
  
    [image: The Highlander’s Triumph]
  


  
    
      THE HIGHLANDER’S TRIUMPH

      Stolen Brides Book Five

    

    
      
        ELIZA KNIGHT

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      *****************************

      FIRST EDITION

      June 2013

      

      Copyright 2013 © Eliza Knight

      

      THE HIGHLANDER’S TRIUMPH © 2013 Eliza Knight. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part or the whole of this book may be reproduced, distributed, transmitted or utilized (other than for reading by the intended reader) in ANY form (now known or hereafter invented) without prior written permission by the author. The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal, and punishable by law. The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictional and or are used fictitiously and solely the product of the author’s imagination. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, places, businesses, events or locales is purely coincidental.

      

      Cover Design by Kimberly Killion @ The Killion Group, Inc.

      *****************************

    

  


  
    
      Dedication

      

      To my family, who makes every day a dream come true.

      

      Acknowledgements

      

      Once again, special thanks to Andrea, Vonda and all of my loyal and new readers. These books would not be possible without you! Also, many thanks to my realtors, and now friends, Denise and Rich, who not only made the selling/buying process smooth so I could keep working, but have spread the word about my books!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        More Books by Eliza Knight

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MORE BOOKS BY ELIZA KNIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Highland Lairds

      
        
        The Laird’s Prize

        The Laird’s Kiss - pre-order!

        The Laird’s Guardian Angel - coming soon

      

      

      

      Distinguished Scots

      
        
        A Scot’s Pride - pre-order!

        A Dash of Scot

        A Scot’s Perfect Match - coming soon

      

      

      

      Scots of Honor

      
        
        Return of the Scot

        The Scot is Hers

        Taming the Scot

      

      

      

      Prince Charlie’s Rebels

      
        
        The Highlander Who Stole Christmas

        Pretty in Plaid

      

      

      

      Prince Charlie’s Angels

      
        
        The Rebel Wears Plaid

        Truly Madly Plaid

        You’ve Got Plaid

      

      

      

      The Sutherland Legacy

      
        
        The Highlander’s Gift

        The Highlander’s Quest

        The Highlander’s Stolen Bride

        The Highlander’s Hellion

        The Highlander’s Secret Vow

        The Highlander’s Enchantment

      

      

      

      The Stolen Bride Series

      
        
        The Highlander’s Temptation

        The Highlander’s Reward

        The Highlander’s Conquest

        The Highlander’s Lady

        The Highlander’s Warrior Bride

        The Highlander’s Triumph

        The Highlander’s Sin

        Wild Highland Mistletoe (a Stolen Bride winter novella)

        The Highlander’s Charm (a Stolen Bride novella)

        A Kilted Christmas Wish – a contemporary Holiday spin-off

        The Highlander’s Surrender

        The Highlander’s Dare

      

      

      

      The Conquered Bride Series

      
        
        Conquered by the Highlander

        Seduced by the Laird

        Taken by the Highlander (a Conquered bride novella)

        Claimed by the Warrior

        Stolen by the Laird

        Protected by the Laird (a Conquered bride novella)

        Guarded by the Warrior

      

      

      

      The MacDougall Legacy Series

      
        
        Laird of Shadows

        Laird of Twilight

        Laird of Darkness

      

      

      

      Pirates of Britannia: Devils of the Deep

      
        
        Savage of the Sea

        The Sea Devil

        A Pirate’s Bounty

      

      

      THE THISTLES AND ROSES SERIES

      
        
        Promise of a Knight

        Eternally Bound

        Breath from the Sea

      

      

      

      The Highland Bound Series (Erotic time-travel)

      
        
        Behind the Plaid

        Bared to the Laird

        Dark Side of the Laird

        Highlander’s Touch

        Highlander Undone

        Highlander Unraveled

      

      

      

      Touchstone Series

      
        
        Highland Steam

        Highland Brawn

        Highland Tryst

        Highland Heat

      

      

      

      Wicked Women

      
        
        Her Desperate Gamble

        Seducing the Sheriff

        Kiss Me, Cowboy

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      HISTORICAL FICTION

      
        
        The  Mayfair Bookshop

      

        

      
        Releasing June 6, 2023

        The Other Astaire

      

      

      

      Tales From the Tudor Court

      
        
        My Lady Viper

        Prisoner of the Queen

      

      

      

      Ancient Historical Fiction

      
        
        A Day of Fire: a novel of Pompeii

        A Year of Ravens: a novel of Boudica’s Rebellion

      

      

      

      French Revolution

      
        
        Ribbons of Scarlet: a novel of the French Revolution

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        He was a warrior fighting for Scottish freedom.

