been accepted by the villagers as one of thmir It was a rare
honor.

He nodded. "Aye, Hugh. The lass and | would beafuafor a sip."

They walked to the village, leading their horsesl stood around the
warm fire while the tavern owner and his wife filltheir tankards.

"To Lord Alcott," one of the men shouted, as theaged their glasses.
"And to Briana O'Neil."

They drank, wiped their mouths, and smiled as #émkdrds were
filled a second time.

"To Ireland," called a small, wiry man with skirettexture of aged
leather, and a thatch of white hair.

"To freedom," shouted another.
"And to all of us, who will give our last drop olided to keep it free."

They drank more slowly, allowing the ale to sndketgh their veins
and warm their blood.

Hugh ordered another round for the men, then setaimkard on the
mantel and turned to Briana. "I'm told you surviwdEnglish attack
in our village, my lady."



"Aye." She sipped her ale, feeling warm and contanbng these
good people.

"Could you identify the soldiers?"

She noticed that the others had gone very stiltchvag her. She
swallowed the ale, feeling it burn a path of fieh her throat.

Her fingers tightened on the handle of the tankard] she had to
force herself to relax her grasp. "l suppose | dduHer voice
lowered. "At least their leader."

"Is there something about him? Something that lsetsapart from
the others?"

She could see Keane watching her. After all hef-rgghteous

lectures to him about courage, she was about teatelwver own
cowardice. "l...see him sometimes, in the nightisla vision that
leaves me filled with terror and revulsion. But wHeawake, afraid
and trembling, the image is gone. And | am leftmably the sound of
his voice, damning all Irish to death." She shuddetAnd the sound
of his mocking laughter. It torments me. And wakesoften from a
sound sleep.”

The men glanced around and nodded, and Hugh gegtesrm much
as her brothers might. "You've nothing to be astbofeny lady. We
understand what you're going through. It's a ratibemmon reaction
when a warrior faces his own death."

"Do you recall anything else?" one of the farmesisea gently. "The
way this English soldier looked? His name, perhaps?

She thought a moment, struggling to pull somethamything, out of
her clouded memory. So many fragments. Bits anaegiehat
seemed to flash through her mind, then go blanke'Adis name."



She thought long and hard, then nodded. "His meledca
him...Halsey."

Some of the men grew agitated, looking at each rofioe
confirmation, for they'd heard the name before.

"Halsey enjoyed the killing." Briana closed her gemoment, then
stared down into her ale. "He actually laughed assbnt my
companions to their death. Lads who had done nptmiore than try
to defend me. Lads who'd had so little time to kgug love." She
shivered. "To live."

"How did you survive when no others did, lass?armrfer asked.

Her eyes hardened. "I know not. | was filled withage that seemed
to take over me. | took up the sword Halsey hadsththrough one of
my defender's heart. And when that braggart febveslild best him
with his own sword, he ordered his men to hold me."

There was a collective gasp from the men. Briaw&dd over and
saw Keane's lips moving in a fierce oath. It wasaming back to
her. So clear now. So vivid. So fearsome. "And alsél/ drove his
sword through my chest, he told me that this lamd, all who live in
it, will answer to an English sword." For a momdrdr voice
wavered, and Keane started toward her. But segéirghe lifted a
hand to hold him at bay and began to speak fdsteras important
that she get everything out, for it had been fasgein her soul all
these long days and nights. "I remember his faee "'n8he closed
her eyes as a feeling of blackness came over hdr.hat eyes closed
she saw hishated face come into focus. In a neaspeh she
described what she saw. "His face is scarred franynbattles. His
nose is flattened from having been broken. And anpyickered scar
remains where his left ear should be." She opeaedyes. Her voice
caught in her throat. "As | lay near death, | heldaedsey order his



men to a tavern, where they could wash away the tds.the filthy
Irish."

Keane's fingers were grasping the tankard so yigihghattered in his

hand. A tavern wench hurried over to clean up lfa@ds and to press
a towel to his bloody hand. He flung it aside analdm his way to

Briana, while all around her the men muttered amofs.

"Come, lass." He caught her hand. "I know what thist have cost
you. It's time we returned to Carrick House."

"Wait. There is one more thing. | saw him. Halseks' the image
rushed into her mind, she felt herself sway. "Tlagy d was on
Peregrine. | saw him leading a group of soldiersugh a nearby
wood."

"You only dreamed it, Briana. It was the fall."

"Perhaps. Aye. Nay." She stiffened, tried to pusiaa "I did not
dream it. | saw him, Keane. | saw Halsey. That'sy wifell. |
remember it all now."

Her eyes were wide with shock.

As if in a daze she allowed herself to be led tglothe crowd of
men. She was only dimly aware of them squeezingsheulder, or
calling out words of encouragement.

"You showed 'em, my lady."
"Next time, it'll be our turn, my lady."
"You're a hell of a scrapper, my lady."

"Death to the English."



"Aye." A great roar went up from the crowd. "De&dlithe English.”

Outside, Keane lifted her tenderly into his armsl amounted his
horse, then took up the reins of her horse, leailinghind.

As they rode through the village, the voices frowva tavern faded.

Keane wrapped his arms firmly around her, drawiagagainst him.
He could feel the shudders ripping through herddeibody. Tremors
of horror and revulsion that she no longer hadsthength to fight.

"You're safe now, Briana."

She shook her head. "I'll never be safe. Not ag &mHalsey lives.
None of us will be."

Though Keane wanted to deny it, he couldn't. Heowk sp many
men like Halsey. Bullies who enjoyed the killing.

They crested a hill and began the descent towandckadouse. All
around them there was only the silence of the night

And Keane's voice, low and fierce with passion.éffhve'll have to
see that he lives no longer."

Keane's order to the servant was issued sternlyu'llYsee that the
lass has a warm bath, Cora. And then she's tagiglst to bed."

"Aye, my lord." The servant studied Briana, whonéath the
tumbled hair and garb of a stable lad, looked palé drawn. "Has
our lass been wounded?"

"Aye. But it is a wound to her soul. She needsrbst. See to it."



"Aye, my lord." As soon as he'd stormed out of thambers, Cora
helped Briana to bathe and dress for bed.

"What about food, my lady?"

Briana shook her head. "I couldn't. But thank yOara. You may go
to your room. I'll sleep soon."

"Aye, my lady." Troubled by the look in her eydse tservant blew
out the candle and let herself out of the room.

Minutes later Keane stopped Cora in the hallwes/thié lass asleep?"

"Nay, my lord. She seems agitated. But she askedoneave her
alone. Would you like me to go back and sit withie

He shook his head. "Go to bed, Cora. I'll see td'he

At Briana's door he knocked, then entered. The neasin darkness.
But as his eyes adjusted, he could see, by thé dgthe fire, that
Briana was standing by the window.

"You should be in bed, lass."

She turned. For the longest time she merely strédn. Then, in a
voice just above a whisper she asked, "Why do wluee lass?"

"It suits you."

"Nay. It suits you to call me that. It implies tHah still just a wee
lass, and not a woman, doesn't it?"

"Is that what you think?"

She nodded.



He stayed where he was, afraid to walk closer. "o a strange
mood tonight."

"Aye." She hugged her arms about herself. "l suppowas talking
about the attack of the soldiers. And Halsey." Shieered. "And
thinking again about those brave lads who'd beehtseaccompany
me home."

"You said yourself they died bravely. Nobly."
"Aye. But they're dead just the same. And I'm not."
"Is that what's bothering you? That you lived?"

She shook her head. "You don't understand. Thed/without ever
having a chance to live. And | lived, but for whéitl no better off
than they. What have | done with my life? I've nsthand to look at
me the way Hugh McCann looks at his Bridget. Nodsallinging to
my skirts and smiling up at me with absolute tfust.

"You'll have all that." Even as he said it, theubbt brought a knife
to his heart. He didn't think he could bear to @eether man look at
her with love. Or to hear that she'd borne anatien's children.

"How can you know what my future will hold?" Sheokoa step
toward him and saw a wary look come into his eyesould face
Halsey's sword again tomorrow. And then, all mgftreams would
be gone forever."

He reached out a hand and caught her more roudialy be'd
intended. "Don't say such things, Briana."

"And why not? Do you know, Keane, that I've nevhared my
dreams with anyone?"



He hadn't meant to touch her. But now that he had;ouldn't seem
to let go. He drew her even closer, his hands ngpaiross the tops
of her shoulders, down her arms, trying vainly igpdl her chill and
warm her with his touch. "You'll share them someti&iis voice
roughened. "With someone who deserves to share thvm
you."Her head came up. He could see her eyes wgrsaftening. "l
want to share them with you, Keane."

He could feel the blood draining from his head. Aashing straight
to his loins. "Be sensible, Briana. Any day now {idae going home.
I'm sure in Ballinarin there are any number of reager to be a part
of your dream."

"l don't want any number of men in Ballinarin." Séteod as tall as
she could and brushed her lips over his. "l want, yeane."

It wasn't possible to resist those lips. Perhdpgs had been a saint,
he would have made a more valiant effort. But Kedidewhat any
mere man would do, taking what she offered withreedy hunger
that rocked them both. His mouth closed over hers iong, slow,
deep kiss, pouring out all the passion, all therdeall the loneliness
in his heart.

She answered with equal passion and hunger.

His hands were greedy, touching, massaging, argusla pressed
soft, moist kisses to her neck, her shoulder aadémsitive hollow of
her throat.

With a sigh she arched her neck and clung to lemng the feel of
his lips on her flesh.

He continued kissing her while his hands begamyaéaploration of
her back, her sides. His thumbs encountered hestsestroking
until her nipples hardened.



He swallowed her gasp, taking the kiss deeper the} were both
struggling for breath. And still he savaged her thowanting more,
needing more.

His words, spoken inside her mouth, were rough witfency. "God
in heaven, Briana, what am | to do with you?"

She wound her arms around his neck and sighedswéhr pleasure.
"You could try loving me, Keane."

He lifted his head and stared down at her. Sheswigg in the most
seductive way.

When had the lass learned to flirt? And why did Bhge to be so
appealing as she tried to ply her newly discoveaethanly charms?

He took a deep breath to steady the ripple of rsetivat threatened to
send him over the edge at any moment. "You dowwkwhat you're
saying."

"Aye. | do, Keane. | want you to lie with me. Aral/e me."

"That isn't possible." He took a step back, neediagperately to
break contact. When he was holding her, touchirng e couldn't
think. And right now, he needed a clear head, abltk could do the
right thing. The honorable thing. The only thing.

"l don't understand. | thought you..." She pauketked her lips, that
had gone suddenly dry. "l thought we...cared abaah other."

"I do care about you, Briana. That's why I'm legvimow. This
minute. Before we both do something you'll lategres.”

She felt tears dangerously close to the surfackplnked furiously.
"'Is it me? Is there something about me that yanltdike?"



Before he could answer, she shook her head. "Ayeo@se. It's as
my father said. | don't know how to be a womamdmose that would
put off most men. But I'd thought, somehow, thai yeere different
from other men. That you would like me despite mgperfections."

He caught her arm and dragged her roughly againstHiis voice
against her temple was a rasp of fury.

"Don't be a fool, Briana. You're more woman thaly #we ever
known. A man would have to be a fool not to wani.yBut this is
about me. About what I am."

She pushed away. "And what are you, Keane? Some afor
monster?"

"Aye." His eyes were hard. As was his voice. "Yeu®d a sheltered
life, Briana. You have no idea about men like meli&/e me, you're
better off without me in your life."

"Don't you think that should be my decision?"

"Nay." He hated the pain and confusion in her eBes$there was no
way he could explain. "The decision is mine. | mad®w to see you
returned to your father as I'd found you, or dyeniy. And, by God, |
intend to keep it."

"And my feelings don't matter?"

"Your feelings..." He lifted a hand, as though twmdh her, then
seemed to think better of it and closed his hatwlarfist at his side.
"Your feelings are bound to be confused, Briana. @we day you'll
see things clearly, and you'll be grateful that gaued yourself for
someone worthy of you. You're a very special wonBaigana O'Neil.
The man who finally wins your heart will be the kigst man in all of
Ireland."



Because he could no longer bear to look at hayrned away. "Now
go to bed. And I'll do the same."

Briana stood perfectly still, watching as he leinbelf out of her
room. In a state of shock she listened to the sairtds footsteps
recede along the hall. And then, with her arms yeaparound
herself to ward off the sudden chill, she listetedhe silence of
Carrick House as it closed around her.



Chapter Fifteen

Filled with self-loathing, Keane paced his room. kisic lay in a
heap beside the bed. It had given him little satisbn to kick off his
boots and watch them bounce, one after the otbamst the wall. He
had downed a tumbler of ale in one long swallowt &Lit had done
was leave a bitter taste in his mouth.

As had this whole horrible night.

He stormed to the balcony to stare into the blas&nieut all he could
see was Briana's eyes. The sweet lass was asdaransps glass. All
her emotions were there for him to see. The selbdolihe
confusion. The pain of rejection.

That had been the worst. He'd hated hurting herthiat. But it was
the only way it could be done. It would have bespasy to take what
she offered. In fact, it had taken all his willpowte refuse. But
afterward she would have hated him. And would halkeays
resented the fact that she had given herself taralike him.

A man like him.

Aye, he thought, running his hand through his Hirs was better. A
quick, clean amputation. Like cutting off an arnstwve a life.

Or cutting out a heart.

He caught the edge of the balcony at the sudden paid survived
so much. He would survive this, as well. But thenpaf this loss
would linger for a lifetime.

He exhaled a long, slow breath, and allowed hisislgos to slump
for just a moment. Then he straightened and maedy back to the
bedside table, where he poured himself anothes gibale.



Briana sat shivering on her balcony, staring ai ithe distance. She
had no idea how long she'd been sitting therechiarresting on her
arms atop the railing. It could have been hours@re minutes. Time
was a blur.

She hadn't cried. The pain was too deep for t&es had thought her
father's rejection the most crushing blow of haunglife. But it had
been nothing compared with this. The knowledgeshathad offered
herself to Keane, and that he had refused hehésfshattered.

She couldn't let him crush her spirit, she thowghshe got to her feet
and began to pace. She wouldn't permit it. Stihew she thought
about how calmly, how.-coldly he had rejected hke kad to bite

back a sob.

He'd called her feelings "confused." As though sieee somehow a
child who didn't know her own heart. She-clenchedhamnds at her
sides and stalked around the room, fueling herratiggas so much
better than self-pity. Anger was something shecadelal with.

Confused, was she? She hadn't been confused &leothinngs she'd
felt whenever he'd touched her, kissed her. Andetheas no

confusion in her mind about his reaction to hdrezit Oh, there were
times when he'd worked hard to bank his emotiohe.deen aware
of that. But there were other times when he hduben able to hide
his true feelings. When he'd crushed her in hissaamd kissed her
until they were both breathless. Like tonight, befbe'd managed to
compose himself.

She paused. Aye. Tonight, when he'd first comeetorbom, there
had been real concern in his eyes. And tenderndss voice. And a
rough possession in his touch that left her no totihis intentions.
But then it was as if he'd closed a door on histems. He'd called



himself a monster. And hinted that she would have/é with regrets
if they should give in to their passion.’

What else had he said? She struggled to remembéreAime she'd
been so stunned, she'd hardly paid any heed tedias. Now it was
important to recall them clearly.

He'd spoken of a vow he'd made to return her tofdteer as he'd
found her.

She clapped a hand to her mouth. Sweet heaveno@se It all
made sense now. Ever since her fall from Peregkieane O'Mara
had been a changed man.

Cora had told her he'd never left her bedside wsiité regained
consciousness. And from that moment on, he'd beaffferent, it
had become a matter of great discussion amoneafidrvants.

Since that time, whenever he was in her presendg Ibeen
concerned, compassionate, almost brotherly. Asgindwe'd shut
down any other passions.

She stood in the middle of the room, giddy withefelas the truth
dawned. Her heart swelled with such joy, she fedareduld burst.

Keane loved her. Loved her so much, he'd bargaamdheaven on
her behalf. And now he felt honor-bound to proteet virtue, by
whatever means possible.

Without taking time to think about what she washdgishe raced out
of her chambers and down the hall.

Keane slouched in a chair in front of the fire. Thoem was dark
except for the red glow of hot coals.



After the day he'd put in, he ought to be sleepihg.sleep, he knew,
would be impossible this night. How could he restwing that all
that he'd ever desired lay just a room away? Andikeesome sort of
noble hero, had just cast all his dreams asidewfkat?

He wasn't feeling noble right now. All he felt wasipty. And cold.
So bone-jarring cold, he would probably never kweavmth again.

He'd spent the past hour thinking of ways to sgiriana away to his
chateau in France or his villa in Spain, wherelbee would wash

him clean, and he could put away his past foreltevas a foolish

wish. For his past was real. And sordid. And nagrand no one, not
even someone as innocent and good as Briana, coaide it.

Briana. It was time he started thinking about heeds. She had a
home to return to. A family she loved, who loved.I8he hadn't seen
Ballinarin in three years now. It was time he re@d her to the one
place she really belonged. A place where she wdddsafe.
Especially from him.

He didn't even bother to look up when the doorisochambers was
opened. He pressed an arm over his eyes as light fhe hall
sconces spilled into the room. "l don't wish tadsturbed, Vinson."

He heard the door close and expelled a tired bréthHeaned back,
closing his eyes. If only he could close his misdeasily.

"Can't sleep, my lord?" The familiar voice was stiteathless, as
though she'd been running.

His eyes snapped open. He got to his feet, stainger as if he
couldn't quite believe his eyes. "What are you ddiare?"

He was barefoot and naked to the waist. Somethiveg leadn't
counted on. It took her a moment to absorb thetgpher already
charged system. "You once said | live my life withboundaries."



"We were talking about class boundaries, if | re'tal

"You were." She took a step closer and saw his egg®w. The fact
that he was nervous only made her all the boldse.1&d a hand on
his and he reacted as though he'd been burnedyidgopis hand to
his waist, where he clenched it into a fist. "I watking about
crossing all boundaries, Keane."

"This is one | wouldn't advise." Needing somethinglo, he walked
to the fireplace and tossed a log on the fire.

