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         Southern Ayrshire

Summer

         Ye’re undressing me with yer eyes, rogue.”

         Patrick MacGregor, the new Devil of the Highlands, slanted his mouth into an unrepentant, dimpled grin that made the serving wench’s hands tremble and the jug of ale she carried slosh and spill onto the floor. He reached out to capture her wrist in his fingers. She’d been teasing him all night with her swaying hips and veiled, come-hither glances. He’d rather get himself a room and sleep for the next two days, but he wasn’t one to turn down a willing maiden.

         Up for the game, he pulled her into his lap and plucked the jug from her hand without spilling a drop.

         “’Tis well beyond that, lass,” he told her dipping his mouth to the jug and then her neck. “Ye’re already bare in m’ arms and I’m aboot to fill m’self with the sweet taste of ye.”

         She giggled and groaned and nestled her rump deeper into the nook of his thighs. “I should slap ye fer yer boldness, stranger.”

         “If that is how ye like to play the game,” he replied burying his face in the folds of her russet hair at her nape.

         Another woman in the pub caught his gaze for an instant, mayhap longer while she moved through the light and shadows of the tavern. A stray lock of hair, black as onyx, fell over a high, pale cheek. Her dark, beautiful eyes captivated him, commanded his attention while they passed over him, moved through him, and then came away, unimpressed. He thought about getting rid of the lass in his lap for the one in the shadows. But she was gone, taking the only spark left in the room with her.

         The lass in his lap tugged on his sleeve urging his attention back to her. He obliged, liking the full dip of the wench’s lower lip and the promise of pleasure in her hooded eyes.

         But pleasure was fleeting when the chase ended before it began; surrender, rather dull.

         “What are we doing still sitting here then?” she asked.

         Aye, what were they still doing here? He swigged his ale, wiped his mouth, and called to the tavern owner for a room.

         “This isn’t a brothel,” the taverner blustered beneath his bushy brown moustache. “I run a respectable establishment.”

         “Good thing.” Patrick rose from his chair with the lass in his arm and gave the taverner a pat on the shoulder with his free hand. “I’m certain this lovely lass would cost more coin than I carry.”

         She lifted herself on the tips of her toes and whispered to Patrick that he didn’t have to pay her and to follow her to her room abovestairs.

         He did, tossing the taverner a wink as he went.

         On the way up the stairs, Patrick set his gaze on the wench’s well-rounded rump and thought of all the things he’d like to do with it. It didn’t startle him when he could think of only two. He’d fought twelve fights today. His muscles still ached with tension. He smiled at her when she turned, catching the direction of his gaze. Mayhap she’d understand if he changed his mind.

         When they reached the second landing, she stopped, looped her arm through his, and leaned in close. “I’ve been thinking about how ye taste as well.”

         He felt his blood heating his veins. He’d been a fool to reconsider. “Lead the way.”

         Inside her room he watched her run to her moldy-feathered bed and slip off her shoes. Hell, he wanted to sleep on something soft. Sleeping on his plaid in the grass stopped being pleasant after three hours with pebbles in his back. He undraped his plaid and pulled his léine over his head, groaning at his sore muscles as he stretched and then tossed the shirt to the floor.

         He heard a little sound escape her lips. He looked at her from beneath the inky sweep of his lashes and found her gaze fastened to the thick muscles in his arms, his taut, rippling abdomen. He wondered if he could convince her to rub him down with some oil. He’d been hit a few times in the ribs and the belly, but mostly his arms were tired from his expert defense.

         “Don’t ye want to know my name?” she asked, tugging at the laces of her stay.

         “Nae,” he said, giving her a slow half smile while he moved toward her, unbuckling his belt. “’Tis less to ferget.”

         She pulled the laces loose and her breasts spilled forth like ripe apples from a basket.

         Well, that helped fire up his blood a bit. They were free apples and he was hungry. But that was all this was and in truth, he was beginning to lose his appetite. There was no chase, no seduction, and no challenge. There hadn’t been for a long time.

         Until tonight when he’d been struck by the disdainful gaze of a lass trying to remain unseen in the nooks and crannies of the tavern. He’d wanted to chase her.

         She smiled and it struck him, as it always had, how most lasses didn’t mind his detachment—until after, which was why he tried not to remain in one place too long.

         He pulled one leg out of his leather breeches and then stopped to think about what he was doing here.

         He wanted sleep. He’d left Camlochlin with enough coin to last long until he’d arrived at his uncle Cameron Fergusson’s Tarrick Hall. But women and whisky didn’t come cheap and he’d stopped in almost every town for all three while he traveled to Colmonell, using up his supply.

         To earn coin to eat, drink, and be merry, he’d fought for the past sennight in competitions using his fists, and in tournaments with swords. He fought better than most, with or without a weapon, well enough to avoid being struck too often in the face or head, and to earn enough tender to eat and sleep in the best inns. Usually he liked to enjoy the delicacy of a lass’s sheath tight around his shaft, her arms and legs coiled around him as if his body possessed the solution to all her cares. But it didn’t. It sure as hell didn’t help him with his. Lately he’d been less inclined to prove it to any of them.

         He didn’t really want to be here. All his bravado belowstairs had just been his usual play of getting the gel. He was tired of always being victorious. Hell, even fighting would soon grow dull if he won every match.

         “Lass, I—”

         She looked him over like a hungry cat and leaped at him. He laughed, catching her in his arms, and bent his head to brush his mouth over hers. If she wanted him this badly…

         The tight little groan he pulled from her made his blood rush to his loins like liquid fire. He hauled her into his embrace, parting his lips and molding his hungry mouth to hers to devour her with leisurely demand.

         She pushed him down on the bed and he smiled on the way, liking her boldness and her eagerness for him.

         But hell, the bed felt good under him.

         A knock came at the door. Patrick ignored it and continued kissing her. As he’d suspected, her lips were soft, yielding to his masterful tongue. Aye, he knew how to kiss a lass. He’d been doing it since he was a lad of thirteen summers, practicing the art almost as often as he practiced fighting.

