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HE CAME TO CONQUER...

A widower, Laird Torsten Mackenzie, has worked long and hard to regain the respect his clan deserved after his older brother turned traitorous. Even in death, Cathal’s crimes remain a mar on Torsten’s conscience. Setting aside his grief, Torsten devotes his life to his people, and to his young, motherless daughter. When a rival clan attacks his lands unprovoked, he’s determined to put them in their place once and for all. Marching on their gates, he’s taken by surprise when Lady MacDonell steps through the opening instead of her wayward husband. Reacting impulsively, Torsten exacts his revenge by whisking her away. 

But she laid claim to his heart...

Headstrong and fierce, Éabha MacDonell’s true nature has been buried for six long years in a marriage that fills her with shame, and has kept her tucked in the shadows. But the death of her husband, and being forced from the only home she’s ever known, brings freedom in a way she’d never imagined. Free to rediscover parts of herself she’d thought never to behold again—her love of art, fencing, and her desire for children. But most of all, the tug at her heart, the warmth of a secret glance and the heat of a passionate embrace.

In the arms of her captor, Éabha’s more liberated than she’s ever been before and Torsten might just have found the one person who can make him whole again.
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DEAR READER,

I’m thrilled to bring you the next book in the Conquered Bride series! In this story, you’re going to meet Éabha (pronounced Ava) and Torsten. Torsten is the brother of the villain, Cathal, from book 2.5, Taken by the Highlander, which appeared in the USA Today Bestselling anthology, Captured by a Celtic Warrior.

Also of note, Strome Castle was originally the seat of the MacDonell Earls of Ross. It wasn’t until 1602 that it was invaded by the Mackenzies, but for fictional purposes and for this series, I moved that up a few hundred years.

I do hope you enjoy this story!

Best wishes and happy reading,

Eliza
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STROME CASTLE

Scottish Highlands

Spring, 1308

––––––––
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DAMNED MACDONELLS.

Why the hell did those bloody fools have to keep raiding? Had they not yet learned their lesson?

Laird Torsten Mackenzie crouched just out of arrow’s reach from the high, thick walls of the MacDonell’s castle. The fortress loomed up in the moonlight, but despite its fortifications, he planned to breach it this very night. A promise he’d made the last time the bastards had dared to cross onto his land.

Torsten was certain he’d been clear that any further raids on his lands would not be tolerated. Another raid from the MacDonells was a declaration of war, he’d even put it in writing so the imbeciles would not be confused. Yet, despite his warnings, the arseholes had done so again, trampling crops, burning crofter’s homes, beating tenants and violating women.

Rage lanced hot through Torsten’s veins. He gripped the reins tighter, his body stiffened, and his mount, Lucifer, tossed his head in irritation. When he got ahold of Donald MacDonell, that sorry excuse for a laird, he was going to beat him to a bloody pulp, until the last of his breath escaped and his face was unrecognizable.

His warhorse snorted and Torsten loosened his grip, concentrating his fury on the castle just beyond.

“My laird?”

Torsten glanced at Little Rob, his second-in-command, a man not so little in personality or size. He, too, had steel-studded leather armor covering his leine shirt, his green and blue plaid muted in the darkness.

“Wait.” Torsten glowered at the wall and keep, imagining the men inside celebrating their latest raid, and reliving every horrifying moment. Well, Torsten, wasn’t celebrating, and his people surely weren’t. They were trying to pick up the pieces of their lives, while desperately trying not to relive it. Donald MacDonell had better start praying now, for Torsten would show no mercy.

Mackenzie lands were vast. Torsten’s castle, Eilean Donan, sat on an island perfectly situation between three lochs—Loch Alsh, Loch Duich and Loch Long—on the south-western end of his territory. The MacDonell’s had crossed through their own territory traveling north into Mackenzie lands, but been careful to stay as far away from the castle as possible, riding more than half a day, longer than needed, until they reached a small village built along a river. Torsten had a small garrison stationed there, but the MacDonells had more men and despite the Mackenzie superior strength and skill, the men were killed or left for dead. By the time a messenger had arrived, and Torsten had brought reinforcements, the MacDonells were long gone.

