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Carrickliffe, Scotland, 1838


Read from the Leabhar nan Sùil-radharc, the Book of Fates:


To the tenth Carrick:


Your lady fair shall bear you three dark sons.


Joy they bring you until they read this tome.


Words before their eyes cut your life’s line young.


You die dread knowing cursed men they become,


Shadowed to walk with death or walk alone.


Not to marry, know love, or bind, their fate;


Your line to die for never seed shall take.


Death and torment to those caught in their wake,


Blood obscured the last two lines.





One


[image: Images]


The Principality of Andorra, 1856


Yes, yes, very well then. Take out his heart.”


For the first time since his beating began, Courtland MacCarrick’s split, bloody sneer faltered. The general’s impatient command seemed unreal to him, the words sounding hollow and indistinct, probably because Court could see nothing, blinded by blood dripping from a gash on his forehead and by his swollen lids.


The henchmen restraining him whaled two punches into his stomach, unable to contain their excitement at the prospect of killing off a mercenary, and a rival at that. Court could do little to defend himself in his condition and with his wrists bound.


“If you kill me,” he bit out as he labored for a breath, “you know my men will avenge my death. You would no’ risk that over simply payin’ us what’s owed?” His voice was thick with brogue, as it hadn’t been since he’d left the Highlands years before.


“No one will avenge you, MacCarrick, because they’ll all be dead as well,” General Reynaldo Pascal said in a casual tone. Though he couldn’t see, Court knew the man had a thoughtful expression on his face. The Spanish deserter had never looked like a power-crazed zealot—more like a benevolent statesman.


“My kin will keep comin’ until they’ve stamped you out.”


The general sighed. “In any case . . .” Court could imagine him giving an impatient hand wave, signaling the end of the subject. “ . . . do make it painful and prolonged.”


“You will no’ do it yourself?”


He chuckled softly. “You of all people should know I hire men to do my dirty work.”


As the two yanked him away, Court said over his shoulder, “Aye, but do the fools holdin’ me know that you doona pay them for it?”


They jostled him, heaving him from the room, then strained to pull him down the stairs and outside onto the rough slate street.


As soon as he felt the sun on his face, he heard a woman gasp; an older man said, “Mare de Déu,” but Court knew better than to expect anything from the people here other than a sharp turning of their heads and the ushering of children inside. Their fear of Pascal was ingrained. Court could be butchered in the town square and no one would lift a finger. Actually, that was a close estimation to what he knew was about to happen.


Yet he didn’t feel as though that was the direction they were moving in. He heard the din of rushing water, realized they were traveling to the river beside the village, and futilely turned his head toward the sound. “No execution in the town center?” he rasped. “Careful that I doona feel slighted.”


“We are being more circumspect with our . . . activities,” said the one on his left.


“Too late. Pascal’s already angered Spain.” He bit out the words with conviction, but in truth it was little more than a hope.


“And we will be ready,” the other replied, just before they slammed him up against what had to be a bridge railing. And Court couldn’t fight because he couldn’t see.


The water was directly below them, pounding furiously over a drop-off. The Riu Valira was always an angry torrent after rains to the north. He struggled to remember how high this bridge was. Would the Valira be deep enough? . . .


He heard a knife being unsheathed. What choice did he have?


“If you do this now,” Court said in a low, deadly tone, “my men and my kin will descend on you. They live for killing.” And kill for a living.


Court knew he couldn’t talk them out of planting that knife. These weren’t merely two among the general’s army—these were assassins, part of the Orden de los Rechazados, Order of the Disavowed. Court just wanted time to get his bearings. A second stalled was possibility . . .


If he jumped, they wouldn’t chase him down the river. They’d consider his battered condition, with his hands bound and with the impact of the powerful falls, and reason that he would drown for certain.


Unfortunately, they’d probably be right. . . .


The knifepoint pricked his chest as though poised there—almost comforting because at least he knew where it was. Then . . . gone. Drawn back for the blow—


He shoved himself back, the force pitching him over the railing, tossing his feet over his head before he landed in the icy water.


The impact stunned him, his body taking the hit as though crashing into a wall. He sank down so far pain stabbed his ears from the depth, then struggled upward with bound hands.


Though it went against every instinct, he forced himself to reach the surface facedown as though dead. He sensed the pull of the water and realized that facedown in this case meant being swept from the falls’ pool headfirst.


The Rechazados shot just as the rushing water began propelling him over the rim of the elevated basin. The bullets ripped through the water so close to him he could feel their percussion, but he didn’t flinch even when he was forced to dive from above, then ride another series of falls into the main current.


The river boiled with rapids and swiftly carried him away. Just when he could stand it no longer, he raised his face for breath, but inhaled mostly foam.


The churning force drove him into rocks, the larger ones knocking him above the surface for lungfuls of air, but his weight quickly wrenched him down to the river bottom lined with jagged slate. The fractures snagged his clothes until they were in tatters, and then his unprotected skin. Each hit took him closer to oblivion.


Yet he continued to fight and managed to turn himself feet first. The water had washed away the worst of the blood, and the icy temperature had lessened the swelling, allowing him to see from the slit of one eye.


A high jutting rock approached; he lunged for it, looping his bound arms around it. The current swept on relentlessly until the wracking pressure on the ropes snapped his wrist. He didn’t care—he gulped air. After only moments of rest, the bindings sliced away, leaving him to the mercy of the river once more.


He’d been in and out of consciousness for what felt like days when the current finally calmed. In the lull, he perceived that the freezing temperature had muted the worst pain of his injuries. In fact, he felt nothing but the subtle warming of the water as he drifted into a static pool by the bank.


