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—New York Times bestselling author Susan Wiggs

“The Captain of All Pleasures is an exciting, sensuous story that will thrill you at every turn of the page.”
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“In The Captain of All Pleasures, author Kresley Cole has created a spitfire for a heroine and a hero who is a temperamental, passionate hunk. . . . There are many steamy scenes for those who enjoy passion in their read, and those who hunt for a book that mixes action and sensuality will not go away unhappy.”
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“A splendid read! The sexual tension grips you from beginning to end.”

—New York Times bestselling author Virginia Henley

“Sexy and original! Sensual island heat that is not to be missed.”

—New York Times bestselling author Heather Graham

“Savor this marvelous, unforgettable, highly romantic novel by a fresh voice in the genre.”

—Romantic Times Magazine (Top Pick)
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For Ginny, the sister I never had, because we’ve been best friends since preschool. And because I’m on the phone with you as I’m writing this and wish you were here.
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No reason under heaven excuses bad manners.

—Lady Annalía Elisabet Catherina Tristán Llorente

Might makes right.

—Courtland Eadd MacCarrick
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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
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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
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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.”

Vitale sat back into the oversized chair opposite her, looking very small and weary. “He wanted to wed you before. Is he demanding to now?”

She nodded. “I just don’t understand how he found out who I am.” When Pascal had asked for her hand, she’d feared he’d discovered she was the last female descendant of the House of Castile, but Aleix had assured her the general had probably become infatuated after he’d seen her at a village festival. Now, looking back, she realized Aleix had always known and had tried to spare her worry. In the back of her mind she wondered what else he had spared her. . . .

“Maybe some of the villagers remember when your mother came here, and they told Pascal.”

She nodded, lost in thought. Her mother, Elisabet Tristán, had been banished from Castile, Spain, to the mountain cage of Andorra, married sight unseen to Llorente, the wealthiest count there. Elisabet, the daughter of a princess, had been given to the much older man and exiled into a land that might as well have been an island, so isolated was it. Because she’d let passion guide her.

It ultimately destroyed her as well.

“Mademoiselle?”

She glanced up. “Of course, that must be it, the villagers. I’d just believed we’d been so circumspect, remaining here, avoiding that connection.” She and Aleix had never drawn attention to themselves and had forgone any of the benefits their positions might afford, partly because they shunned that kind of life. Yet Annalía’s isolation wasn’t only to avoid notice. Fearing she would be like her mother, Llorente had kept her secluded as much as possible—in fact, only Aleix had persuaded Llorente to send her to school instead of a convent.

“The rumors that Pascal plans to take Spain must be true.” Vitale shook his head slowly. “The damned fools have allowed an army to build up right on their border because no one cares about tiny Andorra.”

“I thought he wanted to take control over Queen Isabella like the other generals who have, but that’s not it. Think about it—if he wants me, then he doesn’t want to simply control the queen.”

“You think he wants to replace her?”

She nodded. “He probably plans to use me to control Aleix, setting him up as a figurehead of some sort.”

Vitale frowned. “But you’ve told me your house has no claim to that throne.”

“Well, no real one. At least not in the last hundred years. But Isabella’s hated. Mare de Déu, if she thinks we are exerting . . .” She put her hand to her neck, for once not to check her choker.

She stood to pace. Ever since she could remember, she’d always paced when upset. Her prickly Andorran nanny had complained of her wearing thin a rug when she was only five. She recalled that a few years after her father had caught her. He’d been so angry, so . . . disappointed in her. “People pace because they have no control,” he’d said, his voice laced with iron. “Will you be one of them? Or will you be a Llorente?”

The memory made her drop down into the chair as though pushed, but without the soothing rhythm—the pacing forth and then the always dependable back—despair set in. Fighting tears, she stared at the paper and the broad, scratching strokes of ink within. She couldn’t think of all this now. All she wanted to know was if Aleix was hurt. Was her courageous big brother fearful at all?

“Vitale,” she murmured. She was about to cry, and it would pain her for him to see it.

He knew her so well, he didn’t ask, just reached forward to squeeze her hand over the desk. “We will talk tomorrow. Ring the bell up here if you need anything.”

She waited until she could be sure he wouldn’t come back and then when she finally blinked her eyes, two fat tears spilled over, followed by more. After several minutes of struggling, she gave in and put her head in her hands.

“What’s in that letter, lass?”

Annalía raised her face, astonished to see her patient up and roaming freely. She frantically dashed at her eyes, mortified that he’d seen her like this. No one saw Annalía Llorente crying. This was far too personal. How had he escaped?

“Tell me what makes you cry so.”

He sounded angry that she cried. Not disappointed or disgusted but angry. She frowned. How puzzling. His eyes were focused on the letter as though he would kill it. Focused on the letter. . . . She caught it on the candle flame and tossed the burning page into the empty fireplace.

He gave her one tight nod at the action as though she’d impressed him. “That’s the only thing that could prevent me from reading it.”

“Obviously manners and respect for privacy hold no sway over you.” She was still drying tears, trying not to shudder with embarrassment. “How did you get out?”

“Picked the lock. Now what did it say?”

“It’s none of your business,” she said tartly. Her face was finally dry, but now felt tight. “Please leave me alone.”

His expression hadn’t changed. He had the same expectant look as if he’d just asked the question again and she would answer.

“It doesn’t concern you,” she felt constrained to say again. And it didn’t concern him. Not for certain, at least. But what if the Highlanders were the ones who had defeated her brother’s men? What if this one was responsible in some way?

And she’d saved him.

She had to get away. Shooting to her feet, she grabbed her skirt and swished around the desk. When he saw her approaching and didn’t step aside, she decided she must forgo manners as well and barrel right past him.

He blocked her exit, putting a stiff arm in front of her.

Fury snapped hot within her. “Stop this, this instant, and let me pass!”

He looked unmoved, his watchful gaze flickering over her face, studying her as if learning her reaction. “What’s upset you?”

“Let me go or I will scream.”

He bent his arm and leaned into it, looming closer to her.

“And who’ll come to your rescue? Vitale? I’ve noticed there are no other men about who are younger than he is.”

She’d feared he would come to this conclusion, and he was absolutely right. All of the ranch hands had followed Aleix. And were now captured or dead. Her hand rose to her lips as the thought arose.

Studying, watching her. She cast it down.

“I asked nicely,” he grated. “My patience wears thin.”

His patience? “As does your welcome!”

“I want you to tell me.”

“Why would you even care?” For the life of her, she couldn’t imagine.

“Maybe I doona like to see a pretty lady cry.”

Utter frustration robbed her energy. “And what would you do about it?” she asked in a deadened voice. “Solve my problems? Slay my dragons?”

His brows drew together as if he’d just realized he shouldn’t, in fact, care.

She gave him a disgusted look in return. “What you should be concerned about is leaving my home and removing the threat you pose to everyone here.” She feinted left and ducked under his right arm.

As she hastened away, he called, “You’re bonny when you’re angry, Anna.”

At his mocking use of her given name, she stumbled, shocked to the core.

Back in her room, after locking her door, she stood thrumming with indignation. She would have thought that this heinous encounter, coupled with the crushing news, would have made her weep beyond measure.

Strangely, the anger invigorated her. The Highlander might have seen her cry, but she’d never again give him the satisfaction of seeing her weakness—no eyes swollen from tears or face wan from pacing until the moon set.

When she cast him from her home tomorrow like the morning rubbish, she’d look like the princesses her fore-mothers were.



Four
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Court lay in bed staring at the ceiling, more restless than he could ever remember being. Now that he’d sent word to his crew, he was stuck waiting, a task hard for a patient man and impossible to tolerate for Court. Worse, he waited with an old man he’d like to toss from the window and with a mysterious woman he wanted to tie up so she couldn’t flee until he’d actually finished questioning her.

What in the hell had been in that letter and why had she been crying?

Court didn’t like mysteries. To him, they had a taunting aspect, as if their mere existence accused him of not working hard enough to solve them.

He was used to doing as he pleased, and right now what would please him would be learning more about the secretive Annalía. She’d most likely be asleep, but her room could tell him much.

Rising from bed, he dressed, then ran his hand under his mattress to grab the ivory knitting needle he’d found in a drawer. His own lock hadn’t withstood it, and hers shouldn’t prove any different.

He strode down the landing, checking doors until he found one locked. When he stuck the needle point into the keyhole and pressed to the side, the corner of his lips curled at the click. Creaking open the door, he entered the room and approached her bed. The night had just a hint of breeze, with a growing moon shedding light inside.

He found her lying on her front with a thin sheet stretched across her back and her hair spilling across her pillow. Stunning. Thick, glossy curls shone in the moonlight, fascinating him, as did the feeling that arose when he realized, when he knew in his gut, he was the only man to have seen it loose and free. He had the urge to touch it, to smell it, but he forced himself to turn from her and investigate the room.

All of her belongings were stored with an obsessive neatness, and the ornamentations, like everything about her, were incredibly feminine. Lace predominated, but her bookshelf was like a man’s: mathematics, botany, astronomy, and studies in four different languages. He spied another text beside her bed, this one on the Greek language.

An ornate display cabinet, polished until it reflected like a mirror, was the center point of the room and housed a porcelain collection arranged on glass shelves. He could see why Annalía might be unconsciously attracted to the pieces. They were bright and striking but fragile, which was exactly how she appeared. They were also unmistakably expensive.

An unfamiliar and wearisome feeling crept over him when he realized her hobby was worth more than he made in a year working tirelessly and risking his life.

His mood improved when he silently opened a drawer—not that he cared overmuch if he woke her, because what could she do?—and discovered a cache of steamy gothic novels in every imaginable language. He grinned. Lady Annalía’s dirty little secret.

Beside the books was a thick bundle of letters. He drew it out, then crossed to the moonlit window to scan them. They were all from girls at a place called The Vines, which was apparently a school. The recognizable surnames were like a partial compilation of the world’s wealthiest and highest-ranked families. He had to wonder even for Annalía’s beauty and wealth, how she’d gotten in. He would return to the letters tomorrow during her ride and read them all by daylight—

She kicked off her sheet in the heat of the room, and his brows rose at what was revealed. Her nightdress was silk—he wouldn’t have expected anything less from her—and rode up her creamy thighs, high. The lace edge brushed just below her backside, which was lush and full—that he hadn’t expected. He hissed in a breath when she bent one knee and drew it up beside her so that her legs were parted, with only shadow concealing her.

His hands itched to run up the backs of her thighs to palm her curves . . . until she raised her hips to him with need and spread her knees . . . He fought to bite back a guttural sound and failed.

