





DESIRING THE HIGHLANDER



Cole swallowed and the aching hunger that had been driving his emotions and actions swelled to new levels. “God, Elle,” he groaned, his voice thick and husky, “you are so incredibly beautiful.”

Ellenor arched her back, twisting, her body begging to be touched. Cole complied. He bent down and closed his mouth over hers for a long, searing moment.

Ellenor gripped his shoulders. Her body was screaming for more of his touch. His fingers were tormenting her with their light, stimulating caresses. She needed his mouth on her, tasting her as he did before. “Please, Cole, touch me.”

“I am, love,” he whispered and brushed his mouth against hers.

“No,” she moaned. “Touch me,” she begged, only half aware she was voicing her uninhibited request, “like you did before.”

Cole knew exactly what she wanted, what her body longed for, and reveled in the thought he could make such a beautiful, strong woman weak with need for him. “Tell me. Tell me exactly what you want, Elle, and I will give it to you…”
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Prologue



Creag Mhor Summit, above Glen Lyon, 1301

Crouched low, Cole crawled his way up to the edge of the cliff. His elbows and knees were caked with mud from the morning’s rain, but he didn’t care. Just as he didn’t care what his older brother had to say about what he could and couldn’t do. Arriving unseen, where so many were gathered who knew him and his family, proved he was more capable than his brother believed. And in just a few hours, every Scottish soul within ten miles would be too busy battling the English to worry about whether a young Highlander should be fighting alongside them.

Inching forward, he felt his arm sink almost wrist deep into the wet earth and he bit back an expletive. His dark brown hair was crusted with the muck. But crawling through mud, while irritating, was better than on the jagged rocks that covered most of the broad ridge. And walking to the peak was out of the question. The trees that did pop up along this section of the flat-topped hills were so scarce the only way to avoid detection was by staying low. Hence the scrapes, the bruises, and the mud. But he would suffer them all again to be right where he was—here at Glen Lyon, where the next big battle against the English would be fought.

The frigid spring wind caused his shirt to billow. He shivered, but not from the cold. From anticipation. As if nature knew what was about to happen and changed the weather, eager to help the Scottish achieve another victory.

He breathed deep the heather-perfumed air and smiled. The thin-skinned English with all their armor hated the damp, cool temperatures that accompanied these hills. And soon, they would have even more reason to hate the Highlands.

He edged up the last few feet, feeling quite brilliant and enormously brave about tricking his eldest brother and making his escape. His best friend Rob had been right. This was a lot better than training and a hell of a lot more fun than working for the stable master, taking care of the horses.

On the battlefield below, Highland boys would become men, and when all was over, he would be one of them.

No longer would his brother refuse to allow him to train with the soldiers despite the fact that he was sixteen and just as tall as half of them. But most of all, he would no longer be known as the third son, or one of Conor’s younger brothers, or worst of all, the boy McTiernay. People would know him by his name. Cole. And they would be scared.

A sandy-haired figure crouched low at the cliff’s edge bent his head back and issued Cole an exasperated look. “What took you so long?”

“Mo Chreach! I had to hide the horses way down there!” Cole hissed back as he edged his way up to his friend’s side. Cole’s bright blue eyes peered over the ridge and took in the grassy slopes that led to a wide col. Tomorrow—possibly even this afternoon if the English arrived fast enough—there would be a battle on those grounds that would rival Stirling Bridge.

“Are they hid good?”

Cole nodded, knowing that Rob was just as sensitive—maybe even more so—about being discovered by their comrades. “What’s happening?”

Rob shrugged. “Not much. Most of the men have been getting the spearheads ready. The English are coming from over there. You can see something shining through the trees every once in a while if you look long enough.”

Cole turned to stare, hoping to get a glance at the sun-stricken armor. He had no idea how long he had been studying the trees for armored movements when Rob gave a halfhearted yelp and pointed.

Immediately, Cole shifted his gaze and followed Rob’s finger pointing down toward two figures standing no more than fifty yards below them. Cole’s heart lodged in his throat. He was unable to speak.

“Cole, isn’t that…”

“Your laird,” Cole finally managed to get out. “And my brother. The blaigeard must have followed us.”

“Mo Chreach! Do you think he told my father?” Rob choked.

Cole scoffed. “Of course he told your father. His being laird requires him to do what is right, not what you or I want,” Cole answered, mimicking one of Conor’s favorite lectures. Cole couldn’t remember his father ever once saying something so trite, and he had been a great laird.

Three months ago, his father had turned fifty-eight years old. A week later, he was dead, leaving seven sons to mourn him. He had seemed incredibly healthy, and maybe in the body he had been. But his heart had left seven months prior with his wife. Cole had never seen his father so lost as in those months after his mother died. Her death had been unexpected and unfair.

Some of the McTiernay families living close to the clan border had taken ill, and she had insisted on going out to help. Soon after her arrival, she had fallen prey to the mysterious disease herself, dying only a few days later. Cole’s father had never recovered from the loss. Some say he had welcomed his own sickness, letting it invade and take over so that he could once again see his one and only love.

Be that true or not, within a week of falling ill, he had slipped away and Cole’s eldest brother, Conor, had suddenly become laird of one of the largest Highland clans in the Grey Corries.

Cole had lost not only a father that day, but also his freedom. The morning after the burial, he had gone to the fields determined to begin his training with the soldiers. His best friend Rob had been practicing for nearly a year and a half, and Cole’s father had promised he would soon be joining his friend in the daily drills. But when Conor had turned him away and sent him to work in the stables, an icy resentment had begun to grow. Over the weeks, then months, as Conor’s pledges of personally overseeing Cole’s training were preempted repeatedly by more pressing clan needs, the resentment changed to anger and now defiance.

“Your brother’s going to kill you,” Rob quipped, stating the obvious.

“And your father isn’t?” Cole retorted.

“My father is a farmer. And while he resents my desire to train and fight, he certainly wouldn’t leave his crops and follow me.”


Cole cocked his head and reconsidered his brother’s stance. “I don’t think Conor did follow us.”

“What do you mean? If he isn’t here because of us, then why? To fight? I thought you said he didn’t think MacDonnill should have picked the Strath Tay for a battleground.”

“I did,” Cole murmured, remembering every word spoken that afternoon. He glanced around, hoping to find familiar faces, someone to indicate another reason for his brother’s untimely arrival. His peripheral vision told him that Rob was doing the same…and was just as unsuccessful as he was. “We’re in serious trouble,” Cole sighed.

“Yeah,” Rob agreed. “But why is the laird here if not to fight and not because of you?”

Cole folded his arms and laid his forehead down on them. “Oh, he’s here because of me. I just don’t think he followed us. If he had, he would have stopped us long before we got here. Na, he just knew where we were going.”

“How?”

Cole glanced at his friend’s face. The youthful features were filled with incredulity. Though nearly two years older than Cole, Rob would be forever plagued with people assuming he was younger than he actually was. He had a slight build, dark sandy blond hair, and dimples that were more like craters in his cheeks than simple indentions. Often ridiculed by the warriors as being too young to play soldier, Rob had been near desperate to find a way to prove he was not a boy, but a man. When Cole reported what he had overheard about a battle at Glen Lyon, Rob had instantly decided that he was going and that Cole was coming with him. It was time they both proved something to their elders. And there was no better way to silence tongues than to fight in a victorious battle.

Cole watched as Conor spoke animatedly with another much older man. He couldn’t hear them, but knew his brother was not pleased with the man’s answer. Even at a distance, the black scowl of Conor’s displeasure was easily seen. His brother could go from calm to angry in the blink of an eye, but usually only with his men or those he considered family. Rarely did Conor allow anyone else to see his displeasure.

Cole nudged his friend with his elbow. “Hey, Rob, who is that with my brother?”

“Um, I think that’s Olave. He’s some Highlander who used to fight with Wallace before he left for France. Olave came to camp one time and all the older soldiers could talk about was his skill with every weapon known to man. He doesn’t look like much to me,” Rob added with a snort.

Cole watched the argument change tone. Olave shook his head. Conor then picked up a stick and knelt on the ground, sketching something in the loose soil. He looked worried…hell, his brother looked scared. Cole glanced at his surroundings and reexamined them with new eyes. He studied where the English were positioned and where his comrades were preparing to meet them. A sinking feeling overcame him, and Cole began to suspect his brother had been right.

Almost two weeks ago, a handful of eastern Highland lairds had arrived with ideas about luring the English into a battle that would weaken their forces, leaving Stirling Castle vulnerable for recapture. Conor had welcomed them and listened to their plans patiently. And then he had refused to join their campaign.

Most of the lairds—especially MacDonnill—had made clear their disappointment, saying how Conor’s father would never have forsaken an opportunity to free Scotland. The barely veiled implication that Conor was a coward and lacked his father’s leadership skills had not been lost on anyone.

Sitting hidden behind the wooden planks separating the Great Hall from the servants’ preparation area, Cole had listened intently, waiting for his brother to roar and drive a fist into the man’s skull. But nothing had happened. Conor only reasserted that it was foolhardy to believe that sheer Scottish bravery could defeat English archers, and that the Strath Tay was perfect ground for the English longbow to find its target.

The lairds had ignored him, and they had been wrong.

McTiernays were known for several things. Their large, well-trained army, their aptitude for leadership, their ability to command both loyalty and dedication of their clansmen, even their own skill with a sword. But those who truly knew them would say their ability to out-strategize even the most cunning of enemies was their greatest strength. Some believed that it was this reason above all others that kept Edward I from trying to invade the McTiernay stronghold. Only a fool marched knowingly to his death. And Edward I and his commanders were a lot of things, but they were not fools.

Cole had never seen a battle, being only sixteen, nor had he ever fought for his life, but McTiernay intuition was flickering through his mind, revealing what was about to unfold. “Rob, come on, we’re getting out of here.”

“Why? Isn’t it too early to join MacDonnill? The battle is hours away from starting…”

Cole’s eyes darted over the strath. The valley was a death trap. Those few Highlanders who did survive the archers’ arrows would be heavily outmatched. It was not the English numbers which were about to be weakened; it was theirs.

“We aren’t joining the battle,” Cole said and began to retreat.

Rob reached out and grabbed Cole’s arm. “If your brother being here bothers you so much, then leave, but I’m staying.”

Cole stared into his friend’s eyes. “It’s suicide, Rob. The English have us flanked on two sides, and judging by the amount of armor starting to shine through those trees, we have less than a tenth of the men. It’s going to be a slaughter.”

“You’re wrong. Look, MacDonnill is moving men even now to attack.”

Cole watched in horror as MacDonnill split his forces. Sounds erupting from the field below suddenly filled his ears as the Highlanders began to yell and clank their swords, forecasting victory. But Cole knew miserably that it was not to be theirs.

The cliff provided an excellent vantage point of the staging area. From here, almost anyone could see what was about to happen. Anyone but Rob. His friend had never understood the art of strategy. Having trouble thinking ahead, Rob always addressed the problem facing him, not the one coming. Even now, he couldn’t see how the battle would unfold, but Cole could. MacDonnill had just sent over a hundred men to their deaths, and he doubted the English would be stupid enough not to take advantage of the mistake.

“What do we have here?”

The snarl came from behind them, accompanied with the clatter of metal made only by men wearing bulky armor. With all the noise below, Cole had not heard them approach until it was too late. His heart began to pound even faster realizing the mistake.


“Looks like two Scottish whoresons dressed like women.”

Rob shifted to look at them, but Cole refused to turn around. One of them kicked his shin. “’Ere now, don’t you know enough to look at your betters when they are speaking to you?”

Out of the corner of his eye, Cole could see Rob stare with open mouth at the man. His friend spoke only Gaelic and had no clue what filth the English soldiers were spouting. Cole wished he were so blessed with ignorance. His father’s closest friend, a Highlander who lived near the English border, had made sure all the McTiernays were well versed in the English tongue. He believed, as did his father, that one had to understand the enemy before he could defeat him. Cole had always refused to speak the words, but he understood them.