Succumbing to the blackness was an overwhelming temptation now, nearly stronger than his will, but he forced himself to crawl to the stony shore on one hand and his knees. Free of the river, he collapsed onto his back and cradled his broken wrist.


The sun warmed him, taking away the worst of the chill, and for how long he lay there he didn’t know. He only noticed when a shadow passed before it. He squinted to bring a thin line of vision to his one good eye.


He must’ve sucked in a breath—his bashed ribs screamed that he did—because a woman with shining hair knelt beside him, peering down with widened green eyes. Her lips were parted in surprise, and an unusual stone glinted light from a choker around the pale column of her neck. When she tilted her head at him, a breeze blew a dark curl across her cheek.


Breathtaking. “Aingeal . . . ,” he murmured as he resisted the blackness once more.


“Perfect,” she answered with utter sarcasm as she rose and put her hands on her hips. “Simply perfect. This animal’s alive.”


•  •  •


Tea.


Annalía Elisabet Catherina Tristán, daughter of the family Llorente, had ridden out for flowers to brighten the afternoon tea. Where did the marsh marigolds grow best? By the river. By the cursed river, where apparently the cursed mercenaries wash to shore.


She hadn’t known what to think when she’d spied the body from afar. Perhaps a shepherd had fallen in the Valira during a storm to the north? Yet as she approached she’d recognized that this giant was no shepherd, and she hadn’t missed the nationality. Around his waist he had a thick, wide belt, the style of which was foreign. Attached to the belt had been a swatch of plaid left from some larger cloth.


Plaid meant Scot. Scot meant killer.


She bemoaned the situation yet again and tugged on the reins looped over her shoulder, trudging forward, pulling along Iambe, her hunter, who had two hundred plus pounds of Scottish deadweight attached to her. Neither she nor Iambe was used to such labor. Annalía sighed wearily—they were both thoroughbreds born for a different purpose altogether.


She was ill equipped for a rescue—or truly anything more involved than gathering flowers—so the conveyance she’d fashioned consisted of a rope tightened around his chest, pinning his arms to his sides, then another rope pulled under both his arms and tied to the saddle.


But why was she dragging him up the steep mountain incline to her home? Scots were hated in Andorra, and yet she was taking one straight through the narrow rock entrance—the only entrance—to the three higher plateaus separating the river from the manor. Her ancestors had gated the passage, and for five hundred years it had kept the horses on their ranch in—and strangers out.


Surely he was one of the Highland mercenaries brought here by Pascal. Their tiny, almost hidden country so high in the Pyrenees wasn’t exactly overrun with Highlanders. But what if he was the singular Scot who came here for other reasons? And she let him die? She thought he’d called her an angel and he’d looked so relieved to see her, as if he had every confidence she would save him.


If he was one of Pascal’s men, she’d simply have to heal him, then kill him herself.


After plodding past the crystal lake Casa del Llac derived its name from, she and her baggage arrived in the manor’s central courtyard. “Vitale!” Annalía called for her steward but received no answer. Where was he?


Smoking, no doubt. Over dice. “Vitale!” This whole place was going to ruin without her brother. “I know you’re smoking behind the stable, and I don’t care just now!”


Vitale leVieux peeked his craggy face around the side of the stable. “Yes, mademoiselle—” he began before he gasped at the injured man, smoke wafting from his open mouth. His crinkly gray hair bounced as he rushed to her side. “What have you done?” he exclaimed, his French accent sharp. “He’s Scottish—look at the plaid.”


“I saw the plaid,” she said in disgust. Spotting Vitale’s ancient dice partners lining up to see the spectacle, she said in a hushed voice, “We shall discuss this inside.”


Undeterred, he cried, “He must be one of the blood-drinking Highlanders the general hired!”


One of Vitale’s friends mumbled, “Highlander, you say?” When Vitale nodded emphatically, his compadres called goodbyes and shuffled off with their canes for hills unknown.


Apparently everyone had heard the tales of their brutality.


“Why would you save him?” Vitale demanded when they were alone.


“What if he isn’t one of the mercenaries?”


“Oh, of course, he must be here for the . . .” He trailed off, scratching his head as though stumped, then flashed an expression of realization. “I have just recalled—there’s nothing here to see!”


And everyone wondered where she’d gotten her sarcasm.


She gave him a lowering look. “Are you going to help me? I need you to get the doctor.”


“The doctor went north to join your brother’s men.” Vitale looked the man over, all nine feet of him, it seemed. “Besides, we bring the injured to you.”


“You bring injured animals and children to me, not beaten-senseless giants bleeding from every limb,” she corrected. When Annalía was younger, her Andorran nanny had taught her to treat some injuries—broken bones, burns, cuts, and the like, but then she’d probably never envisioned a patient like this one. “It’s not proper for me to attend him.”


He gave her a patronizing smile. “Perhaps mademoiselle should have thought of that before dragging the enemy into our home? Hmmm?”


Lips thinned, she replied, “Perhaps mademoiselle is displaying the same compassion she showed when she hired Vitale the Old.” Though they both knew her taking him in from the streets of Paris to her home in Andorra hadn’t been simply because of kindness. Gratitude had compelled her.


He sighed. “What do you wish me to do?”


“Help me put him in the room off the stable.”


“We can’t lock that room! He could slit our throats while we sleep.”


“Then where?” He opened his mouth to answer, but she cut him off, “And don’t you dare say back to the riverside.”


He closed his mouth abruptly. They both looked down at the man as though searching for the answer.