         The knock came again, harder than before. Patrick leaped from the bed and yanked his bare leg back into his breeches.

         A kick followed, tearing the meager bolt away. The lass screamed at the giant figure of a man blocking the doorway.

         “Unhand her before I rip the head from your shoulders.”

         Patrick cast the wench a sour glance. The intruder was either her husband or her brother or some other damned guardian she’d failed to mention. He held up his palms to ward the brute off. He didn’t want to fight. He wasn’t sure if his strength would hold up.

         “I’m certain we can—”

         The brute didn’t care about talking and came at him swinging, giving Patrick no choice but to fight back.

         Patrick ducked with ease and struck the first blow, and then the second. He quirked his mouth in a feral smile when he felt the ogre’s nose crack against his knuckles. All right, so he fought even better than he kissed.

         Shaking off the pain of his broken nose, the man threw another punch, bringing a slight breeze close to Patrick’s face as he warded off the blow.

         Legs planted, Patrick bent to the left and then backward, avoiding two more punches to his jaw.

         Coming back at him, Patrick delivered a left to the beast’s guts and a right hooking strike to the jaw, then ended the combination with another fist to the belly.

         Pain seemed only to enrage the brute further.

         Surprised that his blows had done so little damage, Patrick blinked and took a fist to the jaw that snapped his head back and loosened a tooth.

         As he rolled the tip of his tongue over his teeth, his eyes widened and turned a darker shade of green. This wouldn’t do. A broken, slightly crooked nose was one thing. A missing tooth and no profit for it was foolish.

         “Let’s talk aboot this.” He held his hands up again, but his opponent showed no mercy and rammed his fist into Patrick’s side.

         Hell, he thought as he hunched over trying to catch his breath, the blow might have been a little low.

         “Hamish, enough!” the lass cried out.

         Paying her no heed, Hamish yanked him up by the collarbone, hauled him out of the room, and then over the balcony. Patrick’s back shattered the table below. He almost blacked out, but tempting as it was, he fought to hold on.

         Amidst the startled screams from some of the women present, he groaned and then tested the movement of his arms. The pain was bearable, and good thing because Hamish was barreling down the stairs and coming at him again.

         Pushing the splintered wood aside, Patrick rose and faced the resilient bastard once more. He had a dagger in his boot, but why kill a man when it was unnecessary? His father’s voice echoed within him. Hamish was big and dangerous, but Patrick wouldn’t give him the chance to cause him harm. He wouldn’t kill Hamish, but he was going to have to put him out quickly.

         The instant the giant reached him, Patrick landed his left fist into his face, followed by his right. He swung his fist upward, lifting Hamish’s feet a little off the ground with a tooth-crunching uppercut. Another man would have succumbed to Patrick’s onslaught, but not this one.

         He answered Patrick with a punch to the jaw that made Patrick shake his head to stay upright. Hell, he was tired from fighting all day. He just wanted a damned bed!

         From the corner of his eye he saw his bedroom wench hurrying toward them with a wooden jug clutched against her haphazardly laced stays. Patrick sighed with relief. It was just what he needed. He swiped it from her hands as she reached him and, ignoring her cry of surprise, swung the jug across Hamish’s temple.

         The ungainly oaf hit the floor with a crash that shook the walls. The lass hurried to him while Patrick watched. He knew the jug had been meant for his head. Thankfully, his reflexes were quick. He didn’t ask her who the man was or why he’d kicked the door in to get to her. Patrick didn’t care. But why had she taken him to her bed when she knew there was a giant brute prowling about, waiting to protect her from rogues like him? He’d almost had a tooth knocked out. And for what? A bit of pleasure and a warm bed? He had neither. Women were trouble.

         He stepped around the wench and her fallen hero and looked around at the faces in the tavern. Each wore the same expression of stunned disbelief. He parted the silent crowd with a step toward the taverner, tossed him a few coins to pay for the table, and then left, cursing his sore muscles. There would be no bed for him here tonight.

         
              

         

         Charlotte Cunningham, along with the other patrons at Blind Jack’s, had heard Beth’s door ripping from its hinges when Hamish had reached it. Everyone knew Hamish loved Bethany. Well, she allowed, the stranger hadn’t known. No one had moved while listening to the two men fighting abovestairs. She, along with poor Ennis the taverner, watched the stranger sail out of Bethany’s room and destroy the table beneath him.

         Charlotte thought he was dead, and was surprised when he wasn’t. What stunned her more though was when he stood up and readied himself for another onslaught from his larger opponent. His plaid and the léine he’d worn under it had been discarded, likely to the floor inside Bethany’s room. His long, bare torso rippled with coiled muscle. His broad chest was well-defined by a dusting of hair a few shades darker than his auburn crown. She liked his courage and marveled at his skill when he landed a series of brutal blows to Hamish’s face. She wondered who he was. Word usually spread quickly when a stranger arrived in any of the neighboring villages.

         She wasn’t able to wait around to find out. She’d been there too long already. If one of her brothers or her father woke and found her gone, they’d make her life hell for the next month.

         She left the pub before the victor was crowned. It wouldn’t take long to reach home if she pushed her horse.

         As she raced toward Pinwherry she cursed herself for lingering about earlier, watching the rogue at work. She’d noticed him when she’d first arrived at Blind Jack’s. It was difficult not to notice a fallen star illuminating the dark tavern. Utterly at ease with his surroundings, he’d laughed with some of the other customers and flashed a roguish dimple at the serving girls. His hands were quick when he caught Bethany in one and her jug in the other.

         Charlie would admit, she thought as she thundered toward home, that the stranger was without doubt the most wickedly alluring man to ever cross her path. He’d drawn her from her table where she’d sat with a patron who’d just given her a well-received bit of information.