        She was his enemy’s mistress.

      

      

      

      Laird Brandon Sinclair has given his life to the Scottish cause. Swearing fealty to Robert the Bruce, he will stop at nothing to see oppression end.

      

      Lady Mariana wants nothing more than to break free of the tyrannical hold the English king has on her. When he sends her to Scotland with a message for the rebels, instead of obeying his orders, she finds herself submitting to her desires. After one sizzling, life-altering night, Brandon and Mariana must part ways. But Mariana has no intention of betraying her heart again.

      

      And Brandon is determined to get her back. Stealing Longshank’s secrets felt like victory, but taking his woman will be this Highlander’s ultimate triumph.
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        Nearing spring, 1298

        Highlands, Scotland

      

      

      Smoke filled Laird Brandon Sinclair’s lungs as he rode on horseback with his men toward the north of Kinterloch Village.

      High above the wooden wall, flames burst in hungry orange licks. A vengeful fire that would turn everything in its path to ash. The late afternoon sky was already overcast, but the smoke of the blaze made it nearly black.

      No villagers ran from the fire. No animals screamed. The chaos that should be erupting with the flames was non-existent—as if deserted. But he knew it couldn’t be. The people, the animals, were either trapped or had managed to get out from a different gate.

      The Scottish troops’ fearless leader, William Wallace, had already charged through the front gates into the inferno as if he were a man with a death wish. He’d ordered Brandon and his men to check the north side for survivors. Brandon’s cousin, Ronan Sutherland, had taken his warriors to the west side near the loch.

      Far from his castle and lands in the north of the Highlands, Brandon had traveled to Eilean Donan the month prior to help his cousins Daniel Murray and Ronan along with William Wallace and Robert the Bruce in the war against the English. But it seemed now it wasn’t only the English they were fighting—but traitor Scots too.

      A loud crash reverberated through the air as another building collapsed behind the wall. A rush of heat surged his way, and a cloud of dark smoke billowed into the sky, in stark contrast to the world around them, a peaceful, beautiful place with lush pine trees and gorse bushes, even in winter. Hell set in the middle of heaven.

      Doubt darkened his mood. There would be no survivors. Not in a raging inferno like this—one that rivaled Hades. He shook his head and spurred his horse forward. His chestnut colored warhorse, Checkmate, pounded the earth with his massive hooves.

      If only they’d been able to get to the village before Laird Ross—traitor to all Scots and their ancestors. The damned bastard had defected to the English, and since doing so, had laid a path of destruction across the Highlands. There wasn’t a man Brandon knew that hadn’t been affected by Ross’ treachery. Hell, it seemed like the man was on a mission to make enemies with everyone of true Scottish heart.

      Brandon’s thoughts were cut midway when they rounded the burning wall on the north side.

      “Halt!” he shouted to his men, reining in Checkmate.

      A woman burst through the wooden gate, exposing the interior angry flaming village. Hair black as a midnight sky, skin covered in soot. Her dark green gown was covered by a singed, once high-quality, wool cloak. She tripped, falling onto her hands and knees, coughing, yet she did not stop. The lass crawled forward, every move beleaguered in her attempt to escape the flaming village.

      Without a thought, Brandon jumped from Checkmate, and ran toward her.

      “Lass, are ye all right?”

      He knelt before her and she practically fell into his arms, her breath coming out in a rush against his face. Her eyes closed, then fluttered open. She grasped onto him with weak, trembling fingers.

      “Oh, monsieur…”

      French. Brandon quirked a brow, trying not to be completely infatuated with the way her words rolled seductively off her tongue. What was a woman of French descent doing in Kinterloch? The lass clutched at the front of his cloak and glanced up, hair falling onto her soot covered face. He swiped the strands away and was startled by a pair of lovely, sparkling blue eyes. The color of the sky on a cloudless summer day. Like blue diamonds. But they were filled with fear, pain.

      Brandon’s hands skimmed over hers—soft and small—then up her arms as he pulled her to standing. She wavered on her feet, and glanced around as if she expected the devil to burst from the earth and drag her down into the depths of his hellish domain.

      “Lass, ye’re safe now. Tell me, are ye hurt?”

      She shook her head, licked at her cracked, red lips. “No. I’m not hurt, other than my lungs—they burn with each breath.” Her voice was hoarse, as though just a tiny hint of air passed through her delicate throat.

