
  
    [image: The Laird’s Kiss]
  


  
    
      THE LAIRD’S KISS

      
        HIGHLAND LAIRDS

      

    

    
      
        ELIZA KNIGHT

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Highland warrior Laird Ian Sinclair longs for adventure. After a lengthy time north in the Orkney Isles, he agrees to undertake a rescue mission at his brother’s behest. Crossing the English border to retrieve Lady Rhiannon is not going to be easy and could prove deadly. Eager for the daring challenge, Ian dodges the enemy’s sword to see his task through. What he doesn’t expect is the lady he’s charged with protecting is feisty and beautiful—and he has a sudden strong desire to claim her.

      

      Desperate to escape the oppressive rule and depressing future she faces at the hands of her estranged brother, Rhiannon had written her cousin in Scotland, begging for help. When aid arrives, Rhiannon is surprised to find her rescuer is no more than a rogue with a terrible plan. But what choice does she have? She must trust her cousin—and the wild, handsome Scot who promises her safety.

      

      As they race across the border, thwarting her brother’s men, Ian must resist the urge to wrap the lady in his arms. Rhiannon finds herself falling hard for the laird, who is willing to risk everything to keep her safe. The pull between them intensifies, and denying their desire gets harder. Surrendering to passion will leave them vulnerable to the enemy. Are they willing to risk death for love’s sweet embrace?
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      Lady Rhiannon Dacre jiggled the cold iron handle of her bedchamber for what had to have been the one-hundredth time, with the same result as the previous tries. The door was locked.

      “This is ridiculous,” she growled at the unbudging door, giving it a mighty slap that reverberated through her arm and tingled uncomfortably in her elbow.

      Locked away, a prisoner in her own home. This was her brother Adam’s doing, a new tactic to show his control over her. The idiot could exert as much power as he wanted, but he’d never see her cower. And he’d also never see her relent to his demands, especially when she barely knew him. The idea that he believed he could march into her life and decide her fate was ludicrous.

      Besides, she’d now been able to sneak a third letter out of the castle via the servants who were sympathetic to her plight. She was certain at least one of them would reach her cousin, Douglass Sinclair, Lady Caithness, in the Highlands of Scotland, where she lived with her husband, the Earl of Caithness. If her brother wasn’t going to let her out until she agreed to do his bidding, then she needed to escape on her own.

      All three letters had been approximately the same:

      
        
        Dearest Cousin,

        I hope this message finds you well. And I wish it were with good tidings that I sent it. But alas, I must implore you for help. While you were away, my brother retrieved me from Appleby and locked me away in his dank, depressing castle. How I long for your company. I know you must be very busy with your new life and your husband, but I do not know who else to turn to. My brother plans to marry me off come spring to one of his vile comrades who has been traveling abroad and will return then. It is not a marriage befitting of my station, which wouldn’t bother me if it were for love, but instead, it is to repay a debt he owes this man. I pray this missive reaches you before my fate is sealed. And I pray that there is some way you may be able to help me.

        I wrote to your father, but his message was returned as he is on campaign for the king and was unable to receive it.

        I do not know how you could help me, but even a letter back would brighten my day.

        Your loving cousin,

        Rhiannon

      

      

      Perhaps if she’d grown up under lock and key or even in the same household as her brother, she might have been more afraid of what he was capable of.  But she’d been lucky to grow up with Douglass in her uncle’s household at Appleby Castle, not too far from where she was now at Dacre Castle. It had almost been as if she had a real family she could count on, not this insanity her brother was subjecting her to.

      After all, since when did brothers lock their sisters in their rooms? Well, perhaps that was a silly question as she was certain not to be the first. All the same, Adam was locking the wrong door, and she would make him pay for it.

      After she escaped.

      Rhiannon grabbed the handle of the door and jiggled it violently, groaning in frustration when it still refused to budge. “You cannot keep me locked in here,” she shouted with a voice that was growing weaker and a throat sorer than it had been the day before.