Torsten set out immediately, sending word to Eilean Donan for more of his men to meet him at Strome Castle. They all gathered now, nearly one hundred and fifty strong.

The idea of any warrior tormenting an innocent sent his guilt soaring fast. He’d dealt with enough of that with his own brother, God rest his soul. Whenever Cathal had gone raiding, Torsten stayed home, just waiting for someone to seek vengeance on his brother until the day it actually happened. Torsten thought himself a defender of the weak. A protector of those who needed it. He was laird and chief of a vast and powerful clan, it was his duty, and he was honor-bound, to keep every single one of them safe.

And yet, he was still dealing with the fallout of his brother’s choices. One day, one battle, one victory at a time.

“They’ll be expecting us,” Torsten growled.

Little Rob nodded, the leather of his armor making a stretching noise as he shifted on his mount. “Do ye want to meet them on the field, or breach their walls?”

Torsten surveyed his warriors, each had painted a black stripe in the shape of cross down the center of their forehead, himself included. His men had lost friends this night. Loved ones. And Torsten had once more failed to protect his people.

“I want to kill them all.” Torsten fingered the hilt of his sword. “But I won’t. Not the innocent. We’ll not stoop to MacDonell’s level.”

“Aye, my laird.”

“Give the order. No woman, child or person of aged years is to be harmed. If a man surrenders, tie him up, dinna dispatch him. And most of all, remember that MacDonell is mine.”

“And his wife?”

“His wife?” Torsten frowned, he’d not considered the lady.

Most likely she was a vile wench. Anyone married to MacDonell, their choice or not, had to be dreadful.

Torsten was not married, though he had been once. His wife had died several years ago in childbirth. He’d not remarried, first, because of grief, and then, because of his brother’s traitorous actions. The imbecile had sought to marry in order to betray his king. A coup it had been, and he’d been killed for it. Torsten mourned the loss of his brother, but had spent the last two years trying to salvage the reputation of his clan, and himself as a leader and loyalist to King Robert the Bruce. There’d been no time for women, and he wasn’t certain any would have wanted him anyway.

“She’s to be left unharmed.” Torsten gritted his teeth and eyed Loch Carron, mesmerized by the way the moon glittered on its dark depths. Across the loch was his beloved Eilean Donan. How he wished he was there right now. Worry free and drinking a whisky behind the stone walls. Lord, how he could go for a drink presently—another thing he’d resisted since his brother’s death.

Instead, he was leading an attack because some arseholes were too stupid or greedy for their own good. Donald MacDonell was both. To gain some ground Torsten and his men had to ride around the loch, which had taken four hours, but they’d been hot on the heels of the bloody bastards the entire way. They were lucky for a clear sky and bright moon, else they’d have a harder time fighting, and he wasn’t willing to wait until morning.

His charger shifted beneath him, restless to engage, just like his master. Torsten’s gaze followed the line of the battlements. He was unsure of exactly what he was looking for, a sign perhaps, but what? Every time they went into battle, he felt it. That subtle hint that it was time to launch forward. Call him superstitious, mayhap, but he refused to begin a battle without it. And so, when dawn was on the brink of arrival and no sign had presented itself, he’d not yet advanced.

’Twas bad enough that he had to worry about the English and their constant attacks, but he shouldn’t have to worry over neighboring clans as well. He supposed this was just another mess his brother had left for him to clean up. Cathal hadn’t been good at making allies, only enemies it would seem.

A prickle rose along his spine, tingling the back of his neck. Finally. “’Tis time,” he said.

Little Rob nodded. “We are ready.”

Torsten slid his sword from its scabbard and raised it over his head. Then pointed it forward, remaining silent. The enemy might suspect that they would soon be upon them, but they wouldn’t announce their arrival with a resounding battle cry just yet. Besides, if the MacDonells were stupid enough to continue raiding Mackenzie lands, ’haps they were stupid enough to leave their gates wide open for invasion.

They advanced quietly over the mist covered heath, their horses’ steps silenced by the fresh spring growth of grass and wild flowers. The horizon winked purple and pink, but left shadows across the land. They kept a slow, steady pace, not wanting the pounding of galloping hooves to alert the guards.

But, even the most well intentioned plans sometimes had to be modified. Halfway across the heath, the sound of an alarm went up over the battlements. They’d been spotted.

