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“Sweet the snaring is; but this is sweeter still, to be ensnared.”

Heinrich Heine.



Prologue

Rasmie

Standing astride the rocks, I gazed out at the ferocious waves. Wild and untamed, the sea had been my mistress since I was a boy, but these days, I needed something more than her growled caress. I used to have it all, a soft, pliant woman who yielded to my command, but I lost her. The pain of that grief clawed at my insides, forcing my gaze back to land.

My island stretched on for miles, unforgiving rocks yielding to rich forests and habitation. Its strength and rugged beauty fueled me when my wife disappeared. Unspoiled and untouched, the island’s splendor was raw, but it moved me, and I knew categorically, like my father before me, I would give my life to protect her.

Maybe one day, I would find another woman I could say the same about, one worthy of my devotion. Only the gods knew for sure.

“Maighstir.”

I turned at my brother’s voice, irritated to have been disturbed, yet relieved to find Jeemie climbing toward me.

“De th ‘ann?”

Blowing out a breath, I fought for composure. Being in charge meant showing leadership, even when my heart was breaking. It meant being strong, even when I was drowning in sadness.

“I’m sorry.” I used the modern tongue, conscious if my people were to thrive, the old and the new must marry. “What is it?”

“Maighstir.” Jeemie paused as if readying himself. Though in truth, I knew already what he had to report, what they always reported.

“We have scoured the shoreline, and there’s no trace of her.” Jeemie’s brow furrowed. “Not even a trace of a shipwreck...” His words trailed away, lost to the breeze whipping past the headland. “I’m sorry.”

“It is not your fault.”

I glanced away, ignoring the tears burning my eyes. Vaila had been gone a while. Several full moons had passed, yet still, I insisted on this ritual, making my men walk the periphery of the island week after week in search of a sign—any sign—my pregnant wife was still alive.

“Leig dhuinn till!” I shouted the order to those men assembled. “Let us return home.”

“Are you sure, brother?” Jeemie countered, his brow creasing. “I could double back on the southern shore. We might have missed something.”

“We haven’t missed anything.”

As the words escaped my mouth, the thought cemented. We had searched and searched. Whatever had happened to Vaila, we had not missed it. She was gone, and however much it hurt, she was not coming back.

“It’s time to move on.”

“Maighstir.” Jeemie shook his head, his dark blond hair catching in the wind as he fell to one knee. “I cannot imagine the pain of losing not only your beloved lady but your unborn son. I...” He hesitated, pulling in a breath. “I would do anything to relieve you of such a burden.”

“I know you would.”

Reaching for Jeemie, I patted his arm. Jeemie was younger than me in years, but he carried a wise head on his shoulders, and I appreciated his show of support. He was wiser than our sibling, Alban.

“Each burden makes us braver. Each wound rebuilds us stronger. She would not have wanted me to mourn her for all eternity.”

Once more, I glanced out at the merciless sea, knowing in my heart that was where she had gone. There was nowhere else. If she’d fallen foul of man or beast, we would have found her. Would have been able to lay her to rest with our ancestors. The sea had taken Vaila, her relentless waves snatching away my wife as many a jealous mistress had dreamed of doing before her.

“I shall lead the men back, Maighstir.” Jeemie rose, waiting for my approval. “If you need some more time to reflect.”

“No.” My tone was resolute. “My grieving is done, and I shall lead the men.”

“As you wish, Maighstir.”

Striding past him, I made my way down the rocks to meet the throng.

“Maighstir.”

They lowered their heads in deference as I paced past, each aware of their place on the island. I was the leader, and they were my men. I owed them a debt. I had been painfully absent of late, but that was going to change.

The past was the past, and there was nothing for it. I could no more change its realities than I could tame my wild lover beyond the shore. The only thing I could influence was the future. Making my way into the trees, my jaw tightened. Whatever I did from now on was for the good of my people.

Chapter One

Desiree

“YOU’LL LOVE IT!” CHARLIE beamed from the other side of the table.

“Will I?” I shook my head. “A week stuck on some godforsaken rock in the middle of nowhere doesn’t sound like my idea of fun.”

“You’re so overdramatic.” He rolled his eyes, sending blond hair tumbling into his face.

Not for the first time, I wondered at how handsome he was, how into me he was, and tried to decide why I wasn’t interested. Charlie was young, fit, and gorgeous—I should be crazy about him—but somehow, he didn’t do it for me. It was as demoralizing as it was ridiculous.

“We’ll have a blast. All that fresh air and those craggy shorelines. Think of the exploring we can do, the things we’ll see, and it’s totally unique, Des. Hardly anyone goes there.”

He was so animated, but the idea of an uninhabited isolated island stirred little within me except hunger and concerns about how I’d style my hair.

“Can’t we just head to the beach like everyone else?” I shrugged. Charlie was always so worried about being an individual, but I was happy to play along with the crowd.

“Oh, come on!” He grinned, shaking his head as he lifted his milkshake to his lips. “The beach? Seriously? We can do better than that, and anyway, the summer will be over. The beach will be deserted.”

My lips twitched at the irony of his point. Surely the island he suggested would also be empty, but I didn’t argue. Charlie and I had been friends for years, but in the last few, it had become clear his feelings ran deeper than mine. Still, he was a gentleman. He’d never tried anything amorous, and if I was honest, I really liked him. He knew me better than anyone else.

“Maybe.” I blew out a breath as I conceded, watching as he fist-pumped the air.

“Yes!” Putting down his glass, he smiled. “I knew I could persuade you.”

“I didn’t say I was sold on the idea,” I protested, but even I knew that was rubbish. Charlie would already be planning our route and packing our gear, for God’s sake. There would be no stopping him now.

“Sure, sure.” He laughed, his sky-blue eyes shining.

“I mean it,” I insisted. “Some of us have to work as well as play, Charlie. I don’t have the whole year to mess around, and I want some downtime.”

“This will be your downtime,” he promised. “This is the chance we both need to unwind amid true unspoiled beauty.” Reaching across the table, he patted my hand. “I swear, Des, you won’t regret it.”

***
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Three months later.

“ARE YOU SURE THIS IS the right place?”

I glanced around, ignoring the spike of anxiety twisting in my belly. Approaching the tiny quayside and staring out at the rough sea, I was already way out of my comfort zone, and we hadn’t even got to the island he was so excited about yet.

“Yes.” Charlie sounded exasperated as he signaled toward the flimsy-looking boat supposed to carry us to the next rock. “There’s our ferry.”

“Great,” I mumbled, though the reply was lost to the sea breeze.

“Stop worrying,” he added, turning to offer me his hand as I stepped onto the dilapidated decking. “Everything is going to plan.”

“Hmmm,” I groaned. The problem was, I hadn’t exactly been on board with the so-called plan. My and Charlie’s ideas of a relaxing break were not the same thing. While I visualized a week in the sunshine with a good book, he was determined to find barely chartered islands and conquer them.

“We’ve already taken two ferries.” If you could call them that. The ramshackle sea vessels we’d boarded were far from reassuring, and the next one looked even worse. “Aren’t we there yet?”

“Look, we’ve been through this.”

I could tell he was losing his patience, but then, so was I. A day of traveling, plus flight time, meant I was exhausted, and all I had to look forward to were my shiny new tent and sleeping bag.

“Please, stop complaining.”

“Okay.” I snatched my hand away, folding my arms across my chest. “I’m sorry.”

He turned with a sigh, heading toward the ancient-looking man unraveling rope by the boat.

“Hi there.” Charlie grinned, turning on his usual charm. “Can we take a ride with you?”

The white-haired guy glanced up as Charlie neared, his gaze narrowing. “Halo, balach beag.”

“Er...” Charlie glanced back at me with an inane smile. “I’m sorry, I thought you’d speak English. We wanted a ride. On. Your. Boat.”

I shook my head as he used the most ignorant trick in the book. Arms aloft and speaking more slowly, Charlie was practically yelling at the old guy.

“Aye, I speak English,” the stranger replied, though something about his sneer was unsettling. “No need to shout at me, boy.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Charlie laughed, oblivious to any offense he’d caused. As per usual. “So, can you take us?”

The sailor’s gaze slid from Charlie to me, his lips curling in the most insidious way. Suddenly, I wanted off the quayside, off this rock, and back in my nice, comfortable bed.

“Aye.” He smiled, revealing a row of crooked teeth. “Come aboard.”

Charlie turned back to me, his gaze sparkling. See, his eyes conveyed. I told you. I told you there was nothing to worry about. I told you everything would be fine.

Letting out a breath, I couldn’t say I agreed. Something about this place was unsettling, and though I couldn’t put my finger on it, I trusted my instincts. Inching forward, I waited as Charlie boarded the dubious vessel, the wind almost whipping me into the waves.

“Be careful, lass.” The old sailor chuckled as I righted myself. “Else you’ll become the sea’s bride.” He leered at me.

Charlie thrust out a hand, and grasping it, I climbed up beside him.

“Thanks,” I murmured, glancing around for somewhere to sit, but the boat was tiny and even moored, it was being tossed around the waves like a bath toy. I didn’t like our chances of making it to Charlie’s damn island. “How long is the journey?” I directed the question at the sailor, but whether it was the strength of the wind or just discourtesy, he ignored me.

“How far to the next island?” Charlie tried in a more assertive tone.

