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A hot-tempered warrior lass and an unwelcome Highlander fight over a castle, but when he takes her hostage, his tragic tale and his motherless infant kindle a new flame in her heart.
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Rivenloch, The Borders, Scotland

Autumn, 1155




“This is war,” Jenefer du Lac declared, clutching the grip of the longbow in her fist, drawing back the sinew, and firing.

“Is it?” her cousin Hallidis argued, lifting a skeptical blonde brow. “Because I distinctly remember our parents saying something about going to the king bearing honey, not vinegar.”

“That was your mother,” Jenefer said drily, eyeing the straw target. She’d hit it dead center. Again. Nodding in satisfaction, she gestured for Hallie to take her shot. “My mother would never stand for—”

“Your mother,” Hallie bit out, nocking her arrow and raising herself to her full height, two infuriating inches taller than Jenefer, “isn’t the Laird of Rivenloch.”

Her bow twanged, and the shaft hit three full inches to the left of Jenefer’s.

Jenefer smiled in self-assurance and tossed her tawny braid over her shoulder. “Deirdre may be laird,” she scoffed, plucking another arrow from her quiver, “but when it comes to battle, she doesn’t have half the ballocks that my—”

“My mother saved Rivenloch from the English,” Hallie reminded her.

“Which would have been impossible,” Jenefer fired back, loading her bow, “without my mother Helena commanding the—”

“Oh, for the love of Freya! Will you two stop your bloody squabbling?”

The reprimand, coming from their heretofore quiet cousin, Feiyan, rang out across Rivenloch’s deserted archery range and startled them to silence.

Feiyan tucked her dark hair behind her ear and checked for witnesses before continuing in softly urgent tones. “We’ve no time to waste, cousins. We need to act before that scheming Highlander settles in and it becomes impossible to get rid of him. But Hallie’s right. This may call for stealth instead of warfare.”

“Stealth?” That got Jenefer’s attention. Forgetting their argument, she gasped and seized Hallie’s arm. “Oh, Hallie, please tell me you’ve dug a secret tunnel.” She drew scheming brows together. “One that leads straight from Rivenloch to that High-and-mighty-lander’s courtyard.”

“A tunnel, Jen?” Hallie rolled her ice-blue eyes. “When would I have had time to dig a tunnel?”

“’Twould have to be miles long,” Feiyan said.

“And we’ve known about the Highlander for less than a sennight,” Hallie said with a superior smirk.

Jenefer frowned. Her cousins didn’t have to look at her like she was daft.

Jenefer du Lac was a full-fledged warrior maid.

The granddaughter of a Viking, as they all were, and the firstborn of the renowned Helena of Rivenloch.

Seasoned in combat.

Fearless and feared.

Her cousin Hallidis might be the spawn of a Cameliard knight and Deirdre of Rivenloch. But Jenefer could match Hallie’s skill with a blade. And with a longbow, as proved by this morn’s match, Jenefer could best her.

As for Feiyan, all that whelp had to show for herself were a few dancing, prancing battle maneuvers that her mother Miriel’s servant from the Orient had taught her.

Aggravated, Jenefer drew and fired three arrows in quick succession. All of them landed within half an inch of the bull’s-eye. “I refuse to sit idle while my future stands upon the edge of a sword.”

“I know,” Hallie said, clapping a patronizing hand on Jenefer’s shoulder, “and I agree we need to act quickly, now that we know the Highlander’s on his way. But we dare not endanger our parents’ diplomatic efforts.”

“Easy for you to say,” Jenefer said, shaking off Hallie’s hand. She set down her bow and stalked off toward the target, calling back, “’Tisn’t your land in question.”

“’Tisn’t yours either,” Hallie retorted. “Not exactly.”

“But ’tis meant to be.” She plucked the shafts from the target and returned to her cousins. “By Thor, ’twill be.”

Jenefer said that mostly to convince herself. In her heart of hearts, she doubted their parents could persuade the king to reverse his decision.

No matter how sensible it had always seemed to bestow the land adjoining Rivenloch to a Rivenloch heir.

No matter how convenient it would be for Jenefer to become laird of the keep next to her cousin Hallidis.

Unfortunately, the newly crowned King Malcolm had already offered the title to some heathen from the Highlands. And Malcolm was unlikely to change his mind, considering how much trouble the fourteen-year-old king was having, holding on to his own land.

As for the Highlander, word was he hadn’t even waited for official documents to be drawn up. The greedy sot was on his way to claim the castle even now. Due to arrive any day, he might well be settled in before the cousins’ parents returned from their futile mission.

But Jenefer was determined to keep a barbarian from laying claim to her land.

“Creagor will be mine,” she swore, “even if I have to seize it myself.”

Feiyan turned to Hallie. “See? I told you.”

Hallie nodded.

Jenefer scowled at them. “Told her what?” she snapped. Were her cousins conspiring against her?

“Jen,” Hallie said, “you’re not doing this alone.”

Jenefer narrowed her gaze. Sometimes Hallidis Cameliard could be so domineering. Aye, her oldest cousin had been left in charge of Rivenloch in her parents’ absence. But that didn’t mean she was the laird proper. Not yet.

“If you think I’m going to sit on my hands,” Jenefer said, “while you try to woo a thickheaded Highlander out of his property—”

“Who said anything about wooing him?” Feiyan arched a dark brow and plucked a sinister-looking steel star from beneath her cloak.

Hallie glowered in disapproval, confiscating the star.

Feiyan gasped as Hallie hurled it at the wattle fence, lodging two of its sharp points in the wood.

“Violence is a last resort,” Hallie said. “We’re far more clever than that. But whatever course of action we take, I want your oath. We do it together.”

She offered her hands to her reluctant cousins to confirm the pact they’d made when they were young lasses.

Jenefer didn’t appreciate Hallie’s overly cautious attitude. But she had to admit it would be good to have allies in this fight. So with a resigned sigh, she clasped first Hallie’s hand, then Feiyan’s.

“Amor vincit omnia,” Hallie intoned.

Feiyan and Jenefer echoed the Latin words, which were inscribed on the Laird of Rivenloch’s sword.

Love conquers all.

Jenefer wasn’t sure about that.

She’d heard about Highlanders. They were filthy, half-wild creatures with mad eyes and tangled beards, who supped on raw lambs and carried shields decorated with the ribs of their enemies.

