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London, during the reign of Henry II

Handsome as sin and more dangerous than the devil himself, Braden MacAllister had but one affliction in life.

He adored all women.

At a score and five years, he had claimed more hearts than anyone could count and charmed more women than there were stars in the heavens. It was said that on the hour of his birth, the midwife had been enthralled by the newborn’s playful air. The woman, who had helped bring over three score wee bairns into the world, had instantly proclaimed Braden a bane to any lass foolish enough to give her heart over to one such as he.

For the boy had the devil in him. ’Twas plain for any to see.

Braden himself didn’t know why women fascinated him so. He only knew that he adored them all—young, old, single or married, beautiful or plain. It mattered not, for each woman possessed a special flame within her that he found irresistible, and in return, women were fascinated by him.

Wherever he went, feminine heads came together with gasps and giggles as they relayed his reputation to each other. Those who knew his bedroom skills firsthand lorded it over those who only knew him by rumor.

Braden always responded to the women he met with a roguish smile. Never was he too busy to stop along the way to pass a moment or two with a willing female.

Indeed, he lived for the sensual. Lived for the sound of soft, feminine sighs of pleasure whispered in his ear as he reveled in the giving of pleasure to his lover. He could never consider himself well sated until his partner had found her own satisfaction at least three or four times.

And Braden loved to be well sated.

His family claimed it was a terrible addiction he had.

For his life, he didn’t know what it was about women that captivated him so. Perhaps it was the smell of them, the feel of their soft, supple limbs sliding against his naked skin.

Nay, he decided, ’Twas the taste of women he loved best.

And right now he was surrounded by three women who were vying for his attention.

The Ghent sisters.

Well, only two of them were still from Ghent; the other, Piety, had married Rufus of Nottingham the winter past. And though Braden liked the old earl a great deal, it really was a shame for such a vibrant young woman to be shackled to a man thrice her age. Especially when said man spent more time tending his hawks and hounds than he did doting on his beautiful bride.

Piety, in great contradiction to her name, had been making advances toward him ever since his arrival in England three months past to visit with his brother and swear homage for his English lands to King Henry II.

Ever one to avoid unpleasantness with the English when he could, Braden had deftly sidestepped the young woman’s seductive contrivances and machinations.

When he had received a letter earlier that day from Rufus requesting his presence to talk over some Scottish lands the earl was thinking of selling, Braden had thought little of it. Until he had arrived to find the three women in residence while the earl and his brothers had departed that very morning for France.

Braden’s first inclination had been to leave. But what mere mortal man could refuse such fruits of heaven when they were literally laid bare before him?

It was certainly more temptation than Braden could resist. Not that it took much in the way of temptation for a hedonist such as he.

If the women were content to seduce him, then he was certainly content to be seduced.

The three women pushed him down on the bed and were starting to make free use of his body for their pleasure. Delighted to let the ladies have their way with him, Braden relaxed and simply enjoyed what they offered.

“Milord,” Patience purred as she dropped his dark blue surcoat to the floor. “Tell us again how you slew the Kilgarigon Dragon.”

Prudence tugged at his right boot until she bared his stockinged foot. “I prefer the tale of how you dispatched that highwayman on your way to London.”

Piety slid her hands over his thighs to the back of his hips. “And I prefer this tail, right here,” she said as she grabbed two handfuls of his buttocks.

“Ah, ladies, ladies,” he sighed contentedly. “Where shall I begin?”

Lifting her kirtle to gift him with a luscious view of her bare bottom, Piety moved to straddle his waist. She wiggled her hips suggestively against his, then settled the yellow material down around her. She peeled back a portion of her kirtle to expose the curvaceous swell of her well- rounded bosom.

“Why not begin here?” she said, brushing her hand over the top of her left breast.

“Aye, that looks like a fine place to start,” Braden said huskily.

But before he could oblige the countess, the door to the room burst open.

“Piety!” came the outraged bellow.

Braden propped himself up on his elbows to see Rufus standing in the doorway, his lips grim. The earl’s face was redder than the embers of the fire, which made his well-trimmed white beard all the more apparent.

Braden growled low in his throat. Couldn’t a man have a moment’s worth of fun without some angry father, husband or brother rushing in and demanding his blood?

Well, if you’d marry the woman first, brother, you’d not have that problem. Braden flinched at Sin’s familiar words in his head.

Och now, what did his brother know of it? Sin spent just as much time avoiding holy matrimony as Braden did.

Piety scooted off his lap with an indignant shriek while the other two women made haste for a nearby corner. The light of the chamber’s fire and tallow candles highlighted their quivering shadows against the wall.

Braden sighed in regret. Well, it had certainly been fun while it lasted.

