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To my Father, Who loves me so much He sent His Son to be my Champion





SKYE, SCOTLAND
DECEMBER 17, 1688

Chapter One


THE FRIGID, BRACING wind snapped the woolen plaid about Finlay Grant’s shoulders and knees and cooled the blood from his lips. It was the kind of cold that made his eyeballs sting, the kind that froze his breath. From where he stood upon the braes of Bla Bheinn, most people preferred the view in springtime, when the vales were painted in shades of lavender and amber. Not him. He favored winter and the crisp clarity of the raw world that surrounded him.

He looked across the windswept vale toward Camlochlin Castle, home to the MacGregors, the Grants, and any other soul who sought refuge from the weather or something worse. Despite the frigid climate, warmth seeped deep into his bones. He could almost smell the aromas of Christmas black buns and shortbread baking in the kitchens, the sweet boughs of evergreen and holly being prepared for Yuletide. If he listened hard enough, he thought he could hear laughter and music on the wind.

He wondered if this place would change someday and if the deeds of the men here would be forgotten. He never wanted that to happen. It was his duty to see that it never did.

Opening his mouth, he did what he did best and filled the braes with the sound of his song, one that he’d been toiling on for the past se’nnight.


“Let me tell ye of a place between the mountains and the mist.

A place ye’ve only dreamed about, where heroes still exist.

Of a fortress carved from courage, in defiance of the land.

A haven fer the outlawed and a refuge fer the damned.

Camlochlin, Camlochlin, jewel of my heart…”


Spreading his gaze across the shadowy peaks of Sgurr Na Stri and the majestic Cuillins beyond, he paused to reconsider penning an ode to this place. He was good with words, but even a master bard had trouble describing the place of his birth.

“Pretty,” came a dulcet voice behind him.

He turned and smiled at the only vision that could rival Camlochlin, moonlit and windswept as she stepped beneath the glimmering veil settling in from the mountains. “That’s impossible, lass, fer I haven’t mentioned ye in it yet.”

Leslie Harrison tossed her thick black braid over her shoulder, making him want to loosen it and send it tumbling around her bonny face. Her laughter danced across his spine, more beautiful than any sound he had ever heard, or could ever produce with his own voice.

He remembered the day that Colin MacGregor came home with George Gates, a captain in Parliament’s Royal Horse Guards, and with the captain’s wife, Sarah, and her kin, the Harrisons. He owed Colin much for bringing her here. For she’d done what no other before her could do. She’d taken hold of his heart and gave his life new meaning. He loved her and tonight he intended to tell her.

“What makes you think I was referring to your ode and not to you when I spoke, Finlay Grant?” She drifted past him, leaving the fragrance of peat and nutmeg in her wake. “I’m not the only lass in the Highlands who thinks you’re pretty, now am I?” She turned and leaned her back against the mountain wall, her playful smile still intact when she looked at him. “Why, this very night I heard Heather MacDonald describe you as ‘heavenly. With a smile crafted of starlight and sunshine.’” She giggled and rolled her eyes as if she’d never heard such utter nonsense before.

“Are ye jealous then?” He moved in closer to her, grinning like some bewitched whelp, helpless at the effect she had on him and not caring. So, the others found him pleasing to look at. This was the only woman whose favor he sought to win.

“Come now, bard,” she said, the whimsical quirk of her lips drawing him closer. “It is clear for all to see who holds claim to your heart.”

Och, was she so clever, or he, that transparent? Who cared? Not he. And what were the stars compared to the joy of life sparking her sea-colored eyes? The crisp, mountain air compared to the whip of her tongue? He loved her confidence, the air of utter self-possession that hovered about her like a sensual cloak. He was glad his heart was so obvious. He loved her, and he wanted all of Skye to know it. He would tell her tonight, even though it seemed she already knew. He’d thought about how best to tell her many times over the last few months. He was a poet. The event of enlightenment—when one discovers that his heart is no longer his own, when he wakes each day to find her in his thoughts, tempting him to search out her company, when he would give his last breath in exchange for her life—well, that event was momentous and deserving of the right words. He wanted to ask her to be his wife. A proposal should be perfect…and perfection took time to master. But, finally, he believed he had it right.

Still, what did the right words matter if she didn’t love him in return? There had been plenty of suitors eager to share her company over the past few months. She hadn’t shown interest in any of them. Aye, they spent a lot of time together and it was true that her smile lit the entire hall when he sang about love. But did she love him? He decided to put his question to the test and see if she would let him kiss her. He moved in closer, eager to taste the frost of her lips before he spilled her praises across her cheek.

“Andrew awaits,” she said breathlessly against his mouth, then pushed him away with a gentle hand. “There is to be an announcement and he’s asked that all be present.”

Finn tightened his arm around her waist, keeping her close, unwilling to let her go without telling her. “Let him wait a moment longer, I beg ye.”

“All right.” She gave in easily, smiling and moving in closer to him again, slaying his heart where he stood. “He did give the impression that his announcement was one of importance though.”

Finn shrugged and swept his plaid around her shoulders, shielding her from the cold. “Mayhap yer brother is finally going to demand that Brodie MacGregor honor yer mother by marrying her. Everyone knows about their clandestine rendezvous, ye know.”

Leslie shook her head. “My mother ended that a month ago. No, I think my brother’s announcement has something more to do with a letter he recently received from James Douglas, Marquess of Dumfriesshire.”

Finn pulled back to have a better look at her. “Douglas? What dealings does yer brother have with them? They’re Lowland Covenanters.”

“Aye, I know.” Her smile was made all the more beguiling by the quirk of her dark brow. “My family are Lowland Covenanters, as well, Finn. Remember? England was only our temporary residence. It kept Andrew and Alan away from the local field masses, and away from the royal armies sent to massacre those who attended.”

“Aye.” He nodded, knowing the Harrisons were active Covenanters who had suffered harshly under Stuart rule. They had moved to England after King James had had some active Presbyterians arrested in their hometown of Dumfriesshire. Leslie’s kin had lived quiet lives in Norfolk, keeping to themselves until this summer, when they fled at the threat of King James’s victory over Prince William of Orange. They’d feared the king would certainly punish Protestants for not supporting him.

But James had lost almost all his support the moment William landed his ships in England, and earlier this month he had tried unsuccessfully to flee the country.

“D’ye think Andrew wants to bring ye back to yer homes now that ’tis safe to return?” Finn asked, taking her hand and bringing her knuckles to his lips. He didn’t care about who ruled. England’s laws seldom reached Skye. But tonight, he vowed, he would ask her eldest brother for her hand before Andrew made plans to try to take her back to the Lowlands…or worse, to England.

“Would you be so opposed to the notion of me leaving then?”

He looked into her eyes, expecting to see the familiar flash of humor flickering across them. He didn’t find it. She was serious.

“Of course I’m opposed to ye leaving. Leslie…” He ran the backs of his fingers over her cheek, then, cupping her jaw, he swept her closer. “I’ve pondered a thousand ways to say this, but ’tis my heart which must speak fer me.”

“And what would it say?” she asked him softly, boldly bringing her fingertips to his lips.

“It would tell ye that the world I once thought so beautiful is even more breathtaking with ye in it. It would have me tell ye that I love ye. That I’ll love ye fifty years from now, and a thousand years after that. I’ll keep yer lips swollen and rosy, but not yer eyes. I’ll try to always make ye happy, in our bed and out of it. And when our bairns are born, ye can name them all. I know that’s important to a lass.”

“Do you?” She giggled and quirked her brow at him. “And how do you know I wish to have bairns with you?”

He pressed his mouth to her temple, then he traced his lips, ever so lightly, down her cheekbone. “Do ye?”

Here it was, the moment that would reveal her heart. He barely breathed, and he wasn’t certain he wanted to continue breathing if she said nae.

“Leslie!” A sharp male voice called out from the fog. It was Alan, the younger of the two Harrison brothers.

Finn’s muffled oath seared the air. Och, hell! Not now, damn it!

“Here.” She tried to push herself out of Finn’s embrace, but he held her still, unwilling to surrender her just yet.

“Meet me here later,” he whispered. “There’s something I would ask ye.” He smiled when her eyes opened wider. If he didn’t kiss her soon he was going to go mad. Her brother stopped him yet again when he called out her name, and Finn regretted spending more hours with a lute than with a sword while growing up.

“Coming!” She laughed quietly and then granted Finn what he wanted. Her kiss was brief but warm and filled with promise despite her playful whisper across his lips. “You will have to keep me warm if I return to you.”

“I’ll hold ye close to me, lass,” he promised, curling his hand around her nape. “I’ll warm yer blood with my body and my breath”—he dipped his mouth to her throat—“whilst I tell ye how the thought of kissing ye haunts me.”

She shivered against him, either from the cold or from something more meaningful, and then broke free and left him watching her disappear into the mist that had thickened over the hill. He smiled, tracing his tongue across his lips, tasting her, missing her already. Newly inspired, he thought about staying outdoors and finishing his song. But he was curious about Andrew Harrison’s announcement. In truth, he could find that out later. What he really wanted was to watch while she shared words with the people of Camlochlin. She would fit in nicely here after they were wed. The other women liked her and the chief’s wife, Davina, was among the handful who knew his intentions and not only supported him, but urged him to be quick about asking for her hand.

He smiled, stepping through the fog and vanishing within. The moment couldn’t come soon enough.




Chapter Two


“WAS THAT FINN with you back there?”

Leslie turned to her brother as they stepped into the torchlight surrounding the castle. “Aye, it was. We were not hiding from vision of our own accord. The mist had rolled—”

“I thought Andrew had words with you about forming attachments to him.”

She stopped and waited for him to do the same. Andrew had spoken to her about it, but it was far too late. “He did, and I’ll tell you what I told him. I am already attached to Finn, and I will not disregard him because Andrew tells me to do so.”

“He is your eldest brother.”

“It matters not to me who—”

Alan’s fingers closing hard around her upper arm halted her words.”You will end up getting us arrested, Leslie. Perhaps even killed. These people are enemies to the new king. Living among them grows more perilous every day—”

“Perilous?” Now it was her turn to cut him off. “They took us in when we needed them to! And William is not king yet. Surely Andrew understands how ridiculous—” She stopped short, her eyes widening with surprise and a little horror. When Alan turned his back on her to go inside, she chased after him. “It’s one thing to leave Camlochlin because it’s safe to go. Running from this clan because a new Protestant ruler may try to persecute them is cowardly.”

“Leslie!”

She turned to find her sister coming toward her from one of the long, candlelit corridors. On either side of Sarah were her two dearest friends, Gillian MacGregor and the chief’s wife, Lady Davina, who almost always looked as if she enjoyed life just a bit more than everyone else around her. Presently, she wore a frown that did nothing to diminish her unearthly radiance. She might be the lady of the castle, but with her thick, pearlescent locks swept above her head in piles of gently pinned curls, and her large, wide-set eyes, she looked like the queen of fairies. When her features softened on Leslie, the latter looked away, ashamed by what Davina must have heard.

An awkward moment passed with Leslie wanting to kick Alan in the shins for making her speak such a contemptible thing out loud, whether it be true or not.

“Leslie.” Her sister broke the silence. “I’ve volunteered your aid tomorrow in helping the women decorate the castle for Yuletide.”

“I know ’tis still a pair of weeks away”—Davina’s dulcet voice drew Leslie’s gaze back to her—“but I was hoping you would join us in preparing the feast of Hogmanday, the last day of the year.”

“Hogmanay,” a voice corrected from the door.

Davina turned toward Finn, who was stepping in from the cold wind, and her smile, as guileless and radiant as his, returned to full glory. “Of course! Hogmanay. I often have trouble recalling the name.” She turned and winked at Sarah and Gillian. “We southerners have been deprived of Christmas celebration for too long.” She returned her attention to Finn. “But I shall put the name to pen this time, cousin. I promise.”

“There’s no need, princess.” He tugged at his bonnet, spilling pale flaxen wisps over his eyes and flushed cheeks. “I shall put it to prose to help ye remember. ’Tis my duty.”

The two women at her sides, along with Davina herself, blushed and appeared to go a little breathless.

Leslie rolled her eyes. It was always the same. Women tripped over their own feet when he set the full measure of his countenance on them. She wasn’t jealous though. He wasn’t deliberately trying to win anyone’s favor. It wasn’t his fault that something genuinely happy and at ease with life radiated from even the faintest trace of his smiles. A keeper of stories, he beguiled with song…and eyes that twinkled like emerald dust strewn across some ethereal field. The whispers were all true. Finlay Grant was heavenly.

And while he didn’t use it, at least not deliberately to his advantage, he knew the full power of his charm.

“I’ve no idea the nature of your brother Andrew’s announcement, but I do hope you will stay at Camlochlin until the Twelfth Night.”

Leslie blinked at Davina, remembering their conversation before Finn appeared…and the conversation she’d shared with Alan before that. She liked Davina. She liked everyone at Camlochlin. She didn’t want to leave, especially not now, when Finn had finally confessed his love to her. She slanted her gaze to him and smiled softly. He loved her. She’d suspected it, but Finn Grant turned many hearts and Leslie wasn’t sure if any could turn his. “I would love to stay, my lady. Though some of the Acts of the Estates of Parliament abolishing Christmas festivities have been repealed, there are still many things we cannot do. I look forward to celebrating in Camlochlin.”

“Lovely!” the pale blond beauty beamed.

Leslie noted Finn’s grin deepening and guessed he’d enlisted Davina’s aid to help keep Leslie here. The thought of him hiring help made her kneecaps go soft. He might possess the same fairy magic as Davina when it came to stopping others’ hearts with their beauty and welcoming demeanor, but Leslie had stopped his. This divine man was hers. Finn loved her. Oh, he loved her! Thank God he did. It would save her years of misery living without him. For she loved him, as well.

“That’s more than gracious of you, my lady. I would love to.”

“Come, Leslie.” Her brother yanked her arm. “We’ve duty to see to.”

He pulled her, gently but rather rudely, away from the others and in the direction of the Great Hall. She turned, unable to help herself, and smiled at Finn over her shoulder. She would meet him later and say yes to him if he asked her to marry him. She would remain here with him and live in one of the cottages that dotted Camlochlin’s great vale. She would wear thick woolen plaids in the winter and listen to him sing to her at night. She would grow heavy with his children and she would cherish no other but God over him.

She entered the Great Hall, her smile remaining intact as her gaze spread over Camlochlin’s inhabitants. What fool wouldn’t want to remain here in the company of men who were built as solid as the mountains outside these doors, taken into the fold by the kind, gracious women whom they cherished? Sarah was staying here with her husband, George. Andrew’s wife, Margaret, wanted to stay, and even Elizabeth, Alan’s wife, seemed happier here. Leslie saw no reason she too couldn’t stay if she chose to. Let her brothers run. She wanted to lie in Finn’s arms at the end of each night, until the end of her life.

Let trouble come. She wasn’t afraid to die. She’d grown up with death and the imminent possibility of it. She watched her father and hundreds of others die during Presbyterian field masses deemed treasonous by a Catholic king. She understood what it meant to grow up branded as the king’s enemy. She wasn’t afraid to live among the Catholic MacGregors now that England had a Protestant king.

She’d never known what kind of life she wanted. From what she’d seen, husbands died or fled at the whims of other men. Either way, why would she want to marry just to await another tragedy? At least, that’s what she used to think before she came here. Before she met men whose glares could stop an army, but one look at their wives all but turned them to butter.

Before she met…him.

She watched Finn enter the Great Hall with Lady Davina on one arm and his aunt Maggie on the other. The great hearth and the many candle stands provided ample light in the Hall, but his own source of light…and heat illuminated him. Leslie felt it burn someplace deep in her heart when their gazes met across the crowded room. She smiled, grateful that he’d chosen her from among the other women who would have accepted anything he offered. She hadn’t revealed to him yet just how much of her heart she’d given him.

Tonight she would tell him. She would let him kiss her and more, and she would show him. She couldn’t wait.

“Ah, here’s Leslie now.” Andrew, her eldest brother, took her hand from Alan and drew her to him before turning back to his host. “Gratitude for your patience, MacGregor.”

Leslie looked at the chief draped in fur rising from his seat at the head of the table nearest the hearth. Robert MacGregor would have appeared more dangerous without the four small children dangling from his shoulders and squealing with delight as he rose to his full height of…well, she didn’t know how to calculate the height of a man, but he was a big one.

“Silence!” His voice boomed through the hall, reaching every nook and corner. When he had everyone’s ear, he covered Andrew’s shoulder with his palm. “Give attention to Andrew Harrison, who has something to say to the people of Camlochlin.”

Leslie took a seat at her table and prayed that her brother showed gratitude to these people for their kindness. These were Highland men, not English. These were warriors, children of the ancient king of the Picts, Kenneth MacAlpine. They wouldn’t take kindly to cowards who ran at the first sign of trouble.

And there was no reason to run. Her family would be safe here. No army would survive riding into Camlochlin with intentions of massacring its inhabitants for their religion.

Andrew cleared his throat. Leslie closed her eyes.

“My lord.” Her brother acknowledged the chief then waited while he regained his chair. “As the eldest of my family, allow me to express my gratitude to all of you for taking us in and giving us a safe haven despite the fact that we are Protestant. I know I speak for my family when I tell you all that Camlochlin has become our second home, but”—he dipped his gaze to his boots and cleared his throat again—“our first home awaits, and it is time we left.”

Leslie’s gaze met Finn’s across the span of tables. She’d known the day would come when her brothers would want to leave this place, and now the day was upon her. Her stomach twisted into a painful knot. She wanted to stay, but Andrew would never allow it unless she was wed. Was that what Finn wanted to ask her later? To be his wife? Oh, she prayed it was. She would say yes, of course! She smiled at him across the crowded hall. She couldn’t wait to meet him later.

“Ye’re always welcome here, Harrison,” the chief told him, rising to his feet once again and facing the crowd. “We hope ye’ll stay until the Twelfth Night and then I’ll see ye off with an escort to England.”

“You have my thanks, Rob, but we’re not returning to England,” Andrew told him, surprising Leslie enough to drag her eyes from Finn to her brother. “And we already have an escort. James Douglas, Marquess of Dumfriesshire is going to meet us across the Narrows in Glenelg and then escort us to Dumfries.”