         She’d followed the sound of the stranger’s laughter. She watched him from the shadows while he pulled Bethany into his lap. She suspected he was the worst kind of rogue, the kind she’d been warned about, but she’d moved closer while he bent his mouth to Bethany’s throat. She hadn’t expected him to look up and find her in the shadows. His eyes smoldered, a fire contained with measured control. His full, intoxicating lips slanted with arrogance and victory when she pretended disinterest.

         He was a knave and a very dangerous one. She couldn’t help but wonder how he had managed to beat a furious man who was twice his size.

         She didn’t care. Thankfully, she’d never see him again after tonight. She’d stop thinking of him now.

         
              

         

         The next day Patrick traveled south toward the village of Pinwherry on his way to Colmonell. The journey alone gave him time to consider the things that had recently begun to prick at him. For instance, when had wenches begun to lose their luster and his interest? Why, despite the hard earth beneath him, had he been relieved to sleep alone last night? Was he ill? What had changed? Normally he wouldn’t have given it a second thought. Change was good. It helped one grow. But not this time.

         His lack of interest in marriage was something he’d often had to explain to his kin. Patrick knew what was expected of him. But he liked his life the way it was, with no one to answer to, no one to be responsible for but himself. He didn’t want it to change.

         At night, alone in the beds he’d paid for, he’d been examining his life more thoroughly. Being an outlawed MacGregor, he didn’t fear much. But love? Now there was a power he would confess scared the hell out of him. Love had the power to change a man, to change the course of his life. He’d seen it happen so often at home. Mighty warriors were reduced to heather-wielding, wife-pleasing pansies. Even Malcolm and Darach had traded in chasing skirts for chasing their bairns. It was pitiful really. He didn’t want to live a life dictated by commitments and duty to anyone. He didn’t want to fall in love. He’d grown up hearing extraordinary tales of it, of seeing the effects of it in his kin’s lives. It wasn’t because he didn’t believe in its power. It was because he did.

         If he were to fall in love, he’d have to be prepared to give up not only his heart, but his soul as well. He had no interest in that kind of life. He was young and virile and he was enjoying it.

         He reached the river Stinchar when the afternoon sun formed golden flashes of light on the rippling surface—and on a goddess wetting her toes in the water, her skirts hiked up to her thighs.

         Patrick wasn’t sure she was a mere lass. Playing in the glistening rivulets, she looked more like a self-indulgent forest fairy lit up by the sun. She didn’t wear layers of heavy wool, or even a jacket or arisaid, but a gown of billowing blue linen with threads of gold sewn in around the neck and sleeves. Matching laces kept her corset tight around her slim waist and full breasts. He watched behind a stand of trees while she spun in a circle with joy in the day, her skirts flaring slightly at her hips, the fabric thin enough to expose the silhouette of her long, shapely legs beneath. He forgot to breathe when her raven locks fanned out around her, a crown of daisies upon her brow.

         He couldn’t move. He could think of nothing but mayhap joining her, but his legs felt heavy, his thoughts muddled by the vision of her skipping over the water as if she were a veil in the summer breeze. His heart leaped at the sight of her lost in her own reverie, freedom personified. Had he happened upon something otherworldly, sent to seduce men to sin with her large, dark, feline eyes and dainty ankles?

         He wondered what being seduced by her would entail. What might she want from him in exchange for time in her bed? What would he be willing to give such a delicate beauty?

         His sister would have scolded him for spying on the nymph unseen. He almost laughed, giving away his position. She was made of mystery and whimsy, of daisies and darkness. How could he not stare at her? A tiny, nagging voice—likely from one of Kate MacGregor’s books on knightly behavior—compelled him to make his presence known, but Patrick decided against it. He’d left Camlochlin and the notions his kin lived by so steadfastly. Honor would deny his desire, rebuke it.

         So he watched her, unashamed and curious as to how to win the favor of a forest nymph.
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         Charlotte kicked up her feet splashing water upward. She laughed when droplets fell over her face.

         Oh, what a glorious day!

         She adjusted the daisy circlet around her brow and tilted her face toward the sun. The water from the river was especially warm today, soothing away her anxious thoughts. She basked in the sounds of nature around her and nothing else. The chatter of birds filled the trees, bees buzzed while they hovered over daisies, water rushed over rocks. She drenched herself in the time she had alone, away from her father’s strict, or so he thought, confines.

         Her only regret today was that she hadn’t insisted on taking Elsie along. She would make it up to her sister later.

         She heard a sound to her left and hiked up her skirts to turn. She searched the branches of an old birch for the lark that had landed in it. When she found it, she whistled, smiled, and then headed back to the bank with a song on her lips.

         She looked around for her brothers Duff and Hendry. Not that she wanted them to hurry with their hunting. She loved being out of their company, free to do as she pleased, which was to make a crown of daisies and go into the water. But their father would be angry if he knew how long they’d left her alone. She was a troublesome daughter, far more defiant than Elsie, but she hated her father’s fears, and endless rules and ambitions. He’d tried to marry her off several times for some profit or another. But she’d managed to convince every prospect so far that she wasn’t fit to be a wife. She had faults, and plenty of them. One being that she liked to make her own decisions—a heinous offense to most men. Her last suitor, Geoffrey, Baron of Ardrossan, had needed a bit more convincing.

         She leaned against a tree and stared out at the river glimmering against her eyes, the mountains far beyond. One day, she would travel across them with Elsie, both of them liberated from tyranny and the empty promises of men who couldn’t measure up to a boy.

         She heard another sound and reached under her skirts for her sling. She could take care of herself. A lass didn’t frequent pubs and the seedy allies behind them without learning to protect herself.

         Why was her heart suddenly pounding? No one in a hundred-league range was foolish enough to trespass on Allan Cunningham’s land. Her father, like both his sons, didn’t care who he killed, especially if the trespasser was a Fergusson.

         But no sooner did she convince herself of her safety than she heard rustling in the foliage. It could be a deer. Oh, she hoped it was. She looked around for a stone.