      Their parents, God rest their souls, had died when she was a little girl. At the time of their passing, she’d been too young to be of interest to her brother for anything; he’d found her a nuisance, which was why she’d been sent to Appleby in the first place. He’d taken over Dacre, and she’d thought he had been happy to do so. But as soon as Douglass had been whisked off to Scotland to be married, Rhiannon had found herself alone, and her brother had come pounding at the Appleby Castle door late one night.

      Goosie, her cat, had leapt up from where she’d been asleep in the crook of Rhiannon’s bent knees as the entire castle had reverberated from the sound. The guards at the gate had apparently let her brother in, but no one had been awake to unbar Appleby’s doors. She rather liked that he’d had to wait, even if it only made matters worse when she finally saw him.

      She’d been so groggy when the servants had alerted her to a visitor that it had been hard to figure out exactly what was happening, and she supposed that was what Adam had wanted. To create confusion and chaos by showing up in the dead of night.

      He’d swept into the castle and demanded she return with him. The servants and guards of Appleby had no chance of helping her as her brother was theoretically her guardian, though he’d shirked his duties long enough she had thought there was some loophole that would nullify his orders concerning her.

      The problem was that she only had a few guards, and her brother had arrived with an army.

      All the seneschal could say to her was that when her uncle returned, he would be sure to fetch her. The seneschal would relay her messages, and she would be back with her uncle before any time had passed. Not exactly the most comforting statement, but the only thing she could rely on. There was no other choice.

      But that had been months ago. Months of being held inside this castle. And now, because she’d threatened to run, she’d been locked inside this chamber, only allowed to walk about outside under guard—and only if her brother deemed it worthy enough to remember her existence.

      Which, sadly, he seemed to feel her existence most of the time was optional.

      And how she wished she had Goosie with her now. Poor cat, alone somewhere in the castle or even locked outside. With another frustrated growl, she grabbed the small dagger she kept on the table at her bedside—something her uncle had encouraged her and her cousin to do, the last line of defense should their walls be breached—and whirled around to face the door that kept her from escaping. She hurled the dagger toward the planks with a mighty heave, retrieved it, and threw it again. And again. And again.

      With every inch, the dagger drew closer to the mark she’d made in her mind—the precise location of her brother’s head should he finally deign to open the door. She willed the door to open before the blade struck, her brother on the other side where it lodged instead.

      But the door didn’t open, and the blade stuck in the center of the door with a loud thunk, mocking her desire for revenge and a good escape.

      Rhiannon prided herself on being skilled with daggers. Her uncle had seen to it that she and her cousin Douglass were well trained in self-defense, especially with a dagger, which he seemed to think would surprise any wolves in sheep’s clothing who dared attack them. Savage beasties, he’d called them when she and Douglass really got going, looking at them with pride in his eyes.

      Of course, if she wasn’t afraid of being hanged, burned, or beheaded, she might murder the man who dared call himself her brother. Adam was a fool and a stranger to her. Yet as much as she dreamed of her dagger making its mark, the truth was she wasn’t a murderer, and these thoughts of bloodshed were relatively new in her life.

      But who could blame her? Being kept a prisoner would make anyone want to do away with their jailer. Estranged brother or not.

      Still, out of respect for her parents, whom she’d loved, some small part of her felt obligated to Adam. By blood or by an unforeseen connection. Maybe it was because she knew they shared parents—a mother and father whose memories felt as if they were fading away faster than a short gust of wind—that she wanted to know her brother. To like him. To get along. He was the only connection she had to the parents she’d lost. Perhaps he would be able to share with her memories of his own about their parents so she might get to know them better through his eyes.

      “Adam!” she shouted through the door, slamming her hands against it, wincing at the pain of having rubbed the skin raw with her pounding. “Let me out!”

