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Prologue
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“I said come here,” Forbes demanded, giving no quarter to the woman in front of him. His naked command sounded harsh, even to his ears, and he wasn’t sure she would obey him.

He was right—she laughed at him instead.

“Come and get me,” she taunted. Her eyes danced merrily as she tipped back and forth on her toes, her hands stuffed in her back-jean pockets.

“I dinna need to come and get ye; I gave ye an order,” he insisted, standing up and glowering down at her laughing face.

“Aye, but I dinna take orders from the likes of ye,” she said, not moving one inch towards him. 

“If I have to come after ye, lass, ye’ll be over me knee and squalling like a baby when I’m finished with ye,” he promised savagely. “And then I’ll make love to ye until you can’t stand up anymore. Ye are mine.” 

Images of him pounding into her from behind filled his head, the mounds of her reddened bottom warm where he touched her. He’d make her scream with pleasure after he punished her for disobeying him.

Why wouldn’t the bloody woman just obey him?

She waggled her forefinger back and forth in denial. “Oh no, ye dinna get yere way that easily,” she promised, her beautiful eyes mocking him. “Ye’ll have to fight to get me over yere lap, or in yere bed for that matter.”

She turned away when he reached for her, the chocolate brown waves of long hair flying away in the salty sea air. They seemed to move in a very slow circular motion.

He grabbed for those silken strands and missed.

She laughed back over her shoulder as he started after her. “If I’m worth fighting for, then come and get me,” she taunted. “Come and get me, Poe.”

The waves on the rocks crashed behind him, the pounding surf drowning out her voice along with the silly nickname she’d given him. Poe.

He did like it though. 

She was running so fast now that he couldn’t keep up. Forbes could feel the sand beneath his feet, the wetness squelching between his toes as he ran harder. 

And harder. 

His long legs pumped like pistons in a car engine, never getting any closer, and yet he still ran.

“Come and get me, Poe...”

Her words drifted back to him and he ran even harder. She was a lass worth fighting for and he would catch her...soon.
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Chapter 1
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They twirled in circles on the sandy beach below, the woman and the child. Their laughter piggy-backed the ocean breezes to the clifftop, only to burst like a happy bubble over the ears of Forbes MacColloch. Brooding, dark, his physical presence was like a black raven on a tree limb. He sat there on the rocky ledge, attracted to the golden tones of happiness, yet at the mercy of the darkness within that repulsed even a sliver of such merriment.

The irony of life twisted Forbes's lips into the caricature of a smile completely devoid of light or humor. Why hadn't the cruel finger of fate blighted their lives like it had his? Why were they spared when he wasn't? He contemplated what would happen if he were to simply take the brake off his wheelchair and let it tumble him over the rocky ledge. Would he die quickly there in front of them and spoil their pleasure?  

Probably.

However, it would mean he wouldn't be around to torture anyone ever again, especially his ex-fiancée. He was on hiatus from scaring the living daylights out of all those he met, but he figured he'd still get plenty of opportunities while living the rest of his life in abject misery. His black brows drew down into a scowl as his ex’s face floated between him and the pair on the beach. 

Margaret was a fickle lass. She couldn't even look at the raw jagged scar that ran down the right side of his face from temple to chin. She was so shallow that even his wealth didn’t make up for the cursed scar.

Then again, he'd seen the greedy looks other women had sent his way since. They’d made it plain, once masking their disgust of course, that they were more than willing to put aside his disfigurement in return for money. He sighed bleakly.

For the last six months he hadn't been able to figure out which was worse, the look of fear on a child's face, or the greed in a woman's eyes. Finally, unable to endure either, he had retreated to his Uncle Cornelius's stone cottage in the wilds of Scotland. The small seaside village of Penrith was the perfect place to find solitude and curse fate. 

The sky and ocean seemed to mock him as the sun slowly dipped lower on the horizon. For a moment he felt a kinship with the sun, as if they were both doomed to fail each day. The bright yellow orb was being relentlessly pulled beneath the ocean, its light fading from the world as surely as his old life had been sucked away into a new and miserable reality.