Shuddering in disgust, she shouldered her quiver.

She wouldn’t break her oath to her cousins. But when Hallie’s reasonable negotiations ultimately failed, Jenefer intended to have her weapons close at hand.
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Morgan Mor mac Giric could not endure another day in his Highland home.

It had been three months. But the pain was still fresh. His grief was raw. His guilt was crippling.

It struck him most when he lifted gritty eyes to the gray-green pines, the stark rock mountains, and the silvery waterfalls trickling down the face of the cliff like tears.

Everything here reminded him of Alicia, his innocent wife.

The wife he’d given a bairn.

A bairn who’d killed her.

Godit the midwife had said it wasn’t Morgan’s fault. But he knew better. If only he hadn’t taken Alicia to his bed, if only he hadn’t planted his seed in her, she’d be alive now.

It was wrong to blame the bairn. He knew that. But he couldn’t bear to hold his son. He hadn’t yet named him. He could hardly look at the child without being filled with bitter resentment.

So when, only three months after his wife’s death, Morgan received word he’d inherited his uncle’s faraway holding—the place where his father, Giric mac Leod, had spent his childhood—he didn’t hesitate for a moment.

He’d packed to flee the Highlands…forever.

He would have left his son behind as well. But his mother Hilaire tearfully insisted he take the bairn, along with two nurses to care for it. And his father gave him a score of servants for his household and a dozen warriors for his protection.

Morgan didn’t have the strength to argue. He hardly had the strength to place one foot in front of the other for the long journey to the Borders.

He only hoped, with every mile forward, his memory of Alicia would fade. Dwelling on the past was futile. He had to look to the future.

There would be time later to acquire the documents declaring him rightful Laird of Creagor.

For now, it was enough to know there was a future for Morgan Mor mac Giric. Standing over his beloved Alicia’s coffin, he’d thought his life was over. His chest had felt as cold and empty as the grave. He’d wanted nothing more than to climb into that deep hole beside his wife.

Even now, his eyes welled up at the agonizing, indelible memories preceding her death.

The horrid screams.

The bloody bedlinens.

The squalling infant.

The midwife’s sorry face.

The sharp stab in his heart when Godit told him the bad tidings, wisely refusing to let him see the torn wreckage of his wife’s body.

Then later…the deep, dark, silent grave carved into the peat.

The soft sniffles of his clan.

The rough wooden box lowered into the earth.

The soil pressed carefully down over his young wife, reminding him of a crofter planting a tree.

Except this tree would never sprout.

It was dead.

Alicia was dead.

Morgan clenched his jaw to stem the tide of his tears.

He should have known. The poor lass from sunny Catalonia had never been hale enough for the Highlands. Homesick and always cold, she’d spoken with longing about returning home. But he hadn’t listened. He’d been so sure she could grow to love his home and his clan.

He was wrong.

God, his throat ached.

His heart ached.

The worst part was the feeling that he’d failed her. A man was supposed to protect his wife. Now proof of his failure lay buried in the earth forever.

The long trek over the misty, muddy heath was silent but for the creak of wooden cart wheels and leather tack, the hushed murmurs of his men, and the occasional lowing of the livestock they’d brought.

Now and then the bairn would whimper, jarring Morgan. The wet nurse was quick to silence the infant, jostling him, cooing to him, giving him suckle.

Then Morgan would resume the numbing trudge forward.

He had no idea how many hours he passed in that mindless journey. Only when his loyal companion, Colban, seized his arm to halt him, did he notice how late the day had grown.

“We’ll camp here.” Colban grunted, making the decision Morgan could not. With a nod, he indicated a streamside clearing bordered by a copse of trees.

The soldiers and servants quickly and quietly set up camp.

The barley pottage the cook served an hour later held no allure for Morgan. He had no appetite. But Colban insisted he eat, telling him he needed to keep up his strength if they wished to reach Creagor within a fortnight.

So he forced it past his lips, tasting nothing. He washed it down with a full cup of ale. Still it sat like a lump in his belly.

Later, bedded down under the dark, featureless sky, where no one could witness his weakness, he let his eyes fill. The thick wool of his plaid swallowed his tears, just as the cold earth had swallowed his wife.
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“Ghosts,” Feiyan breathed. Her pale face lit up. She set her ale cup on the floor, where she sat cross-legged in a surcoat of soft gray.

Jenefer, perched on one of the oak chests, choked on a piece of oatcake. “What?”

This morn, the three cousins had assembled in a storage room beneath Rivenloch’s great hall to break their fast. It was the infamous spot where Jenefer’s mother had once taken her father hostage, the perfect place to plot in secrecy.

Hallie stopped pacing the small chamber and turned. Her skirts, which were the same woad blue color as her eyes, swirled around her.

“Ghosts,” she echoed, taking a thoughtful bite of cheese and nodding. “Maybe.”

“Wait,” Jenefer said. “Ghosts? What ghosts?”

Feiyan gave her a sly smile. “The ghosts that haunt Creagor.”

Hallie grinned, clapping the crumbs from her hands.

Jenefer scowled in disgust. “Don’t tell me you two believe in ghosts.”

“We don’t…” Feiyan began.

“But Highlanders are a superstitious lot,” Hallie said, her eyes twinkling like ice crystals.

“Aye,” Feiyan said, hopping to her feet. “And once the Highlander learns that Creagor is haunted…”

“He’ll hie himself back to the Highlands,” Hallie finished.

Jenefer rolled her eyes. “Look, I don’t wish to darken your sunny skies, but that’s the most ridiculous idea I’ve ever heard. How will you make him believe Creagor is haunted?” She shook her head and took a swig of ale.

“’Twill be haunted,” Feiyan said, grinning.

“By us,” Hallie said.

Jenefer almost spewed her ale. “Us?” she squeaked.

“Aye,” Hallie replied, motioning Jenefer off the oak chest.

Jenefer gathered her five remaining oatcakes and half-finished ale and slid down from her perch. This she had to see.

Hallie threw open the lid of the chest and began pawing through the contents. “What does a ghost look like?” She flung rags of clothing, scraps of leather, and bits of fabric here and there.

“How should I know?” Jenefer smirked, taking another bite of oatcake. “Only fools believe in ghosts.”

Feiyan winked. “Fools and Highlanders.”