      Her pleas for release were a daily mantra since he’d started locking her in here and one that was slowly making her go mad—in addition to her voice now being all crackly.

      Footsteps sounded outside the door, and she backed up several paces, watching the handle to see if it would shift downward. Praying that it would move. Willing whoever was on the other side to let her out, let her out, let her out!

      There was a slight jingle, the sound of keys, and then the very distinct sounds of the door being unlocked. The click and grind echoed in the silent chamber.

      Seconds later, Adam was staring right at her, the hard angles of his face—so unfairly like their father’s—rigid, not a loving bone in his body, nor a care when he stared right at her. While she kept in the back of her mind that he was her blood relative, her brother, it did not appear that Adam harbored the same familial emotions.

      “You’re acting like a madwoman.” His voice was harsh, and his lips curled with disgust.

      “You locked me in here like a madman,” she retorted.

      “Because you’ve threatened to run away.” He said it as if he were explaining to a toddler how the world works.

      Rhiannon gritted her teeth. “Because you’re trying to marry me off to that blackguard.”

      Adam gritted his teeth right back. “That blackguard is my friend.”

      Rhiannon cocked her head to the side, pursing her lips and giving her brother a look that said she didn’t believe a word he said. “Is he, though?”

      The muscle in the side of Adam’s jaw flexed, and when he next spoke, his voice was harder than before. “He is, and you’ll respect my decision and the union.”

      Rhiannon held back a grimace. “You make it hard to respect you. I barely know you, and the minute you reappeared back into my life, it was with harsh words and cruelty.”

      Adam laughed, the sound grating. What she wouldn’t give to return to her uncle’s castle and never set her eyes on her brother again.

      “Cruelty?” he said. “You don’t know the half of it. You grew up spoiled with Uncle, and now you think the world owes you something. ’Tis about high time you learned the place of women in society. You are chattel. Nothing more than a vessel to carry the heirs of the man you wed.”

      If he’d slapped her, she might have been less shocked. “I pity the woman who is forced to marry you.”

      Rhiannon held her brother’s gaze, her head high, waiting for Adam to retaliate.

      “You will behave,” was all he said, and she supposed she should be grateful that he hadn’t laid hands on her. Not now, and not ever. His cruelty was different. His cruelty meant he took her freedom and forced her to wed a man demanding payment for gambling debts—she was little more than chattel. A payment for her brother’s disastrous habit.

      The man Adam had demanded she marry was not one her parents or her uncle would have chosen for her. Born into nobility, she’d been groomed her whole life to take up a position as mistress to some grand castle or house. Now, she’d be relegated to wife of a gambler, a man who claimed to be a merchant but whose true income lay in lending money to men who had no hopes of winning, and then charging interest. Scrubbing the floors and cooking meals while birthing babies from a man she didn’t love and who, in turn, didn’t love her was not a life she wanted to be consigned to. And that was the exact impression her brother had given her of her new future. All to pay his balance. She didn’t even know what kind of “merchant” her future husband was.

      The only information Adam had felt necessary to share was that she was the payment for a sizable debt her brother owed. Oh, how far they’d fallen. If her parents knew what was happening, they’d roll in their graves, and she wouldn’t blame them. Uncle, if he were here, would have laughed in Adam’s face.

      She was rolling on the inside, her stomach twisting into a thousand knots, and trying not to vomit.

      “I hate you,” she said, all the venom she felt pushing out of her in a breath.

      Adam laughed and rolled his eyes. “You’re a petulant child. Your husband will teach you your place, and then maybe you’ll learn to have respect and show it when it’s due.”

      Rhiannon bit her tongue when she wanted to start screaming at him. To rush him and shove him and force her way out the door, but she knew doing that wouldn’t help her situation in the least. Her brother was easily six inches taller and several stone heavier. She might have the element of surprise, but he would quickly be able to overpower her, and then where would she be?

      Locked in the room again.