Though she didn’t wake, she sighed something in Catalan and turned on her back, one slender arm stretching out to the side, her other hand resting on her chest. Perfect, generous breasts strained against the tight bodice, and he groaned, clenching his fists and crushing the letters. She’d hidden more than her hair from the world.

She was exquisite, sensuous, and when he left this place behind he knew he would never forget this image of her. Then from nowhere, a single word whispered in the back of his mind. More.

He froze, every muscle in his body rigid. No.

He’d been attracted to her—mightily so—but before when he’d imagined taking her, he’d envisioned pinning her arms over her head and driving into her hard until she cried out in pleasure and surrendered to him, until he could make her look up at him with something other than disdain.

Yet now he imagined seducing her into letting him lick every inch of her golden skin and the hours he could take tasting her sex. He wanted to seduce her into letting him spend deep within her, knowing he could never get her pregnant.

He roughly ran his hand over the front of his trousers. Apparently he wanted her furiously. But a woman that fine wouldn’t desire him, and he would never force a woman.

Court was a bastard in anyone’s book. He did things that made other men unable to live with themselves, and he did them without a heartbeat’s hesitation. But even he wasn’t so far gone that he would remain alone in a house with an exquisite virgin, when right now waking her with his tongue against her sex seemed a brilliant idea.

If he stayed, he would try to bed her at every opportunity even as he knew he shouldn’t. He was sick of waiting anyway. The best course would be to leave this place and go find his men.

Though it took will to do so, he turned from her. He was a disciplined man, and damn it, he could do it. He tossed her letters back in her drawer, then kicked it closed, daring her to wake, but she slept on. The entire way out of her room, he opened and clenched the shaking hands that had been so ready to fondle her.

With long strides he made it outside to the stable. The horses recoiled in their stalls as if they sensed the violent turmoil within him.

He didn’t want to take her horse, not the one that he’d seen her touch foreheads with while she murmured to it. He couldn’t see very well, so he went for a larger horse. After much coaxing, he led out a stallion, vaguely noting it felt superior, and found a saddle for him, using his good hand and the inside of his other arm to carry it. The black dots blurring his vision when he hefted the saddle and tightened it should have warned him that he was pushing too fast, but he continued as though chased.

He glanced back at the house, saw the curtains flickering in and out of her window as though beckoning. Remember how you felt when you saw her crying, he told himself. Gritting his teeth, Court put a boot in the stirrup and stepped up.

The black dots returned and exploded.

•  •  •

Chiron, the ranch’s primary stud, was missing. After several hours and to Annalía’s horror, they’d found the horse, still saddled, merrily impregnating a mare that had not been in the ranch’s schedule.

Now, armed with the knowledge of an attempted horse theft—of a stallion worth his weight in gold—she followed a thick trail of hardened mud directly up to the Highlander’s room. Her outrage escalated with each step.

Of course, the door was unlocked. She marched in, fury making a door slamming seem a worthy gesture.

At the sound, he cracked open bloodshot eyes. “What?” he grumbled as he turned on his back.

Mud everywhere. The lace coverlet ruined. “Rolling in the mud, MacCarrick? What a fitting recreation.”

He put his good hand behind his head, insolently leaning up on the pillow and peering at her with a too-sly expression, a far too . . . familiar expression. As if he knew a secret she didn’t. Was he staring at her breasts? “You were just going to steal away in the night? And I do mean ‘steal,’ since we can add horse thievery to your extensive list of shortcomings.”

He waved her statement away with his cast, which was also streaked with mud. “I was going to send it back.”

“Is that why, of all the horses in the stable, our ranch’s stud was found saddled and with a-a . . . he was saddled and wandering?”

“No, I took him because—” He broke off. “Just forget it.”

“I want to know why!” Why that and why he would just leave. Without a word of thanks. And why should that nettle her so much? She wanted him gone.

“And I said”—he leveled a forbidding glare at her—“to forget it.”

Obstinate man! “I want you out of my house today.”

“And how should I accomplish that, since I could no’ sit a horse last night and barely got back inside?”

“I don’t care if you have to roll down the mountain. Pascal’s men will come for you, and when they do, we will all pay for your selfishness.”

“Unlike you people, I canna run up and down sheer mountains all day—like bloody mountain goats—when I am strong. Much less with bashed ribs and a stone of muscle lost.”

“If you could make it outside last night, you’re well enough to leave a place that holds no welcome for you.”

He crossed his arms, his eyes growing darker.

“So, MacCarrick, if you have no other objections—”

“No.”

“Good.”

“No. I meant no, I’m no’ leaving.”

Remain calm! Ignore the increasingly familiar urge to close in on his face and screech at him. “You will, because this is my home.”

“Who’s going to throw me out? The old man? The bairn? No’ a single man in sight who can do it.”

Mare de Déu, she wished he’d stop saying that. Because he was right. He could stay for as long as he pleased. Wrestling with her temper, she forced herself to say in a soft voice, “I saved your life, and I’m asking you to leave my home. If you are a gentleman that must count for something.”

“If I honor your wishes, you’d have saved my life in vain. So it’s bloody convenient that I’m no’ a gentleman.”



Five
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If Pascal’s first letter had been the judgment, his second had been the sentence. Annalía stood dazed at the oak desk, the paper in her hand crumpled and damp from her palm.

She’d waited for his instructions, more nervous than she’d ever been. The last four days had been more nerve-wracking even than when a coach-and-six unexpectedly crunched into the white gravel drive of her school. If a carriage came, no one raised an eyebrow. A carriage meant a day trip. But a coach-and-six struck fear into the hearts of the girls, and they would all tear across the schoolroom to look out from the balcony, praying their family’s crest wouldn’t be emblazoned on the door.

A surprise coach-and-six meant some girl’s life was about to drastically change.

As drastically as Annalía’s was.

Pascal had called for her. The hours had dragged by as she’d awaited his summons, hours made more miserable by hearing the Highlander restlessly stomping all over her home.

He’d been like a loosed bull in the manor, which necessitated her behaving like a frightened hare to avoid him. Their game would end tomorrow. The general expected her to join him then and marry him by the week’s end.

She wasn’t even near Pascal, and yet already his hand stretched far to control her.

She burned the letter in the study’s fireplace then paced until her legs ached and the sun had set, uncaring as to what her father would have thought. Apparently, she couldn’t help it. She remembered another time when she’d been home briefly from school and he’d caught her at it. She’d been sixteen. That time his hard, weathered face had looked grave, his eyes full of pain. “Elisabet used to do that.”

Of course, she would have. Everyone always said Annalía was just like her mother.

When Annalía had first arrived at The Vines, one of the older girls had whispered, “Watch out for that one with the gardener. She’s Castilian.” They’d regarded her and determined things about her that she hadn’t recognized at that young age, and they hadn’t even known that Annalía’s mother had been caught making love to her family’s former stable master. Before and after her marriage to Llorente.

She ran her fingertips over the choker at her neck. The stone attached was a reminder she was never without—

“Why are you pacing?” The Highlander. His voice was a rumble she felt.

She exhaled in irritation, then faced him. Her first impulse was to leave the room, but she’d tired of running in her own home, tired of him taking over everything that was hers, and instead she sat behind the desk. She ignored his question and asked, “Why are you here?”

“I want whisky. Occurred to me that even you people might have some.”

She closed her eyes to get her temper under control. When she opened them, he was at the liquor cabinet, noisily opening the crystal decanters, smelling their aromas, then setting them down. The silver tags on each decanter clacked against the glass.

“You can read the labels rather than smelling each one. That is, if you can read.”

“Canna read them in this light.”

He was right. She’d bought them in Paris for Aleix, delighted with the flourishing engravings, but soon realized they were difficult to decipher even in daylight. Pretty but serving little use. No wonder she’d bought them. She almost laughed.

“By all the saints . . .” he said, finally finding one that kept his interest. He poured a generous draught into a crystal glass. And placed it directly in front of her. She stared at it as if he’d just positioned some dead thing there, something foul like what the barn cats insisted on gifting her doorstep, and vaguely heard him pouring one for himself.

Drink in hand, he sank into the spacious chair across from the desk. Llorente had always wanted whoever was on the other side to feel small and insignificant. She rolled her eyes. Of course, the deep chair fit the Highlander perfectly, and he leaned back, seeming surprised that it suited him so well.

Wait. He’d shaved. How had he . . . ? He’d pilfered her brother’s belongings! And his cast was gone? She’d probably find the remains of it chewed off beside his bed. Brainless man. . . .

Yet after Pascal’s letter, she just didn’t have the energy to vent her annoyance. Instead, she stared while he swirled the whisky as if with reverence. His hands were large and callused, but he held the glass gently, his dark gaze fixed on its flickering colors by the candle’s light. When he finally took a drink, he exhaled with pleasure.

The scene was like watching someone relish a meringue. Soon all you could think about was eating meringue. She looked on in horror as her hand shook its way to her glass. Brows drawn, she lifted it. She glanced at him; he smirked at her—the horse-thieving Scot—expecting her to back out.

Why not drink it? It was imperative to wipe that look from his face.

She’d never touched spirits, never overimbibed rare tastes of table wine. She’d never done anything she shouldn’t have. And look where her life was culminating.

As Pascal’s bride.

The glass shot up to meet her lips, her hand and head tilting far back. Fire rushed down her throat in a long continuous stream. Propriety demanded that she stop. Alas, she and propriety were losing touch. She continued until the glass was drained.

Refusing to gasp, she stared at him defiantly through watering eyes, then choked back a cough until she could reduce it to a gentle clearing of her throat behind her hand.

“A woman who likes her whisky,” he said while refilling her glass. “Careful that you doona steal my heart, Annalía.”

“It figures that the one requirement you’d have for your woman is ‘whisky drinker.’ ”

“Aye, but that’s only after ‘walks upright.’ ”

He’d said the words in his customary low and threatening voice, making it sound cutting, but she felt warm, and her lips slowly tugged into a smile.

He stared at her lips, at her smile, and strangely his jaw tensed, bulging at the sides. He had such a squared jaw. Far too masculine.

“Opposable thumbs rate high as well,” he said, shooting her a significant glance, but she didn’t know why. Opposable thumbs? She wasn’t familiar with the phrase in English. Her English was flawless, as was her French, Catalan, and Spanish, her vocabulary in each language stellar. For this brute to know something she didn’t rankled.

He probably made it up.

Still, the way his gaze moved over her, lingering, with an expectant look, made her blush all the same. She felt it heat her face and creep to her neck.

Immediately, he asked, “What’s the stone you wear at your neck?”