Sighing again, he glanced down at the beach to see the woman and her son almost back to their car, their laughter fading with the sun’s rays. Another long and wretched day almost over.

"Out here agin’, me boy?" 

The raspy voice spoke from behind him and he could feel the force of work-roughened palms on the grips of his wheelchair.  

"The ocean air is brisk this time of the evenin' and ye can't beat a Scottish sunset, no sirree," his uncle went on cheerfully.

Forbes turned his chair around so he could roll back down the rocky path towards the cottage.  

"Dinna fash yereself, Uncle Corny, I'm not going to throw meself off the cliff," he replied dourly.  

His uncle fell into step beside him, allowing his nephew the dignity of wheeling himself.

Forbes winced when Corny's heavy palm clapped onto his shoulder in a hearty gesture. "Never thought ye were, me lad, never thought ye were."  He chuckled. "I'm figurin' it must be the bonny lass and her wee lad that's caught yere attention then."

"No woman will ever have my attention again," Forbes stated bitterly, finally pushing the wheels onto the smoothness of the large concrete patio and towards the French doors beyond it.

Corny shook his head, his cap of brown and gray hair curling in the evening humidity. "Before ye go in, lad, I need a word with ye."

Forbes turned his chair around again and set the brake, his dark eyes guarded. He could smell the salt air off the ocean and the scent of purple heather drifting in from the moors. He liked his Uncle Cornelius but sometimes he was just too solicitous. All he really wanted was to be left alone. Still, he waited for him to speak.

"I have some meetin’s to attend in Glasgow, and I'll be gone for about a week. I have a lass coming in from the village with fresh eggs and milk every mornin’."

Forbes could see the speculation in the sky-blue eyes as they studied him. 

"I'd appreciate it if ye didna scare her off—and I'm not talkin' of the scar on yere face—I'm talkin’ about yere attitude. She's the same wee lass you've seen on the beach for the last three nights, and she may bring the young lad with her. Her family has delivered me eggs and milk for as long as I can remember, and I'd like it to stay that way."

Forbes didn’t miss the underlying steel in his uncle’s voice.

"She'll also be about in the evenin’ to prepare yere supper for ye. Madeline will continue to take care of the laundry and the dustin', but she's getting too old to be doin’ much else."

Madeline was his uncle's old housekeeper/sister-in-law, and she lived in the spacious cottage in a small room off the kitchen.

"Very well," Forbes replied impatiently, nodding his assent.

His uncle stoked some tobacco in his pipe and lit it, the scent of cherry filling the air. It was a pleasant and homey scent that Forbes had always enjoyed when he visited. 

He knew Corny wasn't finished yet so he waited, his fingers drumming on one arm of the wheelchair.

"The lass also has medical trainin’, so if ye be needin’ anythin’ just let her know and she can see to it."

Forbes scowled and tried to keep the anger out of his voice. "I dinna need a nursemaid, Uncle. I'm quite capable of taking care of meself. I didn’t come out here to be waited on and coddled. I just want to be left alone."

"Maybe so, but this is my house and I want to make sure ye have access to medical care should the need arise." He blew another smoke ring into the air. 

Forbes snorted in disgust. He knew Uncle Corny was just trying to help, but that was the problem—they were all trying too hard to help. Except those who wanted to take advantage of him.

"I have the unique ability of being able to make a phone call, Uncle Corny," he stated with an edge of sarcasm. "I'm not helpless. Kendall is staying with his sister here in town and can pick me up with Da’s van if I need to go somewhere. If nothing else I can crawl to the village if I have to." He glared at his uncle, daring him to show any pity.

Corny just laughed. "Aye, and I believe ye would, me lad, I believe ye would. That's the old MacColloch spirit comin’ out in ye. We come from a long family line of highland warriors. We fight to the last man standin'."  

For a brief moment Forbes could see the fire and spirit that had driven the highland clans in their warring days flashing in Corny's eyes. And for an instant he felt a responding spark in his own heart, right before it died an ignominious death.

To the last man standing. 

It was the motto on the MacColloch crest.

Well, he wasn't standing—he would never stand again. The bitterness welled up inside him, threatening to choke him.  

