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SURRENDERING TO THE HIGHLANDER

“If I kiss you,” he whispered.

“I know and I don’t care.”

And no longer did Crevan. Right and wrong be damned, he thought as he placed a hand on the back of her neck and laid a kiss on her mouth that was so soft, so beautiful, they both trembled. Slowly, he parted her lips and drew her in to him, seeking all the passion that she had to offer. Her body pressed against him, snuggling against his chest. A deep groan of satisfaction escaped his throat.

He pulled her even tighter against his torso, straddling her legs over his powerful thighs as he untied the laces to her gown. Raelynd bit her lip upon the onslaught of wet desire and a small whimper escaped her lips. The growing need to touch and be touched by him was one unlike she had ever known.

And in that moment, Raelynd knew he was the only man she would ever give herself to....
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To my dear friend Carrie,
 who was there for me

 


I thank you from the bottom of my soul




Prologue

1310, Caireoch Castle

 



Raelynd silently both cursed and thanked the large crowd in the Great Hall that made her escape difficult, but possible. Ironically, they all had come to watch and cheer for her as she chose one of the men her father had carefully selected to be her groom. She had stayed long enough to confirm her father’s assertion that all were fine-looking men and they were undoubtedly able soldiers, but not a one was interested in her. And why should they be? They did not know her nor she them. Greed had motivated their supposed interest in her, craving appetites to become the next Laird Schellden. Fortunately, her sister had finally come to her rescue. Mistaken identity was a taxing consequence of being a twin, but tonight, it allowed her presence to be seamlessly replaced at the head table without anyone aware.

Making her way out the Hall’s back entrance, which led to the buttery and the kitchens, she was seen and recognized by many servants, but they knew to remain silent. To them, her popping up unexpectedly in places where nobles normally would not venture was no different than any other night. Raelynd and her sister often caused mischief using their physical similarities to relieve their boredom. And with an overly indulgent father and their mother dying when they were only twelve, there was no one to intervene and teach them otherwise.

Sticking her head out the kitchen door, Raelynd quickly scanned the small bailey and let go a long sigh. There were a few soldiers and clansmen mulling around but they numbered less than a dozen. By the way they were staggering, they were on the verge of passing out and would be unable to remember anything. Straight ahead held the entrance of the one place in the castle that might serve as a potential refuge.

With a grimace, Raelynd lifted up the hem of her bliaut and dashed across the courtyard to the closer of the castle’s two large round towers. Darting inside and out of sight, she leaned back against the cool stones and closed her eyes. “Courage, Lyndee,” she said aloud, reminding herself that this was the one place no one would look for her. Taking a large gulp of air, Raelynd forced her reluctant limbs up the narrow, winding, four flights of stairs until she reached the top.

Pressing her hand against the heavy wooden planks that led to the outside, she paused, debating which was worse—the cramped damp space of the tower staircase or the high view that came with open air. Making a decision, she carefully pushed open the door and poked her head outside. The night breeze whipped through the battlements, freeing a lock of her tawny-colored hair and flicking it across her eyes. Raelynd tucked it back behind her ear and then hugged herself, reconsidering her plan.

“Where is she?” came a muffled grumpy bellow from somewhere in the Great Hall as the music and clapping suddenly ceased.

Raelynd bit her bottom lip at the sound of her father’s stinging question she knew was directed at her sister. But Meriel was the expert at handling her father. The sounds of the Hall’s doors repeatedly opening and closing as people went in and out could mean many things, but Raelynd knew her father had ordered his soldiers to look for her. And once found, she would be forced to return to the festivities and her supposed destiny. Why couldn’t her father understand that neither she nor her sister was interested in marriage?

More shouts. Taking a deep breath, Raelynd stepped out onto the tower floor and shuffled as close to the battlement’s edge as she dared, balancing her fear of falling with her need to see. Glancing around a crenel, she verified the accuracy of her guess. Soldiers were emerging from the Great Hall, several of whom she recognized as being eager, potential groomsmen. Groaning, she squeezed her eyes shut and rested against the uneven stones, wishing she was as good at deflecting her father’s plans as her sister was. In very few areas would Raelynd ever consider Meriel stronger than her, but when it came to handling their father, her sister was the expert, easily ignoring anything she did not find desirable.

After a minute, the shouts died and Raelynd reopened her eyes. Her heart came to an immediate and abrupt stop. She was not alone. As she should have guessed, someone was on duty manning the tower.

A male figure was across from her, hidden within the shadows and leaning against a precipice, looking up at the stars. Based on his bulky silhouette, the man resembled the type of suitor her father had selected to woo her. Debating how she could sneak back down before being seen, the dark figure shifted and returned Raelynd’s unavoidable stare. She blinked. Now that he wasn’t bending over, she could discern his real height. Whoever he was, he was enormous.

The shadows hid all but a few physical details. His gaze, however, pierced the darkness. His eyes were examining her, and Raelynd felt suddenly exposed. It was as if he had the ability to peer down into her soul, her true self, and was deciding if she were indeed worthy.

A crisp, angry shout from below caught his attention and the momentary bond was severed. His chin jutted toward the opening in the battlements. “Your suitors are looking f-for you.” The voice was deep, silky, and unfamiliar.

“Are you going to tell them where I am?” Raelynd asked, and hugged herself even tighter.

“As that w-would bring them here, I had not planned on it.” The mocking tone made it clear he was serious in his desire to be alone, but also that he was not upset with her presence. Raelynd released the breath she had been holding and ordered herself to relax.

“May I ask something that might be considered overly bold?”

Her question brought forth a deep laugh, not loud enough for anyone in the courtyard to hear, but of ample volume to convey that he knew of her—what she called daring, but her father deemed audacious—personality. “If you’d like.”

Raelynd took a half step forward. “Are you one of them?” she asked, gesturing down to the growing number of men searching the grounds below. “My suitors, I mean.”

“And if I w-was?”

Raelynd cocked her head and peered into the shimmering eyes that had held hers so easily just a few minutes ago. Almost immediately she recognized her question as foolish. If he were a suitor, he would not be escaping the crowd, but participating in it. So what was he doing up here? Perhaps he, too, was evading someone. “Are you already married then?”