The old guy glanced at Charlie in the same unhurried way he’d welcomed him. “Tis as long as it takes.”

“Perfect,” I mouthed when Charlie glanced back at me.

Brow raising, he looked as if he was about to burst out laughing, but I didn’t share his amusement. So far, this trip had been nothing but tiring, and I failed to see the funny side.

“Cheer up,” he encouraged, huddling beside me as the old guy busied himself with the anchor. “We’ll be there soon.”

“Then what?” I asked, peering up at him.

“Then we’ll have an adventure.” Smiling, he reached for the side of my face and tugged my woolly hat down over my ears. “Just you and me.”



Chapter Two

Desiree

––––––––
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IT WAS WORSE THAN I thought. Even after we’d disembarked the ferry crossing from hell, including cleaning up the vomit I’d deposited on deck and hit terra firma, the clouds had gathered, emptying a well of heavy bleak rain on our heads as we headed for the only available cover—a wooded area a mile or so from the craggy shore. I glanced back as the canopy of trees provided shelter, glimpsing the alleged ferry disappearing on the horizon.

“For God’s sake.” My teeth chattered as I huddled in my raincoat beside a huge tree trunk. The rickety boat had afforded me the opportunity to change into it before we left. “This is miserable.”

“An island this far north is bound to get frequent showers.” Charlie shrugged as though the geography lesson would improve my mood. “Let’s hope it passes over.”

“What do we do in the meantime?” I asked, scanning the ground for anywhere that looked even vaguely suitable to pitch our tents. The ground was damp and dirty, punctured by the roots of the ancient trees now offering respite from the rain. I didn’t want to ask how we’d ever get back to the prior island again. The thought of having to return on the old sailor’s boat was even worse than contemplating camping here.

“Why don’t we head deeper into the forest?” he suggested. “It’ll be by far the driest place, and maybe we’ll find a cute little clearing. We can start a small fire and toast some marshmallows.”

I wanted to roll my eyes at his enthusiasm, but as ever, Charlie’s eagerness was infectious—it was the reason I was here. “Okay.”

I didn’t have any better ideas, and avoiding the roots littering the forest floor, I followed after him. It didn’t take long for the backpack crammed with my gear to seem like a bad idea. The thing weighed a ton, and there was no one to lug it around but me. Sighing, I trudged on, unsure how long we’d been walking but already weary. My new boots had seemed like a good idea before we left, but now I wished I’d chosen my faithful old pair. They were worn, but at least they didn’t give me blisters...

“Come on!” Peering over his shoulder, Charlie encouraged me.

“I’m sure the ground is getting steeper,” I complained, struggling to keep up with him.

“It is,” he agreed when I finally neared him. “There’s some kind of hill in the middle of the island.” Pausing, he reached into his pack and took a sip of his water bottle. Thrusting it forward, he offered it to me. “Want some?”

“No, thanks.” Water was the last thing I wanted right now. I’d have taken an aged whiskey, though. Then I might finally have warmed up. “What do you mean, a hill?” I hadn’t been able to make out much of the island as we approached. The impending inclement weather surrounded it in a swirl of mist, making decent analysis impossible, but I didn’t like the sound of such mountainous terrain.

“I mean a hill.” He laughed as if anything about this was hilarious. “Islands often have elevations like this.”

I blew out a breath. “Are you trying to tell me there’s a bloody mountain here, and we’re climbing it?”

“No, Des!” He snorted at my indignation. “Not a mountain, only a hill, and there’s bound to be somewhere up the top. We can settle for the night, plus the views will be spectacular once the weather clears.”

“Right,” I grumbled, moving past him. “That’s just what I was thinking. Spectacular views...”

“Oh, stop complaining,” he chided, lifting his hand toward the canopy of trees. “Listen, the rain is slowing. The sun will be out again in no time. What more do you want?” Turning on his heel, he marched off again, not waiting for my reply.

“A nice warm bed,” I suggested to the back of his head. “Or how about at least some dry ground to camp on?”

A sound in the trees diverted my focus. Peering into the foliage, I thought I saw a figure disappear. Brows knitting, I inched in that direction, but frustratingly, I found nothing. Probably only an animal. Though the idea there were animals large enough to garner my attention did little to assuage my anxiety.

“I can’t hear you moaning, you know?”

Charlie’s snigger echoed around the trunks, drawing my gaze back to the aged bark as my fingers grazed over the wood. Heart racing, my eyes settled over an odd carving, and stumbling back, I realized there was a sinister face etched into the stem. I drew away farther, shocked at what I’d seen, and glancing at the other trees, I could make out similar ominous gestures etched into each of them.

“Hey!” I called out after Charlie. “I thought you said this island was uninhabited.”

Brow furrowing, I dropped my pack on the ground and inched closer to the engraving, my fingertips skimming over it. Maybe it had been a person I’d seen hiding in the bush? My gaze flitted back to the spot again, my heart threatening to leap into my throat in terror. There was no doubt the cutting in the wood was man-made. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled my phone free. I know I’d agreed to save the power on the device, but I had to snap a few shots of these impressions to prove I wasn’t going mad and inventing them.

“What?” he hollered.

I glanced up to find him some way ahead.

“What are you doing?”

“Taking pictures,” I shouted back, annoyed he wasn’t taking my find seriously. This was Charlie all over—everything was a game while he was in charge, but as soon as I wanted to lead, he changed tack. “I think I saw someone, and there’s something weird here.”

“Come on!” His hands rose to his hips. “There’s no one here except you and me, and anyway, you said you’d leave that damn thing switched off.”

Clicking the lens a few times, I sighed. He was right about that part. I should preserve the power on my phone, though as I switched the power off again, I noticed there was no signal.

“Fat lot of good that will be in an emergency,” I griped, sliding it into my pack’s pocket.

“What?” he snapped, having apparently climbed back down the hill.

I flushed guiltily. “I was just saying there’s no phone signal up here.”

Charlie shook his head as if I was the most frivolous woman he’d ever met.

“Good!” he exclaimed. “That means no one can contact us.”

“It also means we can’t call for help.” My throat dried at the thought.

“For help?” He balked. “Why would we want help, Des? We’re miles away from all the hustle and bustle and all the assholes who make life complicated. Miles away from the pollution and crime. Up here, there’s only nature to worry about.” He smiled. “Take a look around us. It’s beautiful.”

“You’re right,” I sighed, wishing I was better at simply relishing the moment rather than overanalyzing every one.

“Listen.” He moved closer. “I know this wouldn’t have been your first choice, but I promised you the time of your life—an experience you’d never forget—and I stand by that. Let’s hike until the trees break, then explore. I heard there’s a waterfall around here somewhere which has breathtaking views. We can rest there.”

“Where did you hear that?” I thought he’d said the place was basically unexplored.

“Erm.” His brows knitted. “It must have been an article online, but the point is, this place is incredible. We just have to appreciate it.”

“You’re right.” A pang of guilt swelled in my chest. Charlie had researched and arranged this whole damn trip for me because he was my friend.

He wants to be more than that. I tensed at the snide remark in my head. You know he does.

Meeting his gaze, I forced a smile. Charlie was harmless, and even if he had feelings for me, he was no threat. The least I could do was pretend to be interested in the island, and maybe, if I tried, I might actually grow to like it.

“Let’s see if we can find this waterfall, eh?”

“That’s more like it!” He clapped his hands together. “I thought I heard running water up ahead, so we could be close.”

Running water? I arched a brow as he spun on his heel and hiked away. I didn’t like to mention he probably heard the sea, and there was no waterfall.

“Desiree!” Turning, he signaled for me to join him. “What’s wrong now?”

“Nothing.” I sighed, lowering to collect my obscenely heavy pack. “I’m coming.”

Why had I brought so much stuff? Why didn’t I possess the foresight to realize it would be exhausting having to hike the luggage around with me all day, every day?

I pondered the questions as my feet plodded on, and by the time I’d reached Charlie, I’d completely forgotten about the odd engravings. They, like the horrendous ferry crossing, were only a memory.



Chapter Three

Desiree

––––––––
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“IT’S BEAUTIFUL,” I admitted, taking in the scene for the fiftieth time. There had indeed been a waterfall, just as Charlie had said, the view more spectacular than anything I could imagine. Crystal blue waters plunged past luminous emerald vines, the melodic thrum of activity lulling as I gazed upon its magnificence. It was a far cry from life in the city.

“Hate to say I told ya so.” Charlie grinned, tilting back his head to absorb the sun’s generous rays. “It’s amazing, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” Smiling, I gazed down at the drop, my insides clenching as I realized just how fast the water was flowing. “It’s really something. Should we get some pictures?”

“I think we should save the power.” He inhaled with a smile. “We can always come back here on the way to the ferry.”

“Right.”

“Come and sit with me.” He patted the earth beside him, and I moved away from the edge, sitting cross-legged next to both our overloaded packs and rain gear.

“Feeling better now the sun’s out?”

“A little.” I had to confess it was great to feel the light on my face. God only knew I could use the vitamin D. “Thanks.”

Charlie beamed, his attention flitting back to the stunning falls.

“Listen, Charlie, I just want to say thank you for all of this.” I motioned at the natural wonder around us. “You’re right. It is special, and I’ve been nothing but a bitch from the first moment we stepped off the plane.”

He snorted at my admission. “You’re not that bad.”