      So, instead, Rhiannon changed tactics. It appeared Adam did not react well to anger. Perhaps softness was what he needed to be swayed. She ducked her chin and said, “Fine. I will learn respect. I’m sorry for being so…obstinate. In a show of mercy, will you please let me outside for just a short walk? At least to get Goosie. She must be beside herself without me. Have your strongest and fastest guards follow me if you don’t trust me, but I need air. If I wither away in this chamber, I will be worth nothing to you or the man you’ve promised me to.”

      She kept her face as meek looking as she possibly could, an expression that was unnatural for her. But Adam, who knew his horse better than he knew her, didn’t pick up on her pretenses. Perhaps he thought so highly of himself that his will alone would have subdued her in such a quick fashion. My God, his idiocy knew no bounds.

      Adam let out a massive sigh and stared at her as if she were a lost child in need of a home—which she kind of was at the moment, hoping Douglass would come through for her.

      “You poor thing,” he said. “And that stupid pet of yours. The manners they taught you at Appleby are atrocious. But I suppose that should be expected. Uncle was always weak, and Douglass was always a spoiled brat.”

      Rhiannon nodded, folding her hands demurely in front of her because she wasn’t giving up on her ploy to get outside, even if it meant selling her soul to the devil in front of her. She didn’t believe a word he said. And he could try to spin it a million different ways, and she never would believe him or the words coming from his mouth. Besides, her poor pet, however ridiculous her brother thought Goosie to be, could be lost and scared or hurt. And if Rhiannon needed to pose a few minutes longer as a demure lady, that was all right as long as it got her what she wanted.

      She waited, counting down the seconds in her mind as her brother took an interminably long time to deliberate his options.

      “Very well, I suppose. Come along then.”

      Rhiannon quickly ducked her head to keep from showing shock at his easy acceptance of her acting. This was too easy. There had to be some trick going on. But when she chanced a glance in his direction, he turned his back on her and beckoned her to follow him out of the chamber.

      She kept her hands folded in front of her, her head down as they passed through the corridor and descended the thin winding stairs to the great hall where servants set out the morning meal, which she’d not been invited to. An hour or so ago—hard to tell because she had no way of keeping time—someone had brought her bowl of lukewarm porridge and a cup of milk that tasted a day away from going sour. Like a true prisoner. What had her brother instructed these people about her? That she was to be treated like rubbish? Not all of the servants were loyal to her, and she couldn’t blame them. Adam’s punishments were harsh.

      “Go on, outside with you.” He waved her toward the door, then flicked his fingers in the direction of one of his guards to follow. The guard rolled his eyes, obviously irritated that he’d been put on watch.

      As she passed through the door, one of the maids, an older woman she recognized from her childhood, smiled at her cautiously and offered a subtle wink. She’d been the one Rhiannon had asked to send out her last letter a few weeks ago, and she hadn’t seen the maid since. That was the sign she was looking for that it had been done.

      Rhiannon was tremendously grateful the woman hadn’t been caught and punished as she had feared. Relief washed over her, and a sudden weight lifted from her chest. The servant was safe, her message was on its way and would soon be in Douglass’s hands. Now, all she had to do was pray that the letter arrived to her cousin in time—because if rescue didn’t arrive until after she’d been forced to say her vows, then there was no help for her.

      Outside, the sun felt foreign. Rhiannon paused a moment, closing her eyes and tilting her face toward the sky to feel that soft warmth of the air on her skin. How long had it been since her brother had last allowed her out of the castle? At least a fortnight, if not longer. With her senses keen for the jingle of a bell around Goosie’s neck, she listened. Over two weeks without her meant so many predators could have gotten to her sweet pet.

      She walked toward the gate, snapping her fingers and making the subtle call with the click of her tongue that usually had Goosie running. The guard didn’t say a word, not even as she passed under the gate and out into the fields dotted with flowers. Goosie often hunted in the fields, looking for a mouse or other tiny rodent to devour. A glance back saw that the guard wasn’t paying attention to her, his gaze on the women washing by the distant burn. He had no doubts that she would stay here and he wouldn’t have to chase her. Incredibly arrogant of him.