What? Her family was returning to Dumfries? Leslie shot to her feet and tugged on her brother’s sleeve. She didn’t want to go back there. She didn’t care if the Stuart king was about to be deposed and they no longer had to fear what he might do to heretics next. Dumfries held bleak, dark memories she never wanted to return to. Her father had died there, along with dozens of others she knew, husbands, brothers, sons, and daughters. She didn’t want to go back there and she could only imagine her mother felt the same.

“Brother, I would have a word. What does Mother—”

“Later.” Andrew’s gaze warned her not to argue, at least not in the company of others. “Please return to your seat.”

Leslie obliged, albeit with hands rolled into fists at her sides. They would speak later, all right.

“Andrew.” Now it was Finn who stood from his chair. He glanced at his chief and then at her. When he did, his smile softened on her and seeped through her bones, making her smile back. “There’s something I’d like to ask of ye.”

Leslie’s heart beat so frantically she feared it might break free of her ribs and fly straight into his hands. Was he going to ask for her now? She hoped so. She prayed so. She loved him. She wanted to spend the rest of her life with him, here in Camlochlin.

“Before you do—” Andrew held up his palm to stop him, but Finn hadn’t taken his eyes off her, so he didn’t see. He obviously didn’t hear him either.

“I know I’m not worthy of her, and there are likely many other men who could give her finer riches than I could, but I love yer sister and I—”

“Finn, I must—” Andrew interrupted him again.

This time, Leslie didn’t hold back and sprang to her feet. “And I love him!” She didn’t look at Andrew or Alan or anyone else but Finn. She wanted to laugh at the relief in his expression. Did he honestly not know how she felt all this time?

“I’m sorry…both of you, but…my sister is betrothed to another.”

Leslie blinked up at her brother, certain that her ears had just deceived her and there was no reason that her heart should be lying shattered at her feet. “What?” She didn’t want to ask, but she had to.

“I said,” Andrew repeated, sounding more contrite this time, meeting her gaze, “you have been promised to someone else.”




Chapter Three


SHE COULDN’T BE betrothed. It was the only thing going through Finn’s mind while he looked toward Rob. It was impossible. He’d gone to Rob weeks after the Harrisons arrived, inquiring about Leslie and if she was already promised to another. According to her eldest brother and guardian, she wasn’t. Nae. He had to have heard wrong. She couldn’t be promised to someone else. She was to be his.

“Andrew Harrison,” he said, his voice hoarse with the emotion he fought to hold back. “What is the meaning of yer deceit? Is it because I am Catholic that ye don’t want her with me? Because I’m a Highlander, mayhap? Or does it have more to do with my kinship to the MacGregors?”

“No, I…I… ,” Harrison stammered.

“Why else would ye speak of her betrothal fer the first time since ye came here?”

Finn could hear Andrew’s heart beating in the silence that had descended on the hall—or was it his own heart that echoed in his ears?

“There has been no deceit here, Finn,” Leslie’s brother offered. “Her betrothal is a recent occurrence. It is—”

“Recent?” Finn raked his gaze over the men in the Hall. His kin, his friends. If one of them… “Who is it? Who have ye promised her to?”

“Andrew.” It was Leslie who spoke, her eyes wide with dread. “What is this about? Please say you jest.”

Her brother couldn’t look at her, which tempted Finn to leap over the table and pull the life from his throat.

“I intended on telling you sooner,” Andrew began quietly. “This isn’t what I wanted for you, Leslie. But we have no choice. We are going home, sister—to the place of our birth and the land of our father.”

“No.”

Andrew continued on as if she had said nothing.

“Sadly, there will be little welcome for us since we’ve been branded traitors to the faith. Our old neighbors think us Catholic and have even promised to turn us over to Prince William’s men upon our return.”

“Then would it not be best to keep yer family safe here?” Rob put to him.

Andrew shook his head. “I don’t know how much longer it will be safe for us here. I know the men of Camlochlin are mighty and numerous, but you won’t hold up against William’s army.”

“Leslie will—”

“Be safe for certain in Dumfries.” Andrew turned to Finn, finishing the sentence for him. “I have secured it. She must come with us. It is where she belongs.”

“Do not speak for me so!” Leslie protested.

Her brother looked at her, his gaze soft and shadowed with regret. “You are promised to the Marquess of Dumfriesshire—” His eyes fled from her when she fell back into her seat. “It was the only way to get our home back and to guarantee our safety,” he explained, more to the rest of them than to her. “As I said, the people of Dumfries whisper that we’ve turned away from our faith. The Douglases are a powerful family. They sit in Parliament and have secured influence by marrying into Scottish and European royal houses. The marquess has promised to protect us from a scandal that could cost us our lives with the new Protestant king. To prove his support to us”—he finally turned back to Leslie—“he’s agreed to take your hand.”

Finn’s heart beat furiously against his ears, shattering the silence in the Hall. Unable to move, he stood in his spot while something he’d never felt before coursed through his veins. Something that men like his brother, Connor, and Colin MacGregor had trained and harnessed while he’d learned to play musical instruments. He wasn’t born to be a warrior like most of the others here. Until now, he was what he’d always wanted to be—the chief’s bard.

“Harrison, I warn ye. I will kill the man who takes her from me.”

“Finn.”

He didn’t acknowledge Rob or the two men who appeared at his sides to take hold of his arms. He simply waited for Andrew to acknowledge him. He could do it. He could kill a man for her. He would go to war for her. Why now? Why her? Why hadn’t he asked her to be his wife sooner? He’d known he loved her soon after she arrived at Camlochlin with her sassy tongue and hips to match. Och, saints, he couldn’t lose her. He wouldn’t lose her.

“Tell the marquess that ye’ve changed yer mind and ye won’t trade yer sister over like a sack of barley. Tell him that she belongs to another, and if he wishes to go to swords with me over it, ye’ll bring him to Skye.”

Andrew shook his head. “I cannot tell him such—”

The two men holding on to Finn turned out to be cousins Will and Tristan MacGregor. Thankfully, they both possessed quick reflexes and caught him before he leaped forward in Andrew’s direction.

“Finn.” This time, the warning in the chief’s voice drew Finn’s gaze to him. “Wait ootside.”

Finn hesitated, but only for a moment. There was no one he trusted more than Rob. He wouldn’t dishonor him by disobeying his orders in front of everyone. The chief knew he loved Leslie—and not just because his wife, Davina, had told him. Rob was Finn’s closest friend and as such, he would make certain that Andrew understood the consequences of refusing the only request put to him.

And so, Finn left, unfettered by either Will or Tristan. He met Leslie’s gaze when he turned to have a last look at her. Every bone, muscle, and nerve ending in his body resisted the direction his feet were taking him. He ached to go to her, to draw her into his arms and vow to never let her go.

He would. Later. When this was all over.

He met Andrew’s gaze and then Alan’s with a murderous glare of his own.

Leslie was his and he wasn’t about to let those two stop him from having her.




Chapter Four


“I DON’T CARE if you’ve already signed a pact with James Douglas for my hand,” Leslie argued with her family when they returned to their mother’s chambers later that night. “The chief has offered us permanent residency here. King William won’t send his armies so far north. You’ve nothing to fear,” she pleaded. “We don’t have to do what the Douglases say. We can live in safety here. We can—”

“Camlochlin is not our home, sister,” Andrew cut her off gently from his place by the window. “Our roots are not here. Father would not have approved of—”

“Father is dead,” she reminded him, folding her arms across her chest.

“Yes,” Alan said. “Killed by a Catholic king to whom these Highlanders swear fealty.”

“We’re not Highlanders,” Andrew said more gently when she glared at Alan, “nor are we fashioned for such an existence. The winter season is long here, and the days are brief. They rarely receive visitors. They do little more than work, eat, sleep, drink, and have more children.”

“What more is there to do even in Dumfries?” Leslie asked him. “At least here they live and laugh with purpose and vigor. The women are happy and the children are well fed.”

“Leslie—” Andrew tried to interrupt her.

“I don’t trust the marquess.” At least not what she remembered of him. He had to be past his fortieth year. About the same age her father would have been had he lived. “The MacGregor doesn’t trust him either. You saw how angry he appeared when you told him the Douglases were on their way to Glenelg to escort us back.”

“The MacGregors don’t trust anyone,” Alan interjected derisively.

Leslie ignored him. “Why would the marquess do anything for us at all? It’s been many years since we saw him. What does he want from us that he’s being so helpful?”

Andrew glanced up at her. “You.”

Her spine quivered with a thread of revulsion. He didn’t even know her. “I wish to remain here with Finn,” she told Andrew before he had chance to say anything else. She didn’t care what he thought of her falling in love with a Highlander. Going home to Dumfries was bad enough, marrying an old man who had more up his sleeve than taking a young bride was too much. “Sarah can look after me—”

“Look to your mother.” Alan rose from his chair. “She doesn’t want to stay here. Would you have her punished because Andrew broke his agreement with Douglas? Would you deprive her of returning to the home her husband built? What about Elizabeth and Margaret and our children? Would you put their lives in danger?”

Leslie’s eyes fell to her mother, swallowed up in one of Camlochlin’s enormous chairs. She hadn’t thought about what her mother wanted in all this. She remembered how Helen Harrison constantly spoke of Dumfries after they had moved to England. She’d lost so much. First, her eldest daughter, Sarah, had married Captain George Gates and moved away to Essex. Then her husband was slaughtered on a field, where he’d been praying, unarmed. Finally, she had been forced to give up her home to keep her sons alive. Now they had a chance to go back. Was it fair to prevent her mother from having what she longed for?

But what about what she longed for?

“Mother, I thought you were beginning to care for Brodie MacGregor. You and he spent much time in each other’s company. You seemed happy for the first time since—”

“Leslie,” Alan admonished before she went any further, “Brodie MacGregor is barbaric. You cannot possibly imagine that our mother would consort with him.”

Leslie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. When had her brother become such a snob…and such an ungrateful one at that? She was about to ask him when her mother stood up from her seat.

“Alan, Andrew, leave us. I wish a word alone with your sister.”

Neither man protested, giving their mother the respect owed to her. When they were alone, Helen Harrison tossed her daughter a fretful glance and then looked away. “He asked me to marry him.”

Leslie subdued the urge to fling her arms around her mother and congratulate her. “Is that why you ended things with him?”

“Of course.” Her mother wrung her hands together and turned toward the window, away from Leslie’s knowing gaze. “I loved your father. How can I betray his memory?”

“Mother—”

Her mother drew out a long sigh and turned back to her. “Do you remember when Sarah was eight years old and she enlisted your aid in baking a shortbread for your father for Christmastide?”

Leslie smiled with her, remembering. “I was three. She told me to add flour to the mixture so I hurried and retrieved the thistles that grew by the door. I thought Father would like the color.”

Helen laughed softly. “He ate that shortbread and didn’t let on to either of you how he nearly choked to death.”

“He was a good man.”

“Yes. He was.”

“He would want you to be happy, Mother. It has been almost seven years.”

Helen’s smile faded and she shook her head. “Not with a Highlander, Leslie.” She walked toward the door to leave the room. “Not for me, and not for his daughter. We belong at home.”

Leslie looked after her, refusing to let the tears forming at the rims of her eyes fall.

When her brothers returned a few moments later, she had managed to compose herself. She didn’t care if her father would have approved of Finn or not. Let her mother run back to her past to avoid her future. Leslie wouldn’t do the same.

“Has Mother talked sense back into you?” Alan asked, falling into the chair their mother had occupied earlier.

“Nae, she hasn’t. I want to remain here.”

“With your barbarian?”

“Alan, they are not barbarians. Finn is a poet!”

“Come now.” he said, the words rolling off his tongue. “Don’t appear so offended. You know as well as I that these people, the women included, would cut your throat and then go eat with their precious whisky and song. Don’t think your poet is any different. You heard him well enough when he threatened Andrew.”

“You know perfectly well, Finn would never harm any of us,” she argued.

“We know nothing of the sort,” Alan told her, “which is why we let ourselves into Colin’s chambers and stole two of his pistols. Damn, but he had many to choose from. The man is a—”

They would shoot Finn? “Alan, you would bring us to war with the MacGregors and the Grants! We would all be killed. Are you mad?”

“It’s not something I want to do, sister. But we must defend ourselves should he come at us with a sword.”

This changed everything. God help her, this was truly happening. “He won’t. He wouldn’t.”

“Even for you?” Andrew asked her.

Leslie turned to him. Yes, for her, he might.

“Is there not another way?” she asked Andrew quietly. “I don’t wish to marry the marquess.”

“You wish to marry Grant,” Alan said, sounding disgusted. “A Catholic Highlander.”

Before she could tell him what she thought of him, Andrew stood up from his chair. “There’s no other way, Leslie. The marquess and I have been corresponding for more than a month about this. Prince William will be crowned soon and our lives can return to normal. The Douglases are almost as influential in England’s courts as the Campbells. With their support, none will dare voice accusation about us being anything but Protestant. We can go home and live in peace. If I go back on my word with him now, who knows what he will do. Think of Mother. Think of her safety. Surely she has voiced to you her desire to leave here.”

Yes, because she’s running away from being happy again. Leslie’s stomach turned. Her heart pounded between her ears. It was all so extraordinary that just a few years ago they’d been hunted by a Catholic king, and now they had to trade off their own to keep Protestant tongues from sentencing them.

“Davina says it’s sinful to war and kill in God’s name.”

Andrew turned his pained expression away, perhaps agreeing with the assessment. He remained silent for a moment while his gaze settled on the flames in the hearth. “We cannot end the war, or the killing,” he finally said, “but we can choose not to become part of it again.”

“I choose not to become part of it again by remaining here,” she told him.

“We cannot return home without you. Doing so could mean our lives.”

Leslie wiped her eyes. She was stronger than this, wasn’t she? If her family needed her, it was her duty to…Oh, but she couldn’t! She couldn’t leave Finn. She would never forget the pain and panic in his eyes in the Great Hall. She’d never seen him look so dark. How could she marry another man? How could she lie with someone else? What of her heart? Did her heart not matter?

Her throat burned with cries she refused to release until she was alone. She was being given away in exchange for her family’s safety, but she still had her dignity.

“We will remain here for a few more days. The Douglases are meeting us in Glenelg, but they won’t be arriving for another week, at least.”

“No, Andrew,” Leslie said. The longer she stayed, the more difficult it would be to leave Finn behind. “If we’re going, then let us be off with haste. We will stay at an inn in Glenelg and await our escorts there. Make the arrangements. Do this for me and I will fight you no further on the matter.” She turned and left the room without waiting for her brothers to reply. What was left to say? She couldn’t make them stay here and she couldn’t let them be arrested for betraying their faith if the Douglases turned on them. Most of all though, she had to keep those pistols away from Finn.

Alone in the hall, she leaned her back against the wall and covered her face with her hands. How could her life have changed so drastically in one night? How could her hopes and her newly born dreams of a future be dashed so quickly? She wanted to fight back, to storm back inside the room and tell them they were fools to leave Camlochlin. That she wanted a new life, not a continuation of the old one. And that she was staying with Finn.

But she cared about them too much to do it.

“My passion.”

She looked up over her fingers and then wished she hadn’t when she saw Finn standing just a few feet away, his hand reaching out toward hers. At the sight of her wretched discomposure, his already pained expression grew more somber.

“I wish to have a word alone with yer brother.”

“No!” she refused quickly.

“No?” He moved closer but dropped his hand to his side.

She didn’t want to look at him, to see his reaction to what she was about to tell him. She feared that if she did, she might crumble and give in to her own desires. But her gaze remained, as if her eyes had a mind of their own, taking in every nuance of his visage, his posture, his strong, tanned kneecaps beneath the hem of his plaid and burning them across the surface of her heart.

“I am going back to Dumfries with my family, Finn. I must!” she cried out, holding up her palms to stop him when he leaped for her.

“Nae, Leslie.” He pulled her into his arms and dragged his mouth against her ear. “I beg ye not to go. Ye’re the song in my heart. Silence me not.”

Leslie called on help from the angels to keep her legs from giving out beneath her. Every nerve ending, every muscle, bone, and emotion that fashioned her quaked to shake her family loose from her shoulders and promise her life to him. But she couldn’t. She would never let him die for her, and she couldn’t let her family die because of her selfishness. She was their only hope of staying out of prison…or worse.

She stifled a sob at the pounding of her heart pressed to his chest, and the reply of his against her.

“I must go. I must.” And she had to go fast before she changed her mind and begged him to somehow save her. “Papers were signed for me, Finn. My brother cannot go back on his word without the risk of rebuttal.” When he opened his mouth to speak, she stopped him.

“You don’t understand. If anyone comes against your family, you have a small army of very capable warriors at your back. Andrew will have no support in Dumfries, save for the Douglases.”

“Nae,” he reminded her. “Rob has agreed to let ye all remain here under our protection. Yer brother doesn’t have to leave and put ye in danger.”

“My mother wishes to return home. I cannot put her life at risk by returning without me. It’s not my will. But I must do what I can for my family. You would do no less.”

“I would! Did ye not hear me before? I love ye, Leslie!” He clutched her by the arms and gave her a little shake, forcing her to look at him…right into his eyes. She stared, unblinking, mesmerized by what she saw in his gaze. No other man would ever look at her this way. As if she was as vital and as breathtaking as a midwinter sunrise. “I would do anything fer ye. I would leave Camlochlin, my kin, my quill, everything fer ye. Nothing matters to me but seeing yer face every day, hearing ye speak my name, whether ’tis to revile me or to entice me. I want to take ye to my bed. But more than that, I want to wake up beside ye the next day, and every day after that.

“I will not let ye take another fer a husband…” He closed his eyes briefly, as if the image he’d conjured was too painful to consider. “I’ll go mad, Leslie.”

She didn’t know how she was doing it, really. She teetered on the brink of a sorrow so complete she feared she would never get over it. But his words frightened her, so she managed to command control over her roiling emotions. She couldn’t stay and if Finn fought for her, her brothers might shoot him.

“Och, lass.” He shook his head at her and swept his knuckles over her cheek. “I cannot bear the thought of ye in another man’s arms. Don’t go. Ye said ye returned my love.”

She couldn’t look at him and turned away to sob. “I do.”