Excellent. Torsten’s grin grew wide, excitement and anger boiling together into a potent fire that thrummed through his veins.

“Forward!” Torsten bellowed, leaning over Lucifer’s withers, urging him into a full gallop.

His men followed suit.

Torsten kept his gaze keen on the castle walls, seeing men line up one after another, their weapons and armor glinting. The gate master called for archers. ’Twas too late to turn around now.

“Shields!” Torsten shouted to his warriors, recognizing the whistle as the arrows flew through the air.

The Mackenzies wouldn’t let a few arrows stop them. They continued at a full gallop, shields raised. Nothing could stop them, they advanced toward the gates, not slowing down even as arrows rained down upon them. Only a few men fell, and Torsten prayed for them, his vow for revenge only growing as his losses increased. Four down. Five.

Donald MacDonell was a dead man.

Just as suddenly as the arrows had sang through the air, they ceased.

As odd as that was, Torsten forged ahead. This was all out war.

Then something even odder occurred. When they were only yards from the wall, his warriors ready to throw up their hastily made ladders, the portcullis slowly started to raise.

Warriors. The MacDonells were sending men out to battle. Torsten let his battle cry tear from his throat, ready to sink his blade into the first man who stepped through.

But then he was stunned, almost paralyzed, when a willowy figure walked through the gates carrying a torch. A woman.

What in bloody hell?

Her skirts blew against her ankles, and clung to her thighs. Her eyes searched his, challenging him to stop, mesmerizing him for a moment until he realized just what was happening.

“Halt!” Torsten roared, bringing Lucifer to a standstill. “What trickery is this?”

Was the MacDonell such a coward he would send a woman out as bait? A consolation prize?

Torsten glowered at her, his stomach twisting in burning knots of rage.

The woman was tall, thin. Her light hair billowed in the breeze and shimmered in the moonlight. Her features were obscured half in shadow and half in golden light from the torch. She was beautiful. Cheekbones high, jaw strong, nose regal and her mouth, well, he had to tear his gaze from the lush sight.

She held up her hand, a silent entreaty for him to stop. “My laird,” she called. “There is no need to attack.”

Her words, spoken with such calm strength only made him angry. His back stiffened, and Lucifer let out an annoyed snort when he tightened the reins. “No need? There is much need, my lady. Go back inside and send out your laird. He will pay for what he’s done.”

She looked at him with sadness in her gaze and shook her head. “He’ll not be coming out.”

Torsten resisted the urge to leap from his horse in order to throttle the woman for her insolence.

“Go back inside, woman. This is a man’s business, and I intend to speak with your laird.”

She straightened her shoulders, lifting her chin. “I am speaking in his place.”

“I’ll not speak with MacDonell’s bait. One last warning—send out the laird.”

Or else what?

Her raised brow seemed to dare him to answer that question as well. And how could he? He’d not hurt her. Torsten had never harmed a woman, he’d never ill-used one, and he wasn’t about to start now.

“Do it,” he demanded, inching his horse just a step forward, hoping to intimidate her.

“I canna. Please, let us settle this between the two of us,” she pleaded, her free hand beseeching. “There is no need for a battle, or for more to get hurt.”

“So ’tis all right to kill and torture my people, but we must stop at your doors? Ye beg for the lives of your people, your laird, and yet what mercy was given to my people today? The past month? The past year? None. MacDonell has killed my people, ruined our crops, stolen our cows. I warned him that the next time he came raiding, he was inviting war to his door. And here I am, lassie. I am war. I am revenge.”

Why was he explaining all this to a wisp of a woman? To any woman for that matter.

His tirade only seemed to make her stand taller. If her chin grew any more obstinate she’d be staring at the sky. “If ye are war, then I am peace.”

“Peace? Who are ye?” Torsten asked. “What gives ye the authority to negotiate? Send out a man.”

Her hand fisted at her side, and the torch flickered against her tight hold. She glowered up at him with such ferocity, Torsten was certain to remember the look for years to come. No woman that he’d ever known had exhibited such strength. For a moment, he was actually impressed.

“I am Éabha MacDonell.”

The name should have rung familiar to him, but it did not. The laird’s sister? Daughter? Wife? He had no idea.