“What about these?” Hallie asked, showing them a couple of torn plaids of mud-colored wool.

“Nay,” Feiyan said. “Those aren’t otherworldly at all. We’d look like beggars.”

Hallie tossed the plaids aside and continued rummaging.

Jenefer sighed and bit off another morsel of oatcake. This was pointless. The whole plan seemed far too complex. When it came to battle, she preferred direct confrontation. A face-to-face challenge. Hand-to-hand combat. A straightforward attack. And a clear victory.

Even if they were capable of pulling off some sort of deception to make the Highlander believe that Creagor was haunted, they were never going to find a garment in that chest that looked like it belonged to a ghost.

“Maybe?” Hallie asked, pulling out a huge threadbare cloak of black velvet. “If we tear it into three pieces?”

Feiyan twisted her lips in indecision. “I fear ’twill be invisible. We’ll do the haunting at night, aye? Black garb will only vanish into the shadows.”

Feiyan should know. As a lass, her mother Miriel had worn black clothing to steal invisibly through the woods.

Hallie nodded and cast the cloak atop a growing pile of rejected garments.

“This is a waste of time,” Jenefer said. “Unless you have angel’s wings tucked away in that chest—”

“This?” Hallie asked, holding up a length of wispy white cloth.

“That?” Feiyan cocked her head. “’Tis a veil, aye? Won’t we be mistaken for nuns?”

Hallie wrinkled her nose and lowered the cloth. “You’re right. It does look like a nun’s veil.”

But suddenly Jenefer saw something entirely different. She gulped down the oatcake and snatched the veil from Hallie. She draped it over the shoulder of her nut-brown surcoat, then twirled. The silky fabric caressed her in sheer, wraithlike folds.

“I can make this work,” she decided with a wry smile. “And I promise you I won’t look at all like a nun.”
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Morgan ran a hand back through the dark tangle of his hair. He knew he should be pleased. In just under a fortnight, the company had finally crested the brae and caught their first glimpse of Creagor.

True to its name, the sandstone castle resembled a gold jewel, set on a low hill of green velvet grass. Unlike his rugged Highland home with its majestic peaks and towering waterfalls, the Borders featured gentle glens and bubbling burns. The land here was fertile, the weather mild. Life would be easy in such hospitable surroundings.

So his father had told him. His English mother, of course, had less pleasant memories of the Borders. Content in the Highlands, Hilaire didn’t miss the battles between the English and the Scots, where loyalties were constantly shifting. And she had no interest in returning to the stormed castle where she’d nearly lost her life.

But despite the gasps of wonder and enthusiasm around him, Morgan felt nothing. He might be past the crushing sorrow of losing his wife. But he could take no joy in the world, no matter how beautiful. What he suffered now was a sort of numb resignation.

Beside him, his old maidservant Bethac murmured, “I think your son likes it here, m’laird.”

He glanced down at the bairn, who gurgled and waved his fists. But he still felt nothing.

Bethac’s face fell.

Morgan sighed.

“We’ve much to do,” Colban announced in a strong, confident voice. “’Tis already midday. The sunlight lasts a wee bit longer this far south, but if we want to be settled in by nightfall, we’ll need to make haste.”

He looked expectantly at Morgan.

Morgan had nothing to say. He didn’t know where to begin. Colban expected him to take command. But he couldn’t even summon the spirit to respond.

Colban’s gray eyes flattened in disapproval. With a disappointed scowl, he motioned the rest of the retinue forward.

The others descended the brae at an eager pace, exchanging cheerful expressions and excited whispers, while Colban marched beside Morgan in a cold silence so impenetrable a claymore couldn’t cut through it.

Once they entered through the palisade gates, Colban remarked to the others with satisfaction, “At least the keep is in good repair. Until we find out if the neighbors are friend or foe, ’tis good to have strong walls between us.”

While Morgan stood in the midst of the courtyard, activity commenced around him under Colban’s expert direction. The clan began the process of moving in—assessing the outbuildings and unloading the carts.

“Perhaps ye should inspect the hall, m’laird,” Colban suggested.

With a resigned sigh, Morgan made his way to the stone keep and hauled open the heavy doors to the great hall.

The shutters were open, and light came in through three tall windows, reflecting off the bare, polished wooden floor. The great hearth had been scrubbed recently, but slabs of dry peat were stacked beside it, ready to serve as fuel. Iron sconces were set into the plaster walls. Some still held remnants of beeswax candles.

His uncle had left no progeny of his own. Because of the castle’s strategic location near the English border, the king had wanted it occupied as soon as possible. His uncle’s few remaining servants had departed, taking most of the provender and supplies. But the keep was livable.

Morgan headed toward the stone stairs that spiraled up one corner of the hall. Despite the early hour, he wanted nothing more than to seek out his new bedchamber and sleep the rest of the day. Even if it was on the bare floor.

Before he could take the first stair, Colban entered the hall.

“Morgan!”

Morgan hesitated, but didn’t turn.

“We need to talk,” Colban said.

Morgan didn’t need to talk.

He didn’t want to talk.

He wanted to continue upstairs. Fall asleep. And never wake up.

But that was not to be.

Colban loped up beside him and set a firm palm on his shoulder. His gray gaze was stern and unrelenting. “We’ve known each other for—what—twenty years?”

Morgan lowered his brows. This sounded like the beginning of a lecture. He didn’t need a lecture. Not from Colban, who’d never borne the responsibility of a lairdship or a wife.

“And in all that time,” Colban continued, “I’ve ne’er spoken a word against ye. Ne’er questioned your good sense. Not once doubted your judgment.”

“But?” Morgan bit out.

“But…” Colban hesitated, as if the words were painful to say. “Ye’re not yourself, Morgan. Not since she died.”

Morgan had thought he was beyond feeling. But Colban’s words hit like a hammer. They struck a fiery spark from his heart, immediately inflaming his ire.

“God’s bones, what do ye expect?” he hissed, knocking aside Colban’s hand. “She was my wife, Colban. My…everything.”

“I know.” Colban looked truly sorry. “I know that. But she’s gone now. And ye can’t bring her back. Ye’ve had time to grieve. Now ye have to think about the future.”

Morgan didn’t want to hear about the future. Any future without Alicia was bleak. Empty. Hopeless.