         Her heart near stopped when she looked up to find a man rising from his crouching position in the thick bushes. And not just any man, but the apparent victor of last night’s brawl! In the full light of day, donned in nothing but a pair of snug-fitting woolen breeches, hide boots, and a purple jaw, he appeared as big as Hamish and fit enough to outrun her. The hands he held up were large enough to confine her with little effort. She knew how powerful he was, how fast. The slight tilt of his mouth almost convinced her that it would take even less effort to arrive at her throat to devour her as he had devoured Bethany.

         She looked around. Where were her brothers? What was this stranger doing here? Had he followed her? She should be afraid of him, but she had her sling. She was more afraid of him telling her brothers that he’d seen her in the tavern. “Stay back!” she shouted and lifted her weapon. The man went still, eyeing the leather sling in her hand.

         Something in his gaze sparked with recognition. Damn!

         “Lass, where did ye—?”

         She didn’t wait for him to finish, but whirled her weapon over her head. She knew nothing about him, save that he was strong, he’d been hiding in the bushes, and he was a rogue. She wouldn’t take any chances.

         “Wait!” he called out, lifting his hands higher in surrender. Sunlight dripped over his carved arms. His shoulders flexed, a ripple of movement and a promise of pure, solid power. “Allow me another moment to take ye in to convince m’self that ye’re real.”

         She didn’t breathe in the waiting stillness. She’d grown up among men, learning from her beloved Kendrick not to trust them, from her father to fear them, and from her brothers to keep her tongue leashed. She knew from her visits to different pubs what men were like when they wanted something. But none of them had ever spoken to her this way and with boldness and audacity to spread his appreciative gaze over her from her crown of daisies to her bare, tanned feet.

         Even with the small meadow between then, Charlotte felt as if he touched her with his piercing jewel-like eyes.

         She lifted the sling again. He was nothing more than a silver-tongued scoundrel who was likely here to force himself on her.

         “I beg yer mercy, Angel,” he called out then lowered his chin to his chest like a repentant servant. “But if ye must shoot, aim fer m’ head and then pray over me that if I awaken, I have no memory of ye.”

         She smiled at the fool when he looked up. “You’re a clever scoundrel.”

         She wished she were closer just to see if his lashes were as long and lush around his green eyes as they appeared from a distance.

         But a face, no matter how ruggedly appealing it was, didn’t mean anything to her. Flowery words meant even less. Duff and Hendry were handsome devils and they used their good looks to get what they wanted from women.

         She wasn’t so foolish.

         “What do you want?” she demanded. “My brothers are just over that ridge.” She motioned toward the small hill to their right.

         “Just a moment more to gaze at yer beauty.” His smile darkened with humor and something else that deepened his lilting voice to a smoky timbre. It worked its way down her spine and made her blood boil.

         Knave. She’d seen him at work. He was a slayer of hearts, but he wouldn’t have hers. No one would ever again. She had more important things to do than fawning like a twit over a man. Besides if she hit him now, he’d fall into the bushes and remain unseen by her brothers when they returned for her. No reason to get the rogue killed for admiring her. “I’d rather knock you out.” She swung her sling over her shoulder and let her stone fly.

         “Charlie!” her brother Hendry, having finally arrived a moment too soon, shouted from his saddle. They both heard the rock meet its target and the subsequent thump of a body hitting the ground.

         Charlotte chewed her lip watching her brothers lift the man and haul him over his saddle.

         “Who is he?” Hendry demanded as they headed home. “And why does he wear no shirt or coat?”

         “How would I know?” She did her best keep the bite out of her question. “He appeared while I was waiting for you and Duff to come fetch me.”

         That rattled him, as she’d hoped it would. Her brothers were afraid of their father.

         “Why didn’t you call for us?” Duff asked her while a breeze lifted his dark hair and dragged it across pewter eyes. He wasn’t as vile as Hendry or their father. The eldest of her siblings at a score and six, he had the most patience—mainly with her and Elsie. Sometimes his eyes warmed on Charlie and she remembered how he’d adored her as a child—despite their father’s teachings to never grow weak over another person, even kin.

         Though she would never return it again, she used his affection for her to her advantage. “I did,” she lied then sniffed. “Father will be angry with me for having been alone, when it was you and Hendry who left me.” She didn’t give a damn that her brothers had left her, but her father would. “I thought you’d forgotten me.”

         “We wouldn’t forget you, Charlie,” Duff reassured her, softening his tone just a wee bit and moving his horse a little closer to hers.

         Hendry’s golden hair blew across his dubious smirk. “Is that why you felled him to the ground with that sling of yours?”

         The slash of Duff’s brow cast shadows over his eyes. “You used your sling?”

         “Aye,” she confessed, “and if you and Hendry will agree to keep my sling secret, I will also agree not to tell Father that you left me long enough for this to happen.”

         She prayed he would agree. Her father had forbidden her to use her sling. He had no problem expecting her to know how to protect herself against strangers, but not with her sling. It had belonged to a boy she’d once loved more than life itself. A boy she thought of often and would never forget. She’d been ten when he finally agreed to teach her how to use it. She’d practiced every day since his death five years ago until her skill was unmatched.

         She’d crafted many duplicates of her sling over the years, mostly because her father always demanded she relinquish it whenever he found out that she had used it. She always gave him a replica. She’d never give up the original. It was all she had to remember Kendrick Fergusson.

         “What choice did I have? Let him rape me?”

         Duff set his black glare on the stranger tossed over his gray stallion. “He sought to rape you?”

         She looked at the Highlander, still unconscious, and recalled how his gaze had fallen on her today and last night, when he’d looked up from devouring Bethany’s neck with those simmering green eyes, like she was a slab of roasted venison and he hadn’t eaten in a fortnight.

         “Nay. I meant…” Damn it! Hendry hadn’t killed the stranger and she wanted to keep it that way. “I don’t know what he was after. I wasn’t going to stand around and wait to find out.”

         “Mayhap, if you didn’t dress like a trollop—”

         “Hendry,” Duff warned in a low growl.