“I think you’re just being kind. You’re too good to me, Charlie. You always are.”

“What can I say?” He shrugged. “I guess I have a soft spot for you.”

“I know.” My breath hitched at the accuracy of his words. “I just don’t want you to think I’m exploiting you, is all.”

“Exploiting me?” He chuckled harder. “That would be nice.”

“I’m being serious,” I insisted, patting his shoulder playfully. “I know people say I lead you on, but I’m just glad we both know where we stand.”

An image of my sisters, Elodie and Rochelle, appeared in my head, their voices echoing that same sorry warning over and over. A man will only be your friend for so long, then he’ll want more. That’s just the way it is. That wasn’t the way it was between Charlie and me. That was why I was so fond of him. He made me feel safe.

“And where’s that?” His expression darkened. “Where do we stand, Des?”

“We’re friends.” I squirmed awkwardly, wishing the sun would dry my clothes faster. “We’re there for each other.”

“Right.” His jaw tensed. “It’s just sometimes it feels like one of us is there for the other more than the other is for them.”

A ball of anxiety knotted in my tummy. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know what it means.” He turned away.

“No.” I rose to my knees. “No, I don’t. Tell me.”

“It means I’m crazy about you, Des.” Charlie blew out a breath. “I have been for years, and you know it. You’ve always known.”

“I...” I paused, unsure how to respond. “I adore our relationship, Charlie. You know that. I just don’t want any more, that’s all.”

“Exactly.” He inhaled sharply. “Seems like Elodie was right. There’ll never be a place in your heart for me.”

“Oh, Charlie, I...” I shook my head. How many ways could I say the same thing? “I’ll always care for you, just not like that.”

He wrinkled his nose at me. “It’s never been right for you, has it?”

I watched as the clouds swarmed in his gaze.

“I’ve never been good enough.”

“What?” I sighed. “What’s all this about? You know I love you to pieces, but you’re more like a brother to me.”

“That’s what it’s about!”

He slammed his fist into the earth beside me, my heart racing at the abrupt show of aggression. It wasn’t like Charlie, or at least, it wasn’t like the version of him I knew.

A wave of vulnerability washed over me. I’d trusted him explicitly, let him make all the plans, and followed him blindly, but sitting beside him in the middle of nowhere, it occurred to me—I didn’t really know him, did I? I mean, I knew the guy who met me for walks and bought me the occasional soda. The one who offered to teach me to surf, the blond playboy who my friends all adored, and to me would only ever be just Charlie—but I didn’t truly know him. I didn’t know what made him tick or why he’d wanted to get me on this isolated island alone.

“You’re not my fucking sister, Desiree!”

“Okay.” I edged away from him, my pounding heart sounding a silent alarm. Perhaps Charlie wasn’t as playful as I’d assumed? Maybe that glint in his eyes had a darker meaning. “Calm down.”

“Why?”

He speared me with his gaze, and I paused, not wanting to rile him further. I was literally stuck here without him, clueless and alone. I needed Charlie in a tangible way.

“Why should I?” He leaned toward me. “I’ve never been one for calm, Des.”

“Stop it, Charlie.” Fighting to compose myself, I climbed to my feet, but he caught my wrist.

“Where are you going?”

“I said, stop it.” I yanked my hand free. “Whatever game you’re playing, I don’t like it.”

“Of course, you don’t,” he sneered, shaking his head. “Poor little Desiree isn’t happy now she’s finally being held to account.”

“Held to account?” What the hell was that supposed to mean? “What precisely am I accountable for?” I folded my arms across my chest. “You?”

“How about the way you treat me?” He was on his feet in a heartbeat, his sudden proximity causing me to retreat toward the trees. “The way you bleed me for every penny you can get, the way you take me for granted?”

“It’s not like that,” I countered, but even as I started, I noticed the storm in his eyes, his irises a darker blue than I’d ever seen. “I thought we were friends? Friends treat each other without expectations. I didn’t realize you were only being nice because you wanted something.”

“Something?” His brow rose. “You can’t really be that dense, can you? You know exactly what I want.” Charlie took a step in my direction. “You parade yourself around enough.”

“What?”

I couldn’t suppress the rising spiral of panic swirling inside. I didn’t like that gleam in his eyes and his predatory advance, but I wasn’t about to let it show. This was Charlie, for fuck’s sake—the literal boy next door! There was no way he was turning out to be the villain my mother had warned me about for twenty years.

“I don’t parade myself!”

“Really?” He moved like lightning and was on me in a second, pinning me against one of the huge tree trunks. “You sure about that?”

His gaze devoured my tee, his leer turning my stomach as one of his large palms shifted to capture my wrist.

“Charlie, no!” I tried to wiggle free from his grasp, but his fingers tightened, seizing both hands and pinning them to the tree behind me.

“Yes,” he hissed, running his tongue over his teeth as his face neared. “This is what I deserve, Des. It’s what you owe me.”

“No!” Twisting away from his ugly expression, I tried again to push him away, but it was futile. After years of sport, Charlie was too strong, too heavy, and too damn tall. I had no chance against him.

“Don’t be like that.”

What was that in his voice—glee? Was he fucking enjoying this? Was this the reason he’d invited me here—had it been his insidious plan all along to get me alone and attack me?

“I only want a kiss.”

“I said no!” Panic erupted as I brought my knee up between his legs and smashed it into his nuts. The look on his face as he crumpled to the ground was priceless, but there was little time to relish it.

“I’m going!” Panting, I stumbled to my pack, swinging it onto my back as he cussed behind me.

“You little bitch.”

By the time I spun, intending to make my way back to the shore, he was back on his feet.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

“Home.” I had no idea how, given the unstable vessel that deposited us here had already left, but I didn’t care. All I knew was I wanted to be away from Charlie and off this island. “I don’t know what the hell has come over you, Charlie Webster, but I don’t like it, and neither will your mother.” I started for the trees, aware he was charging after me. The sound of his boots pounding the earth intensified the terror ratcheting inside.

“You’re not going anywhere.”

I picked up my pace at the volume of his voice, conscious he was right behind me. Breaking into a run, I dodged an especially jagged root, but it was no good—Charlie caught the back of my pack, and one shove sent me flying to the ground below.

“Shit!” I muttered, landing face-first on the earth. The impact hurt more than I realized, and as I eased to my knees, I prayed nothing was broken.

“I just told you, you’re not going anywhere.”

Heart hammering, I glanced around to find him looming over my body, one of his hands fisting my hair.

“Get off me!” I pleaded, loathing the terror in my voice. He had no right to treat me this way. I thought he was my friend. “You’re hurting me, Charlie.”

“Hurting you?” He snorted. “That’s rich coming from the bitch who just walloped me in the happy sacks.” His fingers tightened. “It’s about time you put out for once, Des.”

Striding past me, he dragged me toward the nearest tree by my hair, my feet scrambling to minimize the pain as my backpack weighed me down.

“Stop it!” I was close to hysteria, pain firing in my scalp as he threw me against the trunk. “I don’t want this, Charlie. Stop!”

“Tough.” Pinning me on my knees, one of his hands lowered to his zipper. “You’re going to give me some satisfaction for a change.”

“No way.” I spat the rejection at him, lifting my gaze to make sure he’d heard me, but to my horror, he merely slammed my head back into the bark. Pain ricocheted as I tried to think, his digits ruthless in my hair.

“It wasn’t a choice,” he growled. “Either you suck my cock, or I’ll leave you tied up here until you change your mind.”

“Charlie,” I gasped, trying to regain my bearings as he eased his erection from his pants. My belly churned at the idea this was turning him on. “No, I don’t want this. Be reasonable.”

“The time for reason is over.” His hand forced me closer to his hard length. “Open up and be a good girl now. Show me some of the love you gave Tommy Wilson. I heard you were—”

He never completed his sentence, his strangled cry splintering the woods as his body was punctured by something flying through the air at speed, the force shoving him backward. Fingers still lodged in my hair, he compelled me with him. Landing on my hands and knees, I realized what had hit him—an arrow.

“What?” I gasped, conscious of more than one set of boots on the ground around me.

“Thoir e!” A male voice thundered through the air in a language I didn’t understand, and as if obeying a command, three men marched past me toward Charlie. Strewn on the earth, he was writhing in pain, his cock still hanging out of his pants.

“Oww!” he screeched, his eyes huge as the three strapping males towered over him. “I’ve been shot!”

Peering up, I took in the look of the strangers for the first time. Aside from their huge muscular appearances, they wore strange headgear resembling deer, their antlers twisting into contorted, perverse forms. Terrified of the sight, I scrambled back on my hands and knees, straight into the feet of another looming monster.

“Oh God!” Lifting my chin, my gaze traveled up his gigantic frame to the same twisted hat, but this one was even larger, the majority covering his face. The only visible aspect of his expression was two deep, piercing blue eyes.

“De am boireannach a th ‘ann?” One of the other men spoke.

Trapped between threats, I forced my attention from the stranger towering over me back to the one binding Charlie’s arms together.

“Tha I comhla rium.” The one at my side answered, his voice smoother as if he was contemplating something he wanted. A shiver raced down my spine at the thought.

“Get off me!” Charlie was screaming as his feet were bound to a fallen log, and two of the giants lifted him into the air.

I glanced back to his frantic face, torn about what to do. A few moments before, he had been the menace, but now there seemed to be bigger problems—four of them to be precise.