She watched the way the muscles of his back anddgrs bunched
and tightened with each movement. Her throat wentlait when he
stood, she forced herself to calmly walk to himbtddly touch a
hand to the naked flesh of his back.

It was only a touch, but it had him frozen to tipets Fighting for
composure he kept his back to her. "The servaotddahave plenty
to talk about if they were to find you in the lardhambers, dressed in
that nightshift."

"Is it the servants you're worried about, Keane?"

He pulled away from her and crossed to the nigbleteEarlier he'd
tossed away his ale. Now he wanted, needed somgdthsteady his
nerves.

"Nay, lass. It's your fine, upstanding reputatihlike to preserve.
Believe me, you wouldn't like to have rumors abgpotirself and
Keane O'Mara filtering back to your fine family Ballinarin." He

poured himself a tumbler of ale and lifted it ts hps.

But she stalked him, laying a hand on his ched$grbdooking up at
him from beneath her lashes. The mere touch didsk burned her
fingers like fire. "I thought we'd give them moreah rumors to
whisper about, Keane."



He felt as if he'd taken a blow from a broadswéitithe air seemed
to leave his lungs.

"I've finally realized why you've been avoiding theler voice, low
and sultry, seemed to cloud his mind. "You madeessort of vow,
didn't you?"

He nodded, needing a moment to find his voice. obect his
thoughts.

"But it wasn't a formal vow, made in church, befargnesses, was
it?"

He shook his head, struggling to clear his mind.ddeldn't think
when she was so close, touching him like this.

Her smile bloomed. "There. You see? But such vowe rsot
binding."

"They aren't?"

"Nay. Mother Superior said most people make suaigdmas with
heaven, whenever they're feeling fearful. And afted, they realize
the foolishness of their impulsive behavior."

"It wasn't foolish." His voice was stronger now.dhinght with anger.
"A vow is a vow. And | vowed to return you to yofather as I'd
found you."

"Aha. It's as I'd thought." She gave a low, throkygh. "And |
vowed that this night | would lie with you and loyeu." She gave a
meaningful pause before asking, with a knowing eniil wonder,
Keane, which of our vows is the stronger?"

Her smile, her laughter only made him more deteechimhough he
was quickly losing his strength, he had to findaywo make her see



the danger in this course of action. He would dd say whatever it
took.

"I warned you before, lass." He kept his tone ahitely cutting.
"But | see that you'll accept nothing more thardcblard facts. And
the fact is, I'm a man accustomed to much morediowomen. |

have no intention of indulging you, simply so yoancamuse my
servants with something to whisper about."

He saw the hurt in her eyes as she took a step Hactursed himself
for his cruelty. But she'd given him no choice. bawdy had to save
her.

"You'd best get back to your chambers before Codsfyou gone.
She and the others will have a fine laugh overr theeet innocent
lass pursuing the wicked lord of Carrick House."lited the glass to
his lips and took a long drink.

Briana felt as if a knife had pierced her heartmiaim. How could
she have been foolish enough to open herself ote humiliation?
Her chin came up in that familiar way. And then shaticed
something.

His hand was trembling. Some of the ale sloshed the=rim as he
brought it to his mouth.

Seeing it gave her a strange rush of exhilarat®e'd been right
about Keane. It was all an act. For her sake. Bechea cared about
her. Truly cared. And she wasn't leaving here @hi@ proved it.

"Run along now, Briana." Keane's voice soundedgw®ar his own
ears as he set the tumbler down on the night taidestrode to the
balcony.

When he heard a light footfall, he breathed a sigrelief, until he
realized she was heading toward him instead of rdbwee door.



He watched the way she moved, head high, hips atidglin the
way of beautiful women from the beginning of tin@n her lips was
a mysterious, woman's smile.

He backed up all the way to the railing before haght himself.
"What are you doing?"

She opened the first button of her nightshift. "dbout to tempt fate."

"Stop that." He caught her hand, then realizedhgake. Despite
the cold night air, the touch of her had him bugnior more.

"l didn't come to your chambers to stop, Keaneg &ached a hand
to his cheek.

Though he wanted to resist, he couldn't help mollisgace against
her hand as if starved for the touch of her.

"I came here to start something." Her words whisgeover his
senses and wrapped themselves around his heart.

He caught her by the shoulders to hold her a kttay. Instead she
boldly stood on tiptoe and brushed her lips over hie felt all the
breath leave his lungs.

There was no way he could deny her anything winkestood here,
pressing that slender body to his, offering himrgtieng he'd ever
wanted in this world.

Though he knew it was futile, he gave her onedhanhce to consider
what she was doing. "Once it's started, Briarsmlike being one of a
vast sea of warriors swept along in a field of Ileath battle not of
your choosing. But whether it's your war or someeise's, there's no
stopping it. No going back." His eyes were hot firtce as they
stared into hers, trying vainly to hold her at bajo you
understand?"



In answer she wrapped her arms around his neckr@sded herself
against him. "You know | love nothing more than lealtenging
battle. What about you. Keane O'Mara? Are you upéahallenge?"

His voice was a low moan of pleasure and pain. '@ help us,
Briana. God help us both. For I've no strength teftdeny what |
want."

"What we both want," she whispered against his mout

For the space of several heartbeats, he mereldstiwn at her, his
fingers digging into the delicate flesh of her uppems. Then he
dragged her close, and his mouth crushed hersaxfitrceness that
left them both gasping.

"There's still time." He muttered the words insttkr mouth as he
devoured her with kisses.

She knew he meant it as a warning. But for heretinexs no turning
back. Instead, she offered her lips to him, opehiaggelf to all that
was to come.

The sweetness, the generosity of her gesture, inaéehsting like a

man who had been starving for the taste of herkisis seemed to
drain her, then fill her, as he kissed her withazagieness that
surprised them. At last, struggling for breath liftied his head and
framed her face with his hands, staring deeply h@oeyes. For the
space of several moments he studied her with amsity that

stopped her heart. Then he slowly lowered his laabkissed her
again, with a slowness, a thoroughness that madedael swim.

With his mouth on hers he drove her back agairestaiing of the
balcony and wrapped her legs around him.



Briana gave a gasp of surprise. She'd been pref@redeet, tender
loving. For soft sighs and whispered promises. 8adn't been
prepared for this. This all- consuming hunger. Thigent mating.

What he wanted, what he demanded, was her comaietetotal
abandonment.

He'd called it a battle. It was, she realized, & Whalike any she'd
ever experienced. And she had been thrust intoithhowt any
knowledge of the rules, or even what part she shbelplaying.

His mouth was avid, eager, searching out every Svaedden taste.
His tongue probed all the secret recesses of hethnohallenging

hers to do the same. But just as she sighed irymaot, his mouth

suddenly left hers to roam her face, her neckilimeat. When .she
arched her neck to give him easier access, he gawiss of

impatience and tore aside the neckline of her slgfit As his lips

closed over one erect nipple, she cried out wijuesite pleasure and
clutched his head. He gave her no time to recoefare he moved to
the other breast, to nibble and suckle until shamad and writhed
with need.

Feelings unlike any Briana had ever known seemedtate
possession of her. Her body felt more alive thaangitime she could
recall. Alive with sensations that had completaken over her mind,
her will. With a sigh she gave herself up to treaglure. She knew not
what lay ahead. She knew only that she wanted digo ton like this
forever, touching, tasting, arousing.

With a muttered oath he pushed aside the billovgkgt of her
nightshift and found her, hot and moist and readly.covered her
mouth in a savage kiss, swallowing her gasp oflshoc

He was touching her in a way that no man ever Aad. yet those
battle-roughened fingers were bringing her the maostedible



pleasure. Pleasure that bordered on pain. Beferemhld even form
a protest, he brought her to the first peak, legner dazed and
breathless. But while her head was still swimmhmgtook her on an
even faster ride, until she felt herself spinnitg @f control.

"Keane. Wait." She pressed a palm to his chestngdpr a moment
of calm.

"It's too late, Briana." The words were torn froim lips.

She looked into his eyes, glazed with passion,raatized that this
thing they had set into motion was only beginnidgd she knew, in
that moment, that she wanted to experience mateAdf of it. Now.
This minute. With this man.

"Changed your mind?" He caught her by the chirgifgy her head up
so that he could see her eyes.

Instead of an answer, she merely laughed.

His hand fisted in her hair, and he dragged hed haak to feast on
her neck, her throat, her shoulder. With a sighmpfatience he tore
away her nightshift, feeling buttons pop and sedm# his haste.
Next he shrugged out of his breeches and kicked tsde.

He dropped to his knees, dragging her with him.yTtaeed each
other, their breathing ragged, their heartbeatertah their bodies
glistening with sheen.

The world beyond no longer mattered. The footstefpservants

along the darkened hallway went unheard. The tloketite English

invaders was forgotten. For now, the only thingytkeew was the
dark, musky heat of passion that clogged theirsuagd the sweet,
seductive need that clouded their vision until thveye half-mad with

it.



Keane wanted desperately to slow the madness.vEohgr time to
savor the moment. But he could feel himself sligpaver closer to
the edge. One more touch. One taste, and he woskddll control,
taking them both over the brink.

"Briana. Briana." He whispered her name like a prags his mouth
moved over her temple, her cheek, her ear.

She had never before thought her name beautiftil, she heard it
from his lips, in this growl! of pleasure against Bar. She caught his
face between her hands and brought her mouth to his

"Do you know how long I've wanted you?" His wordsrerissued on
a groan as he took the kiss deeper:.

"How long?" She could barely manage the words theehunger that
was driving her. A hunger that had her wrappingékémaround him,
opening herself to him: eager to give and takeféem. To feast.
Until they were both sated.

Instead of a reply, he dragged her down until thege both lying on
the floor, cushioned only by their discarded clsth&s he levered
himself above her, she saw his eyes. Hot and fiedbak and
dangerous. And filled with such need, it took hexabh away.

She knew that she would give him anything, as lasghe could
always see that look. In Keane's eyes she felttibela&he felt loved.
She felt...safe.

"Dear heaven, Briana. | want you. | need you."
"And | need you, Keane. Oh, | love you so."

Love. The word pierced his heart, shattering al ¢dontrol. It was
more than he'd ever hoped for. All that he'd eveanhed of. And it



was his. She was his. This incredible, magnifiogotman owned
him. Heart and soul.

He took her with the force of a warrior in the he&atcombat. He
heard her cry of surprise. Felt her stiffen. Kn&atthe was hurting
her and hated himself for- it. Sweet heaven, she avanaiden. An
innocent. And he was taking her like a barbarian.

He went very still, struggling to hold to a lashweus thread of
sanity. His voice was a strangled whisper. "Bridima,such a brute.
I'm sorry...."

"Shhh." She touched a finger to his mouth to siemis protest.

He stared down into her eyes and was shocked bintéesity of
passion he could see in them. An intensity thatheat his own.

"Don't stop, Keane. Just love me."

He felt the last of his fears vanish. "Ah, Briahdo, | will. Now and
for all time."

He covered her mouth with his and began to movke ér and she
with him. Moving with a strength neither of themdhknown they
possessed. Faster, then faster still, until thiytfemselves soaring,
shattering, drifting. It was the most incredibleroey of their lives.



Chapter Sixteen

"Sweet God in heaven." Still joined, Keane restesl forehead
against Briana's and sucked in deep draughts d¢fneglat air to fill
his starving lungs.

She lay very still, grateful for the calm after term. She had feared
for a few moments, that her heart would leap ctedrof her chest.
Even now, as she felt her racing pulse slowly retornormal, she
marveled at what they had just shared. "That W&he struggled for
words, "...truly amazing. | never expected...| haddea..."

Much to her embarrassment, she found herself siylde®ping. For
no reason.

Seeing it, Keane felt his heart stop. "Ah, Briahaw look what I've
done." Alarmed, he shifted himself above her aaded to roll aside.
"Forgive me, my lady. I'm so sorry...."

"Nay. That isn't why I'm weeping." She laid a hamdhis cheek. "It
Isn't you. It's us. And this wonderful thing we did

"You think it...was wonderful?" The vise that hagjlan to crush his
chest disappeared. He felt his heart begin to dez¢ more.

She nodded. "It's like nothing I've ever knownwés...breathtaking.
Is it always that way between a man and woman?"

"Not always. But it can be so beautiful, when tteteve between
them." He pressed a kiss to her forehead, her chiekip of her
nose, before rolling to one side and drawing her the curve of his
arms.

As she snuggled close, he thought how perfectlyfishAs though
made for him alone.



She touched a hand to the mat of dark hair athiestc' 'When were
you going to admit your feelings for me?"

He frowned, shivering at the feelings that puldadugh him at her
simple touch. "Never."

' 'Never?" She sat up, brushing aside the tumbled curls that
spilled over into her eyes. "But you just told nmattyou'd long
wanted me."

"Aye. It's the truth." He reached up, letting hesntd play with her
hair. It was deceptively soft. Like her. "But Iffabnor-bound to keep
my feelings secret.”

"How long have you wanted me?"

Though he kept a straight face, his voice was tinggh laughter.
"The truth?"

She nodded.

He tugged on a curl, then wrapped it around higéfin"Since that
first night, when | watched you fighting for evdrgeath. | knew you
were a brave little scrapper, Briana. And thougthattime | thought
you were a woman pledged to the church, | can'y den wanted
you."

She seemed clearly delighted with his admissiohe'jaded, worldly
lord of the manor wanted a sheltered woman of therah. You
probably hated yourself for your thoughts."

"Aye." He seemed distracted by the silken textdrbey hair as his
fingers played with the strands. "It seemed jugt more in the long
list of sins for which I'll probably do penance feternity. But this
was one temptation | was not about to give in to."



"Then I'm glad | told that little lie." As the wosdslipped out, she
clapped a hand over her mouth. But it was too late.

His hand stilled its movements. "What little lie?"

When she didn't respond, he caught her by theasirforced her to
look at him. "What little lie, Briana?"

"About...the vow you made." She licked her lipshatl bargain with
heaven."

He nodded. "What about it?"

She hesitated, then squared her shoulders. "lyimidthat Mother
Superior said a vow wasn't really binding unlessvits made in
church in front of witnesses."

His eyes narrowed. "And that was a lie?"

"Aye." She bobbed her head. "The truth of it is,tMw Superior
never mentioned vows. Those made in church or wiker | just
thought that using her name would carry more weigtit you."

At his long look she ducked her head. "I'm sorrknbw | should
always tell the truth. But you were so determinetl to touch me.
And | was desperate to find a way to change youmdrhi

"Briana O'Neil. What a devious little vixen you &ra laugh bubbled
up from deep inside him, then rumbled free. Hewthback his head
and roared. Oh, it felt so good. His heart haattthis light, this free,
in years. And all because of this amazing littiedée.

She smiled, feeling such relief at his reactiomuYe not angry with
me?"



"Oh, Briana." He pulled her close and kissed herasgly on the
mouth. "How could | possibly be angry when youlrersa delightful
surprise? Although, | suppose | should be suffefiogn at least a
little guilt for breaking my vow."

She pulled back a little, studying him closelyAre' you? Suffering
guilt?"

He laughed again. "Not a bit of it. The happinessfeeling at this
moment can't be spoiled by guilt."

"Ah." She sighed, clearly relieved. "Then you'ré sarry?"

"The only thing I'm sorry about is the fact thavds so rough with
you." With his finger he traced the outline of meouth and felt the
sudden tightening in his loins. "But 1 wanted youlssperately. And
I'd waited so long."

"I didn't mind. Though..." She paused, loving teelfof his rough
fingers against her lips, "...if we're, going to kadove again, we
might want to think about using your big bed."

He looked up at her. "Are you saying you'd ratharspend the night
on my floor?"

"That would depend on how you're planning to spiedrest of the
night, my lord."

The look he gave her was so smoldering, she fealtheartbeat

guicken. "l thought | might show you that lovingesdm't always have
to be so...ferocious. It can also be slow and gearid tender.” As if

to prove his point, his fingers traced the curvaeafcheek, the slope
of her jaw.

She moved against him like a kitten. Her smile gr&@ould we?
Now? So soon? Is such a thing possible?"



His laughter was quick. And though it seemed indred he was
already thoroughly aroused again. "I'm startingpebeve, my sweet
Briana, that with you anything is possible." He lpdl her down
against his chest and began nibbling kisses alenghnoat, across
her collarbone to the swell of her breast.

Against the softness of her flesh he muttered, 'Yae certain you
aren't a witch?"

"My mother's family were Celts. It's said there sv@nany witches
among them."

"Ah." He dipped his head lower, and heard heeeligghsp. "That's it
then. I've been bewitched. | only pray this spehever broken."

"Aye. I'll add my prayers to yours. If ever therasva spell that |
welcomed, it's this one." She sat up and tracetbtige thin scar that
ran from his hip to his ankle. "What is this?"

"An old wound. It's nothing."

"Nothing? From the looks of it, it's a wonder yoancwalk." She
pressed her lips to his thigh. "I hate to think howch pain you must
have suffered from this. Oh, how | wish | couldserall your pain."

Her concern for him touched him so deeply, he coudadly speak.
When he could manage, he drew her up and whis@agaithst her
mouth, "You already have, Briana. Your love islaleed to erase all
my scars."

"Let me kiss them all away."

As she moved over him, pressing her lips along dhest, his
stomach, the length of his scar, he felt desire likee a tide until he
thought he would go mad.



"Are you doing that just to see how much | can tfaéfore | lose my
senses?"

She levered herself on her elbows and stared dawimoae dark,
narrowed eyes. How had she ever thought him calccarel? All she
could see now was warmth. And need. And seethingnitg
passion.

“Tell me, my lord. Just how much can you take?"

He moved so quickly, she had no time to reactea®hed over and
kissed her with a thoroughness that had her gasping

And then there were no more words between thenhisagouch
gentled and his kisses softened. His warm breatbpehed over her
face. He drew out each kiss like thick, sweet hotgkling lazily
over her forehead, her cheek, her jaw.