Just as he understood he was about to die.

He could feel his broadsword burning next to his thigh, but having it did little good. One movement toward it would bring instant death, and reason prompted him to do whatever he had to do to stay alive.

He flipped over as they ordered and surveyed the depressing reality of his situation.

Three men of varying height towered over them. It was impossible to tell how broad they were with all the metal they wore, but from their eyes, Cole could see who was in charge. The man was standing a little over ten feet away, leaning on the hilt of his sword, which he had stabbed into the ground, and from the glint in his black eyes, Cole knew the man was a heartless bastard fully intent on killing them.

The one closest to Rob kicked him in the ribs. When Rob instinctively reached for his sword, the man stomped on his friend’s hand. Cole could hear the bones snap under the weight. To Rob’s credit, he didn’t scream, but just stared back. He was just as aware as Cole that they were about to die.

“Hey now, I don’t think you will be needing that today,” the English soldier sneered, kicking the broadsword away. “And I would apologize for the hand, but I don’t think you will be needing that either.”

“What do you think they’re doing up here?” another asked. “Scouting? You don’t think they were planning on fighting, do you?” Cole suspected he had been brought along for his brawn, not his intelligence.

“Even the Scots aren’t dumb enough to let their boys fight a man’s battle.”

One soldier poked Cole in the side. “Hey, how old are you?”

Rob immediately cried out, “Sguir!” yelling for them to stop. “My brother’s only a boy! He knows nothing but farming. I am the one you want.”

The instant Rob shouted his lies, the soldiers responded. A foot weighted by iron links crashed down upon Cole’s chest. Hearing the choking sounds Rob was making, Cole guessed the same had happened to him. The English wanted them to feel helpless and weak, and damn their souls, it was working.

“What did he say?” one of the men asked. “The dregs can’t even talk right. I don’t think they understand a damn word we’re saying.”

The leader’s eyes flicked from Cole to Rob and back to Cole again. Finally, he spoke. “The gaping one doesn’t,” the leader finally decided. “But the dark-haired boy does. You understand every word we are saying, don’t you? Just who are you? A farmer boy wanting to play soldier?”

His voice was deep and had a sick tone to it. The man had more than just a willingness to kill; he enjoyed the act itself. His question also proved he understood enough Gaelic to interpret some of Rob’s lies.

Cole leveled his hard gaze and let all emotion drain out of him. He was not afraid of dying and it must have shown because the leader chuckled and approached, his cruel smile growing larger as if he just thought of a delightful game involving pain and death. The soldier pinning Cole down adjusted his stance, but did not free him.

The leader swung his polished blade around and pointed it at Cole’s neck. Cole could feel Rob squirming and heard him choking. That’s when Cole grasped it was not Rob’s chest they were using to pin him down, but his windpipe.

Cole felt as if the hand of God had swooped down and torn him in half. The part with any emotion, any feeling, was screaming to save his best friend, to do something, say anything that would get the bastard to lift his foot and let Rob breathe. But the other part—the part that controlled his actions—refused to move. Every emotion, every foolish hope and childish dream he had ever had, was shriveling, leaving only a cold, empty shell in its place.

Cole stared in silent defiance as the leader slowly pressed the tip of his sword into his throat. Warm blood began to trickle down the side of Cole’s neck and then past the back of his ear. When Cole remained unresponsive to the pain, the metallic edge began to move upward, unhurried, to slice the skin. Bit by bit the blade carved its way up the neckline, stopping at the curve of Cole’s chin. The man was waiting for him to fight back, put up some type of resistance. His enjoyment rested upon reactions—a cry, a flinch, a whimper…anything to let him know that Cole was afraid.


But Cole wasn’t afraid of dying. What he was most afraid of was living.

The leader must have seen it. Somehow, he had recognized that one weakness. The man smiled cruelly, lifted his blade, and then nodded at the soldier to his right. A second later, Rob’s raspy gasps filled the air. No longer was his friend pinned, dying for lack of breath. The leader then pointed at Cole and said, “Tie up the bastard. We wouldn’t want him to suddenly feel heroic and get in the way of our fun.”

Cole heard one of his ribs crack as a foot collided with his side, forcing him to roll over. His arms were yanked back as a coarse rope was slipped around his wrists, binding them tightly together. But not once did his bright blue eyes lose their lock on the maniacal leader as he walked over to his friend’s side.

He leered at Rob and then returned his attention back to Cole. “I’ll admit that I had thought to kill you first, but I have come to realize your death means little to you. So I have changed my mind. You will watch me kill your pathetic farmer-boy brother and the slaughter of your countrymen. And then it will be your turn. Maybe by the time your legs and arms are tied to horses, you will feel more inclined to fight back.”

Then, without any more preamble, the evil man brought his sword high up in the air and then straight down, goring Rob right through his stomach and into the ground. A scream filled the air. The strike was meant to kill slowly, painfully. Then the madman struck again, his crazed smile growing each time Rob shrieked in agony.

Cole knew he was only getting started. The man would continue his merciless attack finding more and more ways to exact pain before Rob finally succumbed to his death. And there was nothing Cole could do but watch. He knew if he closed his eyes for even one second, the English lunatic would think he had won.

Suddenly, a trumpet blasted over the strath and a man riding an armor-covered horse broke over the ridge. Pausing only briefly to assess Cole and then Rob, who was now writhing on the ground, he rode straight to the leader. “Lincoln wants you and your men on the west bank now.”

The confidence the leader had worn just moments ago dissolved upon hearing the order. “The west b…” He moved to look over the ridge at the troops below. For the first time since locking his eyes on the murderer, Cole broke his gaze and looked out.

The English archers who had lined the western flank, ensuring the doom of the Scottish cause, were gone. Somehow, MacDonnill had maneuvered a handful of men behind them and they now lay dead. The battle would now be fought between the English cavalry and Scottish spearmen, a much more equitable turn of events. Cole knew who was behind the miracle. His brother. Conor must have somehow talked some sense into MacDonnill, and the pompous laird, recognizing his perilous situation, had listened. The English numbers were still significantly greater, but there was now a chance.

The English soldiers must have seen the same thing. The leader pivoted, ordered his men to get their horses, and grabbed his sword still protruding from Rob’s abdomen. But just as he jumped on his mount, he turned to face Cole. “This changes nothing. Watch your people pray to God as they meet with their end, and when I return, it will be my turn to listen to you beg for mercy.”

And then he was gone.

Cole collapsed and closed his eyes, listening to his heartbeat. He tried to feel something…anything. Fear, anger, remorse. There was nothing. Then he heard Rob.

“Cole…” Rob’s voice was weak and close to death.

Cole scooted awkwardly over to his friend. “I’m here.” He wanted to say hold on, I’m going for help, you are going to be all right, but each time he tried, the words got caught in his throat. All he could mutter was “I’m here” again and again, hoping to reassure his friend that he would not die alone.

“Do something for me.”

Cole swallowed. “What?”

“Live. I have a dagger in my belt. Use it to get free and then I want you to make every English blaigeard pay for what they do today.”

“I will.” Cole choked on the two words. Hearing his dying friend speak in such pain was making everything seem more real, more awful. The detached part of himself was slamming back inside and his heart was wrenching.

“Don’t forget me and what they did. Promise me, Cole. Promise me you won’t forget.”

“I promise.”

“And Cole…” Gurgles of blood started sputtering from Rob’s mouth. “Tell my father…”

But before he could finish the request, his eyes glazed over and Cole knew that his best friend since he had been four years old was dead. A deep hatred began to slide over his skin, slipping into his pores. The urge to join the ensuing battle below was paramount. He would find the English leader with cold black eyes and drive a blade straight through his heart.

Twisting around, Cole fumbled with the back of Rob’s belt for what seemed an eternity. Then he felt the small cool blade on his fingers and slid the tiny weapon out of its casing. A minute later, he was free.


Picking up his broadsword, he swung it high in the air and then began yelling as he descended the steep slope to join the battle.

Crazed, detached, almost unaware of his actions or what he was doing, Cole began swinging his weapon haphazardly at anything covered in armor that was moving. He plunged and sliced and created a bloody swath through every English soldier he encountered, searching for the one man who had dared to mutilate Rob.

Then he found him. He was sitting atop his horse, behind the fighting, among several other English leaders, confident that he was safe. Cole was charging the small group when a lone arrow appeared and found its target. The man came down off his horse with a crashing thud. The others immediately rode off hoping to avoid being next.

Cole screamed in fury and ran up to the Englishman hoping to find him alive. But revenge was not to be his. The arrow had pierced his jugular and the man was dead. Cole cried out and was about to behead him when suddenly his weapon was stripped from his hands. Turning to attack, Cole encountered Conor, who threw his sword down and gathered him in his arms.

“It’s over now, Cole. It’s over. He’s dead.”

Cole shook his head. “It will never be over,” he whispered. “And I won’t forget.”








Chapter 1



Fàire Creachann Keep, off Loch Shieldaig, 1311

Cole McTiernay leaned back in the worn chair and outstretched his long legs, crossing them at the ankles. He stared out one of the few windows in the keep that had not been broken by years of wear and neglect. Clouds had begun to thicken around the Highland mountains of Torridon, and with each minute that passed, their humid masses sank just a little lower down the rugged primeval slopes. It had yet to start raining, but drops would begin to fall any moment. The unusually cold and damp spring weather had done little to help the moods of those in the room—including his own.

As choices go, it should have been a simple one and Cole was baffled why it wasn’t. Newly formed clans needed chieftains and chieftains needed an army, financial means, and the ability to make difficult decisions. All of which he possessed and Lonnagan did not. Those differences alone should have dictated who would be laird.

But not for these stubborn people.

When he had been approached to lead the nomadic clans of the northern Highlands, he had halfheartedly agreed. His men and their families desired a home and he, too, was restless and needed a change. Then word had come that another was being considered. And after ten days of endless discussions, Cole was no longer confident he was going to be the one selected. Even more surprising, he wasn’t sure whether he would be disappointed or relieved.

Heavy footsteps came up from behind. Controlled and methodical, they could only belong to one man—his older brother. Cole craned his head, gave a slight nod in acknowledgment, and then returned his gaze out the window to the lapping waters of the sea. “Made a decision?”

“No,” Conor grunted, not even trying to hide his frustration, “and you know why.”

Cole sighed and bobbed his head slightly. “I’m leaving in the morning.”

“None too soon. You and Dugan haven’t been making things easier.”

“He’s easily provoked,” Cole replied with a slight shrug.

Conor wanted to throttle his younger brother. The man had perfected the persona of one who was detached and unconcerned about the plights of others, but it wasn’t true. One only had to look into his eyes to see the sorrow Cole carried. An ache brought about from profound sadness. But Cole never would allow anyone to look long enough, deep enough, to see anything but indifference. Until he learned how to drop his guard, share his thoughts, and allow someone to grow close to him, his pain would never heal.

Cole McTiernay was the third of seven brothers, and all could be exasperatingly stubborn when they wanted to be, but Cole was famous for his obstinacy, especially when it came to his hatred of all things English. Over the years, Conor and his brothers had tried to get him to open up. But each time they pushed, Cole would emotionally retract, burying himself behind some distant, impenetrable wall. Eventually, he and his brothers had stopped trying.

Conor often wondered if that had been a mistake. Did they give up too soon? Or had they been wise to back off in fear of pushing their brother away altogether? Cole was an incredible soldier, a superb strategist, and a worthy leader, but as a man, he was hollow inside. He lacked something…something that made one want to face a new day. Conor had hoped this opportunity would give Cole the drive missing from his life, but after the heated discussions that had taken place the past couple of days, his brother acted as if he cared even less about the possibility of becoming laird than he had before.