Vitale finally said, “We should put him in the manor house so we can lock him in a bedroom.”


“Where I sleep?” “Mademoiselle has demonstrated compassion”—he smiled too serenely—“which is but a slippery stone away from hospitality.”


She ignored his expression. “The only room downstairs that locks is the study and that’s private. I don’t want him to know our business affairs.”


He gave the man a rousing kick in the hip. When no response came, he cackled.


“Vitale!”


He turned to her with an impassive face. “So mademoiselle suggests upstairs?”


“We simply can’t do it. My horse had problems pulling his weight.”


Some of the ranch hands’ children ran by then, eyes wide, reminding Annalía of the state of the man’s clothing. Most of it had ripped away. A tear spread up his thigh, close to his . . . She straddled his legs, sweeping her skirt over him for cover. “Run along.” Her voice was strident.


They looked to Vitale, and though he rolled his eyes, he told them, “Untie the ropes and go take care of poor Iambe.” Facing her, he said, “If you’re insisting it must be upstairs, we can attempt it. Besides, do we really care if we drop him?”


So by dint of strategizing, straining, and yes, using the children she’d pleaded with to return, they managed to get him to the nearest guest bedroom and transferred onto the bed. Though she was exhausted, with her palm jammed into her lower back like a washerwoman closing the day, she knew she still had to tend to him.


While Vitale shooed the curious children from the room, Annalía assessed her patient, noting the broken wrist and the possibility of a couple of broken ribs. She removed her riding gloves, then ran her hands through his thick, damp hair past his temple and along the side of his head. She discovered a nasty knot, and the same inspection on the other side revealed a second head injury. His eyes were so swollen she doubted he could open them when awake. To cap it all, ragged cuts covered his skin, no doubt inflicted by the river bottom.


“Vitale, I need some shears. And some bandages. Bring two big wooden spoons and some hot water as well.”


He exhaled as though very put out. “Forthwith.” He added something in a mumble. Even his mumble could convey a heavy Gallic sarcasm.


When he returned with all the supplies, she scarcely noticed him. “Thank you,” she murmured.


He said nothing, just bowed, turned on his heel, and abandoned her.


“Fine! Go,” she called. “I have no need of you anyway. . . .”


And then she was alone. With the big, terrifying Scot.


She really should be having tea right now.


She billowed a sheet over him, then blindly endeavored to cut away his ruined trousers underneath it. Frowning in concentration, she placed the shears only to yank her hand back. She was fairly certain she’d stabbed his waist.


Focusing on the opposite wall, she tried again, but pushed the sharp tips into his skin once more. This time he moaned and she jumped back. She’d bet her Limoges porcelain that any red-blooded male would rather die than have an exhausted, unseeing woman cutting near his groin.


So she tugged the sheet down to his waist to shear away the remains of his shirt. His boots they’d discarded as unnecessary weight on the stairs. Which again left . . . his trousers.


Biting her lip, she unfastened and pulled free his sodden belt, noticing that his torso was flat, the ridges of muscle pronounced, with a thin trail of black hair leading down.


He was so heavy and yet he hadn’t an inch of spare flesh on him. A strong body—he would heal fast if she helped him. But she’d never seen a grown man wholly nude before. No one here swam unclothed. There simply wasn’t the laissez-faire attitude about nudity here as in neighboring Spain and France. And he was about to be completely unclothed, where she could see if she chose.


She would not choose! Disregard these thoughts, she commanded herself. Putting her shoulders back, she assumed a brisk attitude. She was a nurse today, and a lady always.


She opened the front of his trousers, ignoring the foreign, remarkable textures, the fascinating shape she brushed. With the fastening undone she was able to pull and cut around until they were off, always striving to keep the sheet between him and her eyes. And mostly succeeding.


Wiping perspiration from her brow, she began on his wrist, splinting it with the spoons and tight linen strips until she could cast it with flour in the morning. When she finished, she lay his arm back above his head and spread the other arm out to the side to wrap his ribs. Again and again, she pulled the cloth around him, tightened it, then forced the material under his back. His chest was deep, and bandaging it meant reaching over him, grazing him.


When she was done, she was oddly irritable and fidgety. Though she wanted nothing more than a bath and her bed, her gaze kept returning to his good hand. Finally she gave in to temptation and leaned beside him in the bed to lift it. The fingers and back of it were as scarred as the rest of his body and the palm was abrasive. Her brows drew together as she placed the palm flat against her own.


She marveled at the size of his hand, at how it could swallow her own, and pressed each finger against his matching one. If he was a mercenary, and he must be, judging by all the battle scars, she wondered how many guns and knives and swords he had wielded with it. Had he ever used it to strangle the life from someone?


Had she been completely crazed to bring a man like this into her home?


•  •  •


For the last two days Annalía had wondered if he’d ever wake up. She’d browbeaten Vitale into washing the man each day—there were just some things she refused to do—and into helping her set his wrist with a cast. Afterward she’d settled into a daily routine where she would check the Scot’s ribs and wrist and grapple to pour broth and water down his throat.


Each day some of the swelling around his eyes and jaws receded, but she suspected that even uninjured he still would look like a ruffian.


This morning had already heated the casa miserably. The wind was absent, and even the usually cool mountain nights had been balmy this summer. Though she’d already checked on him, she should probably return and make certain that Vitale had locked up after he tended to the man earlier.


Who was she fooling? Vitale was still convinced the Highlander would murder them all in their sleep without the proper precautions.


She would go because she was restless and watching the even rise and fall of his chest was . . . agreeable.