“And?”

“I am the Mistress of Strome.”

Ah, MacDonell’s wife. “Send your husband then, my lady, for I will not negotiate with ye.”

She stood her ground. “Ye will have to.”

“And if I refuse?”

Now he was challenging her to come up with a different answer.

“Then it is a battle ye shall receive.” Disappointment flashed in her eyes.

Torsten grunted. “Then ye shall watch your people die as I have had to watch mine.”

Sadness filled her flame-lit features. “I am sorry for the loss of your people.”

Torsten grimaced. “I do not care if ye are sorry. Sorry will not bring them back. Sorry will not stop me from seeking vengeance.”

“Neither will battle.”

“But ye see, my lady, this is not why we do battle. We battle for revenge. For payment. We battle to teach your husband and his men a lesson.”

“What lesson will they learn?”

Torsten growled. He’d had enough. If MacDonell wanted to send his wife to do a man’s job, then fine. He’d teach the bastard a lesson in diplomacy. 

Leaping from his mount, Torsten sheathed his claymore, held up his hands, and slowly approached Lady Éabha. She watched him warily, taking a few steps back. On the battlements, her guards scrambled, shouted and wrenched back their bows. She held up her hand, and called for them to stand down.

“What are ye about?” she said, her voice strong, though her eyes seemed to fill with fear the closer he came.

“Ye want to negotiate.” Torsten kept his voice low, smooth, the way he talked to a colt he was trying to break. He held his arms out to the side, disarming her.

“Aye.” She stopped moving backward, her shoulders relaxing slightly.

“I dinna negotiate from atop a horse.” He continued slowly moving forward.

She cocked her head as if trying to decipher just what that meant. Her guard was down for less than a moment. But it was enough. And Torsten took full advantage. Moving with lightning speed, he grabbed her by the arm and whipped her round. Her back slammed against his chest, and he pulled a sgian dubh from inside his sleeve, holding it at her throat.

“Dinna shoot, unless ye want your mistress to die,” Torsten hollered to the men on the walls, pressing the tip of his blade against her flesh.

“Do as he says,” Lady Éabha called, using much of her strength to try and launch herself away from him. Failing miserably, she gripped onto his forearms and held on for dear life. “I will be all right.”

“If your laird wants her back, he knows where to find me.” Torsten backed toward Lucifer, the woman incredibly calm in his grasp, though her nails dug into his flesh.

He breathed in her sweet scent, annoyed that he’d even noticed at all. She smelled of sugar and spice, like decadent baked treats that had him salivating.

As they reached Lucifer’s side, he said, “Get on the horse.”

“But I—”

Torsten didn’t wait to hear her protests, he simply shoved her up where she belonged and climbed behind her. Lord, her body felt nice settled between his thighs. Disgusted with himself, with her, for certainly she was a wench, he held his blade at her throat.

“Dinna speak,” he ordered.

Slowly he backed his horse away, his men eyeing him as though he’d just told them to find a dragon in the field.

“Ride,” he shouted, irritated at their censure. Perhaps mostly because he was irritated at himself. What in bloody hell was he thinking?

They raced over the moors. No battle waged.

He’d abducted the wife of his enemy. Only a man truly mad would do such a thing. This was something Cathal would do. Not Torsten. But it was too late to turn back now. He couldn’t very well return her to Strome with his apologies, nor could he just toss her to the ground and ride away.

What had he done?

He’d invited the enemy to his own doorstep, and there was a woman on his lap that made him want to lick every inch of her to see if she was as sweet as she smelled.

A double blow.

Revenge could not have gone any more wrong.
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WHAT IN HEAVEN’S NAME had she been thinking?

Lady Éabha MacDonell vacillated between rage and fear. The warrior—whom she’d rightfully assumed was Laird Mackenzie—was a fearsome man to behold, and wrapped up tight on his lap with his warped steel of an arm, she had no doubt he’d hold onto her should she attempt to leap from his massive warhorse.

At least he’d put away the sgian dubh he’d held to her throat.

That was incredibly rude, if her opinion mattered. Which apparently it did not. What a boar he was! She tried to offer peace and he’d abducted her instead. Had no one taught the man any manners?

Well, who was she kidding?