“I’ll go to Dumfries, Leslie. I’ll put an end to this and—”

Alan would kill him! “No!”She wedged her palms between them and pushed him away. “No, Finn. I don’t…I don’t want you to follow me. Let me go. Forget me, as I will try to forget you. We have no other choice.”

She broke free of him and ran to her room. She didn’t stop until she bolted her door and fell onto her bed, finally releasing the pain threatening to consume her.




Chapter Five


FINN DIDN’T HEAR the voices of the men sitting around him in the chief’s private solar. He was barely aware of how he’d arrived in his chair, facing the hearth and the flames that mirrored the blood pulsing through his veins. He sucked in a deep breath of peat- and pine-scented air and did his absolute best to harness the dark, unfamiliar urges coursing through him. Urges to do things he’d never done, or thought of doing in the past. Like picking up a sword and cutting through a man. Mayhap two. And enjoying it. Or storming to Leslie’s room, kicking down the damn door, and taking possession of her, as he should have done months ago.

Unfortunately, both desires had dire consequences. Whatever Leslie felt for him would die if he killed her brothers, or if he caused a war that her brothers couldn’t win. She was leaving him and he couldn’t do anything to stop it without causing some kind of harm to her kin.

He didn’t know what to do and it was driving him mad.

She was going to wed another.

He ran his hand over his face. He couldn’t breathe. He shifted in his chair and looked toward the window. He needed to get out of the solar, out of the castle, and let the bracing bite of winter cool him. He needed a clear head to figure out how to keep Leslie with him.

“I’m retiring,” he said, standing and turning for the door.

“Finn.” Rob’s voice stopped him. “I’d have a word first.”

Finn gave the door a longing look, then glanced over his shoulder at his chief. “I don’t wish to recall any part of this night by speaking of it.”

“Brother,” Connor Grant, former captain in the English army, drawled from a heavy, cushioned chair. “Sit down and hear what yer chief has to say, aye? We want to help ye.”

“Ye can’t.” Finn paused and turned to give Rob the respect due to him. “Fergive me, friend. I just need a bit of fresh air.” He forced what he meant to be a smile, then turned back for the door and walked straight into Tristan.

“Ye were going to ask fer her hand tonight.”

Finn shrugged his shoulders and tried to step around him.

“Don’t be ashamed of falling in love, lad,” Tristan said, coiling his arm around Finn’s neck and leading him back to his chair. “Every man is helpless against it. Look around ye. Is there one among our kin who let anything stand in the way of love? Robbie defied two armies and a king fer Davina. Connor fought and finally tamed the venomous snake who came against him.”

“I didn’t tame yer sister,” Connor said, swinging his booted foot over the side of his chair. “She likes me to think I did so she can throw me off guard.”

Sitting beside him, Colin, the youngest of the MacGregor brothers, laughed. “It does my heart good to hear ye admit such a thing.”

“Aye.” Tristan laughed with him, bending slightly over his chair to touch the child in Colin’s lap. “We all admit that deep doun inside we’re ruled by our women. Some of us just fell a wee bit harder on our arses than others, don’t ye agree, Colin?”

Aye, Finn thought, looking at his longtime friend. Colin was particularly stony, and harder to break than the rest. When he went, he went down twice as hard as the rest of them. The proof of it lay cradled in his arms, the same place wee Edmund MacGregor could be found before bed every night.

Finn winked at the babe’s dreamy smile and watched while Tristan pressed a kiss to his nephew’s downy curls.

“We know what ye’re going through right now, Finn,” Rob told him, pulling Finn’s attention back to him. “If there’s somethin’ to be done, we’ll do it. We’re behind ye in whatever ye decide.”

In what manner? Finn wondered. By going to Glenelg with him and starting a war between Highlanders and Lowlanders? Or would they aid him in something more disreputable, like quietly assassinating the marquess in his bed? He would do his best to avoid either scenario for Leslie’s sake and the sake of her kin. He appreciated these men who stood by him but he didn’t want to lead them into battle. Even if they won (which he was certain they would) fighting always came with a cost he didn’t want his kin to pay.

“Mayhap,” he offered, feeling a bit less dejected, “we could petition Brodie to woo Helen Harrison with a bit more of the aggression he shows to the cork in his pouch of whisky. If Leslie’s mother wanted to stay—”

Will shook his head, then slashed his fingers through his dark hair to clear it. “My faither’s too ornery to woo the last droplet of brew from his bag, never mind a woman.”

“Our fathers are closer to him. They can persuade him to aid us,” Colin told him, then looked down again at his son in his arms. “’Tis a good start.”




Chapter Six


LESLIE LEANED HER shoulder against the windowpane of the Red Kyeloe Inn and stared out at the snow-covered mountain ranges beyond the Narrows. Nestled somewhere within those behemoth structures was Camlochlin, primped and primed for the holidays, which would begin in a few days. She wondered if leaving Camlochlin in the night, without bidding anyone farewell, was the right thing to do. She’d had no choice. She couldn’t bear the thought of a long, drawn out good-bye with Finn…or any one of the MacGregors and Grants she had come to love. Finn would be hurt. Perhaps he would never forgive her. She wiped her eyes, swollen from crying herself to sleep. She’d had no choice.

She imagined the children running through the cavernous halls, tying sprigs of evergreen and stockings to the hearths in the various halls. Much of the Highland Yuletide traditions were steeped in Viking lore and Leslie had been eager to hear the stories of Saint Nicholas. Isobel MacGregor had promised to teach her how to make black bun, a traditional Twelfth Night cake made with fruit, almonds, and spices. Mairi, Finn’s sister by marriage, had wanted her to help in the ceremonial burning of Cailleach, or Old Winter, when a piece of wood was carved into a face of an old woman and then burned.

Traditions belonging to Finn’s family that she would never experience.

She’d been gone from Camlochlin for three days and she missed it already. Most of all, though, she missed Finn. Oh, heaven help her, she missed him. It may have been only three days but each one presented a brand-new challenge, like trying to forget the way his melodious voice blended with the wind blowing in from the Cuillins, or how his eyes glittered like dewy grass on a summer morn when he set them on her.

She thought it would be easier to leave quickly, but being away from him was worse than anything she’d experienced in the past. The passing of every moment became slower and duller than the one before it.

She had both hoped—and feared—that he wouldn’t follow her, and both were realized. He hadn’t come. Part of her heart ached over it. Another part was thankful and prayed that for his own good, he would stay away.

“Leslie?”

“Hmmm?” She sighed, without turning to her brother.

“The Douglases should arrive today. Once they arrive, we can proceed home.”

“It’s beginning to snow.”

Andrew’s silence proved that he still possessed enough of a heart to sense her misery and suffer a loss for words, knowing he was the cause of it.

“Earlier,” he began tentatively after clearing his throat, “I saw you sharing pleasant conversation with a lady of your own age. It gladdened my heart to see you smile instead of languishing about as though the devil tore the soul from your body.”

Her gaze settled on a large, crystallized flake dropping to the earth. He had.

“Mother and I have been worried about you.” He moved across the foyer and came to stand with her by the window. “Since we left Skye, you’ve barely spoken a word. We feared you might hate us.”

Why would she? For making her leave the man she’d fallen in love with, and on the night he was going to ask for her hand? For promising her to another man twice her age and whom she barely knew? Why would she languish about because her family had chosen to leave the most peacefully breathtaking safe haven any of them had ever known and drag her back to Dumfries and the painful memories of her father’s death?

“I think the Douglases have finally arrived.” Andrew leaned down to get a better look out the window and the lone figure cantering over the hill on a stallion as white as the snow-peaked mountain tops. “Where are the rest of them? Surely, the marquess wasn’t fool enough to come alone.”

It wasn’t the marquess. Leslie didn’t need to get a closer look. She knew who it was. Finn. It was Finn! There weren’t many people in Scotland or in England with hair almost as pale as the horse beneath him. He’d come for her. Oh! He’d come for her! For a mad instant she fought the urge to jump up and down with delight and relief, but she didn’t move. She barely breathed. Her brothers would never let him take her. The marquess was due to arrive any moment and if Alan didn’t shoot Finn, her betrothed surely would. She couldn’t let it happen.

“Why, that’s…” Andrew narrowed his eyes to aid his vision. “Damnation! It’s Grant!” He pulled back and, straightening to his full height above her, glared at her as if she’d planned Finn’s arrival.

His silent accusation angered her. She thought he knew her better than that. He should, after what she’d given up. “Do you truly think I would jeopardize his life or the lives of my family? If I had chosen him, would it not have been simpler for me to have remained behind with him in the first place? Use your head, Andrew. If he came here to fight, the others would be with him. He wanted to have word with you before we left, so I’m sure that is all he wants now.”

“He wants you, Leslie. And if he—”

“Whatever he says or does,” she interrupted, knowing she must say or do anything to help him stay alive, “when the marquess leaves Glenelg, I will be with him. Let us do all to avoid bloodshed, I beg you.”

When he nodded, she nearly passed out with relief. She looked outside again, but Finn was gone. Had the sighting been a dream? She wished she could speak to him first…revel in the sound of his voice, look into his playful, soothing gaze and forget her future…

“You love him,” Andrew said.

“What does that matter? I know what must be done.”

Her brother remained silent for a moment and then kissed the top of her head. “Your family owes you a great debt.”

The front door opened, saving her from having to speak without bursting into tears. Cold air and swirling snowflakes preceded a brown leather boot and then another entering the inn. She thought it must be Finn, but it wasn’t him. Where had he gone? She wanted to run outside and search for him.

The figure stepping in from the cold swept back his hood and shook his dark hair from his eyes. He looked around with sharp pewter-colored eyes, surveying his surroundings, then turned to her and Andrew. His gaze, more powerful than she remembered as a young girl, lingered on her long enough to make her uncomfortable.

“You’ve grown since last I saw you, Harrison,” he said to Andrew, finally moving on.

“The years have been kind to you, my lord Douglas.”

And they had. The marquess was still quite handsome. He was taller than most of the men exiting the inn behind him, slim yet solidly built.

“Miss Harrison?” he asked before Andrew could make the introduction. When she nodded, what could have passed for smug satisfaction settled over his features and thickened his voice. “The sight of you makes me eager to get back to road, but I fear we must remain here one more day. I have business to attend first.”

Hmm, she’d suspected as much. There was more to his promise of protection than simply gaining her hand. Protecting them was one thing, riding so far north, so far into “enemy territory” was another. Lowlanders very rarely, if ever, traveled to the north. But what other reason could he have for being here?

“Alrick,” the marquess turned to one of the men who’d entered the inn behind him. “Get me lodgings and a place in the barn for you and the men.”

Alrick hurried to his task, much the same way Alan might have done had he been so commanded. Leslie watched with distaste while the youngest of her brothers appeared at the marquess’s side and bowed low enough to kiss the man’s boots.

“Thank goodness for your safe arrival, my lord,” Alan gushed, straightening.

“You insult me, Harrison,” the marquess quipped and grazed his eyes over Alan’s wife, Elizabeth, who appeared at her husband’s side. “You’ve forgotten that we from the south are not only more civilized than our Highland neighbors, but we are as efficient with our rapiers as they are with their claymores.”

Leslie doubted it. She didn’t like prideful, haughty men and sized the marquess up with a cool smirk that made both her brothers go a bit pale.

“A display of your claim perhaps?” she asked, her eyes sparkling between thick blinking lashes. “Later, when the weather clears a bit, you could demonstrate how quickly your sword can cut through a tree.”

“A tree?” The marquess’s complexion took on the same hue as her brothers’ an instant before he recognized her challenge and gritted his teeth at her.

“A sapling, of course.” She chuckled, clearly mocking his lack of common logic. Her betrothed took no notice, dipping his gaze instead to her hand, which was gently patting her cleavage. She waited a moment while the urge to slap his face passed. “Few men can fell anything stronger.”

He smiled, dark, dangerous, deliberate. “And how many MacGregors have felled you, my dear? I warn you, I can discern deceit.”

Andrew stepped forward, taking offense. Alan stopped him; the fear in his eyes that their sister had just betrayed them was almost tangible. Leslie would slap him later on. Right now, she didn’t need their help. Look where it had gotten her.

“No MacGregor has felled me,” she assured her accuser calmly. “But if you choose not to believe my words, I will not hold you to your agreement with my brother for my hand.”

He regarded her at his leisure, coming to some conclusion that pleased him. When he took her hand and brought it to his lips she wanted to crawl out of her skin.

“Fortunate for me then that I’m more man than any MacGregor.” He leaned in closer to her and said in a lower, thicker tone meant for her ears alone, “For I shall fell you and when I’m done, I shall fell you again.”

He stepped away and winked at Elizabeth as he passed her.

Leslie watched him follow Mr. Matheson, the innkeeper, toward the stairs, praying the way Davina had taught her, for the strength not to climb into the nearest boat and row her way back to Camlochlin.




Chapter Seven


NIGHT HAD FALLEN and there was still no sign of Finn. She squinted, peering out the window in her room at the inn. She doubted she would be able to see him if he’d been mad enough to brave the blizzard that had descended upon Glenelg. Everything, everywhere, slept beneath a blanket of pristine white… beautiful, silent, incapacitating.

They were stranded. She wasn’t going home anytime soon. Her thoughts, as they had done since she left Skye, returned to Finn.

Had it been him earlier? Now she wasn’t so sure. Perhaps she and Andrew were wrong. He appeared like an angel. Perhaps he hadn’t been real. Why would Finn come here alone? He may have threatened Andrew but he was a bard, not a warrior. If he made advances toward her in sight of the marquess, he would not stand a chance against the marquess and his men. Finn wasn’t fool enough to come alone. It couldn’t have been him.

The sounds of Christmastide carols arose from below stairs, drawing her attention and pulling her toward the door. Oh, how desperate she was for song and merriment. She missed Camlochlin’s Great Hall. She so had wanted to spend Hogmanay with the people she had grown to care for. She’d been excited about first-footing, a custom involving being the first to step foot in a friend’s or neighbor’s home on the first day of the New Year. They would have brought gifts of whisky, shortbread, or yule cake. No one in Dumfries had ever visited their neighbors’ homes with such gifts. People in her hometown were distrustful of their neighbors. And with good reason, after so many of them had been betrayed by friends who’d turned in their Protestant brothers to win favor with a Catholic king.

She smiled as she saw her mother and her sisters-in-law leaving their rooms and met them on the stairs.

“It doesn’t look like we will be leaving for at least a few more days,” her mother said, casting a worried glance over her shoulder at the windows in the hall. “I’ve never seen so much snow accumulate so quickly.”

“It’s the Highlands, Mother.” Leslie offered her a reassuring pat.

“Yes, yes, I’m aware. And close enough for certain men…” Her face went red. “Or rather a man to follow and find you. Andrew told me that he saw Mr. Grant.”

Leslie eyed her. Was her mother afraid Brodie MacGregor would come for her? Would he? Good Lord, no one had considered that. If he did come for her, blood would certainly be spilled. Leslie still found it difficult to believe that her soft-spoken mother had found companionship with such a harsh, cantankerous man. But Brodie, who likely matched age with the marquess, was a handsome man—and it had been quite sweet watching him offer his rare smiles to her mother.

“You should have said yes to his proposal, Mother. I think he could have made you happy.”

Helen Harrison blinked at her daughter, blushed all the way to her roots this time, and then continued on down the stairs at a quick pace. “The marquess should not have insisted on staying the night. We should have been long gone by now.”

Margaret watched her mother-in-law and then shook her head at Leslie. “She refuses to speak of him. I think she broke her own heart by leaving him.”

Leslie nodded. “She is stubborn and afraid of loving someone so much again.”

“Aye,” Margaret agreed as they followed Leslie’s mother and Elizabeth down the stairs. “Is it true then? Has Mr. Grant arrived to steal you away?”

No. No, it wasn’t true. Leslie wanted to say it. It was too dangerous for him to be here. She didn’t want him to come. But for some reason, she found it difficult to say. They were a mere day’s ride from Camlochlin. If anyone was coming to steal her away, he’d had enough time to do it.

“The man Andrew and I saw was obviously not Finn. He isn’t fool enough to come,” Leslie said softly, sounding more dismal than she intended.

“Men do foolish things when they are in love.” Margaret took her hand and patted it. “And Finlay Grant most certainly loves you. Honestly, some of us were surprised that it took you so long to figure it out.”

“Margaret—” Leslie tried to interject but was cut off.

“I mean, it is so obvious, Leslie. He sings it all with words that make other women wish he’d penned such poetry for them. I sincerely doubt he’s willing to forget the one who inspires him.”

“He knows the consequences of following me,” Leslie admitted, unable to deny what he’d made clear every time he opened his mouth to or about her. She’d won his heart—and then she broke it. “I… ,” she tried to continue, stopping on the stairs to lean against the wall. “What would you have me say, Margaret? If you are aware of the pain I’ve caused him, why do you insist on holding it before my eyes?”

Instead of answering her, Margaret’s gaze shifted subtly over Leslie’s shoulder, silencing Leslie from saying anything else.

“Has my promised bride left someone behind in Skye?” the marquess asked, pausing on a step above them. “I was assured that none of you had grown attached to your Catholic hosts. Was I misinformed?”

Leslie’s mother stopped and turned to cast both her daughters a stern look. “They speak of a child, my lord. One of the chief’s grandsons, Adam. The boy is particularly fond of Leslie. He is three.”

“Four,” Leslie corrected, keeping her eyes on the marquess. Was this what her life would be like with him? Being constantly held in check by his power to keep her family safe? It was never going to work. Her family had done nothing wrong and she wasn’t about to live in fear of false accusations. “I am particularly fond of him, as well. But I am not ruled by my heart. If you’re looking for a wife who cannot think for herself, who will be ruled by anyone, Catholic, Protestant, or pagan, then I assure you that wife is not me.”

His smile deepened and he lifted his hand toward her face. “You’re going to please me, Miss Harrison. Likely when you’re least trying to. It will infuriate you, which will please me even more.”

It infuriated her already. She inhaled a clean, steady breath and moved her face away before he touched her. “There are guests waiting behind you to descend into the dining hall.” She offered him a slightly victorious smile and met her mother at the bottom of the stairs.