As was touching him. Every day she would trace the star-burst scar just below his temple, along with each mark across his broad chest and down his muscular arms. She’d memorized them all and had imagined a scenario for each.


Though he was surely her enemy, his presence broke up the monotony and loneliness in the house. Since war was on the horizon, many of her people had fled to mountains even more remote than this one, and she could only get cooks and maids from the valley to come by a few times a month. With her older brother away fighting Pascal and her parents dead, Annalía had been living alone in the main house. She’d invited the ranch hands’ wives and their children to stay, but they were ill at ease in the luxurious home. Even Vitale declined.


Before the Scot, she’d been alone in the echoing house, and she’d hated it.


When she unlocked the door, she saw he tossed in bed, with sweat beading his forehead. After a check of his bandages and cast, she felt his skin but found no real fever. He was probably just hot from the stuffy room. The window was open but offered no relief. She nibbled her bottom lip wondering if she should cool him, try to make him more comfortable.


Decided, she poured water into the bowl at the dresser, then soaked a cloth. Returning to the bed, she ran it over his forehead, neck, and chest above his rib bandages.


After guiltily looking around her, she pinched the edge of the sheet on each side of his hips and tugged it down, placing it, arranging it perfectly so his privates were just covered. Her hands shook as she lifted the cloth to the strip of skin below his bandages. She ran it across his hard stomach, and frowned when the muscles rippled and dove in reaction.


When she inadvertently dripped water on the sheet over his groin she could see his manhood outlined beneath it. Could see it even more than she’d been able to on the previous days because it was larger, harder.


She tilted her head, wondering what it would feel like—


“Tell me, lass,” the man’s voice rumbled, “do you like what you see?”





Two
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The woman gasped in surprise, dropping her cloth, the cloth that had started on his body clinically and purposefully, as he’d awakened, but had soon skimmed over him in sinuous movements.


Her heels clicked on the polished wooden floor when she retreated. Court watched as she smoothed her already crisp dress, then the perfect knot of hair at her nape, then the choker at her throat with slender hands. At each of these tasks, her chin rose higher.


“I-I was merely caring for you,” she answered in accented English.


Instead of coming to in a haze of pain, he’d woken to her breasts glancing over the hair on his chest as she reached across him, and to one of her soft, pale hands gripping his hip while the other rubbed over his skin. As he’d felt fat drops of water hitting the sheet, he’d caught the scent of her hair, making even his beaten body stir. “Then consider me still in need of your care.”


Her cheeks turned pink.


He tried to sit higher in the bed, then grimaced in pain. As if in answer, all his other wounds finally sounded the call. He glanced down at his wrist to find a cast. “Who are you?” he ground out. “And where am I?”


“My name is Annalía Elisabet Catherina Tristán. I am mistress of Casa del Llac, where you abide now, and daughter of the family Llorente.” Her accent told him English wasn’t her first language, though she spoke it perfectly and without hesitation, the words rolling from her tongue in a manner that was pleasing to the ear. She’d said the name Llorente proudly, as though he’d recognize it. He did feel as if he’d heard it before but couldn’t place it.


“Where did you find me? And how far are we from the village?”


“Straight down this mountain on the banks of the Valira, four mountain passes to the south.”


Four passes away? He wondered if his men thought him dead. He needed to send a message—


“I would ask the name of my . . . guest.” She indicated him with a nod.


He studied her face, noting the high cheekbones and bright hazel-green eyes that matched the green-gold stone at her neck. She looked familiar to him—though he didn’t see how he could ever have met then forgotten her—and he had a vague impression that she didn’t like him. So why was she “caring” for him? “I’m Courtland MacCarrick.”


“You are a Scot.” “Aye.” At his answer, he could have sworn there was a flash of sadness in her eyes.


“And you are in Andorra because . . .” She trailed off.


The truth whispered in his mind: Because I was hired to tyrannize the people here. “I was just passing through.”


The sadness he’d sensed disappeared, and she said in a haughty voice, “You chose to pass through a tiny country in the Pyrenees known for some of the highest mountain passes in Europe? For future reference, most simply go around.”


Her condescending tone annoyed him, and his body was rapidly becoming a mass of pain. “I’m a Highlander. I like high lands.”


She glared at him, then turned to leave, as if she couldn’t wait to be away from him, but he needed information.


“Was I out for an entire day?” he hastily asked.


She looked longingly at the door, but then faced him. “This is your third day here.”


Christ, three days? And from the feel of his ribs, he’d be another week healing before he could even sit a horse. “How did I come to be here?”


She hesitated before saying, “I found you on the shore and dragged you up here.”


She looked like a stiff wind could blow her away. “You?” “My horse and I.”


His brows drew together. “There was no man who could do it?”


He was nearly six and a half feet tall and weighed more than seventeen stone. He could imagine how difficult it had been to haul him back even with the horse—especially if she lived high on the mountainside.


“We managed fine.”


Court owed her a debt of gratitude; he despised being indebted in any way. He grated, “Then you saved my life.”


She peered at the ceiling, appearing embarrassed.


Forcing the foreign words, he said, “You have my thanks.”


She nodded and turned to go, but he didn’t want the lass to leave yet. “Annalía,” he said, unable to remember anything else from her catalog of names.


She whirled around, eyes wide, no doubt at the use of her given name. In a flash, he remembered her. Her beautiful countenance and curious expression had waned into sharp and glaring by the riverside. He rubbed his forehead with his good hand. In fact, she’d lamented the fact that he lived.


“That is Lady Llorente to someone such as you! You would do well to remember that.”