         “Come now, Duff,” Hendry argued like the fool he was. “She’s odd and you know it. She’s always seeking to come hunting with us, but she doesn’t hunt. Instead she slinks off by herself and splashes around in the river like some—”

         “That’s enough,” her older brother warned, this time with more meaning. “You’ll leave her alone or I’ll break your nose again.”

         Charlie grinded her jaw to keep from telling Hendry what she thought of him. It wasn’t her fault that laboring all day in the oat and wheat barns, cleaning the stables, planting, harvesting, and feeding the chickens was enough to exhaust her. She was ten and nine and she liked basking in the sun and laughing with old men.

         “Do you think he’s a Fergusson, Duff?” Hendry asked, changing the topic.

         She groaned inwardly, hoping he wasn’t. She may have just instigated another Fergusson attack.

         Her gaze fell to the bold rogue again and the warm autumn colors in his hair. Burnt orange and bronze set ablaze by the sun, nestled within more earthy chestnut hues.

         Kendrick’s hair had been the same color. Perhaps just a bit redder. She smiled remembering the boy who still held her heart, making it impossible for any other to take his place. Once he was out of her life, her father had made certain she’d never lose her heart to a Fergusson again. He hated them over some ridiculous feud whose beginning neither clan could recall. And after the terrible thing had been done, and almost his entire family had escaped unscathed, her father didn’t trust any stranger who happened on his land not to be a Fergusson assassin sent to finish what they’d started. And if the Fergussons returned, who would stop them this time?

         “Let’s hope he isn’t a Fergusson,” Duff said in a flat tone. He kicked his mount and muttered as he passed his sister. “Imbecile.”

         Charlie didn’t respond, since he was speaking to himself and not her. But she agreed with him. They should all hope he wasn’t a Fergusson since she’d injured him and would likely start another war. And Hendry was an imbecile.

         As they rode onward toward Cunningham House the landscape spread out before her into rolling hills and shallow vales dotted with grazing sheep and thatch-roofed cottages beyond.

         Crossing the old drawbridge, they approached the two-story house, in need of a new whitewash and a few stones to replace the crumbling ones. The stable and henhouse were also in need of repair, duties usually carried out by her father’s serfs from the village, but Allan Cunningham preferred his tenants to pay for what little protection or aid he provided, with coin rather than labor. Most of the villagers in Pinwherry were poor or ill, or both.

         Charlie looked up at Bhaltair and Kevin, the two guardsmen keeping watch from a high tower to the west of the house. Another two patrolled the perimeter—surely not enough men to counter an attack should the Fergussons ever return. They’d come only once, but no one had forgotten the dead they had left behind. Especially Charlie. The men in the surrounding countryside had been warned not to guard the Cunninghams. And when Cameron, John, and Tamas Fergusson warned a man of something, the man listened. Cunningham House had no bailiff, no reeve, and the only priest in attendance lived in the village.

         As they neared the small outer gate, the intruder began to move. Hendry noticed and rode his horse to him. Charlie’s blood went cold when her brother kicked the man in the head, knocking him out again.

         She recoiled and glared at him. “Your needless violence makes me ill, Hendry.” She ignored his murderous gaze. He wouldn’t try to strike her with Duff here. “One day, someone is going to give you the beating you deserve.”

         “Not likely,” he drawled and continued on.

         Forgetting her brother for now, Charlie waved to Alice, the Cunninghams’ cook, when she stepped out of the small servant’s house built inside the inner gate, this “gate” fashioned with short sticks and shrub.

         Charlie headed her horse toward the stable, but Duff called her back.

         “Hendry will take care of your mount, Charlie.”

         “Why do I have to tend to her horse?”

         She tossed Hendry another glare that heated her large coal eyes and dismounted.

         She didn’t argue though. Why provoke him to getting even with her later? She bit her tongue until it almost bled, but she’d learned that sometimes it was better to tame the tongue than wield it.

         “Charlie,” Duff called out again. “Your sling.”

         She spun on her heel and stared at him, her eyes wide. “You will tell Father and have me disarmed then?”

         He shook his head. “I’ll get you a pistol in the morning.”

         “I don’t want a pistol.”

         He held out his hand for the sling. She gave him one last glare then hiked up her skirts over her left leg and yanked the counterfeit free from where it was secured. After handing it over she turned, smiled, and left him with Kendrick’s sling still secured to her right leg.

         When she entered the house, she spotted her sister bobbing down the stairs, her heavy petticoats lifted in both hands.

         “Thank God, you’re back! You were gone all morning!” Elsie exclaimed with her flare for the dramatic. Her golden waves bounced over her diminutive shoulders, her blue eyes wide with apprehension. “I was beginning to fear something terrible might have happened.”

         “I told you, darling,” Charlie cooed and took her sister’s hand. “Nothing will take me from you.”

         And nothing would. Their mother had died five years ago. Elsie was the babe by a year and was often ill and needed mothering. Charlie had happily taken up the duty. The village physician had treated her with various concoctions but none of them helped Elsie’s condition. Most of the time the poor darling lost her breath, sometimes she struggled through each one. It was difficult to witness, especially when her attacks made her weak and pale for days. There had to be a way to help her. According to the physician, keeping her indoors and safe from the elements was all they could do. Charlie refused to believe it. There were other healers out there. She’d found some. She would find them all, and not stop looking until she found the one with the cure. Until then, she did her best each day to teach Elsie how to be a strong, confident woman.

         “Charlotte!” Their father bellowed from the parlor. “Get your arse in here, gel!”

         Charlie closed her eyes. Damn her brothers for telling him anything. He always overreacted and she was weary of it.

         “I’ll come with you,” Elsie offered, biting her lip.

         “Nay, dear,” Charlie smiled tenderly at her. “Wait here for me and we shall do something exciting when I’m done with him.”

         “You mean after he’s done with you.”

         Charlie shook her head. Five years of his bellowing had taught her that agreeing with her father was the best way to mollify him. She would handle him, but for now she preferred to waste no more time on him.