She brushed her finger over it. “Peridot. It’s called peridot.” “I’ve never seen the green-gold color. It matches your eyes.”

Embarrassed, she quickly murmured, “It was my mother’s. It’s said to have been Cleopatra’s favorite gem.”

“You have something in common with the lusty Cleopatra?”

“I didn’t say I liked the stone,” she bit out.

He raised his eyebrows at her tone, as if noting her reaction, then changed the subject. “So whose whisky am I enjoying? Your father’s . . . ?”

“No. My father is deceased.”

He inclined his head to her slightly. In a moment of insight, she thought that’s how a gruff Highlander might say, “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Your brother’s, then? The big bastard whose clothes I wear?”

“He’s no bastard!”

Studying. “It’s a figure of speech. No’ literally.”

Her face colored again, and she brought the glass to her lips. “Oh. Yes, it’s his.”

“And where is he, leaving you alone like this?”

She set the glass down. Had it wobbled? “He’s away on business, but is expected to return this week.”

“Is he, then? This very week?” he asked, plainly disbelieving her.

“Is that not what I just said?” She sounded exasperated.

“How is it you speak English as well as a native? Spanish and French, I understand, but no’ the queen’s English.”

She frowned at the abrupt change in topic. Polite conversation followed rules. Topics were sequential, orderly, and flowed from one to the next like a gentle current when all those conversing were skilled. Why deliberately disrupt it? She sighed in a put-out way, then replied, “I went to school abroad and learned it there. English, you might not have heard, is the worldwide language of the nobility.”

The truth was she’d had to learn it to communicate with many of her schoolmates. The Brits and Yanks couldn’t seem to string together a foreign phrase to save their lives, though everyone else was at least trilingual. Worse, the Yanks polluted the language with irregular phrasings and slang that were difficult to keep pace with. As difficult as they were secretly amusing.

“Which school?”

“It’s very exclusive. I’m sure you wouldn’t have heard of it.” She absently tapped her nails against her crystal glass. Apparently, he took that as a sign to refill it. Since it was empty.

“Try me.” “It’s called Les Vignes.” “Aye, The Vines. Just outside of Paris in Fontainebleau.” She just stopped herself from dropping her jaw. How had he heard of it?

He smirked. “Aristocrats and heiresses.”

“Indeed,” she said in a pained tone. His gloating look rattled her, but also simply thinking about the school made her yearn for her time there. Life had been simple then. She’d loved it there, loved acquiring knowledge, but most important, Annalía had attained her coveted aura of worldliness.

Unfortunately, this worldliness was, as yet, a façade. She’d never been farther north than Paris or farther south than just past the border with Spain. She had never even seen the sea. The Highlander, just by virtue of his traveling from Scotland to Andorra, was worldlier than she.

But MacCarrick would never know it because she could put on a grand show. She’d learned contemporary American sass and slang from a princess of railroad royalty, fashionable disdain from a pouty French inheritrix of some medical patent, and British loftiness from a “fifteenth from the throne” duke’s daughter.

“It’s very exclusive,” she repeated absently. In fact, she’d scarcely been received. Annalía wasn’t so closely related to a throne, unless you followed Pascal’s insane despot logic, of course. However, she was distantly related to eight of them.

“Yet you were born and raised in archaic Andorra.”

Her expression felt brittle. She should have known he would cut through the façade and go straight to the heart of her insecurities. When she didn’t answer, he continued, “I’ve always said there are just no’ enough Andorrans in the world.”

“And what makes you so sure I was raised here?”

“I’ve heard you speak Catalan to the people here. You’ve never spoken it to anyone outside of Andorra, have you?”

She’d yearned to visit other Catalan-speaking countries, but Llorente had forbidden it. “Why do you ask that?”

“This country hasn’t changed much since medieval times and neither has its language.”

“Are you saying I speak with a medieval dialect?” She couldn’t.

He leaned back and nodded with obvious enjoyment.

“And with you being a Highlander, I’m sure you recognize medieval when you come across it.” Ha!

His lips curled at the side. Not quite a smile. “So the Scot and the Andorran. We’re no’ so different.”

She was decidedly different from everything that he was. “I’m Castilian,” she snapped, surprising herself. That information rarely came out sounding like a declaration. Next to a Scot she could be proud of anything, she supposed.

“A hot-blooded Castilian, then? Collared with Cleopatra’s jewel.” Never taking his eyes from hers, he lifted his glass and growled over the rim, “Fascinatin’.”

She barely prevented her lips from parting in disbelief. Straight to the heart. How did he manage to brush so closely to her secrets? He didn’t know her. He knew nothing. He was merely provoking for reaction. . . .

The next several minutes were odd. If she tilted her head, his eyes narrowed. If she touched her hair, he scrubbed his good hand across the back of his neck. When she drank more, he stilled, as if awaiting something. That was one thing she realized about him—he was always scrutinizing, always weighing, and deciding. She wondered what he’d decided about her.

Here she sat drinking with her worst enemy—well, worst after Pascal—but not because she wanted to be near the man. Certainly not that. And not because she’d forgotten what he was. He was a Highlander, and it was because of people like him and his miserable kinsmen—those cursed killers for hire—that the general had enough power to force her to his will. He was her enemy and she didn’t care.

She’d heard that liquor made one brash, but now Annalía knew it also made one uncaring. Underhanded, even.

Because she would use him.

What if she could hire him and his men to help her? What if she could tempt him to want to help her? If she was one of those women—if the whispers about her were true—then surely she could have some effect on a man.

What did she have to lose by trying?

Before her courage failed her, she stood, then walked around the desk toward him. When he quickly stood as well, she stopped and reached back for her glass—just one more little sip for courage. . . . She turned back and he was directly in front of her, looking at her face in his intense, watchful manner.

He took a gentle, shuffling step closer, as though he didn’t want to frighten her away. She backed up to the desk, but he kept drawing nearer, surrounding her with his body, with his appealing scent. And some common, base part deep inside her reveled in his size, reveled in the heat she could feel from his skin.

His gaze caught hers, as if he couldn’t stop looking at her. Up so close, she could see how much his eyes had cleared, could see how remarkably dark they were, the irises black like obsidian. And the way he looked at her . . . as though he was hungry for her. As though he lusted, and understood like no man had before how incredibly much she did, too. She felt like she’d caught fire.

She set her palms against the edge of the desk, wrapping her fingers around it, then nervously licked her lips, unsure of what to do. He must have realized she wasn’t leaving, wasn’t moving from this spot, because he appeared baffled, his brows drawn. It was as though she could hear him thinking. She knew he was suspicious of her behavior. She also knew he would decide to enjoy now and figure it out later. As if on cue, his expression changed to one of intent.

As she’d seen women do on bridges across Paris at sunset, she brushed her hands up over his chest and then rested them on the back of his neck. When her fingers twined behind him, his breaths hastened. “MacCarrick,” she murmured. “Do you . . . like me?”

His gaze was flickering over her face, sometimes resting on her lips, but now meeting her eyes. “Right now I like you very much.”

She threaded her fingers in his hair. “After tonight, do you want to be my . . . friend?”

His voice was deep and husky when he said, “Among other things.”

“Can I trust you?”

He nodded slowly. “With this? Aye, I’ll no’ tell a soul.”

She frowned at his comment, but went forward with what she had to do. “If I asked you for something, would you want to give it to me?”

He seemed to stiffen at her question, and a muscle in his cheek twitched. Then she had the impression that he was forcing himself to relax. “Anna, I will give you something that you want.”

Though he’d turned her words around, she still murmured, “MacCarrick . . .” He bent lower to hear her better, and she whispered against his ear, “Kiss me, MacCarrick.”

He shuddered.

Her breath against his ear made this mercenary react so strongly? She wondered what her touch might do. If she was the type of woman people accused her of being, then maybe she was also the type of woman who could “bring a man to his knees.” She rather liked the thought.

He put his palm on the back of her head, drawing her in. She thought he would kiss her, but he hesitated, as if to let her body grow accustomed to his, as if savoring that he was about to kiss her as he had savored the whisky.

The second he placed his lips on hers and slanted his mouth, heat shot through her body. When he kissed down the side of her neck, she sucked in a breath, staggered by the feelings. His hands found her backside and he yanked her into him—hard—until she could feel his erection, huge against her belly. This is wrong— His lips were warm and firm and quelled the thought.

He molded her backside with insistent fingers, squeezing her into him, then grasping her around the waist to—oh, Mare de Déu—move her pelvis against him. Wrong! her mind cried.

Just as she would pull away, he gathered her closer to kiss her earlobe, and she wondered, mystified, why she’d deemed this so terrible. They weren’t doing more than pressing bodies together. Of course, he wouldn’t make love to her.

Before she had any comprehension of what he was doing, he’d unfastened the top few buttons of her shirt and would’ve done more if she hadn’t seized the next button in her fist. He made some noise as if her action amused him, but he didn’t continue. He spread what he’d opened, uncovering her upper chest to her chemise, then placed his hands on her back to arch her to him. To her bewilderment, he groaned deeply and rubbed the side of his face against the tops of her breasts. She felt the low guttural sound, and it frightened her, but not more than it exhilarated her.

Her brows drew together as she watched him—he kissed her skin as if he’d lost himself. That’s what had happened to her—she’d lost herself. Her mind was separate, as if looking on, noting her body’s response as he set her atop the desk to stand between her legs. Her breasts were growing heavy and sensitive, and her own panting breaths sounded loud.

She was embarrassed that he heard her like this, and that he was the cause. Embarrassed that he saw her with her skirts hiked up her legs nearly to her garters and her blouse partially unbuttoned.

“Let me see your hair.” He rasped the words against her damp skin, and she trembled. “I know the treasures you hide. I’ve seen them.”

Hazily, she wondered when, but then he kissed at the line of her chemise, and she couldn’t bite back a soft moan, the pleasure was so intense. He raised his face to brush his lips over her ear, and she could feel his warm breath there. He’d begun loosening her hair, and she wanted him to.

With each kiss, Annalía wanted to show this brutal Highlander more of her, to bare her breasts and let her hair down so he could run his fingers through it. But when it fell about her, he didn’t touch her so gently. He wrapped the ends around his fist as his lips returned insistent against her neck. His tongue flicked her skin, and her eyes flashed open, then slowly slid closed.

But he tensed and drew back, releasing her.

“Què li passa?” she murmured. As if coming out of a daze, she opened her eyes and repeated in English, “What is it?”

She heard it then—the coming of riders into the manor’s courtyard.

“Stay here,” he ordered, his face more menacing than she had ever seen it. “Lock the door behind me and doona come out for any reason. Do you ken?”