"Dinna fash yereself, I won't scare yere milk maid away," he snapped, unlocking his chair and wheeling to the door. He'd come here to get away from scaring children and inciting disgust and greed in women.  He'd stay out of the milk maid’s way when she was here—she wouldn’t know he was on the place.

***
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CORNELIUS MACCOLLOCH watched as his nephew struggled with the French doors until he finally got one side open enough to wheel his chair through. The lad was hurting bad, he could tell. He was also full of rage, pride, and bitterness, the worst of companions to a man's soul.

Forbes taking his wheelchair to the very edge of the cliff made Corny nervous, but he was hoping it was just to catch a glimpse of young Kellina playing on the sands with Ian. For whatever reason, the sight seemed to soothe his nephew, and he seemed calmer when he would come into the cottage. He'd said he was only here for a visit, but Corny knew better—Forbes had come to hide. Likewise, Corny had no intention of allowing him to do so.

His thoughts drifted to Kellina Duncan and the plan he’d set in motion. She was a beautiful lass with a strong and stubborn spirit.  Life had taken a shot at her and she’d come up fighting. Being left alone with a young son, she hadn’t allowed herself to sink into the depths of her own private hell. He was hoping she wouldn't let Forbes sink into his either. In spite of his nephew’s bitterness towards the fairer sex, Corny knew there were good lasses out there—lasses like Kellina—lasses worth fighting for.

Corny’s brother, Angus, was Forbes’s father. The latest news was that Forbes would be eligible for surgery on his legs soon, but he was already refusing it. The angry scar on the lad’s face was destroying his spirit, and he wanted to hide away from everyone and everything. 

Corny quietly smoked his pipe as he headed towards the door, mulling over the situation. 

Margaret, Forbes’ fiancée, had been drinking at a social gathering at Angus’s home. As a result, Forbes had refused to give her the keys to her car and insisted that he drive her home. She’d gotten angry and jumped into Forbes’ car instead. Forbes had barely made it into the passenger's seat to stop her when she’d taken off. Hurtling down the lane of Angus’s estate, she’d missed a curve and crashed them into a tree. A limb had punched through the windshield and laid Forbes's face open, and the dashboard had crumpled, crushing his knees.  Margaret had passed out before the car plowed into the tree, and Forbes had, of course, tried to protect her by throwing himself over her supine body. As a result, she’d walked away with hardly a scratch. 

His nephew had spent weeks in the hospital, growing increasingly morose. Margaret's visits became fewer and fewer, until she finally stopped coming at all. She’d sent him a note in the mail saying she couldn't marry an invalid; she just wasn't strong enough to deal with it. She’d said she was sorry, but it was better that she was honest up front than to marry him out of pity.

Corny shook his head in sympathy as he headed toward his bedroom down the hall. Forbes had been a handsome lad and a compelling businessman. Women had been attracted to him like moths to a flame, but he’d chosen Margaret. Angus never liked her and now Corny knew why. She was a vain and selfish woman.  As for his nephew, even with the scar marring his face women still stalked him. At least according to Angus. 

Forbes, however, had retreated from the fair sex and refused to have anything to do with any of them.

After yet another row with his Mum, which Angus didn’t understand because they would cease and desist when he entered the room, Forbes had finally left the family home in Glasgow and come to Corny in Penrith. Lying on his bed with his hands behind his head, Corny worried about the darkness he could see in his nephew; a darkness that hadn’t been there before. Something needed to change. 

He hadn’t started out with the intention to play matchmaker, but after seeing his nephew watching Kellina a few days ago, the idea had formed. He didn’t know if the lass would be able to help his nephew, but at least a real woman couldn't hurt. Those plastic dolls that he associated with in the social circles in Glasgow were too shallow. He needed a woman with depth, a woman who had also known sorrow. He needed a woman who had refused to give into the darkness that claims men’s souls in times of great anguish. 

He needed a lass worth fighting for.

***
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KELLINA BOUNDED UP the path that led to Corny's cottage in a hurry as usual. She’d left Ian with her Mum at the farm, knowing the four-year old’s little legs would take too long to keep up with her when she was running late. She needed to deliver the milk and eggs to Corny's nephew, then collect her bicycle and cart at the bottom of the path, and get on to her other deliveries. She hoped he or Madeline would be there to receive them so they could be put away quickly.  T'would be a shame for the milk to be left in the bright morning sun to spoil.