This, she realized, was another side to Keane @Muatender side

he kept hidden from the world. He kissed her, tedlcher, as though
they had all the time in the world. For indeedytd&l. Now that the

storm of first passion had blown over, they weeefio taste, to touch
to their hearts' content.

Their sighs mingled, as did their breath, as thsythemselves in the
wondrous pleasures of slow, easy love.

"What are you doing?" Briana looked up to see Kdaaring up on
one elbow, staring at her face as though memorieuggy line and
curve.

Sometime during the night he had carried her tq bere they lay
among the tangled bed linens. Their lovemakingliesh at times all
heat and light and speed. Rough with need. Demgndih other
times it had been as slow, as easy, as if thekhaan each other for
a lifetime. All long, lingering kisses and soft,gle sighs.



"I'm watching you. Do you know how lovely you are?"
"Nay." She gave him a lazy, satisfied smile. "Wiapn'd you tell me?"

"There's this." He traced the outline of her mowith his finger.
"Some might say your lips are too full."

"And what would you say, my lord?"

"That they're perfectly formed for my kisses." Hesled her mouth
lightly. "And your nose." He pressed a quick kigsthte tip of her
nose. "For something so small, you manage totlift the air with
great disdain when you're angry."

"Which isn't often, praise heaven."

"Often enough."” He ignored her little snort of djisgement. "And
those eyes." He kissed one lid, then the othefe 'Hever seen eyes
like yours, Briana. One look from them can meltin@art. Or just as
easily shoot sparks that would singe it until itswaothing but a
charred cinder."

She pressed a finger to his lips to silence hinevé\ your heart, my
lord. Only the heart of my enemies."

He, caught her hand and pressed a kiss to the paird.then there's
this skin. So soft. And covered with all these fiagating freckles."

"I hate them."

"Never say that. | love them. In fact..." He begampress soft moist
kisses along the parade of freckles that trailedhfher shoulder to
her hip. "I may have to kiss each and every ortberh."

She chuckled and began to wriggle under the ass&udp, Keane.
That tickles."



A moment later her laughter turned into a moanle&gure, as his
lips moved lower, then lower still.

"Oh, sweet heaven." Dazed at what he was doingetonith that
clever mouth, all the breath seemed to leave mgyslu

He glanced up. "Oh. Did you wish me to stop, my®d

She saw the gleam of teasing laughter in his éifggu do, my lord,
I'll have to retrieve your sword and force you, enthreat of death, to
continue."

His words were warm with laughter. "Now that | kngust how
skilled you are with that sword, I'd be a fool éonpt you, wouldn't I?
So, to save my life, let's see where | was. Oh yescall. | was
following the trail of freckles."

As the night air was filled with her giggles andts of pleasure, he
muttered, "Ever your obedient servant, my lady."

"Look. Over there." Briana pointed to the hazy imatlof the moon,
which was quickly fading into the dawn sky.

The two lovers were huddled on the balcony beneathlanket,
watching as the stars began to disappear one hylionleeir place
were ribbons of gold and pink and mauve, and clayitited by a
rising sun.

"l used to lie in the damp grass of the meadow Withs and watch
the sun rise over Croagh Patrick."

"l hope you were a bit more modestly attired withis than you are
right now."



She turned her head and looked down her nose at' bWimnd why
would | have to be modest with Innis? He was pcatly my
brother."

He burned a trail of kisses across her back thatenh&r shiver. "I'd
prefer not to think of you naked with any man b, my love."

"Spoken just like a man. You make love with a woraad think you
own her."

"l don't want to own you, Briana. Just your heaHe' wrapped his
arms around her with a possessiveness that hdudwsgh hitching in
her throat.

She turned to face him. "And does that mean tbatnl your heart as
well?" She pressed her lips to his throat and he&rduick intake of
breath.

"Aye, my love. You own me completely. Body and miktkart and
soul."

He uttered the words with such intensity, shetgsrs spring to her
eyes and had to blink them away.

"Tears?" He tipped up her chin. "Over me, lass?"
"Oh, Keane. | do love you so. | still can't beliexai love me, too."

One tear welled up and slid down her cheek. Heellissaway with
such tenderness, she felt her heart swell with.love

And then, without a word he scooped her up andezhirer across
the room to the bed, where he showed her, in theveay he could,
the depth of his love.



"My lord."

At a loud knock on the door, and the sound of Vimsanuffled voice
from the hallway, Keane opened his eyes. Brianakavbeside him,
shoving hair from her eyes.

"My lord." The door was thrust open. Vinson, cangya tray, crossed
the room and, as he always did, deposited it omitljiet table. "The
servant Cora is in quite a state over our lass'sShissing from her
chambers and..." The old man's voice trailed ofthat sight that
greeted him.

The lord was lying in a tangle of sheets, his faoeask of surprise. A
figure beside him gave a groan of dismay and putedbed covers
up, leaving only a cap of red curls visible.

"l...Forgive me, my lord. | wasn't...I didn't..."inson stood so
straight, it looked as though he'd swallowed a pokken, stiffening
his spine, he spun away from the bed. Over hisldeohhe managed
to ask, "Will you or the lass be requiring anythingy lord?"

"Nay," Vinson. Nothing at the moment." Keane's eowas warm
with unspoken laughter. "But you may want to cltteedoor on your
way out."”

"Of course, my lord." The old man beat a hastyewtr

When the door closed, Keane watched as Brianaltireat up.
"Are you blushing?" He tipped up her face for Imspection.
She slapped his hand away. "Of course | am."

"You mean you're ashamed of what we did?"



"Of course not. But | didn't expect to have thadrd@d man walking
in while we were...while | was..." She stopped,nthgaid with
exasperation, "How did he know | was in your bed?"

"'It may have been that lump he spotted besidelime.one with all
these..." He caught a handful of her hair, "..ceds sticking out of
the bed covers."

"Oh, no." She brought her hands to her burning khe®©h, Keane.
Why didn't you pull the blankets higher?"

"It would have been too little, too late, my lovélien he was unable
to hold back the laughter any longer. When he linabuld control
himself he added, "I thought poor old Vinson's eyese going to fall
out when he realized you were here."

"Oh, Keane." Despite the fact that she was blustsmigina couldn't
help giggling. "The poor old dear. How will | eviace him?"

"The same way you're going to face the rest ohthesehold."
She gave him a look of shock.

He couldn't help laughing as he drew her closepardsed a kiss to
the top of her head. "By now, half the householoM® you spent the
night in my bed. And within the hour, half the atdje of Carrick will
know, as well."

When he heard her little sigh of dismay, he megglyned. "l did
warn you, love."

“Aye. You did."

He brought his lips to her temple, and nibbled anzzled a path to
her ear. "I know of one way we could avoid seeingoae."



"You do?"

"Uh-huh." He brought his mouth lower, to the seawsithollow
between her neck and shoulder.

She shivered, and he drew her down among the thisgleets. And
as he began to explore all the now- familiar plaafeser body, he
muttered, "In fact, if you're feeling strong enougVe could hide
away here all day."

"They're coming."

The word was passed from scullery maid to cookmfreerving
wench to Mistress Malloy, who stood at the bastnefstaircase.

Lord Alcott, looking handsome in black breeches dAdohg jacket,
led Briana, wearing a new riding outfit of russelwet, down the
stairs.

"Good morrow, my lord. My lady. Will you be wanting break your
fast before you leave?"

"Nay, Mistress Malloy. Briana and | have decideditte first. We
will want something when we return though."

"Aye, my lord. I'll see to it."

"Thank you." He glanced toward the front door, veh€mson stood
staring straight ahead. "Good morrow, Vinson."

"My lord." The old man softened his tone. "My laty.

"Vinson." It was the first that Briana had spokemd the word
sounded breathy to her ears.



She'd noted that neither the housekeeper nor tiher Inad looked at
her. Nor did the many servants they passed on thayr to the
stables.

"Good morrow, my lord," the stable master calledhasled two
horses, saddled and ready, from their stalls.

"Good morrow, Monroe. | see you've saddled EderMiss O'Neil.
A good choice."

' 'Thank you, my lord. I thought, seeing the way @ss handled
Peregrine, she'd be wanting a mount with a bitref'f

"Aye."

While the old man held the horse's bridle, KearlpdteBriana into
the saddle.

As Monroe handed her the reins he gave her a waestoothed
smile and tipped his hat. "If you don't mind myisay you've a good
bit of fire yourself, my lady."

Keane saw the slight flush that touched her chaslshe ducked her
head and followed his lead toward the distant meads soon as

they had left Carrick House behind, he slowed hosimb and caught

her hand, lifting it to his lips.

"You see? That wasn't so bad, was it?"

"Nay." She took a deep breath. "I suppose it vatleasier as the days
pass."

Keane squeezed her hand and continued holdingheashorses cut
a slow, steady path through the lush grass of teadaow. The
thought of the days and weeks and months of lothiag) lay ahead
warmed his heart as nothing ever had before.



As they crested a hill, he turned and glanced kaicthe roof of
Carrick House, gleaming in the sunlight.

His voice was hushed with the enormity of his disry. He turned
to her, loving the softness in her eyes. "Do yoavkrhat this is the
first time since I've returned to Ireland, thagéfas if I've truly come
home. And it's all because of you, Briana O'Neil."



Chapter Seventeen

"What are we to do?" Mistress Malloy twisted hercapbetween her
hands as she prowled the library, pausing to wipeaginary spots
of dust.

When she heard no response from the butler, shedur

He was staring out the window at the lovers, whoavemjoying tea in
the garden. "You said you could keep an eye onnthster, and
prevent this from going too far. And now look."

"Aye." The old man watched as Keane fed a bran- debdce to
Briana. "But I've never seen him happier."

"That isn't the point. What about our lass? Whak mappen to her
when she learns the truth?"

Vinson shrugged. "Perhaps she loves him enougbrgove.”

"Love. Ha." The old woman spun away and began ngdoéat the desk
top. "Right now, she's caught up in some romaupist! SAnd it's been
fine for all of us here in Carrick. Just as we'géad, we have the arms
we need to defend ourselves against the Englisadeng. And as
long as we keep our lass dangling in front of trd,Ihe'll not forsake
us for a more peaceful refuge. But what happensiielass learns
his secrets? | tell you, Vinson, no woman's gomdptgive the sins
that man has committed. What will happen when bee fturns to
hate, and she flees Carrick to seek refuge in Wwarlmme?"

The old man kept his attention riveted on the lsv#rwish | knew."

Mistress Malloy momentarily brightened. "Do yountkihe could
keep it a secret from her for a lifetime?"



Vinson shook his head. "It's not likely. Especialbw that he's come
back from the dead."”

"Why do you say that?"

"Because." The old man turned, headed toward te. d@/ith this
new life, he's bound to rediscover his consciedgel when that
happens, he'll feel that he has no choice butltbde everything."”

"We'll take our dinner in the library tonight. Misss Malloy."
"Aye, my lord. I'll alert the servants."”

"I want no servants around. Briana and | would grefur privacy
tonight."

The old woman hesitated. "But who'll serve thedabily lord?"

“.You may do it yourself. With Vinson's help. Sahe others off to
bed."

"Aye, my lord."

Mistress Malloy hurried away, to see to the changadans. And all
the while she fretted. Tea in the garden. Intim@it@ers in the
library. It was all they'd hoped for and more. Eptcdat she worried
about their lass. Briana O'Neil might have a fieggure, but it was
obvious to everyone that she had a tender heahedkt that was
bound to be broken, now that she'd lost it to tind bf Carrick.

"My lord." Vinson stood beside the bed, a robeihatrown on over
his nightshirt, his hair sticking out at odd angles



Keane was instantly awake. He released his holBr@ana and sat
up, knowing the stern old man would never violagegnivacy unless
it was of the utmost importance. "What is it, Vin8b

Beside him, Briana stirred.

"A messenger came from the village. English sosligere spotted
heading through the woods."

"Have the villagers put our plan into action?"

"Aye, my lord." Vinson averted his gaze when Brigaaup, shoving
hair out of her eyes before modestly drawing tremkét up to her
chin. "Half a dozen men have been dispatched tbelus, to pretend
to be laboring. The rest of the men have secrétechdelves in the
nearby woods, with the weapons you provided, angitne attack."

"Very good." Keane slipped out of bed and begadiréss.

For the sake of modesty, Briana wrapped the blaailaind herself
before stepping out of bed. When she headed totvardoor, Keane
called, ' 'Where are you going?"

"To my chambers. | can be dressed in minutes."
"First, my love, a kiss for luck."

She shot him a puzzled glance before crossingnahnd offering her
lips. It seemed odd that Keane would kiss her amtfrof Vinson.
Instead of the quick kiss she'd anticipated, hgghd her roughly
against him and covered her mouth with his. Shetfelrush of heat,
the knife- edge of excitement, and blamed it onctiraing battle.

Then, just as quickly, Keane lifted his head arelxdaway. Briana
touched a hand to his cheek, then walked away.



When the door closed behind her, Keane sat ondge ef the bed,
pulling on his boots. After buttoning his tunic, taeked a knife in his
boot and picked up his sword.

"Follow me, Vinson."

Keeping his silence, the old man followed him dathe hallway,
where Keane paused outside Briana' s chambersroksiged, she
opened the door within minutes. She was dressedeirgarb of a
stable lad and holding a sword that was nearlyigaadshe.

“I'm ready," she called.

"Aye, my lady. | can see that." Keane pulled heseland pressed
another kiss to her lips. "Forgive me, love. | yregégret what | must
do."

With Vinson watching in openmouthed amazement, Kegave her
a gentle shove backward, then slammed the doorastdithrew a
brace over it.

Briana's voice was a shriek of fury as she poumaettie door. "What
are you doing, Keane? | don't understand. Operdtios at once."

' 'Nay, lass. | love you too much to see you endagebattle with
these monsters." He turned to Vinson. "You're tothat this latch is
not removed until | return. Is that understood?"

"Aye, my lord." The old man's lips twitched slights the door was
struck with such fury, the entire wall seemed tadster. "That
sounded like a chair, my lord."

"Aye." Keane grinned. "The lass has a bit of a tempinson. But
you'll see to her?"



"I will, my lord. You can trust me to see she'skegfely under lock
until the siege is over."

"l thank you, old man."

As Keane strode away, the door was struck withregsef blows,
and the tip of a sword could be seen breaking dirdbe splintered
wood.

Vinson found himself praying for a mercifully quiekd to the battle.
Else Carrick House might not survive the lass'g.fur

Keane crouched in the woods with the men from tiiage. It
pleased him to see that every man was armed wthleresword or
bow. And though they would be outnumbered by theyliEh
soldiers, at least they had a fighting chance.

Thanks to Briana.

Keane found himself smiling as he thought about fievcely she

had pleaded the cause of these villagers. It waktbdelieve that he
had, only weeks ago, been so adamantly opposetniaghis own

people. But, in his guilt and confusion, he hadvwioced himself that
they were better off accepting defeat, rather tieding the pain and
chaos and destruction of battle.

It was one more thing for which he would always dgrateful to
Briana. His fierce little scrapper had helped harsee clearly what he
had to do. By fighting alongside his people, heldaione for the
sins of his father. And, if the fates were kind,rhigiht even get his
chance to exact retribution from the one calledskelal He clenched
his teeth. That would give him the greatest satigfa of his life.



Early morning sunlight glinted off the swords ottfirst English
horsemen as they started across the meadow tohandliagers in
the field who were acting as decoys. Keane feltghiek rush of
anticipation he'd always experienced at the staatlttle.

"Now, my lord?" Hugh McCann glanced over at himd dteane
shook his head.

"Nay. It's too soon. Our only hope for successhes ¢lement of
surprise, Hugh. The English are expecting us to &=
before—helpless, unarmed and terrified. They'll Ib@texpecting a
militia of trained swordsmen."

He noted that, despite the early morning chill, Klamd the others
were sweating. And why not? They were no doubkihgpabout the
wives and children they might never see again.

As for himself, he felt a strange sense of calm.hdd no fear of
death. Until he had discovered Briana's love, heulsvdhave
welcomed it. And even now, thinking about the orenould leave
behind, death held no power over him. It was fos tre felt he had
been born and bred. This was what he had trainedllfof his life.
He only wished he could fight these English bastatdne, to ensure
that none of the innocent villagers would haveatefdanger this day.

His eyes narrowed as the line of horsemen drewenéathe cluster
of villagers pretending to till the soil.

"Steady, lads. Another moment." He unsheathedvinigds lifted it
high over his head, then nodded. "Now, lads."

The men and boys of the village came swarming dthe woods,
wailing like banshees, brandishing their weaponke TEnglish
soldiers, hearing the shrieks, wheeled their moumn¢snfusion.



Keane led the way, rushing forward to engage tisedoldier. Before
the man could even unsheath his sword, Keane maldimuthrough.

As the soldier slipped from the saddle, Keane catlghhorse's reins
and shouted for a villager to mount. A big, budgd Ipulled himself

into the saddle and sped off, quickly overtakingesal of the English
who were attempting to retreat.

That first small success seemed to inspire ther afilagers. Their
fears were forgotten as they were thrust into linektof battle. The
air was filled with screams and shouts, and thegctef metal against
metal. The earth was churned beneath the hoovesribied horses.

"Watch your back, Hugh." "Keane's warning causegtihicCann

to turn, narrowly missing a soldier's thrust. Montselater Hugh ran
the soldier through with his sword, then turnedjitce assistance to
three lads who were holding off several mountediscs.

Seeing their dilemma, Keane leaped on the backefod the horses
and wrapped his arm around the soldier's throatlebperation the
soldier pulled a knife from his waist, but befoeedould use it, Keane
caught his hand and forced it upward until it paerthe soldier's own
throat. The man's shriek of surprise ended in glgwf pain. He was
dead before he dropped to the ground.

Seeing a cluster of soldiers up ahead, Keane uhgedorse forward.
As he fought his way through the crowd, he heatdta angry cry
from a soldier on a distant hillside.

"Death to all the Irish."

The horseman had grabbed up a thin-armed lad b&psrten and
two, and was holding a knife to his throat whilesting, "We're not
leaving here lads until every one of these bastardmthed in his
own blood. If any man tries to retreat, he'll tastg sword. Do you
hear?"