In the space of a heartbeat, the fierce look of intent had vanished, replaced by one of barely controlled fury.

When she didn’t answer, he grabbed her shoulders. “Anna, do you understand?”

“Yes,” she began, but the voices of several men sounded, just before a pounding on the front door.

They were Scottish.

“We’re looking for Courtland MacCarrick,” a man shouted.

MacCarrick relaxed and put his forehead against hers. His hand rested on her face and his thumb stroked her bottom lip. “They’re no’ known for their timing.”

More of them? The thought of additional Highlanders traipsing across her property made her insides roil. She prayed Vitale wouldn’t wake.

Now that the fire in her blood had cooled, shame set in. With fumbling hands she pulled her blouse together and turned her face away. He drew back from her and seemed angered by her reaction.

“More Highlanders?”

“Aye. We’ll stay until I can ride.”

“Stay?”

She choked out the word. “They don’t have permission to be on this mountain. You will tell them to leave.”

“Always imperious. One day you’ll learn that I doona take orders. You might also ken that men like me doona appreciate it when lasses like you try to play with them.”

She’d been buttoning her blouse and slowed at his last comment. She knew she’d made a mistake, but still cried, “But they’re not welcome here!”

“You said I was no’ welcome as well,” he grated in an impatient tone. “Yet you were moments away from gladly taking me into more than your home.”

She gasped. “I was not! A kiss is a far cry from lying with a man.”

“No’ just with ‘a man,’ ” he bit out. “With me.” He pushed forward once more, forcefully wedging himself between her closed knees. His body was hot against her even through her clothes.

“Then I certainly was not going to!”

His lips curved into a cruel smile. He put his hand against her backside again, trapping her closer, and growled the words, “I was about to enjoy you on this desk. Rip aside your skirts and take you here like the animal you called me.”

“A-Against my will?” she responded unevenly, almost rendered speechless by his words. She tried to inch back on the desk. “Because that’s the only way it would happen.”

He leaned in to say at her ear, “No’ against your will. You’d be begging for me inside you.” He lingered there, as if to make sure she heard him, then lightly touched his face down her neck.

She gasped again, her shame deepening because even his words stirred her, made her want his lips against her breasts again, his breath hot against them.

When he drew back from her, his expression was cold. “If you ever try to use your wiles on me again, expect that I’ll use you back a thousand times—”

“Court? Are you in there?” one of them called from outside. “Is anybody home?”

He exhaled a long breath, then eased her legs closed to brush down her skirt with great familiarity, as if he knew her, as if they’d done this a hundred times. Strangely, that gesture was more confusing to her than anything he’d done before.

“Listen to me. We will no’ be long here. Just a couple of days.” He turned to walk away.

“And I should take your word for it?” she whispered, but he heard her and strode back once more, his hand shooting out to palm the back of her neck and force her to look up to him.

“Know this, Annalía. You should never take my word. When you trust me, you will regret it.”

“I don’t want them here,” she said in a low voice. “Any more than I want you.”

His expression darkened ominously. “The only thing we respond to is force.” He raked his gaze over her. “And you doona have any.”



Six
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As Court made his way through the house, he tried to get a grasp of what had just happened. Staring at her eyes, at her plump lips, he’d had a hard time concentrating, but he’d known that she didn’t want him—at least not at first. Her actions had been calculated. She’d had an agenda, and it had been a blow.

He’d finally gotten to kiss her, and he’d been left . . . empty. That she’d seemed to catch on fire like a wick soothed his pride somewhat. Christ, he’d spoken the truth—he’d had a real chance of taking her on the table. And he wouldn’t have hesitated.

But now the emptiness turned to ire. He’d truly wanted her while she only wanted something from him—to what end he was sure he’d find out soon enough.

At the front entrance he paused, putting a hand against the wall beside the door, shaking off her effect on him. He curled his fingers against the plaster, willing his body under control, then finally opened the door wide to five of his crew.

“Court!” exclaimed Gavin MacKriel, the oldest of their band. “By God, it’s good to see you.”

When the man took his shoulders, Court frowned and slapped him on the back with his better hand, then again until Gavin released him and moved on.

MacTiernay, the one-eyed giant, looked him up and down, then punched him in the upper chest in greeting before walking past.

Court stared after him. That was more emotion than MacTiernay had ever demonstrated. Then Niall, his cousin, slapped him on the back, and Liam, the youngest, was about to as well until Court gave him a look of warning. The last inside, Fergus, who’d earned the nickname The Sleeping Scot, actually looked awake and glad to see him.

He showed them in and then on into the parlor. As if he owned the place. “Where are the rest?”

Liam had already nabbed a pear from a fruit-laden bowl in the foyer. At nineteen he was still growing and could eat double his weight in food every day. He took a bite and said between chews, “They have been searching for a body for your kin to bury.”

“I appreciate the sentiment.” Court took a seat at the main table, feeling weak from their greetings. Nothing like Highlanders striking you to get your mind off a woman. “You were that sure I was dead?”

“We followed your pair of Rechazados,” Fergus answered as he eased himself into a seat, “then persuaded them to partake in one last conversation. They told us they’d killed you.”

“That was the plan. You took out two? We’re at forty-seven, then?”

“Forty-seven and counting,” Gavin said. “I hope you told them we were coming to kill them.”

“Aye, I did. It dinna have the effect I was hoping for, but satisfies now.”

Niall stood to survey a wine sideboard. “After we got your message, I sent the rest of the crew to the smuggler’s lodge to wait for us.”

Niall was to take over their band if anything happened to him, and Court nodded his approval at Niall’s decision. They’d stumbled upon the isolated lodge while exploring the back passes along the border with France. It was filled with long-abandoned luxuries, dust-covered crates packed with silver, porcelain, and crystal that some smuggler had never made it back for.

“And I brought your gear,” Niall added. “You doona look like you’re hurting for clothes, but I bet you miss your weapons.”

“You’ve no idea.” When he’d heard riders coming, he hadn’t known if he’d finally brought Pascal’s men down upon this place. He hadn’t known how he’d protect her from them.

“So whose home is this?” Niall asked.

“An Andorran lass’s.” Court wondered if they could see he was thrown. No battle, no violence had ever made him off balance like this.

Niall gave him a razor-sharp look. “She’s bonny?” Yes, Niall could see.

“Aye,” he admitted. Moments ago, that beautiful woman had sunk her fingers into his muscles to get closer to him. He’d thought her reaction was real and reveled in it, but if she was willing to manipulate him . . . He caught them regarding him quizzically. “She found me half dead by the river and dragged me back here. No men around, so I’ve just been lingering on.”

“Dragged you? So she’s a big, bonny Andorran?”

“She and her horse dragged me. No, she’s just a wee thing. You should see her—a good gust would send her reeling.” Court noticed Niall studying him and changed the subject. “Have you heard any news?”

Niall removed a bottle of wine and whistled at the label before saying, “We heard word that Spain might come for its deserters any day now. And if they doona, France will.”

“It’s about bloody time.” Court had been continually disgusted with the lack of action against the invasion. Yes, Andorra was small, but its location was critical, as Pascal well knew. “Where’d you hear this?”

Gavin scratched his neck. “From Otto.”

“Otto, huh?” Court’s eyes narrowed. “Now why would he be contacting us?”

Gavin hesitated, then said, “He’s . . . overextended again.”

“He usually is.” Which was why Court had broken from the Prussian’s company years ago and formed his own. “What’s it this time? Sixty against five hundred?” Otto kept his band winnowed down and repeatedly contracted for huge jobs. Great way to make a lot of coin. Sure way to get killed.

“Could be that many,” Niall said absently as he returned the bottle and selected another. By the look on his face, this one was even more valuable. Not that Niall was such the wine expert, but he had an uncanny sense for money and could perceive value like a dog could scent a trail.

“And he’s coming to us hat in hand?” Court didn’t like where this was going. Some of his men didn’t mind playing the odds, no matter how bad they were.

Gavin nodded. “We might be able to recoup some of the pay we lost here.”

Court shook his head firmly. “We have no’ lost it yet.”

“No shame in cutting bait,” Niall said. “Another crew, those Tyrolean sharpshooters, left without pay.”

Gavin added, “The region’s unstable and everybody’s tails are twitching. No one wants to go head to head with Pascal, especially no’ after what he did to you.”

Niall removed his gaze from the wine to study Court. “They banged you up good?”

So much that Court was still astonished that he’d lived. “Them and the river. I had to jump blind into the falls, then ride them headfirst.”

“And your wrist?” Niall asked. Court had never met a more sharp-eyed person than his cousin. “Looks odd and you’re favoring one hand.”

His wrist should look odd, since it was very stiff and sorer than usual, due solely to the fact that ten minutes ago he’d had both hands splayed on Annalía’s lush bottom. “Broke it. Had a cast on it. I think another week till I’m right.”

“A cast?” Niall asked with disbelief. “What’s wrong with leather between the teeth until it stops paining you? Casts are for bairn and lasses when they fall off their ponies.”

Only Liam and Gavin laughed. The impassive MacTiernay had never indicated he was capable of it, and Fergus had already crossed his arms over his chest and was slumped back asleep.

“I dinna have any say on the cast.” Court gingerly flexed his fingers. “The Andorran did it when I was knocked out.” He frowned at Niall, who was returning to the table with the bottle uncorked and a clutch of wine glasses. Perhaps they ought not be drinking this bottle if it was dearer than the one that Niall had whistled over.

“So how long were you out?” Niall asked as he poured a round.

“Two days.” Though Court wasn’t normally a wine drinker, he accepted a glass, curious to see what it’d taste like. His drink of choice was whisky because it rendered him as jovial as he’d ever get. Wine? Not so much. “I’m just surprised Pascal dinna find me in all this time.”

“He’s searching the countryside, but not as he might in the past because he’s been busy. Hark this—he’s taking a bride,” Niall said. “She’s some Spanish aristocrat, supposed to have royal blood or some such. Marrying her will give him more claim to Spain than any of the generals before him.”

Gavin drank and gave Niall an impressed look as if he’d grown the grapes, then added, “Rumor is that she’s happy about the nuptials.”

Court leaned back, disgusted. “Then they deserve each other.”

Liam drank his glass in one gulp. “So where’s this cast-making lass?”

“She’ll be in her room.” He surveyed his men, trying to imagine what she’d think of them, and added, “Most likely for the night.”

Liam got a sly look on his face. “You tire her out so much that she canna leave her bed?”

He scrubbed a hand over his mouth and couldn’t help saying, “I wish.”

Niall raised his eyebrows. “A lass Court MacCarrick canna have? That breed does no’ exist.”