      But he wasn’t wrong. She had no supplies, and her knife was still sticking out of the back of her bedroom door. Rhiannon wanted to run, but doing so without a weapon and without at least a day or two of food—let alone without her cloak for sleeping in the chill of the night out of doors—was setting herself up for disaster.

      But she could pretend. Daydreams flashed in her mind’s eye and made her smile a little at the thoughts.

      Another cluck of her tongue, and she could have sworn she heard the tinkling of a bell. She paused, slightly tilting her head to listen. Then she moved toward the sound. She hoped it wasn’t phantom bells ringing.

      The closer they drew to the forest that dotted the left side of the castle, the closer her guard stepped to her, now suddenly a little more alert. She didn’t usually wander this far, and doing so must be prickling his senses.

      To be fair, Rhiannon was teasing him to a point to see how far she could go in the forest and get away with it, and the guard was too stubborn and arrogant to warn her to come back. But also, she thought she heard the distant meow of Goosie, and she wasn’t going to give up the search for her beloved cat.

      The jingling grew closer, and the guard said, “Halt, lady.”

      She ignored him with a glance, and when he touched his hand to the hilt of his sword, she lifted her brow at him and stopped.

      “Are you planning to do something with that weapon, sir? Or are you afraid of a wee feline?”

      “What?” he sputtered. “No.”

      “Then get your hand off your sword.”

      He frowned but did as she said.

      “If that is my cat, Goosie is harmless. And if you think I’m running away, you must know that I’m not. Besides looking for my cat, I’m searching for a few wild onions or mushrooms or the like. They will add flavor to Cook’s meals that I’m sure everyone would enjoy. So don’t think I’m running away. I can assure you that was merely me sputtering in a fit of female weakness. I know my place.”

      Despite her lying through her teeth and the hint of derision in her voice, the guard smiled and nodded, appeased. Goosie had yet to appear, but Rhiannon felt eyes watching her. Likely, as soon as she knelt to start picking the mushrooms, her cat would pounce in a game they often played.

      Rhiannon had to turn away from her guard, so he didn’t see her roll her eyes as she marched into the forest on the pretense of finding some wild vegetables. Of course, she’d never found any before because she had no idea what they looked like, and she was more likely to poison someone with her finds than to offer them any culinary inspiration.

      But what the guard didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. The real reason she’d wanted to come into the forest today was to plan her escape—she needed to memorize the various hiding places and escape routes.

      She’d noticed her brother didn’t have a regular guard stationed on this part of the woods, though they did usually circle around her for their morning and evening rounds. But on the right side, where the road led toward the village, they always had two guards on duty in case someone came toward the castle.

      She suspected it was because her brother feared the men that he was indebted to more than he feared a siege from a neighboring army.

      They’d made it no more than a couple dozen paces into the woods when a giant of a man stepped out from behind a massive tree so huge it could have easily fit ten of her inside its trunk. No wonder he’d been able to hide so easily. Rhiannon halted so fast that she nearly fell backward.

      The man watched her steadily, his eyes the color of a blue sea in a storm. Dark hair framed his face. He looked just as casual as if they’d happened upon him taking a stroll. But no one simply took a stroll in the woods, especially not on another man’s land.

      There was an air of danger that surrounded him. The sheer size of him was enough to make her gape. And beneath his simple clothes, muscles bulged, exuding a power that proclaimed he could break her in half if he wanted.

      He kept one of his hands behind his back, concealing something. A giant sword? An axe?

      She waited for more men to slip out from the hiding place, but he appeared to be alone, though she didn’t trust that.

      “You’re on Dacre lands,” her guard said, hand on the hilt of his sword again.