“It’s been a lousy week,” Conor mumbled, looking for another chair.

“It’s been a lousy two weeks,” Cole corrected. “You were lucky and missed the first half.”

“So mocking Dugan, trying to make him look like a fool, was your way to perk things up?”

“Dugan is a fool. I just exposed it for all to see.”

All seven McTiernays had a dry sense of humor, but Cole was a master at sarcasm. He could deliver clever yet slicing remarks with such a straight face, it was hard to tell if he was serious or just amusing himself. In today’s case, it mattered little, for the damage had been done. “Dugan’s not the fool you make him out to be.”

Cole shrugged. “If he wasn’t, then it shouldn’t have been so easy to make him sound like one.”

“He’s a good man. And while I agree he might not be the most tactical of soldiers…”

Cole stiffened. “Try heedless, foolhardy…”


“But he could make a good leader,” Conor tried again. “He understands and relates to people. An ability you have yet to attempt, let alone master. Why is that, I wonder?”

Cole’s jaw clenched. For nearly a week, he had been tolerating Dugan’s propensity to discuss ad nauseam the most nonsensical topics. And though Cole refused to admit it out loud, he didn’t believe Dugan to be unintelligent. The man had proven himself a talented soldier—even capable of being heroic. And his friendly overtures to the clan would have been exceptionally brilliant, if they had been intentional. Dugan, however, didn’t have a strategic bone in his body. His friendliness, easiness with others, and almost effortless ability to gain a person’s trust had been natural and unplanned.

What truly bothered Cole was the man’s incredible shortsightedness. Dugan just reacted to whatever was happening directly in front of him, never considering the consequences of his statements and ideas. And for the past couple of days, Cole had been exposing that weakness time and time again. So no, he wasn’t threatened by Dugan; he was just confounded at everyone’s inability to recognize the depth of the man’s shortcomings. Who cared if he was nice? These people needed a leader…not a friend.

Cole twiddled his thumbs. “Dugan staying?”

Conor shook his head. “Left already. Your last barbs about his ideas of where and what should serve as the residence for these clansmen left him with little choice.”

“His ideas, as you put it, were ill-conceived just as most of his other plans, and everyone who heard them, with the exception of Dugan, knows it. You say he’s a good man, and he may be, but if he becomes laird of this motley group, don’t be surprised if you’re back here in a year trying to figure out how to clean up his mess. And when that happens, don’t bother asking me to pick up the pieces, for the answer will be no.”

Cole stood up and glanced at the small group of lairds sitting around a broken-down table on the far side of the room. They had assembled here almost two weeks ago to determine what to do about the northern nomadic tribes. Leaderless from either disease or war, the various clansmen had banded together informally over the years just to stay alive. Their continual raids upon neighboring clans and stock had gone from annoying to invasive and then intolerable. This gathering was a last effort to achieve peace. Many Highlanders had died in recent years securing Scotland’s freedom, and while no one relished more killing, if a new laird was not agreed upon soon, more deaths were inevitable.

“After this week, I doubt anyone would be clamoring your name if that happened. And while a few of us have similar doubts about Dugan’s ability to run a clan, we have none whatsoever about his desire to be here and lead these people.”

Cole grunted. Was that the crux of the difficulty in deciding who should be laird? Who wanted it more? And if that was it, Cole wasn’t sure how to respond. He knew he should be concerned about the outcome of the discussions, but with each passing day, he had found himself caring a little less.

He never asked for the opportunity—what some called honor—to lead the lawless, prideful bunch, nor did he ever aspire to it. But Dugan had.

Just a year younger than Cole’s twenty-seven years, Dugan Lonnagan had seen a fair number of battles and had won more than his share of fights. Unlike Cole, however, Dugan had no army, no means to support one, and no money to maintain one even if he did have it. Those reasons alone had led Cole to believe the question of who should be the next laird to be simple. Yet, the past two weeks had proved it was a much more complicated selection than Cole had anticipated it would be.

It was coming down to ability versus personality.

Dugan was tall—though Cole still dwarfed him—good looking with dark sandy brown hair, and possessed an easy nature that drew people to him as if he were honey and they were flies. Conversely, Cole lacked the patience and talent for simple conversation—especially with women and children. His reticent nature prompted him to communicate in a direct style that tended to keep people away, not beckon them to his side. In short, Dugan Lonnagan was everything that Cole was not.

So whom should they choose?

Dugan was beloved by many of the clansmen, but Cole would bring with him key alliances with neighboring clans. Then again, Cole’s name and battle success could also bring enemies—namely the English, while Dugan was relatively unknown to the southern enemy. And yet, nearby adversaries would discount Dugan, but fear Cole and his army.

Complicating the decision further was the concept of influence. Several Highland lairds believed Dugan could be easily manipulated to do what they wanted. Unfortunately, clans led by weak men often became unwanted burdens to their neighbors. Conversely, Cole would listen to suggestions and ideas, but he would heed only his own counsel when making decisions and compromises. And anyone who’d had doubts as to just how hardheaded and stubborn Cole could be, had learned otherwise two weeks ago when he convinced everyone to convene at Fàire Creachann. Cole had announced then that if he were to be chosen as laird, the abandoned, crumbling fortress would serve as the new clan’s home. A decision incredible to many—including Dugan.

An unintelligible grumble erupted from the far side of the room. Tempers were flaring again. Conor shifted his stance and was about to return to the group when he paused. Hesitating, his silver eyes met Cole’s blue ones. At thirty-seven, Conor was just ten years senior to his younger brother, but in the past few years, Cole had grown to match him in height and breadth. That and his steady gaze reminded Conor that Cole was no longer a young man in need of counseling. He was an adult and had proved it many times. If Cole wanted to walk away from the opportunity in front of him, he could do just that. Conor only wanted him to do it for the right reasons.

“You have always been your own man, Cole. That’s probably one of the reasons I think you would be so good for these people. You would not let them and their volatile opinions get in the way of a good decision. Dugan also has much to offer, but until either of you learn to accept and grow beyond your shortcomings, these people are doomed—regardless of who is selected.”

Conor laid a hand on Cole’s shoulder briefly and squeezed. “One last thing, I know you plan to go directly back to your men, but would you swing by and stay with Laurel at least for a few days and make sure she is all right? Schellden has just sent word that he wants to join the discussions and the others have agreed, so it will be at least another week maybe even two, before anything is settled. And I…I need to know she’s all right.”

Cole nodded. “I’ll let her know what’s going on,” he agreed, understanding his brother’s concern. His wife was nearing the end of her second pregnancy, and while this one was advancing normally, unlike her previous route to motherhood, Conor was still worried.

“Thanks. I know word would be sent if I needed to return, but I would still feel better if you were there. Laurel has a way of fooling those around her, but she’s never been quite as good at conning you into doing her bidding.”

Cole fought from rolling his eyes. His brother’s half-English, half-Scottish wife could sweet-talk the devil into a confession. And though Cole tried to remain immune to her wiles, he had found himself on more than one occasion realizing he had been duped into some activity he had had no intention of doing. And while he didn’t exactly mind, it was somehow unnerving to know a woman was able to get the best of him.

 

Cole nudged his mount forward to the edge of the outcropping and looked across the rambling hills to the valley below. The morning sun was still low in the sky and the cool nip in the air felt almost warm compared to the frosty mornings of the Highlands. The valley below was still shaded by the hills surrounding it. Nestled in its center was a rather large tower. Wooden cottages encircled the stone structure and dotted the landscape until their numbers thickened again at the valley’s edge. There, peeking out from the surrounding woods, was a small, active abbey that appeared to be the heart of the village.

Donald observed the straight back of his commander and then followed Cole’s gaze. The scene looked very ordinary, and very English. “That’s supposed to be Durchent Hall?”

Cole nodded once. “Aye.”

“Doesn’t seem like they’re expecting you.”


“Don’t know and don’t care,” came Cole’s short reply, knowing Donald would not take offense. He had served under him for almost four years and was as close to a friend as Cole had.

Cole still had no idea how Laurel had tricked him into making this journey. He certainly hadn’t willingly agreed. In fact, he definitely remembered saying no. Several times. And yet, here he was. And all to acquire something his sister-in-law treasured very much. Cole had told her to wait for Conor, but she threw a whole bunch of nonsense at him about how it couldn’t wait and how she could trust no one else. That only someone who abhorred the English could be entrusted with what he was to bring back. That alone should have warned him to refuse and mean it, but fact was he needed something to do as he waited for a decision that would dictate the course of his future. Unfortunately, procuring the mysterious treasure required a short excursion into the one place he had always refused to tread. England.

He heard Jaime catch up to them. He had asked only two of his men to ride with him, knowing that both were good in battle, levelheaded, and most of all, understood him. And what they didn’t understand, they didn’t try to change.

Jaime halted his mount next to Donald’s. “Commander,” Jaime prompted, unable to see Cole’s current grimace, “do you want to stop and rest the mounts before continuing?”

“No.” Like most of Cole’s answers, this one was short and left no room for discussion. Before sundown, he fully intended to be back on Scottish soil. He might be forced to ride on English lands, but he refused to walk on them, eat on them, or even donate his piss to the flora. “We ride on.”


The sun was high by the time the group had made its way down the series of smaller hills and into the woodland surrounding Durchent Hall. They rode until they broke free of the trees to where a massive square tower stood visually overpowering the rest of the buildings surrounding it. Cole was unimpressed.

A young boy was busy removing stone and wood from a cart, when Cole called out to him. “Find your baron and tell him that we come for what belongs to his sister.”

After overcoming his shock, the boy dashed into the tower with the message. Minutes later, a different, much chubbier, and somewhat better dressed adolescent came running out, breathing heavily, stating the baron would receive them in his presence room.

Cole arched a single brow and stared at the lad. “And just who are you to speak for the baron?”

“I’m…I’m…the herald,” the boy rasped out.

Jaime twisted the reins he was holding and leaned forward. “Tell your baron that we will be received by no Englishman. If he wishes to speak to us, we will hear his words here.”

The young herald stood in stunned silence for several seconds, opening and then closing his mouth. Cole pointed to the keep’s partially opened gates. “Go now, herald. Speak our words to your baron and be sure to tell him that we will be leaving before the sun reaches your trees.”

The boy looked at the landscape and realized the sun would be setting below the tallest trees any minute now. He glanced back at Cole and gulped before scurrying back inside.

Fifteen minutes later, the herald returned huffing. He was red and obviously uncomfortable with his message. “My lord says that he meets with his guests only on his terms, not theirs. He bids you to join him in some drink and food.”

Cole smiled and the young lad blanched. He always thought it amusing that his smile was considered more frightening than his scowl. “That is good news then, herald. For it means I no longer have any reason to stay.” Then with a flick of his reins, Cole turned his mount around and headed home.

 

Ellenor Howell stood staring out the small slotted window in her room in disbelief. The three men sitting on their enormous mounts were not like any of the Scotsmen she had ever seen. Most were big, but these three were huge. Not just in size, but also in sheer strength. The muscles in their arms and legs peeking out from their strange garments bulged with latent strength. And while the sight of all three of them together was alarming, it was the dark-haired man in the middle who caused the hairs on the back of her neck to twitch.

He was the one in charge.

Maybe it was how he sat, or maybe it was how he stared disdainfully down at her brother-in-law despite being surrounded by English soldiers, but the large Scot was not just in command of his small group, but all those present. Ellenor had no doubt the arrogance spewing from the giant was something he could support easily with deeds.

The Scot’s shoulder-length hair was tied back, causing his face to appear severe and emotionless, almost as if it were cut from stone. The effect mirrored the rest of him. Hard and well defined. Never had Ellenor dreamed men could come in such sizes or with such strength.

The knowledge chilled her core.