He exhaled loudly. “It does in the Andorran mountains.”

•  •  •

They’d simply taken over the house, ransacking the wine cellar, flipping through books, pilfering a stash of tobacco, and Court suspected they’d already cleaned out the larder. Two hours and over a dozen bottles of wine between them later, Court was discovering that the stone of weight he’d lost ensured he was drunker than usual.

He’d just pushed aside his last glass when he heard the front door groan open. “I’ll be back,” he said, his words just shy of slurred as he dashed out of his chair.

He caught up with Annalía on the path and took her shoulder. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“To sleep elsewhere.” She flung her shoulder back to break his grip.

“No, I doona believe you will,” he drawled, finally releasing her.

“You think to order me in my own home?”

He said easily, “Aye.”

She smoothed her hair. She’d put it up again, but it was looser. He suspected she still might be drunk.

“It’s one thing to remain in a house with an incapacitated patient,” she said, with her accent thicker than he’d ever heard it. “It’s quite another to be an unmarried young woman staying with a gang of mercenaries.”

“Ah, Annalía, you have no’ even met them.” Suddenly, he wanted them to see her, to understand what he’d been tempted with. He took her arm.

“What are you doing? MacCarrick?”

He hated that he liked hearing her say his name. She’d whispered it in his ear while testing her wiles on him—wiles that infuriated him because he knew if she’d had any experience . . .

He swung her inside and into the parlor, announcing, “And this would be the lady of the house. Lady Annalía Llorente.”

The men rose and her eyes widened at their size even as their eyes narrowed at her. When Court moved to sit and watch, they advanced on her until she backed to the wall.

“ ‘Bonny’ was a bit of an understatement, then?” Niall said over his shoulder.

Court shrugged and retrieved his glass.

As Gavin introduced himself, he took her hand and kissed it. Court could see he was rubbing her skin with his thumb, and he wondered why that raised his hackles and why he now regretted showing her off. Gavin told the others in Gaelic that they had to feel her hands.

They did so, one at a time, introducing themselves, with Liam exclaiming, “You have yourself some wee, soft hands.”

Niall alone didn’t touch her. Probably because he’d determined exactly what Court was thinking.

Their petting seemed to put her in a panic, but her reaction to the men didn’t surprise him. They were all huge and scarred. Fergus was missing fingers and MacTiernay was taller than all of them and had only one eye. She’d been intimidated by Court, too, but she’d still initiated a kiss. Whatever she wanted of him, she wanted it very badly indeed.

“Lady Annalía, thank you for allowing us to stay here,” Niall said.

“She didn’t,” Court informed them. “She wants all of us gone.”

She put her chin up. “Mr. MacCarrick, my first priority is to the people of this place. Even if you are not allied with Pascal any longer, your presence still jeopardizes everyone here.”

Court gave a harsh laugh. “Now that sounds very noble, but why do you no’ tell them what you told me at the door? You want us gone to preserve appearances.”

She didn’t back down. “That is important as well. If my reputation is tarnished, I will not be able to make the match that is expected of me.”

Niall muttered, “Court, she’s right—”

He interrupted, “You were planning to ask me for something tonight, were you no’? Do it now.”

She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it and turned her face away.

“Perhaps in the morning you’ll be inclined to make your request. Perhaps we’ll be inclined to hear it—if we stay here.”

She faced him again. “Very well, stay. We can speak when I return—”

“You stay here, too.”

She straightened her choker, appearing so miserable he almost relented. He could feel his men watching him and her, knew they were confounded by his behavior.

She swallowed and then said in a pained tone, “Yes, of course. I extend my welcome to your men and look forward to our meeting.”

“Go to bed, Annalía. You’ll need your rest after the night we’ve had.” She looked like she’d been struck, gasping a breath before sweeping from the room.

Niall didn’t wait until she was even out of earshot. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Doona start on me. She’s no’ as helpless as she appears and she’s been insulting me regularly for a week.” When Niall looked unconvinced, Court added, “She’s calculating and she’s spoiled, and tonight she sought to manipulate me, cutting her teeth and testing her wiles.” He ran a hand over the back of his neck, uneasy because he knew if she’d had any experience . . . she could’ve worked him like dough. “It was no’ right.”

Niall shook his head. “I doona believe I’ve ever seen you treat a lass this poorly.”

“That’s because you’ve no’ met a woman like her. I’m telling you, you’ve never known such an arrogant female in your life. Tomorrow you’ll see.”
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Annalía had awakened before dawn to wretched memories of her deeds the night before.

She’d known several unsavory things about her character. She’d realized flaws in her morality—apparently inherent flaws. Now she knew another fact: In the presence of whisky, the simple application of a man’s lips to her own, and then to her chest, induced her to lose her mind.

And this morning she would have to ask that Philistine for his help in front of his hulking . . . associates. She would force herself to do it, even though she knew that if he did decide to help her, he would first make her . . . grovel.

But by no means did she count on his assistance. Before the sun had risen, she’d dragged Vitale from bed and instructed him to have Iambe ready. She was due at Pascal’s today, and if she couldn’t persuade the Highlander to help her, then she was gone. She’d left her travel bags in the stable, confident that if she needed to leave in a hurry, she could.

Yet Vitale had quarreled with her over her plan because he didn’t want her to leave under any circumstances, whether she could sway the mercenaries or not.

Even lusty old Vitale feared what a monster like Pascal would do to her on their wedding night. She wasn’t as nervous as she had been, though. She quite liked kissing, and that had been with a ruffian she loathed. The rumors had it that Pascal was very meticulous about his dress and cleanliness, so truly, how much worse could it be?

She’d returned to her room before the Highlanders had risen and had taken extra care with her hair and dress. Now that she heard them milling about, she descended.

When she approached the parlor, she had to bite her tongue to keep from screeching at their boots on the table, at the smell of tobacco cloying inside the room, at the food they’d already rooted through.

Mare de Déu! There were empty bottles of wine everywhere. She glanced around, eyes wide. Had more Highlanders come in the night? No, just the six of them had run through the abundant supply in the sideboard and raided their collection in the cellar.

They saw her then, and she forced a smile to her face. “Good morning, gentlemen,” she said, pleasantly enough. When they stood and seemed as if they might approach her, no doubt to touch her hands again, she backed to the doorway and pressed her palms against the molding behind her. “I trust you slept well.”

“Aye. Thank you for your hospitality.” She thought that one was Niall. They’d introduced themselves last night, but all their names had sounded the same, alike in their oddness and unfamiliarity. More ridiculous, every surname began with Mac.

“Should we no’ cut through the chatter and get to what you wanted to ask me?” MacCarrick muttered. He appeared exhausted, his eyes bloodshot again, and when she’d walked in he’d been rubbing his forehead.

A brittle smile. “Of course, Mr. MacCarrick. Your directness is always . . . refreshing.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Refreshing, is it now? How did you put it before? Aye, I remember. You said my people lacked delicacy.”

She could feel herself blushing. These mercenaries looked embarrassed for her. She hated this man. Hated him. But she would do whatever it took to help Aleix. Remember that, Annalía. “I would like to hire you to help me and my family.”

He smirked, clearly relishing her discomfiture. “And just what would you have us do?”

She was a private and mistrustful person by nature, and above all else she was proud, but she would have to overcome these traits for they didn’t serve her now. “M-My brother, Aleixandre Llorente, has been captured by Pascal.”

She scanned the room to see their reactions. The youngest one was about to say something, but then there was a sound under the table, as if he’d been kicked. He shut his mouth. What had he been about to tell her? Did he know something?

MacCarrick insolently waved her on, and with effort she continued, “He is the only family I have left, and he is in Pascal’s jail. I would pay to have him freed. I would pay more than Pascal.”

MacCarrick asked, “Why would you think he’s still alive?”

She felt the blood leaving her face at the thought of Aleix dead, and to her shame her eyes watered. She found herself twining her fingers in front of her, then forced her hands to her sides.

The older man hissed something to MacCarrick in a foreign language.

MacCarrick shot him a look and snapped, “It’s a valid question.”

She didn’t know how to handle these people. She’d been taught a perfect stitch and elegant table manners, but no one had instructed her on how to negotiate with ruthless men. Her idea of trying to manipulate MacCarrick with a kiss last night had been laughably far off the mark, but if she was as everyone thought, then why hadn’t it worked? “He will be alive because he has value to Pascal. The people here love him and would do anything for him. The general will use that as leverage over them.”

“Why does he need leverage over them, when he’s already terrorized them into submission?” MacCarrick asked as he leaned back in his seat. He sounded gloating about the fact.

“He terrorized them? Or his lackeys terrorized them?” She regretted her words the second she said them.

He glanced around to the men with his eyebrows raised as if she’d just proven some theory, then his lips curled into a mean, mocking smirk. “Run along, Annalía. We’ll be here for only a few days more.”

This cretin was ordering her in her own home, and yet she pleaded, “But I will pay you!”

“Do you have coin on the property?”

“No, but I have jewelry. Priceless jewelry.”

He gave her a patronizing expression. “And where could we sell that around here?”

“Then my fortune. If you free Aleix, he can get it for you. I’ll give it freely.”

“Canna imagine your ‘fortune’ would be the kind of money we usually command.”

“That’s because your imagination is limited!” When the man called Niall and two others chuckled, she again commanded herself to bite her tongue. “Take anything you like in this house, anything! I’m sure you could find your pay here.”

“Anything, then?” he asked with a strange expression. Niall shook his hung head, then rose to leave. The four followed him out.

Still she nodded eagerly. “Just name your price, Mr. MacCarrick. I will gladly pay it.”

“Then it’s settled.” He looked her over shamelessly. “I want you.”

“P-Pardon?”

“You heard me. I can sense desperation and you’re there. You were willing to kiss me last night to sway me to your cause, and I’ll bet you’re willing to do more than that. Why no’ do it with me?”

Her eyes went wide. Hate you!

“I will free him, but before I do, I’ll get to enjoy you,” he said, his tone smug. “Those are my terms.”

She bit out each word when she said, “There is material wealth here that could satisfy even you.”

“You mean ‘someone such as me.’ Forget it, then.” He unfolded a dated newspaper, shook it out to read, then kicked his boots up on the table. “I’ll no’ work for you for anything less than you,” he said behind the paper.

Her brows drew together in bewilderment. Those were Aleix’s boots, stolen. And they were carelessly propped on her table. Hers and Aleix’s table. She and her brother, who was more like a father to her, had breakfast there each morning and talked about the ranch. Aleix was gone. No one would help her and she didn’t understand why.

The other men returned and sat. She dimly noted that they appeared angry.