What was it with husbands who couldn’t be trusted to go out of the country when they said they would?

One would think a man would have more respect than to barge into his wife’s chambers without being announced. Why, such a thing was downright rude.

“How dare you!” Rufus snarled as he stormed into his wife’s chambers.

Piety met Rufus in the center of the room, hands on her hips. “How dare you!” she shouted as she moved to confront her irate husband.

She caught Rufus by the surcoat as he made for the bed and swung him about to face her. “You tell me you’re leaving, only to return the minute I have a little fun. I’m beginning to think you lie to me just so you can come home and spear whatever man I’ve caught!”

Braden cocked his brow at her words. Just how many men had the countess caught?

Rufus narrowed his glare on his wife. “Woman, I swear, if not for your father’s wealth and the fact that I know he’d be a mortal enemy, I’d have thrown you out the first week of our marriage or beat you until you couldn’t stand.”

“Well, then, ’tis a good thing I come to this marriage well connected, isn’t it?” She gestured to where Braden was still lying on the bed. “You know, I’m beginning to suspect that you like to skewer young men just for spite.”

Rufus puffed his chest out in anger. “I’d have no cause to skewer him if he hadn’t skewered you first!”

If only I’d gotten that far, Braden thought regret fully. Unfortunately, the earl had atrocious timing. In truth, he had yet even to kiss the lass.

Braden rose slowly from the bed. “Perhaps I should be going.”

“Perhaps you should be dying,” Rufus said as he pushed past his wife.

Having found himself in a similar situation on more than one occasion, Braden knew the best course of action was not to panic. Indeed, cool rationale would save his head from being separated from his shoulders.

And the last thing he wanted was to die on English soil. If he had to die, then by all that was holy, ’twould be with Scottish soil beneath his feet.

And preferably with a Scottish lass moaning in his ear.

“If it’s just the same to you, Rufus, I’d rather wait a few more years before I meet my maker.”

“Then you should have kept your hands away from my wife.”

Actually, Braden was the one who’d been fondled, but right now didn’t seem like the time to point that out. Not to mention the fact it would be less than gentlemanly to compromise the lady any further.

For all her brashness, Braden did, in fact, like Piety, and the last thing he wanted was for her to be harmed in any way.

Piety took refuge with her sisters in the corner while Rufus unsheathed his sword.

Braden assessed his opponent.

As the youngest of five boys, Braden had been a warrior since he could first clasp a sword in his hand. In all the years of his life, only his brothers had ever been able to stand toe to toe with him in war. And the foolish Sassenach before him would prove a poor match for his skill.

Though he’d never shirked from killing men in battle, it didn’t suit Braden to draw blood over so trivial a matter. A woman was not worth a man’s life.

Now, if he could only convince the earl of that fact.

Braden spread his arms wide. “Now be reasonable, Rufus. You don’t really want to fight me.”

“Not fight you, you backward Highland barbarian? After what you were doing? I’ll see you in hell where you belong, you primitive, unholy dog.”

Braden stifled his laughter. How charming. Insults. Too bad the man hadn’t had more practice. Braden’s elder brothers could well tutor him in ways to draw blood with the tongue.

“Can we not be mature about this?” Braden asked the earl.

“Mature, you boiled-brained fustilarian?” Rufus choked.

Then, without warning, Rufus lunged with the sword.

Braden sidestepped him easily enough, but since the point of the sword whistled just inches away from his throat, he decided it was definitely time he parted company with the earl.

“Come, now, Rufus,” Braden said in an effort to distract the man from the fact he was inching toward the open doors of the balcony. “You know you’re no match for me. I could fight a dozen men such as yourself.”

Rufus pulled back with a speculative smile. “’Tis good then, that I brought my three brothers.”

Said brothers chose just that moment to enter the room and unsheath their swords.

You just had to say that, didn’t you? Braden thought wryly.

Braden paused as he summed up his new opposition. None of them could possibly be younger than two score. Still, by the way they held their swords, he could see these were trained knights and not dandies out to pay scutage to their English king for their service. These men had battled much and still trained for war.

Not that it truly mattered, for he wasn’t afraid of mere knights. There would never be a day when such could ever lay low a Highlander. But Braden wasn’t a fool, and four trained knights against one half-dressed, unarmed Highlander were not the odds on which he was used to wagering.

He decided to play to the earl’s good English breeding. “These odds really aren’t very sporting.”

“Neither is cuckolding.”

Well, so much for sport.

Again Rufus lunged. Braden grabbed a pillow from the bed and deflected the blade with it. Jumping to the bed, he rolled across the mattress as Rufus brought the sword down for his shoulder. Rufus’s blade missed by a hair and tangled with the drapes of the bed.