Crevan choked. “No,” he blurted out. Every soldier who spent any time training with Laird Schellden knew of his beloved twin daughters, so Crevan had assumed Raelynd had also been aware of who he was. But he was wrong, for if she did, she would have never asked him that particular question.

“Why? Do you not wish to be?”

The inquiry Raelynd posed was sincere, but far from new. His sister-in-law had been verbally dancing around the concept of his getting married for the last couple of years. He could hear Laurel now. “Your elder brothers have found wedded bliss, do you not wish for the same thing? Come now, Crevan, you are young, but if you are ever to marry you must at least begin to look. You are not even pretending to try.”

Truth was, he did want the deep love his brothers had discovered. They had not only found passion, but an unwavering friend. But that type of relationship was never likely to be his. If he ever did marry, it would not be from emotional compulsion. “Perhaps someday,” he finally answered.

“Not me,” Raelynd huffed, moving just a fraction farther away from the tower’s side.

Crevan suppressed a chuckle. Taking over guard duty for a few hours was turning out to be far more interesting than he had planned. “Is that w-why you are here? To hide?”

Raelynd nodded. “No one will ever look for me up here. I do not like heights and this is one of the places Father refuses to light the torches.”

Crevan leaned back, finding himself surprisingly at ease with the boldest of Laird Schellden’s twin daughters. “Light only alerts those on the ground how many are on guard and w-w-where, but I w-will light them if you w-wish.”

Raelynd’s jaw tightened. “Did you not hear what I said?” she snapped, fighting to keep her voice soft. “I want to hide, not announce my whereabouts.” She did not actually add the words “you fool” but her thoughts were reflected in her expression, clear for all to see.

Crevan shrugged, unperturbed. “I shall leave you then.”

Raelynd waved a hand to stop him, just as he suspected she would. “No, wait. I, um—” She paused, desperately searching for a reason to keep him from leaving her alone while up so high. “What were you doing . . . before I interrupted?”

He appraised the young girl before him. At sixteen, people thought Raelynd Schellden, with her dark gold hair and green and amber flecked eyes, a beauty and Crevan agreed that she would someday become one. For him, however, it was her indomitable spirit that made her attractive. Luckily, her youth also made him immune. “Looking at the stars,” he finally answered.

“The stars?” Raelynd repeated as she scrunched her brows and looked up at the night sky. She had seen them many times, but stargazing? She had never understood the appeal. “Why?”

“It helps to clear my thoughts,” he replied, wishing that tonight it had worked. Unfortunately, he had not found the peace and solace the heavenly objects usually brought.

The evening’s party had originally been planned to observe Schellden’s twin daughters turning sixteen, but over the past few days it had evolved into more than just a birthday celebration. His eldest brother, Conor McTiernay, had returned victorious from battle, helping King Robert’s forces ward off a second invasion led by England’s newest earl, Piers Gaveston. And Rae Schellden, the McTiernay clan’s closest neighbor and ally, had practically demanded the privilege of welcoming Conor home.

All night Crevan had heard the praise for his fraternal twin brother, Craig, and how well he had managed the clan affairs while their eldest brother was fighting in Perth. It mattered little that the responsibility should have been given to both Craig and Crevan, since both had an equal claim to the right of temporary chieftain. Yet, it was Craig who Conor had, without any discussion, placed in charge. And why shouldn’t he have selected Craig? Unlike himself, Craig could talk without a stammer. He could easily address the masses. And yet, no one knew that Craig would have mishandled the responsibility if Crevan had not been in the background, listening, advising, and basically directing all the work and decisions.

On the battleground, his brother was fearless and resolute, but when it came to the livelihoods of his fellow clansmen, Craig was continually hesitant to the point of inaction, fearing an incorrect or harmful decision. So Crevan had managed the clan covertly. Not until Conor’s return had he realized just how much he had enjoyed the position of leadership. But with three capable elder brothers and the unspoken title as fourth son going to his twin, the likelihood of his inheriting the McTiernay lairdship was extremely slim. And with his speech impediment, Crevan was under no illusions about any chances of wooing a noblewoman and marrying into such a title.

“Never let anyone determine your f-future, my lady.”

Raelynd huffed and crossed her arms. “I don’t intend to. Not my father, not anyone. I bet you find that shocking.”

Crevan took in a deep breath and sighed. “I f-find that I am jealous.”

She stared at him and determined that he was serious. “Why? You are a man. Can you not determine your own fate? You do not look so old to me.”

Crevan grinned. He hoped not. He was only twenty. “I was reminded tonight that my f-fate was written f-for me long ago.”

“Sounds like it is not a happy one.”

Crevan pushed back against the stones behind him and then dusted the dirt off his hands using his plaid. “It is not a gloomy one,” he countered nonchalantly.

“Well, I want happiness. Nothing else.”

“Then I suggest you f-find w-what w-will give you that happiness and never let anyone s-w-way you from your course.”

Raelynd watched the group of her would-be suitors regather and then disperse once again with new instructions. Soon, her father would order the entire castle to be searched, which would eventually include where she was hiding. “My father believes my happiness entails marriage.”

“He wants an heir.”

Raelynd’s head snapped back to glare at him. “That’s not cause to marry. I mean would you pledge yourself for life to one person for such a reason?” she demanded.

“It depended. For myself? No. For my clan . . . ? Perhaps.”

Raelynd paused. She had thought she had been talking to one of her father’s soldiers, but it suddenly occurred to her that the mysterious stargazer might not even belong to the Schellden clan. Stepping forward, she asked, “Who are you?”

Crevan smiled and inched deeper into the shadows. “Just a man who enjoys looking at the heavens.”

Raelynd eyed his clothes but could not make out the colors of his plaid. Her father had invited only one other clan tonight, the McTiernays, who had gathered in part to celebrate their latest success. Could this be one of the famous McTiernay brothers? He was definitely not Conor, the clan chieftain, whom she knew she had left below. The next two older brothers were married and no longer lived in the area, but it was possible she was visiting with one of the McTiernay twins. They had come years before, for training, but they had kept their distance and had successfully avoided her and her sister. A fact that had rankled both of them enormously, even to this day.