The realization struck her that for the first time in her life she truly needed help and had asked for it, and no one would give it to her. For the first time in her life she’d been . . . vilely propositioned.

As he continued reading, ignoring her, MacCarrick crossed his ankles, and a bottle by his feet drew her attention. She recognized that particular wine because it had been bottled the year of Aleix’s marriage to his beloved Mariette and had been stored with great care. They had saved it to toast the birth of their first baby. The wine never, never should have been drunk.

Yet it sat on the table, opened and nearly full, forgotten among the refuse they’d scattered.

She began to move, and frowned because she had little idea of what she was doing. She watched her feet advancing her toward MacCarrick, and perceived her hand closing hard around the bottleneck just before she raised it high and poured the wine on his head. The growling noise in his throat was getting louder and louder, and still, when the bottle was empty, she dropped it, hitting his thick skull. She thought he bellowed, thought someone might be restraining him. She said in Catalan to no one in particular that the wine had had meaning for her and that they could all go to hell.

The grandfather clock struck eight. She plucked up her skirt and waltzed from the room. She grabbed her gloves at the table by the door, then strolled to meet Vitale in the stable.

It was time to go riding.

•  •  •

MacTiernay and Niall wouldn’t release him until they saw through the window that she was riding away. Court had been so shocked, he’d hardly comprehended what she was doing. Then, when he’d lunged for her, MacTiernay snagged him as Niall caught his other arm.

He shrugged them loose and whipped his drenched head around to find Niall glowering at him.

“Again. What the hell is wrong with you, Court?” “With me? Did you no’ just see the most arrogant woman ever to live pour a bottle over me?”

“You deserved it, every drop of it. Talking to her that way after she asked us for help.”

Gavin added, “And turning her down? Granted, we doona go about doin’ good deeds, but there’s wealth here like I’ve never seen. She could pay us just as well as anyone else.”

Court wiped his sleeve over his face. “In case you dinna realize this, she never asked for anything, and in case you dinna understand, she just told us all to go to hell.” He shook his hair out and wine splattered everywhere. “Still, I was going to help her. Niall, you ken that I would. I would have before this. I only wanted to bait her a bit. Just for a day.”

Niall’s expression was incredulous. “I’ve seen you happily snap necks and slit throats, but I’ve never seen you be callous to someone who is weaker than you and in such a vulnerable position. Her only family is in that bastard’s cell, and you would use that over her? To bait her?”

Court ran his hand over the new knot on his head. “God damn it, I said I’d get him out.”

“Aye. Because you’re the one who put him there.”
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When Annalía arrived in the village of Ordino, she heard dogs barking to each other from unseen vantages, yet nothing else stirred. Although it was early evening, the streets were eerily quiet.

She and Iambe clacked along the slate drive to the largest building, a sizable home built of ancient stone. She’d seen it before on visits here and wondered what had happened to the people who actually owned it.

She’d just reached the front entrance when a man strode from the inside. Her eyes widened. He was one of the Rechazados—she could tell by the cross tattoo on his bare arm. She’d heard of these legendary assassins, had heard they were every bit as evil as the Highlanders, but colder. Without warning he wrenched her down from the saddle, dropping her to her feet.

While he seized her bags, an unkempt deserter in a ragged Spanish military uniform arrived to take Iambe. She wanted to make sure he cared for her horse properly, but the Rechazado snapped his fingers for her to draw closer. She called on every ounce of bravery she had to walk toward him, toward what her whole being knew was a threat.

The women in the valley had said you never saw emotion, never could detect when they would strike. Another had admitted softly that the first hint her sister had that they were about to violate her had been when she hit the ground.

He snatched her arm to drag her up the steps to the front doors, then inside the dimly lit house. She reasoned with herself that the Rechazados were known to follow their orders to the letter. To the point of death they would fulfill their command, and surely Pascal would have commanded them not to touch her.

They climbed a sprawling staircase that led to an even darker landing. The room he shoved her into was the last, in the farthest corner of the house. Inside, he emptied her bags on the bed and rifled through her clothes. With a malevolent look, he exited, but he didn’t lock her in. Of course there was no reason to expect her escape.

She exhaled a wavering breath, then surveyed her surroundings, surprised to find the room was large and looked comfortable enough with plenty of rugs and candles and a clean bed. The window was raised and overlooked a lantern-lit courtyard. Had she been expecting a cell? Yes, because she’d thought of herself as condemned.

She washed off the travel grime as best as she could with the water at the dresser, then changed from her mud-coated habit behind the door. After rinsing and repinning her hair, she folded her garments back into her bag, hung her dresses, which were severely wrinkled, then she did the only thing left to do—she sat on the edge of the bed and waited, having no idea what to expect.

An hour had passed—during which she relived her confrontation of the morning, envisioning scenarios where she could shock MacCarrick right back and leave him gaping—when the door opened. A pretty young woman about her age sauntered in, and Annalía’s heart leapt. Was she coerced into being here as well? They could be allies!

“So you’re to be my stepmother,” the woman said with a dismissive smirk.

Pretty until she opened her mouth, that is.

Annalía hadn’t foreseen this, but it made sense that the much older Pascal would have children. “If you’re Pascal’s daughter, then I suppose I am. What’s your name?”

“Olivia.” “And exactly how many more stepchildren am I to have?”

“All but me have been disowned or have fled him.” She tilted her head at Annalía. “You look so distressed. Aren’t you excited about the nuptials?” Olivia was taunting her.

“Would you be happy in my situation?”

She shrugged impudently, ignoring Annalía to walk to the window and scan the courtyard.

“Olivia, do you know if my brother is safe?”

For long moments, she waited, then turned, as if to size up Annalía and determine if it was worth it to spare a kindness to her. “Llorente lives.”

“If he were dead, would you lie to me?”

“Yes,” she answered without hesitation. “Now come with me. Your new lord awaits.”

Annalía followed, but only because she was ready to get this meeting concluded. She couldn’t imagine what the general would look like. He’d probably have a cruel face, with harsh angles as MacCarrick did. Perhaps that would be wishful thinking for him to have at least the Highlander’s looks.

“He’s in there.” Olivia jerked her chin toward a door. When Annalía’s feet wouldn’t move of their own volition, it seemed, Olivia snapped, “Go on!”

Annalía pushed open the door, making her manner brisk. And was dumbfounded when Pascal turned to her.

Annalía had never seen a more beautiful man in her life.

•  •  •

Court stared into his just-poured glass, sinking back and propping his boots on a low table, attempting to relax after a day that had started out . . . wrong and had only gotten worse. At a table nearby, Liam, Niall, and Fergus played cards, though Fergus yawned repeatedly, while Gavin smoked a pipe full of expensive tobacco. MacTiernay rocked with his eyes—or rather his eye—closed, probably reliving old battles.

When Court had finally gotten control of his temper after the wine incident and had shaken his dogged hangover, Niall had suggested he put himself in Annalía’s shoes. After all, they’d hit her property in a manner a plague of locusts would aspire to, and Court had spoken to her in a way that clearly no man had ever dared. Court also suspected that being fondled by his crew had made her . . . skittish. Creatures that got skittish always came out biting if backed into a corner, and she had.

So he’d taken Niall’s advice and left her alone for the day. Though he’d wanted to see her later, Vitale had told him that the people here would “give” them until sundown to leave, and that the mademoiselle was so upset by “MacCarrick’s vile proposition” that she was staying on the other side of the mountain for the night.

He could swear the chit was put on the earth just to make him feel guilty. Or try to. Luckily, he wasn’t one to wrestle with guilt.

Usually on a night like this when they weren’t working, Court would sit and dream about Beinn a’Chaorainn, his run-down estate in Scotland. He would picture the possibilities that no one else could seem to see, and he would count the days until he’d paid for it completely and all those hills, trees, fields, and the ancient stone keep would be his.

For a man cursed to have little else, Beinn a’Chaorainn kept him living. Yet now thoughts of Annalía somehow overrode dreams of his land. Damn it, so he’d treated her poorly. He was most likely going to get her brother for her tomorrow night, if Llorente was still alive. . . .

A violent pounding on the front door interrupted his brooding. “Liam, go answer the bloody door.”

Liam laid down his cards, then tromped from the room. Minutes later, he called out in a bored tone, “Court, there’s a pitchfork rebellion here to see you.”

“What?”

“A collection of doddering old men, torches, and farm tools. I fear for our safety and advise fleeing posthaste.”

With a weary exhalation, Court kicked his feet down to stand. When Gavin raised his eyebrows, and MacTiernay and Niall laid hands on their pistols, he shook his head. “I’ll take care of this.”

At the front door, he found Vitale with a half-dozen men standing behind him, spread out like a rickety fan. Their faces blanched at their first glimpse of Court’s expression, and he thought he heard their knees knocking.

“We’ve had enough of your ill-treating the mademoiselle and stealing the master’s belongings and we want you gone,” Vitale declared in a moderately even voice. “You’ve no right to stay on here.”

He almost answered, “Might makes right,” and slammed the door. Instead, he asked, “Does she know you’re doing this? Did she put you up to it?”

“Of course not! She warned everyone to stay clear of you, fearing what you would do.”

Did she think he would hurt the people here? Did she fear him? Is that why she’d avoided him when they were alone in the house? He’d kind of thought of the last few days as a game they played. “Vitale, if you leave now, we’ll no’ hurt you. You know you canna fight us.”

“We might not be able to, but we’ll gather more and then you’ll be sorry.”

Liam piped in over Court’s shoulder, “We’re all aquiver.”

Court gave him a look that made him skulk from the foyer. When Vitale opened his mouth to say more, Court’s patience wore thin. “Vitale, doona make me kill you.” Seeing the old man’s eyes fill with dread, he felt like the bully he was. For the first time in many years, the feeling grated.

As he was shutting the door, Vitale cursed him in a diatribe of French. Court narrowed his eyes. His French was not as strong as it could be, but he thought Vitale had said . . . le mariage.

The wedding?

•  •  •

“Lady Annalía,” Pascal said in a deep voice. “Welcome to my home.” The room’s lantern light reflected off his shining medals and his thick, dark hair.

He walked toward her with his perfectly manicured hands outstretched to grasp hers. He was so debonair, his heart-stopping smile so engaging, she raised them to him, until she remembered this man was a murderer and abruptly dropped them.

He took them anyway, though she turned her face away, recoiling.

“My dear, Annalía.” He rudely called her by her first name as though their engagement had lasted more than one week and wasn’t born of coercion.

“Pascal.” Her tone was scathing.