His eyes narrowed. He’d been right. “Why did you call me an animal? Because I was so beaten?”


“Of course not,” she said with an incredulous look. “I could tell you were Scottish.”


Court wrestled with his temper. “Scottish?” Many people held prejudices against Scots, and some hated them sight unseen, but no context on earth gave an Andorran the right to look down on one. “Then why would you save ‘someone such as me’?”


She shrugged her slim shoulders. “I would spare a mangy, rabid wolf suffering—”


“So now you think me a mangy, rabid wolf?” His head had begun pounding on both sides of his skull.


She stretched out one hand and studied her nails, a perfect picture of disdain. “If you’d let a lady finish her thoughts, I would have added that I lowered my standards to accommodate you.”


He’d be damned if he’d allow this prig-arsed Andorran to look down her pert little nose at him. “A lady?” He snorted and glanced around the room. “Alone with me. No chaperone.” He lifted the sheet to glance down before giving her a smirk. “And you got quite a gander. If you’re such a lady, then why were you two seconds away from takin’ me into your hand?”


She looked as though she fought for breath. “I . . . I was—”


“Granted, you doona seem like you’re used to entertaining men in their rooms.” He looked her up and down, not bothering to hide his blatant perusal. “But I’d wager you’d be a natural at it.”


She stumbled back as though hit, her lips parting.


When she rushed out of the room, with her shoulders, which had been jammed back, now slumped, his brows drew together. He was puzzled as much by her behavior as by the unfamiliar seed of guilt that lodged in his chest. As he tested to see if he could rise from the bed, he wondered why a cold-hearted bastard like himself would regret his treatment of a woman who thought him no more than—no, worse than—a beast.


He was determined to find the reasons for both reactions.


•  •  •


Annalía had feared she was one of those women ever since she’d known of their existence.


She’d feared that she could be one among those who lusted and acted on their passions even to their own ruin. Her discovery that the Highlander’s brawny chest could fascinate her for hours had been dismaying. Realizing that each glimpse of his private place, outlined beneath the thin linen sheet, made her heart race had been devastating.


Now, worse than her own fear, a thick-skulled, barbaric Scot had looked her over and concluded she was a “natural.”


Just as her Castilian mother had been.


Denying her true nature had been easy before. If she heard whispers about her “hot blood” in the village, she ignored them. She kept herself busy with the estate and with the people here. But after the Scot had come, each night became a struggle.


Just last night, she’d lain in bed thinking about his body—all of his body, which she’d studied and touched—until she’d slowly unbuttoned her nightdress and bared her breasts. The meager breeze fluttering past the curtains had grazed over her heated skin, making her shudder, making her . . . long.


She’d never known what to call the urges she’d felt in the night—not lust, because they never had been focused on any one man. So she’d thought of them as longing, but not last night. She’d truly felt lust, and it had been so strong she’d finally run her fingers over her own breast and down her belly.


A noise had startled her—just the house settling—but she’d jerked her hand away, ashamed.


Not only was she one of those women, she was alone in the house with a man who knew it. . . .


When she’d finally guided the shaking key into the lock of his door, she’d fled outside, hurrying in the direction of the meadow in front of her home.


Vitale met her on the path. “What has happened? You’re white as a sheet.”


“It’s nothing. The Scot woke.”


“He’s a mercenary?” “I’m almost positive, though I am convinced he’s an obnoxious man.” At least he’d be gone soon. She was sure that he’d be eager to return to indiscriminate killing and sharpening knives and practicing pistols and whatever else mercenaries did.


“Did he frighten you or threaten you?”


“N-Not exactly . . .”


“You never listen to me!” Vitale cried with a volley of Gallic hand gestures. “You’ve been too sheltered—can’t comprehend that there are bad people in the world that shouldn’t be saved! You’re too . . . soft!” He said the word with disgust.


“I am not soft!”


“When I saved you from that footpad, you were too stunned to give him your choker and you quaked like a little girl.”


“I was a little girl and I wasn’t quaking.” Nor had she been too stunned. The choker had been her mother’s, and she’d already known how much she needed it.


He eyed her. “The Scot will still be weak enough that we can throw him back like a bad catch.”


“Vitale!” Unconsciously, she drew her hand over her neck. Frowning, she glanced back at the house, puzzled at her uncanny feeling that she was being watched. There was no way he could have risen. No, not with those injuries.


The sun was directly in her eyes, and she could see nothing. After a last squint, she said, “Vitale, he’ll be out of our lives soon enough. One day we probably will find him—and our silver—gone.” With that, she walked on.


Once in the meadow, she sank into the carpet of narcissus cladding the entire shelf of land. She’d always been able to lose herself in the scents and daydream as she gazed out over the lake and farther beyond to the twining river.


On the next plateau down, their champion horses played and jumped, their copper coats gleaming in the sun. On the lowest plateau skirting the river, rose of Canolich swathed the ground in yellow. But here, a cloud of white blooms. She plucked a flower, brought it to her nose, and inhaled, closing her eyes with pleasure. . . .


He’d said she was a natural! Her eyes flashed open. What was it about her that made people continually come to this conclusion? She’d saved his life, and he made disparaging comments? When one is nursing a man, contact is made and . . . parts are seen.


Especially when they were drawing attention to themselves. She shivered.


She would simply forget the scene, banishing it from her thoughts. She might be one of those women, but she’d been trained to be a lady. Burying uncomfortable thoughts was one thing at which ladies excelled. She looked down to find the flower crushed in her hands.