         “I made this for you.” She removed her daisy circlet and placed it over her sister’s brow then stepped back to admire it. “You look like a fairy queen.”

         “Charlotte! Damn it!” their father shouted.

         Elsie stopped her when Charlie turned to answer his booming expletive. She stepped closer and kissed Charlie’s cheek. “I made something for you as well.” She took Charlie’s hand and placed a small leather hilt inside it.

         Charlie looked down at the short, curved blade, black as a moonless sky. “What is it?” she asked running her finger along the edge. She pulled back as the blade cut her skin and drew blood.

         “’Tis very hard glass,” Elsie told her in her soft breathless voice. “’Tis called obsidian. Like your eyes.”

         They smiled at each other, kissed again, and then Charlie hid her dagger beneath her skirts and ran off.

         
              

         

         “He did not tell me who he was, Father.”

         “Well, what did he tell you, Charlotte?”

         Allan Cunningham sat across from her and to the left of her brothers in the private parlor. The “parlor” was nothing more than a stone and timber chamber with a small hearth and several cushioned chairs. But according to Lachlan Wallace, the village tanner, Cameron Fergusson’s Tarrick Hall had a parlor, so her father had to have one as well.

         “He didn’t have time to say much,” Charlie told her father, trying to remain patient. She hated having to stand before him in his stuffy parlor and give account for everything she did. She’d much rather be outdoors soaking up the sun. “He begged me not to strike him.

         “Duff has my sling, as you already know, and I request it back.”

         “I didn’t know,” he informed her, sparing his son a surprised glance.

         Charlie turned to him as well. She wouldn’t smile or thank him for not telling their father, but she was glad he hadn’t. He was still loyal to her. It broke her heart a little to remember how much she’d loved him. That she’d not only lost Kendrick but him too. He’d always been a better brother to her than Hendry, who was jealous of any attention their father gave anyone but him. Duff had been a better person, or so she’d believed. His part in Kendrick’s death hurt more than the rest. She couldn’t forgive him.

         “I shall consider it.” Her father’s dark eyes narrowed on her before he spoke again. “You struck him down after he pled your mercy?”

         She nodded, keeping what she truly thought of her father hidden behind a well-learned impassive expression.

         “You’ve learned well, daughter,” he smiled. She didn’t smile back. “People are merciless. You must be merciless, as well. Did he say anything else?”

         She’d asked the stranger what he wanted. The conquering slant of his grin had been riddled with a natural magnetism that had rattled her a bit.

         Just a moment more to gaze at yer beauty.

         “His name perhaps?” her father pressed.

         What would he do to the stranger if he was a Fergusson? Would her father be such a fool to harm the man and bring Cameron Fergusson and his brothers back to Cunningham House? They had four guards. Four. What would four guards do when the Fergussons could take down fifty? “I didn’t wait for him to say anything else.”

         Her father laughed then offered her a nod of approval. “Duff, give her back her sling.”

         She still didn’t smile. They could keep it for all she cared. She had the original.

         “Thank you, Father.” She dipped her head and turned to her brother. He gave her the sling, and the slightest of smiles.

         “You may go, Charlotte,” her father called out, “and take that kohl off from around your eyes. You look like a woman from a brothel.”

         She remained unfazed by his insult as she turned to face him again. “Warriors used to paint their faces, Father.” And she was a warrior, wasn’t she? Perhaps not the kind he would prefer, but that hardly mattered. She did all she could to help her sister and the others. Defying her father and her brothers with her nightly visits outdoors. She’d fight to the death for the freedom she lost five years ago to her father’s fear of the Fergussons. Sometimes she painted her eyes to remind herself of who she was.

         He raised a brow. “They did, didn’t they?” He looked her over from her mantle of raven hair to her long, flowing skirts she sewn herself, to her bare feet, and scowled at the last.

         “You certainly don’t look like one,” he finally concluded. “I would prefer it if you wore acceptable layers and your earasaid. You look fragile in those sheer skirts.”

         He didn’t know her. He used to, but not anymore. Not since her mother was killed. “Looks can be deceiving.”

         “So it seems.” He dismissed her with a wave.

         She turned to leave, refusing to remember the happier, kinder father who’d raised her until she was ten and four, the year, unbeknownst to her at the time, he ordered her brothers to murder Kendrick.

         She had suffered a life with him for five long years and was determined to get Elsie away from his poisoned ways of thinking and cold, callous tongue.

         But for today…She stopped at the door. There was something she wished to do and she needed her father’s permission else she’d find herself locked away in her room for the next sennight. “May I take Elsie to the village? I believe the sun does her good.”

         He raised a gray brow. “You think to know more than Ennis Kennedy, the physician?”

         She folded her hands in front of her, her sling dangling from one, and stood her ground. “I know Elsie more than he does. As for knowing what’s best for her, Mother always said that laughter was good medicine.”

         She held fast to her stoic expression, keeping a victorious smirk hidden. If there was ever anyone Allan Cunningham loved, it had been his wife. He wouldn’t disagree with anything his dearest Margaret had believed.

         Charlie didn’t even have to continue. He would grant what she asked. She felt mildly guilty for using her beloved mother to get her way, but she would always do what needed to be done. “Elsie doesn’t laugh when she’s locked within these walls.”

         He looked up toward heaven and pounded his palm on his thigh. “Margaret,” he lamented dramatically, “why did you leave me with such a sickly creature?”

         Charlie turned away from him, hating how he felt about Elsie’s illness. To him, she was weak and a burden.

         “Go,” he breathed out as if she exhausted him. “Don’t be out for too long.”

         Charlie shut the door behind her, glad to be away from him and her brothers. Someday, when the villagers were safe from her father and Hendry, she would take Elsie away from this house. They would live alone in a small cottage somewhere near the water. But until then, there were things to be done. One of them being finding a cure for her sister’s breathing ailment. The other was even more impossible. Thinking of it, she prayed that the pouch of coins she’d hidden upstairs in one of her winter boots remained unfound until she could get out of the house tonight.