      “Dinna speak then, if it pains ye.” Brandon’s hands slipped to her shoulders, automatically massaging the tense muscles there.

      The woman sagged against him, a few tears spilling from her eyes. “Thank ye.”

      Brandon wiped at her tears with the pads of his thumbs. “Shh… I will ask ye a few questions, simply nod or shake your head. But first, tell me your name.”

      “Lady Mariana.”

      A name as pretty as a ballad. And she was a lady. He’d known that, and he suspected, though covered in soot, she was well off. Her cloak spoke of a high-quality fabric. He expected when she washed the grime from her hair it would shine, proof that it had been well kept. As it was the silken locks teased his skin and he longed to entwine his fingers within it. Where that desire came from, he didn’t bloody well know.

      “Lady Mariana, are ye alone?”

      She nodded, her eyes locking on his with what looked to be a suspicious glance, and a peek behind him at his men had her paling.

      “We’ll nay harm ye, lass. We’ve come to help.”

      She shuddered in his arms.

      “I promise no harm will come to ye.” Brandon made his assurance loud enough for all his men to hear. “Ye are under my protection. I’ll see ye to safety.”

      Mariana chewed her lower lip.

      Turning to a few of his men, he ordered, “Check to see if there are others.”

      The men nodded and urged their horses forward, checking the north gate, then moving beyond it and out of sight.

      “Were ye a guest?”

      Her eyes crinkled up as she studied his face. Having plenty of experience judging people’s expressions, he guessed she was trying to figure out how to answer.

      “I know ye’ve no cause to trust me, but I assure ye, I’d never see ye harmed. I am Laird Brandon Sinclair and I am one of Robert the Bruce’s men.”

      Her eyes lit up at that. “I trust ye.”

      Brandon didn’t expect the sudden constriction in his chest upon hearing those words. He was a little taken aback by it. In fact, he was a little taken aback by this entire encounter. Lady Mariana was eliciting a reaction that no other woman ever had. Unable to quite describe it, Brandon could only call it awe. He was attracted to her; she was beautiful, delicate, exotic. But beyond that, he had a fierce need to protect her. And he didn’t know why. He’d wanted to protect his cousins’ wives, women in his village, his mother, but never had he felt the fierce need to pull a woman close so that no other could get near her.

      It was almost possessive. And he needed to dismiss it with haste. His men made themselves still as statues behind him. Mayhap he should pass her on to one of the remaining retainers, just so he could get a breath of air without her scent—for indeed he could smell the sweet aroma of flowers beneath the smell of smoke. It was embedded in her hair, on her skin.

      He cleared his throat. “Well, good. I shall take ye to safety.”

      Brandon took a step, intent on leading her toward his horse, however, Lady Mariana’s legs were so shaky the simple task became labored. He swiftly pulled her into his arms, his muscles tightening at the feel of her supple curves.

      “Will ye allow me to take ye to Eilean Donan?”

      Mariana lowered her lashes, long black curly lashes that showed off the curve of her cheekbones. She nodded.

      “Verra well.” Brandon wanted to say something more charming, more comforting to a lass in such distress, but he could think of neither. Only that he never wanted to put her down—and how that made him want to toss her and run.

      A woman would only slow him down. He’d seen that very thing happen to his cousins—Magnus, Blane, Daniel, Ronan—all tied to a woman. Brandon didn’t ever want to deal with the fears that came with loving someone. He’d seen enough strife where love was concerned. His mother had not been a happy woman—save for when his own father passed.

      Brandon grunted, pushing those unhappy thoughts aside. He lifted Mariana onto the horse and then climbed up behind her, putting his arm around her waist and pulling her securely against him. Her body melded to his, warm and lithe. Her head fell back and she breathed out a ragged sigh. Brandon ground his teeth, willing his body not to react to the soft curves pressed to his—the full derriere that if he allowed himself, he could fully imagine sliding his hands over as passion gripped him.

      God’s teeth, it was going to be a long ride back to the castle. Even still, he pulled her closer, feeling the brush of her breasts on his arm. Blood rushed through his veins, ignoring his warnings, and centered in his groin. A long ride indeed.