They entered the hall with the marquess and a few of his men behind them. The musicians had paused for drink, joining in conversation and laughter with some of the other guests. The innkeeper’s three daughters were decorating the large evergreen brought in from the snow yesterday and mistletoe was being hung from the various doorframes of the inn. Leslie did her best to avoid lingering beneath any.

When she saw them, Honora Matheson, the innkeeper’s wife, hurried to fetch the Harrisons to their table. The marquess dismissed his men and joined the table as easily as if he’d been invited. He hadn’t been.

Rather than speak to him, Leslie looked around the dining hall at the guests. A few more people had come inside from the storm and were settling in for dinner. Traders mostly, big men draped in furs. The only thing distinguishing them from the large animals that were said to roam the Highlands were their wares strapped across their chests and long claymores dangling from their hips. If the marquess could look at any one of them and, taking in the span of their shoulders, still believe that he could match a Highlander in battle, he was mad indeed.

Her eyes drifted to the other tables around her. There were no other women in attendance save the innkeeper’s wife and daughters. And there was no sign of Finn.

She breathed a bit easier and nodded to Honora when the marquess ordered two bottles of wine for the table. If he was going to remain sitting with them, Leslie would appreciate the spirits.

“Tell me.” The marquess sat back in his seat and grazed his charcoal glance over them. “Do Andrew and Alan make it a habit of abandoning their women to the company of strange men?”

He laughed when Leslie glared at him. “I ask only because it concerns me to think of how many times you were left sitting, unattended, amidst a hoard of MacGregors.”

She gritted her teeth at him, hating how he condemned them without knowing them at all. She was about to open her mouth and speak her mind when the innkeeper’s voice boomed happily throughout the dining hall and stilled her breath and her heart.

“It might be colder than my mother-in-law’s heart outside, but God hasn’t forgotten us, and to prove it, He has sent the most skillful bard in all the realm to our doorstep.”

The innkeeper’s three daughters, Jane, Murron, and Judith, clapped and sprang up and down on their feet, giggling and waving to the man stepping between the musicians. His smile, even beneath the shadow of the brim of his bonnet, was downright radiant and achingly familiar.

Leslie nearly passed out. Finn was here. He’d come! And he didn’t look nearly as heartbroken as she thought while he waved back to the gels. Leslie didn’t dare look toward her mother or her sisters-in-law. She could feel their anxiety from across the table, but they would say nothing. If the marquess thought that a Catholic Highlander had followed her here…

What kind of fool was he for coming? Oh, she would kill him before anyone else had the chance! What did he intend on doing? Did he plan on fighting the marquess for her? She begged God that it wasn’t so because she feared Finn might lose against the marquess’s men.

“Traveling performers… ,” her newly betrothed mocked, snapping Leslie’s thoughts back to the present and her eyes back to him. “…none are lower. Keep an eye on whatever you own of value. His sort is known for being masterful thieves.”

Aye, he’d certainly stolen Leslie’s heart without much of a fight from her. Oh, why had he come? There was nothing they could do without bringing tragedy to possibly both of their families. They had to let whatever they felt for each other go. But seeing him made her weak. It forced her to admit how much she loved him, wanted him. It would be difficult being snowed in with him and unable to speak to him, touch him. She’d left Camlochlin in a hurry because she wasn’t strong enough to look at him without seeing her unborn children in his eyes.

Involuntarily, her gaze returned to his when he began to speak and the sound of his fair, melodic voice numbed her kneecaps.

“They rob as many as they can and then they leave before the next sunset,” the marquess continued to anyone who was listening, which no longer included Leslie.

“’Tis been a long, dreary day.” Finn’s dimpled smile flashed, vanquishing the gloom he spoke of. “Let’s usher in the night with whisky, cheer, and memories of love to warm us.” His green gaze swept over her, taking her in fully before moving on.

When he began to sing, Leslie knew by the effort it took not to smile at him that they were doomed if he stayed.


“I’ll share with ye a tale of a lass that I once knew. Her hair, the color of sunset and her lips, sweeter than the morning dew.”


Leslie resisted the urge to look up and study the hair color each of the innkeeper’s daughters possessed. What did she care whom he sang about? As long as it wasn’t about her. If the marquess suspected an affair between them, he would believe her converted and a traitor. He would not help her family.

Whoever Finn chose to honor tonight was no longer her concern. Still, she searched her mind for any woman in Camlochlin with red hair and a delicate tongue.

Judith, the youngest of the three daughters, laughed behind her hand at something Finn sang. Leslie had missed some of it. But apparently, this goddess he honored in song wasn’t so perfect after all. In fact, she was downright despicable.


“She told me that she loved me, and with a kiss she made me blind.”


Leslie felt her heart accelerate watching the way his lips puckered when he pronounced certain words, like told, or with, or loved.

The tempo picked up and behind him the two musicians kept up with his rendition as if they’d performed this with him several times before.


“She took everything come morning, my gold, my heart, and even my plaid.

But at least she left the whisky behind.”


The women present, including her own kin, smiled at his charm. While the men, even the fur-clad ones, lifted their cups to toast their treasured drink and him who gave accolades to it.

Of course, it would all end up about whisky.

Leslie relinquished her guard for all but an instant and smiled, drenching her vision in the sight of her true love. His easy laughter, the shadow of dimples beneath his gruff, golden facial hair, the way his hair absorbed the candlelight when he swept it from his eyes. Finn might resemble something ethereal, but he was, above all else, a Highlander who appreciated a good cup of brew.

His next song picked up with an even livelier tempo, and as Leslie sat and listened to him, she wondered how she would ever find happiness without him again.




Chapter Eight


FINN RAISED HIS cup to old friends and to new ones inside the Red Kyeloe Inn. He’d always preferred making friends over killing enemies. The way he saw it, if a man had friends wherever he traveled, he’d never have use of a sword. Finn could kill if he must. He just preferred not to.

Until he learned of the man who meant to take Leslie from him. He hadn’t stopped thinking about killing James Douglas, Marquess of Dumfriesshire, since he left Camlochlin.

He shouldn’t have come here alone but he’d preferred to keep the MacGregors out of any unnecessary wars, and Leslie’s kin from most likely dying in them. He realized his error when he arrived this morn just as the marquess and his band of men were riding in from the south. He’d stayed hidden to assess his situation and the chances of staying alive long enough to take Leslie back.

He was no fool. The odds of any fight between him and the marquess’s twenty or so men were not in his favor. That’s why he’d reconsidered his earlier plan and sent word to his chief. He still intended on taking her home to Camlochlin, hopefully without bloodshed, but he needed his kin’s help. He’d come for Leslie and he wasn’t leaving without her.

He had to do something soon. The snows wouldn’t last forever and Leslie’s party would be moving on. Worse, seeing her sitting at a table a few feet away, with the man who intended to make her his wife, nearly cost him his last shred of self-control.

“What in blazes do you mean by coming here?” Andrew’s low voice cut across Finn’s ears when he bent over Finn’s chair.

Ah, here was the golden question. Whichever way he answered would point to the same conclusion, so he decided to be honest from the start. “I’ve come fer yer sister.”

Blood drained from Andrew’s face, but he managed a somewhat tight smile, as if pretending to speak about enjoying another merry tune.

“How then do you propose to leave without finding a sword in your back or pistol fire in your guts? There’s no one here to help you. Don’t be a fool!”

Finn downed the contents of his cup and cheered the next patron, who paid for his refill. “I’ve been making friends all night, Andrew. Jamie Matheson, the innkeeper, is an old friend of my father.” Finn nodded to the man drinking with him at his table.”In fact, one of his daughters, Murron, is named after my aunt.”

“Your point?” Andrew asked.

“He has four sons as well as daughters. Two of whom are bigger even than Rob. When I spoke to Jamie earlier, he told me they would be returning tonight. So I won’t go down that easily.”

Andrew shook his head, then turned to look over his shoulder toward the marquess.

Finn’s gaze followed and settled on the marquess, his hand placed possessively over Leslie’s on the table. “And Andrew,” Finn said steadily when what he truly wanted to do was march over there and hack off the bastard’s offending hand, “if the pistol fire ye spoke of has anything to do with the two weapons stolen from Camlochlin, let me warn ye that I’ll be taking those back as well.”

“Finn, I implore you—”

The sincerity in his tone pulled Finn’s gaze to him.

“I wouldn’t see you come to harm.”

Finn smiled at him.

“And if we lose the Douglases support we can never return home. Surely, you, whose ancestors came from these hills, understand the pull of one’s birthplace.”

“Aye, I do,” Finn admitted easily. “But even the memory of a man’s birthplace fades when the heart of a lass becomes his home. Surely, after leaving yer home twice to keep yer woman safe, ye understand.”

Andrew stared him deep in the eyes for just a moment, then lowered his gaze and turned away. “Promises were put to paper. They cannot be undone. There are laws.”

“Those laws mean nothing at Camlochlin,” Finn reminded him. “Ye’re not a man with no choices. Ye just have to decide if yer sister’s life is worth less than anyone else’s in yer family.”

“Hers is worth more,” Andrew told him. “For it is she who keeps the rest of us from persecution, or even death.”

Finn set his cup down on the table. Was he supposed to see the light now? He stood from his chair. To suddenly understand why Leslie should be sacrificed?

“’Tis ye who put the rest of yer lives to threat with yer decision to return to Dumfriesshire. As the eldest, ye’re to guard them, not use them as pawns. The marquess doesn’t love her. He doesn’t even know her. Ye say he’s promised to keep yer kin safe, but what does he gain from this union?”

When Andrew didn’t answer right away, Finn continued on with what he had to say. “Return to Skye,” he warned, tired of being patient. The time to act had come. The only way to have her was to save her kin. Whether he wanted to presently, or not. The best way to save her kin was to get everything out in the open here in the Highlands, where he had a better chance of keeping them alive. “Whether yer sister returns to Dumfries with ye or not, my kin will keep ye safe…even from him.” He motioned with his chin to the marquess. “On that, ye have my word. But I put this to ye one more time, Andrew. Return to Camlochlin and be free of persecution and death at the hands of yer enemy. The choice is a simple one. Yer home, or mine?”

Andrew continued to glare at him, unwilling to give an answer, so Finn walked away, determined to see his task through. He would avoid actual fighting for as long as he could and hope that his kin arrived in time to keep his head off a spike in the inn’s front yard.

He smiled at Margaret and at Leslie’s mother when the sight of him coming drained the blood from their faces. He would do his best to keep them from harm but his main concern was keeping Leslie from the marquess’s bed.

“Fergive my intrusion.” He glanced down at Douglas and then flicked his gaze to Leslie. He did nothing to stop his expression from softening against her angry scrutiny. He knew he was lost to her. Love had caught hold of his heart and had taken complete control. It fired his thoughts, his passions, and his actions. “Have I seen ye someplace before, lass? Mayhap in a painting in a more heavenly kingdom than this one?”

Instead of arching a raven brow at him, Leslie could have gone pale like some of the others at her table. But there was a reason he’d fallen in love with this woman. “You think quite highly of yourself if you believe you descended from heaven.”

Honestly, how the hell was he supposed to keep from smiling at her like he had just laid eyes on the sun after a long, frigid winter? He looked away and tossed his quick, wide grin at the others instead, including the marquess and Andrew, who’d caught up to him. “I place blame fer such vanity at the feet of Heather MacDonald. She’s been known to liken me to starlight and—”

“What do you want at this table, thief?”

The flash of metal against the firelight drew Finn’s eyes to the marquess’s hand and the barrel of a pistol aimed at his guts.

Andrew sprang to his side, much to Finn’s surprise. To the untrained eye, Leslie appeared unmoved by the event. But Finn noted her stiffened spine, shallow breath, and pale knuckles while she squeezed her hands together.

He expected her to be strong, intelligent. He didn’t expect her to speak up.

“Before you shoot him, my lord,” she said, betraying her fear and anger with the slightest crack in her tone, “you should know that he is Finlay Grant, bard of the chief of the MacGregors of Skye, son of Graham Grant, who for over a score of years led the Devil MacGregor’s charge against the Campbells and who personally aided Charles Stuart back to the throne.”

Finn didn’t care who was watching; he stared at her openly, wondering why she would give him and his identity up so easily. Had she truly accepted her fate then? Did she not love him as she claimed before Camlochlin’s entire Hall?

“Before he appeared at the table,” she continued to Douglas, ignoring Finn’s attention and disheartened expression, “you were asking Alan for the whereabouts of the MacGregor holding.” Her gaze cut to Finn’s beneath her long veil of lashes. “As I told you, my lord, we were blindfolded on the way in and the way out. Mr. Grant, on the other hand, could prove far more useful.”

He was a fool to have doubted her and would make it up to her for the next year. She had just given his enemy a reason to keep him alive. He would have bowed to her masterful mind. But he didn’t move, preferring pistol fire to his innards rather than the smile gracing Leslie’s lips. A smile she offered to her newly betrothed.

“I may need to torture him for the information,” the marquess told her.

She shrugged her shoulders. “If you do, then be prepared to kill all his kin once you find them. How many would you say there are, Andrew? Four hundred?”

“More likely five,” her brother corrected.

“Yes, more likely five,” she agreed. “And every single one of them, man or woman, will hunt you down until you’re found, and then they will butcher you for what you did.”

“You protect him,” the marquess accused her, moving the barrel in her direction.

“I protect you.” She stood to her feet and shook her head, looking down at him. “What becomes of my family after you and every other Douglas in Dumfriesshire, and likely all of England, are butchered in your beds? I lived with the barbarians. I am afraid of them, as you would be if you weren’t a prideful fool.”

Finn recognized the glimmer of amusement and interest in the marquess’s eyes while he sized Leslie up. Finn didn’t like it, since it was the same amusement and interest he felt toward her when they first met. It wouldn’t do to have the marquess lose his heart to Leslie. He’d be that much less willing to part with her.

“And you.” She turned her glacial gaze on Finn. “You have seen me in Skye. Our paths crossed when I left with my family and you returned from wherever you had been. We all enjoyed your entertainment tonight but I am betrothed to the marquess and your flowery words fall on deaf ears. Do not waste them on me again.”

Finn watched her leave the dining hall with her kin and did his best not to let his gaze linger on the sway of her fine hips. He carried his grin to the marquess and let it fade just a little at the pistol, back to pointing at him.

So, Douglas wanted the whereabouts of Camlochlin, did he? Most likely to give it to Prince William and to the enemies of the MacGregors.

Finn had to move quickly. His task would be easier now that she had provided the armor he needed. He’d thank her for it later.

“’Twould seem ye and I both have something the other wants.”

The marquess laughed and tucked the pistol into his breeches. “And what, pray tell, do you want in exchange for betraying your clan and bringing me to their home?”

Turning to look over his shoulder at Leslie climbing the stairs, Finn’s smile turned into something harder. “Her.” He returned his attention to the marquess. “I want one night with her.”

One night was all he needed.




Chapter Nine


LESLIE BLEW BREATH into her fists but it did nothing to warm her. She had to have been mad to agree to meet Finn at midnight, outside, in the freezing temperature. But he’d sent her a message that it was urgent. The marquess’s men were sleeping in the barn, so she and Finn couldn’t meet there. But honestly, what in blazes was there to talk about? What was so important? Would they speak about how much they were going to miss each other? How different and empty their lives would be now? She rubbed her already red nose and willed the tear threatening to fall from her lid to stay where it was. She should have stayed in bed.

“Ye’ll need to get used to this weather, bonny Leslie.”

She didn’t turn at the sound of his voice, for she knew who it was. Besides, she didn’t trust herself to look at him.

“You need to go back to Skye before he tries to force you to tell him about Camlochlin.”

“I’ve already agreed to take him there personally.”

She spun around to glare at him from beneath her hood. “What? Why would you? Oh, Finn, when I told him who you were, I didn’t mean for you to—”

“My price was a night with ye,” he cut her off softly. “He agreed to it.”

They both knew what it meant, but it was Leslie who voiced it out loud. “He agreed to wed me in order to come here and gain the directions to your home. That was all he wanted. He hasn’t stopped badgering us all night for the whereabouts to Camlochlin. I’m not surprised, really. I knew he wanted something other than me. It’s just as well, for I will never love him. In fact, I find him quite repulsive.”

Finn smiled at her as if she’d just promised him the world. “That pleases me,” he said softly, “because I’ve come to take my night, and thousands more after it. I’ve come to save ye, Leslie.”

If only he could without it costing lives… “I don’t need saving.”

“Ye want to live a life of misery then?”

“If my misery means saving the lives of those I love with my whole heart, then aye, I will live such a life.”

Lord, why did he continue smiling at her? She wanted to smile back. An instant passed before she gave in to the temptation and then rushed into his arms when he moved toward her.

They collided in a tangle of arms and languid, longing sighs that set fire to the air. She met the ardor of his kiss with the same need, hungry for the taste of him. How was she going to leave him again? She couldn’t. He shouldn’t have come, but her heart rejoiced that he had. He groaned at the passion between them. His embrace, pulling her deeper into him, heated her blood, her body.

“My life returns.” His voice was low, his breath warm against her cheek when he broke their kiss.

Leslie closed her eyes against him when he spoke, echoing her thoughts.

“I don’t want to wed him, Finn.”

“Ye’re not going to, my love. ’Tis I who will have ye as wife.”

She looked up into his eyes, colored a deeper emerald in the twilight winter sky, and felt her heart go soft in her breast. It wasn’t his beauty that made her want to fall at his feet, but the passion he felt for her emitting from every inch of him. It was too dangerous. He’d come alone and didn’t stand a chance against the marquess…or Alan’s pistols if he tried to take her away.

But now that he was here, in her arms, how could she turn him away again? “I cannot be your wife.”

“If we could,” he asked her, snatching up her hands and bringing them to his lips, “would ye wed me?”

Here was that moment that could change everything. She had but to lie to him and she was certain he would leave and go home without her.

“Aye, I would. I knew I would be weak,” she confessed when his grin blazed across her heart, carefree and confident, almost as if he knew nothing of peril or the evils of lesser men. She placed her fingertips over his mouth and shook her head at him. “I need you to be strong. You must help me do the right thing despite its terrible cost. Please, Finn. If you were killed I don’t know—”

“I won’t be killed, love, but ye must trust me.”

“Trust you with what?”

“With what I’m going to do.”