         But presently there was another matter that needed her attention.

         She hadn’t asked her father about his prisoner. The stranger hadn’t been brought into the house so he must have been taken to the stable—which was where she’d planned on going.

         She wasn’t afraid to be near the Highlander. Her brothers would never have left him unbound. Not if he was possibly a Fergusson. Was he? If he was, she didn’t think he’d be candid about it since the only reason he would have come here was for trouble. She’d find out the truth if she could, and possibly save all their lives.

         She wasn’t going to help him because she liked him. She didn’t know him. She sure as hell didn’t like rakes. They were the worst kind of men; versed in flowery words, they seduced, took what they wanted, and then left. She’d seen the effects of it firsthand. She didn’t want that kind of possible trouble to complicate her life.

         If he was a Fergusson she should hate him the way her father and brothers did. But she didn’t hate the clan. She wanted to forget them. She did all she could to forget them. All but one.

         She’d help because if this stranger was kin to Cameron Fergusson and her father and brothers killed him, she had no doubt that this time, retaliation would include the death of everyone in Cunningham House, not just her mother. If he was a Fergusson then anything that came next was her fault. Any act of aggression would lead to bloodshed for all, and now they were holding him prisoner! If he was not kin to her father’s enemy, then he had likely just wandered onto Cunningham land and was guilty of nothing more than having a fickle, foolish heart.

         She’d help because it’s what she did, what Kendrick had always told her to do, follow her heart. Her heart told her to right her father and brother’s wrongs. To give back what they took and help whom they harmed. She wasn’t completely merciless, and she wasn’t fragile. Mostly, she wasn’t about to change now, no matter who the man in the stable was.

         She found her sister sitting on the steps and finally smiled. “Told you I’d be done with him quickly,” she said with victory lacing her voice. “Do you want to ride with me to the muirs?”

         “The heather muirs?” Her sister sucked in a slight breath while a faint smile hovered over her lips. “’Tis too far. Father wouldn’t approve.”

         “I know,” Charlie said, her eyes sparkling in the candlelight. “But he won’t find out. I told him I was taking you to the village. He won’t look for us. Will you come?”

         Elsie’s smile grew wide and she nodded.

         Without waiting to ponder what she was about to do and perhaps talk herself out of it, she took Elsie’s hand and led her to the front door. “Come. I must see to one thing before we go.”

         Elsie made no protest when Charlie led her out but paused on their way toward the stable.

         “Are we taking horses, Charlie? Will Father notice if we—”

         “I’m going to help a man who is inside. Stay close to me,” Charlie warned as they neared the old structure.

         She felt her sister’s thumping heart against her back as they entered. Or was it hers? It didn’t matter. She’d promised Elsie something exciting. What was more exciting than danger that wasn’t truly dangerous?

         Then again, if the stranger was a relative of Cameron Fergusson, he was dangerous indeed.

      

   


   
      
                 Chapter Three
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         Patrick opened his eyes and lifted his forehead away from something cool. A wooden post. Where was he? He groaned and muttered a curse at the ache in his head. The smell of hay and manure overwhelmed him for a moment while he tried to clear his thoughts. The neigh of a nearby horse confirmed that he was in a stable. What had happened? The lass at the river, he recalled. She’d brought him down with a sling and a stone! He didn’t know anyone who used a sling anymore, save his uncle Tamas. He tried to ask her where she got it but she’d struck him in the head with a stone. Did she know the Fergussons?

         He thought of her eyes, ringed in shadow. He’d seen them before, felt the power in them. Last night at the pub. The lass in the shadows. It was she. Hell, she was even more compelling in the light of day. He should have recognized her at the river when she not only sparked his desire, but piqued his curiosity. But what the hell was she doing in Pinmore if she lived here in Pinwherry?

         He tried to pull himself up but found his movements restricted. He glared at the rope securing his wrists to the post. Had she done this? Where the hell was he?

         He looked around in the shifting light. There was hay under his arse and his head was pounding. Why was he tethered to a damn post?

         He yanked on his ties to no avail. The more he yanked, the angrier he became. Whoever did this was going to regret it.

         He was still pulling on his knots when he heard the stable doors opening.

         “Is he dangerous?” a female voice asked.

         “Nay, and I’m certain he is bound,” another voice answered.

         It was her. Patrick would remember the silken edge of her voice for the remainder of his days. He didn’t blame her for slinging her stone and knocking him out. She did him a favor by stopping him from proclaiming her beauty one more time. Hell, it had been as if he’d fallen under a spell and every time he should have been fighting for his life, he was praising her. What the hell had come over him? Perhaps it was the smirk that curled her lips, mocking his prettiest words. There was fire in her.

         He wasn’t sure if he’d ever forget the sight of her, her willowy locks dancing across her face, her rosy cheeks, her arm lifted over her shoulder as she swung her sling. Her aim was precise. Who had taught her?

         She was glorious, vital, and dangerous.

         What was she up to? She couldn’t have dragged him here alone. Damn, he recalled her mentioning something about her brothers being close by. He deduced the rest.

         He heard her footsteps coming closer and he sat up straighter—as straight as he could with his bound wrists. He refused to appear weak and vulnerable to her. This was her stable. Her brothers had captured him, for what purpose, he didn’t know. It had to be nefarious or he would have been left where’d he’d fallen. He’d come upon the lass, and for doing so she had almost killed him. Why bring him home?

         He didn’t care why. He was getting out alive and he’d use her to do it. He knew how to get what he wanted out of women.

         She moved forward into the shaft of light from the small window behind him. She gasped upon seeing him there—as if she didn’t know.

         “Have ye come to save me?” he asked, surprising her with a wry grin.

         He noticed another lass breathing hard behind the first and heaving in her friend’s ear. Her golden hair flashed in the light for a moment, illuminating her pale, angelic face and the familiar crown of daisies now placed on her brow. The dark-haired one pushed her farther back.