      Oddly, Rhiannon didn’t feel as afraid as she thought she should feel at the sight of the warrior. More like mildly annoyed. Though it should have been terrifying to find him here in the woods, there was something calming about the lines of his face.

      But his presence did put a damper on her plans. She wasn’t going to be allowed out for any more walks after this. Her brother would forbid it. And this stranger had likely scared Goosie away. Now, she’d probably not see her poor cat for another fortnight unless her brother showed her mercy.

      She frowned at the intruder.

      “I know where I am,” he said with a Scottish burr that surprised her given his rather English attire of plain breeches and a shirt—both of which she tried to ignore hid his bulging muscles. “I came on purpose.”

      A Scot? And he’d come here on purpose? How fascinating.

      “Then you’d best be on your way,” the guard said. “We’re not expecting anyone today. And especially not any savages.”

      But the Scotsman only grinned, and then his eyes found hers. “’Tis my lucky day.” He pulled his arm from behind his back to show a black cat with a red ribbon and a bell around her neck.

      Goosie.
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      There might have been a small part of Ian Sinclair that was a glutton for punishment or maybe completely mad, for he lived for moments like this. When danger pressed in all around, the thrill of a fight on the cusp of the next breath. The physical exertion and the peril made him smile.

      And though he was certain he could beat the English guard standing in front of him—who was trying to look as if he wasn’t about to piss himself in the name of protecting a woman that he obviously didn’t respect—if it came down to it, there was always the chance that Ian wouldn’t harm a hair on the dolt’s head. Because he held all the power of knowing his purpose, and he’d surprised them with his appearance.

      Of course, there was always the chance he was wrong in making the assumption. That the guard would get the jump on him or that the lass would somehow surprise him by pulling out a dagger and slipping it between his ribs without his notice.

      But it was not knowing what was going to happen that thrilled him. That spark of danger that could blaze into an inferno. Ian lived for a good adventure.

      It was one of the reasons why he’d decided to help his brother in fetching this lass. And he was fairly certain it was her. Ian’s sister-by-marriage, Douglass, had distinctly described Lady Rhiannon, and the woman standing before him fit perfectly. Down to the look of defiance in her blue eyes that dared him to do anything. Red-gold hair, tall, lithe—though Douglass hadn’t mentioned the curves that drew Ian’s eyes.

      What made him smile was that he had made a wild guess about the cat, and the look in Rhiannon’s eyes said as much—the feline belonged to her. She’d been making some clicking sounds with her tongue, and who made sounds like that unless they were looking for a pet?

      “Your lucky day?” she asked him, a delicate hand reaching for the feline who seemed content to stay in his arms. “I say it’s mine, as it seems you found Goosie. Give her here.”

      Bossy. Ian was certain the look she passed him was meant to be haughty, and if he were any other man, he might have taken it that way. But he wasn’t any other man. And he had two haughty sisters at home who had shown plenty of bravado, including sweet Iliana, who’d no sooner bake a cake than gut a man.

      “To have come across the two of ye,” Ian said, adding a wink to throw them off, “is luck. And more so to have located what ye seem to have lost.”

      As a show of good faith, Ian did let the cat down. Goosie, as the lass had called her, gave his leg a little stroke with her tail before trotting over to the lass, bell jangling. The cat wove around Rhiannon’s skirted legs with a purr, looking at him with what he assumed might be feline gratitude. Hard to say; it was a cat, after all.

      “Have you lost your way?” the lass asked, and Ian couldn’t be sure if she were talking to him or Goosie.

      Before she could bend down to lift the black ball of jingling fur, her guard grasped her arm and shoved her behind him. Poor lad. The cat gave an irritated hiss and swiped at the guard’s boots, leaving little scratch marks on the leather.

      “Don’t speak to this barbarian,” the guard said. “He’s clearly lost his way by several hundred miles. I suggest you turn around now, heathen, and head back the way you came.”

      “Good idea,” Ian said, grinning mischievously.