She felt his hands moving over her back, caressing her curves. She thought she asked him what he meant to do but the only sound that left her lips was a tight little groan. She had so wanted him to be the one who took her maidenhead. She’d dreamed of it, letting it warm her during the cold Highland nights. He rubbed his rough jaw down her cheek and his hardened angles over her weakened ones.

“Trust me, beloved.”

She smiled dreamily and then opened her eyes wide when he swooped down and tossed her over his shoulder. For a terrifying instant, she was too stunned to resist. What the hell was he doing? He was going to get them all killed! Oh, she would never forgive him. Not even in the afterlife.

“Finn! Are you mad?” she screeched at him and pounded his back. “Put me down this instant!”

“Hush, lass,” he warned while he ran for the shadows, one arm coiled around her legs, the other over her rump. “Lest someone hear ye and shoot me dead.”

She froze against his back and swore to do it herself if she ever got her hands on Colin MacGregor’s pistols.

“We’re all going to be shot dead…or hanged,” she argued in a hushed tone. “Don’t do this.”

“’Tis already done. I’m taking ye home, Leslie. Back to Camlochlin with me. Where ye belong.”

She wished she could kick him for sounding like the kind of man an ancient woman might have found lumbering about in a cave. But judging from the way his declaration numbed her kneecaps, she wouldn’t have been able to lift her foot to him.

“There was something I wanted to ask ye the night ye left home.” He stopped running when he reached a chestnut stallion tied to a branch beyond the tree line. “I never got the chance.” He looked up into her eyes while he transferred her from his shoulder to his saddle. “My heart—”

“You there!” a voice called out in the dimness. “What do you think you’re doing stealing that horse?”

One of the marquess’s men approaching from the barn! Thankfully, he was still too far away to see who he was shouting at. Leslie shook with a wave of sheer panic and fright. Finn may have been granted the marquess’s permission to spend the night with her, but surely he hadn’t agreed to let them leave Glenelg. They were about to be caught. Finn would be brought to the marquess and…

“Take another step,” Finn warned, cocking the locks of two pistols as he drew them from beneath his mantle. Alan’s—or rather Colin’s—pistols! “And yer friends will be trying to avoid yer brains in the grass when they ride out.”

The oncoming soldier skidded to a halt, both palms up. Silence clung to the frigid air while they all waited to see who would move first. The soldier did, turning and running away. Finn chased him into the darkness. He returned to her a moment after Leslie heard something crunch a few feet away.

“Did you kill him?” she asked when he vaulted into the saddle behind her.

“Nae. I just gave us some time.”

“Finn, I beg you,” she said when he flicked his reins and set the stallion racing against the wind. “It’s not too late to stop this madness.”

“My madness,” he told her, dipping his mouth close to her ear, “began the day ye took possession of my heart. ’Tis too late fer me, lass. If ye go, my reason fer breath goes with ye.”

Oh, how many times could she resist him? How was she expected to stay strong when he poured out words like these to her? But she had to stay strong and resist him. “Finn, if you disappear without filling your end of the bargain, the marquess will follow us. He’s an experienced swordsman. If he finds us…” She couldn’t go on.

“All will be well, fair lady.”

She closed her eyes against the bracing wind and the rush of tears threatening to spill from her eyes. Was tonight the last time she would see her mother and brothers? And oh, what would become of them in Dumfries without the marquess’s support? Was this her and Finn’s last night alive? The marquess would surely kill Finn if he discovered Finn had kidnapped her without leaving the information he wanted about the whereabouts of Camlochlin. She wanted to cry out, to beg Finn to take her back before it was too late, but she couldn’t. Not when a part of her wanted to go, to spend one night with him.

“Tell me again that you love me. Make our dying worth it.”

She heard his laughing on the wind behind her. “Och, Leslie, I love ye too much to make dying worth it. We’re going to live. We’re going to be happy. And I’m going to save yer kin while I’m at it.”




Chapter Ten


FINN RECLINED IN a shaky chair beside the hearth fire and reflected on the journey back to Skye so far. It hadn’t taken long but he considered it among the most tiresome and draining of the many journeys he had taken. The main reason was that at every turn, Leslie tried either to convince him to bring her back to her brothers or she argued with him about the foolishness of his endeavor. By the time they’d crossed the Narrows and entered Kylerhea, Finn doubted his sanity twice and thought about gagging her.

His weary gaze went soft as it traversed her form where she slept in the last available bed at the Otter House. He wasn’t sure kidnapping her was his best course of action, but he had no other choice. Asking for a night with her had gained him time to take her home, a full night to be exact. He’d stopped at the Otter House so that she could get a few hours rest and a soft bed where she could lie with him. He didn’t intend to remain there long.

He left his chair and went to her, praying that he hadn’t just caused the demise of them all. He didn’t care about dying. When one lives and rides with warriors, one learns not to fear the inevitable. For her, he would give up his life early.

He moved across the bed in silence and settled over her to watch her while she dreamed. For a time, he’d felt the chill of madness at the thought of never seeing her again. Now, drenching his vision with the sight of her, his lungs with the delicate scent of her, he thought he might go madder still if he didn’t touch her.

Her eyes fluttered open at the touch of his lips against the curve of her jaw. He let a trail of slow, warm kisses remind her where they were; in a bed, alone in a room. When she didn’t bolt away after a moment or two, he grew bolder and slid his body up over hers, biting the pulse at her throat while he went. He was happy that she hadn’t run, but not surprised when her mouth answered his eager plea with an insatiable hunger of her own. Aye, she was crafted from moon dust and starlight, but the blood coursing through her veins burned hotter than the sun. And it burned for him.

What man, knowing that his woman desired him above all else, could resist the dulcet groans he pulled from her? Not him. Not anymore. This time, no one would take her from him.

She looked up into his eyes when he lowered his hips and pressed them against hers. Her gaze darkened beneath heavy lids, making him harder than he already was. He took her mouth the way he wanted to take her body, passionately and possessively. She trembled and jerked beneath him when he spread her legs with his and pressed his heavy cock against her. When she looked like she might begin to protest, he quieted her with a series of soft kisses along the seam of her lips.

“Let me tell ye what ye are to me,” he told her against the warm glow of firelight, “and then, what I intend to do to ye.” He stroked her temple with the backs of his fingers and drew a breath to keep his head clear.

“Ye’re all I need to laugh, to sing, to live. Ye’re the reason I leave my warm bed in the cold morning.” He smiled when she did, exhilarated by the pounding of her heart against his. “Ye’re the answer to my prayers, and the goddess of my dreams. Ye’re the sword that cuts away my pride and the pale moonlight that compels me to howl at the heavens.”

The blush of honey across her cheeks provoked him to prove that while some might call him heavenly, he was no angel. He throbbed with the need to take her and make her his. “Ye rob me of reason and logic until I can think of nothing but being with ye.” His breath on her bosom warmed her flesh before he kissed it. “I want to reveal every inch of ye and feast my eyes until I am full.” He tugged at the laces of her kirtle with his teeth, then spread his tongue over her milky breast. “I want to run my hands all over ye,” He swept them over her and yanked at her loosened kirtle until her breasts spilled out beneath him.

“Finn.”

He smiled at the ache in her voice. She wouldn’t turn him away. She was a strong woman and whether she would admit to it or not, she wanted to claim him just as badly. He would let her, wanting no woman but her. “I want to fill my mouth with the taste of ye.” He rolled to his back, taking her with him and placing her on top of him. Her legs straddled his hips, his thick erection pushing against his kilt for release. “I want to fill ye with all of this.” Cupping both her buttocks in his hands, he moved her up and down his cock, then in slow gyrating movements that pulled a cry from her lips. “D’ye want me, Leslie?”

“Aye,” she groaned, undulating on him. “Hurry,” she pleaded, looking down at him.

He pulled her skirts up over her arse with one hand and yanked his cock free with the other. A few long strokes of his shaft on her scorching nub brought them both to the pinnacle of ecstasy. He shot liquid on her, wetting her enough to take her, enough to ease her pain and make her clutch his chest and scream his name.

He held her, guided her, and encouraged her when she pumped him hard and fast. He pulled her down, closer to his face, while he spilled his seed, confident of his potency to plant a babe in her. There was no going back now.

And anyone who tried to make him would have to kill him.




Chapter Eleven


“WE’RE GOING TO go to hell.”

“’Twould be fair fer what we just did. Thankfully we’re bound by Highland law.”

Heat trickled down Leslie’s spine at the husky cadence of his voice beside her and the memory of what he spoke about. They had made love again, slower than the first time, but no less volatile. They had…bound by Highland law?

She sat up and turned to him. She’d lived among Highlanders long enough to know what the term meant. Surely he realized that the days of such barbarianism were over. He didn’t truly believe they were bound now, did he?

“You can’t truly follow such primitive laws, Finn. A woman does not belong to a man simply because he commands it, either with his tongue or his…” She glanced down at the blanket strewn across his bare hips and blushed two shades darker.

His laughter drew her gaze back to his face and tempted her to forget everything else but the sight of him. “What amuses you so?”

“I like yer modesty, and the color it paints ye. It makes ye look pure and innocent, even though I know better.” His dimple flashed across her vision.

“As does your laughter,” she countered. “It is your best weapon. But you shall not steer me from my thoughts. “You do know that I don’t belong to you. All our night together has accomplished is more sorrow.”

He shook his head, his smile fading but still intact. “Ye’re mine, Leslie. Every Highlander, north, west, east, and south will agree and the law of might will be on my side.”

“Against England?” She didn’t know if she wanted to shout at him or throw herself against him and weep.

“We don’t need to go to England to do what we promise. History has proven that. If ye like, I can remind ye of our victories in song. I could begin with Rob’s courtship with King James’s daughter after he rescued her from a burning abbey. Or—”

“Rob courted Princess Mary?” Leslie asked with a skeptical tilt of her brow.

“Nae.”

“Anne?”

He shook his head. “Davina. She is heir to the throne—as James’s firstborn. Now that ye know that, my kin will further support me in my decision.”

Davina was King James’s daughter? Dear Lord, she would never have believed it. She wasn’t sure she believed it now. But Davina and her royal parentage would have to wait.

“And what of my family?” she asked him. “I fear losing them. ’Tis Christmas, Finn. Will I ever see them again? Will they suffer because of me? I cannot bear the thought of it.”

He sat up slowly, his smile gone, his eyes alit from within. “I’ll do everything in my power to see that no one in yer family suffers. My wish is that ye all return to Camlochlin and we celebrate Chistmastide together, in safety and peace. At Camlochlin ye said my kin have an army of warriors at their back. Well, yer kin have those same warriors to protect them. It doesn’t matter where yer brothers or yer mother choose to live, my kin will stand at their sides when they are needed because of ye, and what ye mean to me. Trust me, my love. I know what yer kin mean to ye and I will not let harm come to them.”

She loved him. If she could tear open her chest and snatch her heart from it, she would hand it over to him without quarrel. Perhaps there was a way to stay with him forever, without risk to her family.

He sounded so certain. He made it difficult to do anything but respond to his kiss with equal passion. She would argue with him about his ancient beliefs and question him more about how he planned on keeping her family safe…but tomorrow.

Now, she had more compelling needs to see to, like tasting the hot sweetness of his tongue. Resisting the urge to spread open her legs the instant he pulled her down and rose above her. She was no wanton wench but neither was she a timid dormouse. What was the harm in making love to him again if he already believed she belonged to him? And oh, she would love belonging to him. She sighed while he kissed her neck, her chin, her mouth, all the while whispering worshipful words to her. She wanted to be his, to be the one who made him smile like he’d just woken from a wonderful dream and found that it had come true.

He rose up on his knees and pulled her with him. Turning her in his arms, he pressed her spine to his chest and worked his hands over her breasts, belly, and hips. She strengthened her resolve not to jerk away at the size and readiness of the steel pressing against her buttocks. Instead she rubbed herself over it, wild with desire for him while he ran his lips and his tongue over her neck. When he slipped his hand between her thighs, she smiled and groaned like some starving waif.

“You make me feel so…” She lifted her arms behind her and hooked them around the back of Finn’s neck.

“Sensual?” he finished for her, exchanging the fingers he’d used to work her into a frenzy with his cock.

She gasped and tugged at his hair when he pushed his thick head against her drenched entrance.

“Shameless?” He rubbed his palms over her nipples and growled into her ear.”Feral?” He slid himself inside her, then out and over her scorching nub until she screamed his name and panted like some forest beast against him. Proving him right. ”Beautiful?” he asked while he drove himself into her with deep, languid thrusts.

“Adored,” she answered, covering his hands with hers. “I want to remember this night until the end of time.”

“Ye will, my love.” He pushed her off him and turned her around. She knew what he wanted and straddled him. “I’ll be with ye to remind ye as often as we can.” He smiled at her and then kissed the gasp from her mouth as he plunged into her again.

Later, Leslie dreamed of giant, bare-legged men swinging axes into trees and then stepping aside while the trees fell.

She awoke to the sound of men’s voices, as familiar as the rain, but she still screamed when she opened her eyes.




Chapter Twelve


FINN WATCHED THE figure step around the bed to Leslie. He reached for a sword that wasn’t at his side, then tried to lean up. A hand on his chest stopped him.

“Easy, brother.” Connor, standing over him, smiled. “’Tis us who come to rescue ye.”

“Aye.” Tristan MacGregor performed a perfect courtly bow before Leslie, who sat clutching a blanket to her bare body…while she smiled back at him. “As I already promised yer beloved,” he said, turning to Finn, “she is in most capable hands.”

“Well, at least now she is.” Colin strolled into the room, gave it a quick, though thorough once-over, then fell backward onto the bottom edge of the bed. “So, why aren’t ye in Glenelg where ye told us to meet ye? And do we have time fer a quick nap before we return home? I haven’t been warm fer two days.”

Finn bolted upright and looked toward the window. It was morning! Or, at least, it was almost morning! So much for his night’s lead on the marquess. “Och, hell, lads, we’ve got to go!” He leaped from the bed, reached for his plaid, and crouched by the window. “The Marquess of Dumfriesshire will be coming fer us any moment now.”

“Ye took her from his grips then?” Tristan asked, smiling proudly at him across the room.

“Aye, I thought we had about six more hours.”

“Hell, he overslept,” Colin muttered, pushing off the bed and joining Finn at the window. “What was yer plan, bard? If ye knew he’d follow, ye could have reached home by morn if ye hadn’t stopped here.”

“I didn’t want him to follow me all the way. The marquess doesn’t care about his promised bride or protecting her family, but only fer the path to Camlochlin.”

Colin closed his eyes for a moment. “He does this for the usurper. Prince William is looking fer us as I’d suspected he would.”

“Ye don’t know if that’s true.”

“Why else would a Covenanter from Dumfriesshire suddenly be interested in where the MacGregors live?”

“If William wishes to take our heads fer our association with the Stuart throne and because of yer service to King James,” Finn told them, “my intention wasn’t to aid him. I had hoped we’d be deeper into the mountains before Douglas came upon us.”

“Ye knew we were coming,” Connor said, cracking open the door a hair to listen to the sounds in the hall. “Ye were leading him to us.”

Finn nodded, then looked toward whom he was most worried about. Would her brothers be among the marquess’s men? Could he keep his kin from killing them? Serious ponderings were these, yet he couldn’t keep from smiling when his gaze fell to the bed, or, rather, to the small mound beneath the blanket where Leslie was struggling to get into her gown.

“They’re coming,” Colin announced, shattering Finn’s more pleasant thoughts.

“How many?” Connor asked, coming to stand in Colin’s place near the window as the latter moved toward the door.

“They’re still afar off but there are at least ten and five.” Colin dragged two pistols out of his belt and twirled them with a flick of his wrists. “Connor, take the left flank. Tristan, ye’ll come in on their right. Finn, find Will and get up on the roof. Be ready to use yer arrows if ye have to.”

Finn had grown up with Colin. They’d practiced together as children, had laughed and gotten into trouble together. So Finn didn’t care if his friend was once a general in the Royal Army. They weren’t in the army now and Finn wasn’t a soldier to take orders.

“Will can handle the roof,” he said before Colin left. “I want to avoid bloodshed so I’ll ride in front with ye.”

Colin stopped and turned to pin him with a disbelieving stare. “Avoid bloodshed?”

“Aye. With a few.”

Colin’s gaze narrowed on him. “The marquess?”

Finn nodded. “And I want nae harm to come to Leslie’s brothers.”

“Then ye can keep them safe.”

“I will,” Finn replied. “As fer the marquess, if we kill him, every Douglas in the Lowlands will join William’s army against us.”

Colin actually smiled at him. “I knew there was more to ye than poetry and accolades about Miss Harrison and my brother. Good.” He leaned forward and clapped Finn on the back. “What is it ye want us to do then?”

“I think ye’ll agree that we need to frighten Douglas about what will await him if he ever finds our land and dares to step foot on it. He needs to know that any amount of men he brings with him will not leave alive and neither will he.”

Colin looked toward the window and seemed to contemplate something that darkened his expression. “Aye, I’ll agree. Who are the men he rides with?”

“None are Douglases. They are guardsmen only.”

Understanding his meaning, Colin nodded and dragged a sword from his belt. He tossed it to Finn. “Ye remember how to use it?”

“Aye.”

“Will you truly kill men simply for tracking you?” Leslie said from the bed, where she appeared to be trying unsuccessfully to tie up the laces behind her back.

“Nae, Miss Harrison,” Connor answered from his place by the door. “We will stop them from ever becoming the cause, whether directly or indirectly, of the deaths of our wives and bairns.”

“Verra well then, lads,” Colin said when the conversation seemed to be over. “Let’s go terrorize the traitor.”

“One more thing.” Finn stopped him again. “I want the marquess’s assurance that if we let him live, he and his kin will do everything in their power to protect the Harrisons, whether they choose to return to the south or not.”

“I’m coming with you.”

They both turned toward Leslie, who was pushing out of her tangled heap and leaving the bed.

“Have a seat, lass.” Colin moved to block her path when she followed them to the door.

“You have a seat.” She pushed Colin out of the way.”I’ll be making certain my brothers remain unharmed.”

Connor stopped her when she set her hand on the doorknob. “At least let us go first. Aye, lass?”