Against prudence, Raelynd decided not to leave and instead, pointed to the night sky. “Tell me about them.”

Crevan suspected that she had figured out his identity. The little he had witnessed of her from afar, Raelynd Schellden was quite intelligent, she just lacked the maturity attained through life experience. “See that one, the bright one?” he asked, moving in behind her and pointing upward so that she could follow the direction of his finger. “It never leaves the sky and it alw-ways lies to the north.”

Raelynd nodded, enjoying the sound of his voice. It was strong and soft and made her feel like she was in a bubble, protected from the world’s criticisms and expectations. She had never been kissed, nor could she ever remember wanting to be. She had no idea what to expect from an embrace, but if she were to ever learn, a McTiernay was going to be the one to teach her.

“Tell me more, would you?” she pleaded, not wanting the moment to end. But it was too late. Before he could answer, a shout from below revealed that someone had spotted her.

Crevan stepped back. “Your hair gave you away. Best you go down before you get into trouble.”

Raelynd turned and moved toward the floor opening. She stumbled and Crevan instinctively grabbed her elbow to steady her, stepping just outside the shadows enough for her to see his eyes.

They were a spell-weaving color of blue. Like brilliant sapphires.

Raelynd knew then that her instinct had been right. He was a McTiernay. One of the twins was rumored to be reserved and rarely seen. The other could supposedly woo a woman with his gaze. And this one, with a single touch and look, had turned her body into liquid and lit her skin on fire. Here stood Craig McTiernay, known to be the most charming of all the McTiernay brothers.

Footsteps climbing the staircase echoed through the opening and Raelynd knew she had to leave. Not only was she about to be found, but she was about to do something foolish. Breaking the connection, she darted around him and quickly descended the tower steps without another word, but not without a promise.

Someday, she vowed to herself, I will find you again, Craig McTiernay, and when I do, you will be the first to kiss me. Until then, other men could keep their distance.




Chapter 1

1315, early fall

 



Raelynd studied her target one last time and bolstered her resolve, remembering her sister’s fateful questions nearly two months ago. Really? Only one time? Meriel’s shock had been genuine. It, however, paled compared to Raelynd’s own upon discovering the level of knowledge her supposedly shy and timid sister had of men. You really should try it, Lyndee. It passes the time and if he knows what he’s doing, it can be pleasurable and . . . Raelynd had stopped listening. Pleasurable? Kissing! The one time she had endured the diversion, it had not been by choice and it had been far from pleasant, let alone enjoyable. She could imagine only one man who might prove to be the exception.

Five years ago, she had encountered him by chance and only for a few minutes, not realizing it would be four more years before she would have another opportunity. But earlier this year he and his brother had agreed to spend several months helping her father train new recruits in an effort to recuperate from some severe losses in battle. Unfortunately, the opportunities she had been hoping for arose with the wrong brother.

Crevan had spent much of the summer months in the training fields, but altogether too often, he found reasons to be closer to Caireoch Castle, regularly retreating in the Great Hall where she preferred to direct servants and give out instructions. The man had found an endless number of things to fault her with, and never failed to lecture her in the most irritating, overbearing, and condescending way. His brother Craig was the opposite. Though she had tried time and again to stumble across his company in a seemingly accidental way, the man had somehow kept his distance, preferring to eat and sleep outside with the men or accepting shelter and hospitality from one of the married soldiers.

Today, Raelynd was determined for that to change. Not only was she tired of waiting and impatient to learn the secrets her sister possessed, Craig was planning to leave next morning.

Harvest had arrived and with it the McTiernays’ assistance to her father ended. Tomorrow both brothers would be gone. That made the timing perfect to test Meriel’s proclamation. Based on his notorious stance against committed relationships, she was sure Craig would have no sudden intentions of proposing even if Meriel was correct and the kiss was found to be enjoyable by both of them. Besides, everyone knew the McTiernay brothers were good at everything—good fighters, excellent strategists, and undeniably good looking, so they had to be experienced with women. So, if she was going to do the unthinkable and kiss a man, it was going to be with one of the most desirable men available.

Swallowing, Raelynd moved until she was noticeably in front of the crowd and prayed her idea would work. Infatuated young soldiers had chased after her since she could remember and she was an expert at getting them to keep their distance. Trying to get their attention, however, was something altogether foreign.

 


 



Craig could feel the strain in his shoulders as he pushed even farther to lean back. He gave a final twist and then threw, letting the spear slide through his fingertips just a moment too late, shortening its arc and intended distance. “Mo Chreach,” he muttered under his breath as he saw it fall just short of Hamish’s pike.

He held up a hand to the cheering crowd who had come to witness the impromptu games Laird Schellden was holding to celebrate this year’s bountiful harvest. Walking up to the long pike, Craig yanked it out of the ground with frustration. Just as he had been releasing his grip, a distinct head of semidark blond hair knelt down to pick something up, practically begging his eyes to stare at her cleavage.

Winding up for a second throw, Craig paused, twisted, and again the same figure dressed in bright blue moved into his line of sight. Her pale hand was dabbing a small white cloth along perfect breasts, as if to cool them from the nonexistent heat. If he didn’t know better, he would guess Raelynd Schellden intended for him to miss. Hesitating for just another moment, Craig threw the heavy weapon into the air, this time uncaring of its distance.

As expected, the spear fell significantly short of its target. The crowd snickered and Craig knew it paled to the torment he would undoubtedly receive from his brothers for blundering an event he should have easily won. But he didn’t care. Brotherly harassment was a small sacrifice to discover if Lady Schellden’s lips were as soft and welcoming as they had looked from a distance. Even better, there would be no expectations afterward.

Everyone knew how the Schellden twins felt about marriage—completely disinterested. They were independent spirits who refused to be pinned down. At twenty-six years of age, Craig not only understood the feeling, but admired it. Freedom was one of life’s gifts he was not ready to give up. Not even for a blond beauty.

Ignoring the cackles, Craig headed away from the fields and the boisterous crowd toward the nearly vacated castle grounds. As he suspected, a wisp of blue turned and followed him as he walked by. He smiled. He had not misunderstood.