         Patrick slipped his gaze to the first once again. Her eyes were already on him, wide, curious, guarded eyes, made even darker by the thin line of black kohl encircling them.

         “So what’s goin’ to happen now?” he asked her. He knew what he wished would happen. She’d untie him and send her friend away. Whatever concerns he’d had about growing tired of women and trouble faded when he looked at her.

         He could see her shapely curves through the gauzy folds of her skirts. She was delicately formed with long, elegant arms and full breasts beneath the delicate fabric of her gown.

         “That depends on who you are,” she told him.

         He smiled gazing at her full lower lip. She didn’t smile back.

         He had no intentions of telling her who he was. The MacGregor name was proscribed. Being one could get him thrown into prison with a paid reward to anyone turning him in. Her brothers couldn’t know he was a MacGregor, so why was he being held captive?

         “Why was I brought here?” he asked.

         She shook her head and looked down at him. “That’s enough questions from you, but I have one to ask. What were you doing at the river?”

         His dimple flashed when his smile deepened along with his tone. “Ye know what I was doin’ there, lass. But if I’m to die fer admirin’ ye, then stay where ye are and let me take m’ fill this time.”

         Hell, he couldn’t seem to stop. Sure, he knew what words to use to win a lady’s favor. But he’d never used so many on one lass. He was tempted to ask her to knock him out again.

         She smiled, but not the way other lasses smiled when he was trying to seduce them. Hers was a pitying quirk of her mouth, like he was the biggest fool she’d ever come across if he thought she believed a word he said.

         “Charlie, are we going to untie him and set him free?”

         “Nay, Elsie.”

         Charlie? Why would any parent give this beauty a man’s name?

         “Untie me and ye’ll never see me again,” Patrick promised. Why would he come back to see her when she was clearly uninterested in him? He found it a wee bit insulting.

         “I cannot,” Charlie told him. She moved closer, out of the light, and knelt in the obscurity with him. She smelled of lavender and the wind and made him want to lean in and take a deeper breath.

         “But I will tell you this,” she whispered, sending her breath along his nape and making him taut as an over-wound harpstring. “If you are a Fergusson, don’t tell them. If you do, they’ll kill you.”

         “Why?” he asked, “And who?” But she was already gone and reaching into the shadows for her friend. Grasping her by the wrist, she pulled Elsie out of the stable and closed the doors.

         Whoever this family was, they obviously hated his uncles. But why?

         He didn’t have much more time to ponder it when the doors opened again. This time men’s voices filled the stable.

         “She molds you and Father like warm clay in her hands.”

         “See if he’s awake, Hendry.”

         Ah, the brothers had arrived.

         Hendry appeared around the stall and stood where Charlie had been moments before. He was tall and thin, easy for Patrick to take down if his hands were free.

         “He is,” he called out, and then kicked some moldy hay in Patrick’s direction.

         Patrick coughed and Hendry laughed.

         “Let me speculate.” Patrick interrupted the merriment with a dark smile of his own. “Ye used to pull the wings off bugs, and now ye slap lasses around.” He flashed his teeth. “Am I correct?”

         Hendry answered with a fist to Patrick’s mouth.

         “Aye,” Patrick said quietly and moved forward to wipe the blood from his lip on the ties that bound him. “I thought so.”

         “Hendry!” the man who had entered with him shouted, appearing in the light. “There will be time for that later. Can you not control that wretch within you for a full hour?”

         Aye, Patrick wanted to agree out loud, at least with the part about Hendry being a wretch.

         The other man moved forward, towering over Patrick, who couldn’t stand. Unlike his brother, this one’s wide shoulders blocked out the light behind him.

         “I’m Duff Cunningham.”

         Patrick tossed him a brief smile. “A pleasure. Now can ye do somethin’ aboot the rope? ’Tis beginnin’ to wear on m’ good nature.”

         “Who are you?” Duff Cunningham said as woodenly as the post Patrick was tied to.

         “Patrick Campbell of Breadalbane, and ye better have a good reason fer takin’ me from the road. M’ uncle is the Duke of Argyll.” A very distant uncle, but it wasn’t a complete untruth. His great uncle Robert Campbell had once been the earl.

         “You weren’t on the road,” the dark giant countered. “You fell at my sister’s feet.”

         “Not that close, I’d argue. More like a target at fifty feet.”

         He thought he saw a hint of a smile on Duff’s face. If there was one it was gone when he spoke again. “What were you doing at the riverbank?”

         That seemed to be the important question of the day. Were these people feuding with his uncles?

         “I was lost and thought to refresh m’ horse, which ye have m’ gratitude fer bringin’ back here with me.”

         “We didn’t bring it back,” Hendry said. “We left it—”

         “Mine is in the third stall on the left.”

         Duff stepped out of the stall and looked to the third stall on the left. When he saw that Patrick was correct, he hurried back to the post and bent to check the tight knots around his prisoner’s wrists. When he was satisfied that Patrick couldn’t have left the post to find out where his horse was, he bent to his knees and set his level gaze on him.

         “How did you know?”

         “He’s m’ horse.”

         Duff waited for more but when none came, he straightened again to his full height. “You’re in trouble often and need to know where your horse is in case a quick exit is needed.”

         Patrick looked up and offered him a benign smile. “Ye make it sound so unsavory.”

         “Verra well then,” Duff said, ignoring Patrick’s light humor and producing a dagger. “If you’re telling the truth you will get your horse back and leave here.” He cut the rope loose from the post but left Patrick’s hands tied.

         “Who decides whether or no’ I’m tellin’ the truth?” Patrick asked while he rose.

         “My father,” Duff said then led him out of the stable.

         Sunlight stung Patrick’s eyes so he held up his bound fists to shield them. He spotted Charlie watching them from behind a short wall and a field beyond. Her dark locks snapped against her face and she cleared them. Her gaze remained on him.

         He smiled at her and then fell to his knees when Duff sent his fist into Patrick’s guts.
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