Corny usually met her at the door and paid her once a week, but he hadn't said anything about his nephew paying her. However, today was payday.

Slightly out of breath, with her cheeks flushed, she rapped the goat head knocker against the great wooden door, hoping for a quick response. Thirty seconds later she was fidgeting with impatience when no one had come to greet her.

Thinking she heard a slight sound as the early morning breeze danced past her ears, she marched around the side of the cottage and up the steps to the broad concrete patio. Once there, the sight of the man in a wheelchair brought her to an instant halt, the look on his face putting her immediately on guard. She cocked her head sideways to study him. 

The broad, powerful shoulders, the firm sensuous lips, and the beautiful dark eyes made her breath hitch. Something twitched in her stomach and niggled its way towards her nether regions, awakening a desire that had lain dormant for three years. The man exuded danger and raw need. She tried to control her runaway senses. 

"What the devil are ye doing here?" he snarled at her, his large hands scrabbling to turn the wheels of the chair backwards, as if he desperately needed to withdraw from her physical presence.

She knew Corny's nephew had been in a car accident over six months year ago, but she had never met him in person before. In spite of the fact that he seemed to blow himself up like a puffer fish under attack, he didn’t scare her. The sun glinting off his sleek, black hair made her want to run her fingers through it to test the texture. She dismissed the scar on his face without a second thought—scars were nothing new. The urge to touch him was though, and she mentally shook herself as she tried to crush her errant thoughts.

"I've brought yere morning milk and eggs delivery," she responded, breathless, holding up her basket. "I'll just put them in the fridge for ye, and if ye'll be so kind as to pay me for the week, I'll be about me business."  

She headed at a fast pace towards the patio doors, flinging words over her shoulder as she went. 

"I'm Kellina Duncan. I'm sure yere uncle told ye about me. I'll be back with dinner tonight for ye and Madeline. Any ideas as to what ye would like?" 

Her fingers were nervously unlatching the patio door, and she flung it open and walked inside. She made her way to the kitchen, still chattering as she went. 

Lord, the man was like talking to a rock! Not one reply since his initial expletive.

"I can fix a nice mutton stew; I know Madeline likes that. Or I can fix something like spaghetti and garlic toast if that draws yere fancy." 

Still no reply.

***
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IF FORBES HAD BEEN able to get a word in edgeways, he would have been too shell shocked to speak. Held captive, his mind screamed danger as he helplessly wheeled along behind her gently weaving buttocks. He was fascinated at the enchanting way they undulated in her snug denim jeans. In the kitchen, she bent down to put the eggs in the drawer and set the milk on the shelf. 

Entranced, he watched the material go tight, his todger desperately trying to stand at attention. He felt the sudden intense urge to reach out and caress, or smack the rounded globes presented so enticingly. He wanted to lay her down on the floor and make her his in every sense of the word. 

His breath caught. Alert! 

This was dangerous ground, and never in a million years had he thought he’d be walking it again. He didn’t realize how close he’d gotten until she stepped backwards and tripped on his feet, thereby landing her luscious bottom directly in his lap. 

His hands automatically reached out to steady her, one muscled arm going around her narrow waist to keep her from falling. The scent of her long chocolate curls wafted into his sensitive nostrils. He couldn’t quite place the luscious smell, but it seemed a cross between home-baked bread and ginger. 

Damn, she felt so good on his broad thighs, fitting snugly into his arms like she was made for him.

“Oh,” she gasped. Her gray eyes with their purplish heather flecks widened when she twisted in his lap and their gaze met. 

"P... pardon me, I didna expect ye to be right behind me!"  

She scrambled off his lap and stood there, her chest heaving as she twisted her slender fingers together. "I hope I didna hurt ye!"

His todger suddenly went limp, as if sad at her departure, and his lips twisted in defensive derision. "Dinna ye ever stop talking, lass?"

The change from contrition to fire was immediate, and her bonnie eyes flashed. 

