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      Other titles in the series:

      

      Scottish Devil

      Kilted Sin

      Rogue Scot

      Highland Rake

      The Duke’s Scottish Lass

      

      Six siblings unite after the death of their parents around their eldest brother, Stone. They consider blood to be a binding oath and vow to protect one another.

      

      One family united by loss, driven to find love…
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      Blair Sinclair stood in the early morning light, surveying the land that now belonged to him. The vestiges of winter still clung to the landscape but the air smelled of spring. Its scent filled him with hope. He was on the right path for the first time in a long time.

      He raked his hand through his hair, memories of his mistakes playing through his mind. The parade of women he’d wasted time with, the one woman who’d tossed him aside, and the death of his parents that had jarred him into facing some hard truths.

      Shaking away the memories, he focused on the present. His eyes swept to the east where he could just catch a glimpse of the ocean. The laird who’d maintained the land before him had failed. The Highlands were a difficult and sometimes unforgiving landscape. Determination bolted through him. He’d not fall prey to this place the way the last laird had. Not just because he wouldn’t try to farm this land, or raise sheep on it, at least not for a profit. He was sure to succeed because he was the next branch of the Sinclair Shipping Company. And because he would will it into being if it came to that.

      He stood straighter, filling his chest with clean Highland air.  He would be part of his brother’s business, but he had done this on his own. Saved and scraped until he could buy the perfect piece of land on a beautiful harbor.

      As his eyes sought the water again, he caught a flicker or a flash of light. He’d grown up on the ocean and recognized the sun glinting off a white sail. Blair had yet to put in docks, or purchase the ships that would join his brother’s fleet. So who was sailing into his harbor?

      He brushed the dirt from his kilt and started down the path that would take him to the water’s edge, mildly relieved to have a break from the monotonous task he was trying to complete. He’d been using a scythe to cut back the weeds from around the caretaker’s dilapidated cabin.

      It would take all his money to get the harbor ready to begin shipping. And though his brother, Stone, had offered, he refused to take aid from his family. He was a man who could support himself. So that meant, for now, making the small cottage his home. He couldn’t afford to renovate or staff the crumbling manor that came with the land.

      Not that he cared. His brother was the Earl of Alban. His title literally meant stone. And though the name likely came from the rocky cliffside they called home, the Sinclair clan was about as hard-headed as they came. A point of pride for them, really.

      He’d push his way to success no matter the cost.

      Making his way down the slope that led to the beach, he caught sight of the tiny sailboat once again. It listed to one side, its angle at odds with the waves. Narrowing his gaze, he watched as the sail dipped into the water. He heard the cry, so faint, it might have been a gull. Or a person, who’d just been tossed into the near freezing water.

      His muscles tightened and, redoubling his efforts, he barreled down the rest of the path and stripped his shirt as he ran. He barely noticed the cool morning air as he pushed his feet through the sand.  The boat was still afloat but sinking, and as he moved closer he could see someone clutching at the mast.

      It was an older boy, he’d wager by the size and the sound of the voice, wearing a floppy fishing hat on his head. Why the lad didn’t swim in Blair couldn’t say, but as the lad screamed again, Blair knew he was getting in the water. Hell and damnation.

      “Help,” came the cry.

      Diving in, Blair ignored the blast of cold as he began taking long smooth strokes, cutting through the water, slicing beneath the waves. He was an excellent swimmer but the little boat was going down fast.  Now only the boy’s head remained above the water. “Kick,” Blair yelled, not stopping to see if the boy obeyed.

      “I can’t, my—” But Blair’s head went back under the water as he made a final push to reach the boy and he missed the rest of his words. Taking one last long stroke, he made it to the boat, just as it sank below the surface. The boy reached up with one arm, his head just rising out of the water as Blair grabbed his elbow. “Let go of the mast,” he yelled over the rush of the surf.

      He did and Blair pulled him through the water, intent upon putting the boy on his back and swimming to shore.

      But as his body came into contact with the lad, he realized in a split second that it was no child at all and certainly not a boy. His insides clenched in reaction and he gritted his teeth to control his body’s reaction. Arms wound around his neck and the crush of breasts against his bare chest couldn’t be mistaken. He looked down at the delicate features of a bloody woman. Her wide green eyes stared at him as her full lips opened in a tiny O. Not just a woman but a beautiful one at that.

      Hell and damnation.
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      Elle clung to the neck of the man who’d swum out to rescue her, wishing for the thousandth time that morning she could just go home and begin this day again. It had gone wrong from the first and was only getting worse with each breath she took.

      “Let go of my neck,” the man’s deep voice rumbled through her near frozen body.

      The last thing she wanted to do was let go. His muscles rippled underneath her in hard warmth. At this moment, he was all that stood between her and the frozen waves. “What?”

      “I need to turn ye around tae swim ye in. Let go.”

      She didn’t give her a chance to respond as they both dipped under the water while he grabbed her hands to pull them from his neck then shifted her so her back pressed against his chest.