No man she’d ever met measured up to her Da, he was he only one she ever deemed a hero, and he’d been sadly taken well before his time. Why should she be surprised that one more disappointed her?

Éabha shifted on her captor’s lap. The wooded landscape spread out alongside them in a blur of dark leaping shadows, freshly spring tree leaves not being generous at all in giving them enough light to see what they were passing. Devil take it! If he thought she was going to be an easy capture, he had another thing coming. She’d spent enough years daydreaming about the day she’d be free of her husband and she wasn’t ready to give those fantasies up, especially to a brute like the giant laird behind her.

Mackenzie’s height rivaled an oak. She was quite tall herself, and still he towered over her. The top of her head came just under his chin. Peculiar, since she was able to look most of the men in her clan right in the eye.

Just what kind of man was he? Obviously not one she could trust given her current situation. She was surprised he’d not tied her up, and dragged her behind his horse for all he’d been willing to listen.

Éabha glanced behind her, squinting her eyes as he narrowed his gaze down at her. A black smear of war paint started at the center of his forehead, just below his dark hairline, and stroked a formidable path over his masculine nose, and wide, frowning mouth, then an equally disturbing smear went from one cheekbone to the next. A cross. Blasphemous considering his mission was war. His skin, darkened by the sun, had flushed red with anger when he spoke about her husband, demanding she send him out. Demanding retribution for the awful acts he’d committed. The rise and fall of his proud and angry chest, the clenched fists, the bunched and brooding muscles beneath his shirt and plaid all made her shiver.

“Turn around,” he growled.

Ignoring his command, she frowned, attempting to match his ire. She should be angrier than she was, but truly, she’d been longing to escape the oppressive walls of Strome for some time. Now, she had to figure out how to get away from this buffoon. “Dinna want to look at your latest victim?” she goaded.

When he found out the truth about Donald, he was not going to be pleased. Worse still, she would likely bear the brunt of his displeasure. But she would put him in his place, and remind him of the peace she’d offered. Not that she thought that would work... He was clearly a man of rash thought, else he’d not have taken her. Men of rash thought were often dangerous and acted on impulse. Still, she had to try.

The danger she was in, or perhaps ’twas the pure strength of his muscles pressed against her thighs, buttocks and back, made her face forward once more, repressing a shiver. She wasn’t exactly afraid, though. Given what had happened in the last few hours, how drastically her life had changed, mayhap it was causing a collapse of her mind. A temporary spell in which she found herself feeling things she shouldn’t, and not feeling things she should.

“Will ye leave me in the woods?” she asked, hoping he’d say aye.

“Nay.”

Drat. “I would prefer it.”

“Ye’d prefer the woods to what?”

“Wherever it is ye’ve decided to take me.”

Mackenzie grunted. “Eilean Donan is far superior to Strome Castle.”

Éabha chose not to respond to that. She’d heard of its beauty, and didn’t doubt it. That was not the point. “And its dungeon?”

“Far fiercer.”

She swallowed around the lump forming in her throat. Strome’s dungeon was just a wide hole in the earth beneath the castle’s foundation. A man was tossed inside, the wooden lift-lid slammed shut and that was the end of it. What did far fiercer mean? Was their dungeon filled with spikes that would see her impaled before she hit the dingy floor?

Éabha blew out a resigned sigh. So, she had until they arrived to escape? This wasn’t boding well. Mackenzie’s castle was only a few hours’ ride... Suddenly she wasn’t longing for adventure anymore. “Do ye intend for me to die then?”

“Die?” Mackenzie sounded startled. Behind her, he stiffened as though she’d just insulted him.

Why should he be shocked that she would bluntly ask what he planned to do with her? He must think her feeble-minded. She again, wasn’t surprised. Sadly, most men did. “Will ye torture me first? Or am I to simply starve, alone in the dark, impaled by your dungeon’s machines of torture?”

Mackenzie made a sound that very much reminded her of a rabid dog. They’d had one at Strome some years before, rather sad when it had to be put down.

“Ye insult me, madam.”

Éabha grimaced, crossing her arms over her chest in defiance, despite the fact that he sat behind her. “I say ye’ve done more than enough to warrant it.”