Finn was thankful that his brother had spoken so thoughtfully to her, and even more so because Leslie obliged. He went to stand at her side while the others left the room. Once again, it was just the two of them. He turned to her and for the thousandth time, he considered all he would give up for her.

“Yer happiness means everything to me, Leslie. If I wasn’t confident about achieving my plan, I would have cast all aside and left Glenelg alone.”

“We shall see, Finn. We shall see.”

He watched her walk toward the door, his smile widening at the hope in her answer. He followed her, vowing to see it fulfilled.


 

*  *  *

 


Dawn painted the landscape in shades of gray and pale indigo. Finn would never forget the stark beauty surrounding him, the white mountains in the distance cutting across the skyline like they’d been carved by a sword wielded by a palsied hand. What soul could face it, especially in winter, and not feel the power of its grandeur? Even sound fled away on waves of frigid wind, until Finn heard nothing more than his boots crunching the snow beneath him…and the marquess’s horse snorting against the cold as man and beast approached.

He knew he should be wondering why he stood alone against James Douglas and his entire company. Where were his brother and the others? But his thoughts were occupied with Leslie. She was going to be mad as hell with him later for trapping her inside their room and locking her in. He didn’t care. She was safe, and that’s all that mattered.

“Was this part of our deal, Grant?” Douglas called out from his saddle. “Did you intend to bring her back to me after you soiled her?”

That got Alan’s fury fired up at least. He drew in a deep breath but just as he began to spew his anger at Finn, Andrew bumped his horse’s shoulders into Alan’s, then quieted him with a warning glare.

“My lord?” Andrew cantered forward. “What deal did you agree to with Mr. Grant?”

“Her maidenhead, if she still possessed it as of last night,” the marquess sneered. “In exchange for an escort to the MacGregor holding.”

Andrew’s anger pulsed thick in the air. For a moment he seemed too furious to even speak. Then said, “She means nothing to you then?”

“I admit,” Douglas said sounding a bit impatient, “at first I agreed to wed her with the hope that one of you would give me the information I wanted. I mean, you did spend months living with the MacGregors. Who better to bring me to their secret holding? But you all refused.”

“We will not betray them so that you can gain favor with Prince William.”

Hell, Finn thought, hearing the tremor in Andrew’s voice while he spoke, things could go from dangerous to deadly in an instant. Where the hell was Colin, his brother, Tristan? He was tempted to look over his shoulder at the roof to make certain Will was there. At least ten of the marquess’s men had pistols. Half were aimed at him. The other half, at Andrew.

“And I will not betray my sister by letting her wed a man who holds her in such little regard.”

The marquess tossed his head back and laughed. “I no longer want or need your sister, Harrison. In fact”—he slipped his pistol free of its holster and waved it at Andrew—“after this tavern performer brings me to his brethren, I’ll have no further use for any of you at all.”

Finn wasn’t sure if it was Douglas’s proof of treachery toward them all or the sight of Tristan MacGregor appearing like a wraith at the tree line that drained the last bit of color from Alan Harrison’s complexion.

When the marquess looked over his shoulder to see what brought such fear to Alan’s face, Finn knew he had to do something. He didn’t want Tristan getting shot at while he was too far away to defend himself.

“Douglas!” Finn shouted. “Drop yer weapon and order yer men to do the same. Do it!” he commanded, cocking one of the pistols he’d pilfered from Alan and aiming it directly at the marquess while he stormed forward. “Or watch them all die before yer eyes.”

“Oh?” Douglas asked, dipping his gaze to Finn’s pistol. “You’re going to kill all my men with one ball?”

“Put down yer weapon,” Finn shouted, ignoring the echo of almost a dozen pistols being cocked. He knew his kin were there, hidden and deadly. “I’ll not warn ye again.”

The marquess laughed, turned his barrel on Finn, and closed one eye to aim. “Why don’t you come take it?”

The first arrow flew by Finn’s temple and into Douglas’s pistol, knocking it out of his hand and onto the ground, useless. Another followed on its tail and entered a pistol-toting guardsman’s chest. Another man to Douglas’s left fell from his mount, his side cleaved almost in half by Connor’s heavy claymore. Someone cried out on the right as Tristan’s stallion reared up and his quick blade met its mark. Two more arrows flew, skimming close enough to Finn to make him look up at the roof of the inn and glare at Will.

Someone fired his weapon but missed his target when Colin’s dagger landed in his throat. For a moment, Finn watched everything, taking in every swipe, stroke, and crushing blow. It was his duty to remember moments like these. The men of Camlochlin were like a wave of destruction, striking over and over, without mercy or pause, staining the ground red.

A woman’s shrill scream carried on the wind from somewhere behind him. It stilled his thoughts and froze his blood. He turned to look back at the inn and saw Leslie running toward him, terror and the crisp morning air paling her to a deathly white. He held up his palms to stop her approach. Nae! He didn’t want her to see the dead, or suffer the sight of seeing her brothers possibly killed up close. He had to get to her, so he began to run.

As they drew closer, her voice became clearer.

“Finn! Behind you!”




Chapter Thirteen


LESLIE GREW UNAWARE of whether or not she was still screaming. She had for certain, though, stopped running. She watched, frozen and paralyzed, while Finn fought for his life against one of the marquess’s men. If he died…If he died because she’d distracted him…She couldn’t finish the thought.

She pleaded with God to let him live. They had just found each other, just days ago proclaimed their love to each other. They had their whole lives to live and Leslie wanted to live hers with him. She’d almost given it up. She knew better now. What was life without Finlay Grant’s radiant smile, his easy laughter illuminating any darkness? She wanted to wake up with him every morning the way she had today.

He parried and jabbed with some skill and was, in fact, managing quite well. Still, she was terrified for him. When she saw Connor Grant catch sight of his brother and kick his mount forward, relief flooded her veins. Her own brother, far less deadly with a sword and already on his way to Finn, didn’t evoke the same reaction. What if they were both killed?

But Finn was tiring. He needed assistance against the trained soldier and Andrew was closer, so she prayed for her brother to hurry.

When the guardsman suddenly went down from a crushing blow from Finn’s sword, she screamed and then began to cry. He lived! Her beloved lived!

She wanted to run to him, but Andrew leaped from his snorting mount and reached him first, shouting for her to remain where she was.

Finn took a moment to share a smile with her but his gaze rose above her head to someplace behind her and what he saw vanquished his relief and darkened his expression.

Leslie turned to follow his gaze. The roof! Will was about to shoot at her brother!

“Nae!” Finn sprang at Andrew, shielding him from the arrow that whistled by Leslie’s ear—the arrow meant for her brother but taken deliberately by Finn instead. He’d saved Andrew. For her. He’d kept his promise. Leslie dropped to her knees, watching her beloved go down.

“Finn!” Connor’s horse nearly barreled Andrew over before skidding to a halt to eject its rider.

All around her men were shouting, their voices harsh with disbelief and the terror of losing their brother and bard. But it was Will’s voice, coming up behind her, stark as the morning and out of breath, that finally ripped a sob from her throat.

“Does he live? God’s mercy, tell me, does he live?”

Oh, please, please, I beg You, Father, let him live.

“Aye, I live,” Finn called to Will from somewhere beyond his brother and hers.

Leslie nearly fainted at the sound of it. She fought the urge, needing her strength to run to him.

When she reached him, she had to break through a barrier of brawn before falling to her knees beside him. The arrow had pierced his side, possibly breaking a rib if the heart-wrenching grimace on his face was any indication.

“You live,” she breathed against his cheek, unconcerned with the men around them. “Will you always do such things to please me?”

“Aye,” he promised, reaching his mouth to hers. “Always.”

“Why did ye shoot yer arrow, Will?” Connor demanded while he examined the wound by poking at it and distracted Finn.

“I thought Harrison was goin’ fer him.”

“Finn jumped into it to save me,” Andrew explained as his brother, the only other man left alive, besides the marquess and the Highlanders, joined them.

“Why would you do that?” Alan asked from somewhere above her and Finn’s heads.

Tristan, who’d joined them, sighed gustily. “’Tis love, lads. It makes men go a wee bit mad.”

“Is that true?” Leslie looked into Finn’s vivid green eyes, then traced her vision over the angle of his cheekbones, the hint of a shadowy crease in his cheek growing deeper as his mouth curled into a softer, less strained smile.

“Aye.” Forgetting his pain, he touched his fingers to her face and drew in closer. “’Tis true. In my case, riotously, soul-shakingly, life-alteringly mad. ’Tis going to inspire me fer years to come.”

Oh, how had she won this man when so many wanted him? He’d traveled miles alone in the snow for her. For her, he’d boldly risked his life by suggesting the price of his assistance to the marquess. For her, he’d offered his life in exchange for her brother’s.

She would be a fool to let him go. She wanted to kiss him right there in front of his friends. Later, she would tell him how much she loved him.

Colin’s stallion stopping inches from them snapped her back to the real world.

“Fer someone shot by one of Will’s arrows,” he said, looking down from his saddle, “ye look remarkably well.”

“’Tis a flesh wound,” Finn assured him while Connor and Tristan helped him to his feet. “Where’s the marquess? Ye didn’t kill him did ye?”

“Nae,” Colin answered with a slight pout quirking his mouth. “He’s tied to a tree and will be dealt with momentarily.” He set his clear, hazel eyes on the arrow jutting out of Finn’s side, then on Will. “’Tis the most fortunate day of yer life, cousin. His faither, and quite possibly his mother too, would have killed ye if yer aim had been more accurate.”

Will closed his eyes and then rubbed his hand over them as if unable to bear the thought of killing his friend.

“Will.” Finn pushed his hand into Will’s shoulder. “’Twas my fault.” Without giving his friend a chance to reply, he turned away and looked toward their captive, pale, shivering, and tied to a tree a few feet away.

“What d’ye plan on doing with the marquess?”

Colin shrugged a shoulder. “I plan on convincing him not to follow us. Right after yer brother…”

Something cracked. Finn threw his head back and cried out as Connor yanked the broken arrow free.

“…sees to yer wound,” Colin finished, then looked up at the others. “Well, that’s done. Who wants to join me?”

Weakened with shocking pain, Finn coiled his arm around Leslie’s shoulder and leaned into her while Connor tore off a strip of his plaid and tied it around his brother’s waist. “Stay with me, my beloved.”

She nodded, her heart beating so frantically she nearly passed out. She never wanted to leave him. She looked at her brothers, who hadn’t followed Will and Colin while they dealt with the marquess. Andrew winked at her.

“Forever, Leslie,” Finn whispered into her neck. “I want to be everything ye’ll ever need. Yer servant,”—he lifted his head to cast her a dimpled grin—“and yer master.”

She giggled like a shy virgin, which, thanks to him, she was no longer. He already was everything and more. She would stay with him. Her heart gave her no other choice. Her family would have to understand. Finn was the joy and the love of her life. She wouldn’t leave him this time.

“I’ll stay, Finn. I’ll stay with you forever.”

He kissed her, then groaned with pain.

“Here now,” Connor said, shoving his arm under his brother’s shoulder and hefting him forward, back toward the inn. “There will be plenty of time fer that later, brother.”

“Will there?” Alan asked, with his sister noting the new respect in his tone when he spoke to Connor. After seeing them fight, any man would be a fool not to be mindful of his tone.

“Aye, there will,” Andrew answered. “We can’t return with the marquess after this morning.”

“Ye can return to Dumfries if ye wish,” Finn corrected him. “The marquess will be allowed to live if he agrees to bring ye nae harm. If he breaks the agreement, we will return fer him.”

She could have kicked Finn if he wasn’t already hurt. Why would he give her brother an option? She glared at him. He winked at her in response.

“Perhaps,” Andrew said, pulling his horse along, “it’s time to set down new roots. Our sister Sarah is already in Camlochlin, and now Leslie is staying. Margaret wanted to remain there as well. We should remain together.”

“I will take my chances in Dumfries,” Alan told him, without a trace of malice in his voice. “I want to go home, brother. And so does Mother. You will always be welcomed there if you wish to return.”

“If the truth be known,” Leslie told them, “Mother is quite seriously in love with Brodie MacGregor and only wishes to return to Dumfries because she fears betraying Father’s memory.”

“Well, she—”

Leslie held up her palm to stop Alan from speaking. “She’s being foolish. Margaret and I will speak to her. Together, I’m sure we can convince her that she belongs in Camlochlin. And brother,” she told Alan, “I’m sure you will always be welcome there if you wish to return.”

“It’s settled then,” Andrew announced, smiling at his sister. “I’m going to have to start wearing furs.”

“And plaids,” Finn said, making his way with help from his brother and Leslie back to the inn.

Andrew laughed and shook his head. “My arse is frozen enough in breeches.”

“Whisky will keep out the cold.” Connor’s promise was met with immediate agreement from the others.

Leslie smiled and looked up at the stark white sky. Highlanders. She couldn’t wait to return to the warmth of Camlochlin and begin celebrating Christmastide and her future with her beloved and his kin.




Chapter Fourteen


CHOPPY GUSTS OF wind swirled the settled snow, blowing it into frigid clouds that glittered under the moonlight. Nothing in the vale or in the surrounding hills moved. Nothing except the jagged fortress carved from the mountain behind it. Lit by a single flame in every one of its hundreds of windows, Camlochlin shimmered golden in the silvery fog, a safe haven touched by God’s fiery finger for the oppressed, the outlawed, and its heirs.

It was Christmas Eve, the Night of Candles, when candles were lit to guide the Holy Family to safety. But everyone inside the castle knew that Camlochlin was their fortress in every season. They knew that celebrating Christmastide with any sort of merriment was prohibited, but if the MacGregors were anything, they were a lawless bunch, and they found merriment in many things.

Tonight, while the wind wailed outside, sounding much like the pipes being played somewhere in the cavernous Great Hall below, Leslie thanked God for the thousandth time for Finn, Camlochlin, and the people sitting with her in the chief’s private solar. While they sipped wassail, a hot, spiced wine that Leslie found even more delicious when enjoyed with Isobel MacGregor’s shortbread and clootie dumplings, the children sang carols led by the chief’s master bard. She smiled at Finn, a response she could no longer control since their wedding yesterday.

When the song was over, she watched him return to her and wished for the night to be over soon so they could retire to bed.

“Ye’re flushed,” he said, joining her beneath a woolen blanket on a long, overstuffed settee.

“It’s the heat.” She blushed and stopped him when he tried to remove the blanket. “Not that kind of heat. You.”

His dimple flashed, melting her kneecaps and warming her bones in a way the yule log burning in the hearth never could.

She gave him a gentle push away and laughed. “You’re barely healed of your wound.”

“I’m healed enough. Let me show ye.”

“Uncle Finn,” Connor and Mairi’s young son interrupted them, “will ye teach me and Edmund another song?”

“Of course, Malcolm.” He winked at Leslie and gathered the boys in his arms, beginning another tune.

Leslie listened with teary eyes while Finn sang of the Savior’s birth. She looked around and smiled at Davina and her two babes, swallowed up in her husband’s chair.

All the furnishings at Camlochlin were crafted to fit giant, strapping men. It made the settee where she sat with Finn, Malcolm, and Edmund, both boys snuggled in the crook of Finn’s arms, quite cozy. She turned her gaze to Colin, standing by the candlelit window with his newly pregnant wife and watched the sober commander’s breath falter when Gillian smiled at him. Whatever Leslie had seen against the marquess’s men that early morning in Kylerhea, that beast was gone and replaced by a tender, devoted husband and father.

All of Camlochlin’s sons were loyal, dedicated, dutiful men, examples of strength, honor, and courage…just like their fathers and uncles before them. Two of whom reclined by the hearth fire listening to a tale Rob was telling them.

Leslie had no idea how Callum MacGregor must have appeared in his days of glory, riding out of the Highlands like a devil parting the mists, but he looked damned handsome now, laughing with his eldest son and dearest friend. Her father-in-law, Graham Grant, caught her gaze and cast her a dimpled grin, much like his son’s. He may have once been a sinful rake who’d aided in the restoration of King Charles, but he raised two men who honored the worthy and loved their women and their country with passion.

“Finn?” She waited until his song was done and the boys hopped into Connor’s lap next.

“Aye, love?”

She tilted her lips to his ear and whispered into it. “I want to have your child.”

His arm tightened around her. “Let’s be off then, wife.”

She laughed and blushed and pushed at him when he would have swept her out of their seat. “We must wait until after the midnight service. You know the traditions. Now please be serious.” She added this even though he looked anything but happy and it was she who couldn’t stop smiling like a dimwit. “Would you prefer a lad or a lass?”

“A lass.” He smiled down at her. “I want to watch ye teach her to grow into the kind of woman who makes us proud to be her parents.”

Leslie sighed against his lips and then slanted her gaze toward the door. “Perhaps no one would miss us.”

“Leslie,” Davina said, proving her wrong and stirring warmth in her belly. “What did you think of Father Lachlan’s supper benediction?”

“I enjoyed it very much,” Leslie told her honestly. “I wasn’t expecting such passion in his words.”

Davina nodded, agreeing. “For a man so far in his years, he’s quite humorous too, don’t you think?” She went on without giving Leslie a chance to agree or disagree. “It may seem a bit more somber here than usual but in just a few days the celebration of Hogmanay”—she shared the flash of her smile with Finn before turning back to Leslie—“will begin and there will be dancing and singing and games…”

“My wife enjoys the dancing most,” Rob told Leslie, then sat on the floor by Davina’s feet. He laughed and caught his son when the child leaped from his mother’s lap and into his.

“It’s because I get to dance with Tristan,” Davina admitted, then squealed with laughter when her husband snatched her by the ankles and pulled her, along with their baby daughter, out of their seat and into his lap.

“Ye’ll be gentle with my gel, Robbie.” His aunt, Maggie MacGregor, smacked the side of his head gently before falling into his chair next and accepting wee Caitrina into her arms. “And Colin, ye’ll keep that dog away from my ducks or he’ll deal with me.” She narrowed her eyes on little Edmund’s dog, Aurelius, until the scruffy pup tucked his tail between his legs and looked away.

Aye, Leslie loved Camlochlin and the people in it. The only thing better than being here with them was being alone with Finn. He wanted a daughter. The idea of raising a little girl with him heated her blood.