“Please.” In the end, I peered up at the goliath beside me. “Where are you taking him?” I had little love for Charlie—his attempted attack had shocked and repulsed me—but I still needed him. I had to get off this island.

“He’s my friend, and he’s hurt.”

“Charaid?” The titan laughed, a deep heart sound that reverberated through my being. “Your friend?”

“You speak English?” My heart raced as Charlie was hoisted through the trees.

“Aye, little girl. I speak your tongue.”

“Please, don’t hurt him anymore.”

“You care for him?” He tilted the ugly headgear at me. “After he tried to take you by force?”

“I...” Heaving in air, my gaze lowered. “I still need him.”

“No, little girl.” The stranger thrust one colossal palm in my direction. “You do not. Take my hand. You are coming with me.”



Chapter Four

Rasmie

––––––––
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SHE WAS SUCH A TINY thing, this foreigner who had swept up on my island and now trembled at my feet. The enormous pack strapped to her back was almost bigger than her. Jeemie had spotted their arrival and sent word to my hunting party. I diverted our course to join him and found her and the yellow-haired boy by the falls. Watching their interaction had proved amusing sport for a while, but once he became the aggressor, there was no choice but to intervene. No man came to this land and committed a crime without answering to me, and the lad who had tried to force himself on the raven-haired waif was certainly no man.

Lifting my gaze, I caught his eyes as Mawnsie and Willum carted him back to camp. He would have to answer for his actions. His terrified expression validated my view he was a worthless maggot, barely warranting my attention, but I was the leader on this fair isle. It was my duty to deal with him.

“Please.” The miniscule woman implored me. “Where are you taking him?”

I shook my head at her frantic entreaty, unsure why she was so concerned about the welfare of her perpetrator.

“He’s my friend, and he’s hurt.” She heaved at the words, her hand rising to her chest as if to settle herself, and something about the act called to me.

“Charaid?” I laughed at the idea the offender we had carried off was anything but a foe. “Your friend?”

“You speak English?” She glanced up eagerly.

“Aye, little girl. I speak your tongue.” I smiled at her pitiful tone, though in my hunting gear, she would not have witnessed the gesture.

“Please, don’t hurt him anymore.”

“You care for him?” Her alarm at his fate was bewildering. “After he tried to take you by force?”

“I...” Heaving in air, her gaze lowered. “I still need him.”

“No, little girl.” My tone was emphatic as I offered her my hand. She was coming with me. I was taking her. “You do not. Take my hand. You are coming with me.”

“Wh-Who are you?”

“The man in charge of this island.” I chuckled at her awed expression. “The man on whose land you currently kneel.”

“I...” She gazed around wildly. “I didn’t know. Charlie said this place was uninhabited.”

“Uninhabited?” My jaw tensed. It was the tale we’d woven over generations to keep strangers away, yet still, they came.

“Yes.”

“How did you get here?” Though even as I asked, I already knew. Old Conrad would have brought them over—no doubt taking a few coins for his trouble. I would have to speak to that man.

“A ferry.” She shuddered at the memory. “If you can call it that.”

“Up now.” I had endured enough of her chatter. “You’re coming with me.”

“What if I don’t want to?”

“Nighean bheag.” Little girl. I snorted at the sudden defiance in her tone. “You shall do as you are told.”

“I need to go home.” Her voice broke.

“Remove the pack.” I gestured to the enormous bundle still strapped to her back. “It is too large a burden for you.”

“No.” Her voice lacked conviction. “It has all my things in it.”

“Then it is coming with me. You will come and act as witness.” I was not used to explaining myself to insolent little women, but there was something about her, something that insisted I stay and elucidate. Grasping her small hand, I tugged her unwillingly to her feet and yanked the ridiculous pack from her shoulders.

“What do you mean?” She had the most wondrous color eyes, a soft brown like the flesh of a fawn, and they fixed on me as I placed the pack by our feet.

“For your so-called friend.” I wanted to chortle at her misplaced loyalty. I had heard many stories of women from the mainland. How they whored themselves and placed their faith in false idols, but watching her kowtow to the moronic little boy who had harassed her was the embodiment of lunacy. We would never endure such disrespect in our community.

“Justice will be served to him.”

“Justice?” Her brows knitted. “You have your own laws here?”

“Why does that surprise you?” I pressed against her, enjoying the way she craned her neck to meet my eyes. “Do you assume we are savages?”

“No, I...” Her voice trailed away, her cheeks flaming. “I just meant I want to forget what he did.”

“I am justice here, nighean bheag,” I reminded her. “My word is law, and his behavior will not be tolerated.” My palm rose to her chin, tipping it up to ensure her attention was all mine. “There is also the matter of your trespass.”

“Wh-What?”

My balls contracted at the tremor in her voice. It had been too long since I’d heard such deference from the fairer sex. Too long since Vaila and the intimacy we’d shared had been snatched from me. Pulling in a breath, an image of her flashed in my mind, but after so long, the old hurt had been replaced with tainted contentment, a hope of the life that had been taken. There had been other women since, but this young lass was the first to produce a genuine glimmer of interest.

“Your trespass.” I threw her a wink, even though she couldn’t see it beneath my hunting headgear. Her skin was so soft as I held her jaw lightly. “For did you not intrude here, just as your friend tried to intrude in you?”

She blew out a breath, the warm air caressing my calloused skin. “I-I didn’t know.” Her eyes were as huge as ripe fruit. “I had no idea this was yours.”

“But you came regardless.” I gloried in her stammering response. “You did not seek clarification or permission.”

“Please.” She swallowed, her chest rising and falling. “Please, just let me go.”

“No.” There was no way I was letting her leave. “You shall come with me and face justice with your so-called friend.” My arms snaked around her middle, pulling her against me before she could do something foolish like try to flee. I had no wish to damage her, but my men would shoot if she tried to escape.

“Wh-What are you doing?” she faltered, pressing her palms to my torso in a futile attempt to resist me.

“Helping you make the right choice, nighean bheag. I am no brute and will not behave as your kin did but let there be no doubt—you are coming with me.”

“Oh God.” Panic flashed in her delightful gaze. “No, no, no!”

Beating her fists against me, she lifted one foot and brought it crashing down against my right boot. No doubt she intended for the deed to cause pain, but her lightweight attention delivered little more than an annoyance.

“Drewie,” I called to my man, still loitering in the foliage, my hold tightening on her waist as he stepped forward from the leaves.

“Aye, Maighstir.”

“The lass will be joining us.” I chose her tongue intentionally to disarm her rage, though she neither deserved nor appreciated the gesture.

“Aye, Maighstir.”

“You can’t do this!” she insisted, slamming her diminutive hands against me again.

“Cease that now.” My voice lowered as I fixed her with my stare. “Or my man will bind you.”

“But you can’t.” Tears pricked her eyes. “You have no right.”

Signaling to Drewie, my free hand slipped to her nape. “I have every right. You have come here and encroached on my territory.” I held her as Drewie grabbed the ropes we brought with us. Designed for the wild deer which stalked the island, as it turned out, they would serve an even more enticing purpose. Striding behind her, he flexed the cord between his hands, waiting.

“Be good now and comply.”

Glancing over her shoulder, she caught sight of Drewie and tensed.

“Please, don’t hurt me.”

“If you’re good, there shall be no need.” I ignored the shot of arousal that soared at her breathy plea. “Shift your hands behind your back, and my man will secure them.”

“You wish to tie me up?” Her tone was frantic. “Why should I trust you?”

“You have no choice, nighean bheag.”

I resisted repeating the small nagging voice in my head that inferred her safety because I wanted her for myself. That may be true, but it was not rational. My first duty was to my people and the security of the island. We could not have strangers prowling the periphery of our home. I wouldn’t allow it, and once justice was served, I would drill this beauty for more information about how they happened upon our wonderful rock.

“You understand?”

She nodded, pulling her lower lip between her white teeth as the first tear fell.

“Then comply, and I vow to treat you well.” Lifting one hand, I caught her tear with my fingertip. “You have my word.”

Her gaze bored into me when her wrists moved, slipping behind her to the fate of Drewie’s ropes.

“Good.”

Motioning to my man to begin work, I took the opportunity to stroke her chin as he fettered her. Her gaze fluttered closed, though I couldn’t be sure if she enjoyed the caress or wanted to block me from her sight. She was a thing of great beauty, and it would please me to claim her, but first, there was the matter of what had taken place today to deal with.

“Tha e air a dheanamh, Maighstir.” Drewie nodded, indicating his work was complete as he took a step away from her bound frame.

“Taing do,” I thanked him. “Take her possessions and follow us back to the camp. Ensure there are no others lurking.”

“There aren’t.”

I glanced down at her mewl. “And why should I trust you?”

“I have no reason to lie.” She pulled in a breath. “I’m at your mercy now.”

My lips twitched at her admission. No doubt she had not meant for it to sound as good as it did. “You are,” I agreed, “but I need to be certain.”

“I shall do as you bid, Maighstir.” Drewie met my eyes as I regarded him.

“Then let us depart.” Moving behind her body, I grabbed her bound wrists and tugged her in the right direction. “We have a trek until we reach our destination.”

She stumbled forward at my insistence, glancing left and right as if she expected someone to leap out and save her, but that was nonsense. I had been that man. I had fired the arrow into her reckless kin, stopping his assault, and what thanks had I received for my trouble? So far, none other than a futile attempt at resistance and a few meaningless denials.