Not more than ten steps inside Caireoch’s nearly abandoned bailey, Craig deftly swiveled behind a wagon and grabbed Raelynd’s wrist as he ducked into the shadows. He peered into her hazel eyes, verifying his assumptions were still accurate. Curiosity, anticipation, and willingness shined back at him.

“Kiss me, Craig McTiernay,” Raelynd whispered.

“Aye, Raelynd. I intend to.”

Raelynd pulled back slightly at the mention of her given name. “Call me Lyndee.”

Craig chuckled. He remembered hearing her father grumble something about her trying to change her name. Fact was her parents had believed they would never have children. To be blessed with twins had been a miracle. Knowing a son would never follow, Raelynd had been named for her father, Rae Schellden. Thankfully, she looked nothing like him. Pretty, with long dark gold hair and a willowy frame like her mother, she possessed only her father’s sparkling green and gold flecked eyes that dared anyone to stop her from seeking what she wanted in life. And Raelynd had decided she wanted him. Luckily, his time in service to her father had ended that morning, freeing him to enjoy the invitation.

“I think I’ll just kiss you instead,” he softly murmured into her ear.

As his heated breath caressed her ear, Raelynd felt a shiver run down her spine. This, she thought, this is what I have been waiting for.

His fingers closed around the back of her head and he leisurely brought his mouth down to hers. Raelynd’s breath caught in her throat. His lips were warm, soft and surprisingly agreeable. Perhaps Meriel was right.

Raelynd felt his lips move against her own and she mirrored the action, waiting for the burst of emotion that was supposed to accompany the experience.

Nothing.

Inwardly she sighed with disappointment. At least it wasn’t completely unpleasant.

Craig’s arms were strong and large and rather than making her feel confined and pinned in, they were somewhat comforting. Perhaps Meriel was right. It wasn’t such a bad way to pass the time.

Then his mouth released hers so he could move down and nibble at her bottom lip. It occurred to her that Craig might actually want her to open her mouth. Just before a wave of panic hit her, someone nearby shouted across the bailey. Cool air immediately replaced the spot where Craig’s lips had been.

He peered around the back of the wagon and said, “Come on. I know somewhere that should provide us several hours of privacy.”

Before Raelynd could either agree or disagree, her hand was clasped in his and she was scurrying behind him, keeping out of sight until they reached the stables. Before anyone saw them together, he had opened and closed the doors, closeting them inside.

Just as Craig had predicted, the stables were empty. “How did you know no one would be here?”

Craig grinned. “The race,” he replied.

Like all the McTiernays, he had thick dark brown hair, which he wore too short to tie back but long enough to reveal the natural wave it possessed. His eyes were a rich blue that twinkled when he was happy. Large and strong, he was incredibly good looking.

Raelynd scuffed one foot on the ground, trying not to act nervous. Everyone was at the race. Even the stable masters and their young helpers had left to assist with the horses and their owners. Her black mare was practically the only horse left in the stables. “I wanted to ride in it.”

“The race? You?”

She nodded.

“Um, I’ve seen your sister ride. Not a good idea.”

Raelynd suppressed a huff. At least Craig had not said that she was a girl and therefore unable to possess the necessary skills to ride. “I am not my sister. Meriel doesn’t like to ride. She thinks it’s dirty and uncomfortable.”

Unexpectedly Craig grabbed her waist and twirled her around in the air. “She’s right.”

Just as Raelynd was about to argue, he let go, plopping her onto a bed of clean hay. He fell down beside her and pulled her body close to his and resumed kissing her lips. He began to deepen the kiss and this time she resisted.

“It’s all right. I promise I won’t let it go too far, Lyndee. I am not about to do anything that will force us into something we both don’t want.”

Raelynd ordered her body to relax. She had wanted to kiss Craig and she was finally able to more than achieve that goal. Unfortunately, it was not until now that she realized she really did not know how. “I’m glad about that. I just—” But before she could finish, several pieces of hay fell down onto her face and into her mouth, causing her to sputter. Looking up, she saw her nemesis staring down at her.

“Either get busy or be quiet,” came the velvety command.

Crevan McTiernay! Of all the people, it would have to be him, here, in the stables, spying on them. For the past couple of months, whenever she had sought out Craig, she would find Crevan instead. It seemed that he practically lived in the Great Hall for he was always there whenever she came in, ready to scold, correct, and patronize whenever and however possible. Even at night, he would come to dinner and spend hours debating her skills in running the castle until all others had left the room. The themes to his speeches were all the same—that she had great potential, but it was a shame that she chose not to use it.

Well, right now, here in the stables, kissing Craig, was the one time she absolutely did not want his opinion. She already knew she was lousy at the pastime, but it was also the one thing she had done Crevan had yet to insult. And that was only because it was the single area of her life of which he had no knowledge . . . and never would.

Raelynd removed a piece of straw from her hair and glared up at him. “Why? Are we interrupting your endeavors to practice wrestling?” she taunted, referencing Crevan’s poor performance in the sport earlier that day during the games.

“Be careful, Raelynd.”

That was the last insult. Only this morning, he had been telling her that her attempt to get everyone to call her Lyndee was juvenile and he refused to participate in it. She had argued that her given name was too masculine. Ignoring her logic altogether, he had told her to resign her scheming for his brother and go pretend to be Lady of Caireoch by scolding some undeserving servant.

“Why should I be careful?” she goaded.

“Because it was me for whom he failed that particular wrestling match,” came an altogether too familiar feminine voice.

“Meriel!” Raelynd shouted, jumping to her feet to peer over the stable wall. She ignored Craig, who was now leaning back on the hay listening and enjoying himself as the argument unfolded. It was rare to hear Crevan talk, let alone raise his voice and quarrel. And practically unheard of for his brother to do so with a woman.

“What?” Meriel asked ingenuously as she stared up innocently, blinking her eyes. Her face was identical to Raelynd’s, so much so that if they wanted to they could change roles and deceive almost everyone. But at any normal given moment, their personalities were so unique and equally strong, they were unmistakably distinct individuals. “We were doing nothing you weren’t planning on doing.”