“Ye have a chance to start anew here,” Colban continued. “Ye have a fine keep, a substantial holdin’, and a hale son who—”

“Who killed my wife,” Morgan snarled.

Colban’s gasp told Morgan he’d been too frank. Colban might know him better than anyone. But he had yet to witness the dark side of Morgan’s raw grief.

Colban’s shock didn’t last long. He wrenched Morgan about by the arm and pinned him with flashing silver eyes.

“Don’t ye ever say that. Don’t ye believe it. That is an innocent bairn. He’s flesh o’ your flesh and blood o’ your blood, heir to all this.” He waved his arm at the great hall. “’Tis sorrowful enough the poor lad will ne’er know his ma. But for his own da to blame him for her death…”

Morgan knew Colban was right. But the spark in his heart had grown into a burning coal. And anger felt so much better than melancholy.

“Stay out o’ my affairs!” he barked. “What would ye know about fatherhood anyway?” He regretted his next words even before they spilled off his bitter tongue. “Ye don’t even know who your da is.”

Colban growled and gave him a hard shove.

Morgan shoved him back.

What followed was a brawl more befitting beardless lads than grown men.

Colban gave him a well-deserved punch in the jaw, hard enough to rock back his head.

Morgan cursed and clamped an arm around Colban’s neck, pulling him off-balance.

Colban gained release by pummeling Morgan in the gut, bending him in half. While he clutched his bruised stomach, Colban tackled him to the ground.

They scrambled across the polished planks, kicking and clouting, wrenching at each other’s garments, grimacing and cursing, scratching and spitting like wildcats.

As foolish as the grappling was, the rage was cathartic. For the first time since Alicia’s death, Morgan felt…capable. What he was capable of, of course, was senseless violence. But the fury flowing through him melted the ice in his veins.

He might not be able to defeat death. But he could damn well leave Colban begging for mercy.

If only he could catch hold of the slippery bastard.

Colban escaped him and headed up the stairs.

“Coward!” Morgan yelled, thinking he was fleeing.

But when he charged forward in pursuit, Colban turned suddenly, using the advantage of height to leap down upon Morgan.

Morgan collapsed under the attack, twisting his ankle and striking his brow on the stone wall as he went down. Stars floated before his eyes. His fingers found blood dripping from his forehead.

Colban didn’t escape unscathed by the fall either. He rolled away, groaning and clutching at his knee.

Morgan gave his head a hard shake to dispel the dizziness and struggled to his feet.

Colban regained his footing as well, though he favored his injured leg. He limped before Morgan, taunting him with a smoldering glare.

Morgan outweighed Colban by a wee bit in muscle and might. Unfortunately, Colban was the faster man.

His quick punch caught Morgan’s left eye, blurring his vision.

Morgan barreled blindly forward. Catching Colban about the waist, he slammed him into the stone wall.

Colban grunted.

Morgan reared back and drove his fist toward Colban’s fair face. But Colban dropped down in that instant, and Morgan’s knuckles crunched against the hard sandstone.

Grimacing and cradling his injured hand, Morgan staggered back a step.

Colban seized the advantage, lunging toward Morgan’s shins and knocking him backward.

The great hall careened upside down at lightning speed. Then the planks of the floor collided with the back of Morgan’s head.

The last thing he heard was his old maidservant Bethac asking what in the hell the two of them were doing.

The last thing he saw was a black fog rushing in to eclipse his vision and render him senseless.
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Jenefer pulled her cloak tighter around her throat and peered out from the shadows of the trees. The castle below, lit by the last rays of the setting sun, truly did glow like gold.

She meant to lay claim to that gold. And even though she’d sworn an oath of solidarity to her cousins, she’d always known this fight was hers alone.

Besides, she wasn’t exactly acting on her own. The three of them had agreed on their strategy. They’d decided to make the Highlander believe that Creagor was haunted. And since they’d learned from a passing merchant that the Highlander’s household had arrived earlier today, they’d planned to begin the haunting tomorrow eve.

Jenefer didn’t intend to veer from their objective. But she wasn’t about to wait for the morrow. It was better to strike while the iron was hot and the moon was full, before the enemy had time to prepare.

Before supper, she’d feigned an aching head as an excuse to retire to her chamber. There she’d gathered her ghostly attire and stolen from Rivenloch by way of her Aunt Miriel’s secret tunnel into the woods.

Jenefer already knew the way to Creagor. Years ago, when she’d first learned the castle might one day be hers, she’d sneaked over on her own to explore. She knew there was a wooden palisade surrounding the keep and a stone wall enclosing the courtyard. She even knew the exact location of the laird’s bedchamber. Now all she needed to do was to wait until dark and move into place below the window.

Staying hidden at the edge of the forest in sight of the bedchamber, she perched on a lichen-covered boulder to keep watch from the trees. Then she opened the satchel she’d brought with her.

Knowing she was settling in for a long night, she’d procured supplies from the buttery. She pulled out a chunk of hard cheese, a dozen oatcakes, three veal pasties, four bannocks, two apple coffyns, a slab of butter, and a full skin of ale. That should last her till morn.

From this vantage point, she spied a guardsman occasionally popping his head above the palisade of timbers that fenced the keep. The Highlander had doubtless brought men-at-arms with him, but he either didn’t have enough to post permanent lookouts at the four corners, or he was unconcerned about intruders.

While she waited for the inhabitants of the castle to retire for the night, she chewed on a buttered bannock and considered what improvements she would make to the keep, once it was hers.

The first thing she’d do was replace and expand the timber palisade with sturdy stone. Timbers could be put to the torch. But it would take a giant siege engine like a catapult or a trebuchet to fell a stone wall.

As long as she was enlarging the palisade, she thought, taking a swig of ale, she might as well expand the interior wall. There was plenty of usable land to enclose a much larger courtyard. It was always best to protect as many of the outbuildings as possible, considering how tempting a jewel like Creagor was to the invading English along the border.

The current palisade was far too close to the keep, and the towers didn’t even have narrowed arrow-slit windows for defense. She could have easily fired an arrow over the timbers and shot the Highlander while he stood at his open window.

She arched a sardonic brow. That was still a possibility if her current plan failed. She’d brought her longbow with her. She never went anywhere without it.

She washed down the bannock with a swallow of ale and resumed plans for improving Creagor. In addition to the usual kitchens, dovecot, orchard, gardens, and shops that filled the courtyard, a larger space could house some rather appealing amenities…

A grand archery range.