“I’m sorry,” she breathed as I guided her. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

I glanced down at her expression. It seemed sincere enough, the closest thing she had come to contrition. “I appreciate your sentiment, but you should save your defense for the trial.”

“Defense?” Alarm radiated in her voice. “You mean to accuse me?”

“You shall both stand accused before me,” I assured her. “You for the crime of trespass. Your kin for trespass and the more serious offense of assault. There is little doubt what he intended to do to you.”

Her breath caught as her chin lowered. “No, there isn’t.”

“Is he your betrothed?” Not that it was my business to inquire, and not that her answer would make any difference to my will, but still...

“Charlie?” Her gaze rose to meet mine. “God, no.”

My brow furrowed beneath my helmet. “Who is this god you refer to?”

She smiled at my question, the gesture lighting her pretty face. “Only a make-believe monolithic creature they say lives in the sky.” She laughed, apparently amused at her conclusion.

“You do not believe in him?”

“No,” she sniffed. “I never have.”

It was true what they said about the mainland then—a horde of godless souls, clamoring for satisfaction and glee.

“You lack faith.” There was no judgment in my tone as I escorted her. “It is something I can help you with.”



Chapter Five

Desiree

––––––––
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HIS VAST HAND PRESSED at the small of my back. Neither aggressive nor yielding, it was a reminder of my predicament, of the horrid day I’d endured. First, Charlie, one of my oldest friends, had turned on me, assaulting me, and I was sure the goliath was right—intending much worse. I shivered at the memory of Charlie’s ugly sneer. What the hell had come over him? Could this whole trip have been one awful ruse to lure and attack me?

“You’re cold.” The gigantic man with the perturbing headgear presented it as a statement, not a question.

“I’m okay,” I lied, lowering my gaze and permitting him to guide me.

“No.” His tone was incredulous. “That is the final time you shall tell me an untruth, nighean bheag.”

My back straightened at his bossy tone, my brow furrowing at the odd name he kept using for me. I wanted to ask what it meant but sensed I didn’t want to hear the answer.

“I don’t know what you want me to say.” I blew out a breath, my thoughts returning to the more pressing matter. Disgust radiated at Charlie, but he was no longer a threat. The real concern now was what the fiend at my side was going to do, though so far, I had to admit he’d been fair.

“Say the truth.” He chuckled as if I were amusing.

“I’m not cold,” I insisted.

“Shock then?” He paused, tugging at the ropes, fettering my wrists, and demanding my compliance. “Your kin’s offense would not have been expected if you are not a couple.”

“No,” I agreed, watching as his hands rose to his head, lifting the obscene helmet from his face. “I didn’t expect it.”

One facet of my brain screamed for me to run, to take this chance when he was caught off-guard and flee, but the saner part vetoed it. I was bound, exhausted, and stranded on a remote island, hours from civilization. What would running achieve? Better I waited until I was liberated.

But what if you’re never liberated?

I bit my lip at the voice of paranoia that plagued me. Her analysis was hardly helpful. The stranger had said he would treat me well, and at the very least, I had to know what had happened to Charlie. He might have been a selfish sod, but he was still my friend. I couldn’t just leave him here to whatever these people deemed an appropriate justice.

“Well done.”

My gaze flitted to his face, and for the first time, I could actually see his expression and make out the high cheekbones framing mesmerizing eyes.

“You did not run.” His lips twitched as if he had expected me to flee. “That is pleasing.”

Heat rose to my face, conveying my guilty conscience, and worse, I couldn’t even lift my hands to save my blushes.

“Here.”

Dropping the helmet, he slipped the layer of fur from his shoulders, and collecting it, he draped it over my body. It landed over me, his body heat emanating through the makeshift coat.

“Thank you.” I didn’t know what else to say as my fingers skimmed the inside of the covering. I didn’t want to wear his fur, but there was no denying it was warmer than being exposed to the elements in my damp clothes.

“It looks good on you.” His lips curled, though the dark hair covering his chin hid most of the smile. “It will keep you warm, but it makes controlling your fetters a much more challenging job.” One dark eyebrow arched. “So, the question yet again, nighean bheag, is should I trust you to walk at my side?”

“I promise to stay with you.” My heart hammered at his insistent gaze. I’d never known a man so foreboding. “But in return, I’d like to ask you a question.”

Tilting his head, he burst into laughter. “You are making demands of me?”

“Not a demand,” I clarified. “I just want to know what you call me when you speak your native tongue.”

“Nighean bheag?” His smile widened.

“Yes.”

“It is only our way of suggesting you are diminutive.” He lifted his chin, surveying the blue sky between the canopy of trees. “It means you are a little girl.”

“A little girl?” My brow creased at the insulting term. “I’m not a child!”

“You are a great many things,” he mused, closing the distance between us with one stride. “But I agree, you are no child.”

Time protracted as he stared down at me, my throat drying at his intensity.

“It is meant only as an endearment.” His blue eyes sparkled. “There is no need for outrage.”

My gaze lowered to his huge chest, and fleetingly, I wondered at the expanse of muscle hidden beneath his clothes. The man was like a wall of solid flesh and as tall as anyone I’d ever met.

“Okay.”

A fresh surge of heat bloomed in my face, and sighing, I wished that for once, my body would stop betraying me and allow me to hide my true feelings. I didn’t know why his scrutiny affected me so much, but I couldn’t deny it did. Spearing me, it felt as though his gaze was looking into my soul.

“You shall follow me?” His hand rose to my chin, tipping it gently to meet his eyes. “Without trouble?”

“Yes.” I didn’t know what he intended, but I knew my best hope was to comply for the time being. Pissing him off now would not help save my skin. “I will follow.”

“Come then.” Gesturing into the woods, he waited for my feet to stagger on. “Justice awaits.”

***
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Rasmie

LEADING HER THROUGH the trees, I pulled back the contorted undergrowth to permit her safe passage. I did not want the branches to scratch or injure her and did not want her marked unless I said so. Like the island, she was mine now. I appeared the gentleman, tending to her needs, offering a smile I hoped was reassuring when her nervous glance came my way, guiding her when she strayed from the path, but I was a wolf dressed in lamb’s cloth. My intentions for the little girl who’d wandered into my domain were far from honorable.

Of course, I did not seek to harm her, and her transgressions were not as great as that of the yellow-haired boy, but still, I had sought direction, asked the gods for another woman to bear my son, and here she was—the raven beauty from the mainland. There were no coincidences.

“Is it far?”

Her voice was tentative as I helped her across the rocky outreach surrounding my village. It was not so easy for her to walk, laden down as she was in fur and still without the use of her hands, but it proffered me the perfect excuse to play the hero. I had rescued her from the rascal who sought to take what was mine, but I was not her savior.

“Not far from here.”

She swallowed, her expression revealing uncertainty about whether she should be relieved.

“Are you king of this land?” She turned to me, her fawn gaze unblinking.

“I am the chief.” Our kind had never called my family royal, though, like the monarch, the responsibility was handed down from one generation to the next.

“Oh.” Her smile was wistful. “So, you will decide what happens to us?”

“Aye.” My tone conveyed neither warning nor reassurance.

“You understand we meant no harm coming here?”

Her chest rose and fell in a rapid, delectable way that made me want to rip the fabric from her form and devour her.

“Your intention shall be judged at the trial.” I glanced away, hiding the smile burning at my lips. I had always taken my duty to my people seriously, but days like this made my privilege exquisite. I couldn’t wait to exert my power over her. Once I had taken care of her kin.

“You’re frightening me.” Her feet paused as the wind threw her mane of long hair back behind her.

“It is not my intention,” I told her, although I had meant to be deliberately vague in my plans.

“Then what is?”

“You are not in the position to make demands, nighean bheag.”

“I know, but...” She sighed. “Please. I didn’t even want to come here.”

“Then why did you?” I beckoned for her to walk on, and reluctantly, her feet stumbled forward.

“It was Charlie’s idea.” She shook her head. “Something about an adventure and finding ourselves.” She snorted sadly. “So much for self-discovery.”

“You may yet discover more of yourself.” I eyed her pretty face, attractive despite her tears and obvious weariness.

“For all I know, you’ll kill me.” Her gaze rose to meet mine as she finally revealed the true reason for her terror.

“I shall not,” I assured her. “I vowed I would treat you well, did I not?”

“Yes, but—”

Losing her footing, she tripped, plummeting forward toward the heather-covered rocks. I moved like lightning, catching her shoulder and heaving her back toward me. She crashed into my body with a yelp.

“You need to watch your step, nighean bheag.”

For a moment, she was dazed, panting against me. Then as if her brain had registered what had transpired, she found her feet, straightening her body as her cheeks flushed.

“I’m sorry.”

Reaching for her, I captured her soft, heated flesh in my palm.

“You are always driven by such emotion.”

She fought to resist my touch, recoiling until she noticed my stare, hard and unyielding like the rest of me.

“I-I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

“But I caught you.” Just as I would always catch her.

“Y-Yes.” She inched away from my hand, refusing to accept its comfort. “Thank you.”

At least her manners were proper.

“Come.” Turning her face, I pointed to the small outline on the horizon. “That is my village and our destination. We shall make home by supper.”

Her brow furrowed as she took in the line of homes sprawled ahead. “How many of you are there?”