He drew back, releasing her hands to scrutinize her. “I didn’t think you could be as lovely as they’ve said, but you are.”

She stared at the ceiling and he tsk-tsked. “Won’t say thank you? Now where are your famed manners?”

“Famed?”

“Quite. All the Andorrans love to whisper about the royal concealed in their midst. How else do you think I found out about you?”

She gave him a blasé look.

“They say other things about your simmering Castilian blood,” he murmured, drawing closer. “I can hardly wait to get to the bottom of the rumors.”

“My manners?” she hastily asked. “Is that why you chose me?”

He moved to a polite distance, but gave her a look that let her know he was patronizing her. “No, I will wed you because marrying the daughter of the oldest family in the land is strategic.”

“Why all this trouble for tiny Andorra? I can understand why someone like you would set your sights so low, but why not Monaco?” She tapped her cheek. “Isn’t the Vatican a country?”

He chuckled. She hadn’t meant to entertain him—she’d meant to make a point.

Taking a seat behind his desk, he motioned for her to sit as well. She didn’t. He motioned more sharply, and something unsettling flashed in his eyes.

Gritting her teeth, she sat. “You want Spain, don’t you? Those are the rumors.”

“Yes. After I’ve solidified my place here.”

She gave a sharp scoffing sound. “How original. What would you be? The sixth general du jour to try in the last two decades?”

He laughed again, seemingly delighted with her, and the smoothness of the sound grated on her nerves. “I’d be the sixth general to succeed in the last fifteen years. But unlike my predecessors, I will have something that the others didn’t.” He stood to approach once again, then touched her face, and she knew every fear she’d had about him was true.

The queen and her general weren’t good rulers, but they had to be better than Pascal. If she could get a message to Aleix, he could warn the outside. “You said in your letter that you would free my brother and his men as soon as we marry. How can I trust you to keep your word?”

“Because my first priority will be your happiness,” he said so suavely.

She raised her hand to stop him. “I’ve agreed to this charade, but I refuse to pretend when it’s only you and I.”

He inclined his head. “Very well. Llorente will be my supporter. He’s descended from kings—he’ll be a worthy enticement in the eyes of the people.”

“Never.”

“Just as you would never agree to marry me?” He smiled down at her. “I’ve found that all it takes is the right incentive to make anyone do as I wish.” When he touched her lip with a too-soft finger, she cringed. “Now there’s a dress laid out for you in your room. Go upstairs and get ready for a dinner tonight. We are having guests.”

Ordered. Another cretin was ordering her. She rose and regarded him with all the arrogance bred into her, then turned to leave.

“And Annalía?” She froze, shoulders tensing. “Any servant found helping you communicate with your brother will be publicly eviscerated.”

She turned back to him, lips parted, aghast. His seemingly genuine smile was still in place, his expression earnest. His broad shoulders filled out his uniform and his medals were colorful and proud. Her future husband was perfect.

A perfect monster.

•  •  •

Well into the night, Aleixandre Mateo Llorente pounded on his cell door, yelling until his throat—and the bottoms of his fists—were raw. Today Pascal had notified him that they would be brothers.

Annalía was going to wed a killer thinking to save him, but Aleix knew he would never leave this windowless, dank room alive.

He also knew nothing would prevent her from going through with it, and that conviction ate at his gut. The marriage would only damn them both. How he wished for one minute with her—to convince her that she was no martyr, especially for such a lost cause, to shake some sense into her. “God damn you all,” he bellowed. “Open this door.”

And then someone . . . did, but the shock of light blinded him after so many days of darkness. When his eyes painfully adjusted, he found a young woman there with her hair free and clad in nothing but a gauzy nightgown. His breath whistled in. She was beautiful, even with her eyes heavy lidded as if she were still half asleep. And even with the gun she had trained on him.

“If you don’t shut your mouth,” she snapped. “I’ll kill you myself.”

This he never expected. “I apologize if my wish for freedom—and my wish not to die—have disturbed your sleep.”

She shrugged. “I reside directly above you. You must cease knocking on the door.”

“Who are you?”

She frowned. “What purpose would it serve to tell you?”

“A dying man’s last wish?”

She shrugged again. “I am Olivia.”

She couldn’t be his daughter. “Olivia Pascal?” he asked in a low tone.

Her chin went up either proudly or defensively. “Sí.”

“I should take your threat more seriously then. If your blood is any indication, you are capable of any atrocity.”

Her smile was a cruel curve of her lips. “Very capable. I’m also capable of whistling for the guards to beat you again just on a whim.”

In a heartbeat he started for her. She took one step back, but coolly cocked the hammer, her hand steady. “Don’t be a fool.” Her voice was hard, her face like marble. “I’ll do it just so I sleep better.”

Assured she would, he moved to lean against the wall, arms crossed. “I’ve never heard of that. Someone who sleeps better at night because they killed someone.”

“Who said killed? I only have permission to maim you until your sister is wed.” She began closing the door. “But I promise to wish them well for you.”

•  •  •

Court’s hand shot out to wrench Vitale through the doorway. “What did you say?” he demanded as he slammed the door behind him.

The others raised their eyebrows when Court dragged Vitale to the parlor, then tossed him into a chair.

“I said you are a pig, an ingrate. My mistress saved your life—”

“You said something about a marriage.”

He refused to answer so Court jostled him until he said, “That’s where she’s gone!” He gestured heatedly. “To save her brother. The general was holding him to force her.”

“She’s gone to marry him?”

When Vitale nodded, Niall said, “Aye, Court, a real spoiled, calculating woman. Marrying Pascal to save her brother’s life. She’s chilling.”

“This canna be right. The rumors were that he was marrying some Spanish royal. Not Andorran nobility. How do you account for that?” Court recalled her snapping to him, I’m Castilian, but royal?

Vitale hesitated. “Why should I tell you?”

“Because if you do, I might just decide to go get her back.”

His eyes widened and he blurted, “She and her brother are the last direct descendants of the ancient House of Castile. They hold the last titles.”

“That’s impossible. Her father was no’ Castilian.”

“The titles passed through the mother.”

When Court still looked unconvinced, Niall added, “Some houses can pass down matrilineally.”

“This is insane. That would make her. . . . That would mean she’s . . .” Court could barely believe what he was hearing, even while thinking that this would handily explain her arrogance. “Why did she no’ plead for her family’s help?”

“She did. As I told you before, she and her brother are estranged from the family and shun that life, but she swallowed her pride and attempted to contact them. We think the message never made it out of Andorra.”

Niall whistled and said, “Pascal’s a clever bastard. He’s going after Isabella’s crown.”

“But that would mean Annalía’s useless to him while her brother’s still alive. The minute he has her, Llorente’s dead.”

“No, he won’t be,” Vitale declared emphatically. “Pascal will try to use Master Llorente as a figurehead.”

“Wrong.” Court shook his head, giving Vitale the same expression he knew his five men were giving him as well. “Your master’s going to be killed if he is no’ already.”

“And you just ensured she’d go,” Niall muttered from behind him. “Good on you, Court.”

He shoved a hand through his hair. “Damn it! Why did she no’ ask again or explain everything?”

Vitale cast him a black look. “She told me just before she rode for Pascal that she would rather be a murderer’s wife and possibly have access to free Llorente than be a mercenary’s whore and have to trust a fiend like you with her brother’s life. She said six or half a dozen—either way was unbearable.”

When Court pictured her alone and afraid in Pascal’s always darkened home, he had an off feeling in his chest, like a painful shifting. “Oh, bloody hell, Vitale. You might’ve mentioned this earlier.”

“Six or half a dozen?” Niall swore under his breath. “Court, you really are cursed.” 
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Last night for the dinner welcoming several odious supporters of the general, Annalía had been given a demure yet luxurious gown. Tonight Pascal had sent her a wholly red, ridiculously low-cut farce to wear. While everyone else enjoyed the village festival, she and Pascal were to have a private dinner. Just the two of them. With a dress like this, Annalía could guess why.

She was endeavoring to work it higher over her breasts with hopping and yanking when Olivia entered without knocking. The witch strolled straight to the wardrobe to survey Annalía’s clothes with an acquisitive gleam in her eyes. This morning her jewelry had suffered the same indignity.

“What do you want?”

“Tell me,” Olivia said casually as she took out, appraised, and returned a gown, “why he is unmarried.”

In an instant, Annalía had her whirled around and her hands clenched around Olivia’s arms. “You’ve seen Aleix?” She could tell she’d surprised her. “Have you?”

Olivia shoved her arms loose. “Why isn’t he married?” she stubbornly asked again.

Did her curiosity mean she was attracted to Aleix? All the women in the village thought he was handsome with his tall build and his somber, golden-colored eyes. Mare de Déu, could this spawn of Pascal have feelings for him? And how could she use that to their advantage?

“He’s a widower,” she admitted, though she felt as if she dangled a bare foot to a viper. “His wife died in childbirth.”

Olivia’s face was a blank slate. Annalía couldn’t read her. “He has a child?”

“No, his daughter died as well.”

Olivia shrugged. So that Annalía wouldn’t slap her, she forced herself to imagine that Olivia hiked her shoulders every time something particularly upsetting was said.

“Why are you interested?”

She ran her finger across the coverlet on her way to the window. “I was merely curious about my father’s prisoner.”

“Let me tell you more,” Annalía said as she perched on the edge of the bed. Olivia turned to stare out the window, but she didn’t say no.

“Aleix is a good man, a strong man. He lives in a beautiful manor overlooking pastures filled with his champion horses. Each day he watches them run, and though he says nothing, I know how pleased he is with them.”

Had her shoulders relaxed somewhat? “He’s very intelligent and well read. He went to school overseas at Cambridge. He’s somber now, but he wasn’t always.” Annalía decided then to divulge something she considered private. “He’s just very lonely up on his mountain.”

Olivia shrugged again. “I can’t abide this prattle any longer.” She crossed the room to the door.

“He’s here, isn’t he?” Annalía asked. “I’m in the far end of this house because he’s in the other.”

Olivia turned, with her gaze flickering over her, and Annalía could tell she was calculating her answer, knew she would never say anything unless it somehow served her. “Pascal wants you downstairs in five minutes. Do not displease him. Both of you will suffer for it.”

She hadn’t denied that Aleix was here! Though she hadn’t said anything to confirm it either, Annalía was convinced. “Thank you for the advice. I’ll give you some in return. You’re about to be married, Olivia. And to one of those loathsome men last night.”

“Hold your tongue. How would you know that?”

“In cruelty and killings, I’ll gladly defer to you, but I know marriages. Pascal’s in a tenuous position and he just happens to convene a meeting with his supporters? How convenient that each one is socially and politically well connected in Spain—and unwed.”