      The moment his vice grip had secured her, he gave a powerful kick, muscles working behind her as they shot through the water toward the shore.

      Despite the cold and the pain radiating out from her ankle, she couldn’t help but be aware of the man who now carried her to safety. He was muscled like few men she’d ever met.

      She closed her eyes. She didn’t need a man to help her through life. Well, except for right now, of course. But in general, she was determined to raise her brother on her own. Help usually came at a cost.

      Oh dear lord, what would be the cost for this man’s help today? Life had taught her that nothing ever came for free. Surely there would be some form of recompense required.

      “Is there anyone else wit ye?” he asked as they neared the shore.

      She nodded and then realized he couldn’t see her head. Between chattering teeth, she answered. “No, just me.”

      His chest rumbled, the vibrations travelling through her but she couldn’t say what it meant.

      Using the waves, he brought them into shore, and stumbled out of the water with her still on his back. Elle sucked in her breath as the cold air hit her back. The biting wind was worse than the water.

      Hardly able to breathe, she didn’t have a moment to tell him that her ankle was hurt when he set her down on the shore.

      Pain like she’d only experienced once before shot through her leg. With a scream, she fell into the sand.

      “Bloody bulllocks,” the man cursed, turning back to her. “What’s wrong?”

      “My ankle,” she cried as she curled onto her side to clutch at the hurt limb.

      He dropped down next to her and carefully lifted the leg. “We’ll have to get the boot off. If yer ankle is too swollen, we might need to cut it away.”

      Her eyes bulged. “We can’t cut it. It’s the only pair I have.” They had once been a pair of beautiful leather boots and while they were now worn, they were at least whole.

      “All right, lass. Calm down. We’ll try to remove it first.” Working quickly, he loosened the laces and then began to take off the shoe.

      She scrunched her face as she watched his massive hands work, but to her surprise, they were achingly gentle as they pulled the boot away. Without a word, he handed her the shoe and scooped her into his arms.

      His heat seeped into her skin. She’d been colder than she’d realized or he was an oven of heat. Either way, she snuggled down into his massive chest. Sneaking a peek, she looked up at his features again. She’d only noted in the water his strength and handsome face.  Now she took in his features and suppressed a feminine sigh. Dark brown eyes, fringed with dark lashes, drew her gaze from the hard lines of his face. His square jaw and thick neck might have frightened her but his lips softened them, full and near perfect. He was a man of contradiction, looking formidable and fierce but with a gentleness that had surprised her. Not that she’d allow that to lull her into feeling safe. She’d trusted a man to rescue her once, and she’d been far worse off for his supposed help.

      He carried her up the hill, taking long strides. And she wondered how he moved so quickly with her weight in addition to his own.

      She didn’t realize her teeth were still chattering until he leaned down and whispered in her ear. “We’re almost there.”

      “W-w-where?” she managed to push out between near frozen lips.

      “My cottage,” he replied.

      She tried to make her mind work. She’d been near Laird McCullen’s lands, though the old laird had sold them. But McCullen had a large house on the water and the man holding her had said cottage. This must be one of the new laird’s workers? “McCullen’s lands?”

      “Not anymore,” he rumbled.

      Her insides tightened with uncertainty. Where was she being taken and with whom? And how much more could go wrong?
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      Who was this woman resting so comfortably in his arms? While he’d seen little of her shape, he felt her supple curves through her damp clothing. She wore a man’s shirt and breeches along with the godawful hat that blocked his view of her face now. The clothing, however, gave him a unique ability to feel every curve against his bare chest. He noted there were a lot of them. “What’s yer name, lass?”

      She’d placed one of her hands on his biceps. At his question, she flexed her fingers, kneading his flesh. It was a simple touch but it near made him groan aloud. He had to get rid of this one in a hurry. He was far too aware of her for his liking. “My name is Elspith McIntyre but most around here just call me Elle. What’s yers?”

      She tilted back her head then and looked up at him. He was struck again by her beauty. Her large green eyes were highlighted by long, dark lashes. Her high cheekbones were only accentuated by a light pink staining that matched the sweeping curve of her lips. They parted now as she waited for his answer. “Blair Sinclair.”

      She closed her eyes and then opened them as her perfectly arched brows scrunched together.  “Blair Sinclair? You’re not from the village.” It was a statement not a question so he didn’t bother to respond. “But your name is familiar to me.”

      She didn’t know who he was.

      He debated telling her but they’d reached the cottage. Kicking open the door, he carried her inside. Coals still burned in the fireplace and he gave a small breath of relief. It would be easy to heat the place and get them warm again.

      “I’m going to set ye down so that I can stoke the fire.” Then he placed her on one of the chairs around the table. He’d have put her closer to the fire but the only seats around it were upholstered and he wanted to save them until they were in dry clothes.

      Working quickly he tossed several logs on the fire and then crossed to the only bedroom to get some blankets. As he walked back out, she sat huddled in the chair, shivering and pale. “Take off yer clothes,” he said, worried he’d taken too long.