His grip around her waist tightened, momentarily cutting off her air until he seemed to realize what he was doing. She’d held herself very still, part of her praying he’d just toss her to the ground and be done with her. The other, much smaller part, fearing that hitting the ground would not feel very nice at all.

“Do it,” she said. “End it now.”

“Ye know not what ye ask.”

“I know verra well what I ask.”

Éabha was no stranger to hardship and pain. She was a MacDonell by blood. Orphaned when she was only a lass, her uncle, brother to her father, Laird MacDonell, had taken her in on the pretense of marrying her to his son, her cousin Dugal. But his son had died, and so her uncle had decided to marry her himself when she was fifteen.

She’d spent the last six years in the kirk praying and asking forgiveness for the sin she lived in. Praying for her soul, for the soul of her uncle. Hoping that her mother and father—both killed in a hunting accident—weren’t rolling in their graves at the vast offense she committed by being married to her uncle.

And now, she’d been compelled to defend her uncle, her husband, against the man who’d taken her. Abducted from the only place she’d ever known as home. Aye, she’d wanted to leave, but on her own terms. These were not her terms, nor exactly the timeline she’d envisioned. She did not have only herself to worry about, but those she’d left behind, the people she felt obligated to protect, especially since her shame had given them such bad luck. Aye, she knew exactly what she asked for when she’d prayed. Night and day she’d prayed for over two thousand sunrises for an answer, for a sign.

Was this it? Was this the Almighty’s way of telling her she was not supposed to live? Not meant to give back to the clan she’d taken much from?

Éabha arched her back, attempting to wrench herself from Mackenzie’s hold.

“Be still,” he commanded.

Éabha didn’t listen. If he was only going to kill her then he should just do it now. She couldn’t take it any longer.

She wriggled more in earnest now, fighting the iron hold around her middle. “Let me fall beneath your horse’s hooves.”

“What?” Again that annoying shocked tone.

Why did the man have to continually sound as though he’d only just now woken?

“End me. Now.”

He held her tight, the studs of his leather armor poking into her back. “My lady, please, ye’re being a bit dramatic. Did ye not hear me say I was holding ye for ransom? I’ve no intention of seeing ye harmed.”

What was he saying? “Ransom?” She stilled a moment, shaking her head. “No one will pay it. No one will come for me.”

That was the sad truth. While she’d tried to help them all, they were probably thanking their lucky stars she was gone.

“Bah. Your husband will.”

She clenched her teeth, pressed her lips tightly together. He would not come for her, and neither would anyone in the clan. She was alone in this, and as soon as Mackenzie realized it, he’d put her out of her misery. Och, but she’d not seen her life going this way. This was not what she wanted. Not by a long shot. She envisioned herself living in a far off land, a woman happily wed with a bairn or two, a goat, a sheep. Living a quiet existence full of happiness and love.

Nay, this was not at all going according to plan.

Mackenzie wanted her husband. But Laird MacDonell would rather chase a ring of fire in Hell than risk his own hide to set her free. Well, that and the Devil probably wouldn’t let him go.

And yet, Éabha said nothing, kept her truths sealed in the locket at her chest. Perhaps that was her sign. Maybe she was not yet ready to die. For if she was, wouldn’t she simply tell Mackenzie the truth and let him dispatch her?

After all, how many opportunities had she had in the last six years to see the deed done? Plenty. She could count each and every time she’d run up the stairs to the battlements, or to an open window, prepared to toss herself free, and the exact moment when hesitation sunk in.

“I promise ye, he will not come for me. Not now. Not ever,” she said quietly, and that was all she offered him. Angry, helpless tears burned her eyes, and she clenched them closed, not wanting anyone to witness her vulnerability. She hugged herself tighter, willing away the emotions that bombarded her.

Éabha held her breath, willing herself to gain some control. She was no simpering fool. She was no weak chit, but a strong woman. A formidable one, at least she liked to think so.

Growing up within the clan, Dugal as her constant companion, she’d learned to fight. That was what she needed to remember. This was simply another battle. One she’d have to wage with her wits until she could figure out how to conduct it with a stolen weapon. No more attempts to entice her captor into killing her. What had she been thinking? More proof she might be losing her mind.