“We have two hours at least before the stroke of midnight, beloved,” he whispered into her hair, as if knowing her thoughts.

Leslie feigned a gaping yawn, stretching her arms above her head. “I think I will enjoy a short nap before mass.”

“Not too short, we hope,” Tristan called out as Finn rose with her from the settee to escort her to bed.

Leslie blushed two shades darker when she met the knowing faces smiling back at her.

“We’ll see ye all later,” Finn called out over his shoulder, completely unfazed by the fact that everyone in the solar knew where they were heading and why.

The door opened as they reached it and Andrew and Margaret entered with Brodie with Helen Harrison on his arm. Leslie smiled at them all, filled with the truth that the only thing better than living at Camlochlin with Finn was living here with most of her family.

“Where are you off to, dear?”

When their eyes met, Leslie saw the same joy in her mother’s glowing smile that she felt in her own. She had been correct about her mother loving Brodie and being happy with him here in Camlochlin. Leslie wondered if her mother wasn’t happier now than she’d ever been before.

“Just retiring for a short bit, Mother.”

Leslie had never seen her mother blush before. She looked lovely, younger. And it was because of the man at her side. Who would have known that such a brusque, hardened warrior could win her mother’s heart? Brodie MacGregor growled at most folks, whether they were men, women, or children. He didn’t give a rat’s arse about much, except perhaps his whisky and one other thing.

“Mr. MacGregor?” Leslie stopped him when he would have moved past her.

“Hmm?”

“Thank you for making my mother so happy.”

For a moment he looked at bit lost, then he looked around to make certain no one else was watching or listening to him.

“She’s agreed t’ marry me. So ’tis she who makes me the happy one.”

Leslie’s heart swelled in the doorway of the solar. All of this would have been lost to them if Finn hadn’t come to Glenelg to take her back. He saved her from a miserable, loveless marriage and probably one for her mother, too.

“I’ll see you at mass.” Leslie kissed her mother, took Finn’s hand, and led him away.

“Ye’re eager,” he said deeply against the back of her nape.

“Aye.” She stopped herself from tugging him to go faster. Eager was one thing. Pathetic was another.

But he was braver than any warrior, brighter than any angel, more captivating than any champion of legend.

His heart was true, and it longed for her.

She turned to him and, walking backward, toted him forward. “I’m yours, Finn Grant. I love you and only you for the rest of my days.”

She loved watching his reaction to her ardent confessions. Since returning with him, she’d discovered which things he enjoyed hearing the most and then made it her duty to say them often.

“I want your hands on me…and your mouth—”

He swept his arm around her waist and hauled her against him. His mouth was hot and hungry on hers, his tongue, slow and sensuous…tasting her, teasing her until passion deepened, his embrace tightened and he went hard as a boulder against her.

“Tonight,” he promised thickly, letting her go and staring into her eyes as she stepped away and turned to run, “I’m going to give ye a daughter.”

He followed her up the stairs and along two corridors to the door of their room. Reaching it, he swooped down and pulled her up in his arms to carry her across the threshold and bring her to their bed.


*  *  *


Finlay Grant, master bard to the clan chief MacGregor of the MacGregors of Skye, could find no speech to pay homage to his wife while he watched her take him to the hilt. Her lids were heavy, her full lips parted slightly, expelling short puffs of warm breath. When her tongue peeked from between to lick her ravenous lips, he knew if he kissed her, he would lose control of himself too soon. He tried to think of words befitting and worthy of what she meant to him, how she looked to him, sounded against his ear, felt against his flesh and muscle, but nothing came. Nothing compared. Not that he would be able to speak such praises with his jaw clamped in ecstasy. He would tell her after, when her sinuous smile wasn’t tempting him to take her harder. He lost the battle, much to her delight, and stroked her with long, deep plunges until they both cried out.

Sated, for now, Finn sank to the mattress and pulled her into his embrace. “In a few hours ’twill be Christmas, the day when the greatest gift of love was given to the world. ’Tis fitting that ye are here in my arms, my bed. Ye make words insignificant, but I would tell nonetheless. I love ye, lass.”

He felt her smile against his chest, satisfied with his confession, as bare and simple as it was.
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Davina Montgomery has lived most of her life sheltered, locked away in an abbey. When her home is attacked, she picks up a bow and aims at the first man she sees: a fierce and undeniably sexy Highlander…
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High atop Saint Christopher’s Abbey, Davina Montgomery stood alone in the bell tower, cloaked in the silence of a world she did not know. Darkness had fallen hours ago and below her the sisters slept peacefully in their beds, thanks to the men who had been sent here to guard them. But there was little peace for Davina. The vast, indigo sky filling her vision was littered with stars that seemed close enough to touch should she reach out her hand. What would she wish for? Her haunted gaze slipped southward toward England, and then with a longing just as powerful, toward the moonlit mountain peaks of the north. Which life would she choose if the choice were hers to make? A world where she’d been forgotten, or one where no one knew her? She smiled sadly against the wind that whipped her woolen novice robes around her. What good was it to ponder when her future had already been decreed? She knew what was to come. There were no variations. That is, if she lived beyond the next year. She looked away from the place she could never go and the person she could never be.

She heard the soft fall of footsteps behind her but did not turn. She knew who it was.

“Poor Edward. I imagine your heart must have failed you when you did not find me in my bed.”

When he remained quiet she felt sorry for teasing him about the seriousness of his duty. Captain Edward Asher had been sent here to protect her four years ago, after Captain Geoffries had taken ill and was relieved of his command. Edward had become more than her guardian. He was her dearest friend, someone she could confide in here within the thick walls that sheltered her from the schemes of her enemies. Edward knew her fears and accepted her faults.

“I knew where to find you,” he finally said, his voice just above a whisper.

He always did know. Not that there were many places to look. Davina was not allowed to venture outside the Abbey gates so she came to the bell tower often to let her thoughts roam free.

“My lady—”

She turned at his soft call, putting away her dreams and desires behind a tender smile. Those she kept to herself and did not share, even with him.

“Please, I…” he began, meeting her gaze and then stumbling through the rest as if the face he looked upon every day still struck him as hard as it had the first time he’d seen her. He was in love with her, and though he’d never spoken his heart openly, he did not conceal how he felt. Everything was there in his eyes, his deeds, his devotion; and a deep regret that Davina suspected had more to do with her than he would ever have the boldness to admit. Her path had been charted for another course and she could never be his. “Lady Montgomery, come away from here, I beg you. It is not good to be alone.”

He worried for her so and she wished he wouldn’t. “I’m not alone, Edward,” she reassured. If her life remained as it was now, she would find a way to be happy. She always did. “I have been given much.”

“It’s true,” he agreed, moving closer to her and then stopping himself, knowing what she knew. “You have been taught to fear the Lord and love your king. The sisters love you, as do my men. It will always be so. We are your family. But it is not enough.” He knew she would never admit it, so he said it for her.

It had to be enough. It was safer this way, cloistered away from those who would harm her if ever they discovered her after the appointed time.

That time had come.

Davina knew that Edward would do anything to save her. He told her often, each time he warned her of her peril. Diligently, he taught her to trust no one, not even those who claimed to love her. His lessons often left her feeling a bit hopeless, though she never told him that, either.

“Would that I could slay your enemies,” he swore to her now, “and your fears along with them.”

He meant to comfort her, but good heavens, she didn’t want to discuss the future on such a breathtaking night. “Thanks to you and God,” she said, leaving the wall to go to him and tossing him a playful smile, “I can slay them myself.”

“I agree,” he surrendered, his good mood restored by the time she reached him. “You’ve learned your lessons in defense well.”

She rested her hand on his arm and gave it a soft pat. “How could I disappoint you when you risked the Abbess’s consternation to teach me?”

He laughed with her, both of them comfortable in their familiarity. But too soon he grew serious again.

“James is to be crowned in less than a se’nnight.”

“I know.” Davina nodded and turned toward England again. She refused to let her fears control her. “Mayhap,” she said with a bit of defiance sparking her doleful gaze, “we should attend the coronation, Edward. Who would think to look for me at Westminster?”

“My lady…” He reached for her. “We cannot. You know—”

“I jest, dear friend.” She angled her head to speak to him over her shoulder, carefully cloaking the struggle that weighed heaviest upon her heart, a struggle that had nothing to do with fear. “Really, Edward, must we speak of this?”

“Yes, I think we should,” he answered earnestly, then went on swiftly, before she could argue, “I’ve asked the Abbess if we can move you to Courlochcraig Abbey in Ayr. I’ve already sent word to—”

“Absolutely not,” she stopped him. “I will not leave my home. Besides, we have no reason to believe that my enemies know of me at all.”

“Just for a year or two. Until we’re certain—”

“No,” she told him again, this time turning to face him fully. “Edward, would you have us leave the sisters here alone to face our enemies should they come seeking me? What defense would they have without the strong arms of you and your men? They will not leave St. Christopher’s, nor will I.”

He sighed and shook his head at her. “I cannot argue when you prove yourself more courageous than I. I pray I do not live to regret it. Very well, then.” The lines of his handsome face relaxed. “I shall do as you ask. For now though,” he added, offering her his arm, “allow me to escort you to your chamber. The hour is late and the Reverend Mother will show you no mercy when the cock crows.”

Davina rested one hand in the crook of his arm and waved away his concern with the other. “I don’t mind waking with the sun.”

“Why would you,” he replied, his voice as light now as hers as he led her out of the belfry, “when you can just fall back to sleep in the Study Hall.”

“It was only the one time that I actually slept,” she defended, slapping his arm softly. “And don’t you have more important things to do with your day than follow me around?”

“Three times,” he corrected, ignoring the frown he knew was false. “Once, you even snored.”

Her eyes, as they descended the stairs, were as wide as her mouth. “I have never snored in my life!”

“Save for that one time, then?”

She looked about to deny his charge again, but bit her curling lip instead. “And once during Sister Bernadette’s piano recital. I had penance for a week. Do you remember?”

“How could I forget?” he laughed. “My men did no chores the entire time, preferring to listen at your door while you spoke aloud to God about everything but your transgression.”

“God already knew why I fell asleep,” she explained, smiling at his grin. “I did not wish to speak poorly of Sister Bernadette’s talent, or lack of it, even in my own defense.”

His laughter faded, leaving only a smile that looked to be painful as their walk ended and they stood at her door. When he reached out to take her hand, Davina did her best not to let the surprise in her eyes dissuade him from touching her. “Forgive my boldness, but there is something I must tell you. Something I should have told you long ago.”

“Of course, Edward,” she said softly, keeping her hand in his. “You know you may always speak freely to me.”

“First, I would have you know that you have come to mean—”

“Captain!”

Davina leaned over the stairwell to see Harry Barns, Edward’s second in command, plunge through the Abbey doors. “Captain!” Harry shouted up at them, his face pale and his breath heavy from running. “They are coming!”

For one paralyzing moment, Davina doubted the good of her ears. She’d been warned of this day for four years, but had always prayed it would not come. “Edward,” she asked hollowly, on the verge of sheer panic, “how did they find us so soon after King Charles’s death?”

He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head back and forth as if he too refused to believe what he was hearing. But there was no time for doubt. Spinning on his heel, he gripped her arm and hauled her into her room. “Stay here! Lock your door!”

“What good will that do us?” She sprang for her quiver and bow and headed back to the door, and to Edward blocking it. “Please, dear friend. I do not want to cower alone in my room. I will fire from the bell tower until it is no longer safe to do so.”

“Captain!” Barns raced up the stairs, taking three at a time. “We need to prepare. Now!”

“Edward”—Davina’s voice pulled him back to her—“you trained me for this. We need every arm available. You will not stop me from fighting for my home.”

“Orders, Captain, please!”

Davina looked back once as she raced toward the narrow steps leading back to the tower.

“Harry!” She heard Edward shout behind her. “Prepare the vats and boil the tar. I want every man alert and ready at my command. And Harry…”

“Captain?”

“Wake the sisters and tell them to pray.”


 


In the early morning hours that passed after the massacre at St. Christopher’s, Edward’s men had managed to kill half of the enemy’s army. But the Abbey’s losses were greater. Far greater.

Alone in the bell tower, Davina stared down at the bodies strewn across the large courtyard. The stench of burning tar and seared flesh stung her nostrils and burned her eyes as she set them beyond the gates to the meadow where men on horseback still hacked away at each other as if their hatred could never be satisfied. But there was no hatred. They fought because of her, though none of them knew her. But she knew them. Her dreams had been plagued with her faceless assassins since the day Edward had first told her of them.

Tears brought on by the pungent air slipped down her cheeks, falling far below to where her friends… her family lay dead or dying. Dragging her palm across her eyes, she searched the bodies for Edward. He’d returned to her an hour after the fighting had begun and ordered her into the chapel with the sisters. When she’d refused, he’d tossed her over his shoulder like a sack of grain and brought her there himself. But she did not remain hidden. She couldn’t, so she’d returned to the tower and her bow and sent more than a dozen of her enemies to meet their Maker. But there were too many—or mayhap God didn’t want the rest, for they slew the men she ate with, laughed with, before her eyes.

She had feared this day for so long that it had become a part of her. She thought she had prepared. At least, for her own death. But not for the Abbess’s. Not for Edward’s. How could anyone prepare to lose those they loved?

Despair ravaged her and for a moment she considered stepping over the wall. If she was dead they would stop. But she had prayed for courage too many times to let God or Edward down now. Reaching into the quiver on her back, she plucked out an arrow, cocked her bow, and closed one eye to aim.

Below her and out of her line of vision, a soldier garbed in military regalia not belonging to England crept along the chapel wall with a torch clutched in one fist and a sword in the other.
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KATE CAMPBELL LOOKED her enemy square in his lifeless face and then swung. Her blade severed an arm, but the torso remained intact. Mindless of her uncle’s men honing their battle skills around her, she lifted the ax she gripped in her other hand and grunted as it sank deep into her opponent’s straw chest.

Swiping her hair away from her eyes, she spied her uncle Duncan crossing the small bailey of her holding. He had arrived in Glen Orchy a few days ago to bring her to Kildun Castle, in Inverary. He’d promised to bring her and her brother to his home when they were children, but at the end of each visit he left without them.

Their mother died giving Kate life. Their father was killed at Kildun twelve years after that, just before Duncan was named Earl of Argyll, and Kate and Robert’s guardian.

Kate watched him stalk toward her, his equine legs encased in fine woolen breeches and boots of polished obsidian. His frame was slight, his shoulders narrow beneath an olive doublet. He was built more for priesting than for fighting, though he often bragged of his victories in battle. These battles kept him away from Kildun for months at a time, he’d reminded them many times during his visits, planting a kiss on their foreheads before heading for the doors. Soon he would come to bring them home with him. But he never did. Not even when her father’s vassals began leaving, save for a small handful who raised them.

Kate met the earl’s gaze briefly, and his gray eyes grew dark with intent that made her skin crawl. He may not have wanted her as a child, but he wanted her now.

“You brandish your weapons well, Katherine.” He came up behind her and ducked to his right when she hefted her ax over her shoulder for another crushing swipe, this time to her enemy’s thigh.

Aye, she and Robert had been made to practice day after day. “Amish and John taught us well.”

Behind her, she heard a tight snort. “They have remained loyal soldiers to my brother these many years. But their duty to him is over now. I will see that they are rewarded.” He leaned over her so that his whispered breath clung to her cheek. “It pleases me to know you would fight back should any man try to ravish you.”

Kate clutched the handle of her ax and thought about flinging it over her shoulder. “Truly, Uncle, your concern for mine and Robert’s well-being has always warmed my heart. Especially when you used to remind us how fortunate we were that it was the McColls who raided Glen Orchy every other fortnight, and not the murderous MacGregors.” He hadn’t cared that a Highlander might ravish her while she was growing up, or that there were but a handful of men left in the garrison to fight them if they did.

“When you were a child, the only thing the raiders wanted was sheep. I knew you were safe here. But now you are a woman and the Highlanders will take more than your livestock.” His breath glided over her throat. Kate cringed and brought her ax down hard on her opponent, raining hay on their heads.

“I do not fear any man who thinks to come here to steal my virtue, Uncle.”

“And if our enemy should fall upon you?”

Kate knew whom he meant. He’d spoken of them countless times over the years. “There are hardly any Mac-Gregors left in Scotland worth fretting over. I’m certain I shall never meet one.”

“There are enough of them left to continue to back the royalists’ cause.” The earl curled his finger around a raven lock that fell over her shoulder. “We must not forget how they joined forces with their Catholic Marquis of Montrose against us. Or how many of our kinsmen have died during their murderous rampages. Remember I told you how they massacred the Covenanters without mercy at Kilsyth? I will not let you fall to them, as well. You will do as I say and come home with me.” He gave her hair a tug, as if to remind her that he would not let her refuse.

“This is my home,” she said, stabbing her opponent in the throat.

“Not anymore.” When she stiffened at his sharp retort, he softened his tone. “Robert is eager to see you. It has been near three months since he has set eyes on his beloved sister.”

Kate missed her brother terribly, but he had chosen his path. “My brother has waited years to give his service to the realm, but I am content here, Uncle.”

His laughter raked across her ear. “With a few old men and a handful of servants? What could you hope to do against the Devil, should he find you?”

Kate was certain he already had and was standing behind her at this very moment. Her uncle was trying his best to frighten her into leaving with him, by reminding her of the horrid MacGregors the way children taunt each other with tales of beasties. The most terrifying of them all: The Devil, who had killed over fifty Campbells six years ago in a massacre that had made him legend—and made her and Robert orphans.

Duncan hauled her closer and gritted his teeth. “Have you forgotten already that he killed my father and yours?”

“Nae,” Kate answered without turning. “I have not forgotten.” Indeed, Kate hated him, but she did not concern herself with legends or the foolishness of fearing them.

“And you do not fear such a blood-lustful man?” he demanded while she swung again.

“Nae, I will kill him if ever I meet him,” she vowed, decapitating her enemy with her sword.

“You never will.” The earl slid his hand down her arm until his fingers covered hers. He jabbed her blade into her lifeless opponent, a groan tangling in his throat as he pressed her back to his chest. “Tomorrow you will return with me to Kildun. Only there will you be safe from our enemy.”