“A couple hundred.” Guiding her onward, I decided to indulge her question.

“A couple hundred?” She seemed shocked. “How can you remain so private? Why has the world not heard about you?”

I sniggered at her innocence, but my laughter lost on the breeze.

“The world has no interest in us,” I replied. “And we have no interest in it.”

She nodded, apparently satisfied as she pushed on toward my homestead. I didn’t mention the most obvious answer, didn’t want to incite her anxiety, but the truth was the world beyond our shores knew little of us because when strangers stepped foot on our land, they never returned to tell of us. Outsiders were not welcomed, but with surety, they were never allowed to leave.



Chapter Six

Desiree

––––––––
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I WAS EXHAUSTED BY the time we reached the settlement, my head aching every inch as much as my feet. Gazing around the place as we entered the fenced area guarded by archers, the first thing that hit me was the smell. The aroma of agriculture smacked me straight in the face—live and slaughtered animals surrounded the places they lived and defecated. It was like something out of the Middle Ages. The community appeared to be little more than thirty or so ramshackle residences erected in a circle, the walls made of wood while the roofs were compromised of straw. An enormous fire raged in the middle of the space, a place where people seemed to meet and socialize. To the right were an elevated platform and a set of wooden pillories. My breathing accelerated as my gaze drank in the look of them.

“Maighstir.”

A man dressed in fur almost as elaborate as the one he’d thrown over my shoulders ran to greet us. He hesitated when he saw me before remembering his place and bowing his head to his leader.

“Mawnsie?” The man who’d led me this far regarded him. “What news?”

“Tha am balach again.” His gaze slid from his chief to me.

“In English.” The brooding giant at my side lifted his chin. “So our guest can understand.”

His man exhaled at the command, evidently not pleased. “We have the boy.”

Charlie! I gasped, my attention darting from one man to the other.

“Is he okay?” I demanded.

The newcomer’s gaze widened at my query as his master turned to look upon me.

“Silence.” The goliath lifted his finger in warning. “You do not have license to speak, nighean bheag.”

My brow furrowed. I couldn’t speak? Apparently, not only the smells and way of life were from centuries ago.

“Where is he?” The giant’s attention shifted back to his man.

“In the bridge, Maighstir,” came the reply.

“Fine. Allow me time to take a drink, then bring him to me. There shall be a trial.”

“Before we dine, Maighstir?” The younger man seemed surprised.

“Yes.” His reply was emphatic. “There shall be no feast until justice is served.”

“As you wish, Maighstir.” A sinister smile spreads across the younger man’s face, knotting the burgeoning apprehension inside me. Lowering his head, he turned and strode away.

“What is the bridge?” The question escaped my lips as soon as we were alone.

“You need a lesson in propriety, nighean bheag.” The brute grinned, though I could tell he was mocking me. “I told you to be silent.”

“I...” Disgruntled, I didn’t know how to respond. I wanted to tell him to go screw himself, but I knew that wouldn’t do me any favors. I was bound in this strange place with people who had probably never left this island. Whoever this so-called chief was, he had been reasonably good to me so far, and I had to trust in his word. If I behaved, if I kept him onside, I would be well treated. It was the only assurance I had until I found a way off this godforsaken island.

“Better,” he teased, laughing as he spun on his heel. “This way, nighean bheag and keep up. I am not certain what my men will think if they find you unattended.”

That made me move, my feet running to keep up with his long strides as we neared one of the largest buildings. Set apart from most of the smaller ones, this one had a wooden roof and was guarded by two strapping men, whose heads lowered as we neared.

“Maighstir,” they said in unison.

“Beannachdan.” He acknowledged them as one pulled open the huge wooden door. “Ready the village. There is to be a trial.”

Their eyes widened as their gazes shifted to me.

“An e seo am boireannach?” one asked.

“No.” The leader glanced in my direction. “Though this one will also pay for her transgression.” He laughed, the sound mimicked by his men. “Nevertheless, she is my guest and will be treated as so.” His expression hardened. “Any man who disagrees will answer to me personally.”

“Yes, Maighstir.”

“Come.”

He motioned to me, offering that same palm that had halted my fall to the ground, and even though I couldn’t take his hand, I shuffled forward. Painfully aware of the scrutiny of his men, I ignored their inquiring eyes and stepped inside. An array of contained fires lit the room, which was larger than I’d realized from the outside. Yet again, there was a raised stage at one end, a huge throne-like seat waiting in the center.

He marched inside, passing the throne into an area concealed by more elaborate animal furs. I followed him, ducking just in time as the fur he’d held aloft plummeted back to the floor.

“We shall drink before the trial.”

I glanced around, uncertain what he had in mind to consume. My question was answered when he paced to a bench, selecting a jug and pouring the contents into two goblets. Collecting them both, he turned and closed the distance to me.

“Here, nighean bheag.” He moved one of the goblets in my direction, tipping it as it neared my lips. “Drink.”

“What is it?” I mumbled, but he pressed the edge of the vessel to my mouth.

“Drink.”

Breathing in the scent of the liquid, I inhaled the alcohol before it actually fell past my lips. I swallowed down the first gulp, acknowledging the sweet tang before the burn hit the back of my throat.

“Oh.” I recoiled, turning away from him. “What is that?”

“It is our local honey mead.” He chuckled, taking a drink from his goblet. “Do you like?”

“It’s unique.” I inhaled, breathing in the sugary aroma again.

“Good.” His lips twitched. “What do you say?”

“Say?” My heart hammered faster as his dark eyebrow arched.

“When you are given a gift.” He paused, and I swore the air around us grew thicker. “What should you say?”

Oh God. He was prompting me to thank him. “Thank you.” I breathed the words at him, my gaze flitting to the goblet to avoid the intensity of his stare.

“You’re welcome, little girl.”

My throat dried at his joshing tone. It should rile, and I knew on some level it did, but my body reacted to him in the strangest way. My nipples hardened beneath my clothes, my temperature rising and burning me up from the inside.

His expression was amused as he swigged at his goblet. “Are you hungry?”

My stomach growled at his question, reminding me it had been hours since I’d eaten anything. “Yes,” I admitted.

He nodded, turning back with the goblets and returning to me with a large piece of fleshy fruit. “You will enjoy this.” Grinning, he reached for his belt, producing a blade.

I gasped, retreating from my spot, but he only chuckled.

“Not for you, for this.” He sliced one edge of the fruit, revealing its juicy amber flesh. “It is sweet, like a peach.”

I stared at the piece of fruit, though a part of me was still wary of the strange giant with the knife. Watching me, he lifted the fruit to his mouth, sucking the juice before he pulled it between his teeth. He chewed it unhurriedly, never breaking eye contact.

“Now you.” The blade returned to the fruit, slicing a second segment. Walking toward me, he held it out on the edge of the knife at face level. “Here.”

My gaze landed on the fruit as I edged in its direction. Tentatively, I leaned forward, beyond vulnerable as my lips parted. I expected him to steal it away and deride me, to humiliate me at my gullibility, but to my relief, he held the knife steady. He waited as I snatched the fruit away, sucking it into my mouth before my body straightened. The wonderful nectarine flavor erupted as I chewed, the juice washing away the taste of the mead.

“Thank you.” This time I offered the gratitude before it was demanded, humbled by the strength of his gaze.

“Very good.” He beamed, taking another slice for himself. “There will be more later, but first, there is the matter of your trial.”

“Here?” My heart accelerated at the reminder, and I glanced around. “Now?”

“Aye.” Wandering to the table, he dropped the fruit, cleaning the blade on his clothing before he sheathed it. “Here and now.”



Chapter Seven

Rasmie

––––––––
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I LED HER BACK INTO the great hall, removing my fur to reveal her diminutive form to those assembled. She trembled as I positioned her in front of my throne, though the air was warmed by a good many fires.

“Behave,” I whispered, my hand gripping her nape. “Behave, and this will be over shortly.”

Her eyes were afraid as I took my leave from her, but she remained rooted to the spot, taking in the faces of my people. Most of my men were present, as were some of the women and children who often enjoyed a good public rebuke.

“Maighstir.” Erik, the second laird of the village, nodded as I took my place. He was older, perhaps wiser, but his family did not shoulder the responsibility of leadership. That burden and privilege fell to mine. “I have heard we are to use English for this matter.”

“Aye.” I nodded my approval. “I should like our guest to comprehend proceedings, and since we use both tongues, it is of no matter.”

“Very good, Maighstir. Please tell us, we are called here today to deal with what matter?”

“The matter of justice!” My voice boomed around the place, eliciting hollers of excitement among the villagers. “A matter of great importance.”

“Who have you brought before us?” Erik asked, standing on my left side.

“A stranger.” My palm rose to present her, and her gaze lowered as every face in the room turned in her direction. “I do not have her name.” It was true I had not asked. It was of little difference to me since soon she would be mine—wife of Rasmie—her original identity therefore redundant.

“What is your name, stranger?” Erik motioned to her to speak.

“My name is Desiree.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

“Speak up,” I prompted. “My people want to know the name of her who trespasses against us.”

She swallowed at my accusation. “Desiree.”

Erik’s gaze slid to mine. “Where did you find this, foreigner, Maighstir?”

“It was Jeemie who spotted her first.” I pointed to my brother in the crowd. “I call upon him to elaborate.”