“Ye can say whatever it is ye wish to attempt to sway me, but it will not work. I’ll not let ye go.” As if to prove the point he tucked her closer to him, every line of his hard body pressed to hers, sparking a foreign, yet alluring, awareness.

She sucked in a breath, never having felt the sensations that her captor’s closeness brought. For in truth, she’d only ever been intimate with one man. A vile abomination. Her uncle—a touch that always left her nauseous.

And now she felt even more ashamed. Damn her traitorous body. Why did her heart pound when Mackenzie’s fingers curled near her hip? And why did she feel the hardness of his thighs on hers and wonder at the rippling strength of him? To make matters worse, she could feel the heat of his body sinking into hers. Warming her. When he spoke, his breath caressed her ear and made her entire body tingle, even though his words were threats and not endearments. What a confused disgrace she was.

She stiffened. This wouldn’t do. Riding in his arms was chipping away at her defenses, making her mind muddled, causing her to question everything she held to be right and true. “I wish to ride with another.”

“Nay.”

Éabha clenched her fists in front of her.

Mackenzie leaned low, whispering against her cheek, “I want to make your husband suffer.”

Her captor would have a long line to wait in, one that only ended in dissatisfaction. “Ye are only making me suffer.”

His hold loosened, and he sat taller, pulling slightly away from her. “I am not a monster.”

Now it was Éabha’s turn to grunt. She believed him. She wasn’t certain why. Perhaps it was his indignation that she suggested he would hurt her. Or the fact that he could have tied her up and didn’t. Or that when she said he was making her suffer, he loosened his hold. At any rate, she sensed that he was most likely a man of integrity. Honor. Even if he wanted to kill her. He only meant to do so out of revenge, since her husband and his men had been responsible for the deaths of so many in his clan.

“Then let me go,” she said, playing on what appeared to be his weakness—his pride, and place as a protector against monsters. “Dinna force me to suffer as so many already have.”

“Ye are married to the devil.”

“That may be so, but it does not make me a devil myself, even if it made me a sinner.”

“What?” he asked, his tone low, and filled with confusion.

Éabha shook her head, the action causing her to bump against his chin.

“What sins have ye committed?” he asked, an edge to his voice that made her shiver.

Would he exact punishment on her? Make her pay?

“Will ye take me to an abbey? Allow me to absolve myself?”

“Ye shall absolve yourself as my prisoner. I’ll not be simply handing ye over. To anyone.”

“Ever?”

“That remains to be seen. I have an infinite amount of patience and I will wait for MacDonell to fetch ye.”

Éabha threaded her fingers together in front of her. “How long will ye wait?”

“As long as it takes.”

“A sennight? A fortnight? A month? A year?”

“What nonsense is this? Your MacDonell will be right upon our heels.”

Éabha shook her head, again bumping him. “I assure ye, he will not.”

“Are ye not his wife?”

“I am.” Was.

“Then he will come for ye. He is duty bound, even if he has no honor.”

Éabha sighed. Mackenzie didn’t know the truth. She couldn’t blame him for not believing her when she said that Donald wasn’t coming. For how could he know that her husband was dead? He wouldn’t know that when Donald had returned from the raid, he’d died, bloody, wounded and pain-filled on the floor of the great hall, for only a few had borne witness, and there had not been enough time for them to spread the news. Mackenzie’s men had given him the fatal wounds, news of which must not have reached their laird.

Éabha could have told him the truth. Could have explained that her husband was dead. When she’d come through the gates to negotiate, that had been her plan. To inform him there was no need for war, because their battle had already been won. But he’d been so filled with rage and indignation. She’d not anticipated him stealing her away, a blunder she would likely spend the rest of her days—however long they were—regretting.

As mistress of the castle, in light of her husband’s death, was it not her place to suffer in his stead? ’Haps. ’Haps not. No one had argued when she’d asked them to open the gates. Aye, they’d made a half attempt to cock their arrows when he grabbed her, but would they have truly let them fly?

She thought not.

They’d blamed her and her sinful marriage for the wrongs within the clan. When crops dried up—it was her fault. When game could not be found and brought home to the table—her fault. When their cattle came down with an illness—her fault. When their laird went off raiding—her fault.

And this time, it was her fault. For Éabha had asked Donald to steal a few cows and sheep to feed their clan.