A chuckle from behind Raelynd filled the air as Craig’s voice floated upward. “Well, you must not have been having as much fun as we were just starting to have; otherwise, you would have been too busy to interrupt us. You a little out of practice there, brother?”

Arching a triumphant eyebrow, Raelynd crossed her arms and grinned at Crevan. He returned the mischievous smile and bestowed a low bow. During which, he seized a large amount of straw in his hand, stood up, and with one adroit move, threw it in her direction.

Raelynd squealed and Craig, also getting a face full of hay, joined her as she dashed around the stall to return the favor. Seconds later, the four of them were racing around the stables as wads of straw went flying through the air. Anger was replaced by laughter as all four tossed and shoved hay onto and into any opening presented. Crevan was a mess. Raelynd was a disaster, and neither could remember having a better time in recent memory.

 


 



Rae Schellden stared down at the nearly empty courtyard, his hazel eyes focused on the closed stable doors. He stroked his short white beard, which matched the rest of his—at one time black—hair. The last of the games were taking place now out in the fields and the horse race would begin at any moment if it had not already started. He should be out there, encouraging the participants and celebrating with the victors, but he had a serious problem. One that he had been struggling to resolve until just a few minutes ago when the solution fell into his lap.

“I got another message from the king.”

Conor, the only other person in the Great Hall, said nothing. The eldest of the McTiernays and laird to their formidable clan, he was Schellden’s greatest ally and in many ways, a close friend despite their age difference. Conor was intelligent, decisive, and rarely offered advice without thought and some basis of reasoning. As a result, Rae trusted the young laird’s counsel.

“My nephew, Cyric, is on his way north and will be here either tomorrow or the day after.”

“You have little time then,” Conor finally said, impassively stating facts they both knew.

“Then you agree with my plan.”

Conor pulled out a chair and sat down with a noncommittal shrug. “I find it hard to comment. You are meddling in people’s lives.”

Schellden shook his head, but continued his gaze at the stable doors. “Not meddling.”

“Influencing then.”

“But for a good purpose.”

Conor shifted in his chair and stretched out his legs. “Only if it all turns out as you hope.”

Schellden finally turned around to lock eyes with the one man who knew the details of the plan and the reasons behind them. “But do you think it is possible?”

“Possible?” Conor repeated, crossing his arms behind his head. “Aye, your plan is possible. But is it probable? You are one of the best strategists I know, Schellden, but this is no battlefield. We are talking about people and two of them are my brothers. Both happen to be quite perceptive to being manipulated.”

“And your wife?”

Conor threw his head back and laughed. “Aye, Laurel could be a challenge. I have no idea how she will respond to this plan of yours but I know that she will react in some unpredictable way.”

“But will she cooperate?”

Conor stopped laughing as his face took on a look of total incredulity. “Cooperate. No. But I doubt she will be able to keep herself from participating. Best not to tell her anything. If I explain your plan and she thinks you are right, she will most likely support your cause. If she thinks you are wrong, then . . . well . . . But your biggest problem isn’t Laurel. It’s my brothers.”

Schellden looked back at the stables. All four were still in there and if the couples were engaged in what they had been doing when he spied them sneaking inside, he had hope. Never did he believe he would wish his daughters to be caught in such a shameful way, but in truth, it made things easier. Especially, as Schellden knew deep down neither Craig nor Crevan would ever do anything to compromise the two people he loved most in the world. “Do you think your brothers will do as I ask?”

Conor pulled back his legs and leaned forward so that his elbows were on his knees. He clasped his hands. “I cannot say,” he answered, his tone turning serious. “I will not interfere with your plans, old friend, for I know you only seek the best welfare for all involved as well as the future for your clan and these Highlands, but do not ask me to be a part of your schemes. I cannot. My brothers have been men for some time. They can make up their own minds and both you and they will have to live with the consequences of today’s decisions.”

Schellden grimaced and after one last look, he walked over to the table, picked up his mug and downed the last of his ale. “That I know all too well. But it has to be done. In the end, the choice to act will remain theirs,” he said with assurance.

Conor raised a single brow. “Does that claim include your daughters?”

Schellden’s jaw tightened. “I have protected them too much, as evidenced last month when both turned down the last marriage proposal so publicly and in such a way not a man in two hundred miles would ask for their hand in the next ten years.”

“I think that was their goal.”

Schellden banged his empty mug on the table. “Mac-Dougal’s boy was nice!”

Conor shook his head. “A good soldier perhaps, but admit it, even you found him boring.” Then, realizing that he was transgressing from a listening friend to an advising one, he threw up his hands in the air and resettled himself against the back of the chair. “But what do I know? When it comes to a sword, I’ll have an opinion, but not regarding relationships or people. I’ll leave that to you and my wife.”

“Well, then I best confront them immediately. Your brothers could have given me no better opportunity than the one I have now.” Schellden waited for a second and seeing that Conor had no intentions of rising and coming with him, Schellden marched to the exit and grabbed the handle. Just before he opened the door, he paused and said, “I know your position on the matter, but can I expect you to be here when I return?”

An enormous grin took over Conor’s face. “Aye. Wouldn’t miss this for anything.”

 


 



Schellden examined the four bodies sprawled in the hay of one of the larger stalls. None of them had heard his entry, enabling him to watch the singular commotion without notice. A giggling Raelynd was dancing all around Craig as both were attempting to tackle the other, while his other daughter, Meriel, rolled around in the hay with Crevan engaged in a similar leisure interest. He had expected them to be actively engaged—had even hoped to find them with lips locked—but a hay fight? That was something he had not anticipated. Worse, the lack of impropriety was going to make his plan all the more difficult to execute.

Raelynd swung around Craig, who unceremoniously tossed her onto a mound of hay before flopping down beside her. She was about to stand up and attack again, when she froze. “Papa,” she spurted, spitting out a piece of straw. “What are you doing here?”

Schellden crossed his arms and stared down at Raelynd and then Meriel, hoping his expression conveyed severe unhappiness. His daughters’ eyes darted everywhere but his gaze. Both McTiernays, now aware of his presence, did not feel similar shame and rose to their feet, looking at him with a bemused mixture of feigned innocence.