The Scot adjusted a long bow that was hooked over his shoulder, and then casually tapped the handle of his sheathed broadsword. Only a fool would believe he was anything other than highly skilled with both weapons. This man was not afraid of anything. She had been wrong to assume the baron’s men had forced him to return. Something else compelled him to come back, for he certainly didn’t want to be here.

Ellenor turned her eyes toward her brother-in-law, who was glowering in the center of the courtyard. A slight man of medium height, Ainsley Cordell’s auburn hair only accentuated his ruddy cheeks. His matching brown eyes were usually haughty, filled with disdain for anyone whom he did not consider a peer. But today, they lacked their normal unwarranted pride. It was as if Ainsley knew he was outmatched by the strangers, both in strength and mental agility. Still, that did not keep the fool from trying.

“You are an arrogant man,” Ainsley barked without effect. “You refuse my hospitality and then have the gall to summon me outside my own home.”

Ellenor watched as the Scot eased his grip on the reins. His mount, tired of standing for so long, began to dance from side to side. “And you are a desperate one, baron,” came the bored reply.

The Scot’s unspoken refusal to get off his monster horse and address Ainsley eye to eye was a blatant attempt at intimidation. And it was working. Despite herself, Ellenor smiled at the idea. Ainsley was just like her elder sister, a greedy soul, believing his status and wealth gave him power over others. What desperation haunts you so much, baron, that you would have your men chase after these giants and endure such humiliation? Ellenor asked herself.

A minute later, she had her answer.


“I understand you have something for me.” The Scot’s words were unconcerned, as if he were talking about some trivial item. Ellenor wondered just what it was Ainsley wanted to give him.

“I see my message was received. I was beginning to have doubts. But in answer to your question, I have what you want,” her brother-in-law responded with a mixture of renewed confidence and relief. “But I want your word that you will take whatever I give you and never return.”

Ellenor felt her body go cold.

After her father died, Ainsley had pretended to be the dutiful brother-in-law and eagerly assumed the role as her guardian, believing it could gain him even more of what he already had by marrying her off to a wealthy nobleman. Soon afterward, Ainsley had realized his mistake and wanted Ellenor gone by any legitimate, legal means. That had been six months ago. And after months of searching, Ainsley had finally found someone willing to relieve him of his familial burden.

Scorn entered the Scot’s stare. “Englishmen have no concept of honor so why would I give my word to one?” Ellenor held her breath. “Rest easy, baron, what you have will leave with me. That I have vowed to another. It belongs to you no more.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Scot. No one owns what I give you, and God help the poor soul who thinks he does,” Ainsley replied, finally sounding like a baron in control of the conversation.

Ellenor exhaled slowly. All her prayers, all the months of planning and preparation, were now worthless. If that giant of a man intended to take her with him, he would succeed.

She had only one remaining option. She had to make him change his mind.


 

Cole felt the looming tentacles of a trap. He had suspected one the moment Laurel had managed to finagle his promise without disclosing exactly what he had been sent to retrieve. He had sensed it again when the baron had his men ride after him, beckoning his return. Never, however, did Cole dream the nature of the trap to be the kicking disaster being coerced toward him.

It was a woman, or what looked like it had been a woman at one time. Her long chestnut-colored hair had been unwashed and unattended for days, if not weeks, and was a nightmarish concoction of tangles. The once deep emerald green gown she wore was covered in dirt smudges and frayed along the hems.

The sound of a new rip along one arm echoed across the small courtyard as she fought her captors. The woman was struggling for her freedom with all her might. Even now, Cole could see blood dripping from her nails as she clawed the cheek of one of the men dragging her.

As she neared, her eyes darted everywhere looking for any possibility of escape. The woman hated her captors, but clearly did not want new ones.

Cole watched expressionless as the frustrated guards tugged her to his mount’s side. He gazed down as the woman shook loose the soldiers’ hold. Her defiant posture, her dress, the condition of her arms and hands…she appeared to be quite mad. Then, she looked up, and as if caught in some spell, her dark green and gold eyes held his blue ones.

Her face was filthy, but it did not conceal the collection of well-defined features. A soft lower lip slightly fuller than the upper was stretched into a scowl that held both fear and audacity. Framed in deep brown lashes, eyes too large for her face were tight with strain and lack of sleep. A sudden gust of wind whipped at her clothing and hair. The few brown tendrils not tied in unwashed knots danced across her face, but she refused to brush them away.

Whatever game she was playing, she had been playing it for a long time. The woman was many things, but she was not crazy. She was as sane as he and every other person present.

Cole glanced at Donald, who was staring wide-eyed at the woman’s back. The look in her eyes when she had been dragged between them had been borderline maniacal.

Believing her act to be true, Donald shifted his gaze to the baron. “What have you done to this woman?”

The moment Donald spoke, the female hissed and leaped to attack, but before she could inflict injury, Cole reached down and grabbed her hands firmly but not painfully in his grasp. She thrashed only for a moment and then stopped. With his long arm outstretched, she could not reach him or his horse with her kicks. Her jaw tightened, and she flicked him an icy look that he suspected could chill many a man. But her quick acceptance of the situation reinforced Cole’s suspicions.

“No one did anything to her,” Ainsley answered and threw a bag to Donald, who easily caught the bulky item. “She is my wife’s younger sister. After her father’s death, she became deranged. No one knows why. Those are her things, at least the ones my wife tells me were important to her at one time.” Swallowing, Ainsley wiped his hands on his tunic and said, “Good-bye, Ellenor. Gilda would be here to wish you well, but I thought it would be too hard on her. She does love you.”

Cole watched the woman’s eyes narrow with fury before she spat on the ground. No, madness did not swirl in those large hazel depths—hatred did.

For several seconds, Cole observed in hidden amusement as she threw rapier glances at the baron, causing him to shrink under her stare. Then, she turned her eyes toward him, assessing him as if he were a new challenge. “Leave, Scot, while you can. For you don’t want me. No man does.”

Without breaking his gaze, Cole reached behind him and yanked free the leather strip that had been holding back his hair. He wrapped it around her wrists. “Aye, in that you are right.”

The woman’s expression turned to one of outrage as he cinched the knot. In one smooth upward movement, she attempted to crack her fists against his jaw, but Cole was far more agile than she had anticipated.

“Damn you,” she hissed.

Cole captured her chin between his thumb and forefinger, raising it. “Can’t condemn a man who has already been damned. And know this now, babag, I hit back.”

Her defiant eyes glittered with anger, and for an instant, Cole felt his pulse race. She wasn’t afraid of him. It was rare to look a woman in the eye and not see the urge to flee reflected back at him. There was a significant amount of fear churning in the dark green depths, but he was not its cause.

He abruptly released his hold and she lost her footing. With her hands bound, she could not reach out and soften her landing. Donald instinctively grabbed her shoulders and tried to help her stand upright again. The second he touched her, she started screaming and jerking wildly. The more she thrashed, the tighter Donald’s grip became.

Cole nodded to Donald, who hesitated for a moment and then let go. The instant she was free, she turned and nailed Donald in the groin, and then flew to Cole’s side like a wild creature seeking refuge.

Donald grabbed his horse’s mane to keep from keeling over in agony. “Insane bitch,” he grunted, “you will pay for that mistake.”

Stupefied that any woman would attack a man twice her size, Jaime nodded in agreement and then added, “Starting with being tied to the back of my horse.”

Cole signaled Jaime to remain seated. Couldn’t either of them see she was terrified? And now Cole knew why. The woman hadn’t been feigning madness to annoy the baron, she did it to keep him and his men away.

He looked down at her huddled form hovering near his leg. She was scared of everyone. Everyone except him.

Without taking the time to explore why she had selected him for protection, Cole reached down and hauled her thin frame onto the section of saddle between his groin and the pommel. He could feel her back stiffen as he squeezed her tightly so that she couldn’t speak. He yanked out his broadsword and pointed it at the baron. “Do not look to Scotland again to solve your problems. If you do, you shall be doing it at the end of a sword.”

Grabbing his horse’s reins, Cole swung his mount around and entered the forest enveloping the Cheviot Hills and the keep. The woman grabbed the mane of his horse to steady herself and looked back at him. He thought for a moment she was going to beg to be returned, but instead she pointed her finger at the nervous baron behind him and shouted, “May you and my sister get all that you deserve!”

“Be silent,” Cole ordered as he began to weave in and out the trees.

Ellenor straightened her shoulders. “Or what? You’ll make me walk?”


“Considering how bad you smell, that suggestion has its advantages, but I would rather endure your stench than stay any longer on English soil. So that leaves—”

“Do not pass me off to one of your men,” Ellenor spat. Her eyes sought his, seeking reassurance but also warning him of the hell she would bring if he tried to make her ride with anyone else.

“Gagging,” Cole clarified. “I will gag you, babag, until we reach our destination. Be silent and don’t tempt me further.”

He glanced down at her to make sure she understood. Hot, furious tears brimmed in her eyes. “My name is Ellenor. Ellenor Howell,” she said through clenched teeth, ignoring his warning.

For a brief moment, Cole thought she might have understood his Gaelic insult for her hazel eyes had flashed bright green with recognition and pain. But then her expression turned cold as she issued him a challenging smile. Gesturing to the horizon just becoming visible between the tree limbs, she snickered, “Your precious homeland is beyond those large hills, and the sun will soon set. So I hope you can ride as well as I reek, Scot.”

Then with the skill of someone who had ridden horses all her life, she swung a leg over the horse’s neck and sat on the saddle astride, reducing their physical contact.

Her regal defiance surprised him, and Cole found himself intrigued. She was unpredictable, spirited, and most of all…a survivor. He had seen it in her eyes. This woman had endured pain and persevered.

He met her smile with one of his own. “Are you challenging me, lass?” He laughed and flicked the reins. “Because I do love a challenge.”







Chapter 2



Ellenor was furious. And mostly at herself.

Halfway up the slope of Windy Gyle, she made a silent vow never to assume anything again about the dark-haired Scot holding her hostage. The knoll was nothing special in of itself. Grass-covered and rounded, it was one of the bigger hills of Cheviot, but definitely not the largest. In less than a half an hour, they would be passing its summit. And by doing so, the small group would no longer be in England, but in Scotland…just as the arrogant hulk had promised.

Practically the moment Durchent Hall and her weasel of a brother-in-law had disappeared from sight, the gait of the group changed to an aggressive lope that made her pulse skitter. For a short while, Ellenor feared she would fall to her death. The mount the Scot rode was enormous, just like he was, and it didn’t seem possible the large animal could be agile enough to safely traverse the deceptive hills. But as one possible travesty after another was averted, Ellenor could no longer delude herself into believing the Scot’s accurate riding was from luck. The man was highly skilled. Moreover, at the speeds they were moving, his expertise was far greater than hers. It rankled. She was good at very few things, but until today, she had met no one better on a horse.

All of her life she had been riding up and down these hills and rarely could a man keep up with her in fear of their horse losing its footing. There were holes and hidden patches of thick muck that could instantly stop a horse traveling too fast. And yet, the huge giant and his friends seemed to be gifted with foresight. They mysteriously found the few passes that remained traversable during the wet spring weather and knew how to avoid the enticing traps of grass-covered sludge.

The idea the dictatorial Scot and his companions could navigate terrain she knew far more intimately galled her enormously.

Ellenor glanced at the western sky. The sun was partially hidden behind some thin clouds and maybe one or two hours from setting—more than enough time to cross the peak and enter the Lowlands of Scotland. Damn him, she cursed silently. They would be sleeping on Scottish soil, and Ellenor had no doubt the uamhlach would gloat.

Even now, the silent triumph sparkling in the cave dweller’s eyes was maddening. Smile all you want, blue eyes, but tonight, all the laughter will be mine, Ellenor promised herself. The man may have interrupted her plans but that didn’t mean she couldn’t resurrect them.