Soon he’d be gone, and life would return to normal. Unfortunately, even then her existence would be anxious and cheerless. She continued to await some news from her brother Aleixandre, the only family she had left. She had heard nothing for more than a week, and worry preyed on her.


A strong breeze blew for the first time in days, it seemed, flattening the grass in waves and teasing a lock of hair loose from her tight braid. Out here, the compulsion to rake it back into place wasn’t so pressing, but still won over. She smoothed her hair and picked another flower.


Even when her brother routed Pascal and returned, she still would be in a vulnerable position. This fight had only postponed Aleix’s desire that she wed. When their father died two years ago, she’d been brought home from school so that a marriage could be contracted for her. Just as Aleix had begun narrowing the choices, Pascal had arrived.


Before he’d shown his true nature, Pascal had surprised them by asking Aleix for her hand, though they’d never met. Aleix had refused, incurring the general’s anger, but her brother had never trusted the man even before his vile army of mercenaries and deserters had taken over the area.


Aleix repeatedly lamented the fact that he hadn’t forced her to marry earlier. At twenty-one, she was more than old enough, and she’d been born and raised for it, but she’d never met a man she wanted. She never could imagine doing the perplexing things the girls at school had whispered about, those painful, aggressive things done in the dark—no matter how much she longed. Whenever she’d envisioned those acts with any of the men she’d been introduced to, she’d cringed.


Besides, she’d been so content to help care for Aleix and Mariette’s baby that no man tempted her.


Yet now there was no baby, no Mariette, and all the happiness that had been in Aleix had died with them.


Annalía turned sharply toward the house. The feeling was back. When a cloud passed the sun, she held her hand to her forehead and scanned the windows.


The curtains in the Highlander’s room swayed—to the side—then settled back into place.





Three


[image: Images]


Why the hell hadn’t she returned? Court thought as irritation sniped at him.


Vitale, the sometimes mute, sometimes caustic old Frenchman, had been by to warily bring food in and clean the room, but she couldn’t be bothered to come again.


Court’s body had at least ceased weakening, and he was becoming restless. He was finally able to dress himself, in clothes borrowed from Annalía’s brother, or the “master,” as Vitale called him. He’d scoffed when Vitale had said the garments would fit. The woman might be five and a half feet and had a tiny frame, and he couldn’t see a sibling of hers even broaching six feet, but apparently this “master” was a big bastard.


Forays to the window marked Court’s only exertion, but they no longer made his eyes swarm with black dots. He was never one to sit still, yet he’d done just that since he’d awakened four days ago. The only thing that broke up the monotony was watching her from the window. With not a thing else to do, he’d watched her a lot.


He could admit he enjoyed seeing her playing with the children in the courtyard, chasing the laughing bairn. No matter how tired Annalía appeared, each child received the same amount of attention, even when she looked like she wanted nothing more than to put her feet up.


Then there was spotting her returning from her morning ride, breathless, with her perfect hair finally fighting its bonds. He never failed to shake his head at the proud—no, the cocky—way she sat a horse. Welcome sights, when he could forget her disdain. For others she always had a smile, even when her eyes showed distraction. He often wondered if he was the reason her brow was drawn when she thought no one could see her. . . .


When the unseen clock downstairs tolled eight, Court’s body tensed like a dog that’d been trained, and he rose to drag on the pair of borrowed trousers. As he did every day at that toll, he scuffed to the window, because within five minutes the front door would groan open.


Right on time, she glided out the door, her slim hips swaying beneath her bright blue skirts. She always wore bright colored dresses. Not garish or overblown, but a world away from the subdued colors favored by the women of his clan. She wore them, he would wager, not to attract attention, but because she was so ridiculously feminine that she found them pretty.


Morning sun shone down, glinting off her hair, making it appear golden in places. As usual, it was braided up in an elaborate style, as intricate as any Celtic knot.


Next she would meet Vitale, who would have her hat that she continually forgot, and then they would speak for a few moments. He was impertinent to her and she allowed it, even sometimes cocking a hip out and looking up at the sky with clear frustration. They had an unusual rapport, but they obviously cared for each other.


Like clockwork, the old man met her on the path just downstairs. They didn’t talk for long before she was off to the stable for her ride. Damn it, he wanted to look at her for longer. She always wore the choker, but something was different today. Was she wearing new jewelry? Earrings that dropped down?


Enough of this. He wanted more information, and he was getting strong enough to where he could begin demanding it. When she left, Court knocked on the glass and motioned for Vitale—who’d bemoaned Court’s recovery and had placed his food on the ground “as was fitting for an animal”—to come up.


The old man gave him a lewd hand gesture, but the front door did sound soon after.


“Tell me about her,” he asked when Vitale had unlocked and entered the room.


He cast Court a sour expression. “And why would I do that?”


“Because if you do I’ll no’ be so disposed to beating you down when I recover fully,” Court informed him as he leaned against the windowsill.


Vitale swallowed hard.


“I ken what you’re thinking, old man. You’re wondering what harm could come of it. None could. I harbor no ill will toward the woman who saved my life.”


“What do you want to know?” he asked hesitantly.


“Where’s her family?”


“Her parents are dead and her brother is away.” He added, “On business.”


A vague answer, but Court didn’t press. “No husband? No other family she could stay with?”


“She and her brother are estranged from their relatives. And she was about to be married when Pascal came to power. Now escaping his notice is our top priority. Since you are his hired killer, I suppose we should have escaped your notice as well.”


Court ignored the last comment. “And why is this place so deserted?”