Craig and Crevan McTiernay had trained under Schellden as young men several years ago. They had fought with him and his late commander last year at Bannockburn, the hard-won battle that resulted in deep losses. Earlier in the year, the brothers had agreed to assist him in guiding and training new recruits until a new commander could be decided upon.

Fraternal twins, Craig and Crevan McTiernay possessed similar features, but in personality they were unmistakable individuals. An exceptional soldier, Craig’s booming and decisive voice grabbed the men’s attention and held it. Soldiers listened to him, respected him, and followed his lead without question. But off the field, his wit, quick mind, and merry disposition typically made him the entertainment for any gathering.

Though just as commanding on the battlefield, Crevan interacted with those around him quite differently. Possessing an introspective personality, most believed his quiet demeanor due to his halted speech. But after years of knowing him, Schellden knew such assumptions were shortsighted and unwise. Crevan had accepted who he was long ago and his style of command did not reflect insecurity, but thought, consideration, and firm resolve. With one exception—Raelynd.

With her, Crevan was discomposed . . . though he never let anyone see it. Raelynd was his opposite. She was vivacious and strong minded, but she too often walked without aim. That is unless angered by Crevan. Then she possessed unusual focus and determination.

Schellden finally captured the mortified gazes of his daughters. “Both of you return to your rooms until I call for you.”

Then, without pause, he turned to face Crevan and Craig. Two pairs of bright blue eyes returned his stare without qualm. Both men knew they had been caught in a potentially compromising situation, and yet neither spoke a word of apology. The McTiernay brothers were known throughout the Highlands for their ability to outthink their opponents and for their incredible obstinacy.

I can be stubborn too, Schellden reasoned to himself. I have to be.

After looking both men in their eyes, Schellden inhaled deeply and said, “Follow me. We have things to discuss.”

Crevan glanced at his brother, who mirrored his grimace, and then pivoted to follow Schellden out of the stables and across the bailey. With each step, Crevan replayed the actions of the last half hour against what he knew of his neighbor.

Rae Schellden loved his daughters. Too much in many ways, and Crevan had told him so on several occasions when Schellden refused to address Raelynd’s officious conduct with the servants. She and her sister were the man’s most precious gifts and since his wife passed away nine years ago, he had become even more protective and indulgent. The close bond between their two clans would have mattered little to Schellden if either Crevan or Craig had done anything wrong, but both women were still innocent and that was clear. Whatever Schellden had in mind, Crevan had no compulsion to capitulate based on what happened in the stables.

Schellden shoved his hands against the large doors of the Great Hall and they swung open. The place was empty with one exception. Crevan nodded at his eldest brother, who was sitting relaxed in a chair across the room. Schellden moved to the chair next to Conor, but stopped before sitting. Crevan and Craig followed him inside, but did not join him at the table.

Schellden’s jaw tightened with resolve. “When you leave this room, I intend to announce a double engagement. Raelynd will join with Craig and Crevan is to be with Meriel.”

Crevan said nothing. Schellden was laird of one of the most powerful clans in the Highlands and he was accustomed to getting what he wanted. Countless times Crevan had seen him masterfully wield people, bending them to his decisions. Today, however, would not be one of those times. Not on the topic of marriage. The last thing he or his brother would be when they left Schellden lands in the morning was engaged—to anyone.

Crevan glanced at Conor, who just shrugged his shoulders and said, “You are both grown men. You can make your own decisions and need no input or approval from me.”

Shifting his gaze from his brother to Schellden, Crevan asked, “W-w-what is the true motivation behind this impromptu marriage decree? W-w-why do both your daughters need to suddenly be engaged and to us?”

Schellden’s hazel eyes soberly returned the royal blue stare and with a serious tone that reeked of foreboding, replied, “Cyric is due to arrive tomorrow and he is not coming for a visit.”

Crevan held the stare and after several seconds, exhaled the deep breath he had been holding. “So King Robert w-w-was being sincere last summer.”

Craig swung around to glare at his brother. “Just what happened last summer and who is Cyric?”

“Cyric is my nephew,” Schellden explained calmly, and yet the weight of his words conveyed that Cyric was much more than a nephew—he was a burden. “My only nephew and King Robert intends for him to be the next Schellden laird upon my death.”

“But why?” Craig asked, mystified. “Why would the king desire an outsider to oversee one of his largest and wealthiest clans?”

“Because the Schellden army is just that—large and critical to the king’s future needs. And he doesn’t consider Cyric an outsider. Though he was raised by his mother in the Lowlands, he is my brother’s son and therefore a Schellden and a Highlander by birth. The king thought it time to ensure the unity of this clan, and he is achieving that end with the only male heir. And in that, he is right.”

Crevan moved over to the table and leaned back against its edge. “Remember Ian Lainge?” He directed the reminder to Craig, whose face suddenly transformed with understanding.

Just before the Battle of Bannockburn, Ian, laird of one of the larger Lainge clans and armies, died unexpectedly with no presumptive male heir. His three daughters had quickly married into other clans for reasons of security and the Lainge lands ended up being divided amongst their new husbands. The split killed the strength, numbers, and leadership of the once strong and deadly Lainge army.

With Schellden’s twin daughters unmarried and no definitive heir, the Schellden clan was similarly vulnerable. All knew Robert I’s desire to free Ireland from English rule, which meant more battles lay ahead. And while the king had not yet called upon the McTiernay or Schellden clans for support, it would eventually happen and the new ruler expected all of his clans and their armies to remain strong. That included securing their futures. And since neither Raelynd nor Meriel had found a man worthy for marriage, the king had selected one for them. Their cousin.

“Cyric is not the solution,” Crevan replied quietly. He had met the man briefly while visiting court after the successful spurning of the English from Scotland’s soil. Looking at him, no one could doubt that Cyric had Schellden blood in his veins, but his height and build were the only Highlander traits he possessed.

Schellden sighed and nodded in agreement. His younger brother, Abhainn, had left years ago to fight for Scotland’s freedom and soon afterward had met and fallen in love with a wealthy Lowland noblewoman. But his desire to follow Robert I on his campaigns caused Abhainn to be absent during much of his son’s childhood. Upon his return, Abhainn had found the lad weak and pampered due to excessive coddling by his mother. Shamed, Abhainn had avoided his son, only exacerbating the boy’s sensitive temperament—something Schellden had personally witnessed. “I have met Cyric briefly on several occasions, and while he is not unintelligent, he is soft.”