A splendidly appointed tiltyard.

An impressive practice field.

A generously furnished armorer’s forge.

And a stable large enough to provide for the mounts of knights who came to participate in the illustrious tournaments she intended to host.

Imagining the fluttering pennons and the clash of claymores sent a thrill through her. Her Aunt Deirdre hosted some of Scotland’s most distinguished tournaments every spring at Rivenloch. But Jenefer was sure she could rival Rivenloch’s events at Creagor in the autumn, once she put builders to work on the additions.

She shivered. She told herself it was from excitement. Not the cold. But the weather had definitely taken a turn today. Fog no longer blanketed the ground. A chill breeze stirred the crisp leaves of the trees.

Still, Jenefer was accustomed to cold. She’d be fine. Besides, what was a little bitter wind when men would shed blood for a holding as magnificent as Creagor?

Two veal pasties, seven oatcakes, and one apple coffyn later, Jenefer had begun shivering in earnest. But she forgot all about the cold when she suddenly spied light in the window of the laird’s bedchamber.

She sat up straight, her gaze locked on the window.

That would be him.

The Highlander.

The savage who thought he could usurp her castle.

Quickly stuffing the remnants of her supper into the satchel, she felt the fire of battle enter her heart. She prepared to give the performance of her life.

Paying no heed to the icy wind, she threw off her cloak and began untying the laces of her surcoat. Once she’d loosened and hauled off the garment, the wind began to whip at her linen kirtle, wrapping it around her legs.

Leaning against an oak for balance, she tugged off her boots and stockings, tucking them under the boulder. She untied her braid and ran her fingers through her hair, separating the long tresses.

With a bracing, determined breath, she swept the kirtle off over her head…and lost it to the wind. She cursed as it flew across the sward, skipping away like a naughty child, alternately snagging on bushes, then blowing free. Figuring the garment was lost for good, she drew out the filmy white veil she’d packed.

It rippled in the breeze as well, but she managed to drag the veil over her naked body, anchoring it atop her windblown curls with a circlet of silver.

No one would mistake her for a nun now. The sheer veil afforded her no modesty. And no warmth.

But this was war.

Whatever discomfort she had to suffer, it would be worth it. She planned to win this battle. Her future and the title of Laird of Creagor depended upon it.

Clenching her teeth against the biting wind, she emerged from the trees and made her way toward the candle glow in the window. The light of the full moon glistened on the grass, where frost crunched under her feet. The translucent veil, lifting and fluttering on the currents, looked even more ethereal and eerie than she’d hoped.

As she positioned herself in view of the laird’s window, she was tempted to yell out to get his attention. But that wouldn’t have been ghostly. She had to have patience. Still, if he didn’t look out soon, she supposed she’d have to resort to some sort of eerie emanation. Perhaps a low moan or a high keening wail.

Meanwhile, she’d simply stand in silence, stare up at the window, and shiver. The chill wind danced with her veil and gave her icy kisses while she waited.

And waited.
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It had been a long while since Morgan had done something so foolish as to engage in a brawl. Grappling was a behavior hardly befitting a laird, especially when it was with one’s oldest and dearest friend.

After Morgan blacked out, Colban had entreated his maidservant Bethac to see to Morgan’s welfare, in spite of that cruel insult about his birth. Then again, he supposed that was the least Colban could do after knocking the new laird of the clan out cold.

At Bethac’s prompting, they’d both made the proper apologies. And in the end, Morgan had to admit Colban was right. He hadn’t been himself. Not for weeks.

As it turned out, their fight might have been for the best. Engaging in combat had jarred Morgan out of the numbness that had paralyzed him of late. He wasn’t mended. But at least he felt human again.

No longer interested in escaping into slumber, he’d returned to the great hall after addressing his injuries. There, he’d supervised the laying of the rushes, the stocking of the buttery, and the assembly of the trestle tables.

He’d ventured below to the armory, where his men-at-arms were already stockpiling weapons.

He’d wandered out to the stables, where a lad was busy wiping down the weary horses with straw.

The sheep had been securely penned, the coos were in the field, and the fowl nested in the doocot.

The tradesmen had chosen their shops and were setting up shelves and tools.

The cooks had raided the overgrown herb garden and fired up the clay ovens for the evening meal.

By nightfall, the clan proudly hoisted the mac Giric pennon, officially inhabiting the castle.

Of course, on the morrow Morgan would need to seek out more supplies. He’d have to trade for more cattle, purchase additional fowl, see what could be fished from the nearby streams, and evaluate the orchards to determine what they would bear.

Now that the house had been put in order and he’d supped on smoked bream and bannocks, Morgan went upstairs to retire for the night.

The servants had worked hard to make a home for him here. In his bedchamber, a modest peat fire already burned on the hearth. His chair sat beside it, fitted with a feather pillow embroidered with his initials. His personal things were arranged on the table against the wall—his whale bone comb, a pen and parchment, a pitcher of water with a basin, a candle, a cake of soap, a mirror of polished steel.

He picked up the mirror and winced at the bruised and battered face looking back at him. His swollen eye had a black ring around it. His lip was cut. His stubbled jaw was red and abraded. And at the top of his brow, near the hairline, swelled the lump of a bruise.

He hadn’t looked so fearsome and pathetic at the same time since he’d engaged in his first tournament melee as a youth.

He’d meant to introduce himself to his neighbors on the morrow. But that seemed unwise now. He was a mess. He didn’t relish turning up at the neighbors’ doors, looking like a wildcat that had lost a fight with a wolf.

He replaced the mirror and went to stir the fire to life. Then he lit the candle from the flames, bringing the rest of the chamber to light.

The bed was assembled and made up with linens, bolsters, an embroidered wool coverlet, and sheepskins.

But as he looked at the pair of pillows gracing the bed, he felt a sudden, sharp, unexpected pang, like a dagger stabbed in his heart.

This bed—this chamber—was meant for the laird and his lady. It was too imposing and extravagant for one man alone.

She should have been here.

Alicia should have been here.

Sleeping beside him.

Sharing his chamber. His castle. His life.

Choking down his grief, he crossed the room to place the candle in the wall sconce. As he passed by the open window, his eye caught on something outside.