Two weeks ago, she had finally snuck away enough coin to buy her way into an Irish nunnery, far away from the baron, her sister, and anyone else who had ever known her. She had just been waiting for news of an arriving ship. Unfortunately, everything she needed was still at Durchent Hall. It would be a long trek back, but she could do it. Then she would disappear and, hopefully, start to forget.


The horse weaved unexpectedly and Ellenor felt herself slipping. Suddenly, a big arm pulled her close and cradled her to keep her from falling. An overwhelming sense of security came over her. She was bound and furious about being taken somewhere without her consent, but in that instant, she also felt protected. Something she had not felt since her father had died.

Ellenor glanced back at the large Scot and blatantly assessed him. Two thin plaits of his dark brown hair were braided along his scalp just above his ears. Both hung loose among the rich shoulder-length mass left free after he used the leather strip that had been holding it back to bind her wrists. A long white scar starting at his chin looked old and deep and terrible. His mouth was hard, set in a permanent scowl, and Ellenor tried to envision him smiling. She couldn’t do it. With high cheekbones, an arrogant nose, and an inflexible jaw covered with the growth of a day-old beard, his face matched the rest of him, cold and unforgiving. There was no softness about him anywhere. Just raw, controlled power.

He should have terrified her. So why did he, of all people, make her feel safe? Even as she asked herself the question, she knew the answer.

He hated her.

His eyes were the brightest blue Ellenor had ever seen, but their brilliance held no warmth. Only pain reflected back, hurt and a type hollowness one had to recognize in one’s self to see in others. Something had happened to this man. Something unmentionable. Something that had changed the very core of who he was. As a result, he despised her and all that she represented.

That was the reason she felt safe in his arms. Her tenuous trust in the Scottish warrior, however, did not extend to his comrades.

His brown-haired companion had been silently boring holes in her head their whole ride north. Ellenor didn’t care and held no sympathy for him or his sore groin. He should never have grabbed her. The one with wild red hair had also been stealing glances, although his looks were not one of lust, but of pity. She stank and looked unmanageable. Both states of repulsiveness had been by design, and both served a purpose. They kept men like them away.

At least until today, when she had suddenly lost control of her fate.

Renewed anger heated Ellenor’s blood and her pulse began to pound violently. She had long ago vowed never to allow any man to control her life again, and she wasn’t about to let the overgrown Scot command her destiny. Ellenor narrowed her eyes and faced forward. She needed to think.

She needed to regain her freedom.

 

Over an hour later, Ellenor was desperate. Her attempts at convincing her Scottish captor to cut her bonds had all failed. Her seemingly brilliant plan hadn’t worked even once.

The concept had seemed sound. Relax her grip, and then while pretending to fall, cry out for help. After a few times of catching her, she would blame her bonds and to avoid the process repeating itself, he would remove them.

Unfortunately, each time she began to slide off the monstrous animal, the oaf had let her, forcing her to save herself barely in time. Only once had she waited too long and had been unable to break her fall.

Fear had ripped through her as the horse’s legs pounded the earth, never easing from their deadly pace. Her hip had passed the animal’s massive fore flanks, evoking a real and terrified scream. Only then did a large hand come down, grab her in a bruising grip, and dump her in a mortifying manner back atop the horse.

Humiliated, she decided her next solution would be something far less dangerous. Regrettably, it was also exceedingly more painful.

Brilliant plan number two consisted of good behavior and silence. Why she had thought that would work would forever be a mystery even to her.

For almost an hour, she had sat straight backed in mute defiance. Periodically, she would hint her desires by demonstratively twisting her bound wrists. As a result, her lower back was on fire and her rear end was sore from improperly sitting in the saddle.

From him…nothing.

Well, Scot, if you won’t free my bonds for my sake, then maybe you will for your own. She was down to her final idea. Talking. Slowly, though. Simple stuff, like who he was and where they were going. Trust was the key.

Ellenor twisted around and stared at him, waiting to be acknowledged, even if just by a passing glance. The infuriating man ignored her. She took a deep breath, told herself to remain calm, and asked, “Do you remember my name?”

Cole smiled to himself. She had lasted much longer than he had anticipated, but he had been right. Once silence had not worked, he had been sure she would try its opposite. He wondered which vocal tactic she would employ. Pleading? Crying? He hoped not. Both were annoying, and for a strange reason, he felt beneath her. Cole hoped the English lass would be more honest. “Aye.”

“And?” Ellenor pushed.

“There’s English and then there is abhorrently English. Your name falls in the latter category.”


Ellenor blinked. She should have been insulted, but she was too shocked to muster the anger. The uncommunicative Scot had just answered her with more than a single word. In fact, his English had been eloquent.

The damn man had surprised her again.

“Well…good,” she stammered. “And how about you? Do you have a name? Are you by chance from a local clan?”

Silence.

Ellenor pursed her lips. “Perhaps a…MacInnes?”

Her captor’s rigid face suddenly came to life and Ellenor felt a ray of hope shoot through her. It was unlikely Ainsley had reached out to his dead sister’s clan for assistance, but if he had, it was probably the one place in Scotland she would be willing to go. However, before true excitement could build, the contrary giant cocked a single brow and said, “Nay.”

Ellenor waited for him to follow his answer with some clarification but none came. Pasting on a fake smile, she returned to face the front. “I didn’t think so,” she sighed. “Most of them are rather good looking…and long winded,” she added at the last moment, hoping to compel him into conversing with her.

In truth, she had no idea what the MacInneses were like, with the exception of Laurel. Ainsley’s sister had left nearly four years ago to live with her Scottish grandfather, Laird MacInnes. On the way, her small guard had been ambushed and almost all had been killed. Those that had survived had returned reporting of her death. “Is it by chance…Douglass?”

The unmistakable revulsion in her voice startled Cole. First MacInnes and now Douglass, both clans from Laurel’s past. The Englishwoman must suspect who had ordered him to find her and was fishing for a confirmation. That, he was absolutely not going to provide.


While the woman had been assessing him, he had been considering her as well. Aside from her more appalling characteristics of stinking and speaking with a repugnant English accent, he had to admit she was resourceful, persistent, and surprisingly intelligent. All three spelled trouble. If Laurel knew her, then she knew Laurel as well, and no doubt would try to use their relationship as leverage to get what she wanted, starting with removal of the leather strap securing her wrists.

Cole felt a sharp thump on his rib cage as one of her elbows “accidentally” collided with his chest. She glanced back for a second and that’s when he noticed her eyes. Their hazel color had turned into a deep green that was so dark they were almost black. Hatred boiled within her and it was aimed at him. For a moment, he was clueless as to why. What had he done? Then he realized by not answering her question, she had jumped to the wrong conclusion of just who he was. “I am no Douglass,” he said with conviction. “They fear me. I don’t fear them.”

And they did.

Three years ago, the Douglasses learned a deadly lesson. Attack a McTiernay and die. Attack a McTiernay’s woman and die screaming. Now, when members of the Douglass clan saw the dark McTiernay tartan of greens and blues, they hid rather than faced him.

Soft, slim fingers reached out and grabbed his forearm. Cole looked down and watched in both horror and fascination as the Englishwoman twisted almost all the way around in the seat. By the time she let go, she was precariously perched on the back of his horse’s neck between the withers and the crest. When after several seconds she didn’t falter, he knew his suspicions about her riding abilities were correct. At the pace they were riding, he should have been forced to hold on to her nearly the whole time to keep her upright. Instead, the only time his assistance had been truly needed was when she had pretended to fall off his horse and nearly succeeded.

He had to admit she was far from dull. Even now, she was trying to give him the same withering stare she had issued the baron upon their departure, but it lacked the venom the other had possessed. It amused him, and without thinking, the corners of his mouth lifted into a half smile. He was about to return his attention to the terrain when he felt something push firmly into his chest. Looking down, he saw one outstretched finger poking out from her bound hands. His half smile seemed to add intensity to her stare.

Frustrated, she gnashed her teeth and asked outright, “If I am to be dragged away from my home and family, may I at least know the name of my captor?” She pulled her hand away from his chest and wagged it in front of his face. “And think twice about ignoring me, Scot.”

“Or what?” he asked, grabbing her wiggling finger. “Just what do you think you are in a position to do about anything, babag?”

A sinister smile invaded Ellenor’s eyes. “Or I’ll sing. I happen to know a lovely English bard song about Richard the Lionheart that I especially enjoy when I am riding. It has many verses to keep me entertained while I wait for your answer.”

Cole almost choked with unexpected mirth. It had been a long time since someone surprised him. It had been even longer since he had engaged in a battle of wills with a clever opponent. He could threaten to gag her, but deep down he knew he wouldn’t.

“McTiernay. My name is McTiernay,” he said with resignation. A look of satisfaction crept into her green and gold eyes and he almost choked again. She actually believed she had won this battle.

Ellenor licked her lips. McTiernay.

She rolled the name around in her head, but did not recognize it. She had heard of most of the clans on the border from either her father or Ainsley, and that name had never been among them. He could be from a smaller clan she had never heard of, but instinct told her otherwise. This man came from much farther north. He was one of the Scots who had driven Edward I crazy with their fight for independence. A fight she secretly endorsed.

“And so are you the only McTiernay or are there others in your clan?”

Cole shot her a strange look. “There are others.”

“And…” she prompted.

“And what?” Cole asked, confused as to what she was asking.

“Your name!” Ellenor huffed. “What is your name? Not your clan’s. You know…like Elmer Harold Ludlow of the clan McTiernay,” she offered, intentionally using the most English-sounding names she could think of.

He immediately stiffened and Ellenor thought for a second her ploy might work. Then he glanced down at her with eyes so blue they compelled one to stare into them. They held not annoyance. Instead, amusement glittered back. The beast actually thought her attempt at provoking him into an answer was funny.

Well, prepare yourself, McTiernay, for if you won’t tell me your name, I think I just gave you one. Her inner dialogue did nothing to remove the look of triumph in his eyes, but it did make her feel better.

Wrenching her gaze free from his, Ellenor stared at the opening of his leine. The breeze caught his shirt and she could see the spattering of dark hair across his chest. It looked silky to the touch. She tried to look elsewhere, but his shirt continued to billow and her eyes were drawn to the inviting V the hairs created down the length of his torso. His stomach was rippled like the rest of him. Muscles on top of muscles. As male physiques went, McTiernay had one of the best she had ever seen.

“See something you like?”

Ellenor’s head snapped up, realizing she had been caught. Refusing to admit defeat, she coyly replied, “If you mean something I would like to pummel, then yes. I see something I like.” Then she squeezed her eyes shut and tried once again to figure him out.

The one question that kept cycling through her mind was why. Why would a man—especially this one—travel all the way from northern Scotland to haul a crazed woman back with him? But then again, she wasn’t crazy, and he had known that from the beginning.

Ellenor opened her eyes and caught him looking at her. She cocked her head to the side, moved to cross her arms, and grimaced as she was reminded of her bound wrists. She took two deep breaths and said, “You know I am not mad.”

“Aye.”

“If you knew I was not mad, why did you not say so to the baron?”

Cole shrugged. “Because it would have changed nothing.”

He had looked at her when he answered, not just passively, but deeply, as if he wanted her to understand that she was coming with him. She could fight it, but she would lose. A sharp retort came to her tongue, and yet, she couldn’t utter it. Something in those sapphire depths held her captive, a suppressed warmth she had not expected to see.


This man felt deeply; he just didn’t want to. He had learned how to cut off his emotions and she imagined very few had ever gotten close enough to see something other than a remote coldness reflecting back at them. Ellenor wondered if her own eyes mirrored the same kind of pain.

“I think you find me handsome.”

If it were possible, Ellenor would have throttled her own throat. That was twice in less than a handful of minutes he had caught her staring at him. “Not at all,” she lied. “I was simply curious about the scar on your chin. I was wondering how a man could get that close to the end of a sword and live?”