      The heat of the flames washed over them in blistering waves. Sweat beaded on his brow and trickled down the sides of his face. How on earth was Wallace faring inside the blaze? Brandon blew out a breath and scanned the surrounding area. Beside the firs and pines, the trees were still winter bare, moss covering some of their trunks. He didn’t see a glint of metal or out of place movement. Part of him suspected that Ross sat in the shadows watching, waiting, probably even stroking himself with glee at the destruction he’d caused, but Brandon knew better. The bastard wouldn’t stick around. He’d hightail it to the next place he could barrel into and force a bed from.

      But beyond Ross and his minions having disappeared, the lack of villagers was beyond disturbing. He hoped that did not mean they’d all perished, yet another crime against his own countrymen Ross could add to his long offensive list. Brandon wasn’t the first in line to land a blow if the man were ever to be captured, but damn if he didn’t want to be.

      Despite the heat, Lady Mariana shivered. Brandon tightened his hold, wishing he could take away the fear that filled her. What a horror it must have been for her to be surrounded by fire within the village, to see one’s life threatened. A near daily occurrence for him, but he was a warrior, trained for such, she was a lady, used to soft, fine, nice things.

      Brandon tugged an extra plaid rolled behind his saddle and wrapped it around her shoulders, making sure to cover her legs.

      “I thank you, my laird.” Her voice was shaky, and he suspected she was on the verge of hysterics.

      “Who were ye staying with? Have they…” He trailed off not wanting to ask if they’d indeed succumbed to the flames.

      “I was staying with Sir Teirnan Barclay.”

      “Ross’ cousin,” Brandon growled. What the devil was she doing with him? Suspicion grew ripe in his mind.

      Mariana nodded, her head bumping his chin. She turned up to him, her eyes red-rimmed, but fierce. “Is he your enemy?”

      “Aye, Ross is my enemy.” A sudden thought occurred to him—was Mariana going to pull a hidden dagger from beneath her skirts and attempt to strike him? “I’ve no quarrel with Barclay, yet.”

      After having witnessed Lady Julianna’s fighting skills, he wouldn’t put it past a woman again to be fully equipped with a blade. Julianna was the Bruce’s half-sister and guardian—and his cousin Ronan’s love.

      Mariana nodded. “Ross is a bad man.”

      He didn’t know whether or not to be surprised by her words. “Why do ye say that, lass?”

      She gestured toward the fire. “All this.”

      “And Barclay?”

      She shook her head, folded her hands in her lap. Long slim fingers, pale skin. She wore a beautiful ruby and gold ring on her right finger, but none on the left. Brandon hoped that meant she didn’t have a husband waiting for her back in France—and he wasn’t sure what difference it would make. He had no intentions of…

      Of what?

      Dammit, he was supposed to be worried over the blaze, over the safety of the townspeople, the Scots. Not whether the woman in his arms was spoken for.

      “Tell me, lass. Does Barclay still live? I’ve need to hear who we’re fighting.”

      “Barclay is alive. He’s not a bad man in his own way. He’s a follower. Caved when Ross first raised his fist.”

      Just as the Bruce suspected. Barclay was afraid of Ross. Not many weren’t. Brandon and his cousins weren’t. The Bruce wasn’t. But that was because they’d already seen through the man. Knew they could beat him. Had been fighting against him for months. Others weren’t as willing to put their necks out when a man, half-crazed, showed up on their doorsteps and demanded cooperation or death. Brandon was fairly certain that was the stipulation. While Ross was gaining much from his alliance with Longshanks, the English king, he wasn’t one to pass it on to anyone else. Nay, Ross would hand out punishments if his wishes weren’t followed.

      “How long were ye here?”

      Mariana shook her head. “Not long.” Her voice was soft, but scratchy, a reminder of what she’d been through and Brandon’s previous promise that she didn’t have to talk.

      His own throat was starting to feel scratchy from the smoke blowing on the wind. The fire had already conquered at least half the village, and the spots where it still blazed showed no sign of relenting.

      Mariana coughed delicately, her shoulders quivering against Brandon’s chest. He resisted the urge to stroke his hands over the gentle curve of her shoulders. Instead, he managed to do the gentlemanly thing and pulled his waterskin from its place attached to his saddle.

      “Take a sip, lass.”

      Mariana turned her glorious blue eyes up to him, and gave a grateful smile. “My thanks, my laird.”

      Brandon gave a stiff nod. Wanted to tell her to call him by his name, but knew that would only seem odd to a lady he’d just met. She took hold of the waterskin, her cold fingers brushing his.

      “Ye’re cold,” he muttered.

      Mariana shook her head. “Just thirsty.” She drew the waterskin to her lips, wrapping their pink, plushness around the rim and taking a deep pull.