The image was so fleeting, he was sure he’d imagined it.

Just past the window, he stopped in his tracks.

The candle flickered in his trembling hand.

For one terrible instant, he would have sworn he’d seen her standing beyond the fence. Alicia. His dead wife.

Emotions coursed through him as swiftly as lightning. Shock. Disbelief. Wonder. Relief. Longing. Anguish. Misgiving. Dread.

His heart pounded as he continued to stare blankly at the empty black sconce on the white plaster wall, trying to make sense of what he’d just glimpsed.

His eyes must be playing cruel tricks on him. What he’d seen couldn’t be Alicia. Alicia was dead. He’d laid her in earth himself. And only fools believed the dead returned as ghosts.

Nay, what he’d seen was likely only a sapling blowing in the wind.

Taking a steadying breath, he slowly backed to the window again and peered out.

Alarm sucked the spit from his mouth.

It wasn’t his imagination.

It wasn’t a sapling.

It was a lass.

The sight of her challenged his grasp on reality. Her veil swirled around her like a misty aura, glowing from the light of the full moon.

He’d never believed in ghosts. But he had to admit he’d never seen anything look so ghostly.

If he’d seen the figure more clearly the first time, he would have recognized at once it wasn’t Alicia. The lass might be enveloped in a filmy white shroud, but beneath the sheer veil her naked body was quite visible.

Unlike slim Alicia, this lass possessed voluptuous curves. Unlike Alicia with her tightly braided black hair, this lass had gold-burnished waves that cascaded down her shoulders. And there was no way shy Alicia, even as a ghost, would have stood naked in the middle of a field.

He narrowed his eyes and studied her.

She stared back at him, unmoving. A gust of wind teased at her veil, revealing long, shapely legs and a delicate dark patch where they joined her body.

The sight caused an unwelcome twinge in his trews.

Still she didn’t move.

He lowered a dubious brow.

Perhaps the lass was frozen solid.

Another breeze lifted the veil higher, exposing full breasts tipped by nipples as tempting as cherries. A groan caught in his throat as the twinge grew into a definite swelling.

Then guilt struck him like a blacksmith’s hammer, overriding his desire. How could he be aroused when he’d just lost his wife? How could he even look at another lass?

Self-disgust tested his temper.

He wanted the lass gone. Now.

“What do ye want?” he yelled down impatiently.

She slowly raised a straight arm to point at him and intoned in a husky moan, “Yooouuu. Muuuuust. Gooooooooooo.”

Her sinister directive would have sent chills up the spine of a lesser man. But he knew very well she was mortal. And when she delivered her message, he quickly recognized her ploy for what it was. The mischievous imp had decided to badger her new, unwelcome neighbor.

He supposed it could be worse. She could have thrown rocks at the windows or hung a dead cat on the fence.

As he continued to stare down at the beautiful, hostile lass, he almost wished she were a ghost. It was unsettling to have a naked lass cavorting beneath his window. And he didn’t much care for her issuing demands.

He crossed his arms over his chest, unwilling to bend to her beauty or her intimidation.

“I must go?” he called out in unimpressed tones. “Is that so?”

“Aaaaaaaaaayyyyyyyyeeeeeee,” she wailed, making a slow and graceful turn that gave him an inviting glimpse of her tempting backside.

He didn’t want to think about it. “Who says so?”

“Iiiiiiiiii d-d-d-oooooooo.”

He could hear the shiver of the cold in her voice. He wondered if someone else had put her up to this. Perhaps a gang of local whelps had wagered on who would do the badgering, and she’d lost.

The lass must be half-frozen. Surely she couldn’t keep this up for long. Sooner or later, she’d decide pestering the new neighbor wasn’t worth the price of becoming an icicle.

“Ye do?” he asked. “And just who do ye think ye are?”

“A ghooooooooooooost.”

As she lifted her arms, a gust of wind plastered the veil to her body, outlining the seductive curve of her waist.

Desire made him lose his words for a moment. Finally he managed to shout back, “Nobody warned me Creagor was haunted.”

“Ohhhh, aaaayyyeee,” she cried, waving one arm toward the forest. “Byyyyyyyyyy maaaaaaaaaany ghooooooosts.”

If he weren’t so tired…and battered…and inappropriately aroused, he might have found her performance amusing.

She lowered an accusing finger at him again. “Yooouuu. Muuuuust. Go—”

“I heard ye the first time,” he bellowed back, closing one of the shutters. “Well then, carry on! Just see ye don’t freeze to death. I don’t want to wake in the mornin’ to the sight o’—”

A wail interrupted him.

This time it wasn’t the lass.

It was his bairn.

For some unfathomable reason, the nursemaids had decided to keep his son in the chamber adjoining his.

He grimaced. No doubt his shouting and the lass’s moans had awakened the child.

He muttered a curse under his breath. Then he opened the shutter again and snarled at the lass, “See what ye’ve done, ye whelp? Off with ye now! Go!” He shooed her with a gesture.

She didn’t shoo. Instead, she planted her hands on her hips and shouted back at him in a decidedly unghostly voice.

“Me? You’re the horse’s arse bellowing out the window!”

Her insult added fuel to the fire of his ire. How dared she call him names? And in his own home?

“Och, that’s a bonnie thing!” he yelled. “Cursin’ in front of a bairn!”

“Is that what that wailing is?” she challenged, flipping the veil back to reveal her lovely, smirking face…and her infuriatingly breathtaking naked body. “I thought ’twas one of your soldiers, crying for his ma.”

It took a moment for the slight to sink in, so distracted was he by the lass’s unabashed beauty.

But when her words registered, accentuated by the heightened screaming of his son next door, such fury boiled up in him that he swore steam hissed from his ears.

He wasn’t worried about the bairn. Bethac would see to his needs.

But someone had to put that wicked-tongued lass in her place.

He slammed the shutters, snatched up his claymore, and headed for the door.

With any luck, she’d be gone by the time he got downstairs.

If she was foolish enough to stand her ground, she’d flee once she caught sight of Morgan Mor mac Giric charging toward her with his sword. There was a reason for the “Mor” title. Aside from the golden giant Colban, no one in the clan matched Morgan for height, might, and muscle.

One glimpse of him, and she’d scurry off like a frightened coney.
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“Shite,” Jenefer bit out as the Highlander slammed the shutters and disappeared from the window.