Ellenor had never seen a face deaden quite as quickly or as thoroughly. Her comment had inadvertently triggered a horrific memory. She knew. She recognized the icy hollowness evading every part of him. It happened to her each time someone said or did anything that yanked her back to the night her life changed. Her body went numb, her emotions dissolved until there was nothing left.

If she didn’t do something quick, the Scot would shut down and resurrect impenetrable walls made of nightmares. Then, she would have no chance of convincing him to cut her bonds. She needed to snap him back to the present, now.

“So, McTiernay, you’ve made it quite clear you did not wish me to come with you. You had the chance to leave me behind and yet you didn’t. You could even now drop me off and be on your way. I assure you I won’t return to my sister’s home. The baron would never know.”

“If I were going to ‘leave you behind’ as you put it, I would have done so.”

Ellenor chewed on his answer and realized his reason for getting her was not complicated, but simple. He had been sent to get her, and that was what he had done. Why she had been pretending to be mad or why Ainsley had desired her immediate departure mattered nothing to the overgrown beast. She would be sitting exactly where she was even if she had been mentally unbalanced.

“What about…” Ellenor choked out, grabbing Cole’s leine as his horse suddenly slowed its gait. “Hey, Scot! Make up your mind! Either keep me alive or take me back, but don’t kill me on this monster of yours!”

She let go of his shirt and Cole flicked his tongue out across his lips, smothering an instinctive smile. Any other woman would have undoubtedly required saving. Then again, they wouldn’t have been sitting backward perched on his mount’s neck. But not this Englishwoman. Her reflexes were immediate and accurate. Her snipe didn’t come from fear; it came from lack of control.

Ellenor Howell was just as disturbed by him as he was by her.

The woman had practically probed him with her eyes a few minutes ago, and he sensed she glimpsed something…something he didn’t want her or anyone else to see. So, he had teased her, and her comeback, while innocent, had revived emotions he had long ago suppressed.

Indifference, Cole whispered to himself. That was the only way he was going to survive the next few days. “Steud is not a monster. He’s a horse. And you would not have been in danger if you had been sitting properly and not jumping around all the time.”

Ignoring his comment, Ellenor asked, “Did you say Steud?”

“Aye.”


Ellenor muffled a laugh but could not keep from rolling her eyes. What kind of man named his horse…horse? “Why did you slow down? I thought you were in a rush to get back to your precious Scotland.”

“I was.”

“But then…” Ellenor halted in midsentence as she answered her own question. They had just crested Windy Gyle. England was now behind them. “Well,” she began with a huff, “I suppose you are pleased with yourself, Scot, but I could care less where we are just as long as it’s not Durchent Hall.”

“Then we are finally of accord, babag.”

“We are most certainly not in accord, Elmer. My hands are tied. I am incredibly uncomfortable and I am finding it harder and harder to remain atop your monstrous horse.”

“I suggest you try harder,” Cole returned, refusing to react to her latest nickname for him.

Ellenor’s jaw dropped open. The man was actually smiling. Not a large one that spanned from cheek to cheek, but the sides of his face were definitely crinkling and Ellenor was positive it qualified as a grin for the hulking brute. Probably a large one.

Laugh while you can, Scot, for it will be I who will be laughing last, Ellenor vowed. “I have tried,” she replied with mocking innocence. “But I can no longer sit as I am, and sitting facing the front without support is also painful. That leaves only one choice. You.”

“What do you mean me?” Cole shouted, unaware his voice had risen several levels.

“Simply that I shall have to rest against you,” Ellenor replied calmly, knowing how bad she stank. And then taking a deep breath, Ellenor gripped his tunic, turned back around to face the front, and commenced to wiggle even farther back into the seat. When she was done snuggling against him, her whole backside was touching him from his shoulders down to his groin. Then, she sucked in her breath and waited.

For well over a year, she had successfully avoided being in the presence of a man, let alone touching one. Now, suddenly, she was practically lying in the arms of one that radiated more primitive masculinity than any man she had ever met. And instead of screaming and clawing her way to safety, her instinct was to get even closer.

She felt no abhorrence, no repulsion. The taste of bile and the uncontrollable need to flee did not invade her every sense. There was only an unfamiliar desire to touch him and discover if the rest of his body was just as hard and solid.

Licking her lips, Ellenor tried to ignore the confusing messages her own body was sending her, but it was impossible. A hypnotizing warmth seeped through his tunic and her gown and into her skin. His powerful chest was huge, and with each step his horse took, she could feel his muscles move to keep both him and her atop the animal’s back. The Scot could overpower her anytime he wanted to, but instead of feeling caged in by his strength, she felt protected by it.

Cole was anything but unmoved by her new attempt at freedom. He knew she was not trying to use her femininity to induce him to loosen her bonds, more likely the opposite. The woman had been hoping her odor would make her nearness unbearable. And while she didn’t smell good, it was far from repulsive. His men had stunk worse than she ever could, even if she continued to abstain from bathing for another month. Moreover, he was not about to concede to her latest challenge.

Pushing her back upright, he grunted, “I suggest you try harder to find another position.”


“And if I cannot?”

“Then I will find one for you…starting with across the back end of my horse.”

A sudden shower of angry sparks flashed from Ellenor’s eyes. She whirled around to face him and almost fell. He caught her, but she shrugged him off. “You wouldn’t dare, Scot.”

“Oh, I certainly would.”

There it was again! That damn grin. Except it was a little larger this time. The intolerable beast was laughing at her. Maybe not out loud, but the man probably didn’t know how to. His awkward grin was practically guffawing at her and all from the possibility of her lying prone across the ass of his mount.

“Don’t you have any compassion?” she wailed.

Blue eyes dropped to hers and any warmth shining in them just a moment ago had been sniffed out by that single question. They darkened considerably until only cold navy stones remained. His face was once again void of emotion. “No.”

Ellenor swallowed. His voice had been low, even, and full of disdain. His antipathy toward her had all of the sudden become personal, but she had no idea why. She had done nothing to him. “You…really hate me, don’t you?”

Cole broke free from their locked gaze and concentrated again on the jagged trail. “I despise all who are English,” he said simply.

“I didn’t say the English. I said me.”

She waited for him to say something, to explain, to tell her she was wrong, but his mouth was set in a grim line, indicating he had said enough. “That’s it? That is all you have to say?”

More silence.

“You insufferable oaf. You don’t even know me! At least my reasons for detesting you are based on personal interaction,” Ellenor hissed, waving her bound wrists in the air so that he could not mistake her meaning.

Cole bristled. He didn’t want to admit she intrigued him and that in some odd way he respected her determination to control her fate, despite the way she went about it. He hated the English, and every word she spoke aloud proved her ancestry. Honor demanded that he despise her and so he did. Everyone had accepted his position long ago, and until today, no one had questioned the intelligence of his stance. If he hadn’t explained his reasoning for his blanket hatred of the English to his own family and clan, he certainly wouldn’t explain himself to her. Besides, she was wrong. His grounds for disliking her were personal.

“Do your reasons for disliking me include reeking?” Cole shot back. “Trust me, mine do.”

Clenching and unclenching her bound hands, Ellenor fought the rising need to strike him and said through gritted teeth, “I stink because I have not been able to bathe.”

“Nay. You stink because you chose not to bathe.”

Denial was pointless. The man was infuriatingly right. People had begged her to wash herself, but she had adamantly refused. Precious isolation had been hard to attain and being offensive had allowed her to keep it. Acting out of control was difficult to do for prolonged periods, but smelling foul, while uncomfortable, was easy to accomplish and even easier to maintain. Not to mention that the more she stank, the more everyone left her alone.

Unfortunately, that was no longer the case.

It appeared she had company, whether she liked it or not. Better yet, it was not her stench that would keep his hands off her, it was who she was—an Englishwoman. If she had to be in a man’s arms, there were no safer ones than this Highlander’s.

“And I suppose you are going to make me take one,” Ellenor remarked, waiting for his order to bathe the second they made camp. And she would. One of her most favorite things in the world was a bath. It mattered not where—a tub, a river, a lake—she just loved the feel of water against her skin. Nothing was better.

Cole chuckled against her shoulder blades and Ellenor felt something inside her deflate. A bath was not in her near future.

“You obviously enjoy your stench, mùrla. Why should I stop any English from being what they are?”

Ellenor had had enough of his name-calling. First, it was a filthy female and now he was referencing her horribly matted head of hair. Despite the oaf’s belief otherwise, she did not like to reek. Her odor even offended herself, and since it was no longer necessary, she had no intentions of staying that way. Squaring her jaw, she announced, “I shall bathe when we stop.”

“Not tonight.”

Ellenor stiffened at the casually issued challenge. “And why not tonight? I have decided to bathe, and I will, Scot. You have no idea how stubborn I can be when I have decided upon something.”

“Aye, I have an idea.” Cole couldn’t help admiring her spirit. He had no idea what hell she had endured to cause her to walk the path of feigned madness and stench, but the woman was a survivor and she had not become one by succumbing to anyone’s decrees.

“Then you concede?” she said with a hint of smile.

“That depends.”

“On…” she pressed. The man’s short answers were infuriating. If only her sister and Ainsley had spoken so little, isolation would not have been so appealing.


“On how you enjoy your baths.”

Ellenor realized the man would continue with his vague comments until she really did go mad. He expected her to press for explanations, and maybe most women would have, but she was not most women. It was time he learned that fact.

Throwing back her head, Ellenor let out a peal of laughter. “You make no sense, Scot. Maybe it is you who is mad, not I.”

“I make sense, and stop calling me a Scot.”

“Why? That’s what you are.”

“My home is the Highlands.”

“So, you are still a Scot.”

“I am a Highlander,” Cole replied evenly. If the woman was intentionally trying to provoke him, she was surprisingly effective. She was not only impossible to ignore, she seemed to read him and his reactions in a way very few could.

Ellenor clucked her tongue. “Last I heard, the Highlands were a part of Scotland. Therefore, you are a Scot.”

Cole’s jaw clenched. He forced it to relax. “You and your sister share the same father and therefore the same blood. I am as close to a Scot as you are to your sister.”

Ellenor sat mum. This Highlander had never even met her sister, but he had made his point. She and Gilda were far different people, and always had been.

“I need to know, are you or are you not going to unbind me when we camp?”

“I am not.”

The answer was so short and final it almost made her give up trying. Almost. “And just why not? What is it that you hope to achieve by perpetuating my irritability?”

“You are not mad, woman, but you are obviously not above acting like you are,” Cole began, surprised by his willingness to explain himself. “I am not in the mood to be scratched, or bitten, or kicked in an attempt at freedom.”

Ellenor couldn’t deny having the impulse to do just what he feared, but she doubted she would have acted on it. She was desperate, but not stupid. She didn’t want to assault him. She just wanted to leave. “What if I promise to behave?”

“You will be freed only when I am assured that you will not flee.”

“Damn,” she muttered, uncaring if he heard her or not. “Just who are you? Why do you care if I run off? I am nothing but a burden to you, I stink, and most of all, you hate me.”

Her comment rattled Cole. He didn’t hate her. Fact was he admired her. And surprisingly, she had not felt like a burden. It wasn’t often someone held his interest, but this lass did. He found himself anxiously awaiting her next ploy. And her eyes…gold flecks swam in the deepest green he had ever seen. Each time he peered into them, he got lost. But if she ever knew any of that, he would lose all control, over her and himself. “I am the man who has been charged to escort you north. That is all you need to know.”

“No, it is not! I need to know where I am going, who you are, and where you are taking me.”

“These questions will be answered in time.”

“Maybe in your time, Scot, not mine.”

“Aye, I’m glad we understand each other, babag.”