      Brandon’s mouth fell open and his eyes were riveted to the sight—a number of sinful thoughts running wickedly through his mind.

      “Thank you.” She handed him back the skin, her eyes starting to droop.

      “Are ye tired?” he asked, feeling as though he stated the obvious. Her lids were heavy, her face pale. The lass was completely worn out.

      Mariana nodded. “I feel so weak.”

      “’Tis from the smoke. Rest, lass. I will wake ye when we make camp.”

      Mariana wiggled in his lap—driving him crazy with the way her bottom hit his thighs and groin—until she found a comfortable position. She laid her head against his chest and closed her eyes. How easily she found her ease in his arms. Brandon was stunned.

      Before he could think more on it, his men returned from their search, no villagers with them. Brandon frowned, his anger growing.

      “We saw no survivors, my laird.”

      Brandon gave a jerky nod, then turned his horse back in the direction they’d come. “Let us find the others.” If Wallace wasn’t back with Ronan and Julianna, then they might very well need to ride through the blazing village.

      Ronan and Julianna met them halfway. No signs of their enemy and no signs of survivors either.

      “Who is this?” Julianna asked Brandon.

      Brandon opened his mouth to speak, but Mariana roused and lifted her head. She stiffened, her back becoming straighter.

      “I am Lady Mariana,” she said with her silky accent.

      Odd how the sound of her tongue made Brandon want to pull her closer, touch her sensitive spots and hear her speak his name.

      Julianna frowned. “What are ye doing here?”

      “I was sent by His Majesty, King Edward.”

      Fire flashed in his cousins’ woman’s eyes, just as shock at her statement made his blood run cold. Longshanks had sent her? What in blazing ballocks was she talking about?

      “Put her down. ’Tis a trick! We just left several others. The fire was a trap to lure us in. There are archers and warriors hidden in the woods to the west—most likely all around us.” Julianna pulled her sword from her saddle.

      Brandon pressed his lips firmly down in a frown and glanced at Ronan with question. Julianna acted as though Mariana might attack them. The lass stiffened further in his lap and again he wondered if she had a hidden dagger. Despite her omission, his gut told him she was not his enemy and he tended to trust his instincts. They weren’t going to leave her out in the cold, or lynch her.

      If Ronan didn’t rein Julianna in, Brandon wasn’t sure he’d be able to hold his tongue. Normally, Julianna was more cautious, gave no signs of her true feelings, but now she was acting completely different.

      “Laird Sinclair, on behalf of my brother, your leader and future King of Scotland, I order ye to put the woman down. She is our enemy.”

      Mariana clutched her hands to Brandon’s chest, her cupid lips forming a bow full of fear. “My laird, please dinna let her hurt me,” she whispered.

      Ronan reached out a hand and laid it lightly on Julianna’s arm. The man certainly had patience when it came to his woman—and some sort of magical power. Julianna seemed to stand down.

      “What is your purpose, Lady Mariana?” Ronan asked, the voice of calm and reason.

      Brandon couldn’t help feeling like they were interrogating the poor lass. Couldn’t they see that she was struggling to breathe, to stay awake? Whatever her purpose, she wasn’t a danger to them now.

      Mariana shuddered. “I…I…” And the woman lost consciousness. Anger surged within Brandon. They’d scared her half to death.

      Julianna bristled.

      “We’ll take her with us. She can give us the information we seek,” Ronan said sternly. “Any sign of Wallace?”

      Brandon shook his head, his grip tight on Mariana. He’d vowed to keep her safe, and damn if he wasn’t going to see that vow through—even if he had to fight every man or woman to see it done.
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      Hammering on the north wooden wall broke the stifling, tension-filled air. Mariana shivered, every muscle tightening. Oh, mon dieu! Pray be survivors. The horrifying memories of Ross and his men galloping through the village, flinging torches and oil onto the buildings burned with a vengeance throughout her mind. Their wicked smiles and laughter as the people screamed out in fear was an image of such wickedness, she was sure to never sleep well again.

      At the sound, Laird Sinclair swiveled his horse around in time for her to see a large warrior and several men charge through an opening created in the burning wood. Mariana gasped at the horrendous sight, forced her eyes to remain open and braced herself for an oncoming attack. Who was the man barreling toward them?

      “’Tis Wallace, my lady,” her rescuer whispered, as though reading her thoughts. “Ye’ve no need to fear him.”