      But any color left in her cheeks drained at his words. “I…I don’t…I haven’t…I owe you my life of course but…” Her eyes were huge as she stared up at him.

      I owe you my life? Hell and damnation did the woman think he was demanding payment for the rescue? “Do I look like the type of man who’d take advantage of a woman about to freeze to death?”

      He heard her suck in her breath as her gaze dropped to the floor. “Looks can be deceiving.”

      Her words made his gut clench. They most certainly could, but it hurt to think a woman like her had likely learned that lesson. “Lass…Elle, I need to get ye dry so I can get ye warm because right now, yer still in danger.” He knelt down so his face was below hers. “I’ve got to take off yer clothes but I won’t look and I won’t touch ye.”

      She looked at him again. Nibbling her lip, her eyes scrunched as she assessed him. “I don’t have much choice, do I?”

      “I’m afraid ye don’t.” He reached for the buttons of her shirt. He tried to keep his promise but it was damn hard to undress her without seeing anything. He started with her other boot and he couldn’t help but notice how swollen her ankle was, not to mention the rainbow of colors blooming on her pale skin.

      He stripped down her pants next, having her use her hands to prop herself up on the seat. Her legs were long and shapely and he had to take several deep breaths to keep his racing heart in check.

      Grabbing one of the blankets, he held it up between them. “Can you take off yer own shirt?”

      “Aye,” she replied. He held the blanket higher so he couldn’t see, not that he needed to. He’d felt her tiny waist, the flair of her hips, the rather ample chest. His mind was drawing a picture that he was doing his best to erase.

      “Once it’s off, I’ll cover ye in the blanket,” he said but his voice betrayed him, rough and gravelly.

      The fabric rustled and landed with a soft thump on the floor. “It’s off,” she called and he dropped the blanket on her.

      Then, tucking it round her, he lifted her again. Holding her from his body, he set her in one of the stuffed chairs by the fire.

      She sighed, the sound raising his flesh all along his arms. “Thank you,” she murmured barely above a whisper.

      “Ye’re welcome,” he grunted back as he began stripping off his shirt.

      She squeaked. “What are ye doing?”

      He tried to hide a grin. Somehow, her discomfort was amusing. It meant she’d no experience seeing a man without his clothes. He liked that thought, though it shouldn’t matter. “I’m frozen lass. Who will git ye home if I perish from the cold?”
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      Elle sucked in a breath. Home. Her brother. He’d be expecting her soon and he’d worry if she didn’t return.

      Which led her to her next aching thought. The boat. She’d borrowed it from her neighbor, Mr. McLaren, with the assurance that she could manage it. She and Ailean had run out of meat and they had no money to purchase more.

      She’d meant to fish for their dinner. Truth be told, at twelve, Ailean would have done a better job. He was a better fisherman and sailor but he’d had a job turning the fields for one of the local farmers. They couldn’t give up the income and so she’d gone, hoping to fill their stomachs until he was paid at the end of the week.

      But now…now she’d ruined the boat. How would they even begin to pay back Mr. McLaren? He was not a man to forgive such a debt and couldn’t afford to even if he were inclined.

      “What’s the matter?” Blair asked, his gaze narrowing.

      She looked at him, travelling her gaze up and down his torso. The man was a statue of perfection. Muscles rippling down to his abdomen and a sprinkling of hair across his chest that tapered down his waist and disappeared into his breeches. “It’s…It’s nothing.” She took a breath trying to clear her now-muddled mind.

      “It didn’t sound like nothing.”

      A lump lodged in her throat and her heart ached. For just a moment she wished she could burrow back into his chest. It had made her feel safe in a world that had become so harsh since their father had passed.

      Elle swallowed hard, willing herself to move past the pain of the loss. She owed him some sort of explanation after what he’d done for her today. “I wrecked my neighbor’s boat.”

      He wrapped a blanket about his shoulders and holding it together, she watched his kilt drop to the floor. For some reason her mouth went completely dry.

      “Neighbor’s?” His dark eyes penetrated into her. “Not yer father’s?”

      “My father is gone.” She couldn’t look at him any longer. His gaze made her insides flop and her breath catch. “Only me and my brother remain.”

      He tossed himself into the other chair. “How old is yer brother?”

      She tried to understand the question but as she turned back to him, she’d been mesmerized by the sight of his legs, so muscular and masculine. “What?”

      “Is he old enough to help me pull up the boat when the tide goes out?” Blair had raised his eyebrows with each word. He must think her daft. “Or do we need more help from the village?”

      “He’s twelve.” She shook her head a little to clear her mind. “He’s very strong for his age but I don’t know if the two of you could pull out the boat on your own.”

      He grunted. “Know anyone else who could help?”

      She clenched her teeth. After the death of her father, she’d gone around asking friends and neighbors for food or coin. She didn’t know how to provide for her brother on her own. Many were sympathetic but they had so little of their own, they had had nothing extra to give. Only one man had been willing, Malcom McKenzie. He was twenty years her senior and the landlord for several crofts, one of which
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