Keane felt a rush of heat and knew, even befodréw closer, what
he would see.

The English soldier wore a ragged tunic over fragegeches. His
face bore the scars of multiple battles. His noses \lattened,
obviously broken. Though his dark hair was long anchggly, it
couldn't hide the fact that his left ear was migsiill that remained
was a white, puckered scar.

"Halsey." Keane lifted his sword and nudged hisskdorward.

Seeing him, the soldier tightened his grasp onatie"Advance and
the lad dies."

Keane's reaction was strictly instinctive. Withguting the soldier
time to think, he charged. His first thrust caudfdlsey's arm,
causing him to drop the lad.

"Run, lad," Keane shouted. "Go back and join ties."

Enraged, Halsey wheeled his mount and chargeddhishorseman
who had dared to thwart his fun. His sword tip péel Keane's
shoulder.

Seeing blood spurt from the wound, Halsey threvklbas head and
gave a hoarse laugh. "I never met an Irishman peteould best me
in battle." He wheeled his mount yet again andgéehrBut this time,
instead of aiming at his enemy, Halsey carefulgtcalatingly, ran
his sword through the neck of Keane's mount.

With a whinny of pain, the animal fell. It was orfgane’s skill as a
horseman that kept him from being crushed. He mash&g jump to

safety moments before the animal dropped to thamgton a heap.
But as Keane leapt free, his sword slipped froniihgers. Before he
could retrieve it, Halsey was racing his mount toaim.



"Now Irishman, let's see you evade my sword again."

As Keane danced aside, he heard the whistle dfl#ftee and felt the
spatter of dirt from the horse's hooves.

Out of the corner of his eye he could see Halseyrig his mount for
another charge. He felt the thrill of anticipatiorhis time there
would be no room for error. He would win. Or he \bdie.

At that moment he caught a glimpse of blurred mo@ntoming
over the hill. He glanced up to see a vision rugrioward him. He
blinked. It couldn't be. He had given Vinson orderkeep her locked
In her chambers. But there was no mistaking the&gacing toward
him. It was Briana. Dressed in the garb of a stédieand holding
aloft her sword. Sweet heaven. She couldn't pgskilmbw that she
was about to confront her worst nightmare.

"Briana. No. Go back." Even as he shouted the wgrriie knew it
was a futile attempt. She was too far away to hderwarning fell
away, a mere whisper on the wind.

The slight distraction was just enough to causetbhitese his edge.
As he stumbled toward his fallen sword, he felt thendering of
hooves, and knew that this time, Halsey wouldngsmi

He heard the sound of fierce laughter. And Halsegise, like a
shriek of victory. "Prepare to die, Irishman."

Keane looked up as Halsey's horse reared, itslimmtes pawing the
air. And then those hooves came crashing downirngeldeane to the
earth.

Pain enveloped him in waves. Pain so hot and figroebbed him of

speech. Even the cry that escaped his lips waseslddut off. He

struggled to see, but his vision began to fade, gseat black cloud
seemed to close over him.



And then, with Halsey's laughter breaking throughwall of silence,
he felt himself swallowed up in darkness.

At the scene before her, Briana stood, frozen mdnoShe had seen
Keane's momentary distraction when he'd caught sijher. Had
watched as the English horseman had used that ntotmehis
advantage.

Her fault. Her fault. The thought played throughr In@ind like a
litany.

Now, she realized the enormity of the situatione Tighting was too
far away for any of the villagers to see or heanthlt was up to her
to save Keane and herself. She raised her sworthard to Keane's
side.

Dropping to one knee beside him she touched a toamd throat and
felt for a pulse. For a moment she felt her heag.But then, as she
located the steady beating of his heart, she gaigheof relief.

He may be wounded, but he was alive. Alive. It afathat mattered.
"Keane," she called. "Can you hear my voice, mgiv

Instead of a reply she heard the sound of laughtmughter that
scraped over her already raw nerves, startingiassef tremors that
had palms sweating, her knees going weak.

She looked up to see the man who had left herdaddWhose face
and voice had tormented her in her dreams everyt rsigice that
terrible attack. The sight of him left her numb draken.

"Halsey." She knew her voice wavered as she stedggl her feet
and stood trembling as she faced the man on haiseba



"So. You know me."

"Aye." She swallowed and prayed for courage. "Yogeplunged
your sword through my chest."

He laughed. "Forgive me if | don't recall. My swdrds tasted so
much Irish flesh, it's a wonder it hasn't rotteahfirthe stink."

"It was in this very field. You didn't like the fathat | was besting
you with your own sword. And like the coward yoe,ayou had your
men hold me. That way you could assure that youdwmn."

"I remember you, lad." His eyes narrowed. "No mast lan
Halsey." He slid from the saddle and advanced onwielding his
sword. "Especially one who smells of the stables."

Briana dodged his first thrust and brought her siwp upward,
catching him in the arm. He gave a yelp of pain elmarged at her,
his sword swinging wildly. Nimbly, Briana danceddoe side, then
spun andlashed out, slicing his thigh. At once livseches were
drenched in blood, and he swore as he lunged at her

She avoided his blade, but his hand reached aahing her roughly
by the shoulder. When she tried to break free hggid her firmly
against him and wrapped his arm around her thpoassing until he
felt her go limp.

Briana struggled against the arm that imprisoned bet it was
impossible to loosen his grasp. As she struggledreath, her vision
began to fade. Black spots danced in front of h&seHalsey's
laughter seemed to ebb and flow, and she knewstiatvas losing
consciousness.

Her sword dropped from her fingers as she scrateheldclawed at
the iron band that continued to tighten aroundtheyat. And then
she could no longer stand.



Halsey gave her a rough shove and laughed as sppett to the
ground beside Keane. As she fell, the cap slipped ther head,
revealing the tousled red curls.

"What's this?" Halsey's jaw dropped, and for a muiniee couldn't
believe his eyes. Then, grasping her roughly byathe he hauled her
to her feet.

His gaze raked her, and she felt soiled by the ladkis eyes. He
lifted his hands to her tunic and in one swift ranttore it away. As
the fabric shredded, his eyes narrowed on thegb&mise that barely
covered her breasts.

"A female?" He gave a high, shrill laugh. "Now I'seen everything.
An Irish wench who thinks she can best an Engledtier.”

He glanced toward Keane, who was struggling tagit"ls he the
reason you're here? Did you think you'd save hgemble life?"

She lifted her chin. "Nay. | thought to end yours."

"Hold your tongue, wench." He slapped her so harchkead snapped
to one side. "Or I'll cut it out of that lovely mib' He gave another
laugh and dragged her into his arms. "But onlyrdfte sampled it
myself."

His sour breath filled her lungs as he coverediauth with his. His
hands groped her breasts through the thin fabieothemise.

Suddenly he released her as his head snappeddipjsabhody was
jerked violently backward.

Briana watched in stunned amazement as Keanet®fisected with
Halsey's nose, sending a geyser of blood spillowrdthe front of his
tunic.



"That was for the lady. And this one is for all theople who have
suffered at your hands." Keane slammed his fist iH@alsey's
midsection, sending the soldier to his knees.

Enraged, Halsey tossed a handful of dirt in Keapgiss. Keane
rubbed his fists over his eyes, hoping to clearvigeon. As Halsey
struggled to his feet, Keane struck out blindly a@atnected with
Halsey's chin, sending him sprawling. Struggling heeath, Keane
stood over the soldier, waiting for some sign ghfileft in him.

"Come on, Halsey. Don't give up yet. | haven't estamted."

"Nor have |." Halsey kept his back to him as hetgdtis knees. But
when he finally stood, he turned to reveal a kmfénis hands. He
slashed out, slicing across Keane's chest, leavimdgunic soaked
with blood. His second slash caught Keane's hanthivwmoments
the dirt at their feet ran red with blood.

Seeing Keane's pallor and knowing that he was hgnoi by a bare
thread, Halsey caught him by the front of his tuamd lifted the knife
so that the sunlight glinted off the razor-shaigulel. "Now, Irishman,
I'm going to carve up that handsome face. And wimethrough, I'm

going to have my sport with the woman." His laughtas the high,
shrill sound of madness. "And when I'm through viagh, she'll know
once and for all time that no man bests lan Halsey.

As he lowered the knife to Keane's face, his siindee. His body
stiffened. The hand holding Keane dropped to lis.sThen, as if in
slow motion, his legs failed him and he slumpethtoground.

Keane knelt beside him and felt for a pulse. Figdione, he touched
a hand to the hilt of a knife protruding from Halseback. Then he
looked up to see Briana standing over him.

"Perhaps no man could best him." Despite her pdiler voice was
strong. "But this woman did."



Keane started to get to his feet, but the world begEnning to spin.
He sank to his knees and struggled to make senéés giimbled
thoughts, "...ordered Vinson...keep you lockedaaorychambers."

"Aye. That was wrong of you, Keane O'Mara. But édighe bed
linens to climb out the balcony. Vinson is probastiyl guarding my
door, with no clue that I've gone."

"...enot surprised, my fiery little vix..." He rext a moment, gathering
his strength. "What of the battle?"

She peered off into the distance and could heardhe from the

villagers. Briana could see their wives and chitdracing across the
fields to share the moment. "I'd say the villagare already

celebrating their victory."

"...won?"

"Aye. And why not? They had excellent teachersi&g his eyes
close, she clutched him with a fury born of despeana

All the fight had gone out of her. She was, in tingtant, a terrified
woman in love.

"Oh, Keane. Oh, my love. Don't leave me now. | daiilbear it."

The last thing Keane remembered was the tasteiah®s tears upon
his lips, and the sound of her voice, soft andthieas, begging him
to stay with her as she half dragged, half showedtdward Halsey's
horse.



Chapter Eighteen

"There are no broken bones. None of the wounds aapiee be
serious.” Mistress Malloy smiled down at the manthe bed.
"Thanks, I'm told, to our lass."

Keane glanced at Briana and squeezed her handw&heseated
beside the bed, still dressed in the filthy, blaaoed garb of the
stable lad. "Aye. A more docile lass might haveegivup and

remained in her chambers. But not Briana O'Nedaiderheaven she
isn't like other women."

Briana merely smiled, content to let the otherk tahile she basked
in the knowledge that the man she loved was safe.

"Tell me, Vinson." Keane turned to his butler. "Bidu never guess
that the lass's chambers were empty?"

"Nay, my lord." The old man looked slightly red- éac "When it
grew too quiet, | thought she was probably weepgsulking. It's
what most females would do."

"But not our lass." Mistress Malloy's tone wasefillwith pride. She
started toward the door. "I'll let the villagersokn that the lord of
Carrick is in no danger."

"Wait." Keane sat up and carefully swung his legsttie floor.
Despite the fact that his entire body was a magmif and bruises,
he refused to give in to the weariness that tuggddm. The people
were waiting. People he had begun to care abowutdesply. "I'll tell
them myself. Come, Briana. Let me lean on you."

With his arm around her shoulder, Keane made hig twathe
balcony. The moment the crowd below caught siglttiof, they let
out a roar of approval.



"Ye're alive then, my lord," one of the men shouted
"Aye. Are there any dead among us?"

"None, my lord. But a score of wounded."
"Anything serious?"

"None more serious than a few broken bones."

"That greatly relieves my mind." Keane grasped Iblaécony for

support and lifted Briana's hand in the air. "Kribwvg. Were it not for
the courage of this lovely lady, none of this wobhlse transpired.
Without your training and weapons, the battle wcwdde been over
before it began, with many Irish lives lost. Andtivaut her aid, |

surely wouldn't be here now. For it was her weagi@at brought

down the soldier who has been the cause of so mpaah and

suffering in our land. lan Halsey is dead, thamkBitiana."

"Three cheers for the lady, Briana," one of thexct@houted.

A deafening cheer went up, as Keane lifted Briahated to his lips
and stared deeply into her eyes.

She felt her heart leap at the love she could ire#ltbse depths.

"Now," he called to those below, "go back to yoames. And give
thanks that we've been delivered, at least for fimm) the scourge of
the English."

"If more soldiers come, my lord, we'll be ready fbem," someone
shouted.

"Aye," came the roar from the crowd.



Keane and Briana remained on the balcony, watcdmrge long line
of villagers began to slowly wind its way acrose theadow. The
tavern would soon be filled with revelers. As wothid village green.
And this night, many a father would hug his childeelittle tighter.

And many a wife would give thanks for the safe sty of her man.

Hours later, when Keane and Briana had bathed dleayirt and
blood of battle, they took a quiet meal in Kearaambers. And
afterward, as they lay together in his bed, stammg the flames of
the fire, they felt humbled by what they had acclished. And
overwhelmed by what they had almost lost.

The midnight sky was a curtain of black velvet. attp of liquid
golden moonlight spilled across the bed, bathimgttvo people who
lay side by side.

Briana found it impossible to sleep. The feeling#leng inside her
were too new, too exciting, to permit sleep. Angke lay, watching
the steady rise and fall of Keane's chest.

How had she lived without him for all these yeafd?at strange fate
had brought her to Carrick, to this man, and thedeoful love he
had unlocked in her heart.

She smiled dreamily as she brushed a lock of hain his eyes. Then
her smile turned to a frown of concern as she nibitathis breathing
had become shallow. It was obvious that he wa&eénthroes of a
dream. Not a pleasant one, she realized. For heduris head from
side to side, as if to avoid something.

"...Alana."

At the sound of his voice whispering a woman's nahe heart
stopped. Nosomething. Someone.



He moaned in his sleep and touched a hand to Ighk.tBriana
studied the raised white scar that ran the lengthsoleft leg, from
thigh to ankle. He had once shrugged it off as Birap old wound.
And she'd been willing to accept that. But there wathing simple
about it. It must have nearly cost him his life.

He muttered something unintelligible, and sat gtvaup in bed. His
eyes snapped open. He caught sight of Briana basiaewatching
him.

"You had a bad dream."
"Aye." He pressed an arm to his forehead. He wéseldan sweat.
"Your leg pains you."

"Sometimes." He took several deep breaths to cabnrdgged
breathing. He hated the demons. They always caughtinawares,
when he was asleep and most vulnerable. Sincewesfor Briana
had blossomed, he'd been free of them. But novingpsrbecause he
was weakened by the wounds of battle, they werk, b@cinting him.

"You mentioned a name. Alana." Briana felt himfetif At once she
was repentant. "Forgive me, Keane." She turned aivagd no right

to pry."

When he said nothing she slipped out of bed. fdtith you some
water. Or would you prefer ale?"

"Ale." His tone was flat.

He waited while she poured a tumbler and handedhim, drinking
it down in one long swallow. As the ale burned o fire down his
throat, he took a deep breath.



Then, climbing from bed, he began to pace whilamaistood across
the room, watching him in silence. At last he paldarned. "I've
kept the truth from you long enough. It's timelttgou everything."

"There's no need."
"Aye. There is. I'm tired of living a lie."

At the harshness of his tone Briana waited, aftaispeak, afraid of
what she was about to hear.

He scrubbed his hands over his face. "But whebegin?" Agitated,
he began pacing like a caged animal.

When his pacing stopped, he stared out the baleangilow and
spoke in a tone devoid of all emotion. "When myngifather was
alive, the name O'Mara was a noble one, commarréisigect from
all who knew us. He was a man who loved this lamdi the people
who lived here. After he died, the respect seeraatie with him."

Keane stalked to the fireplace to toss a log ongtiaée. He stood a
moment, watching as the hot coals ignited the bstkting a thin
flame along its length.

Keeping his back to her he said, "It was commontadge that my
father was a wastrel. He had no time for his salamd, his people.
It wasn't enough that he squandered a fortune eryetvce known to
man, but he turned his back on his home as weadpsihg to live in
England, where he aligned himself with the king.eden accepted a
title in return for a betrayal of his own countrymé&Vhich is why, to
this day, | detest the title Lord Alcott." His tohewered. "You
wondered why | didn't want to involve myself intingting the men
of Carrick in the use of arms.



It was my father who saw to it that these peopleeve&st helpless and
unarmed. He and his friends in England agreed utlavbe far easier
to conquer men who were without weapons."

Though Briana was shocked at the depth of his fathetrayal, she
gave no reaction, for fear of silencing the andeat thad been
festering so long inside him.

He took in a deep breath. "By the time I'd finishag education
abroad, | was so disgusted and disillusioned witfather, | seemed
destined to follow in his footsteps, just to seekenge. In fact, | did
my best to imitate him, though I told myself it wady to hurt him."

He turned, and Briana could read the misery inelgess. "After one
particularly decadent period in my life, | was apgrhed by...one of
Ireland's most influential leaders. A man highlgasded by all who
knew him. A man | greatly respected. He suggedtad it it were
revenge against my father that | was seeking, bw/laf a better way
than the one | was pursuing. When he presentedithéhi® scheme,
| rejected it out of hand. Even I, as low as | badk, considered his
plan unconscionable. But he continued to press$ hatmanaged to
convince me that | would not only avenge my fatherisdeeds, but
would restore the O'Mara family name in the bargain

"How would you accomplish all this, Keane?"

"By joining my father and his English friends ineth pursuit of
pleasure. Something | had become very good at. ihen they
trusted me enough to let down their guard, | wdadprivy to all
their secrets, which | would then relay to knowsHrpatriots."

For the space of several seconds she went siketiiedruth dawned.
"You were a spy?"



He gave a dry, mirthless laugh. "Some might caliat. | was a drunk
and a cheat. | used everybody, including my owhefiatl sank so
low, | even used my father's mistress."

He heard the gasp of surprise and turned awayyaating to see her
face. With his arms crossed over his chest he ptcdte window,
where he stared out at the night-shrouded land.

"Her name was Lady Victoria Cranmer, and she wasidered one
of the great beauties of England, with pale yellair and skin like
milk."

"Victoria?" This made no sense. The name he hakkspio his sleep
had been Alana.

"Aye. And with hardly any coaxing at all, she bged my father and
came to my bed. After that it was a simple matbemiake her my
wife."

At that, Briana felt all her breath leave her lun§ke couldn't bear
the pain. Her heart contracted. She had to closeyes and grip the
edge of the table to keep from being sick. Her nsinaply refused to
make sense of this. "You wed?"