Coach-and-six. A father would pay a surprise visit to his daughter at school, and when she walked into the drawing room, he’d introduce her to her new, rich, politically connected fiancé. The man’s looks and temperament would be incidental and would rarely match his prospects, but the commerce of marriage would’ve been decided before the girl ever had any idea she was leaving. With a handshake, her life was snatched from her.

Annalía didn’t know that she could wish one of those men even on Olivia.

Olivia glared at her. “You won’t manipulate me into dissension. I’ll simply ask Pascal.” She turned for the door.

“And I’m confident he’ll tell you the truth,” she called after Olivia before hurriedly tussling with the bodice one last time. Finding no success there, she made sure her choker—or her “collar” as the hateful Scot had called it—was in perfect place. With luck, her formal jewelry, which Pascal had insisted she wear, would be glittery enough to draw his gaze away from her breasts.

Though she dreaded being seen like this, she would never be late and anger the general. Her brother’s treatment was to be commensurate with her behavior.

Annalía knew Aleix was in this house, and she planned to persuade Olivia to help them. Though Pascal had said he would kill any servant who helped them, surely he wouldn’t hurt his own daughter if she were caught.

Annalía’s brows drew together when she recalled how Pascal had smiled at her last night in a way she might describe as lovingly. She’d determined that how strong and proud and good he appeared was directly proportional to how evil he was. Remembering his charisma and startlingly handsome visage in the candlelight, she concluded that yes, he would harm his own daughter.

But then, Annalía thought as she rushed out of her room to meet him, she was ready to take that risk.

•  •  •

After the ordeal of dinner was over, and Pascal had escorted her from the table, Annalía asked for permission to go to her room to rest for an hour. He assured her that she would need her rest for he had much to teach her at week’s end, then leaned in to kiss her.

When she dared to give him her cheek, patting his chest before turning toward the doorway, he chuckled behind her. “Ah, Annalía,” he sighed as she strolled from his sight.

Once alone, she sprinted up the stairs to her room, then wedged a chair against the doorknob. She scrubbed her face with water before sitting at the mirrored vanity, staring blankly. She would become a shell of her old self under Pascal’s “tutelage.”

She’d said six or half a dozen, but now that she knew Pascal, if she had to relinquish her innocence to one or the other, it would definitely be to MacCarrick. At least she wasn’t personally aware of his atrocities.

The general was more handsome than the Scot—more handsome than any man she’d ever imagined—but it didn’t matter. Next to Pascal’s engaging smile, soft hands, and murderous impulses, the Highlander’s scarred face, blunt speech, and aggression were practically seductive.

And still the hours until her wedding kept creeping by. My wedding.

People had wondered how she could be around Aleix and Mariette, so completely in love and devoted to each other and not crave her own marriage. It was because of their love that she couldn’t. She’d seen what God in heaven had had in mind for a man and a woman, had seen their fidelity to each other, and never would she have knowingly slighted herself with a loveless marriage.

Especially not to the degree that I’m about to . . . She couldn’t think like that! She was able to help Aleix now. She had a value with which to bargain—

Guns went off, their shots popping, making her jump. The lowbrow revelry of the deserters consisted of drunken yells and shooting pistols in the air. Adding insult to injury, her hair was curling, escaping its pins. She reached for her brush. She liked the clacking sound her bracelet made as she raised her arm, and the strokes across her hair were soothing.

Her mind drifted again to thoughts of the Highlander. “I’ll no’ work for you for anything less than you,” he’d said in that rumbling, gruff voice. Despicable man. She prayed Vitale would heed the last command she’d given before riding away—that he stay clear of him. She wished she had. . . . She froze, the brush halting in midstroke.

On that night in the study, had MacCarrick said he’d seen her hair? He had! Her hair and the other treasures she’d hidden.

She slammed down the brush. The only place she wore it loose was in the bedroom. MacCarrick had spied on her while she slept! Why would she expect anything different from an ill-mannered ogre like him? He would always do what he wanted regardless of other people’s desires and without respect for their feelings.

Annalía was sick and tired of men running roughshod over her. What about her wants? She hated having no control. She confined her hair more tightly than usual, then adjusted her choker, tightening it, still furious—

Something scraped outside near her window. The music trilled on, punctuated by shots, but she thought she heard a noise coming from just below the sash. Maybe the breeze had stirred a lantern.

A huge boot slipped in through the window, followed by a man unfolding to his full height. She scrambled to her feet. “I know you! You were with MacCarrick.” He was the oldest one. “Tell me why you’re here or I’ll scream!”

Another followed him into the room. Oh, not the whelp!

“We’re here to take you to safety, lass,” the first said as he advanced on her. “And you ken they canna hear you scream.”

“To hell with you both!” Mercenaries! Bloody, cursed mercenaries. Taking her to safety, her foot! When the young one captured her wrist she screeched, “Why can’t you all just leave me alone?” then lashed out, her nails and teeth bared.

“Ach, Gavin!” he exclaimed, releasing her. “She bit me. I say we tie the little witch!”

“No, no, son, let me handle—Bloody hell! She got me, too! And he forced this task on us to avoid the fighting?” Gavin muttered angrily as he reached for her again. “Lass, we will no’ hurt you, you ken? We’re saving you.”

“If I leave here, you’re condemning my brother!” She kicked at his legs, but her skirts got in the way. “So I’m not leaving!” When he seized her wrists she struck wildly, yet it was only a matter of time. To her fury, he bound her hands.

“Listen—MacCarrick is checking the jail for him right now. If he’s there you’ll both be freed and we’ll take you to a safe place.”

Her stomach roiled. “But he’s not in the jail!”

Gavin frowned at that. “Truly?” he asked as he forced a gag on her. “Well, we’ll, uh, we’ll let Court figure this one out.”

She shouted against the gag and swung her bound hands at him, but he deflected the blow.

“Liam!”—he jerked his chin at her traveling bags—“Grab those and stow some clothes.”

Liam set to work punching ball gowns and lace and stockings without a care.

She shook her head forcefully and spoke against the cloth. Idiot! Pascal would kill him!

“Ach, wee one, we will no’ treat you poorly. Everything will work out as it should,” Gavin assured her, as he tossed her over his shoulder.

She dug her nails into his back with every ounce of frustration she felt. When he tensed but continued on, she screamed in fury yet only heard a pitiful, muffled sound. 
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Stealing Annalía was proving disappointingly easy. A bribe for information, a bout of sequestered fighting with Spanish deserters drunk from the festival, and a twenty-minute decoy were all that had separated Court’s men from her.

From a distance, Court spotted Liam giving him a salute. Farther ahead rode Gavin with Annalía. Court frowned to see her kicking within his arms before Gavin spurred his horse to ride for the lodge.

Court had decided not to take the time to meet the rest of his crew, and since he thought she’d go eagerly once they’d told her their plan, he’d sent his oldest and youngest to retrieve her.

At the same time, Court, Fergus, Niall, and MacTiernay had fought deserters and checked the jail, opening every cell just for the hell of it, but Llorente wasn’t there. Annalía might be unwilling now, but once she recovered from the news of her brother, she’d be glad they’d saved her.

He raised his rifle, resting the warm barrel against his shoulder, then signaled the others to ride out in the opposite direction. They took a false route away from town, then doubled back toward the northeast corner of Andorra, heading for the lodge. From there they followed a hidden smuggler’s route, speeding through the winding ravines that continued ever upward in elevation.

When the trail tapered and the terrain made them slow their pace, Niall rode up alongside him. “I’ve been thinking.”

“What about?” he mumbled.

“About the way you’ve been treating the bonny Andorran. And about why you slept in her room last night.”

Court turned back to see if the others could hear. Fergus was nodding off and MacTiernay was too far back. “More comfortable bed, Niall. Now drop it.”

“We’ve established that your behavior is off.”

“No—”

“What we need to know is why,” Niall interrupted.

“I’ll be damned before I let you study me. It’s my business.”

“I’m your cousin. MacCarrick is my clan, too. What you do does concern me.”

“How could this—”

“The curse.”

“Bloody hell, doona start on that.” They closed in on the lodge, the lodge where they would drop this conversation. From their vantage, he could already see it down the mountain. His brows drew together. Why the hell was the place bright with light this late?

“You canna ignore it any longer.” Lowering his voice, Niall said, “You reacted as you never have before.” His horse, sensing a barn and rest, tried for a trot, but Niall reined him in. “I’d thought that part of you was simply dead, and was glad of it, but it’s no’.”

Court hiked his shoulders. “This will be done soon. I’ll get her to safety, and then it’s finished.” They’d planned to free her and her brother and get them to the lodge, but if Llorente was dead, Court had promised Niall he’d see the girl to a safe house near Toulouse.

“You will leave her behind in France?” he asked as they rode into the rickety stable.

“Yes,” Court said firmly, but damn it all, he’d hesitated a slight second and Niall knew it. Something was off with him, his reaction to her unique. He was as confounded about it as Niall was.

“Damn it, Court, if you hurt her, you’ll never be right. Look at Ethan—that’s as wrong as a man can get.”

Court’s eldest brother, Ethan, was a fearsome man in both looks and deed, and his fiancée’s mysterious death had only fueled the rumors surrounding—

Shrieks interrupted his thoughts. From inside sounded Annalía’s screams, punctuated by loud crashes and all the men cheering.

They heard it just as they were dismounting. He and Niall shared a look, then ran into the house. They found Liam standing outside a room, egged on by thirty raucous Highlanders, as he raised his arms over his head and advanced under a barrage of vases, candleholders, shoes, and boxes. An outraged screech sounded with each hurled object.

Court elbowed through the men, who now cheered him and slapped his back to see him alive, until he reached Liam. Court tapped him on the shoulder and cocked his eyebrows, and Liam happily backed away. The men grew quiet.

Court almost felt sorry for her as he assumed his most threatening expression and readied to enter. He put himself in the line of fire, barely dodging a crystal vase filled with packing straw, but he never slowed his ominous stride toward her.

He caught her eyes, saw her in a clinging fire-red dress, with her hair curling and free and her breasts nearly spilling out, and his jaw dropped. In a thunderstruck tone, he said, “Anna?” just as she brained him with a candleholder.

•  •  •

Aleix woke late in the night to the sound of many footsteps descending the stairs. He rubbed his eyes, frowning into the darkness.

The guards never came this late. Comprehension stabbed at him, and he knew why they would this night.

He was about to be executed.

“Papa.” Olivia’s voice? She sounded as though she were on the stairs as well. “Perhaps you shouldn’t act hastily with Llorente.”
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