“Many fled Pascal. Some have gone to fight him. But you would know all about that, wouldn’t you?” He shook his head. “I told her to take you back to the river and let you rot, but she never listens—”


“Pascal ordered this done to me,” he interrupted. “How much loyalty do you think I have to the man who sought to kill me? I barely escaped into the river.”


Vitale eyed him, clearly trying to determine if he spoke the truth, then asked, “Who beat you?”


Court admitted, “Two Rechazados.”


His eyes went wide, scanning the room wildly. “My God, you’ll bring them down on this house. Every day you’re here already weighs on her terribly. If you are in league with Pascal, she fears you’ll lead his men here. Now when I tell her what you’ve told me, she’ll know that Pascal’s assassins will be searching for you to finish the job.”


Pascal would be searching, but there weren’t enough of his prized assassins to spare. “He will no’ waste any Rechazado for a task like me.” Their order never numbered more than forty-nine based on a twisted reading of the seven letters of the Apocalypse, and if they lost men they still only inducted new ones twice a year. “Besides, they’ll have thought I died.”


Vitale marched to the second window to peer out though he couldn’t have expected to see Annalía. Court knew she’d be well out of sight by now. “Why should I trust what you say?”


“You probably should no’.” He unsuccessfully crossed his arms, too late remembering the bloody cast she’d forced on him. “I want to talk to her, but she will no’ come back. Get her to.”


“The mademoiselle? Attend you now that you’re awake?” He snorted.


“If she will no’ come to me, then I’ll have to stumble out to find her.” His expression turned cold. “You ought to warn her that I might feel . . . put out when I catch her.”


He stepped back. “I will see that she comes tomorrow.” “After her ride?”


Vitale scowled at that. “If she knew you spied on her, she’d be very uneasy. She’s an extremely private person. But yes, after her ride.”


Court nodded. “I need to get a message to my men. If I give you directions, can you see that it is done?”


“Again, why would I do that?”


“The sooner I contact them, the sooner I can leave.”


“I’ll return directly with pen and ink.”


•  •  •


Court debated how to handle Annalía when she came for their meeting, and had to admit he was at a loss with a woman like her. She seemed complicated and mysterious, which meant she wasn’t like straightforward Highland women at all.


And as much as he was unused to a woman like Annalía, she was surely accustomed to gentlemen, to polite behavior and nonthreatening men. So he decided to stay in bed and act as though he couldn’t rise easily, to appear less intimidating, but the gentlemanly behavior was proving elusive. Court didn’t exchange pleasantries because he wasn’t a pleasant person. He was brusque and direct. She would not respond well to brusque and direct.


When she glided in hours after her ride, smelling of the flowers she’d been tarrying among earlier, he bit out, “Good afternoon.” He couldn’t remember the last time he’d said that phrase, when in fact it hadn’t been a better-than-average afternoon.


“To you as well.” She appeared surprised by his gruff words, then suspicious. “Vitale said you desired to speak with me. What do you require?”


Her words rolled from her tongue in that foreign way, and he found he liked listening to her, even as her obvious reluctance to be near him grated. A woman whom he found beautiful and who was kind to others was disgusted with him. He felt like a caged animal she was wary of—and all because he was Scottish?


And perhaps he’d found the exact chink in her armor and had hurt her that first day, a voice in the back of his mind reasoned.


“I’d like to ask you a few more questions.”Pleasant enough.


She gave one tight nod.


“How have you escaped Pascal’s notice this far?” Court had never heard of this place and wondered why Pascal hadn’t looted it.


She didn’t hesitate to say, “Probably by not dragging his mercenaries into my home.”


“I answer to him no longer.”


“His ex-mercenary, then,” she said with a flick of her hand as if the difference was trifling. “Vitale told me as much.”


At his irritated look, she added, “I don’t know why we’ve been spared.” She was clearly lying, but he let it go.


“I have another question.”


She remained there, though she didn’t deign to meet his eyes, and he found the question he’d meant to ask forgotten, replaced by, “Why do you hate Scots?”


She blushed to the tips of her small ears, her skin pinkening against her crisp white blouse and her ever-present choker. “If you please, I would rather not discuss my dislike of Scots with a Scot.”


“You can tell me. I will no’ bite.”


She gave him a wide-eyed look that said she wasn’t sure on that count at all and hadn’t thought about the possibility until he’d brought it up. Finally she said, “I’ve heard very unfavorable things about them—about you. Worse than any of the other outsiders Pascal has lured here.”


Court exhaled, reckoning it might be time to admit that his crew’s Highlander tales had worked too well.


Whenever they arrived in a new area, his men spread rumors to the people underlining the Highlanders’ brutality, their lust for blood, and their enjoyment of torture. Then, when the thirty-five Scots in their company, some painted, some in kilts, all nearing or exceeding six feet tall, gave a savage battle yell and charged with the requisite crazed look in their eyes, the combatants ran. They almost always ran.


The farmers and ranch hands in Andorra had fled so fast that even his quick cousin Niall could barely swat the last one on the arse with his sword.


Only one leader and his men had stood their ground. . . .


Court’s eyes followed her slim hand when she smoothed an already immaculate crease in her skirt—today a bright red one. “And what did you think of Scots before we came here?”


She frowned, appearing genuinely confused. “I didn’t think of Scots.”


He scowled at that. “And now?”


“Now that you’ve come, you’ve shown yourself to be the epitome of all I’ve heard.”


He waved her on with his cast.


She crossed her arms over her chest and took a breath. “Violence surrounds you, as shown by your beating, but also by the gashes on your fingers. I’d wondered how you could receive such a peculiar injury, then concluded you’d cut them on someone’s teeth when you hit him in the face.”