Braden came to his feet on the opposite side and glanced to where the earl’s brothers were moving in.

“Braden!”

Dropping the pillow, he turned to see Prudence in her corner, holding his sword. Kissing the hilt of it, she tossed it to him.

Braden caught it by the hilt and thanked her an instant before one of the earl’s brothers charged him.

He deflected the man’s blow with ease and twisted out of the corner. Before he could make his way to the balcony, he was set upon by all of them at once.

Braden made a good showing, but with one boot on and one boot off, his hop-along stance made it rather difficult to keep up. Damn the English for their strange clothing. At home, he’d never been bothered by these uncomfortable boots, or so many other articles of clothing.

To think they called his beloved Scots brethren backward. At least in the Highlands a man knew how to dress for convenience and health.

And, most importantly, for unexpected trysts.

As they fought, the earl lost his balance and stumbled, giving Braden the chance he needed to escape without shedding English blood.

Twisting against the wall, Braden cut the cord to the chandelier.

The earl and his brothers dashed apart as it crashed down, scattering tapers about the room.

While they rushed about stamping out the small fires, Braden ran to where the three women were huddled in the corner. He grabbed his supertunic from Patience, his boot from Prudence, and his cloak from Piety.

“Adieu, my fair ladies,” he said with a smile, touching Piety lightly on the cheek in a gentle caress. “If you ever venture to Scotland …” He looked at the men who were heading back toward him. “Leave the husbands at home.”

With that, he rushed through the open door to the balcony and jumped gracefully to the courtyard below.

He gazed up at the balcony to see the three women looking down at him.

“Remember us fondly,” Prudence called as she waved her hand delicately.

“Always, my loves,” he said, smiling.

Braden blew them a quick kiss, then pulled on his boot and made for the stable. He had little time to make his exit before the earl and his brothers would be after him. Not that he was afraid of them; far from it. He really could have killed them all, but therein lay the problem. He refused to kill a man over a dalliance.

Women were fun. They were his raison d’être.

However, no woman was worth his life, nor would he ever take the life of another man over a woman.

That was one harsh lesson he’d learned years ago.

Besides, ’twas time he headed home. These Englishwomen were enjoyable for a time, but in the end it was the Highland lasses he craved the most. What with their gentle, lilting voices and bright smiles, they were the gems of the earth and it was time he returned to them and their open arms.

As well as other things they were only too happy to open for him.

Braden smiled at the thought.

With the speed of a trained warrior, he saddled his horse and was out of the stable before the earl could make his way out of the keep. Indeed, Braden was through the gate before the man reached the yard.

He had one quick stop left before he was free. But then he was northern-bound.

“Lay on, Deamhan,” he said to his black stallion. “Let’s see what other trouble we can find along the way, shall we?”


Chapter 2
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Kilgarigon, Scotland
Three weeks later

Lochlan MacAllister was a practical man. A reasonable man, according to most. As the leader of his clan, he had to be. But this … this beat all he had ever seen in his score and eight years of living.

No woman in Kilgarigon would bed or feed her man until Lochlan agreed to end the feud with Robby MacDouglas!

He was still reeling from the unreasonable request. The women were mad. All of them. But none more so than Maggie ingen Blar.

In fact, he himself was ready to go and throttle the women’s ringleader.

And he wasn’t the only one. The men of his clan were fast passing the point of charity, and already he had heard rumors of them going after Maggie themselves. Indeed, every morning he half expected to find her poor, rotting carcass nailed to the front door of his keep or hanging from the merlons.

Frustrated, he looked across his clean, elegant great hall to where his younger brother Ewan sat at the table sawing at a piece of beef Lochlan had attempted to cook a short time ago. In truth, he would have been better off salting and frying up his leather boots. For surely the leather couldn’t have tasted worse than the meat.

If not for the seriousness of his predicament, Lochlan would laugh at the sight of Ewan trying to keep his long shanks beneath the table. There were few men in the clan who came close to Ewan’s six-foot-six height. And though Ewan’s body was lean, it was muscled well enough to make even the stoutest gulp in fear.

But it was more than the man’s size that frightened most, ’twas also his fierce demeanor. Ewan rarely smiled. In fact, Ewan avoided most people entirely and seldom ventured from the cave in the hills he called home.

Yet for all his moodiness, Ewan possessed an ability to see straight into the heart of a matter and call it by its name. It was for that reason Lochlan had summoned him from his hermitage.

“What am I going to do?” he asked Ewan.

Ewan attempted to chew the meat, but he looked more like a cow with cud than the warrior Lochlan knew him to be. “Learn to cook, lest you starve.”