Now she’d done it. The brute was coming downstairs. Which would have been fine if she were closer to her longbow.

But she’d left it in the trees. After all, what ghost carried a bow and arrows? Now it would take her too long to fetch.

Damn her cousins! She never should have listened to them. She’d always said this should be a battle of arms, not of wits. The Highlander hadn’t been convinced for one moment that she was a ghost.

What she wouldn’t give to have her bow—nocked and primed—in her hands right now.

Of course, bow or not, she wasn’t about to run. Only cowards ran away from a fight. So she tossed off the veil, which would only get in the way. Then she blew into her icy hands and bounced up and down on her toes, hoping to warm up her blood enough to put up a good fight.

The babe upstairs was still carrying on. Its wails of woe sailed on the wind, almost as piercing as the cold. She wondered why its mother wasn’t seeing to it. Then again, knowing the barbaric Highlanders, they probably toughened up their babes by letting them cry.

Sooner than she expected—had the Highlander flown down the stairs?—the timber gates burst open. What emerged was the biggest warrior she’d ever seen.

The breath deserted her lungs. Her eyes went wide. Every instinct told her to flee.

But she swallowed down her fear and braced her knees for impact, even though the fists she made seemed suddenly puny in the face of the beast coming toward her.

He was a good fifty yards away. But his long strides were swallowing up the ground at a rapid pace.

In a flash, all the gruesome rumors she’d heard about Highlanders streamed through her brain.

They ate live mice.

They slept in the snow.

They fought wolves barehanded.

They drank the blood of their enemies.

Twenty yards away.

Like a thunderhead, he boiled toward her with savage intent and the dark threat of violence.

A dozen yards.

Icy sweat covered her now. She was badly mismatched. But she refused to surrender. Better that she should die bravely on her two feet than cower in fear.

Six yards.

This close, she could see his face contorted with murderous rage and hear his feral growl of warning.

Her heart pounded. But she challenged him with an unwavering scowl.

Three yards.

He swept his claymore up in one massive arm, as if he planned to lop off her head then and there.

Still she held her ground and stared death in the eyes.

A yard away, really too close to strike, he finally stopped before her.

She held her breath.

His blade hung over her head. But his furious face was now marked by puzzlement. It was also marked by signs of a recent fight.

He could have killed her. But he hadn’t. And that meant he wouldn’t.

For an extended moment, they only stared at each other, like fire and ice, at an impasse.

Then he suddenly snarled, towering over her and shaking his blade in an attempt to scare her.

All she had left was the element of surprise. While he held his sword aloft, she drove her fist forward, punching him in the nose as hard as she could. Hard enough to make him stagger backward in pain and shock. Hard enough that she knew, once the thrill of triumph wore off, her knuckles would hurt like the devil.

His alarm didn’t last long. With a curse, he dropped the sword and came at her with his bare arms.

Normally, she could slip out of a man’s grasp with ease. She might be tall for a lass, but she was quick and agile. Especially when she was unhindered by clothing.

But with this giant, there was nowhere to slip to. She dodged left, and his right arm blocked her way. She dodged right, and his left arm corralled her back in. Her only satisfaction as they engaged in a back-and-forth combat dance was that his nose had begun to bleed.

Finally, deciding the only way to defeat a giant was to bring him to the ground, she dove toward his knees.

Her plan was to bowl him over.

She might as well have tried to bowl over an oak tree. All she managed to do was stop herself short. Worse, she ended up in the humiliating position of groveling at his feet.

But she needn’t have worried. She didn’t stay there long. In the next instant, he swept his right arm down and hoisted her up by the waist, settling her on his hip.

She fought for her freedom like a thrashing wildcat.

“Put me down!” she screamed.

“Nay,” he bit out.

She pounded on his thighs. They were as hard as iron.

“Let me go!”

“Nay!” he barked. “I might have a moment ago. But that was ere ye bloodied my nose.”

She twisted in his viselike grasp.

“You came at me with a sword,” she spat, “and you’re crying over a bloody nose?”

“I’m not cryin’,” he growled, “and I wouldn’t have harmed ye.” Then he added, as if she should have known as much, “Bloody hell, ye’re a lass.”

That almost made her laugh. The Highlander had obviously never heard of The Warrior Maids of Rivenloch.

“That’s right,” she cooed. “I’m only a lass.”

Then she drove her fist toward his ballocks.
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What instinct warned Morgan the lass was about to clout him, he didn’t know. But he managed to twist just enough to make the blow land on the inside of his thigh rather than its intended target.

It still hurt like hell. For a wench, she packed a powerful punch. But at least he’d saved himself from debilitating damage. He quickly trapped her lethal arm against his side.

He probably deserved that punch.

First, it was completely against his code of honor to brandish his claymore at a woman, let alone one unclothed and unarmed.

And second, a good clout might have put an end to the unnatural craving he was experiencing, a craving exacerbated by holding a naked, squirming lass against his body.

Now what was he going to do?

He certainly didn’t intend to give her a second opportunity to strike him.

Could he just put her down and let her go? She must realize by now she was no match for him.

On the other hand, she seemed curiously fearless. She didn’t respond to violence. Maybe chivalry and reason would convince her to return to wherever she’d come from.

He was about to offer her the leine off his back, so she could at least be decent for the journey home, when two more lasses suddenly emerged from the trees into the moonlight.

It was an unpleasant surprise. But at least these two were clothed.

“Unhand her!” ordered the tall blonde. She spoke with an authority he’d never heard before in a woman, striding across the field with a regal bearing, as if he should obey her command without question. He didn’t much care for her tone, particularly since she didn’t know whom she was addressing.

A dark-haired lass followed the blonde like a smaller shadow, dressed in black, slipping silently through the grass.

These must be the naked lass’s cohorts.

Great, he thought as his nose began to throb. Now what?

“I’d advise you do as she bids, before ’tis too late,” the shadowy lass chimed in. “We don’t want to hurt you.”

The scoff burst out of him involuntarily. “Hurt…me?” His statement would have been more effective had blood not been dripping from his nose.

“Put me down,” the naked lass muttered. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with.”

That amused him even more. He might not know their names. But it was clear he was dealing with three lasses. Lasses. Aye, he’d been caught off guard with that punch to his nose. But it wouldn’t happen again.