Kate stopped fighting and ground her teeth when he kissed the back of her head. “You are my enemy, as well,” she murmured as he swaggered back to his men. She brought her ax upward instead of down; it struck and wedged tightly between her opponent’s legs.

Leaving the ax where it landed, Kate sheathed her sword and walked off toward the meadow where her sheep grazed oblivious and innocent to the lusty wiles of men. It sickened her when she thought of why her uncle wanted her. She’d known of his depravity for some time but had never told Robert. She hadn’t truly thought Duncan would come for her, even after Robert went to live with him, so there was no need. But now he was here and so anxious to get her out of Glen Orchy, she was certain he would drag her there tied to his horse if he had to. Did he think Robert would let him touch her once they arrived at Kildun? Fool. Her brother would slice off Duncan’s hands, uncle or not. Robert was noble and valiant, with a strong sense of duty to protect his clan. It was he who taught her Malory and Monmouth’s tales of Arthur Pendragon and his knights of the Round Table. And it was the terrible tales of the savage MacGregors that drove him to leave their home three months ago and join the other knights of Inverary.

Robert had begged her to go with him, but Kate did not want to leave her home, and she certainly did not want to live with her uncle. She was safe here. The raiders were bothersome but not terribly dangerous.

Amish had made her and her brother vow to never lift a weapon to the mountain men. Their raiding, he had told them, was a way of life. They did not come to kill, so long as they were not attacked. Not so the MacGregors. For over two centuries they were considered the scourge of Scotland: uncivilized barbarians with no regard for honor or a man’s family. So heinous were their crimes against the Campbells and their allies that their name had been proscribed over fifty years ago.

Amish and John never spoke ill of them, though, even after the Devil killed her father. Hatred, they told her as her father had, was poison to the soul.

Kate wiped her fist across her ear, where the stale smell of her uncle’s breath still lingered. Hatred might be poison, but if he ever touched her again he would feel the power of it when her blade sliced open his heart.

A thunderous cry from the braes above pierced her thoughts. Her face paled. Raiders! She turned, looking back at her uncle’s men already drawing their swords. Nae! She sped toward them, praying as she ran that she could reach her uncle’s men before the Highlanders did.


 


Callum MacGregor, clan chieftain of the MacGregors, reined in his mount atop the crest of a hill and watched the small battle taking place in the vale below. His dark brows creased over his eyes as he scanned the men engaged in the melee around the Campbell holding and those lying dead in the grass. Duncan Campbell was not among them.

“Looks like we’ve stumbled upon a raid by the McColls,” said one of the four men flanking him.

“Ye said the Earl of Argyll would be here, Graham.” The chieftain cut his gaze to his first in command.

“He’s here,” his commander assured confidently while he rotated the cap tilted jauntily atop his mane of honeyed curls to a backward position. If any man had reason to be so certain of his words, ’twas Graham Grant. After pretending to be a Campbell from Breadalbane and living in Kildun Castle for the last pair of months, Graham knew all there was to know about the Inverary Campbells and the tenth Earl of Argyll. “This was his brother Colin’s homestead. He’s come here to retrieve his niece.” Graham pointed into the vale at the soldiers. “Campbell’s men are here. Mayhap he hides in the keep. We know he lacks courage.”

“Save fer when he’s brandin’ MacGregor women,” said another man, a bit broader of shoulder than the rest. He popped the cork off a leather pouch dangling from his belt and raised it to his mouth.

“Can ye no’ go anywhere wi’oot yer poison, Angus?”

Angus took a swig, belched, and then swiped his beefy knuckles across his thick auburn beard. “Brodie, ye know I like killin’ Campbells wi’ a bit o’ auld Gillis’s brew in me.” He grinned at his cousin stationed beside him. “It fires up me innards.”

Callum refused when Angus slapped the pouch of brew against his arm, offering his laird to take part. Callum did not need whiskey to fire his innards. Hating the Campbells was enough. They had taken much from his clan. But they had taken everything from him.

“The McColls are puttin’ a quick end to the Campbells. They’ll be less fer us.”

“Dinna fret over it, Brodie,” Angus said, corking his pouch. “We killed us enough o’ the bastards already at Kildun before we got here.”

“It will never be enough,” their laird growled low in his throat.

“If Argyll is there, the McColls might get to him before we do,” Jamie Grant, Graham’s younger brother and the youngest of Callum’s men, pointed out.

“There’s a lass fightin’ among the men!”

“That’s no’ a lass, Brodie.” Angus guzzled another swig of whiskey. “’Tis a Campbell wi’ mighty long hair.”

Brodie flashed his larger cousin an incredulous scowl beneath his dark whiskers. “’Tis a lass, ye dull-witted bastard.”

Callum heard the side of Angus’s sword smack against Brodie’s head, and Brodie’s subsequent oaths before he pounded his fist into Angus’s chest. The chieftain ignored his kinsmen and observed the object of their disagreement. The mounted warrior certainly looked like a lass. He’d never seen a lass fight before, though many times he wished he had. His mother’s screams still haunted his dreams. He’d been a lad when Duncan Campbell’s father raided his village and his men raped and branded the women, though no hand had been lifted against the earl’s men.

But here was a woman who had the spirit to actually fight to save her life.

“’Tis a lass,” he said, more to himself than to his men. “Mayhap Argyll’s niece.”

“Aye.” Graham nodded, watching her lush raven mane swing around her shoulders while she whirled her horse around and deflected another mighty blow. “She tires against the McColls. I know she’s a Campbell,” he said with only a hint of regret, “but it looks like a good enough fight. Shall we aid her, Callum?”

Graham smiled at his friend’s slight nod, and then he flicked his reins and took off a moment after Callum kicked his stallion’s flanks and raced toward the melee.

The MacGregor chief cut a straight path to the lass, swiping his claymore through anyone in his way. His men fanned out around him, killing the rest. The closer he came to her, the harder he rode, his dark hair snapping behind him like a pennant. Her arms were growing weary. She was having difficulty lifting her blade to parry the flurry of strikes hammering down on her. He told himself, while he hacked at a McColl riding up behind her, that he was rushing to her defense to keep her alive so that she could tell him Duncan Campbell’s whereabouts.

She whirled on him just as he reached her, and Callum felt something in his gut jolt. Her skin was pale alabaster against a spray of soft obsidian waves, dampened by exhaustion. Her eyes were beautiful as black satin, and when she looked up at him, they told Callum she had just lost hope in surviving this day.

He did not expect her to swing at him, looking as defeated as she did. For an instant, he merely gaped in stunned disbelief at the blood soaking his thigh. Then he lifted his claymore over his head and brought it down hard on another McColl. The lass turned away from the force of his deathblow, but a moment later she returned her gaze to his. Callum responded to the great relief in her expression by wheeling his mount around and calling out to his men to guard her on every side. There, they shielded her until the only men left in the yard, besides them, were dead or wounded.

When Callum turned his mount around to face her again, her sword slipped from her fingers. He glanced at it, then lifted his eyes to hers. “Are ye injured?”

She blinked as if emerging from a daze. Her breath still came heavy enough to part her lips.

“Are ye hurt?” he demanded again.

She shook her head nae. “Are you?” Her gaze slipped to his thigh. “My deepest apologies for wounding you. I did not know who you were, or—”

“Are ye Duncan Campbell’s niece?” he interrupted.

She either didn’t hear him or chose to ignore his query. “I must find Amish and John. They are old and—”

“Woman,” he cut her off again, this time his voice hard enough to make her blink. “Are ye Argyll’s niece?” When she nodded, his expression went hard. “Where is he?”

She looked around at the fallen, presenting him with the delicacy of her profile. “I had hoped he was here. But he must have run off with one of my sheep.”

A hint of amusement crossed Callum’s expression before he angled his head and barked out another order to the four men around her. “Brodie, check the keep with Angus and Jamie. If ye find Argyll, bring him oot to me.”

“Who are you, that I may properly thank you for aiding me?”

Callum’s gaze swung back to her. For an unsettling instant he lost all ability to reason, save that he knew he would be content to look at her for however many days he had left on the Earth. ’Twas not fear that made her bonny eyes appear so big, but reverence. Admiration from a Campbell! Since he had never saved the life of one before, he was not prepared for her awe. He shifted again, feeling damned uncomfortable and blaming her for it.

“I am Callum MacGregor.” Best to get it over with sooner rather than later, though a part of him regretted having to watch that veneration turn to hatred when he spoke his name aloud. He was not disappointed. Her face paled to such a milky white he thought she might faint dead away and tumble from her horse.

His eyes were usually very quick, and on any other day Callum MacGregor would never have missed an enemy reaching for a weapon. But for a moment her beauty made him forget about fighting and hatred and blood. A moment was all it took for her to slip her hand beneath her belt and retrieve the small dagger she had hidden there.

The glimmer of surprise that sparked Callum’s eyes belied his cold, impassive voice. “Ye have courage to point yer dagger at me.” She swung, and he moved in a blur of speed, yanking her from her horse to his. Pressing her chest to his, he closed his arms around her, pinning her dagger securely behind her back. “Ye insult the laird of the clan MacGregor with such a meager weapon, lass.”

“Let me go, vermin!” she hurled at him and spent the remainder of her energy kicking and wriggling, trying to free herself. “Let me go if you be a man, and let me fight you with my sword.”

Callum glanced at Graham, mirroring the commander’s expression of admiration at her furious promise. She was a fiery, braw lass, something all Highlanders valued.

But she was a Campbell.

“Is Argyll in the keep?” Callum asked her, barely straining a muscle against her attempts to be free of him.

“I told you I don’t know where he is, but when you find him, take him to hell with you!”

Aye, now this was more like the reaction he expected from a Campbell. She was no more innocent than the rest. “Graham, get me some rope. The wench tires me.”

Her fight came to an abrupt halt. She glared up at him with the promise of retribution frosting her eyes. “Will you prove yourself naught but a savage by raping me?”

Briefly, his gaze fell to her lips, then drifted over the rest of her body in a leisurely inspection of her feminine aspects, as if he were considering it. “Woman, I am much more than a savage.”

Her nostrils flared. “I would cut off your—”

Over her shoulder, Callum saw one of her uncle’s men exit from behind the house, cocked bow in hand. He had no time to shield her as the arrow whistled toward them and penetrated her right shoulder, just above her breast. Though it happened within the space of a breath, he watched it pierce her perfect form, watched the breathtaking spark of life grow dull in her eyes. As Graham raced toward the guardsman, Callum’s eyes met hers again when she realized she’d been hit.

“Och, hell.” Her breath was a ragged whisper, sweet against his chin. “That was likely meant for you.”
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After a fire consumes the Ellis family fortune, the beautiful and resourceful Miranda finds herself faced with an impossible dilemma: enter a life of petty crime or watch her family succumb to poverty. But once her fiancé learns of her descent into danger—and of the strange, new powers she’s discovered—saving her family may come at the high price of her heart.

When Lord Benjamin Archer’s one chance for redemption is destroyed by corrupt London antiquarian Hector Ellis, he vows to take what Ellis values most—his daughter Miranda. Forced to hide his face behind masks, Archer travels the world hoping to escape the curse that plagues him so that he can finally claim his prize.

But once Archer returns home to London, will it be revenge he seeks? Or will the flame-haired beauty ignite new, undeniable desires?
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Dismissing a mistress is the very devil. But it’s exactly what Andrew Carrington, the Earl of Bellingham, must do. His best friends have all recently succumbed to the marriage noose and it’s the last thing he wants or needs. So it’s time set his stale life and his clingy mistress free and keep to himself for a time.

But life has a funny way of giving you exactly what you need when you least expect it. For two new friends enter his life rather unceremoniously when Bell saves them from drowning while they’re drunk. And they encourage Bell to meet Laura, a beautiful, sensual blonde who’s desperately trying to get control of her rebellious but beloved stepson. She needs help controlling that hellion of a boy and Bell decides to offer up his services. But the last thing Bell wants is to get involved with a woman. After one look at her, will it be that simple?


  

  



[image: ]


Available Now

Fiona Ferguson wants nothing more than to flee Miss Lavinia Chase’s Finishing School. Rather than the safe haven the girls’ families presume it to be, the school is intent on making its charges conform to the rules—by any means necessary. For Fiona, the only thing worse than staying at the dreaded “Last Chance Academy” would be abandoning the friends she’s made there. But when she receives word from home that her sister is in trouble, Fiona plots her escape…

A devoted spy in service to the Crown, Alex Knight takes his duties very seriously. His latest assignment—to ensure that the incorrigible Fiona remain safely at school—turns out to be far more of a challenge than he expected. After matching wits with the fiery Scottish beauty, he learns that the greatest danger of all…begins with a kiss.
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Three heartwarming holiday stories
to prove that love is the greatest gift of all

Kissing Santa Claus

NASCAR driver Logan Perrish returns to Lucky Harbor, Washington, with love in his heart and a ring in his pocket. But can Sandy Jansen forget the past and give him a second chance? Or will Logan be spending another Christmas alone?

I’ll Be Home for Christmas

After ignoring the advice of Miz Miriam Randall, local matchmaker, Annie Roberts expects another humdrum holiday in Last Chance, South Carolina. But when a stray cat arrives in the arms of Army sergeant Matt Jasper, a calico named Holly just may be the best matchmaker of all.

O Little Town of Bramble

All Ethan Miller wants for Christmas is to celebrate in Bramble, Texas, with family and friends. But when his childhood neighbor, Samantha Henderson, comes home for the holiday, Ethan realizes that the girl next door could be the girl of his dreams.




[image: ]


Don’t miss these critically acclaimed novels from Paula Quinn!


  



[image: ]


Available Now

BOUND BY DUTY

Colin MacGregor was born to fight for his beliefs, his king, and his family’s honor. After years away from his beloved Scotland, he yearns to return to its lush, green hills—and he can, after he completes one final mission for the king. Sent to infiltrate a traitor’s home, Colin is determined to expose the treasonous plot and triumph on the battlefield…until he meets a sensual lass who tempts him toward other pursuits…

BETRAYED BY PASSION

Lady Gillian Dearly is no stranger to temptation. Cast out of her family for bearing an illegitimate child, she’s now the ward of a barbarian conspiring against the king. Her only desire: freedom for her son and for herself at any cost, even if it means making a deal with the devil. Yet when a mysterious Highlander appears in their midst, his braw strength and smoldering gaze give her hope for a future beyond the castle walls—and promise a desire unlike any she’s ever known. But passion comes at a price…


  

  



[image: ]


Available Now

A LOVER’S PROMISE

Connor Grant left his first love in the Highlands, vowing to return after serving in the king’s army. Seven years later, he is still fighting for the crown, and his victories are legendary—both on the battlefield and in the bedroom. Yet he’s never forgotten his bonny lass. And he certainly never expected to see her amidst the splendor of the British royal court: beautiful, breathtaking, and tempting him past the point of no return.

A LADY’S DESTINY

The night he left, Mairi MacGregor banished Connor from her life forever. Now her heart belongs only to Scotland. As part of a secret alliance, she journeys to London in search of information…only to find herself face-to-face with the one man she swore she’d never trust again. Though Mairi’s body still craves Connor’s touch, she can’t forgive his betrayal. But a traitor lurks in their midst and to protect her beloved Highlands, Mairi must make a leap of faith and join forces with Connor—even if it means losing her heart to him again.
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SINS THAT CAN’T BE FORGIVEN

Tristan MacGregor is famed throughout the Highlands as a silver-tongued seducer and an unrepentant rogue. Bold and charming, he’s dallied with many women, yet none as beguiling and mysterious as the lass he steals a kiss from at the king’s court. Little does he know this beauty is one of his clan’s greatest enemies.

PASSION THAT CAN’T BE DENIED

Isobel Fergusson has despised the bloodthirsty MacGregors ever since they murdered her father. When she learns the handsome stranger who captivated her so is a MacGregor, she vows to forget him. But Tristan means to possess her at any cost and Isobel’s body turns traitor at his touch. Can a man she’s sworn to hate be the only one she can ever truly love?
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FORBIDDEN LOVE

Davina Montgomery is no ordinary English lady. For her own protection, she’s been locked away from society, her true identity the Crown’s most closely guarded secret. Until a shocking betrayal—and a bold rescue—land her in the arms of a fierce Highlander, a powerful warrior whose searing gaze and tantalizing touch awaken her body and soul.

UNDENIABLE DESIRE

As the firstborn son of a powerful Scottish laird, Robert MacGregor has no loyalty to the English throne, but he’s not the kind of man to leave a woman in distress. He vows to deliver Davina to safety, unharmed and untouched. Yet one stolen kiss leaves them both smoldering with desire…and desperate for more. With Davina’s secret threatening to destroy his clan, Rob must choose between everything he holds dear and the one woman he can’t live without.
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PROTECTING HER WAS HIS PASSION

High-born though she is, Kate Campbell isn’t afraid to draw her sword. When raiders strike, she rushes into the fray…and is lucky when a mysterious Highlander shields her from a deadly blow. Swept onto his stallion, she soon discovers that her rescuer is her clan’s most hated enemy: Callum MacGregor, the man they call the Devil. Yet she cannot ignore his achingly tender touch or the way his fiery gaze leaves her breathless…

POSSESSING HER WOULD BE HIS PLEASURE

Callum MacGregor has taken many Campbell lives, but he’s never saved one—until now. Mesmerized by this spirited lass, he wants her by his side, even if it means holding her for ransom. As his fingers graze her sumptuous curves and tangle in her unruly tresses, Callum realizes Kate Campbell is his most dangerous foe of all. For he can’t make love to her without betraying his kinsmen and his honor…and surrendering his heart forever.
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DEFENDING HER WAS HIS DUTY

Skilled with a sword and quick with her wit, Scottish rebel Claire Stuart cannot be tamed. And nothing can deter her from rescuing her beloved sister and saving them both from arranged marriages—not even the handsome Highlander who vows to protect Claire. His scorching gaze and fiery kiss bring her to the brink of surrender, but she belongs to no man…

SEDUCING HER WOULD BE HIS REWARD

Graham Grant has had his share of lasses. But he has never met one as headstrong or as bonny as Claire—or one with such desperate, dangerous plans. Helping her could betray his honor, his country, and more. Graham can’t claim her. Yet everything in him says: Take her, make her yours, teach her pleasure, and never let her go.
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