      Mariana relaxed, but only slightly. She truly had no cause to trust this man or the one charging toward them, but she did all the same. There was something about Laird Sinclair’s eyes—blue and flawless like a summer sky. His hair was dark, black and shiny like a raven’s feather, giving him the look of a warrior god.

      The moment he pulled her into his arms she’d felt safe. Felt a keen sense of awareness toward him, too. Every inch of her skin tingled, and where he touched grew hot. An instant attraction, one she’d never experienced before now. Instinctively, she knew the man would be intense and virile in the bedchamber.

      Her skin heated at the thought. No maiden was she. Mariana had been trained as a young lady in the arts of pleasure. A lady she was—but was first the mistress to the French king at age fifteen. Her family hoped for an advantageous marriage by giving Mariana over to their sovereign’s pleasure. Their ploy worked—except for her elderly husband’s untimely demise. Since then, she’d been used as a mistress to men, a means to gain information, make peace. Indeed, she was a spy of sorts, and the good she’d been able to do thus far had been worth the unpleasantness of spreading her thighs for men she did not desire.

      But Brandon Sinclair… This man she wanted, but she had no excuse to give in to her desires. Her body was not her own.

      The warriors grew closer. This Wallace she’d heard much of from the English King. Edward hated him. Feared his power—though he’d never admit to it. Wallace and his men were covered in black soot. Like demons rising from the flames, the warriors rode toward them. Upon closer inspection as they neared, it was obvious the men were weary—much like herself. Breathing in the smoke as she removed blockades Ross’ men had used to trap people, battered down dozens of doors and searched for anyone she could rescue, had taken much from her.

      “Any survivors?” Brandon asked.

      The rumble of his chest against her back startled her. Mariana sucked in a breath, frustrated with how meek she appeared. If King Edward knew she was this close to his enemy, he’d burst from his anger. What would he have her do? Gain information most likely. And he’d have her seduce Wallace to do it. Probably even issue her a command to take her knife to the rebel leader’s throat while he slept.

      She wouldn’t do it—not the knife nor the seducing. For now, Edward had no idea that she was with these people, and she would like to keep it that way.

      Wallace shook his head, disappointment etched in his brow. “Looks to have been torched purposefully as we guessed.”

      Laird Sinclair stiffened, most likely feeling his leader’s discontent. Mariana felt it, too. How could one man be so cruel and evil? To torch a town, burn people, heedless of the lives he took or ruined. ’Twas a horrid way to die, and she could still hear the screams of those inside. Though she knew none of them personally, had only been a guest of the town for less than a sennight, that mattered little. Compassion and humanity compelled her to feel the loss of those lives, bound her to say a prayer for their souls and wish for Ross to die a most painful death.

      “Aye,” Ronan said. “We learned as much from a group by the burn. They were left to capture us. ’Twas a trap. Their group was shot dead, save for a couple of women and a child, by their own men.”

      “Damn,” Brandon muttered, his expelled breath tickled the nape of her neck.

      If possible, his muscles tightened more, his grip around her waist tense. Mariana’s trade obliged her to study body language, and Laird Sinclair’s wasn’t hard to decipher—the man was filled with anger. How could she tell him she was in bed with his enemy’s sovereign? He would surely kill her on the spot—after torturing her for information.

      “Any sign of Ross?” Wallace asked.

      The ones Brandon referred to as Julianna and Ronan shook their heads and said, “Nay,” in unison. As they continued their report, they held hands, so very romantic and sweet. Was there any hope that one day, she might too find comfort in the arms of a man? Have someone she could turn to in times of need? A man to love and cherish and vice versa? ’Twas what she longed for most.

      “The men said they’d been waiting for us. That Ross expected us to come. That he wanted me left alive,” Julianna said. “But before we could gain more information, arrows flew from the woods hitting the men in their backs.” The woman was beautiful. Not in the French elegant sort of way, but a rugged, earthy beauty. High cut cheekbones, large almond shaped eyes and blondish-red hair that shone. For all her rough exterior, the woman obviously took care of herself.

      Mariana did what she did best, she listened intently while pretending to do anything but.

      “Traitorous lot,” Wallace said with a shake of his head.

      “Aye,” Julianna said. “We’ve no way of knowing their numbers or if Ross is among them.”

      “The lady will tell us,” Wallace said with certainty, turning his attention back to Mariana and Laird Sinclair. Mariana held her breath, keeping her eyes lowered.