“Aye, Maighstir!” Jeemie lifted his goblet into the air, provoking another cheer from the crowd. “She was spotted with one other on the western shore.”

“The ferryman, Conrad again?” Erik sighed, shaking his head.

“Aye,” I agreed. “It is a matter we must deal with, but first... Desiree.” I liked her name, enjoyed the sound of it on my lips. As if she could read my mind, a tiny gasp left her mouth as I spoke it.

“Why are you here? Tell my people.”

“I-I came with my friend.” Her eyes fluttered closed, though I couldn’t be certain if it was the embarrassment of disclosure or the memory of her kin’s attempted assault that inspired it. “It was supposed to be a holiday.”

“A holiday?” Erik’s brow rose as he turned to me. “What is this thing, Maighstir?”

“Desiree?” I prompted. “Explain.”

“A holiday,” She shrugged as if the word should make sense to us. “Some time away, to relax and unwind.”

I balked at her justification. “We have no such concept here, just as you had no invitation to step foot on our fair isle.”

“I’m sorry.” She glanced around the throng nervously. “I didn’t know you were here. I swear it.”

“That much we believe, but your ignorance does not defend your actions.”

“What more can I say?” Her tone was pleading. “Please, I meant no offense. Just let me go.”

“No outsider may return from our isle,” Erik answered before I could reply. “There is no chance of leaving.”

“But?” Desiree’s focus flitted to me wildly. “You said if I came here with you, it would be okay. You said I could go home.”

“I said no such thing!” My voice thundered around the room. “And those brought before me for judgment shall watch their tone.”

Her gaze fell, each foot shifting her weight as silence bloomed.

“The penalty on our isle is always the same.”

Her chin rose slightly at my softened tone, waiting for my verdict.

“Whatever transgression is committed shall be done unto you.”

“What does that mean?” Her voice was hoarse.

“You intruded onto our land, into our lives, nighean bheag, and you did so without consent.” I paused, waiting for that to register. “So now I will intrude into yours.” My lips curled at the wonderful metaphor bouncing around my head. I had wanted to intrude into Desiree from the first moment I saw the odious yellow-haired boy lay a finger on her. It was clear she was a gift from the gods, their compensation for Vaila’s loss.

“I-I don’t understand.” Her face was ashen as her fate dawned.

“Our Maighstir needs heirs.” Erik stepped forward to elucidate. “After his wife was tragically taken from us.”

Desiree inhaled. “Heirs?”

“Children,” I clarified with a smile. “And for that, I need a new wife, but as yet, no one has been to my liking.” Until now.

“You... want me?” She could barely get the words out. “Is that what you mean?”

“Our community needs a young, healthy woman to bear our next ruler.” Erik smiled with pride. “Someone like you.”

“Yes.” My tone was resolute. “I want you.”

She stared at me with bewildered eyes. “But I...” She shook her head. “I can’t stay here. I don’t want to stay here!” Frantic, she flustered, her face reddening as my intention dawned.

“It is not your choice, nighean bheag. I have given my verdict, and your crime is redeemable only if you stay.”

“Please, no.” Her face crumpled as she moved toward me, and three of my men lurched in her direction.

“It is okay,” I assured them, motioning for them to release their grips. “She is no harm to me.”

Nodding, the men retreated.

“You are staying, nighean bheag.” My hand caught in her hair as she heaved in a miserable breath. “Either as my wife or as my prisoner. Your only choice is which role you choose to assume.”

“But I don’t want this.” Her eyes filled with tears as she glanced around the assembled throng again. No doubt, their leering, excited expressions did little to assuage her concerns. “I only want to go home.”

“This is your home.” My fingers tightened. “If you defy me and try to flee, I will catch you and punish you. Believe me, my wrath has far worse consequences than the punishment handed down today.”

“Oh God.”

I pressed my fingers to her lips, silencing her heathen words as I turned to Erik.

“Our union shall be official tomorrow, but for now, bring the blooms.”

Lips twitching, he gestured for one of the women at the front of the crowd, Audra, to bring forth the local flowers she had gathered.

“Here we are, Maighstir.” Lowering her head, she presented me with her basket of flora. “I will be honored if you selected one for your new wife.”

“I’m not your wife!” Stamping her foot, Desiree withdrew from my finger.

“Not yet.” I threw her a cautionary glance. “But you will be, and you will learn decorum and respect.” Towering over her, I watched as her flame of defiance was extinguished. “Turn and thank the florist.”

Breath ragged and her face burning bright, she rotated to the bowing woman, Audra.

“Thank you.”

I could tell the words almost caught in her throat, but she had said them.

“Now, kneel.”

Pointing to the floor by the throne, I watched as she shuffled away sadly, descending to her knees before my attention shifted back to the blooms.

“A special kind of flower grows in these parts.” Fishing among the blooms, my fingertips found the blossoms I had in mind, pulling them from Audra’s basket. “A flower so beautiful, it is beyond compare.”

I smiled at the memory. They had once signified my love for Valia. I had brought her a fresh bouquet every week, but since she’d been gone, the sight of the bloom had become painful. Desiree’s arrival had changed something, and glancing at the three florets resting on my palm, their purple hue was every inch as wonderful as I recalled.

“I present them to you.” Turning to the kneeling Desiree, I forced her chin up to meet my gaze. “As a symbol of our union.”

“I don’t want them.” There was venom laced in her tone, her fawn eyes dark as she refused to meet my eyes.

“You have no choice.” One hand signal was all it took for my men to advance again, my youngest brother, Alban grinning as he neared. Straddling both sides of her, one man held down each shoulder as Alban fetched rope.

“Bind her ankles,” I instructed, ignoring her frustrated screams. If Desiree was not going to cooperate, she left us with no choice. My back straightened as Alban tightened the knots, rising to his feet.

“Go and fetch fruit from my chamber,” I ordered, pointing to the place I had taken Desiree. The throng behind me roared as Alban chuckled, turning to comply and returning with a small nectarine. It was unlike him to be so biddable, but his service was appreciated. Reaching for my belt, I tugged at my handkerchief. It was not how I had wanted to present my new wife to the village, but if she could not behave, she could live with the consequences.

“Don’t do this,” she implored me, trying to shake off the grip of the men pinning her in place, though she did not know what I had in mind to do.

“Wives bring joy to our lives.” I grinned, turning to those assembled as I laid the flowers out on the seat of my chair. “Am I not right?”

A raucous cheer erupted at my prompt.

“But they must learn obedience and silence.” I reached for the fruit, rolling it in my palm as I assessed her pretty mouth. “I can help with those lessons.”

Desiree’s eyes widened as the nectarine neared her face. “What are you going to do?” she demanded, her gaze following its advance.

“Alban.” Meeting his green eyes, I gestured for his aid, and he knew well enough how to help. She was not the first unruly bheag we had had in our midst.

“Aye.” His finger and thumb rose over her head, lowering to pinch her delicate nose.

“Not too hard,” I commanded. “Do not hurt her.”

“No!” she cried, shaking her head left to right to throw Alban off, but of course, in doing so, she gifted me the opportunity I needed.

As soon as her lips parted, I shoved the soft fruit inside, folding the cloth in my hand and wrapping it over the front of her mouth. Alban released his hold on her, and I passed him the ends of the handkerchief.

Before she knew what had transpired, little Desiree was finally silenced.



Chapter Eight

Desiree

––––––––
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THIS WAS NOT HAPPENING! How the hell had this happened? Struggling to breathe around the fabric he’d tied around my face, my lips were stretched wide around the fruit shoved between my lips. I’d never been treated so disgustingly, like a thing—a piece of property. Writhing on my knees, I wanted to get up, but the new ropes around my ankles made that impossible, even without the brutes weighing me down.

“Leave her now.” The man who seemed to think he was my master signaled for the men to leave. “She shall be a good girl.”

The two of them marched back to the sidelines, leaving my would-be husband to loom over me, his fingers catching the underside of my jaw.

“Won’t you?”

I locked gazes with him, indignant at my treatment and yet petrified about what he had in store. He said he meant to make me his wife, but I didn’t want to get married, let alone to a strange bully who’d rescued me from one fate, only to tumble me into an even deeper, darker hole. Pulling in air through my nostrils, I nodded, dimly aware it was my only option.

“Good.” His hand slid to my cheek, enveloping my heated skin before it reached for the blade still tucked into his belt.

I tensed, my eyes widening with panic.

“No,” he soothed, lowering to his haunches before me. “It is not what you think. I will not harm what belongs to me, but that does not mean I cannot display it.”

My brows knitted at his perplexing riddle, but my attention was riveted to the knife as it approached my body.

“It is time to remove this once and for all.” He ran his tongue over his teeth. “Wearing damp clothing will only cause illness, and I cannot allow that in my village.”

Yanking at my strappy top, he pulled the fabric from my body, forcing the head of his blade straight through the cloth. I screamed at the criminal damage, desperate for him not to hurt me, to stop, but in truth, I didn’t want to move too much, didn’t want to risk the blade slipping and injuring me inadvertently.

“Steady.”

He laughed, compelling the blade through the front of my top. I watched as he cut first one, then a second huge circle from it, leaving what remained in tatters at my middle. Glancing down, I noticed the front of my white bra was now on show for him and the entire baying mob to see.

“Very appealing.”