"Aye." His voice was harsh. Bitter.
"Did you...love her?"

"Not at first. Perhaps | never really loved hert Bused..her badly.
And | discovered that, beneath the face she shawethers beat a
kind and gentle heart. That discovery was whemglcarefully laid
plans began to unravel. Victoria, whose health bldays been
fragile, announced that she was with child."

"Child?" Briana could barely get the word out. Thias becoming a
nightmare. The man she loved. The man in whom aldeplaced her



trust. The man she had begun to spin her dreamscrdVith a wife
and child. It was all too much.

"Aye. A wee lass. Born too soon, leaving her snaaltl fragile.
Though | would never be certain if she was my cbildny father's, |
claimed her as my own. It was then my father cltogeke his own
life."

"Oh, dear heaven." Briana moaned aloud. The hafdhis was
growing, layer upon layer, with every word from Hips. She
couldn't even find any words of consolation for theath of his
father. And so she remained silent.

"We named the child Alana."

Briana blinked. At last, there was the name sheHeadd. Not his
wife. His daughter.

"When last seen, she was a beautiful little infanth her mother's
lovely, perfect features, and the dark hair that s@ much a part of
the O'Mara heritage." He picked up the framed nimefrom his

night table. In a blur of pain, Briana studied it.

"When last seen?" Her head came up sharply. "Deesbther not
intend to return to Carrick House with her?"

"Her mother is dead." He said the words with aldebuno emotion.

Dead. Briana thought about the sadness she haeldsenseane. And
the pain she could see in his eyes when he thoughtne was
looking. No wonder he hadn't spoken about himsadf his past. It
would be far too painful for words. His father. kge. Both gone.

As if determined to purge himself of every darknégscontinued in
that same controlled manner. "The child lives whir mother's
family on a grand estate outside London.""'But why?"



"l gave her to them."”
"Gave? You don't mean you simply... gave away yoly child?"

He turned then, and she could see that his eyegdra@as blank as
his tone. "As Victoria's parents reminded me, | #sone who took
away their child. It seemed only fair that | shoglde them mine in

return. And | agreed."

"You...killed Victoria?"

"It was my...involvement in Irish politics that d her death, as
well as this wound, which will pain me to my gravewas found
relaying secrets to...my lIrish connection. A ba#tesued. Victoria
was in the carriage, awaiting my return from thatlmincked at shore.
My attackers killed her, then lay in wait for mewvésn't as lucky as
Victoria. I lived."

"You wanted to die?"

"Aye. | hated my life. Hated everything it stood.fé would have
embraced death. It was why | was so good at what. IA man who
welcomes death is a dangerous opponent and anesxcgbdy. That
was why | was recruited in the first place."

She licked her lips, afraid to ask the question needing to hear the
answer. "Do you still wish to die?"

For., long moments he didn't answer. He merelyedtaut over the
silvery landscape. At last he said, "Nay. I've finéound a reason to
live. But | know | don't deserve it. | don't desemou."”

"Is-that why you're telling me all this? Becausei ybink you don't
deserve me?"



"Aye." He walked closer and stared down at henngge her eyes all
the pain and confusion and doubt his words hadethu¥ ou're the
finest woman I've ever known, Briana. Far too fimea monster like
me. | should have told you all this so long ago."

"Why didn't you?"

' 'Add coward to the many other things | am. | didvant to see in
your eyes what I'm seeing now."

Her tone was as bleak as her heart. This wasaihtach to take in at

one time. "And now that | know, what do you exp®et to do about
it?"

"l expect you'll want to leave for your home." Heked up the
decanter of ale and headed toward the door. Hadetg in the few
hours left before dawn, to get roaring drunk. le thoorway he
turned. "I'll arrange it first thing on the morrdw.

The door closed behind him. Leaving Briana alorté #Wioughts that
were as distressing, as desolate, as the sky eutsdvindow.

Briana stood on the balcony in the predawn chdk. Fours she had
paced, much the same way Keane had when he'd ddigy@ainful
tale of horrors.

She would have given anything if he had neverheldabout his past.
She much preferred ignorance to this pain thapgdmer heart in its
chilling vise. The pain was almost more than shglcc@ndure. A

pain she feared might never end.

A wife, she thought, clenching her hands into fiklst just a wife. A
wife who had once been his father's mistress. \&twitof man could
betray his own father that way?



The answer came at once. One who had been sotatligs a child,
he'd had no room in his heart for forgiveness. Axmdo had lost
everyone he'd ever loved. She thought of her owmlyalLoud and
impatient and wildly outrageous. But always loviNghat would it
be like to be all alone, with no one to care atdce about? The mere
thought of it brought a lump to her throat thaettened to choke her.

Nay, she would not give in to such maudlin thougkesane O'Mara
was a man who had not only stolen his father'sreistand made her
his wife, but had abandoned his own child, as Wk could he do
that, after having been abandoned himself?

Again, she felt the answer in the stillness oflieart. Keane O'Mara
was a man who believed he didn't even deserveotreedf his own
child.

And now, he fully intended to drive Briana away, \asll. Not
because he didn't love her, but because he felodhyof her love.
Of any love.

He was a man who didn't fear death. A man, in falag embraced it.
Because he believed, in the deepest recessesufutjghat he didn't
deserve to live a life of ease and contentment.

The dismal bleakness of his existence touched $earothing else
ever had.

She lifted her head, watching as the first thiarsdis of light began to
chase the darkness. Seeing it, she was remindshedfthing she had
read in the Book of Prayers.

As surely as light follows darkness, goodness walifays prevail
over evil. But only so long as good men are willtogisk whatever
necessary to that end.



The words continued playing through her mind, resog with
hope. Suddenly she turned from the balcony andirioen the room.

She found Keane in the library. Except for the gémv of coals on
the grate, the room was dark asodid. Keane wasmerely a shadowy
figure, standing unsteadily by the window, a glassis hand.

When he caught sight of her he snarled, "Go awagnB. I'm not fit
company."

Instead of a reply, she merely tossed a log onfiteeand stood
watching as flames began to lick along the dry bark

"l said go away." He weaved slightly as he turniscblack on her.
"Have you told me everything now, Keane?"

He refused to turn around. "Are you hoping for\a feore scandals?
A grisly murder perhaps? A few mutilated corpses®éth't | said
enough to shock your delicate sensibilities?"

"l just want to be certain there isn't anythingeéls

He lifted a hand, let it drop. "I've told you evdmng, Briana. And |
give you my word, I'll make arrangements for youré&turn to
Ballinarin on the morrow."

"It isn't Ballinarin | wish to go to."
He turned his head to look at her. "Where then?"

She took a deep breath. "If you truly believe gt are a monster, a
scoundrel, a wastrel like your father, why don'tiytlake steps to
change your life for the better?"



He gave a dry laugh. ' 'And how would you suggest t"t now?"

She "thought a moment. "You spoke of the child nalaDo you love
her?"

"Aye. It wasn't her fault that her father was & iad a cheat, and that
her mother was a..." He rubbed a hand over his éyeggive me. I'll
not speak ill of the dead. Victoria's sins are &dinvith her now. My
own are far worse."'Do you believe that we can atfam past sins?"

He sighed. "l once thought so. Now, I'm not so Sure

"Tell me, Keane. How do you feel now that you'venad the
villagers and taught them to defend themselves?y@o think it
somehow atones for the sins of your father?"

"I hope so. Indeed, it's one of the reasons whilowad you to
persuade me of it. | wanted to restore respectif@rO'Mara name
once more."

"Then, what would it take to atone for the sin ofigg away your
child?"

He studied her for long, silent moments. "Are ybinking that |
should take her back?" Seeing her smile, he sh@okdad. "It isn't
that simple, Briana. Her grandparents are herdigrotectors. They
employ an army of soldiers to guard the groundbaf estate, just to
see that | never change my mind and try to takdérbaer them."

"Will they allow you to visit her?"

He shrugged. "I haven't seen her since | left Exdjlaore than three
months ago. They made it plain that they didn'ttwaa to return.”

"How did Alana react when you left?"



He winced, hating the memory. The very thoughttohad him

tipping up his glass and draining it. "She's omyrdant. She couldn't
understand why her father was abandoning her. Baitwgept bitter
tears and was weeping still as | drove off in mgriege. -The sound
of her cries tears constantly at my heart."

Briana thought of little Daniel McCann, his chubirygers tugging
on her hair, his sunny smile touching her heare Ktew now that

her decision was the right one.
As she started toward the door Keane called, "Waergou going?"

"To tell Cora to pack a trunk with clothes suitabide a journey to
England.”



Chapter Nineteen

The fine carriage rolled through the streets ofdamm Briana, seated
beside Keane, looked like any other English beauty, gown of

emerald satin with matching bonnet the height shilan. Across

from them sat Mistress Malloy. In the driver's seat Vinson. The
housekeeper and butler wore matching dazed expressi

And no wonder. There had been no time to considentagnitude of
this undertaking. There had been the trunks to,ghekong carriage
ride to Dublin, where they had boarded the ship bhaught them to
London. And now, within hours of departing the hdhey were on
their way to Greyhall, the Cranmer estate outsioedon.

It was only now, as she glanced at the green paitts children
playing under the watchful eye of their nurses, ahd heard the
voices, so different from the soft brogue she'daglsvknown, that
Briana realized the enormity of what she'd done.

She shivered and Keane reached over to catch hdr Haold?"

He would never know if it had been the ale that ¢emased him to go
along with this charade, or if he had simply wantieid all along.
Whatever the reason, he had permitted himself, Hikebutler and
housekeeper, to be caught up in Briana's elabptates. But now
that he was back on English soil, his old instincisk over. He
wanted, needed, to make amends for the life he&'dd lihere.
Especially for the sake of little Alana.

"A little." While he warmed her fingers between hig hands, Briana
muttered, "I must stop this. The lies come mucheasily to my lips

these days." She took a deep breath. "The truthmsyot cold. I'm

afraid."

"Good." He grinned. Winked. "That means you're harater all. |
was beginning to think you were some sort of afigel.



"If you'd ask my family, they'd tell you a devilaoser to the truth."

"Even better. I'm much more comfortable with detilan angels."
He straightened as the high gates of Greyhall datoeview. "Now
you must listen to me, Briana." He stared down o eyes. "You
musn't get your hopes up too much. | agreed toahig because |
could come up with nothing better." And becausedwddn't bear the
thought of letting her go. As long as she was ppigtand scheming,
she wasn't thinking about leaving him and returrtimd3allinarin.
"But | know Lord and Lady Cranmer. They'll nevensent to letting
Alana go. Not without a fight."

"Still, Keane, we have to try."

"Aye." He gave her a smile of encouragement. "Weyll And if
necessary, we'll be gracious in defeat."She lifidchin a fraction as
Vinson announced them and the gate swung wide naitateir
carriage.

The road leading to the manor house wound througiptious acres
of manicured hedges and carefully tended gardease Hnd there
servants could be seen, pruning trees, cleaningdms.

When at last they came to a halt in the courty&ehne climbed
down, then assisted Briana and Mistress Malloy ftlhencarriage.

"You'll wait here," he said to Vinson. "l doubt Wdde long. Our
hosts won't be inclined to invite us to stay angl with them."

The old man nodded.

With Briana at his side, and Mistress Malloy traglibehind, Keane
started toward the entrance, where a butler stbatemntion.

"Good day, Farley."



The old man looked down his nose. "My lord."

"l sent word that | was coming. Lord and Lady Cranmre expecting
me."

"Aye, my lord." The butler stood aside as they exdethen led the
way along a hallway toward the parlor.

After announcing them, he held the door, then distty stood to one
side, awaiting his orders.

"Lord Alcott." A gray-haired man in blue satin caahd breeches
stepped forward and offered his hand.

Keane returned the stiff handshake, then saiday 'Mbresent Briana
O'Neil. Briana, Lord and Lady Cranmer.'

Lord Cranmer bowed over Briana's hand. "Miss O'Neil

His wife, as wide as she was tall, was wearingwagof pale pink
satin, with a neckline that revealed ropes of ped#nht all but
disappeared in mounds of pasty flesh. She had apihpadonned as
much jewelry as she could manage, in order to rérar guests of
her extreme wealth. She gave a barely perceptddeohher head in
greeting.

"My wife and | are surprised by your visit."

"l don't know why you should be." Keane was caréfukeep the
anger from his voice. "I came to see my daughter."

"It isn't convenient." Lady Cranmer's tone was paee "The child is
with her nurse. There are schedules to see to. Wheat. When to
sleep. | don't believe in veering from such scheslul

"And when does she play?" Keane demanded.



"Play?!" The woman's eyes flashed. "Babies dortrie play, Lord
Alcott. What they need is a firm hand. And a numrsgned in the
discipline of child rearing."

"Is this the same nurse who raised Victoria?" Aarkes temper went
up a notch, so did his voice.

The older woman flushed at the reminder of whatdserghter had
become. A mistress to one Irishman, and wife tattaero "I'll not
tolerate that tone in my nouse."

Briana, seeing the temper flare in Keane's eyeppst between
them. "I'm sure you won't object if we just go umaldnave a nice visit
with Alana and her nurse?"

"But | do object." Lady Cranmer looked to her husth&or support.
"The child has forgotten you, Lord Alcott. You'lhly stir her up
again."

"The child?" Keane clenched a fist at his side. Y[9a ever call her
by name? Her name is Alana. Do you ever hold Alafia2 her?
Cuddle her?"

At the dark look in his eye, Lady Cranmer tookepdback and lifted
her head. ' 'Now you see why we must forbid younfigeeing the
child. If she has inherited that temper, Lord Atcitis up to us to see
that it is eliminated before she grows to be a bdkfiant young

woman."

"What will you do? Beat it out of her?"
"We shall see that it is eliminated. By whateveansenecessary."

Seeing that Keane and Lady Cranmer had reachedpasse, Briana
turned to Lord Cranmer, giving him her brightesgsipersuasive
smile.



"l don't believe that Lord Alcott has explained prgsence here."

"Nay, my lady." Ever the gentleman, Lord Cranmeersed as
determined as Briana to remain civil throughout etwkward ordeal.

"Lord Alcott and | are to be wed." She saw the Waane's head
swiveled and chose to ignore him. "And | thoughe&fdoe the
wedding, | would present his child with a few gifts

"How very sweet, my dear." The older man actualnaged a smile.
"Did you bring these gifts with you?"

"Aye." Briana nodded toward Mistress Malloy, whaorflled in her
satchel and removed a soft, hide- covered ball, mkehhe one she
had presented to Daniel McCann. Then she unwraftggednimal-
shaped cakes which Cook had baked and carefullgpedin linen
squares.

"Perhaps, while Lord Alcott visits with you hereyrchousekeeper
and | might be allowed to have a glimpse of Alana.”

The older man glanced toward his wife for approwdien she gave a
grudging nod of her head, he turned to the bui#il you show the
ladies the way, Farley?"

"Aye, my lord."

"And see that one of our soldiers accompanies themell," Lady
Cranmer said through gritted teeth. She was leawiathping to
chance.

The butler left and returned minutes later withwaslsman. Briana
and Mistress Malloy followed them up the stairsatsecond-story
suite. Inside, a dour-faced nursemaid rocked imardy the fire,
while a dark-haired infant sat in a small enclosuegle by lining up
several chaises to form a barricade along oneddittee room.



"Maida," the butler called. "Lady Cranmer has sthatse ladies to
have a visit with the child."

The nursemaid didn't bother to get up. "Have yasit ¥then. But
don't be long. It'll soon be time for her rest."

Briana managed her most charming smile as shedtot®£ butler.
"“Thank you, Farley. I'm sure the two of you wouleé ore
comfortable waiting in the hall. | noticed a bertbat looked most
inviting."

The soldier and butler glanced at each other, tiogided.
"We would indeed, my lady," Farley muttered.

As the door was closing, Briana could see the tvem iwalking
toward the bench, which was only steps away fraemtlirsery.

She crossed to the little girl and reached outdmsath. "Oh, look at
you. Aren't you the prettiest little thing in thénale world."

And she was indeed. With eyes that would rival liheest summer
sky, and glossy dark curls framing the face of ergh.

At the sound of Briana's lilting voice, the chilchifed and lifted her
arms.

Briana picked her up, cradling her against hertclégould you like
to see what I've brought you?"

When she held out the ball, the little girl did ethawhat baby Daniel
had done, tasting it, chewing it and cooing withgih.

Briana sat her down in the middle of the room aegdan rolling the
ball toward her. Excited at the prospect of playitiigna clapped her
hands and snatched up the ball, chewing and dgpolin



"Look what else we have, luv." Mistress Malloy, tgeg into the
spirit of the game, reached into her satchel anddirt out one of the
little animal cakes. Breaking off a small pieces flanded it to Alana,
who stuffed it into her mouth and waited for more.

"Here now." The nurse came out of her chair witlreageance and
advanced on them. "The child isn't allowed to aatets."

"I don't think a little taste will hurt her." Brignwinked at the
housekeeper. "What do you say, Mistress Malloy?"

"l quite agree." The older woman sniffed. "Why, wheord Alcott
was a lad, Cook always used to sneak him bits ektsv She thought
it helped make up for his loneliness."

"Well, such frivolous things aren't permitted hat&reyhall. I'll take
that." The nursemaid reached down and took the ¢akma the
housekeeper's hand.

Then, to assure that it wouldn't be given to thieickhe stuffed it into
her own mouth before returning to her chair byfitee

"Oh, that wasn't very nice of you." Mistress Malkiyowed a flash of
temper, quickly unwrapping a second cake and feealismall piece
to Alana.

But Briana surprised the housekeeper by shakingéeal.
"You're quite right, Maida. Maybe you'd care foo#rer cake."
The nursemaid nodded. "I would indeed. I've a thsteweets."

"Mistress Malloy, see if you can find more cakeshat satchel,”
Briana said.



The old woman rummaged through her bag and cameth third,
and even a fourth cake, which she dutifully hanolegl to the nurse.

"And perhaps, while you're eating it, Maida, yookdwilling to show
us the rest of the nursery.” Briana scooped ujnfiaat, eager to take
her as far away from the men outside the door asiple.