“Ewan,” he growled. “I am in earnest.”

“So am I,” Ewan mumbled as he pushed his wooden trencher away, then took a gulp of ale to rinse the fetid taste of charred beef from his mouth. “You can’t go on eating like this or you’ll never last another week.”

“Ewan…”

His brother ignored his warning tone. “It seems to me there is an easy solution to this.”

“And that is?”

“Go into the kirk yard, toss Maggie ingen Blar over your shoulder, take her out of there and force her to cook us a meal that’s edible.”

Lochlan sighed. “You think I haven’t thought of that? But she’s on holy ground. I’ll not violate that sanctity.”

Ewan rose slowly from the table. “Then I’ll do it. Satan’s throne would freeze before I let another woman make a mockery of me.”

“True enough,” a familiar voice broke into their conversation. “That’s why the good Lord put me on this earth.”

Lochlan turned to see his youngest brother, Braden, standing in the doorway of the hall.

Braden’s black hair was tousled as if he’d ridden hard. He wore his black and green plaid haphazardly over his left shoulder and his look was as mischievous as ever.

For the first time in a fortnight, Lochlan laughed. “Well, well, the prodigal son has returned,” he said as he crossed the room to greet his ever-errant and irreverent brother.

As soon as he drew even with Braden, Lochlan caught sight of the man in the shadows who stood quietly behind his baby brother. The smile froze on his face as he stopped dead in his tracks.

Nay, it couldn’t be …

But it was.

Lochlan blinked in disbelief.

It had been years since he’d last seen his half-brother Sin. Even as a child, Sin had been more serious than Ewan and filled with more hatred than Lochlan could fathom.

When Sin had been sent against his will to the English king their father so detested, the youth had sworn never again to set foot north of Hadrian’s Wall.

Lochlan couldn’t imagine what had happened to cause Sin to change his mind, but he was certainly glad he had, for he loved his older brother and had missed him greatly.

Sin still had those piercing, mirthless black eyes that seemed to see straight into the soul. He had the same black hair as Ewan and Braden, and surprisingly enough, he wore it long like a Highlander, not short like the English.

But his clothes were another matter entirely. His black surcoat, mail, hose and boots were all English. And oddly enough, they bore no markings on them whatsoever.

“What’s this?” Lochlan asked, recovering from his surprise. “You’ve returned from England with a guest?” He extended his arm to Sin, who stared at it a full minute before shaking it.

Lochlan clapped him on the back. “’Tis good to see you, my bráthair. It’s been far too long.”

Sin’s taut features softened a degree, and it was only then Lochlan realized just how uncertain Sin had been of his reception.

“I was afraid to let Braden come alone,” Sin said as he removed his arm from Lochlan’s. “After the number of close calls he had in England, I feared he’d never make it home before some poor husband or father speared him.”

Ewan gave a shout as he recognized Sin. Crossing the room, he grabbed him up into a bear hug.

Sin bristled in the hold. “Put me down, you big, ugly úbaidh!”

“So,” Ewan said as he set Sin back on his feet. “You do remember your heritage. With those clothes on your back, I wasn’t sure if you were my big brother come home, or another of Braden’s conquests.”

As always, Braden took the ribbing in stride, but Sin’s look turned murderous.

“Speaking of conquests,” Braden inserted, “where are the women? I’ve yet to see a single one since I crossed into MacAllister lands.”

“Nay!” Ewan gasped as he turned to face Braden. “Can it be Braden’s made it a whole hour without a woman? Quick, Lochlan, send for a healer afore he collapses from the stress of celibacy.”

Braden clucked his tongue. “Now, that’s no joking matter. It’s not good for a man to go too long without a woman. His juices back up and before you know it, he turns into a soured, ill-tempered beastie.”

Braden’s eyes widened as he regarded Ewan. “So that’s what happened to you! Come,” he said, draping an arm over Ewan’s shoulders. “We’d best find you a woman quickly before you get any worse.”

His lips curling into a grimace, Ewan knocked Braden’s arm off his shoulder. “Would you stop with your foolishness?” He turned to Sin. “You’d best take him back to England before I run him through.”

Lochlan ignored their almost routine bantering. Ewan and Braden couldn’t communicate with each other unless they were exchanging insults.

Lochlan looked to Sin. “I’m glad you came home. ’Tis been far too long since you last ventured to the Highlands.”

Sin nodded. “You, Kieran, Braden and Ewan are all I ever missed from this godforsaken place. No offense, but I much prefer English luxury to this rough existence.”

“Spoken like a true Sassenach,” Ewan said, his lip curled in repugnance.

Sin’s eyes narrowed at the insult.