      The guard was playing right into his hands. The poor welp had droplets of sweat forming on his brow, a sure sign of his nerves. His voice pitch had risen a notch as well. Truly, it wouldn’t be fair for him to take the lad on in a fight. Like a lion swiping at a cub.

      “Though, if I didna return with the package I seek, I’ll be asking for trouble.”

      “Package?” the guard asked cautiously, while the lass who had moved to stand beside her guard rather than behind eyed him intelligently.

      “Aye.” Ian loved a good game. This weakling of a guard was getting more confused by the second. It really wasn’t fair for Ian to toy with him so much.

      “Well, what package?” the guard insisted.

      Och, if this were his guard at Balla Dorcha, Ian would have slapped him for being so dense. Then again, nothing ever happened at his holding on the Orkney Isles, which was why he’d spent so much damn time away from there, doing odd jobs like this one to feel a little blood running through his veins. A warrior like him was not meant to be wasted on an isle without a battle, which was why he crossed the sea to the mainland where conflict was rife.

      “Ah, let me see. A lass. Tall, reddish-gold hair, blue eyes.” He ticked off each of her qualities on his fingers.

      Rhiannon’s eyes started to widen beside the guard, and she inched away from her guard at such a slow pace the lad didn’t seem to see her move.

      “We’ve no one like that here,” the guard said, and Rhiannon cleared her throat.

      Ian could have laughed. “Lady Douglass sends her regards, my lady. I am Ian Sinclair.”

      Rhiannon laughed softly, the wicked glint in her eyes wiping away the caution she’d had there before. At least now she understood what was at stake here and wouldn’t fight him in leaving this moron behind.

      The dolt, however, finally picked up on the exchange and held his arm out in front of Rhiannon, his eyes desperately glancing back and forth between them. It was painful how slowly his mind seemed to be working. “Oh, no, you heathen, you’ll not be taking his lordship’s sister.”

      “It’s quite all right, sir,” Rhiannon said, pushing away the guard’s arm, which moved a little too easily as she did so. “I’m happy to go.” She started to edge to the right around the guard, her cat following, but the lad pulled out his sword in a show of eager bravado and leaped in front of her, waving it toward Ian.

      In other circumstances that might have been as good as signing a death warrant. However, Ian preferred not to be the executioner today.

      “Now, what are ye going to do with that?” Ian asked, pretending he was addressing a bairn who wished to be a warrior.

      The guard thrust forward, and Ian easily dodged, not even bothering to pull out his own sword.

      “None of that, lad,” Ian said. “Put your sword away, and I’ll let ye live.”

      “What?” the guard sputtered, still waving the sword around as if it were a bug catcher, not a flesh-slicing weapon. “Let me live? You’ve not even got a weapon drawn. I have the upper hand.”

      “Now see, that is where ye’re wrong, lad. I have no need to pull a weapon. I can beat ye bare-handed.”

      “Why, you insolent savage.” The guard was growing rather purple in the face now.

      Ian rolled his eyes at how worked up the wee lad was getting. Though he supposed wee wasn’t charitable. He was easily in his mid-twenties and fully grown of body. Just not his mind. The efforts he was making were really pathetic, and also unfair Ian supposed. Plus, the longer Ian toyed with him, the less time he had to get Rhiannon out before anyone at the castle noticed she was gone. Or they were marched by on rounds, though as he’d observed yesterday, no one was doing many rounds anyway.

      “Shall I put ye out of your misery, pup?”

      That made the guard sputter and lunge, and all it took was a sidestep and a hard hit to the back of the unfortunate sap’s neck to knock him out.

      Ian nudged his prone body gently with his boot to make sure he was well and truly unconscious. When he didn’t move, Ian glanced up at Rhiannon and, with a raised brow, said, “Well, now that that’s done, shall we?”