"There's not much." Almost sluggishly the nurseveelaherself out
of the chair and led the way to the sleeping chantbside was a bed
for the baby, and another for the nurse. Besidebdtewas a night
table. Positioned in front of the fire was a cha@e the far wall was
a wardrobe.

Briana's gaze moved to the wardrobe, assessingizés before
motioning to the housekeeper. "Oh, look at thelpveew from that
balcony."

"The view?" Mistress Malloy looked slightly confuseBut when
Briana arched a brow, she turned. "Ah. Yes. Thewvidt's
lovely.""Wouldn't you like to enjoy it? Just for faw moments?"
Briana urged.

"Aye. | suppose | would."

"Here, Mistress Malloy." Briana thrust the babyoinher arms.
"Perhaps Alana would like a bit of fresh air aslwel

As the housekeeper carried the baby to the baltbayyursemaid sat
down on the edge of the bed and yawned.

"You might want to keep an eye on your little chegfgBriana
admonished her.

"Aye. Of course. I'm not supposed to let her outnof sight."
Struggling to stifle another yawn, the nursemaitkea slowly to the
balcony.



Alone in the room, Briana snatched up a shawl abthaket, then
made her way to the two women.

"Here now. What've you got there?" The nursematiofe was
challenging.

"Just something to ward off the breeze." Brianaialig handed the
shawl to Mistress Malloy, saying, "You might wantcover Alana so
she doesn't take a chill."

She then opened the blanket and smiled. The nuidesnehed a
brow. "Is that for me?"

"Aye. Since you've been in these stuffy chamberg,might want to
wrap it around you." Briana draped it around thenaa's shoulders,
leaving the rest dangling to the floor.

While Mistress Malloy watched in amazement, thesaaraid's eyes
began to close. For a moment she clung tp the efdgje balcony for
support. Then she fell backward as though in at.fdihe blanket
cushioned her fall and she landed with a soft thud.

"What...whatever has happened to her? Here nosy, Wdsat are you
doing?" Mistress Malloy demanded as Briana begamaol the
blanket and its burden toward the wardrobe.

"Just seeing to it that she's made comfortabla fohile."
"I don't under—"

"Hush, Mistress Malloy. There's no time for explkimas." Briana
rolled and shoved until the nursemaid was safetkdd into the
wardrobe, with the blanket wrapped so firmly aroumer, she
couldn't move her arms or legs. Then she forcedidioe closed and
motioned for the housekeeper to follow her to ttieeoroom.



"Oh, what have you done?" Mistress Malloy moan&uhé&t in the
world is going on here?"

"I've disposed of one problem." Briana pointedi® ¢hild," sleeping
peacefully in Mistress Malloy's arms. The housekeepeemed
amazed that the child had fallen asleep so quickly.

Briana draped the shawl around the housekeepertddgns, then
allowed the ends to dangle loosely in front, conglehiding the fact
that the child was in her arms. ' ‘Now, in orderse®e this to its
conclusion, you must do exactly as | tell you. Afwal,heaven's sake,
act as though nothing is amiss."

"Act as though..." The housekeeper's face had dutmecolor of raw
dough. Her voice was edging toward hysteria. "Acteugh..."

"Hush now. Not a word." Briana touched a fingehé&o lips.

At that precise moment the door was thrown openef¥atepped
inside and glanced around, the swordsman behind 'Where is
Maida?"

Thinking quickly, Briana kept her fingers on hegpdi "Shh. She's
putting Alana down for her rest. She asked thahotedisturb her."

The soldier drew his sword and stepped aroundutierb”l was told
to see that no harm should come to the nursemaidrenbabe. I'll
just have a look for myself."

Terrified, Mistress Malloy opened her mouth to $pddut all that
came out was a squeak.

"Aye, | suppose that's best." Briana gave a shakgh. "Though | do
hope you don't place too much value on your lif@udd threatened
us with mayhem if we disturbed the child's sleep."



"Aye." The butler, aware of the nursemaid's temperdded in
agreement. "I've tasted the back of her hand admt&o. As has the
child."

Briana sucked in a breath of anger.

The soldier, prodded by the butler's words, seadm#unk better of it
and turned away. "I'll just keep my vigil out irethall, until the child
awakes."

Farley nodded and held the door. When they exhedsaid stiffly,
"You will follow me back to the parlor.”

Briana held back, placing a hand beneath the heepek's elbow.
The old woman was trembling so violently, even heair was
shaking.

"l believe this journey has been too much for ydistress Malloy."
Briana didn't need to pretend concern for the addman. She feared
at any moment the poor old thing might just keedrov

When they reached the foot of the stairs Briand, s&ithink you
should wait in the carriage with Vinson."

"Aye." The housekeeper's voice was a croak of alarm
"Il help her," the butler said as he openedftibat door.

"Nay. Lord Alcott's manservant is just outside.'ldBia stepped out
the door and motioned for Vinson, who hurried ovi&ee that

Mistress Malloy is made comfortable in the carridged Alcott and

| will be joining you shortly." Under her breathestvhispered, "Hold
tightly to her, Vinson. She may yet faint."

"Aye, my lady."



Briana took a deep breath, then followed Farleth&oparlor, where
Keane and the Cranmers sat glowering at one another

"Here you are." Feeling slightly breathless, Brianassed the room
and caught Keane's hand. "l think it's time we'left

"Not until | am permitted to see my daughter."
Briana's head snapped up. "What? When did you delid?"

"Now. I've not come all the way to England jusb®turned away at
her door. | have no intention of leaving here ufrtilallowed a visit."

"But..." Briana hadn't counted on this. She chehedip. She had to
get him out of here. And quickly. Before the nursgamawoke and
managed to free herself and shout a warning tedltker outside her
door. The opiates she'd put in the cakes were ithadlesst dose
possible, because she'd expected to use them onhedaby. Even
now, Maida could be coming round. It was only aterabf minutes
before this whole scheme would begin to unraved,they would be
facing a score of armed soldiers.

"Alana is sleeping, Keane. If you should wake geu'll only make
her cry."

He turned on her with a look of pain and disbellehever expected
this of you, Briana. Of all people, | thought yoowld stand with me
in this."

"l do, Keane. Truly | do. But you must believe nhieis best for
everyone if we go. Now." She tugged on his handpdrate to flee.

Lady Cranmer narrowed a look on her husband, anshbeto his
feet. "Farley, ask the captain of my guard to aquamy Lord Alcott
and his party from Greyhall. Immediately."



"Aye, my lord." The butler left, returning minutkger to announce,
"The captain of the guard and his men have taketheip positions
alongside Lord Alcott's carriage, my lord."

"Come, Lord Alcott." Lord Cranmer offered his aranhis wife. The
two led the way to the front door, with Keane andaBa trailing
slowly behind.

Briana saw Keane glance toward the stairway. Uhgebreath he
muttered, "I'm a fool to go without seeing her.Hawe come so far,
and to be denied my only chance."

"There will be other chances, Keane. Many othenchato see your
daughter. You must believe me."

But his eyes were bleak as he paused at the fabeatairs. "I'd fight
a hundred men. A thousand, for one chance to fezefrbm this
hellish prison."

Briana closed her eyes. She had to get him ouddbe and into that
carriage. It was their only hope.

"Come, Keane. Please, | beg of you."

When he merely stared at her she whispered frdlgticarrust me,
love. And trust that | would never ask this of ymless 1 had a very
good reason."

His eyes narrowed. He seemed about to offer resistebut in the
end he stepped out the door.

There were no civil handshakes as he took his leave

He merely helped Briana into the carriage, themloéid in behind
her. Without so much as a glance at the Cranmersatuk stiffly,
"Drive, Vinson."



"Aye, my lord."

The carriage jolted forward, with a line of soldiem either side. As
they followed the curving ribbon of road toward thigh gate in the
distance, Keane looked at the housekeeper.

"Mistress Malloy. You look as though you're feelisgck. Was
Alana's treatment so bad then?"

The housekeeper couldn't manage a response. Her lipyguivered,
and she had to struggle to keep from crying.

The slow procession seemed to go on forever. Anehvat last they
passed through the gate, and started back towanddny Keane
leaned back and pressed a hand 'to his eyes. "s\Vioat I've been.
All this," he muttered. "For nothing."

"Nothing?" At the sound of Briana's lilting laught&e opened his
eyes.

"Go ahead, Mistress Malloy," Briana said. "Give Kedis surprise."

"It was as much a surprise to me as it will bedo,ymy lord. Our lass
confided her plans to no one."

"Only because | knew you'd have spoiled everythiggfainting,
Mistress Malloy. As it is, | feared you wouldn't keait out the door
with our secret."

"What secret?" Keane demanded. "What is this alutty

With trembling fingers, Mistress Malloy handed hiner bulky
shawl.

He arched a brow at Briana, then opened the shaavktared at the
baby, sleeping as peacefully as an angel."But reawtleis be? How



did you...?" She shook her head. "All in good timg,lord. For now,

| think you'd better order Vinson to get us to tlueks as quickly as
possible. For any minute now, the Cranmers wikkoNer what we've
done. And | hardly think our two swords will be egh to stop their
private army."



Chapter Twenty

"Praise heaven we're finally back on Irish soil.istvess Malloy
would have kissed the ground, if she hadn't felveak.

The journey across the Channel had been a nightaidears. All
night, as they'd battled storms and wind and wawey, could see far
behind them the lights of a ship following in theske. They had no
doubt the second ship was one commissioned by ridwen@rs. The
only thing that kept them from being overtaken wlaes forces of
nature.

"We must get to Carrick quickly," Keane mutteredtasy climbed
into a waiting carriage.

"Nay." Briana put a hand on his arm. "Think, KeaDatrick House is
the first place they'll look for us. | know a betptace. A place where
we'll be safe for as long as we choose to remain."

Keane arched a brow. "Your home?"

She nodded. "Aye." Her voice softened as she spl&eword.
"Ballinarin."

Briana glanced at Mistress Malloy, lulled into §idey the swaying
motion of the carriage. Seated across from her iason, also
sleeping, now that they had employed a driveriferast half of their
journey so that the elderly butler could take a lmneeded rest.

Beside Vinson was Keane with his little daughtéees in his arms.
He had rarely let her out of his sight since thdgén reunited. He
reached across to catch Briana's hand in his. "&¢d to talk."



"Aye. We will. Soon. | promise." She smiled at hitinen turned to
watch as familiar landmarks came into view.

They had spent the night in a small cozy tavercked up under the
eaves, with the sound of rain falling softly on tleof, and the
laughter of strangers coming from the public rocetoty. There had
been no time to say the things that were in thearts. Briana and
Mistress Malloy had shared one room with Alana, vehept in a
small wooden trundle beside their bed. Keane hageshthe room
next door with Vinson.

In the morning, while they'd shared a simple méarael and meat
and biscuits, their gazes had locked for one Ion@ent. They'd felt
the curl of heat, the tug of familiar feelings deepide, and knew
that, when at last they reached their destinatiwy, would be able to
put the past behind them and look to the futurkeitdre that suddenly
looked considerably brighter with each mile.

"Look." Briana pointed, and Keane leaned forwardtare out the
window. "Croagh Patrick. Our people have Ilwed s1shadow for
hundreds of years."

As the carriage veered through a pass carved @b, she pointed
to the sides of the hills, cloaked with stuntedistead shrubs and
trees. "When | was a little girl, | thought a gidr@d come through
here, slashing with his sword."

"You were a fanciful child, | see."

"Aye." As they exited the pass she nodded towasd vitaterfall,
spilling hundreds of feet from the top of the mauntinto the river
below. "It's easy to be fanciful in Ballinarinsl& place apart. Lonely
and wild. Savage and yet so beautiful. As thoughesbeavenly artist
had painted this scene, intent upon using evercBkee there." She



pointed to the clumps of rhododendrons, ablaze weitts and pinks
and purples.

Keane followed her direction, hearing in her vomesoftness, a
reverence he hadn't heard before. "Even the clewdsdifferent
here."

"Aye." He glanced heavenward. The clouds above sdedorn and
shredded by the wind. Some gauzy white, others wdlfpes tinted
gold and. mauve in a sky so blue it hurt to lodleclly at it.

"You've come home, Briana."

"Aye. At long last. Home." She had to take in aplbeeath to keep
from weeping.

As the carriage rolled through the village, a worharding a flock of
geese stopped to stare at the passengers in thagearSpying
Briana's fiery hair she called, "Look. It is Bria@&\eil."

A husband and wife, tending their garden, lookedmngbjoined in the
chorus. "Aye. So itis. I'd know that hair anywheBair lady Briana
has returned."

Then a cluster of lads heard the voices and ortleesh leapt on the
back of a pony, shouting, "I must take word to Baltin at once."

Digging in his heels, he sped off to spread thesn#wan see that our
arrival won't be a surprise," Keane said with alemi

"Nay. In our little part of Ireland, there are feecrets."

Keane watched as her hands, held firmly in her td@sped and
unclasped. As the grey stones of the keep loomdxkfgue them, her
eyes filled. Tears rolled unchecked down her cheeks



The doors to the keep were thrust open and voicakl ke heard
shouting as people began spilling out into the tyawd. By the time
the carriage came to a halt, every single persoBailtinarin had
assembled. Cook and housekeeper. Scullery maidtahté lad.

Standing in front was the entire O'Neil family.
Keane stepped down and assisted Briana from thiagar

"Oh. Sweet heaven, it's true then." Moira O'Nedet forward to
embrace her daughter. Her tears mingled with Bisai®h, my
sweet, beautiful daughter. You're truly back wigh'u

"Let me at her." Rory rushed forward and pickechigobaby sister,
swinging her around and around, as he had whed bken a little
girl. "God in heaven, how I've missed you."

"And I've missed you, Rory. Oh, how I've missed.you

As .soon as he set her on her feet Conor came fdrtwahug her
fiercely. "We feared the worst. When you nevervadi home, we
sent word to the abbey. Reverend Mother assureglousl left
months ago."

"Aye." Briana clung to him, then turned to take chaf Rory's
shoulder as well. "There were times | feared I'denesee my big
brothers again."

"What about me?"

She turned, and for a moment couldn't believe fes.€'Can this be
little Innis?"

He laughed and swept her into his arms.



When he set her down she caught his hands andhialc little
away. "How can this be? You're as tall as Rory @odor. You've
become a man while | was away."

"l should hope so. Because you've become..." Hsléduher hair.
"You've become almost a woman."

"Almost? Keep a civil tongue." She turned to the young women

who had walked up to stand quietly beside her lersti'/AnnaClaire.

Emma." She hugged one, then the other, beforeingtsight of the

fullness of their gowns. "Can it be that I'm abtubecome an aunt,
not once, but twice?"

"In fact,"” AnnaClaire said softly, "this will be wo third time." She
signalled to a small, dark-haired lad who was thage of Rory.
"Come Patrick. Meet your Aunt Briana."

The lad held back, too shy to greet this stranger.

Briana felt tears threaten once more. "A nephew@ Adidn't even
know he existed."

Suddenly the crowd fell silent as one figure stepfoeward. Gavin

O'Neil looked the same as when Briana had last beenA lion's

mane of silver hair framed a craggy face that w#isrsgged and

handsome. Though his middle had thickened, hebsti# the traces
of a seasoned warrior, with broad shoulders anciadsrms.

For several seconds he merely stared at her, aglhloe couldn't
guite believe his eyes.

"So. You've come home then." His voice was the samaell. A
fierce growl.

"Aye."



"Well then. Come and give me a kiss."

She closed the distance between them and pressdip$rd¢o his
cheek.

He caught her by the shoulders and held her a Aittay. His eyes
narrowed as he studied the woman before him. Higluar. And yet,
not his daughter. Where once she had been roundsathubby, she
was now thin and angular. Her lush mane of fiengtes had been
cropped, leaving a cap of curls framing a face, tifiggossible, had
grown even more beautiful.

She had become a stranger.

While he studied her the others gathered arourd,tj@ning hands
to form an unbroken circle.

From his position by the carriage, Keane watched|ifg at that
moment like an intruder. And wondering what it mbst like to
belong to such a large, emotional family.

The voices became a chorus of questions.
"Where have you been?"

"How have you been living all these months?"
"What about the lads who accompanied you?"

Briana held up her hand. "All in good time. For ngwu must meet
some people who have become very important in fay i

She crossed to Keane and caught his hand, pulimgdward her
family.



"This is Keane O'Mara. He saved my life. And noov,d little while,
he seeks sanctuary here at Ballinarin. Keanejghmsy family."

Gavin O'Neil offered a stiff handshake, while Mattasped his hand
in both of hers and said, ' 'Our home is yours,ree@'Mara. For as
long as you desire."

Rory and Conor mirrored their father's wary gregtiwhile their
wives were as enthusiastic as Moira.

Briana waved the housekeeper and butler over. f&tstMalloy and
Vinson are carrying Keane's greatest treasureloHa daughter,
Alana."

"Oh, how precious she is." Moira opened her arntheochild, and,
seeing the fatigue in the eyes of the old servéatsame the efficient
hostess. "You must come inside at once and let akenyou

comfortable. How far have you journeyed?"

As the housekeeper struggled to keep up she s@ldar' across
Ireland. And before that, London."

"You were in England?" Gavin's eyes narrowed.

Briana caught Keane's arm and started toward tbe. dAye. But
we'll tell you everything later, Father. For nowyish to wash away
the grime of our journey. And taste Cook's salmon."

"And so you shall." Moira turned to her daughter-law.
"AnnaClaire, will you ask Cook to see that thesladtch some fresh
salmon for our evening meal?"

"Aye." The young woman hurried away.



As she stepped inside, Briana paused a momentiné& dr the
familiar sights and scents of her home. Memoriesh&d over her.
Fresh tears filled her eyes.

Keane laid a hand over hers. "Are you all right?"

She took in a deep breath to calm herself. "Ayés Just
so...overwhelming."

"I know." He touched a hand to her cheek.

Just then Gavin walked in, stopped, then clearsdhibat. Behind
him, his two sons watched in silence.

"You'll want to refresh yourself in your old rooBriana," Gavin said
sternly.