“Enough,” Lochlan intervened before Sin could respond. Sin had never been the type one taunted with impunity, and the last thing he wanted was any more blood spilled between his brothers.

Regardless of the past, and all the words spoken in anger, Sin was always welcome in his home.

“There will be no insults here,” Lochlan said to Ewan, his voice stern. “At least not against Sin. Braden, on the other hand, you may feel free to attack.”

“Och, now,” Braden bristled, “where’s your brotherly love?”

Lochlan smiled devilishly. “That is my brotherly love. Notice I have yet to taunt you.”

“Aye, but I’m sure it’s nothing more than an oversight.” Braden turned and looked expectantly about the hall.

Even before Braden spoke the words, Lochlan knew what was on his mind. This was the only time in his memory that Braden had returned home without an entire army of women running out to greet him, elbowing each other in an effort to gift his younger brother with food and other things they were only too happy to offer.

“Where are the serving maids with something for us to eat?” Braden asked.

Lochlan opened his mouth to explain, but Ewan stopped him.

“Nay, please let me be the one who tells him.” Ewan’s blue eyes twinkled in rare humor.

“Very well,” Lochlan said. “If it gives you pleasure.”

“Aye, that it surely does.” Beaming in satisfaction, Ewan turned to Braden. “You remember Anghus and Aidan’s little sister, Maggie ingen Blar?”

Braden frowned. “The little hellion with red hair, freckles and buck teeth? How could I ever forget her?”

The harsh words set Lochlan aback. He’d never in his life heard his brother describe a woman as anything save beautiful, and Maggie was anything other than bucktoothed.

Hellion, on the other hand, he would gladly concede.

“I don’t recall her having buck teeth,” Lochlan said.

“That’s because she never bit you with them,” Braden responded. “Me, on the other hand, she seemed to love to attack. Never knew why.”

“Must have been your charming personality,” Sin said dryly.

Ewan threw his hands up and stepped in front of Braden. “Do you mind? I’d like to stay on the point.” He glared meaningfully first at Lochlan, then at Sin.

“Seize the moment,” Lochlan said.

“Thank you.” Ewan placed a hand on each of Braden’s shoulders so as to savor his reaction. “Anyway, Maggie, whether she has buck teeth or not”—he glared at Lochlan in warning, before turning back to face Braden—“has led all the lasses into hiding.”

Braden’s frown deepened. “Hiding from what?”

“From us wicked, lustful men.”

Braden stared blankly at Ewan as the full, horrific impact of the words dawned on him. “Surely you jest.”

Braden looked to Lochlan for verification. “He jests?”

“Nay,” Lochlan sighed. “He’s telling the truth. It seems the women have decided that I must put a stop to the feud against the MacDouglas or else they’ll serve us no more.”

“In any capacity,” Ewan added for effect.

Braden’s face actually paled as he stepped away from Ewan. He reached out and grabbed a handful of Sin’s cloak. “By Satan’s hairy toes, Sin, it appears I’ve died and gone to hell.”

Sin snorted. “Guess again, little brother. ’Tis too cold here to be hell.”

Braden shook his head in disbelief, then a dark look came over him as he faced Lochlan. “All right, laird, what did you do to the women to get them so riled?”

“Me?” Lochlan asked, stunned by Braden’s assumption that he had done anything to the women. “I did nothing. Why, I’ve tried everything I can think of to make them see reason. I’ve threatened and cajoled. Hell, I even tried seducing Maggie myself, but—”

Braden’s derisive snort interrupted him. “Well, there’s half your problem. I can assure you, ordering a woman to lift her skirts isn’t the way to get her into your bed.”

Lochlan felt his jaw drop in indignation. “I beg your pardon, I have more subtlety than that.”

“The devil you do. You forget, I’ve seen your clumsy attempts at seduction firsthand.”

“Clumsy? Why, I’ve had more women than you, you whelp.”

Braden cocked one arrogant, taunting brow.

“Well,” Lochlan conceded after reflecting on the matter for a second. He doubted if a Saracen sheikh with a harem could claim more women than Braden. “Maybe not more than you, but certainly more than Ewan.”

“That’s not saying much,” Braden inserted. “My left boot has had more women than Ewan.”

“Hey, now,” Ewan snarled. “You’d best be keeping your insults directed at the brother who tolerates you. I’ll not take kindly to such.”

Ignoring him, Braden draped an arm over Lochlan’s shoulders and pulled him close, as if about to impart some great secret. “Now, listen to me, my dearest brother who tolerates me. You are laird to a powerful clan. ’Tis not your feeble attempts that seduce women so much as your title and fair face.”