“The w-word you w-want is pathetic,” Crevan mumbled under his breath, remembering his one encounter with the man. Robert I had gathered members of key clans together and Cyric had been included. Many Highlanders had wondered why since Cyric had never taken a step onto a battlefield. Crevan had the misfortune of sitting near him and had endured several hours of hearing the man complain and whine about everything from his uncomfortable, cramped accommodations to the coolness of the weather. The idea of such a useless person becoming his neighbor sent a shiver down Crevan’s spine.

Schellden grimaced, neither agreeing nor disagreeing with Crevan’s assessment. “Cyric intends to marry one of my daughters. All know that whoever marries Raelynd will be the next Schellden laird, but if she refuses and Cyric instead marries Meriel, he will have an excellent argument for inheriting my title, even if Raelynd eventually does wed.”

“Neither of them seems very w-w-worried about the possibility,” Crevan surmised. “I assume that is because they don’t know about Cyric’s impending arrival.”

“Why not?” Craig barked as he threw his hands up in the air and began to pace in frustration.

“I don’t expect either w-w-would react w-well to the idea of being f-forced into marriage . . . or an engagement,” Crevan answered, making it clear that he fully understood what Schellden was intimating.

“Aye, they wouldn’t,” Schellden confirmed. “But if they were both engaged to a very powerful ally, then no one—not even the king—would interfere.”

Craig stopped his pacing and looked Schellden in the eye. “An engagement would change nothing if marriage did not follow. Even if Cyric were so easily fooled, upon learning the truth, the man would return and seek his rights.”

“True, unless by the time the engagement was called off, Cyric was found to be unworthy of becoming a Highland laird,” Schellden countered, returning Craig’s stare. “King Robert is trying to ensure the longevity of this clan, not its ruin. If I can disgrace Cyric as a leader, he would not be able to return and reclaim his inheritance when he learned the marriages did not take place.”

Crevan crossed his arms, but continued to lean up against the table. “You w-w-want time.”

“Aye. Just a few weeks. Something only you and Craig are in a position to give me.”

Craig shook his head. “No one would believe it!”

“In that you are right,” Schellden agreed, “if Raelynd and Meriel remained here. All at Caireoch know them both too well. But if they left this afternoon, with you, under the guise of seeking Laurel’s help to prepare for their wedding, no one outside us four would know the truth. Once I prove my nephew’s incompetence, I promise to seek more appropriate suitors to address Robert’s concern.”

Craig grumbled skepticism under his breath and resumed his pacing.

“They w-w-won’t cooperate. Raelynd especially,” Crevan said evenly as he watched his brother march back and forth furiously, feeling the same agitation but holding it in. For years, Crevan had practiced emotional control and though people often thought him remote, even dull, it enabled him to think clearly in times of great stress. And right now, he needed to consider all the sides and ramifications to Rae Schellden’s request.

If he and Craig were to agree to such a plan, Crevan could imagine the reaction of his clan, and one sister-in-law in particular. Disbelief. Unless they were convincing and steadfast in their claims, rumors would spread back to Cyric, who would most likely demand his rights given by Robert I.

“They will cooperate,” Schellden refuted. “And they will do so without knowing why. I have indulged my daughters for years and as a result, they are fiercely independent. They are also inexperienced and don’t understand that they cannot just say no to the king. And they would try. The only solution is for them to leave, with you, and they won’t if they know the truth about Cyric.”

Normally, Crevan would never entertain such a request, but the risk of Cyric as the next Schellden chieftain could be disastrous for not just Rae’s people, but that of many western Highland clans. Alliances would not easily transfer over to someone who had never lived in the Highlands nor followed their ways—even if Highland blood did run in Cyric’s veins. Still, Crevan was not about to sacrifice his life and future by actually marrying.

Meriel was beautiful and sweet and while he was attracted to her on a superficial level, Crevan could never see himself desiring her beyond a few kisses. And falling in love with her—with anyone—was not something he could envision happening. The love he had seen between his parents and that his elder brothers had for their wives had never once afflicted him on any level. Craig had been smitten several times, but Crevan had never sparked with anyone. He doubted he could.

“Just f-for a f-few weeks,” Crevan said.

Schellden nodded. “A month at most.”

Craig must have been thinking similarly. “I won’t get married, Schellden,” he stated, and there was no mistaking the seriousness behind his words.

“Of course not!” Schellden snapped. “I’m not asking you to! You four just need to pretend to be engaged for a month and then devise a reason to abruptly end it. I’m asking for time, not a life promise, not even a handfast.”

“And if things don’t go according to plan? What if Cyric is found to be capable?” Craig challenged.

“Then he will marry Raelynd, or Meriel if he prefers. And you will have a foreigner as a partner and ally.”

Craig returned Rae’s glare, his jaw rigid. “Just so you understand that is preferable to marriage.”

Crevan glanced at Conor, who had refused to engage in the conversation. His eldest brother’s posture was relaxed as he sat outstretched in the chair with his hands cupped behind his head. But his knuckles were white. Something more was not being said, but what it was Crevan could not fathom and asking would be pointless.

“W-w-we w-will do as you ask, but in a month, the f-farce is over. Raelynd and Meriel come home and our role is done,” Crevan stated for both himself and his brother, who he knew would lean on him for the final decision.

Craig nodded and added, pointing at Schellden, “But you will have to deal with Laurel when she discovers the sham.”

Conor shifted in the chair at the mention of his wife. Everyone present knew Laurel would not be pleased to learn that two women’s lives were being manipulated.

“I will take care of Lady McTiernay as well as the king,” Schellden assured them.

Crevan pushed himself off the table and stood upright. “O-o-ne last thing. If it becomes necessary, I w-w-will tell them about Cyric.”

Schellden’s face deadened and a coldness took over his expression. Very few challenged him on a decision. “Only if necessary.”