"Aye. Come with me, Keane. I'll show you where ¢spthe first ten
and five years of my life."

"He can see that later." Gavin paused, then sti@mva softer tone.
"I'm sure our guest would like some ale to washyata dust of his
travels." His eyes challenged. "Wouldn't you?"

Keane nodded. "Aye." He gave Briana a gentle sitileu go ahead
upstairs. I'll see you later."

She squeezed his hands. Then, with a swirl ofsslghte turned away
and raced up the stairs.

Gavin led the way to his library, with Keane waliibetween Rory
and Conor. All four men were grim-faced.



"Oh, this is wonderful." Briana sat between her swsters-in-law,
AnnaClaire and Emma. Keane was across the talile Roiry on one
side of him and Conor on the other. As always, G&/Neil sat at the
head of the table, with his wife at the oppositd. dfriar Malone sat
on the right hand of Gavin, with Innis on his left.

"I must tell Cook that this salmon is even bettant I'd
remembered."

"Il have her cook it every day now that you'reniey”" Moira said.
"We need to see that you eat more. You've grown ten, Briana."

Briana laughed. "Now you're beginning to sound lkeane. He
wondered if they'd ever fed me in the convent.”

"How did you two become acquainted?" Friar Maloskeal as he
helped himself to a second portion. Ordinarily bebed his appetite,
as an act of self- denial... But this, he consableaself, was a special
occasion.

"Keane found me lying in a field, more dead thavealHe took me to
his home, Carrick House, and nursed me back tolfifeweren't for
him, | wouldn't be here now."

"We are forever in your debt, my lord." Moira's syfdled and she
looked down, embarrassed that her emotions werdose to the
surface. But it would have to be forgiven, for geungest child was
home with her. And her heart was so full, she tibitgvould surely
burst.

"Tomorrow I'd like to visit the families of the ladvho accompanied
me." Briana pushed aside her plate. Suddenly heetap had fled
just thinking about the sad news she would haveltay.

"Why?" Gavin's voice boomed out the single wordwé#ts the first
time he'd spoken since the festive meal had begun.



"They need to know that their sons all died as &zrdhey gave their
lives to save mine."

"I'll tell them," he said firmly. "There's no neéar you to speak of
something so painful when you've just come badgalinarin."

"Aye. There is." Briana's voice was just as firlhwas there. | saw
what happened. Their families need to hear it froyrips. I'll be the
one to tell them."

Gavin's eyes narrowed. "Are you defying me this yusy to test my
patience?

"Patience?" Briana returned his dark, angry stateowt flinching.
"When did you manage to acquire such a virtue asmze?"

He picked up his goblet and drank. His fingerstegled on the stem
of the goblet. "I'll overlook such impertinencence it's your first
night under my roof Perhaps you've forgotten, siyjoa've been
living at..." He turned and fixed Keane with a stdw.Carrick
House." He swung his look back to his daughtert'IBuhis house,
my word is law. Anyone who dares to disobey me..."

"l know the rest." She shoved back her chair; goier feet. "Anyone
who dares to disobey you is banished. For you andalone are
judge, jury and executioner."

As she started to flounce away he leapt up and htaligr arm.
"You've never forgiven me for that, have you? Il afways be there
between us, festering, but never healing."

"That's where you're wrong, Father. It was the @alymon that was
preached to me every day for three long years atatibey. And

finally, after a flood of tears, and even more grayand more misery
than you can ever imagine, | succeeded in forgiyimg"



When the words were spoken aloud, she pausedzingpkhe had
spoken the truth. In her heart she had truly faygiler father.

She turned and laid a hand on his cheek. "Perhapsroblem is not
my forgiveness. Perhaps it's time you looked inryawn heart to see
if you can forgive yourself."

For a moment there was only stunned silence. Al$¢haround the
table seemed to hold their collective breath attielenge hurled at
Gavin O'Neil by his impertinent daughter.

Suddenly a cry of anguish was torn from Gavin's.lifDh, sweet
heaven. | feared I'd never live to see my youngigd, my only
daughter, again. Was terrified that my punishmemtila/ be that I'd
never get to hold you again. And now you've conekida me. And |
don't deserve you. | don't deserve this blessihg Jecond chance at
happiness."

And then, while the others looked on in amazemaatiragged her
against him and crushed her to his chest while dyat Witter tears of
remorse.

Friar Malone looked up and was heard to mutteraider be. Our
Briana has done what no amount of prayers andchfasbuld have
accomplished. | do believe there will finally beape in Ballinarin."

"You must tell us everything." Emma looked up from blanket she
was knitting. She sat on a chaise beside AnnaClainese young
son, Patrick, had fallen asleep in her lap.

Moira sat in front of the fire, with Briana at héget, cuddling a
sleeping Alana against her chest.



"I'm told by Keane's servants that | would haveldiad he not fought
for me."

"How romantic," AnnaClaire said. "Do you love him?"
Emma's needles went still.

"Aye. With all my heart."

' 'Does he love you?" Moira held her breath.

"Aye. I'm hoping Friar Malone can marry us while 'rgehere at
Ballinarin. Then, when we return to Carrick Houses can have
another service there for the benefit of the velasgof Carrick,. who
have a great affection for Keane."

"Have you two spoken of all this?" Moira asked lsoft

Briana smiled. "There is no need, Mother. We eautwkwhat is in
the other's heart."

She saw the door to her father's library open.fatber and brothers
and Keane had been behind closed doors for whatesebours. She
smiled, thinking about the silly haggling over dgvand the formal
betrothal, which Friar Malone would no doubt annoaiat tomorrow
morning's Mass.

As the men began to file out, Briana turned andibdrthe sleeping
Alana to her mother, then made her way to Keamgés SWe were
just talking about you."

"Briana."

He sounded so weary, she found herself glancingtaphis eyes.
They were dark and shuttered. And as icy as whe'd §inst met him.



"What is it, Keane? What's wrong?"

He took a deep breath and looked around at thespthno were
watching and listening. "l didn't want to tell ybke this. Perhaps we
could find a more private moment."

"Nay." She felt a flutter of fear, then banked'Whatever you have
to say, can be said in front of my family."

"All right." He took her hand between both of hisdastared at it,
avoiding her eyes. "I've decided to leave on therova"

"Leave Ballinarin? Where will you go?"
"Home. Back to Carrick House."
"But the Cranmers' army..."

"We have our own village militia now. | doubt thea@mers are

willing to face a hundred swords and knives for sh&e of a child

they don't really love. After all, they were merelying Alana to hurt

me. | do believe they'll give up their claim to meaw that she's back
in Ireland. Perhaps, in time, our lives will altuen to normal."

She smiled and squeezed his hands. "l pray itlsdeowish we could
have spent more time here at Ballinarin. | was feliihg the others
that I'd hoped Friar Malone could be the one tedleur marriage.
But if you think it's best to leave, I'll be packadd ready on the
morrow."

When she started to turn away, he caught her hantsng her still.
"You don't understand, Briana. I'm afraid | didnéake myself clear.
I'm returning to Carrick House tomorrow without ybu

"What...? Why...?" She stopped, tried again. "Wiatyou mean?
Keane, why are you saying this?"



"You're home now, Briana. In the bosom of a familyo loves you."

"And | love them. But | love you too, Keane. Itslyright that | go
with you."

"I'm afraid that isn't possible. Your life is harew, in Ballinarin."

"Nay." She shook her head, sending red curls dgnamund her
cheeks. "My life is with you."

"Briana, | know | saved your life. But you also sdvmine.
We're...even now. And you musn't confuse gratituile love."

"Confuse..." She felt her eyes fill and blinkedidwsly. "I'm not
confused. And what | feel isn't gratitude."

"Of course it is. I'm grateful too, for all you'dene for me."

There was a fine, thin edge of hysteria now inMogce. It wavered as
she shouted, ' 'Why are you doing this, Keane?"

His voice was as calm as hers was frantic. "I'ntirggeton with my
life. And you must do the same."

"We aren't to be wed?"
"Nay."
He watched as her face went white and bloodless.

Then she turned and fled up the stairs, while Heslevfamily stood
as still as death.

Without another word he made his way to the gukambers and
closed himself inside. It would be better, he tHaugd his heart were
to bleed where no one would witness it.



Chapter Twenty-One

Keane stood on the balcony, watching the stars tliniing about
the time he and Briana had watched them togethaw. ldng ago it
seemed now. A lifetime ago.

There would be no sleep for him this night. His dnmas in turmoil.
His soul felt bruised and battered. And his heas surely shattered
beyond repair.

He looked up at the knock on his door; gave a diisfisgust at the
intrusion. Pulling it open, he was surprised to 8&éara O'Neil
standing in the hallway.

"May | come inside?" she asked softly.

"Of course." He stepped aside and waited until esttered, before
closing the door.

She walked to the fireplace and stood a momentingtanto the
flames. Then she turned to face him. "I think | wnevhat you're
doing."

"Do you?"

"Aye." She nodded. "You've seen my daughter retlitadner loving
family, and you feel you have no right to take firem it."

"That may be a small part of it. But | assure yibxere's much more
involved here. There are things about me you dmot, madam."

"I'm sure there are. We all have our secrets. Budaughter loves
you, Keane. And I'm not sure she'll ever be theesiiyou leave her."

"She'll survive." His tone warmed, softened. "Baasma survivor."



"She is that. And you love her." Moira put a handhes arm and
looked up into his eyes. " 'If | had any doubtobefl no longer have
them now."

He nodded. "Aye. | love her. With all my heart."

She was silent a moment. Then she said, "Thoughdiyhknow you,

| do know this. What you do, | believe you do fbetnoblest of
reasons. | can see in your eyes that it is breakoog heart to break
Briana's heart."

"I'll survive."

She surprised him by lifting herself on tiptoe, im&s her daughter,
and pressing a kiss to his cheek. "l have very pmgrayers, Keane
O'Mara. And | intend to pray that you change yourdn

"There's no chance of that. But | do thank you yaay"

When she was gone, Vinson, who had been in thpispehambers
preparing the lord's bed, walked through the dogrWwithout a
word he filled a tumbler with ale and handed iKeane.

"Thank you," Keane said brusquely. "Go to bed nol,man."
"Aye, my lord."

As Vinson backed away Keane changed his mind. ldrshhtone
softened. "Wait. As long as you're here, Vinsoay st moment. Pour
yourself a glass of ale."

Surprised, and more than a little pleased, thealgldervant did as he
was told.

''Have you ever been in love, Vinson?"



The old man blinked. This was the last thing hger édvave expected
to be asked. "You know I've never wed, my lord."

"Aye. But that isn't what | need to know. Have wumer been in love?
Truly in love?"

The old man stood a moment, studying the young heseh known
since the day of his birth. This was not a questmibe answered
lightly. The fact that Keane O'Mara was pacing flber instead of
retiring to his bed after such an exhausting joursigoke volumes
about the depth of his concern.

Vinson cleared his throat. "l was. Once. She wagteat love of my
life."

"How did you feel?"

Vinson took a long time to think it over before sy "Wonderful.
And terrible. Bold. Terrified. Miserable. And misdély happy. So
proud that she would even smile at me. And so hemiien |
learned that she shared my feelings."

Keane nodded, feeling a kinship with this old ntde'd felt all those
emotions. And more. "Why didn't you wed, if she reldayour
feelings?"

"Her family considered me beneath their statioma$ a manservant.
That meant that she would have to spend her léemitude as well."

Keane thought of Briana's comment to hiie are all accidents of
birth. "Did she ever marry?"

The old man nodded, then took a long drink of alsdothe the hurt
that was still able to catch him by surprise aftiéthese years. "Aye.
She was given in marriage to a farmer. | heardghatbore him three
sons."



There was a look in the old man's eyes Keane hael iseen before.
And that, in turn, caused him to do something Ime'der done. He
stepped closer and clapped a hand on Vinson's dgrouqueezed
gently. "Thank you, Vinson. I'm grateful that yoould speak of this
to me." He lowered his hand and turned away. "Anddorry that
you were denied the chance to ever have a famypof own."

The old man cleared his throat. Keane waited, Wishback to him,
knowing there was something more that Vinson ne¢aedy.

"I've never felt denied the pleasure of a family lord. For I've
always thought of you as my son."

The door closed softly behind him.

Keane stood for long minutes, before returnindghohlalcony, where
he watched clouds scudding over the moon and olbgctire stars.
Though now he watched through the haze of mistithdtsomehow
clouded his eyes.

Briana knelt by the balcony and watched the prejmers for the
journey going on in the courtyard below.

She got to her feet slowly, as if awakening frodr@am. It occurred
to her that she'd been kneeling here most of diie.nrAnd though she
had dozed, she'd found no comfort in sleep.

She'd forced herself to go over in her mind evengtiKeane had
said. Every cruel word. Every cutting phrase. Biglae had come up
with were more questions. How had Keane gone frowerl to
stranger in scant hours? Something had happenezhuse this
change in him. Something or someone had managamhtonce him
that he had no right to her love. Had convinced toiheave her, even
if it meant breaking her heart.



But what or who? And why?

She detested this feeling of helplessness. It wastly what she had
suffered when she'd been banished to the abbeld fitethen that
her life had been snatched from her, and she'd lbelpfess to take it
back.

She began to pace furiously back and forth, rubhiniger temples.
Think. She had to think. There had to be an ansimadl. she had to
find it now. Or she would have the rest of her tddive once again
with the endless days and nights of emptiness.artie regrets.

Needing to take some sort of action, she let hievsébf the keep and
made her way to the stables. A ride across theamerigills around
Ballinarin had always helped to clear her mind s@el the right path
to take.

Keane descended the stairs to find the entire Ofiliily waiting
for him, as well as Friar Malone. As his gaze svibptfaces, he was
almost relieved to see that Briana wasn't among thi didn't know
how he'd manage to hold together if he had to seethe last time.

Hopefully this would be easier. Of course, it mahat the last image
he would have of her would be of her lovely fasasted in shock.
And the sound of those heart-wrenching tears.

He carefully wiped all thought from his mind. An@® his tone
devoid of emotion. "How kind of all of you to ses off on our
journey."

"You're sure you won't agree to wait a few days@irll stepped
away from her family and paused beside him. "Yaudekeeper and
butler must be exhausted. I'm sure they would redigew days to



recover before starting off across the country. téomention your
darling little daughter."”

At the mention of Alana, he blanched. Mistress B\ahad told him
the child had cried for Briana until, exhausted'dltried herself to
sleep.

He bent low over her hand. "We are most grateful your
hospitality, madam. But it's time we took our ledve

He shook hands with Briana's brothers, and manaded words to
each of their wives. Then he turned and offeredhlaisd to Gavin
O'Neil, who accepted stiffly.

They stepped out into the courtyard where Vinsos juat helping
Mistress Malloy into the carriage.

Keane glanced at a nearby wagon, loaded with fblashkets, fine
linen. There was even a cradle tucked among thglissp

"What is all this?"

Gavin shrugged. "I wanted to see to your comfoxu'Ye a long
journey ahead of you."

Keane's tone was cool, controlled. "That isn't esagy."
"I know it isn't. But | wanted to do something."

"To salve your conscience, Father?"

At the sound of Briana's voice, everyone turned.

She sat astride her favorite stallion. From the thyanimal blew
and snorted, it was obvious she'd pushed him tbrhits.



She slid from his back and stood, feet apart,Haftd on her hip. In
her right hand was a sword.

"What are you doing with that?" Gavin demanded.
"It seems symbolic, Father. This was the start pechucation.”
"And what is that supposed to mean?"

"When | took up the family sword, | realized theanang of power.
The power to fight men on their own level. Withstlsword in my
hand, men must listen to me. Without it, my vogbéut a whisper on
the wind." She turned to Keane. "Don't you agree?"

"What's the point, Briana?" His voice sounded tirétle've said all
there is to say."

"Nay, my lord. You've had your say. Now it's myrtuAnd you will
listen." She turned to include her family. "All gbu will have to
listen. Because | hold the power."

Gavin started toward her. "By God, I'll not..."

She moved so quickly, it seemed no more than & fiédight. And
suddenly the buttons on his tunic fell to the pawedrtyard. There
was a collective gasp from those watching.

At her audacity, Gavin took a step back, eyes wiitk shock, and
focused, really focused, on his daughter. When dieedbecome so
fierce? Aye. Fierce and...nearly as skilled adth@ould have taken
great finesse to remove the buttons from a mamig twithout
inflicting so much as a scratch.

"It took me a while. Most of the night, in fact,daall this morrow.
But | finally managed to piece together what hasnbdone here."
Her voice was low with anger. "The O'Neil men halexided, as



always, my fate. They've decided that Keane O'Nsamat a fit mate
for the virginal Briana O'Neil, lately of the Abbey St. Claire. And
even after you'd realized that | was no longer ¥irgin, you decided
that you knew what was best for me."

"God in heaven, Briana. That you would speak shahgs aloud.”
Rory's brow was furrowed with brotherly concern.alld you no
shame? No pride?"

"Nay. I've none left. Thanks to all of you." Shamged the tip of her
sword at his chest. "Did you know, Rory, that yoerevmy first hero?
The Blackhearted O'Neil. Sweeping across the landni orgy of
killing, bent on finding and destroying the man whiged out an
entire clan. It was so heroic. So romantic. Theslegends born."

She turned, pressing the tip of her sword to Ceratrést. "And you,
Conor. Studying abroad and then thrust into thegdaand intrigue
of Elizabeth's Court, while at night you became th&amous
Heaven's Avenger. | wanted to be like you. To trdlve world. To
taste the adventure."

"Is that why you believe God put you on this edrBavin O'Neil's
face was red with anger. "To compete with your hoect?"

"Compete with them, Father?" She laughed. "Nay. Hazkn born a
man, I'd have bested them. But | was born a femald.in your eyes,
that meant | must learn to be...docile." Her eyastied. "This docile
female has finally realized the truth."

"And what is this great truth?" he demanded.

"l know that Keane O'Mara has a past of which heow; ashamed.
Some of it was his own choosing. And some of ititereluctantly,

because he was convinced that such things wer¢éhéigood of
Ireland. He actually violated his own consciencs, the sake of
others. Would that not, in your opinion, make hifmeso?"