“My what?” Lochlan asked, offended by his condescending tone.

“’Tis true,” Braden continued. “There’s not a woman among them who wouldn’t love to lay claim to a night with a laird. Is that not right, Sin?”

“Why ask me? Am I a woman to know these things?”

“Well …” Braden paused.

Whatever thought he had, he must have reconsidered, for he quickly returned to Lochlan. “As I was saying, your title and face are all you need.”

“Aye, well, neither impressed Maggie. She dispatched me in record time. At this point, she’s left me with no alternative that I can see. If they aren’t out by midday tomorrow, I’m leading a raiding party against the kirk and dragging them out by force.”

Braden released him. “You don’t want to be doing that. They’re women, Lochlan. Our women.”

“You think I don’t know that? Our mother is in there with them. But what choice do I have?”

A speculative look came over Braden’s face. Lochlan could almost see the workings of his mind. Good, Braden was always a mastermind when it came to dealing with women.

“I can think of another choice,” Braden said. “What say you, I talk sense into the wench and get the women back where they belong—in the kitchens and in our beds?”

Lochlan considered it. If Braden could end this peacefully, then it was certainly worth a try. He didn’t like the thought of hurting one of their women any more than Braden did.

Perhaps his brother could succeed where he had failed. Braden had always been good at settling hot-blooded issues peacefully.

There had only been one time when he had failed. Lochlan winced at the memory.

There had been enough tragedy in their family. The last thing he wanted was to add anything more. He would give Braden a chance to talk the women out.

But only one. He couldn’t afford any more than that.

“Very well. But know this: At the rate Maggie’s going, my men will either storm the kirk on their own, or they’ll toss me out on my arse and elect a new laird.”

“Women,” Sin muttered. “I can’t believe they’d construct this rebellion against you while you have a feud to contend with. The last thing you need are your men distracted by women’s foolery while they have lands to protect.”

“Aye,” Braden agreed. “I’m surprised the MacDouglas isn’t taking advantage of this mutiny.”

Lochlan glanced out the window in the direction of the kirk. In spite of his anger, he did take a moment to savor the amusement he felt over the bit of news he’d received. “I’m sure he would have, had his own women not done the same thing to his clan.”

“What?” Braden asked.

“It’s true,” Lochlan continued. “His own wife has joined them. I received word of it just three days ago. The Lady MacDouglas has made a laughingstock of her husband.”

“Is he willing to talk peace, then?” Sin asked.

“Nay. Even if we could agree to terms, neither of us dares it. If we concede to the women over this, then they’ll think they have power over us and anytime there’s a matter they don’t like, they might very well hie themselves into hiding again. I shudder to think of the consequences. Can you imagine?”

“Aye,” Braden said with a wicked smile. “It could be amusing.”

Lochlan glared at him.

“Well, it could,” Braden said, dismissing Lochlan’s ire.

He swept a confident look over the three of them. “For years the lot of you have mocked me over the fact that no woman can resist me. Well, now, my brothers, you shall be grateful to me for my gift.”

Braden’s look had never been more cocksure. “Come and bear witness to how quickly I end this matter. I’ll wager it’ll be less than a quarter hour before I have Maggie feeding from my hand.”

“I’ll take the wager,” Ewan said. “Especially after the way I saw Maggie send Lochlan packing. It’ll do you good to fail.”

“Me, fail?” Braden asked in disbelief. “Hah! There’s no woman alive immune to me.”

“For once, I hope you’re right,” Lochlan said. “I can’t afford for you to lose this wager.”

“Then come and see my most tender triumph.”

Ewan clapped Lochlan on the back. “I don’t know about you, but this is one confrontation I canna wait to see.”


Chapter 3
[image: ]

Braden MacAllister could very well mark the end of all her grand plans.

Maggie ingen Blar froze at the window of the kirk as she saw the small group of men headed her way. If ever the four riders of the Apocalypse appeared in the flesh, it would be in the form of the four men gasconading down the road toward the small kirk where she and the other women had taken refuge.

It would be any other woman’s dream to have four such sinfully handsome men headed toward her, knowing she was the one they sought with such determination.

For Maggie, it was a waking nightmare.

The handsome Lochlan she’d expected to see again. Standing six-foot-four, he was one of the tallest men of the clan. His fair hair looked as if it had literally been spun from gold. And when it came to his features, she doubted if the angels in heaven could compete with the gentle sculpted face or dimpled smile that had made many a maid sigh.

But there was no smile in place today. Only a grim, lethal stare.

Lochlan’s younger brother Ewan stood two inches taller and possessed broad shoulders and a deadly swagger that made the men of the clan scurry at his approach. His darkly handsome face had rendered many a woman mute. But it was his dangerous countenance that kept any woman from pursuing him.