Furious at lacking the power to retake control of her life, Ellenor sat in silence as Cole weaved in and out of the forest. The hills had grown steep again, and the sight of fresh water was disappearing along with the sun. The ground was slippery with mud, and Ellenor suspected they would be stopping at the next decent spot to camp. And when they did, bound or not, she intended to escape.

Thinking about how she would traverse these hills on foot, Ellenor was unprepared when the horse stumbled slightly on the slick ground. She almost fell when firm hands instantly grabbed her arms, dragging her back to safety. She had been deep in thought unaware of what had happened or who was holding her. A cold sweat enveloped her as memories of a man’s hands holding her down filled her mind.

“Are you all right, lass?” Cole asked, concern lacing his question. He had never seen a human being turn so pale so fast. It was as if all the blood had drained out of her.

Ellenor blinked. “What…? What did you say?”

Cole shook his hands. Ellenor looked down and realized she had a white-knuckled grip upon them. “I won’t let you fall,” Cole said softly, hoping to allay her fears.

Ellenor stared at his fingers. They were long and large and rough with calluses. The power and strength of his hands were unmistakable, and at any time, he could have wrenched them from her grasp. Instead, he was waiting patiently for her to let them go.

She eased her grip, but didn’t fully release it. She looked up and found his eyes searching hers. They were the deepest, most intense hue she had ever seen. Darker than the sky. Clearer than the sea. A woman could get lost in eyes like his if she let her guard down. They seemed to reflect understanding. He didn’t know why she needed to be the one to let go, but he recognized her pain. It was the kindest thing anyone had done for her in a long time.

And for a moment, Ellenor almost reconsidered running away.

 


Cole threw the leg bone of the rabbit he had been chewing on into the fire. He offered to do the same for Ellenor, but she opted to glare at him and toss the bone in herself. Shrugging, he stood and announced, “I’m going to scout the area and will return shortly.” Then he paused and added in Gaelic, “And if our aoigh decides she no longer wants our company…” He paused, looked back and gave her his half grin. “Then let her go.”

A minute later, he was gone. Ellenor sat in shocked silence, wondering if she could have misunderstood…but she doubted it. After her father died, she had stopped venturing into town alone, ending her secret lessons in the Gaelic language. However, before that, the old Scottish smithy had told her that, with the exception of Laurel Cordell, she was the finest student he ever had. She had similar compliments from the abbess who had taught her how to read and speak French and Italian. She had a mind for languages and found them easy to digest and learn, but never did she dream she would actually have a need for one of them in her lifetime. Tonight, the once-useless talent had both calmed and inflamed her fears.

Since they stopped to make camp, the three Highlanders had chatted intermittently in their language about various topics. Most of them uninteresting—horses, the flat terrain, and the painfully slow pace they had been forced to endure. Ellenor had almost given away the fact that she could understand their speech by making a sarcastic comment, but held her tongue just in time. And the price for her silence had paid off.

She had learned the name of her captor—Cole. He was the third of seven siblings and they were headed to the home of his eldest brother and laird of their Highland clan. The brother was married, and by the sporadic comments—quite happily. However, nothing in the conversation explained why his brother had ordered Cole to go south and bring her safely back to him.

Ellenor could only surmise two reasons. She was to be married, which was unlikely, but possible. The thought of building alliances with an English baron might appeal to some. The other reason was labor, but even that was a stretch. Why go to so much effort to punish a single Englishwoman whom you don’t even know?

“Do you think she will try and run?” The question came from one called Jaime Ruadh—or Jaime the Red, which was appropriate for his wild hair was an incredible shade of bright crimson.

His friend, Donald, shrugged and stoked the fire. “Hope so.”

“You’re just sore about earlier,” Jaime chided. He was still gnawing on the rest of the rabbit so his words were slurred and half-articulated.

“More like pissed. All I did was try and keep the wench from falling.”

“She was just scared of you.”

“I don’t care if she thought I was the devil,” Donald retorted, adjusting himself once again. “You don’t kick a man that hard…there…especially when he has to sit in the saddle all day.”

“True,” Jaime agreed. “And I’ve seen no remorse from the lass.”

Ellenor’s eyes widened and quickly looked away. All afternoon she had been returning Donald’s evil glares, believing her violent reaction had been justified. He had grabbed her from behind and she had wanted him to let go and never think about touching her again.

“The damn mùrla is no more capable of remorse than she is of shame. No woman should allow herself to smell the way she does.”

Jaime took a last bite, licked his lips, and threw the bone in the fire. “Come on now. I’ve smelt worse. Hell, you’ve smelled of worse.”

“I’m not a woman.”

“And you’re not sick in the mind, either.”

Donald stood up and pointed in her direction. “If that woman is mad, I’m a married monk.”

Jaime glanced in her direction and caught Ellenor staring at them. “Aye, I wondered myself. She avoids our company, but not the commander’s. Doesn’t make sense.”

“It’s because she’s the last person in the world he wants with him and she knows it. Wench actually takes comfort in the knowledge.”

“Wonder why,” Jaime murmured, ignoring his friend stalk around the campsite to where he’d placed his things earlier.

“Don’t know and don’t care,” Donald mumbled as he grabbed his rolled plaid. “I just want to get back to my woman, a woman of quality, who happens to know how to take care of herself.”

Jaime adjusted his own saddle and leaned back, chuckling. “Better prepare yourself, friend. Your Brighid seems to get along with the English. They just might become fast friends.”

As Donald sharply denounced any possibility of Jaime’s prediction coming true, Ellenor slipped off the large log and headed toward the thickest part of the brush surrounding the campsite. Relief went through her when she made it to the other side without any sounds of her breaking brittle branches, notifying them of her exit. She doubted they would have stopped her, but she didn’t want to take any chances. Not even to get the bag, which held her few remaining possessions.

As she moved deeper inside the dark brush, very little light from the partially veiled moon was getting through the thick branches. Ellenor waited for her eyes to adjust and then began to look for something that could free her from the leather straps binding her wrists. Spying a fallen tree with a broken narrow branch protruding from it, Ellenor straddled the log and pulled both wrists as far apart as she could. Then she carefully began to saw the exposed leather back and forth against the sharp edge of the break. What felt like an eternity later, the leather snapped, and for the first time in months, she felt truly and completely free.

There was no Ainsley, no threat of marriage, no pretense of madness…nothing. And based on what that Highlander had said to his men, she was also free from him.

 

Cole watched in fascination as the woman trudged on through the ever-darkening woodland. She had been fighting her way through some difficult foliage for over an hour and had fallen several times. Still, she had forged ahead. He had no idea where she was going based on the wild path she was taking, but the woman was heading toward the deepest part of the forest. The region was full of prey, but with all the noise she was making, he had seen more than one animal scamper away in fear.

It was a calculated risk to let her try and run, just as it had been a tactical decision where to camp. Normally, he would have ventured closer to the River Teviot for the night and let her bathe, but then he would have been forced to keep her bound another day. Access to the shoreline would have only fueled the dogged determination to get away he had seen in her eyes. This forest was difficult to navigate in daylight. At night, it was near impossible, and Cole needed her to succumb to the idea that she was safer with him than on her own.

The constant cracking sound of twigs and branches suddenly ceased. Apprehension flooded him. The noise the woman had been making could have led the dead to her location, and consequently, he had felt comfortable keeping his distance to prevent her from accidentally seeing him.

Cole started moving quickly to the last place he heard her, praying he had been the only one stalking her movements. His fears dissipated as he soon as he saw her huddled form. She was sitting on the forest floor with her arms locked around her knees rocking back and forth…crying.

He stepped into the small area and the crack of twigs breaking immediately caught her attention. Instinct caused her to grab the closest thing to her and leap to her feet.

Waving the half-rotted stick around, Ellenor demanded, “Who goes there? Tell me now or I will scream. I have three enormous Highlanders traveling with me, so I suggest you think your plans over again before you take another step.”

Cole grabbed the waving stick and, with a single twist, plucked it from her grasp. “So it is now we three who are traveling with you, is it?”

He had been prepared for a spicy retort or to chase her if she chose to run away, but he had not expected the woman to throw herself—weeping hysterically—into his arms.

“Cole, thank God, it’s you.”

An unexpected shudder went through him. His name echoed in the black stillness as she mumbled it again and again. The sound of it seemed to ease her fears. He tried to remain indifferent, telling himself that she didn’t know what she was doing or saying, but found it impossible as her slim body melded to his.

“Aye, lass, it’s me,” he whispered, threading his fingers through her thick, tangled mane. Had he really forgotten how wonderful a woman’s body could feel, or was Ellenor’s embrace so very different from every other he had known?

“I…was so scared. I was lost and…” Ellenor’s voice caught in her throat as she became aware of their tight embrace. She was clinging to him and he was comforting her. His hands were in her hair and his huge frame practically engulfed her own, holding her gently to him.

And the last thing she wanted was to pull away.

“You were running away,” Cole finished for her.

“No,” Ellenor mumbled into his tunic, followed by a sniffle. “I was at first, but I haven’t been for some time. I was trying to get back to you.”

Cole could not recall a single time a woman had ever come to him, let alone embraced him, for comfort. He had been told he was cold, menacing. Yet, this woman—someone who feared men—was crushing herself to him, burying her head into his shoulder.

The fiery, hot-blooded creature from this afternoon had a vulnerable side Cole was sure she let very few see. He had no idea why Ellenor trusted him, but for some reason she did. The resulting abrupt need to protect her was so strong, so unexpected, his mind floundered and his body took over.

His arms stole around her and gently held her to him, rocking her, soothing her. In return, her soft feminine curves arched into him, seeking his touch. The rapid rise and fall of her chest pressed her breasts against him, and he could feel the pulse in her neck pounding against his skin.

And then the warmth of her body was gone.


Ellenor pulled away, startled by her reaction…and his. The man hated her, didn’t he? She hated him, didn’t she? Unconsciously she smoothed back her unruly tawny curls as if her hair were brushed and styled and frantically sought for something to say. “I…could use some water.”

Cole told himself the feeling that had swept over him when she broke off their embrace was relief. Comforting women was not something he had practice with, and if asked, he would say proudly he hoped never to be as well versed in the activity as his two older brothers. And yet…it was she, not he, who ended their contact and that needled him. He was tempted to pull her back into his arms just so he could prove to her and himself he was just as impervious to their touch.

Instead, Cole reached out and took her hand in his. “Come with me. There’s a small stream by the campsite.” She didn’t resist and he pretended not to notice how delicate her wrist was.

 

A half hour later, Ellenor cursed as she stared into the moonlit water trickling through her fingers. The stream was barely deep enough for her to cup her hands. Just as she had been warned, bathing was out of the question. This pitiful brook was probably the very reason the infuriating man had chosen where to camp. Thick woods and a stream that was no more than ankle deep. He wanted her dependent upon him and too afraid to run away.

And damn, if she wasn’t just that.

She had actually jumped into his arms, whispering words of gratitude, uncaring that he was a man, that she was demonstrably afraid, that she wanted…no, needed to be comforted. She had allowed herself to become the worst thing ever to be…vulnerable. Well, never again, Scot, Ellenor vowed. Never will I need you or anyone else ever again.

“Did you say something?” Cole called out.

Ellenor’s head snapped up, realizing he might have heard her. “Yes, I did,” she barked and pulled off her slippers. “I said damn. Damn this so-called stream, damn these impenetrable woods, and damn you, Scot, for ruining any chances I had at a life.”

The chuckle rising in Cole’s throat was suddenly stifled as he quickly moved to dodge two slippers being hurled surprisingly close to his head. “You have a strange way of thanking someone.”

She didn’t answer him directly back, but the words “colossal-sized lout” and “cave dweller” were hanging in the air.

In less than a day, she had given him more nicknames than had been bestowed upon him in a lifetime. She used his proper name when frightened, called him a hulking giant or lout when exasperated, Highlander when she was being sarcastic, and Scot when her frustration was morphing into anger. And if he wasn’t mistaken, he was fairly certain she had called him an ass at least twice while setting up camp, each time after she realized he had tricked her.