Gavin eyed her narrowly and held his silence.

"l see you still disapprove, Father. What | didmow until now, was
the name of the person who would be so persuasitfesuch an
Impressionable young man."

Gavin glanced at Keane, then back to his daugiidet.he reveal this
information?"

''Nay, Father. Keane would never do such a thimghad to come to
such conclusions on my own. You're a man of gréarma and
charisma. Father, when it is to your advantagetdother has often
told us how she left her home and family, and ceon®u without so
much as a dowry, because she was so in love wathamdsome,
charming persuasive Gavin O'Neil."

His chin came up, in much the same way Briana'sigvdid when
she was angry or challenged. But to his credimheaged to hold his
silence.

"Now, Father, we'll talk about your persuasivenéssshould | call it
your dishonesty?"

"How dare..." When she lifted the sword and toodtep closer he
blinked in amazement and clamped his mouth shut.

"Keane told me he was approached by one of the imhgtntial men
in Ireland. A man of great wealth and power. Anerewhen he
thought the plan was unconscionable, he was finpdysuaded
otherwise." She took a step closer. ' 'There ig one man | know
who could hold such power over another. The mantatght us all,
before we could even walk, that Ireland's freedoras wnore
important than anything else in this world, inclugliour very lives."

"Do you now dispute that?" Gavin demanded.



"Nay, Father. You misunderstand. | am as fierceliriptic as you.
As Rory. As Conor." Her voice lowered, softeneds 'Keane. In fact,
Keane O'Mara is the finest, noblest man I've evewkn. What he
did, he did for Ireland. His sacrifice was greate&er than you will
ever know. For he was willing to give, not only hfs, but his good
name as well. And because of what he gave freelypw consider
him beneath you, unworthy to become a member ofr yme,
upstanding family." Her voice dropped to almosttasper. "Just so
you know. Keane O'Mara did not seduce me. Nor diduke his
worldly knowledge to any advantage. In fact, hedwela in a most
honorable manner, doing all in his power to protegtvirtue. It was
| who pursued him. What | gave him, | gave fre&@gcause | love
him."

Gavin was outraged at her bold admission. "Consvwdeat such
coarse language is doing to your mother and to lpoather's wives.
Not to mention the good priest."

"Ah. | see." She smiled then. A chilling smile tlaed nothing to ease
her father's frown. "Are you telling me, Fatherttyou waited until
the good priest blessed your union before lyindnwnty mother?"

"God in heaven, Briana." Rory and Conor steppeddod, shocked
at their sister's behavior. "You would besmirch yown mother?
Where have you learned such things?"

She turned on them. "Would you have me believeyRibiat you
never touched your beloved AnnaClaire until the gay wed her
here at the chapel? Will you swear that in frontthed good Friar
Malone?"

AnnaClaire covered her mouth, to hide her smile.

Seeing it, Rory turned toward the old priest and k& lips twitch.
He clamped his mouth shut.



"And you, Conor." Briana turned toward her middiether. "When
you were tossed into all that passion and intrigu¢he Court of
Elizabeth, were you and Emma unmoved by it? Did yawe
yourselves for marriage?"

Conor clenched a fist at his side. "Be carefullelisister. | care not
what you say about me. But leave Emma's name outhisf
scandalous talk."

Emma surprised him by laying a hand on his armsamiting at her
sister-in-law. "What you suggest happens to be trels;, Briana."

At that, Briana managed a half smile. "Thank yomnia. Your
honesty is refreshing."”

She turned to Keane, who had remained silent ttrtiug exchange.
Pressing the tip of her sword to his chest she SHolw we will talk
about you, my lord. You think you know what is b&st me? That
you can decide, without consulting me, what willkeane happy?"

"I saw your tears, Briana, when you first saw ybame. And | saw
the love in your eyes when you were surroundedadoy family. Can
you deny those feelings?"

"Nay. | love Ballinarin. And all who dwell here. Arwill for all my
life. But that doesn't change the way | feel alyaut And | know that
you feel the same way about me. Can you deny it?"

When he said nothing, her smile flashed in triufpbu see? You
cannot say the words, for you know them to be avwéhout me,
what would your life be like now? It was | who paasled you to
teach villagers to defend themselves. Was | nbit tiggdo so?"

"Aye." He watched her, loving the way the morningplgyht turned
her hair to fire and her eyes to gold.



"Was | wrong to persuade you to go to England aulamm your
daughter?"

"Nay, Briana." She was so magnificent, she tookkneath away.
"You were not wrong."

"Then what must | do to persuade you to admit yJoue for me,
Keane?"

"You can begin by lowering that damnable sword."
"Nay. It is my only power. Without it..."

He caught her by surprise, dragging her close arehehing the
weapon from her hand. He tossed it aside with @ec|amuttering,
"Woman, haven't you yet figured out your true seur€power? It's
this." He drew her firmly against him and kissed tetil they were
both breathless.

Oh, how long he had wanted, needed this. Just togi¢ter had the
heat rising, the blood surging through his veins.

As for Briana, she was so stunned, all she coula®cling to him.
She had been so desperately afraid. Afraid thabdlerconfrontation
would only drive him further from her.

When at last he lifted his head, he was awardltleagntire household
was staring at them in stunned silence.

He flashed a wicked smile. "Well, it would seem pians have
changed again." In one smooth leap he pulled hinwmao her
stallion's back, then reached down and lifted h&r his arms. "And
it would seem, Gavin, that Briana has seen thralgbf us. If she
can forgive me all the sins of my past, as shddrgsven you, what
choice have | except to do her bidding?"



"Where are you going?" Gavin demanded.

"For now, we're going to find a quiet place where wan finish
this...lover's quarrel, and come to some sort deustanding."

"And then?" Gavin shouted.

"Then, | think you and the good friar had bettemrph wedding. The
sooner the better." He wheeled his mount. "And Gakli expect a
very large dowry to take this troublesome lassyofir hands."

With a clatter of hooves he urged the horse adhessourtyard, then
headed toward a distant meadow.

When the others were far behind, he brought thearto a halt and
slid from the saddle, still cradling Briana in laisns.

"A very large dowry to take me off my father's hantdcan't believe
you really..." The words died in her throat as beezed her mouth
with his.

"God in heaven, Briana," he muttered inside hertimdiHave you no
mercy? I'm starved for the touch of you, the tastgou."

"Oh, Keane. No more than I. But | need to know. Rodi mean it
when you spoke of a wedding? | need to know owréut..”

"This is our future," he muttered against her mpathhe took it with
a savageness that made them tremble. "You are tagefuBriana

O'Neil. From this day on, there is no past." Thagne together in a
firestorm of passion, unlike any they'd known befdknd as he lost
himself in her he whispered fiercely, ' 'There myaomorrow. And

all the tomorrows of our lives."



Epilogue

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 witness tih@enusf Briana

O'Neil, only daughter of Gavin and Moira, and Ke&iMara, Lord

Alcott, rumored to be one of the wealthiest melretand, and one of
its greatest patriots.

In a small room off the chapel, Briana, wearingaavg of white,
stood quietly, head bowed, lips moving. Sunlightlisg through a
high, narrow stained- glass window bathed her airgbow of colors.

"Praying, are you?"

At the sound of Rory's voice, she looked up, themriéd forward.
"Memorizing what | want to say to Keane."

"You needn't put yourself through so much troubitte sister."
"And why not?"

He caught her hands and held her a little awayimhgoher up and
down with approval. "When he sees you looking ti@autiful, every
single thought will go out of his brain. The pooofwon't know what
happened until it's too late."

"Oh, you." She hugged him, and he drew her cloggdses a kiss to
her temple.

"l still can't believe my little sister is all grawup and getting
married."

"'If you tell me one more time about how you usedarry me around
on your back and be my obedient horse, | may haterottle you."



"And ruin that lovely gown?" He laughed. But theras a twinge of
sadness in his smile. "l hope you know that if gwer need me, for
any reason, you need only send me a missive &be Eit your side."

She pressed her forehead to his. "Still my hemyau?" «
"Aye. And ashamed of how I let you down."
"You didn't, Rory. | know you were just looking diatr me."

He swallowed, too overcome to say more. "I'd bgti@rAnnaClaire.
She has her hands full these days with young Ratticprobably
have to take him out of chapel halfway through $keevice." He
squeezed her hand. "Be happy, Briana."

She nodded and watched him walk away. Minutes $tedooked up
to see Conor standing in the doorway, studyingrheilence.

"I've just left Keane," he said as he walked towsed "And if it's any
consolation, he's as nervous as | was on my weddyg Like a
warrior about to taste his first battle."

She caught his hand, and offered her cheek foguick kiss. "That
doesn't sound like Keane."'You don't understandtwiariage does
to a man. Or rather the thought of a marriage cengmmwith pomp
and pageantry and all."

"Would you do it again, Conor?"

He laughed and nodded. "Aye. For Emma. For mysdlfather be
run over by a carriage."

Brother and sister shared an easy laugh. He toibkH®sy hands in his
and lifted them to his lips. "I haven't been muéladrother to you
these last years, Briana."



"You had no choice. | wasn't here."

"But | immersed myself in my own life, and gaveldétthought to
what you were going through. | hope you and Keankewsit us
often. | want us to have what we once did."

"I'd like that, too." She brushed a kiss over higek. "Even when
we're apart, we'll always have something speciat thinds us
together."

"Aye."

They both looked up at a timid knock on the doareiSg Innis,
Conor bid goodbye, leaving his sister alone withl#ld who had once
been her dearest friend.

"Innis.” She hurried to his side and looped her #rrough his. "I'd
hoped you'd come to see me before the ceremony."

"We've seen little enough of each other since yreturned.”

"Aye. My fault, I'm afraid. There was so much taataup on. And
the plans for the wedding."

"And Keane."

"Aye. And Keane." She waited a moment, then totkeath. "You
don't approve?"

He shrugged. "It isn't for me to say. Rory and Gaeem to like him
well enough. Even your father's come around.”

"But not you?"

"It isn't Keane. He seems a decent sort. It'se.'tildengaged his arm
from hers and crossed to the table, where heravell prayer book



lay. His big, work- worn fingers played with the edof the veil. "I'd
always thought..." He tried again. "When you wenag, | thought
I'd die of loneliness."

"l know. It was the same for me. At least you hadyrand Conor and
their wives. And all the lads from the village."

He looked up. Met her direct gaze. "They werenit.yo
And then she understood.

"Oh, Innis." She stood where she was, afraid toogam. Afraid to

touch him. He was so grown up now. Almost a marnthVei man's
feelings. She knew that she had to tread carefi@fall the things
taken from me, losing you was the worst, Innis. Yeere my best
friend. The brother | chose, rather than the oneengme by my
family. The one | always opened my heart to. Wedgttngether,
against the others. The two outcasts. Remember? bémause you
were the only survivor of your clan. And |, becauseanted so
desperately to have what my brothers had."

"Aye." He nodded. "That's it. We always stood tbget And when
you were sent away, | was more alone than ever.lAisdd to dream
of storming the abbey and rescuing you from thatible life." He
ducked his head. "It shames me to admit that | neven tried."

"Shame? Oh, no, Innis." She did go to him then,tanelw her arms
around his neck, hugging him fiercely. "We'll nekaow what might
have been, if we'd never been separated. But shiow. I'm so
happy. And | want you to be happy with me."

"What's this?"

At the stern voice from the doorway they both labkg. Keane was
studying them with a frown. "I leave my bride-to-akne for a
moment and find her in the arms of this handsomé€ la



Even though he blushed clear to his toes, Innis dekense of
satisfaction, that a man like Keane O'Mara wouldstder him a
threat.

"l hope you just came in here to wish Briana luck."

"Aye." The lad leaned over and kissed her on tleekhHis big hand
squeezed her shoulder and suddenly he meant eweedy Ywuck and
love, Briana."

"Thank you, Innis. You know | wish you the samewAl/s."

As the lad brushed past him Keane said, "Ther&wely lass out
there with pale yellow hair and dimples in eachethavho's been
asking for a certain lad she claims is the finemtséman in all of
Ballinarin. Would that be you, Innis?"

His smile brightened considerably. "Lindsay. Ayee Ibeen teaching
her to ride."

"You'd best be careful, Innis." Keane winked anfki@fd his hand.
"I've seen what a dimpled smile can do to a masesth

"Aye." The lad accepted his handshake, and ev@apetahim on the
shoulder. Then, with a quick glance-toward Bridr@awas gone.

Keane barely noticed his exit. He was too busyirgiaat the vision
before him. "Ah, Briana. I've never seen you logkso lovely."

"You weren't supposed to see me until | walkedch&odltar."
"l couldn't wait. | had to see you this minute. dbe."

With a laugh she walked closer, touched a handstdanehead. "I
believe you do have a slight fever."



"Slight? I'm burning up. And feel this?" He caubbkt hand, placed it
over his heart.

"Oh, my. It's racing like a runaway team."

"Aye. I'm not sure I'll make it through the ceremioh think we
should sneak away right now. We could have a wllagest marry us
on the way back to Carrick."

"I never took you for a coward, Keane O'Mara."

"You see? This is what you'll be stuck with forif@time. Maybe
you'd better reconsider."”

She laughed and wrapped her arms around his néd&t bn your
life. I went through too much to get you here. Hot letting you get
away now."

Against her lips he muttered, "Tell me. Did Motigiperior have an
uplifting sermon for such an occasion as this?"

Her cheeks turned nearly as red as her hair. "It ncosfess
something." She was so embarrassed, she didndentbie way his
mouth curved with humor. "I hated the sound of MotBuperior's
voice. She was constantly preaching. And so | Ecito close my
mind to her, and take myself off in memory bacB#dlinarin, riding

across the green meadows with Innis and Rory amiCb... made
up most of those things | attributed to her."

He did smile then. And pressed his lips to herdh@svhispered,
"You're not a very good liar, Briana ! figured ititoa long time
ago."You...knew | was lying?"

He touched a finger to her mouth, and felt the Igeatving. "Aye.
But you were such a joy to watch, | didn't haveltkart to tell you.
Oh, my beautiful, clever little Briana. What a wenfail delight you



are. | can see that my life is always going to ibedf with sweet
surprises."

A shadow fell over them and they looked up to se®i O'Neil
standing in the doorway, glowering at them.

"Could the two of you keep your hands off each othsil after the
ceremony? It's about to begin. The bishop's hedeaazardinal from
Rome. | thought I'd bring them in to talk to theotwf you about
your...marital duties and such."

Briana grinned, while Keane nearly choked.

"Nay, Father. I'll not speak to the bishop or taedmal. I've told you
before. They are free to assist at the Mass. Bainit Friar Malone to
be the one to say the words."

"Now, about this other business..." Gavin flush&aur mother tells
me I'll not be giving you to your husband."”

"Nay, Father. | give myself. Freely. Besides, |just decided
something. | wish to walk up the aisle beside Keaaerying Alana
in my arms. We're a family, now. | want the wholerid to know it."

"You'll scandalize the entire congregation, Bridna.
"Aye, Father. | probably will. But it will be nothg new, will it?"

Gavin glared and turned to Keane, "l should beeduéyou're taking
this obstinate little female off my hands."

"Aye. You should indeed." Keane caught her handk@odght it to
his lips while he smiled into her eyes. "And whée §lls my home
with children, I'll expect their grandfather to &®generous as he wa:s
with the dowry."



"You drive a hard bargain, Keane O'Mara."

"I had a good teacher, Gavin O'Neil."

"Come along, then. Let's finish this thing you'terted."
As he turned away, Briana called, "Wait, Father."

He turned. She crossed to him and wrapped heranoosid his neck.
"I'll miss our battles," she murmured against lmeek.

"As will 1." He drew her into his arms and close$ leyes for a
moment, remembering the wee lass who used to smagglinst him
just this way. She would, for all time, have thaligbto tug at his
heart. Or break it. "Know that | love you, Briana."

"And | love you, Father."
He turned away, brushing a tear from his eye.

The sound of a harp could be heard, filling thepehawith the
sweetest of music.

Mistress Malloy and Vinson paused in the doorway aatched as
Keane took Briana's hand.

"Excuse me," the housekeeper said. "lI've brougland| as you
asked, to watch from my arms as her father is wed."

"Thank you, Mistress Malloy. But I've changed mynthi She won't
watch from afar. She'll be part of it. As she wilvays be a part of
our lives."

Briana took the infant from her hands and cuddiedciose. At once
the little girl closed her chubby fist around a meal and made soft
cooing noises.



While Keane watched, the housekeeper lifted thefnan the table
and settled it over Briana's head.

"Nay, Mistress Malloy. Lift it away from my face."
"But it isn't proper to show the bride's face beftire ceremony."

"l don't want to hide, Mistress Malloy. | want teeswhere I'm going."
She shot a quick brilliant smile at Keane. "And who going with."

Keane threw back his head and chuckled. "I'd expedess from
you, my love."

The housekeeper did as she was told, then watchdéceane and
Briana and baby Alana walked from the room andexaup the aisle.

The old woman brushed a tear from her eye and stottee back of
church beside the butler.

"You're not sorry, are you Vinson?"
"Sorry?" .
' "That we threw those two together, for the sdk@aorick?"

The old man cleared his throat. Just a short vdgle he and Keane
had taken a quiet moment, to speak of love andahig the strange
twists and turns that sometimes lead to the mastogls of surprises.
This day, two of the most influential families ireland were being
joined. And two of its most fiery, leaders wereting. What sort of
warriors would their union produce? Only time wotgdl. But if he
were a betting man...

"It all worked out for the best, didn't it, Vinsdn?



"Aye, Mistress." He cleared his throat, and swadldwd«wn the
lump. "All for the best."

At the altar, Friar Malone was preaching aboutrttysteries of life,
and the joys of love shared. Of the strength ofilfgrand the loyalty
to country.

For Briana O'Neil, everything he spoke of was hereher lover's
eyes. In his quiet strength. In his noble spirit.

Home, her heart whispered. And she found hersalirgnthrough
her tears. With Keane O'Mara at her side, sheudygddome home.