"Someone has to keep a conversation going; yere like talking to a bump on the proverbial log," she replied with a huff.  

One small foot encased in a leather boot tapped a rhythmic tattoo on the floor, expending an energy that seemed to keep her curvaceous figure constantly moving.

"Do ye have me payment ready?  I need to be getting to me next delivery." 

"And here I thought ye were worried about hurting me. Have ye forgotten so quickly?"  His tone was mocking now. "But then I guess ‘tis always money first with women, eh?"

"I guess the same could be said for men and sex," she replied sweetly, not missing a beat. "Money can be important for a woman when a lazy lay-about won't pull his own weight."  

Her eyes sparkled in challenge. To his amazement, they sparkled with everything but pity. And they were drop dead gorgeous.

"And sex can be just as important when a man can't get no lovin’ from a cold fish," he stated boldly with an exaggerated American west slang.

"Maybe ye should try a woman instead of a fish," she shot back. 

"Are ye volunteering?" he asked silkily. 

He cursed himself for that remark. No way he was getting involved with anyone again.

She shook her head, hair falling in curly waves about her shoulders and layering across the top of her pink-checked, button-down shirt. "As tempting as ye might be, I'm afraid I'm committed elsewhere.  Ye’ll have to go a huntin'."

Forbes shot her a sardonic grin. "I dinna have to do the hunting, they come to me."

One delicate brow shot up. "If that's true, then ye better be staying off the ledge instead of out there, acting like Snoopy on a limb. One of them might be pushing ye over after getting a taste of yere hospitality."

"Snoopy on a limb?" For the first time since the accident Forbes fought the urge to chuckle.

"Or hanging morosely over the edge of his dog house, whichever ye prefer," she added with a smug grin.

His sense of humor felt another tickle. 

"And here I thought of meself as Edgar Allen Poe's dark raven, giving ye the evil eye off me precarious perch."

He watched in fascination as Kellina snorted, her lips twitching, and then she broke into a peal of laughter. It was like the sun breaking through the clouds on a rainy day, enveloping you in its warmth, inside and out. He couldn't help the crooked, not been used since forever, grin that stole across his own mouth. He had to admit, she had a quick wit. She was also the first person he'd met that didn’t send him furtive glances of pity and sympathy; she just took him at face value. 

It was ridiculously refreshing.

"Aye, ye do resemble a raven more than Snoopy, I'll give ye that, Poe, but I really have to be going. I've got a schedule to keep, and I'm running a tad late as it ‘tis. If ye dinna know anything about me payment, I'll collect it from Corny when he gets back. Ye have nae need to worry about it."  

She whipped around him then and headed for the front door. He followed her just so he could watch her delicious butt cheeks undulate once again. 

"Dinna be late again, Kellina. There are consequences for tardiness, ye know." Why the devil that had slipped out he couldn’t fathom, unless her nicely rounded bottom was to blame.

She whipped her head back around the door, her beautiful eyes flashing once again. "I'll be late if I've a mind too, Poe. It's me own schedule I keep—or not keep. And there's nary a damn thing ye can do about it!"

Unable to help himself, Forbes quickly wheeled out the patio door and across the concrete where he could get a glimpse of her headed down the rocky path to the main road below. 

Corny's cottage was on a blasted precipice! Her neat figure was sure footed, her long curls waving in the air behind her. She disappeared all too quickly, leaving him to wonder what the hell had just happened? 

Totally forgetting his earlier vow to remain out of sight when she was there, he found himself wondering what she would fix for supper. The day would be even longer than usual as he waited for a chance to spar with her again. He found his thoughts wandering back over their conversation. Had she actually called him tempting? 

They’d been back and forth at each other so quickly he hadn't had time to brood on what she must be thinking of his scarred face. He'd seen no shock, no pity, in fact, no reaction at all. It was as if the horrendous scar didn’t exist when she looked at him. How could that be?

Kellina Duncan had been in and out like a blast of lightning, leaving the air charged behind her. She’d given as good as she got, taunting him—and he’d thoroughly enjoyed it. He hadn't even told her his name. She’d named him instead, giving him the tag of Poe. He kind of liked it, he decided.