But she’d not asked him to be violent. To rape or kill. And she never imagined that with her simple request to help feed their people that he would burn a whole village and their crops. She’d not said to engage in battle. That was Donald’s choice, and he’d paid for it with his life.

And ’haps that was where she was most a fool, for when had he ever agreed to one of her requests before? She’d merely given him the excuse he needed to commit such atrocities.

Now, she needed to pay for her many sins. To atone and bring prosperity back to the people.

“Ye’ll regret not listening to me,” she said softly. In the distance she could hear the trickling sounds of water, gently lapping against a shore.

“I regret nothing. Do ye make a habit of threatening men?”

Éabha obstinately set her jaw. “I make no habits unless they are worth having.”

“Ye deliberately avoided the question.” His tone was no longer as irritated as it had been, but there was a hint of intrigue within.

“And ye have deliberately avoided heeding my warning.”

Mackenzie made a disgruntled sound in his throat. “Keep quiet then. Ye frustrate me.”

Éabha pursed her lips. “I do make a habit of saying what’s on my mind.”

That was true. No matter what, she’d always spoken her mind. Her uncle had indulged her as a lass, and when she was made his wife, he simply ignored her.

“Ye’re a woman who does not know her place.”

“I know my place verra well.”

“Then ye’ve been taught the wrong of it. I shall endeavor to put ye back where ye belong.”

Éabha’s mouth fell open in shock and outrage. “Hard to do when I am being taken in the opposite direction.”

Mackenzie squeezed her tight again, and Éabha couldn’t help the wicked shiver that feeling his hard body on her back brought. Unconsciously, she sank against him, eyes widening when she felt the hardness of his arousal against her buttocks.

Abruptly he let her loose, and she clutched onto the pommel, afraid she’d fall forward.

“’Haps ye should ride with another.” Mackenzie whistled, and a massive man with ginger-colored hair and light eyes rode up beside him. “Little Rob, take her, her incessant chatter is irksome.”

Éabha was lifted from his lap and deposited on that of a man who was not so little as his name implied.

Before she had a chance to breathe, Mackenzie was racing ahead and away from her. What had spooked him? Had he sensed her wicked, and unwanted, attraction to him? Or maybe she was reading too much into it. Perhaps he truly was annoyed with their conversation. But she could still feel the burn of his touch.

“I dinna like chatter,” Little Rob said. “Ye’d do best to rest.”

Rest when she’d just been abducted? Was the man daft? “Has anyone ever told ye that your name was indeed about size, but that of your brain and not your body?”

Without replying Little Rob let out a whistle, and another warrior rode up beside him. This one less intimidating. Éabha raised a brow at him and the warrior shook his head.

“Laird wants ye to hold onto his bounty. Careful, she talks a bit much.”

And once more, she was being tossed to another lap.

Well, fine then, if they were going to play pass the lass, then she was going to play slight the knight. Let them see who would win.
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Chapter Three
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WITH THE RISING DAWN, Torsten realized his battle was only just now beginning.

Approaching the gate tower arching over the bridge to the island where his castle proudly stood, Torsten bellowed for the portcullis to be raised. He didn’t slow as he crossed beneath the jagged ends of the metal grate, his horse galloping over the wooden structure and toward the second gate, which was also opening.

Behind him, his prisoner sat with perhaps the eighth or tenth warrior she’d been passed to as they traversed the woods and heath in haste.

The woman was a nuisance to be sure, and already Torsten was regretting his decision to steal her away. She’d somehow, single-handedly, been able to find the one weakness of every warrior she’d sat with. As if the wench was keen on what would hurt most.

He refused to even think about his own weakness when it came to her, or any woman for that matter.

In the bailey, he leapt from his horse, tossing the reins to a stable lad and assessed the faces of his clan who waited to hear the result of their retaliation. They stood in vast numbers, men and women of all ages and positions. Children who’d lost their parents. Everyone looking to him to be their leader, their savior.

They scanned the faces of the men he’d brought back with him. Perhaps hoping to see the head of MacDonell on a spike. But instead, they were presented with the frowning, fiery-tongued Lady Éabha who looked ready to take the warrior she rode with down to his knees.
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