Crevan nodded and glanced at Conor, who was studying Schellden incredulously. Again, it felt as if a secret lay between the two beyond what had been discussed. Crevan knew he had been carefully guided to make his current decision. Rae Schellden was a master at covertly directing circumstances and people to achieve his goals, but not until today had Crevan become one of Schellden’s prey. The man had been honest with his reasons for wanting a false engagement, but Crevan suspected there was more. Much more.

Unfortunately, after knowing the laird for several years, Crevan knew those reasons would not become apparent until Schellden wanted them to be.




Chapter 2

Cyric Schellden winced as another thornbush scraped his leg and bit back a curse as the warm blood trickled down the cold skin of his calf. He disliked the bitter mountain wind and the perpetual dampness that seemed only to grow as their small group proceeded north. Most of his life, he had spent in the Lowlands near and around Ayr. Until now, the farthest he had ever ventured north was Strathaven. That trip had also been miserable and cold and had ended any compulsion to travel north again. Only a missive from the king offering Cyric a chance to gain the one coveted thing that had eluded him throughout his life could have persuaded him otherwise.

One of the two Highlanders traveling with him waved a finger at the small gash on Cyric’s leg. “Do you need to stop?” he asked without any effort to hide his mockery.

Cyric fought back a haughty snicker and said through gritted teeth, “I do not.”

He knew both men held little respect for him. Few Highlanders did and Cyric was fully aware as to why. He was a Highlander by blood but disagreed with many of their customs, preferring the comfort his upbringing had allowed. Cold was not something to be endured but averted with solid walls, a roof, and a decent fire. Pain was not to be sought but avoided. The few times he had encountered any northern clansmen had only confirmed that his father’s people had little in common with him and this trip was proving to be no different.

“How much farther?” Cyric inquired, and then quickly prepared himself for the scorn he knew the question would bring.

The first time he had asked the distance to Schellden lands his face must have conveyed every emotion he was feeling about the length of their journey, and none of them were good. He was unused to traveling such distances and in uncomfortable conditions, so he thought it natural to stop often and address minor injuries or just rest from being on horseback for so many hours at a time. The two Highlanders who were assigned to be his guides had made clear their opinions—all derisive. If they had been people of importance, their stinging judgments might have carried some influence, but as they were merely soldiers, Cyric held their estimation of little value.

“We could have been there today,” answered the taller and darker haired of the two guides.

Glimpsing the man’s accompanying sneer, Cyric once again wished the escorts traveling with him belonged to the Schellden clan. Then they would be forced to respect him. And it was attaining that very elusive quality that had compelled Cyric to agree to travel north. It certainly was not the desire to be a laird, even if the Schellden clan was as large and powerful as it was purported to be. He had spent enough time in the company of his maternal grandfather to know just how burdensome the position was with petty decisions. But when Robert I’s message came with the possibility of becoming chieftain of his very own family line, Cyric had quickly agreed. It might be the one way—the only way—to get his father to acknowledge him as a man.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Cyric finally countered.

The younger of the two men was about to unleash an insulting Gaelic retort when his comrade kicked him in the shin with a warning. Then with the same dead expression the leader had maintained during the length of their trip, he turned to Cyric and said, “Tomorrow. By midafternoon if you are able to wake up and leave early.” He nudged his horse’s hind flanks and was soon out of speaking distance. To Cyric’s relief, his friend immediately followed.

Cyric didn’t even know their names. He had asked once and the response he received had been less than friendly. What neither man realized was that while Cyric rarely spoke in Gaelic, he did understand it. His mother was the daughter of a laird from a wealthy clan and as her only son, he had access to the best instruction his grandfather could offer, which included languages. And since his father was a Highlander, Gaelic was one of those he had been forced to endure learning.

Cyric had planned to apply his education in other ways. His father’s unique relationship with Robert I as well as Cyric’s close proximity to the king had provided Cyric with many opportunities to mingle and interact with nobles and leaders and listen to their problems. The intricacies of diplomacy and the politics around such decisions fascinated him. Nothing was more exciting than mediating between warring parties, whether they be neighbors, clans, or even family. But the moment he agreed to ride north all dreams of pursuing such a career had come to an abrupt end.

A half hour after the sun had set, the leader of their three-person group pointed at a small clearing, indicating where they were stopping for the night. Cyric grimaced. Another cold night on the ground. In the past hour, he had seen at least three cottages. He suspected any one of them could have housed them for an evening, but neither Highlander had indicated any interest in imposing on someone for even a hot meal.

Knowing better than to argue, Cyric slid off his horse, bent over to stretch his hamstrings and then stood back up, rubbing his lower back. His only comfort was knowing that this would be the last night he would have to spend outside and with men who held him with little regard. By tomorrow evening, he would be in a position of power and his father would finally have to acknowledge him as a man.

While his father had never actually disclaimed him, Cyric knew, even when he was young, that he was a disappointment. For years, he had pretended otherwise, telling himself that while his father was away, he spoke with pride about his son to his friends. And as soon as his mother had let him, Cyric had trained and practiced with the sword, studying with some of the Lowland’s finest personal trainers. As a result, he took great satisfaction in being considered a master by his peers. Unfortunately, they did not include his father.

At nineteen, Cyric learned that Robert I had journeyed back to Ayr to recapture his childhood home. Turnberry Castle had been the very place where Cyric’s parents met and where his father had become lifelong friends with the Earl of Carrick and the future king of Scotland. Hearing of the battle being waged, Cyric had left, against his mother’s wishes, to join the fight. But he had arrived too late. Robert I had achieved success and had driven the English away once again.

The look his father had given him when he galloped in, sword drawn, onto the celebratory scene was one Cyric would never forget. A look of deep shame—as if he had arrived late on purpose. As if he was a coward coming to reap the rewards of someone else’s bravery. Never again did Cyric attempt to join a fight or a battle. And yet the one thing he desired above all others was the opportunity to replace that searing memory. The next time his father stared at him it would be with pride.

Two weeks ago, that opportunity had finally arrived and even though it meant traveling in cold weather, being uncomfortable, and marrying some god-awful Highland girl, Cyric vowed to himself that he would be the next Schellden laird. He would oversee one of the most powerful clans in the western Highlands.

And in doing so, he would at long last gain the admiration of his father.
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