      Laird Sinclair shifted, his thighs quivering beneath her bottom. She sensed his need to bolt, and with it, realized he truly did mean to protect her.

      Under his breath he whispered, “They’ll not put ye through the wringer, lass. Ye’ve already fought off a blaze and given me your trust. I willna let harm come to ye.”

      Mariana didn’t want anyone to know what he’d said, so she squeezed his hand in reply, feeling the roughened skin beneath her softer fingertips. His hands were huge compared to hers—engulfed her completely. A hand that she could hold. Someone she could depend on. Her heart constricted, belly did a little flip. Oui, she could picture herself with Laird Sinclair. An odd thought considering they’d only just met.

      “Aye, she will tell us,” Julianna chimed in. ’Twas a dare. Through her lowered lashes, Mariana could see the challenge in Julianna’s eyes.

      Brandon squeezed Mariana gently on the waist. His gesture told her without words that it would be all right.

      “Let us get to cover,” Ronan said, eyes scanning the horizon. “We are being watched.”

      Mariana, too, felt the invisible eyes. Much like at court when she was with the king. From outward appearances they would be alone, but she could always feel several sets of eyes watching and she wondered from which cracks in the walls they spied. Her heartbeat quickened at the thought. Word traveled fast. Was one of Edward’s spies now running to tell him that his mistress was in the arms of a Scot?

      Mariana closed her eyes, letting the exhaustion she felt take hold. Pray let Laird Sinclair keep her safe.
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        * * *

      

      If Ronan and Julianna had just witnessed people of Kinterloch being shot by their own people, there was no telling what any lurkers would do to them. Shot in the back might be a welcome end compared to other such evils Ross was likely to come up with—though they wouldn’t go down without a fight. Brandon would hack down any enemy bastard he could, arrows protruding from his back and all.

      Not willing to take his gaze from every possible hiding place—woods, boulders, shrubs, a few outbuildings, Brandon followed Wallace back onto the road toward Eilean Donan Castle. Mariana slept in his arms, mumbling between soft snores. He couldn’t make out what she said, and a few times had to clench his jaw to keep from laughing for she sounded jovial and spoke gibberish in a high-pitched tone like a wee fairy.

      Within a half-hour, feeling that they were a safe distance away, Wallace bade them to stop and make camp. He and his warriors had to be exhausted after going into the flames. They were still covered in soot—only now sweat made flesh-colored lines through the black.

      Lady Mariana had fallen asleep in his arms but as soon as he pulled his horse to a stop, she shifted, stretched her arms and blinked up at him.

      “We’re going to make camp here,” Brandon said softly.

      Mariana nodded her acceptance, but glanced wearily around the camp. Wallace had yet to interrogate her, but it was coming soon. She most likely feared the questions, just as Brandon feared her answers.  He’d yet to find out exactly what she was doing in Kinterloch, besides being sent by Longshanks to stay as a guest of Barclay.

      “My lady…” Brandon shifted in the saddle and watched as those around them began to settle. “Is there anything I need to know before ye are approached by Wallace?”

      Mariana shook her head a little too quickly for his liking.

      “Are ye certain?”

      She nodded.

      Brandon frowned. She trusted him to keep her safe, but not with any information. Interesting.

      He dismounted from the horse and reached up, hands settling on her delicate waist and lifted her down off the horse. Mariana’s head reached to just below his shoulder. She gazed up at him with questioning eyes. Opened her mouth to say something, but then shook her head and looked away. He’d not pry it out of her. When a mare was skittish, one didn’t pounce. Waiting patiently would often be enough for the mare to come forward. Mariana was no horse, but she was skittish. Mayhap waiting for her to open up would be enough, save for the fact that Wallace would soon be questioning her.

      Mariana shivered, and wrapped her arms around herself. Spring was on the way, but winter’s chill still made the air crisp. Her singed cloak and the plaid blanket he gave her weren’t enough to keep her warm. They were far from the heat of the blazing village. Their breaths puffed out before them in white clouds, mingling. Brandon’s eye was caught by the way Mariana bit her lip. He wanted to bite her lip, then lick the sting away.

      “Can I offer ye my cloak?” He swung the wool fabric from around his shoulders, not giving her time to answer, and settled it around her form.

      His cloak engulfed her completely, pooling around her feet.

      “My thanks.”

      Brandon nodded, his body tense with desire and alert with a sense of danger. A danger that this woman presented even more so than their enemies.