When the cell phone in his pocket buzzed on his thigh, it brought him out of his reverie. Like a bucket of ice water, the name lit up on the face—Margaret!  

His fingers trembled as the hurt came rushing back, crashing around him and sending him spiraling back into the hell he had been given a brief reprieve from with Kellina.  Closing his eyes for a few seconds, he took a deep breath, then viciously punched the button. 

"What do ye want?" he snarled into the phone. "Ye have got a lot of nerve calling me after all this time."

***
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AFTER HIS CONVERSATION with his ex, he called his Da. "Have ye been talking to Margaret?" 

Pinching his nose between two fingers, he listened to his well-meaning father explain how he’d told Margaret that Forbes was going to be eligible for surgery, and that there was a very good chance he would walk again with knee replacements. 

"Margaret and I are finished," he replied bitterly. "Dinna call her again, Da, I dinna want to see her. I want nothing to do with her."

After hanging up on his interfering father, he wheeled out to the edge of the cliff. He stared out at the sea, listening to the waves crashing on the rocks and watching the water drops sparkling like icy crystals. The wildness of the scene appealed to him; the violence of the waves dying upon the rocks struck a chord in his soul.

Brooding, he reflected on the conversation he’d just finished. It seemed Margaret wanted to get back together. She was so happy for him that he would be able to walk again, and she was so sorry that she had broken it off. She knew a great plastic surgeon who could fix his face, and they could be normal again. Most ironic of all, she was willing to give him another chance. 

Telling her no didn’t seem to faze her, but then Margaret was spoiled and vain. She just couldn't believe any man wouldn't want to have her. He could see now what he hadn’t seen before. Her cruelty had ripped her mask away and revealed who she really was. 

He had wanted her—he’d give her that. Unfortunately, what she'd done, not to mention what his mother had done, had utterly destroyed his faith in women. He was angry and disillusioned with his mother and women in general. He wanted nothing more to do with Margaret, nor any woman. 

Musing, he looked down at the beach where Kellina and Ian had laughed and played for the last three evenings. He could envision Kellina, her long hair flowing out behind her and Ian's childish giggles filling the air as she spun him around and they collapsed on the sand together. Try as he might, he couldn’t picture Margaret with a child of his, playing like that. He compared the two women and found Margaret lacking. Of course, her barbie doll looks were sensuous and attractive, and she liked to play submissive spanking games, but he suddenly couldn't find anything else about her that he did like. He hated her spending habits and detested her drinking. She loved money and would never be able to live without a rich man, and he suspected this was the true reason for her wish to get back together—provided he could clean himself up enough not to embarrass her in their social circles. He grimaced in distaste. 

His father must be feeling pretty desperate to have called Margaret when he’d never approved of her to begin with. Maybe he'd thought Margaret would be a last-ditch effort to convince him to have the surgery on his legs, but it wasn’t going to happen. He’d rather stay in his wheelchair than hobble around like a disjointed scarecrow, always falling and depending on others to lend him an arm to hang onto. 

His father had been right all along, he reflected. He’d predicted that nothing good would come of a relationship with the spoiled debutante and nothing had. She’d left him crippled and bitter, and he wanted to be as far away from her as possible.

However, that didn’t mean he would replace Margret with another woman. Kellina seemed to be nothing like her, and maybe they could be friends, given enough time. But no matter how good the lass was at hiding her reaction to his scarring and her distaste of his wheelchair, she would never be interested in a cripple. She had far too much energy and zest for life to ever tie herself down to someone like him. 

He did, however, suspect that she would never be interested in him for his money. Those rare types did exist here and there, although he hadn’t come across any until now. Besides, he supposed she must be married, although Corny hadn't said so, and even if she wasn't, she wouldn't want to be seen in public with a freak like him.  

His hands tightened into fists on the arms of his wheelchair. He really hoped she didn’t bring Ian with her tonight; he didn’t want to see another child's face stiffen in fear. He'd watch for her, and if she brought the boy, he would just go to his room until they left. He didn’t want to watch innocent young eyes slide away from his face every time they looked at him. He'd had his fill of that.
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