Most women were as afraid of him as were the men.

The third man stood between their heights and was dressed as an Englishman, and she knew him not at all. Still, he possessed that same lethal aura of all the MacAllister brothers, and his confident stride held a captivating, seductive quality to it. He reminded her of a dangerous dark beast pursuing his prey.

And the fourth …

He was the one her eyes feasted on, for she knew Braden MacAllister well. A friend to her older brothers, he had come often to her home while she was growing up.

Like some lovesick mooncalf, Maggie had adored him always.

Would there ever come a time in her life when the very sight of him wouldn’t quicken her breath? Make her heart beat out of control?

All of the MacAllister brothers were handsome, but there was something special about Braden. Something about him that was truly irresistible.

His wavy black hair fell just past his muscular shoulders and Maggie could easily recall the scent of elderberries that clung to the silken strands. Not that she knew for certain his hair felt like silk. ’Twas merely the sheen of it that suggested it would be wondrous to brush her hand through the long, dark locks.

He had a high forehead with finely arched black brows that lifted up when he laughed. And he laughed often. It was a deep, throaty sound that filled the air with music and warmth.

And his lips …

Full and well shaped, they were the kind of lips a woman went to bed at night dreaming of kissing. Or better yet, the kind of lips that could kiss a woman senseless.

Or so she had been told.

Unfortunately, Maggie had never known the pleasure of those lips herself. Braden had always viewed her as a pesky child, even though only three and a half years separated them in age.

Ever since she’d turned twelve, she had tried to get him to notice her, even to the point of biting him once when he failed to look her way. Yet she seemed to be the only woman alive he truly had no interest in.

Her brother Anghus had told her it was Braden’s loyalty to her brothers that kept him from looking twice at her, but inside she suspected it was more than that. Maggie wasn’t a fool.

She had never been the type of woman men pursued for anything other than a hot meal or advice on how to attract some other female.

As her twin brother Ian so often said, she was a good, reliable friend; the kind of woman a man could turn to for advice and never worry about her judging him.

At best, she was passably attractive, not a beauty by any stretch of even the most accomplished imagination.

But what she wouldn’t give to have the courage or beauty to make Braden notice her for just an instant. To be the one woman who could tame the wild wind.

However, today was not the day to try and gain his notice. In fact, today was the worst possible day she could ever see him. For in her heart, she knew he was the one man who could sneak past her defenses.

And today she couldn’t afford to lose. Not even to him.

Nay, she must keep the handsome warrior at arm’s length. That is, if any woman could keep a man like him at arm’s length.

While Maggie watched Braden’s approach, Pegeen came up behind her, asking about blankets.

Though she heard her friend’s question plainly enough, Maggie couldn’t speak. Her entire being was fixated on the most handsome Highlander ever to live.

Braden walked toward her sanctuary with a confident, masculine swagger that turned every maid’s head. The wind blew against his ebony hair, stirring strands of it about his chiseled face. He moved with his left hand on his sword, his shoulders thrown back in pride.

The hem of his black and green plaid slapped against the tanned, well-muscled flesh of his thighs. Thighs that moved sinuously with each step that brought him closer to her.

Mo chreach! he was gorgeous.

Raw, untamed masculine sensuality and attitude bled from every pore of his body.

Braden was a man comfortable with himself and assured of his place in the world. He’d never been one to follow the dictates of others, but rather he had always walked his own path, consequences be damned.

Today he seemed even more confident than he had the last time she had seen him.

He was up to something, she realized with a start. She could see it in the firm set of his jaw, in the sharpness of his gaze. There was an unmasked determination about him. He had a goal.

And in an instant she knew what he was about.

“Och, balgaire le sùilibh mear!” she said beneath her breath.

“What dog with lustful eyes?” Pegeen asked from her right.

“The one headed our way,” Maggie snarled, angered over the fact that his walk did affect her.

And even worse, she wasn’t keeping him at arm’s length!

Pegeen stood on her tiptoes to look out the window. “Oh, bother me,” she whispered. “There be four of them for sure. Handsome all.”

Maggie glared at the approaching group. “They say the devil himself is a handsome man, and I’d sooner meet with him than Braden MacAllister.”

“The devil ne’er saw a day he could rival a MacAllister for looks,” Pegeen whispered. “My, my, that Braden be the one for sure.”

A dreamy smile curved her lips.

Only a year older than Maggie, the attractive, raven-haired Pegeen had married four winters past, but she still had a roving eye that drifted toward any bonny man. And right now both of Pegeen’s eyes were fastened on Braden, and they were larger than platters.