My breath hitched as my teeth bit down into the fruit. Sweet juice spilled down my chin, though there was nothing I could do to wipe it away.

“You are lovely.” His lips curled, one finger running along the strap of my underwear before it dipped beneath it, pulling it from my flesh.

“Ooooh!” I screamed around my makeshift gag as he lifted the blade to the strap. I already knew what he was going to do, but watching him cut my only layer of modesty was excruciating.

His smile widened as the strap gave way, one half pinging back against my skin while the other fell lank on my bosom. He jerked the lacy cup from my breast before he turned his focus to the other side. A moment later, my top and underwear had been sliced open, revealing my chest to the throng.

“Oo od.” I wanted to scream, to cry. In my head, I played out scenarios where I broke free of his ropes and attacked him. In reality, all I did was pant around the fruit, my embarrassment deepening as he reached for my breasts and kneaded them until my nipples beaded.

“She is most attractive, Maighstir.” The one who’d asked the questions when I’d first been dragged out in front of the audience grinned behind the brute. “I am certain the gods will grant you a son with her.”

“As am I.”

My self-imposed master stroked my sensitive skin in an almost tender way, and though I wanted to recoil, there was no way I could, nowhere to go in a room full of those who would only wish me harm even if I could.

In the short term, it was hopeless.

“You shall receive the blooms I intend for you.” His voice was soft as he twisted toward his seat nearby and collected the flowers. I watched as he ripped the blooms from their stalks, sprinkling the purple petals all over my bared chest before tucking the remainder between my ample assets. The applause that exploded once he was satisfied was as mortifying as it was deafening.

“You shall have all that is beautiful.” Once more, his hand grazed the side of my blushing cheek. “These local blooms, and when they are in season, I shall send women to where the wild roses grow. We bear a bloom of deep purple that will look delightful on you.”

I squirmed under his gaze, uncertain what he expected me to say and humiliatingly unable to reply.

“Now to the matter of her kin.” He rose to his full height, his attention fixed on another of his numerous men. “Bring him here and arrange the stand.”

“Aye, Maighstir.”

One of the men waiting at the entrance strode away, and my thoughts returned to Charlie as two others arranged a peculiar wooden frame just beyond the steps where I knelt. Charlie had attacked me, tried to force himself on me, but I’d known him a long time, and he was still my friend. What had they done to him while I had been forced to bear this indignity, and what would he think when they brought him here to find me like this? My head bowed at the agonizing dilemma.

“Do not spare him a thought.”

I lifted my chin at his glib tone to find him relaxing on his throne while I knelt there, exposed and humbled. My jaw tightened on the sweet flesh, pushing my teeth deeper toward the cold stone in the middle of the fruit. I wanted to tell him he knew nothing about Charlie and me, to remind him he wasn’t the master of me, but my horrid predicament begged to differ. As of now, I was at the mercy of this island brute, and God only knew when that would change. Frustrated fear simmering in my veins, my fingers flexed at the ropes containing me.

“Get the fuck off me!”

My focus was drawn back to the throng, Charlie’s howls piercing my misery. Heart hammering, I watched as the crowd parted, and he was carried toward us. Attached to a wooden log, similar to the one I had seen him dangling from earlier, he was brought to the platform and arranged on the wooden frame, so he hung only a foot or so from where I was. My brow furrowed as I watched his struggle. Could he really have been bound that way the whole time?

“What the fuck is this?” Panic mingled with anger in his voice, his blond hair flying left and right as he tried to assess where he was. In his haste to figure it out, he didn’t seem to notice the semi-naked woman staring at him with desperate eyes. “Where am I?”

“So, this is the trouble-maker?” Rising from the huge throne-like seat, the man who had captured us strode past me, his stare boring into Charlie’s flaming face as the mob hailed him. “Has your wound been treated?”

“You!” Charlie’s eyes widened as he recognized the man who had shot him. “You did this! Set me free at once.”

“No.” Standing over him, the goliath chuckled. “You are no free man. You are here to face justice.”

“Justice?” Charlie’s brow creased. “Is that what you call this? Is that what you call leaving me like this for hours?”

“Maighstir.” The older man stepped toward the leader. “His wound was treated with herbs before he was hung at the bridge.”

“Good.” Nodding, the beast who’d bared me turned, his gaze grazing my flesh as he found his seat. “Thank you, Erik.”

“What is the boy accused of?” Erik’s brow rose as he took in Charlie, his gaze sliding back to his master.

“He attempted to take Desiree by force.”

The hulk of a man brooding beside me snarled as he listed the indictment.

“She clearly rejected him, yet he persisted in his advance, trying to stick his member in her throat.”

His focus flew to me, our gazes locking as I struggled around the blasted fruit. My jaw was starting to ache, and my knees were killing me. I wanted to remind him, he had also failed to garner my consent before he bound and bared me. I hoped my stinging gaze conveyed the protest.

“He also trespassed uninvited on our fair isle, but since I have no desire to take him as a second wife, and that is the lesser charge, I suggest we proceed straight to judgment of the former matter.”

A rumble of laughter reverberated from those enjoying the twisted show.

“Yes, Maighstir,” Erik agreed, gesturing toward my fettered form. “You certainly have the better of the two choices.”

“Des?” Charlie’s focus followed the older man’s eyes, his gaze landing on me for the first time since he was unceremoniously left on display. “Shit, are you okay?”

“Your concern is irrelevant.” The giant shifted on his throne. “Especially given the charges against you.”

“What have you done to her?” Charlie spat. “For God’s sake, you’re monsters!”

The goliath rose from his seat, striding toward Charlie. I squeezed my eyes closed, unsure I could stand to see whatever would play out.

“You will close your mouth unless spoken to, little boy.” There was venom in his voice. “Or I will cut your tongue out once and for all.”

“Ooooh.” I couldn’t help the despair as it escaped my throat. After everything I had been through today, I couldn’t bear more violence.

“Something to say, Desiree?” The giant turned, one dark eyebrow arching as he regarded me.

My breathing accelerated as he returned to me, tugging the fabric covering my mouth and chin.

“Open.” Holding his palm out in front of me, he waited as I tilted forward and discarded the infernal fruit which had inhibited me. “You may speak frankly.”

“Please.” I swallowed, desperate to wipe my mouth, which was smothered in fruit juices. “No more violence.”

“No more?” He chuckled. “We have hardly begun. I shot him only to protect you, but justice will be served.” One enormous thumb lowered to clean my chin, wiping the majority of the mess from my skin. Lifting the digit, he pressed it to my lips, his blue eyes tantalizing as he commanded, “Suck.”

Fuck. Had any man sounded sexier? It made little sense to be blindsided by his show of sensual authority, especially in my current condition, but something about the order was enthralling. Without breaking eye contact, I wrapped my lips around his thumb, taking what he had to offer. A dark glint flashed in his gaze as he watched me, his lips curling when he pulled away.

“After everything, Desiree shows you mercy, little boy.” Rising, he wandered back to Charlie. “Unfortunately for you, she is not in charge here. I am, and for you, like everyone else on this island, my law will apply.”

Silence fell over the crowded hall as the eager throng awaited his decision.



Chapter Nine

Rasmie

HE REMINDED ME OF EVERY male I’d encountered from the mainland. They always thought they had the answers, thought they were the epitome of civilization until they were confronted with their crimes, and so few were prepared to be held accountable. So few accepted responsibility for their actions.

“Cut me down.” The yellow-haired imbecile bared his teeth at me as if I should be fearful of the pearly white veneers. “You have no right to do this to either of us.”

Gesturing toward Desiree, his hungry gaze took in the peaks of her tempting breasts, and a spike of fury surged. How dare the little cretin assume he could talk for her? He had given up that right when he’d tried to force his cock down her throat.

“You do not speak for her.” I took a step to the right, blocking his view of her delectable form. I wanted her displayed, but this boy did not merit the reward. “In fact, do not speak at all unless you are spoken to.”

His brow creased. “You can’t do this!” he hollered, struggling against the ropes from which he was strung. “Let me down.”

“You heard the maighstir.” Jeemie acted without any encouragement, withdrawing his blade and lurching for the fool. “Silence your tongue or prepare to lose it.” Lifting the knife, he flashed it before the yellow-haired boy’s huge eyes, eliciting a mighty roar from those assembled who would have liked nothing more than this initial sacrifice.

“No!” Desiree’s weary croak broke the intensity of the baying horde. “Please, no.”

Turning at her pitiful plea, I lifted my palm, muting the mob. Her appeal should have irked, but an unexpected desire to placate her washed over me. She was clearly overwrought, and her fate had already been decided. There was little to be gained from upsetting her just for pleasure, though little Desiree would have to learn that my will was now her everything. If I wanted the boy mute, he would be. Just as she would be my wife by the time the moon rose again tomorrow.

“Enough from you all.” My voice bounced around the hall, a hushed silence descending. “We are gathered on the matter of justice, about what is owed to him who attempts to violate an unwilling woman.”

“It wasn’t like that.” Once more, the boy thrashed in his bondage. “You know nothing about it.”

“I know what I witnessed.” Turning back to the kneeling beauty, an image of her pinned against the tree flashed through my mind. “I know what you would have done had I not halted your pursuit.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
= o
f_} DESIRES SO CONSUMING,
== g? THEY MAY MEAN THE END OF EVERYTHING.

USA'TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

FELICITY BRANDON





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