      ’Twasn’t that he thought her physically capable of harming him. Quite the opposite—she had a body built for pleasure and he couldn’t stop thinking about all the sinful things he wanted to do with her. Nay, the danger she posed was entirely different. Danger to his peace of mind. His solitude. The life he’d carved out for himself. Aye, he was laird and chief of his clan and someday he would have to marry. But he’d no plans to do it now. Not when the country’s stability hung in the balance. He refused to tie himself to a woman and produce heirs that would only suffer. Nay, he had to help rid Scotland of its enemies first. Then he could think about settling down with a wife and making bairns.

      Indeed, he wanted a woman in his life when the chaos calmed. But the thought of her being in danger like this, of showing such displays as the ones he’d witnessed his cousins doing, hand holding, pain when their hearts were crushed, fear… That was not something Brandon thought he’d be able to endure. He couldn’t judge his cousins, he accepted them and their right to love, and in fact respected them all for it. In his heart though, his gut, he knew it wasn’t the right thing for him. Not yet, anyway.

      Och! Why did looking at Mariana make him start questioning himself and his ideals?

      “Come, let me find ye a place to sit afore the fire.”

      Mariana slid her arm through his—he ignored how right that felt—and he led her toward the fire the men had started. Two warriors lounged on a fallen, moss covered tree. One jerk of Brandon’s head and they both scurried to find another spot.

      “Oh, I couldn’t take their place,” Mariana said with a shake of her head.

      “Nonsense,” Brandon said gruffly. “They were happy to vacate for such a lovely lass.”

      Mariana’s lip twitched, and she smiled at him. “You think me lovely, my laird?”

      Brandon’s chest seized. He had no skill with talking prettily to women. Never took an interest in flirting. Och, he could kiss the hell out of one, and he usually did let his prowess in the bedchamber speak for him. He gave her a curt nod, took hold of her shoulders and nudged her to sit.

      “Stay here.” He walked back toward his horse, feeling on edge and nervous. Lord, he hated being out of control. He took off his pack filled with food and drink, nodded to one of the grooms to take care of his mount, then returned to the fallen log.

      Mariana pulled the plaid blanket from beneath her cloak and settled it on her lap. She looked down at her hands, picking at her manicured nails. Not too long, not too short. He could practically feel them scraping down his back. As he got closer, she jerked and looked up, relief filling her features at seeing it was him. Was she that terrified of speaking to Wallace? Brandon’s senses went on alert. Something was not entirely right with that. Aye, could simply be fear, but what did she have to be afraid of?

      Brandon sat beside Mariana, his thigh brushing hers. He ignored the spark that rushed from his leg to his groin, and instead rummaged through his satchel until he found the wineskin. He pulled out the cork and held the skin out to her. “Wine?”

      Mariana nodded and took the skin. She’d guzzled the water he previously gave her, but with the wine she sipped daintily, though somehow he could tell she wished to gulp.

      “Very good,” she murmured.

      “Have some more.”

      “I’d not want to drink all of your wine, my laird.”

      Brandon shrugged. “I’d simply get more from one of my men.”

      “I’d not want to take their drink.”

      “Any of them would offer it to ye.”

      She gazed up at him coyly, her lips poised to smile. “You’ll not allow me to win, will you?”

      Brandon chuckled, charmed by her intuitiveness. “Nay.”

      “Then I shall have some more.” She took a longer pull this time, closed her eyes as she savored each drop.

      “Which wine is better—mine or Barclay’s?”

      Mariana gave him the skin back and playfully batted his arm. “A lady never kisses and tells.”

      Jealousy reared its head, making his skin prickle. He leaned closer, whispering into her ear, “Did ye kiss Barclay?”

      Mariana gasped and touched her hand to her chest. Brandon wished to peel back the many layers of fabric she wore to see the suppleness of her figure. He’d felt it. Knew she was curvy in all the right places, but as of yet, he’d only seen her in her overlarge cloak—not even a hint of what lay beneath from the well placed dip in her gown. Hell, he couldn’t tell if she was wearing a gown.

      And that had his heart pounding and blood surging to his cock. In his wildest imaginings, Mariana wore nothing beneath her cloak.

      Ballocks! There his mind went again…

      Brandon shoved his hand into his pack again and came out with two bannock cakes, offering Mariana one. She took it with a whispered thanks, biting into the food like a nervous mouse.

      Brandon bit into his cake, the dry oat flour quickly siphoning the moisture from his mouth. He took a long draw from the wine, gazed at Mariana and asked, “Do ye like nuts, lass?”
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