Any one of these less than flattering labels should have given him reason to take offense and possibly retaliate on some level. Nevertheless, Cole felt no compunction to do either. Just the opposite. Her outbursts made him feel something that he had no longer thought possible. Simple happiness. Not pleasure from accomplishment. Not satisfaction as a result from some deed. Just a strange kind of contentment.

Ellenor picked up a nearby rock and threw it at him. A second later, she heard it bounce off a tree. She had missed. “Thanking you? Why, you…you…big, hulking, inconsiderate…giant. For months, I have gone without regular baths and behaved irrationally to the point I offend even myself, forgoing all that I enjoy. And for what? To be picked up and dragged away by a towering Scot and his two faithful companions days away from escape.” Ellenor picked up another rock. This time she threw it into the stream, watching the water splash and settle back down as the pebble sank the short way to the bottom.

She reached down for a third pebble and glanced behind her shoulder to see if he was watching her. The moonlight revealed that he was. More than that, he was grinning. This time it was a full-fledged grin. This afternoon she hadn’t thought his cheeks were capable of a real smile. And now, Ellenor wished fervently they weren’t.

The man had dimples. Deep ones.

If she had been told about them, rather than having witnessed them, she would have thought the idea ridiculous. Warriors as large he was, who had the ability to make a man quake with a single look, didn’t have dimples. And this Highlander was definitely a warrior. His strong and rigid face was not made to be soft and welcoming, but that was exactly what it became when he smiled. Warm and unguarded, and disturbingly disarming.

His broad and firm mouth suddenly became generous and his compelling blue eyes sparkled with life in the moonlight. Tousled dark brown hair, overly long and slightly curly, recaptured into a ponytail only added to the transformation. The man oozed masculine charm, but at the same time, maintained whatever it was that spoke of his subtle, but substantial power.

In total, Cole McTiernay was exactly what Ellenor had dreamed all her life a man should be. He was tall, strong, and surprisingly gentle. And when smiling…almost too handsome.

She was in the presence of one of the most masculine, physically intimidating men she was ever likely to meet. Incredibly, he was also the most honorable. With him, she was safe. And with this man, that knowledge was dangerous.

Since the moment her eyes had met his and felt a jolt of connection, a sense of awareness she could not put into words, had come over her. With every word, every touch, it had only grown.

The night her father died, she lost a piece of herself. Since then, Ellenor had not thought it possible to feel connected to anyone or anything again. But here she was, bending over a small brook, stealing glimpses at a Highlander who supposedly hated her, feeling not dead inside, but very much alive.

Drying her hands off on her bliaut, Ellenor rose and was about to return to his side when her right foot slipped off the smooth rock upon which she was standing. Instinctively, she tried to correct her stance and regain her balance but the uneven ground seemed to reach up and grab her other foot, dragging her down.

With a gurgled exclamation, she fell in the brook with her hands and rear taking most of the painful landing. Cold water lapped around and over her legs sending shivers down her spine. Her cheeks were already flaming from embarrassment when she heard it.

Laughter.

Not small giggles that could easily be stifled, but the kind of laughter that incapacitated one, nearly choking them because of a lack of breath. Cole McTiernay’s head was completely thrown back and he was roaring with laughter. At her.

Ellenor suddenly felt a desire to end his smug expression with one of her own. Smile, Cole McTiernay. Laugh. But you are about to learn a lesson you will never forget. Never challenge an Englishwoman. Especially this one.

Waiting until his eyes locked with hers, Ellenor favored him with a blindingly bright smile and stood up. Ignoring the steady drips from her drenched state, she reached down, flicked the emerald folds of her bliaut aside, and grabbed the bottom of her chemise. The sopping, tattered material easily tore as she ripped a sizable chunk from the hem.

The laughter stopped.

“Just what the hell do you think you are doing?” Cole demanded.

Ellenor blinked and pasted on what she hoped to be an innocent expression. “I believe I am about to take a bath, Highlander. Was it not you who said I could take one this evening?”

“You can’t bathe there. It’s barely ankle deep!”

Ellenor looked down. “Yes, that does make it more difficult.” She paused and took an exaggerated breath. “And I agree this is far from ideal, but I refuse to sleep with grime all over my skin for another evening. So just stand over there and face the other way. I will try to be quick.”

Cole opened his mouth to say something but nothing came out. She was already beginning to work the knots of her bliaut loose and any moment would be standing only in her shift.

Ellenor eased the last loop free from its bonds, shimmied out of the bliaut, and threw it on the bank. With the torn piece of linen still clutched in her hand, she leaned down, dipped it into the cool water, and began to rub her face and neck, washing away the filth and grime. It was as if every smudge represented her life these past few months and she not only had the chance to start anew…she wanted to.

Cole stood with open mouth, frozen, unable to stop himself from staring. With a large chunk of her chemise missing, her shapely legs were now exposed and the moonlight ensured he saw every inch of them. Cole swallowed, feeling more unsure of himself than he ever could remember. She had a slim, wild beauty about her that pulled at him in a way he could not explain.

“You’re staring, McTiernay. That tells me either you have never been acquainted with a woman or that I have just managed to put you into a state of shock. Either answer works for me,” she said with a shrug. Unconcealed amusement laced every word.

Realizing she was right, Cole pivoted and marched over to a fallen log, mumbling curses—all aimed at himself. The damn woman’s soul was not a persevering one—it was unrelenting. She survived on pure stubbornness, enforcing her agenda however and whenever she could. Before it was by not bathing, and tonight it was by bathing.

Thump. Splash. Thud. Thud. Splash. Cole resisted the urge to turn around. “Just what are you doing? How long does it take an Englishwoman to simply wipe herself off?”

“Maybe if a certain Highlander had not made it so very clear how bad I smelled, not very long. But as I am going to wash my hair…or at least rinse it, I shall be a bit longer.”

Without thinking, Cole spun around. “How the hell are you…?” His voice caught in his throat as he answered his own question. Thud. Splash. Thud. Two more rocks added to the formation of a crescent-shaped wall cupping the current of the stream. It resulted in about a foot or more of water.


Ellenor pointed at her accomplishment and smiled. “Well, what do you think? Pretty smart, even for an Englishwoman.”

Cole just nodded and turned back around. Seeing the genuine pleasure in her face made his stomach do flips. It had reached her eyes, her voice, her whole body radiated with delight over such a simple thing. He guessed it had been a long time since she had felt true accomplishment, almost as long since he had felt the urge to laugh.

Something white flashed in his peripheral vision, landing on the thicket beside him. It was her chemise. He didn’t know why, but he had assumed she would bathe in the thing. “Are you crazy?”

“You know I am not,” Ellenor replied and lay down in the cool water, letting the current play with her hair. She had no soap, but this was still next to heaven. It had been almost two weeks since she had last washed herself and the experience had been hell, itching constantly, dreaming of warm water laced with rose petals.

“What kind of woman strips down to her skin when a man is just a few feet away?”

Ellenor stared up at the star-filled sky. She had not considered if she should undress or not. It had been instinct. For years, she had slipped out of the house and gone skinny-dipping in the small pond near her home. No one had ever known. Consequently, she had never wondered what a temptation it would be to a man.

But this one is untemptable, Ellenor whispered to the large crescent-shaped moon. Untemptable and honorable. Cole would keep his back turned, and it was not because she was English. A man intent on rape had no need to like his victim. No, Cole wouldn’t turn around because he had one thing most men of her acquaintance didn’t—integrity. Keeping his self-respect meant more to him than any quick romp ever would.

“Are all Englishwomen so bold?”

Ellenor mulled over his question, wondering if he had known other women from her homeland. “Only those who have no other choice,” she finally answered. “Or would you have me return to camp and fall asleep soaking wet? Not the most intelligent idea, even for a Scot.”

“Well, this Highlander is leaving and I am not leaving alone.”

Ellenor gulped and sat up. She had pushed Cole enough. He might not rape her, but he definitely wasn’t above walking over and pulling her out of the water—nude or not. “Wait. I’m getting out. If you could, just reach over and throw my shift back to me.”

He did as she asked and she mumbled thanks. A minute later, she was back on the bank donning her chemise. Her bliaut, still damp from her earlier fall, was not so easy to put on and she mumbled her aggravation.

Cole turned around to see what was causing her so much frustration and felt the wind rush out of him.

The semibath had worked a miracle. Along her arms and the small of her back, the thin worn fabric hugged her damp skin, hinting at the shapely figure hidden beneath. And though both her garments were still soiled with multiple days of dirt and sweat, she now looked fresh and unspoiled.

“Can you get them?”

Cole blinked. “Get what?” he asked, realizing she had just asked him a question.

Ellenor pointed on the ground beside him. “My slippers. Could you give them to me?”

Cole bent down to retrieve the two items that had been used as projectiles less than a half hour ago. He tossed them to her and watched her easily snatch them out of the air with an appreciative smile.

The woman was making him crazy. Earlier, she could not hurl enough objects at him, but now, her rich honey-and-cream sort of voice was letting him know just how completely at ease she was with him. Ellenor Howell was becoming a serious complication. One he didn’t want. One he immediately intended to rectify with a little distance.

Ellenor quickly slipped on her shoes and dashed into the woods after Cole. He was moving so fast through the thick limbs Ellenor wondered if it was a deliberate attempt to lose her. Just as she was afraid that it would work, she saw firelight. They were back at camp. Jaime and Donald were asleep on one side and Cole was already across the clearing. He was holding a clean plaid and picking up another that had been used as a buffer between his saddle and the horse.

He laid them both on the ground and pointed to one that came from his mount. “That should keep you warm enough.”

Ellenor glanced at the dark blue plaid. She felt clean for the first time in weeks, and in moments, she was going to smell like horse. Worse, she had no choice but to accept what he was offering and the hulking giant knew it. The air was already quite cool and would be thoroughly cold by morning.

Mustering an evil stare, she said with a thin-lipped smile, “Thank you, although I wonder if it isn’t your horse I should be sending my appreciation.”

Cole lay down and tucked an arm underneath his head. His mouth curved into an unconscious smile. “Go ahead, but I doubt Steud will understand a word you’re saying.” He chuckled softly and closed his eyes.

Ellenor fought the urge to throw her slippers at him again. Instead, she tiptoed over to where Donald was sleeping and pulled free the bag Ainsley had tossed at him earlier. With her back to Cole, she sat down on a log close to the fire and rummaged inside the tote hoping to find the hairbrush her mother had given her. Feeling the ivory teeth on her fingertips, she sighed in relief and pulled the item out.

Cole watched in disbelief as Ellenor completed one long stroke after another. Earlier that evening, the woman had sat huddled, afraid to speak. Now, she was moving around the campsite comfortably, drying her hair as if she were in a great manor curled in front of a hearth. Could a bath truly cause such a transformation? Regardless, he doubted she would be at such ease if she knew Jaime and Donald were far from asleep.

Cole watched as both of them stole appreciative glances. He almost called out to Donald, reminding him that he was supposed to be a happily married man. Jaime Ruadh, however, wasn’t encumbered with a wife, and that knowledge irked Cole. Calling himself a fool ten different ways, he got up when she wasn’t looking and switched the blankets.

Ellenor plopped the comb back inside the sack and quietly replaced it with Donald’s things. Rallying herself, she maneuvered back to the other side of the campsite and lay down. It was surprisingly warm and soft and…clean.

Cole had exchanged the blankets.

Flipping over on her side, she stared in quiet disbelief at the sleeping Highlander just a few feet away. Why would he do such a thing? Then again, why did she care? Just this afternoon, she had been plotting her way to freedom.

A freedom that no longer seemed so inviting.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
i
% A

MICHELE SINc't