      A slightly horrified look graced her pretty face. That was another thing Douglass hadn’t mentioned, how fair her cousin was. Not that Ian needed to pay attention to such things—he wasn’t after a woman, just an adventure.

      “You didn’t kill him, did you?” she asked.

      “Nay. He’s merely asleep for now, but he’ll wake soon and alert the rest of the castle. We’ll need to get going—unless ye want to wait for your brother’s arrival. And then more fighting and the chance that I am no longer able to bring ye to Scotland?”

      Rhiannon’s eyes widened, and she shook her head. “Oh, no. I’m ready. I think.” Her gaze turned skeptical. “How do I know Douglass sent you?”

      Ian stared at her, confused. “I just told ye she did.”

      “That is true, but how do I know you’re not lying?”

      His brow narrowed. “Why would I lie about such a thing?”

      “To get me to go with you.” She said it as if it made all the logical sense in the world. And perhaps it did. But he suspected few Highlanders were walking into England saying that her cousin Douglass had sent them.

      “And ye think I’d have come all the way from the Highlands of Scotland to this godforsaken land full of idiots just to snare one lass? That I’d have caught a wee kitten as a show of good faith for anyone?” As beautiful as she was, he didn’t know anyone willing to come this far into the country alone for that. Scotland was full of beauties.

      Rhiannon shrugged, then knelt daintily beside the felled knight, poking him in the shoulder. The lad didn’t budge. She put a finger under his nose as if checking for his breath and seemed satisfied that he was still alive. Her cat followed suit, with a bat of her paws at the guard’s slack chin.

      Still no movement.

      “Are ye trying to wake him?” Ian asked. “I’ll just knock him out again.”

      “Oh, no, of course not.” She grabbed a dagger from the guard’s belt and stood.

      “And what do ye plan to do with that?” Ian crossed his arms over his chest. This easy retrieval and retreat was turning out to be a little more tiresome than he’d imagined. He’d been having fun a moment ago, but he didn’t want to knock the lass out to depart. Tossing her over his shoulder wouldn’t be difficult, but it would slow his pace.

      “For protection.” She jutted her chin forward, flashing him a challenging look.

      “Protection? From whom?”

      “From anyone.” She shrugged her dainty shoulders.

      “I’ll keep ye safe from everyone.” It was his job, after all. If he returned to Scotland with any part of the lass harmed, Douglass would kill him. And then his brother would double-kill him for having to console his wife.

      “Including yourself?” Rhiannon gave him a look that said she wasn’t so sure.

      Och, the lass was proving to be a challenge and insulting to boot. “I am an honorable man.”

      “I don’t know that.”

      Ian rolled his eyes. “Ye will. Take the blade if it makes ye feel better, but I assure ye, ye’ll not have need of it with me.”

      Lady Rhiannon threaded the blade through the belt at her hips and smiled at him in a way that was jarring in its radiance. “Excellent. Then, shall we?”

      “Aye.” Ian held out his hand, and she stared at it as if he were offering her a handful of ocean-floor scum.

      “I don’t think we need to hold hands,” she said.

      Ian grunted. “I thought it a better option than me holding onto your arm.”

      She squared her shoulders. “I prefer to walk without assistance. And I insist that Goosie come with us. Let us not argue the point—as you said, we need to leave quickly.”

      My God, she might be more stubborn than his brother’s wife. And bossy seemed quite a tame description now that he had known her more than thirty seconds.

      “Fine. But I’ll not wait around for the cat if she decides to wander off. And ye canna fall behind, nor get too far ahead. Walk beside me at all times. Otherwise, I will toss ye over my shoulder and continue despite your protestations.”

      “Are we walking all the way to Scotland?” She wrinkled her brow in protest.

      “Fock no.” Ian grimaced. He’d not meant to say that. Too harsh for a lady’s ears, but to his relief, Rhiannon laughed.

      “Thank goodness.”

      “I have got a horse up the way.” He’d left George not too far away as he snuck toward the castle to observe.
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