“Oh, to have my Ross look like that one,” Pegeen said dreamily. “You can rest assured, if he did I’d not be hiding in here with you right now. But rather I’d be in my home giving him the—”

“Pegeen!” Maggie chided. “You’re inside a kirk.”

Pegeen waved her words aside with her hand. “The good Lord knows I mean no harm with my thoughts. I’m merely speaking the truth, and well He knows it.”

Maggie barely heard Pegeen’s words, for her attention had now shifted to the other women who were coming out of various buildings to peer over the walls at the men. Even from her distance, she could hear the breathless sighs and giggles of the women as they admired various parts of the men coming toward them.

“Braden’s home!” several of them shouted.

“Mary, how’s my hair look? Think you Braden will notice it?”

“Saints, that man gets bonnier with every year!”

“That man’s got the finest backside the good Lord ever saw fit to put on a man. Now if we could just get a good, strong wind to blow, we could be in for quite a wondrous sight!”

Maggie ground her teeth in anger as a plethora of such comments filled her ears.

Leave it to the laird to summon the one man home who could spoil her plan. She should have expected this. Indeed, she should have planned for it. But the idea had seemed so flawless, and with Braden gone she hadn’t thought about his possible effect on her senses.

Until now.

Her vision turning dark, Maggie gathered her skirts and headed out of the kirk to confront the devil before he came too close.

She reached the gate at about the same moment Braden did. She snatched open the door to see him standing there with his arm uplifted as if to knock.

“Maggie, my love,” he said, his face breaking into one of those wonderful, charming dimpled smiles that could make any woman weak in the knees.

Or worse, weak in the head.

His eyes shone with his confidence. Aye, the man knew he was irresistible.

But worse was the fact that she knew it as well.

“You’re just the woman I was coming to see.”

“I can imagine that,” she said, her voice icy even though there was a treacherous part of her that thrilled at his words.

His gaze became daring, probing, as he boldly assessed her body from the top of her head, which reached right to his shoulders, all the way down to the bottom of her skirt.

“Och, Lochlan,” he said to his brother, “you failed to tell me what a bonny lass she’d become over the last year. Why, I doubt if there’s a maid in all of Kilgarigon who could come near to such beauty.”

Lochlan said nothing in response.

In spite of her best intentions, Maggie’s heart leapt at his words. She’d yearned all her life to hear such from a man, and especially from Braden.

Unfortunately, though, she knew it for the mere flattery it was. There wasn’t a bit of truth to it.

Lifting her chin, she met his bold look levelly. “You must think me lacking in the head to fall to your honeyed words, Braden MacAllister.”

“Ah!” his brother Ewan said from behind him. “You were wrong about her teeth, Braden. She’s not bucktoothed at all.”

Turning his head to glare at his brother over his shoulder, Braden elbowed the giant in his gut.

“Bucktoothed?” she asked, offended by the mere thought. That was probably the only insult one of her brothers had never hurled at her. And why would they? Her teeth were as straight as anyone’s teeth could ever be.

Braden’s stern glare melted as he flashed one of those devil-may-care smiles her way. “I never said you were bucktoothed.”

“Aye, you did. I heard it as well,” the Englishman said.

“Nay,” Braden said between clenched teeth as his malevolent stare went to the Englishman in turn. “I said no such thing.”

Braden took a step toward her and lifted her hand in his.

Maggie steeled herself as the contact sent chills along her arms. She could feel the rough calluses on his hand, the raw power of the man who was as much a fierce warrior as he was a woman’s downfall.

She watched, mesmerized, as he lifted her hand to his lips and placed a kiss just over her knuckles. His lips were feather-light against her flesh. And as he moved those lips in a slow, searing circle around the back of her hand, he looked up at her with such bedroom eyes that for an instant she lost herself to the desire playing havoc with her senses.

At that moment, the terrible, treacherous part of her wanted to feel those lips against her own. She wanted to feel his strong arms wrap around her body and draw her close to his delectable heat.

Oh, heaven help her, she was as susceptible to him as all the other women were.

Braden ran his tongue over her flesh in a tender caress that both startled and titillated her before he gently nipped her skin with his teeth and moved her hand to rest just over his heart, which beat strongly beneath her palm.

It was all she could do not to close her eyes and moan in pleasure as his thumb toyed with her palm, sending wave after wave of heat through her.

“They misheard me, my love.” He all but purred the words at her.

Her body all but melted as she stared into eyes that were warm, inviting. A rich greenish brown, Braden’s eyes could compel a woman to forget everything else in the world.

Get hold of yourself, Maggie! The devil’ll take the rest of your loved ones if you yield to his charms.

Though it was one of the hardest
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