Court nodded, extremely impressed. That was exactly what had happened. He nearly smiled remembering the satisfaction of splitting the Spaniard’s lips, of the blood he’d spat for at least an hour afterward. . . .


“You have a history of it as demonstrated by the scars covering you. I’d heard that your people live in bands—”


“Clans,” he grated. “They’re called clans.”


She shrugged. “And that these clans fight with each other constantly because you are a bloodthirsty people more concerned with warring than with culture or refinement.” He noticed she’d begun pressing one finger after another against her crossed arms as she ticked off points. “You are mannerless. Your halfhearted gratitude to me for saving your life bespeaks a sense of entitlement—”


“It bespeaks lack of practice in being beholden.”


She raised her eyebrows in an expression that said if he continued to talk, she would cease. “You look like a black-guard. Except when you are angry. Then you look like a brute that could readily kill me. Your insulting me that first day was hurtful and uncalled for. I’ve heard it’s that way with your people—a complete lack of delicacy. There’s little thought behind your eyes. . . .”


“I’ve heard enough,” he snapped when she appeared to be just gathering steam. Many held these misimpressions, and he and his men played on them with the stories they spread, but to hear them voiced back to him by an Andorran? . . . Scots were a thousand times prouder and more accomplished than these medieval crag-of-a-country people cut off from the changing world.


She blinked as if taken aback by his seething tone, then turned to walk out, tossing over her shoulder, “Indeed, your vocation may be the least of your failings.”


Damn it, I wasn’t finished talking to you. . . .


Though the movement pained him, he reached out and grabbed her wrist. She gave a startled cry, snatching her hand from his. It flew to her mouth, but he still heard her hiss in Catalan, “Bèstia,” before she dashed out the doorway.


Court knew Catalan fairly well, and he definitely knew the word for beast; he’d been called it the first day his cadre had arrived and had heard it in whispers daily thereafter.


She had to try the key several times before getting it into the lock. He’d shaken her. Unfortunately, Court knew he looked like a beast. He’d studied his reflection this morning, imagining how this woman might see him.


And winced.


The vessels in both eyes had exploded, so the whites were red. The right side of his face was still mottled black and blue, and his normally squared jaw looked even more so with the swelling and with a week’s worth of beard highlighting it. She was highborn to her toes—she’d probably never seen a man in this condition before.


Just now, when she’d peered at him as she might at something on the bottom of her boot, he’d felt like a barbarian, like the animal she’d called him. He was beginning to despise her condescending tone and her sharp looks of disgust, even as he struggled to comprehend why he could possibly mind enough to be bothered by either.


•  •  •


Today had been the first time Annalía had faced the Scot with the definite knowledge that he was a mercenary.


Before Vitale had confirmed her fears, she’d hoped MacCarrick wasn’t a killer for hire because she’d felt some small, minute—piddling, really—spark of curiosity about the intractable man. But no longer.


During their meeting this afternoon, she had focused on the injuries still marring his face, reminding herself that it didn’t matter if he and Pascal had had a falling-out—the evidence of their history was glaring. MacCarrick’s every day here was a risk and it was one she refused to take to help a boorish, pawing mercenary like him. As soon as he was able, she’d demand he leave her home. . . .


“Mademoiselle,” Vitale called from the doorway behind her, interrupting her thoughts.


How long had she been ambling mindlessly through the house? She turned, dismayed to see the sun setting behind him.


When Vitale met her, he was crushing his hat in his hands. “The boy from the village has brought a letter for you.”


“Is it from Aleix?” she asked, heart in her throat. “It is not. But it might contain information about Master Llorente.”


As he pulled it from his vest pocket, she murmured absently, “Please get the boy a nice dinner and a soft bed.” No reason under heaven excused bad manners.


“I’ve already seen to it.” He handed over the letter, his face drawn.


She nodded and turned for the study, walking with a stiff spine and unhurried steps, but once Vitale was out of sight, she sprinted down the hallway, sliding on the rugs. Tripping inside the room, heart thudding, she nearly ripped open the paper before she got there.


Impertinent Vitale followed her in, which meant he’d heard her running, but she couldn’t be bothered with that now. Her brother hadn’t written in weeks, and waiting for word had been unbearable. He was the only family left to her since her father’s death, and Aleix had been more of a father than Llorente had ever been prepared to be.


She didn’t care what men said—waiting for someone to return from battle had to be much, much worse than the battle itself.


Her nerves were taut.


At the old oak desk, she shoved back the leather chair and lit a candle, chasing away the growing darkness. Then, letter opener in hand, she flipped over the missive.


The room spun. She stared blankly at the sender’s name—General Reynaldo Pascal.


Instead of tearing it open, she now cut it slowly. She had to scan parts of it several times because her hands shook so wildly—and because she could scarcely believe the content.


“What does it say?” Vitale asked anxiously.


By the time she reached Pascal’s arrogant signature, bile had risen in her throat. Her hands went limp, and the letter fluttered to the top of the desk, nearly catching the candle flame. In a daze, she sank into the chair.


Vitale snatched up the letter as if to read, even though he’d refused to learn how to. “Tell me what it says!”


She hardly recognized her own deadened voice when she related, “Pascal defeated Aleix’s men more than a week ago, capturing them all. Aleix is imprisoned, his life in the general’s hands. There is only one thing that can convince Pascal to spare him.”

OEBPS/images/common.jpg






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
A

LEY
Kl({:EOSLE






OEBPS/images/9781416526902.jpg
A

LEY
Kl({:EOSLE