Now, however, there was no way he was going to let them just go on their merry way. He wasn’t about to let them walk away, thinking they’d bested him.

He was new here. He had yet to make a name for himself. A man’s reputation was critical. If they started spreading gossip about how the three of them—three lasses—had subdued the new Laird of Creagor, he’d never live it down.

Perhaps he could call them on their empty threats.

“Fine,” he said. “Then tell me, lassie, who exactly am I dealin’ with?”

The blonde straightened with pride. To his surprise, she was almost as tall as his man Colban.

“I’m Hallidis Cameliard. This is my cousin Feiyan la Nuit. And Jenefer du Lac is the one you’ve got in a death grip. We’re the Warrior Daughters of Rivenloch.”

He resisted a snicker. He’d heard his father speak of Rivenloch. It was the property adjoining Creagor. But Warrior Daughters? They had to be jesting.

“Och aye,” he drawled, “and I’m the Lion o’ Scotland.”

“I knew he wouldn’t believe us,” dark-haired Feiyan said, shaking her head.

Hallidis held up her hands in peace. “We mean you no harm. But you must put our cousin down.”

“Or what?”

Jenefer strained in his grip and bit out, “Or they’ll run you through before you can say ‘Lucifer’s ballocks’.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Jen,” Hallidis scolded, then turned to him. “We’ll do no such thing.”

Jenefer stiffened in outrage. “What do you mean?”

“I told you before,” Hallidis explained. “We’re on a mission of diplomacy.”

Morgan’s brows popped up. Diplomacy? They had a strange way of showing it.

“Thor’s rod, Hallie! Does he look diplomatic to you?” Jenefer demanded.

“Besides,” Hallidis added, “we’re unarmed.”

“What!” Jenefer exploded. “You’re unarmed? You mean to say you followed me here and brought no weapons? Then why did you bother coming at all?”

Morgan was beginning to wonder if he should drop the lass to the ground and let the three work out their differences on their own when he spied a dark figure out of the corner of his eye. Someone else was stealing through the shadows behind the lasses.

For an instant, he feared he might be outnumbered.

Then moonlight glinted off the intruder’s golden hair.

Colban.

He’d probably heard the noise and come down to lend aid.

Meanwhile, the Warrior Daughters bickered on, unaware they were being stalked.

“We had to come, Jen,” Hallidis said pointedly, “because you broke the pact.”

“I didn’t break it. I followed the plan. I just…acted independently.”

“You ran off. We were supposed to do this together.”

Morgan could hardly keep up. What were they supposed to do together?

The one called Feiyan tried to intervene. “Honestly, sir,” she said politely, “’twould be best if you let our cousin go now.”

Colban was sneaking up behind the dark-haired lass. Morgan could see him, but he gave no indication.

“If I let her go,” he said, “what assurances do I have she won’t attack me again?”

“She’ll give you her word,” Feiyan said. “Isn’t that right, Jen?”

“The devil I will!” Jenefer declared, struggling anew. “The bastard came at me with a claymore!”

“Ye see?” Morgan said as he saw Colban inch closer.

“I do,” Feiyan said, lowering her brows and giving him a curious look of regret. “But don’t say I didn’t give you fair warning.”

Just as Colban loomed over the lass, about to spring, Feiyan suddenly bent forward and spun round. She swung her leg in a powerful arc, clipping Colban’s chiseled jaw with surprising accuracy and force.

So unexpected was the violent outburst that Morgan almost dropped Jenefer.

“Feiyan, nay!” Hallidis shouted.

But demure Feiyan paid no heed. No sooner did Colban recoil from the blow than the lass dropped to the ground and swept both legs forward toward Morgan, catching the back of his calves and bowling him over like a wooden pin.

Chivalry was ingrained in Morgan, even in circumstances like these. As he fell, he took care not to crush the naked lass in his arms. But he needn’t have worried. As soon as he hit the sod, Jenefer sprang loose from his grip with a cry of victory.

Now he definitely couldn’t let them escape. Three lasses besting Morgan was bad enough. But three lasses making fools of Morgan and his right hand man…

That was insufferable.

With a roar, he righted himself and lunged toward Feiyan. But she was lightning fast. She dodged out of the way. Twice.

“Feiyan!” Hallidis barked again.

Colban gave his head a shake to restore his senses and then brought his arms together, attempting to grab the elusive Feiyan. She seemed to disappear into the darkness. Colban’s arms crossed, empty.

Before Morgan could comprehend what had happened, Feiyan stepped in and elbowed him in the stomach. His padded cotun absorbed most of the blow. But he was knocked enough off-balance that she managed to get in a jab with the heel of her hand, this one to the point of his chin.

Tiny lights burst in his vision like stars streaking across the heavens, fading into the black sky. He had one brief instant to wonder what the hell was happening.

Then, several yards away, he spied Jenefer swooping up his claymore. In the next moment, she came barreling toward him with the gleaming sword held aloft, like a naked avenging angel.

“Jen!” the other two lasses screamed.

But Jenefer wasn’t listening. She had fire in her eyes and vengeance in her heart. She clearly meant to slay him.

In a tiny, dark corner of his soul, he almost wished she would.

Then that bitter thought vanished, and his survival instincts kicked in.
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Jenefer didn’t intend to kill the Highlander. Of course she didn’t.

She might be hotheaded. Short-tempered. Impulsive. Likely to act first and explain later.

But she was no murderer.

She only meant to frighten the brute, the way he’d frightened her.

The problem was her cousins didn’t believe that. They didn’t trust her. They thought she intended to cut down an unarmed man.

Their doubt troubled and distracted her. So much so that when she charged forward, wielding his claymore, she didn’t notice the Highlander’s fair-haired clansman bolting to intercept her.

Feiyan noticed. She reached into her bodice and pulled out one of her wicked steel stars. With a flick of her wrist, she fired it at the man.

Time seemed to slow as the star whirred through the air, catching the light of the full moon on its sharp points. Jen watched in breathless horror as it sailed straight for the man’s heart.

With an audible thunk, it lodged in its target.

Time stopped then. The wind silenced. The stars froze. The moon hung motionless. Fate balanced on a dagger’s edge. For a long moment, there was no sound. No movement.

Then the man looked down, puzzled.

The deadly star protruded from his chest. But it hadn’t pierced his cotun. It was stuck fast in the padding.
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